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SUBSCRIBE, READ AND PROMOTE WORLDWIDE
– a magazine which tells stories that have the fragrance of the gospel.

“Amid the cacophony of voices and messages that surround us, we need a human story 
that can speak of ourselves and of the beauty all around us. A narrative that can regard 

our world and its happenings with a tender gaze. A narrative that can tell us that 
we are part of a living and interconnected tapestry. A narrative that can reveal 

the interweaving of the threads which connect us to one another.”
(Pope Francis, Message for the 2020 World Communications Day)

PRICES FOR ONE YEAR 
SUBSCRIPTION FEE  

South Africa:     

Botswana, eSwatini 
and Lesotho:

Other African countries: 

Rest of the world: 

PLEASE CONTACT:

Comboni Media Centre
P.O. Box 266 • Silverton 0127, Pretoria, South Africa
Tel: 012 804 6193 • Cell: 072 928 4214
Fax: 012 804 6654 • Email: wwide@mweb.co.za

R150.00 – Normal subscription
R500.00 – Benefactor’s subscription

R300.00 (US$25.00) – Surface mail

R500.00 (US$40.00) – Airmail

R500.00 (US$40.00)

MODE OF PAYMENT: 

We would like to recommend that you remit 
your subscription or renewal fees by EFT 
(Payments done by cheque or by cash at the 
tellers are rather expensive for us). In order to 
identify you, always quote your SUBSCRIPTION 
NUMBER as a reference (The first 4 numbers in 
the first line of your address label) and/or your 
name or cell phone.

• Bank details: ABSA SILVERTON 
• Account number: 711574417 
• Branch Code: Universal code for EFT  
 (or 334445) 
• Account name (cheque account):  
CATHOLIC CHURCH WORLDWIDE

CASH PAYMENTS—at our offices: 518 
President Street, Silverton, Pretoria (Monday  
to Friday 09:30 to 15:30) 

NB: For first-time subscribers making a bank 

deposit or transfer, please use the code you 

were given as reference. Otherwise, use your 

surname and initials as a reference and forward 

us your personal details—name, surname, postal 

address, telephone number and email.

THANKS FOR CONTINUING 
TO READ WORLDWIDE 
AND SUPPORTING US!

N o w  0 N l i N E

HAVE YOU JOINED US RECENTLY?
Draw from the wells of worlDwiDe past issues

VISIT US ONLINE AT:

www.worldwidemagazine.org
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THE wAy OF LOVE 

“In his third encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, the Pope 
Emeritus wrote: “Love—caritas—is an extraordinary 
force which leads people to opt for courageous 
and generous engagement in the field of justice 
and peace” (#1). May such a force impel us to exercise 
the commandment of love and work for a just social order.”

FR JOSEPH REBELO, EDITOR

The CaTholiC Church is often seen as “out 
of touch” and is criticised for being too rigid 
and judgmental in matters of sexual morality. 
This skewed perception has a tremendous 
pastoral consequence: it prevents many peo-
ple from coming to the Sacraments, thus 
precluding them from full participation in the 
life of the community. Even though there has 
always been a certain obsession with sex—
within and outside the Church—in truth, 
negativity towards the body and sex, is foreign 
to authentic Christian belief and practice.

Pope Benedict XVI said and demonstrated 
this. In his first encyclical, the landmark 
Deus Caritas Est (God Is Love), he deals with 
the various dimensions of love, “one of 
the most frequently used and misused of 
words” (#2). Here he shows that there’s no 
opposition—but some unity—between eros 
(sexual, human love, from which comes the 
English term “erotic”) and agape (the uncon-
ditional, spiritual and selfless divine love). 

Given the common misunderstanding 
that sexual love is essentially selfish—a 
search for one’s own satisfaction and hap-
piness—the now Pope Emeritus tries to 
rescue it from degradation and “restore its 
true grandeur”. He states that “eros needs 
to be disciplined and purified if it is to pro-
vide not just fleeting pleasure, but a certain 
foretaste of the pinnacle of our existence, 
of that beatitude for which our whole be-
ing yearns” (#4). Indeed, these are amazing 
words about erotic love’s sublime dimen-
sion—it gives a taste of the heavenly joys.

The Pope-Theologian suggests that human 
love and divine love are ordered to each oth-
er. The inner dynamic of eros, though rooted 
in one’s own search for happiness, is directed 
to the happiness of the other, which is a char-
acteristic of agape. On the other hand, God’s 
love (agape) is described in Scripture in terms 
of God’s eros for His chosen people and for 

all humanity. The Pope demonstrates that 
the promise inherent in human love (eros) 
needs divine love (agape) to be fully realized. 
Human love already anticipates divine love 
and divine love perfects human love.

A re-visitation of this text on love—and 
love should be recalled as being at the core 
of the Christian message—is appropriate 
considering the theme of this issue: Catholic 
sexual ethics. However, its appropriateness 
arises for a number of other reasons: love is 
the most perennial human need; we live in 
a society in which sex became a commod-
ity; the long Covid-19 lockdown has boosted 
the ‘pandemic’ of gender-based violence; 
the fight against Covid-19 has once more 
revealed national isolationist egoisms and 
the consequent need to increase inter-
national solidarity through the exercise 
of charity. The world needs an extended 
eros by which the true giver of charity also 
receives love from the one he cares for and, 
without any doubt, more oblative love.

In a reductive way, immorality is gener-
ally understood as related to sexual mis-
behaviour—but, this reduction may lead 
us to forget that many other dimensions 
of life are to be included in the considera-
tion of moral living: honesty, truthfulness, 
keeping of promises, payment of taxes and 
fair wages, defence of the common good, 
refusal to pay and accept bribes, safeguard-
ing of the environment, respect for others 
and care for the needy. In the second part 
of the encyclical, Benedict XVI explains the 
politics of charity. In his third encyclical, 
Caritas in Veritate, the Pope Emeritus wrote: 
“Love—caritas—is an extraordinary force 
which leads people to opt for courageous 
and generous engagement in the field of 
justice and peace” (#1). May such a force 
impel us to exercise the commandment 
of love and work for a just social order. 
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Wonderful, uplifting and inspirational publication 
I was so pleased to have received your last issue of Worldwide, just before 
we went into Lockdown, in Darrenwood Retirement Village, where I live, 
as we no longer receive postal deliveries. I decided to circulate the vari-
ous copies of this and past publications to other Catholics or Christians 
at my place to help them through this difficult time and to create aware-
ness about your wonderful, uplifting and inspirational publication. I have 
sent them on with a covering note asking all to fill in their details before 

passing it on so that I can keep track of it/them. I hope it may also inspire them to subscribe in the 
future. Fortunately, somehow, I have managed to have an extra copy of the August-September 
2015 issue on the Creation Encyclical, HEALING THE WORLD, which is very precious.

I don’t know when my next subscription is due, but I will be paying it now, possibly in advance, 
because I am sure that in this difficult financial climate you will be needing all the subscriptions 
you can get.
• JUNE BOYER, Darrenwood, received by email

MY sON is cOMplEtElY chaNgEd
I am a subscribed member of your wonderful magazine, Worldwide. I refer to your edition of Decem-
ber-January 2020 issue, and particularly, the article you wrote on the House of Mercy in Benoni. My 
son who spent three months in another non-Christian Rehab last year, for drug abuse, had since 
relapsed. At this stage, I was beside myself as did not know what to do. I was very excited when I saw 
your four-page write-up on House of Mercy. I showed it to him and he agreed to go and then changed 
his mind. Anyway, eventually he agreed again. I just got him into House of Mercy, on 16 March this 
year, when they stopped admitting clients. He completed six weeks and came home on 30 April. 
Fabian is completely changed; we pray every day. We had a rosary relay the last three days of May, 
saying four rosaries a day and he has been very enthusiastic and helpful in every way at home.

I give all my read copies to Sr Rita Carey, for the prisons, as I’ve been a member of the Prison 
Ministry, introduced by Archbishop Emeritus William Slattery, in 2010.

Thank you for a wonderful informative magazine. May God bless you for the wonderful work you do.
• aNtOiNEttE daNiEls, received by email

Write to: The Editor of Worldwide
Comboni Media Centre  
P.O. Box 266,  Silverton 0127, Pretoria
Email: wwide.magazine@gmail.com

DATES TO REMEMBER

POPE'S PRAYER INTENTIONS

AUGUST
9 – International Day of the World’s Indig-
enous People; 9 – National Women’s Day;
12 – International Youth Day; 19 – World 
Humanitarian Day; 23 – International Day 
for the Remembrance of the Slave Trade and 
Its Abolition; 29 – International Day against 
Nuclear Tests; 30 – International Day of the 
Victims of Enforced Disappearances

SEPTEMBER
1 – World Day of Prayer for the Care of 
Creation; 5 – International Day of Charity; 
8 – International Literacy Day; 10 – World 
Suicide Prevention Day; 12 – United Na-
tions Day for South-South Cooperation; 
15 – International Day of Democracy; 
16 – International Day for the Preserva-
tion of the Ozone Layer; 21 – Internation-
al Day of Peace; 26 – World Maritime Day; 
27 – World Tourism Day; 27 – World Day 
of Prayer for Migrants and Refugees

AUGUST
THE MARITIME WORLD. We pray for all 
those who work and live from the sea, 
among them sailors, fishermen and 
their families.

SEPTEMBER
RESPECT FOR THE PLANET’S RESOURCES. 
We pray that the planet’s resources will 
not be plundered, but shared in a just and 
respectful manner.

RENEWING YOUR SUBSCRIPTION 
TO WORLDWIDE

Dear subscribers and friends,
We would like to recommend that you remit 
your subscription or renewal fees by BANK 
DEPOSIT OR TRANSFER (Payments done 
by cheque are rather expensive for us). In 
order to identify you, always quote your 
SUBSCRIPTION NUMBER as a reference 
(The first 4 numbers in the first line of your 
address label) and/or your name or cell phone. 
•	Bank details: ABSA SILVERTON
•	Account number: 711574417
•	Branch Code: Universal code for EFT (or 334445)
•	Account name (cheque account): 
CATHOLIC CHURCH WORLDWIDE 
CASH PAYMENTS—at our offices: 518 
President Street, Silverton, Pretoria (Monday 
to Friday 09:30 to 15.30) 

We would like to encourage you, our valued 
subscribers, to ensure that your information is up 
to date—address, telephone, mobile number and 
email address—and to let us know if the magazine 
has not been arriving regularly as it should.

a call FOR YOUR cOllaBORatiON
Dear subscribers and friends,
We hope you are well and safe! Be assured of our prayer for you and gratitude for your support! 
We would like to share with you two concerns:

1. One way of overcoming the slowness of the Post Office and other possible hazards, is by 
letting you have the magazine in a digital form so that you may not miss it completely. Therefore, 
we would like to invite you to send us your email addresses as soon as possible. In that 
way, you will be receiving a digital copy immediately, before the issue in the printed form is 
delivered (we still recommend subscribers to receive the printed copy so that they may receive 
the calendar with the December-January issue). 

2. We would need to ask you another favour. We notice that a good number of subscribers still 
renew or pay their subscription by making cash deposits at the counter. The hard fact is that for 
a cash deposit of R150.00 at the tellers, we are charged R60.00 (thus, only R90.00 comes to 
us). This amount does not cover not even the costs for printing and postage.

If you really need to make a cash deposit, we kindly request you to consider adding R60.00 
for bank charges. Alternatively, you may use the ATM machines to make cash deposits with 
or without a card, and the charges range between R7.00 and R12.00. The staff at any bank 
are readily available to help those who may not know how to deposit at the ATM.

Otherwise, we highly recommend that you remit your subscription or renewal fees through 
Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT), the cheapest bank service for us.

Thank you for your continued collaboration and support!
• thE adMiNistRatiON
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WORLDWIDE has the exclusive services of the following magazines for South Africa: WORLD MISSION (Philippines); NEW PEOPLE (Kenya); AFRIQUESPOIR 
(DR of Congo); ALÉM-MAR (Portugal); NIGRIZIA (Italy); MUNDO NEGRO (Spain); ESQUILA MISIONAL (Mexico); MISION SIN FRONTERAS (Peru); and IGLESIA 
SINFRONTERAS (Colombia).

CoNTENTS

THE GRANDEUR OF EROTIC LOvE
Solomon’s Song of Songs is a sublime erotic poem perhaps meant to exalt conjugal love. It opens with the words of 
the female lover: “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—for your love is more delightful than wine. Pleasing 
is the fragrance of your perfumes; your name is like perfume poured out. No wonder the young women love you! 
Take me away with you—let us hurry! Let the king bring me into his chambers” (Song 1: 1–4). Often—and wrongly—
human love is seen as opposed to divine love. In his 2006 Encyclical, God is Love, Pope Benedict XVI proclaimed 
that the Church—despite all the supposed anti-sex sentiment—has not a negative vision of erotic love. He says that 
through purification and discipline, eros is able “to provide not just fleeting pleasure, but a certain foretaste of the 
pinnacle of our existence, of that beatitude for which our whole being yearns.” In other words, sexual love, in God’s 
plan, is so glorious that it is meant to provide a small foretaste of the eternal joys that await us in Heaven.

Cover image: The Kiss, oil and gold leaf on canvas (1907–1908), by Gustav Klimt (Österreichische Galerie Belvedere, Vienna).
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FORCIBLY DISPLACED NOW ACCOUNT 
FOR 1% OF HUMANITY. The number of 
people forcibly displaced from their homes 
has doubled over the past decade to almost 
80 million, according to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

A nine million rise in the number of those 
forced to flee in 2019, fuelled by conflict in 
Syria, Yemen, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo and Burkina Faso, means that one in 
every 97 people around the world—about 1% 
of all humanity—is now displaced, according 
to numbers in the annual report of the UN 
refugee agency.

The UN high commissioner for refugees, 
Filippo Grandi, warned of long-term conse-
quences for many of the displaced. “Forced 
displacement nowadays is not only vastly 
more widespread but is simply no longer a 

short-term and temporary phenomenon,” 
he said.

“We need a fundamentally new and more 
accepting attitude towards all who flee, cou-
pled with a much more determined drive to 
unlock conflicts that go on for years and that 
are at the root of such immense suffering.”

According to UNHCR’s global trends re-
port, only four million refugees were able 
to return to their home countries during 
the past decade, compared with 1.5 million 
every year in the 1990s. Protracted conflicts, 
the agency warned, were making voluntary 
repatriations increasingly unlikely.

The report says that many refugees who 
did return to their homes last year went back 
to conditions that remained unstable. Only 
one million people were able to resettle 
long-term during the decade. The UNHCR 
said that only 0.5% of the world’s refugees 
were resettled in 2019.

UNHCR said the climate crisis was increas-
ingly playing a part in displacement, forcing 
people from their homes and making living 
conditions worse.
{Kaamil Ahmed, www.theguardian.com}

RADAR

FOOTBALL PITCH-SIZE AREA OF TROPICAL 
RAINFOREST LOST EvERY SIX SECONDS. 
A satellite-based analysis has found that the 
amount of pristine tropical rainforest lost across 
the globe increased last year, as equivalent of a 
football pitch every six seconds. Nearly 12 mil-
lion hectares of tree cover was lost across the 
tropics, including nearly four million hectares of 
dense, old rainforest that held significant stores 
of carbon and had been home to a vast array 
of wildlife, according to data from the University 
of Maryland.

Beyond the tropics, Australia’s devastating 
bushfires led to a six-fold increase in tree cover 
loss across the continent in 2019 compared with 
the previous year. Rod Taylor, from the World 
Resources Institute, part of the Global Forest 
Watch network that released the analysis, said 
as the unprecedented fires continued into 2020, 
this was only a partial picture of the area affected 
in the southern fire season.

While Australia’s eucalyptus trees are gener-
ally well adapted to respond to fire, Taylor said 
this year’s blazes burned more intensely, having 
followed a severe drought, and spread rapidly 
due to high winds. The fires killed 33 people 
directly, an estimated 445 more through smoke 
inhalation, and hundreds of millions of animals.

“Whereas a normal fire might char the bark 
of a tree, this year’s fires turned many trees 
into charcoal sticks,” Taylor said. “Australia can 
expect more extreme fire seasons as fire risk 
increases due to climate change.”

The loss of trees in the tropics was the third 
worst recorded since data was first collected in 
2002, trailing behind only 2016 and 2017. The 
heaviest reduction continues to be in Brazil, 
which accounted for more than a third of all 
humid tropical forest loss. Government data 
shows that deforestation for agriculture and other 
new land uses increased rapidly in the Brazilian 
Amazon over the past year.

The biggest surge in forest loss was in Bo-
livia, where fires led to an 80% greater reduc-
tion in tree cover than in any previous year 
on record. The institute said many of the fires 
were probably deliberately lit to clear farming 
land for planting and spread into forests due to 
strong winds and drought exacerbated by the 
climate crisis. It follows the Bolivian govern-
ment making regulatory changes to encourage 
the expansion of agriculture.

There was a slight decrease in forest loss in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, but it 

was still the third highest year on record, largely 
due to cyclic agricultural operations, though the 
institute said there was emerging evidence that 
commercial logging, mining and clearing for plan-
tations was having an impact.

Primary forest loss was down about 50% in 
both Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, and reduced 
for a third straight year in Indonesia, where it 
fell back to a level not seen for more than 15 
years. This follows Jakarta introducing a perma-
nent moratorium on clearing for oil palm planta-
tions and increased efforts to ensure that laws 
were enforced.

Frances Seymour, a senior fellow with the 
institute, said the level of global forest loss was 
unacceptable and that it was clear what was 
needed to reverse the trend. “If governments 
put into place good policies and enforce the law, 
forest loss goes down,” she said. “But if govern-
ments relax restrictions on burning, or signal 
an intent to open up indigenous territories for 
commercial exploitation, forest loss goes up.”

Seymour said the international community 
could help address the problem by introducing 
economic or market incentives for protecting 
forests. She called for governments to embrace 
four steps: preventing forest burning; increasing 
monitoring and enforcement to stop breaches; 
providing the poor and hungry with alternatives 
to forest exploitation; and not reducing protec-
tions to aid the economic recovery from the 
Covid-19 pandemic.
{Adam Morton, www.theguardian.com}

The loss of trees in the tropics last year 
was the third worst recorded since data 

was first collected in 2002.

Protracted conflicts and the climate 
crisis brought the number of displaced 

persons to almost 80 million.
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CHANGE OF EDITOR
DEAR FRIENDS, 
The time has come for me to bid Worldwide 
subscribers and readers farewell as Editor. When 
you receive this August-September 2020 issue, I 
may no longer be in South Africa, as I have been 
re-assigned to Portugal. However, I hope to return 
to South Africa in the not so distant a future, for this 
is my “first missionary love”. I leave South Africa with 
the spirit recommended by our founder, St Daniel 
Comboni, the intrepid missionary of Central Africa: 
“The missionaries will have to understand that 
they are stones hidden under the earth, which will 
perhaps never come to light, but which will become 
part of the foundations of a vast, new building.”

For near on almost the last eight years, I have 
worked with passion for Worldwide—planning, 
editing, and promoting our magazine, mainly in the 
parishes around Gauteng, Durban and Cape Town—
and working in its administration. Together, we 
have travelled on an interesting journey, for which 
I am very grateful both to the Lord and to you.

 At the beginning of 2013, we overhauled 
the magazine and we were pleased with the 
acceptance and appreciation that this met. Thanks 

to the efforts and skills of our collaborators and 
staff, Worldwide has thrived. We received two 
awards in 2016 from the distinguished Geneva-
based International Christian Organisation of 
the Media (ICOM): the International Award for 
Promoting Dialogue (Titus Brandsma Award) and 
the International Award for Excellence in Journalism 
attributed to Manuel Giraldes, the magazine’s sub-
editor. These awards were an incentive for us to 
pursue excellence in our journalistic mission.

From the next issue—October-November 
2020—Fr Rafael Armada, a Spanish Comboni 
Missionary, has been appointed as the new 
Editor. He holds a degree in journalism and was 
part of the team that produced our Spanish 
Comboni magazine, Mundo Negro. Fr Rafael 
knows the South African reality well, as he has 
already worked in this country for 12 years, 
divided across two periods. 

I wish Fr Rafael all the best in this endeavour, 
which is both simultaneously demanding and 
rewarding, that the magazine will continue 
as a source of reflection, inspiration and 
commitment, with the little resources at our 
disposal and the challenges inherent to its 
production and distribution.

I would like to express my deepest gratitude 
to you all—subscribers, readers, collaborators and 
staff—for your unwavering support and friendship, 
which I am sure, you’ll continue graciously 
extending to us for many years to come! 

Thank you very much again! 
I pray that God will bless and reward you all!

Fr Joseph Rebelo, Comboni Missionary

NOT EvERYTHING CAN BE PATENTED. Con-
ventionally selected non-genetically modified 
plants and animals cannot be patented. This 
is the verdict issued on 14 May 2020 by the 
Enlarged Board of Appeal (the court of law of 
the European Patent Office). All of this seems 
obvious, but yet, companies such as Bayer 
(Bayer-Monsanto), Syngenta and Carlsberg have 
done their best to avoid it. Without patents, they 
cannot control and benefit from the biological 
information contained in these living beings! 

The good news did not happen by chance: 
it is the result of a long process, done by many 
people. Among them, the members of WeMove 
Europe—an independent organisation that aims 
to mobilize citizens to shape a better Europe in 
the present and future generations and for the 
good of the planet—who signed the petitions, 
shared them with their acquaintances, or have 
financially contributed to the campaigns.

In 2016, WeMove Europe joined a coalition of 
organizations, mainly German, fighting against pat-
ents filed on broccoli, tomatoes, barley or salmon. 
Together, they quickly mobilised beyond frontiers 
to make this new campaign a true European effort.

Just a few months later, the petition initiated 
by this great alliance had over 800 000 signa-
tures. Comprised of citizens who rejected the 

patentability and commercialisation of living 
beings for the benefit of multinationals.

The European Patent Office (EPO) did not 
consider this single petition sufficient, so it was 
necessary to launch one of the largest actions 
of official objections in the institution’s history. 
Around 65 000 complaints were drafted, signed 
by citizens from all over Europe, against a tomato 
patent—an unprecedented moment for the EPO, 
suddenly surpassed by so many objections.

In June 2017, there was a large rally in Munich, 
the city where the EPO headquarters are located, 
but also known for the Oktoberfest, the worldwide 
famous beer festival that celebrates the city’s brew-
ing tradition. Taking this into account, 180 000 signa-
tures were delivered—attached to a petition against 
a patent filed on barley and brewing at the EPO 
headquarters—using a traditional 6-horse “beer car”.

A month later, in July 2017, the first success 
was achieved in Brussels. Thanks to numerous 
campaigns, the EU clarified its position: plants 
and animals are not human inventions, but rather 
natural ones, as such, they are common goods 
that cannot be patented.

From the EPO’s side, the decision was not 
fully accepted: authorizations for pending patent 
applications were suspended, but new applica-
tions were accepted.

This fact motivated a new mobilisation in 
Munich a year later to keep up the pressure, 
by simply inviting them to the Oktoberfest! Beer 
lovers had to pass in front of the EPO headquar-
ters to reach the festival site. Volunteers from 
WeMove Europe and other associated organisa-
tions distributed flyers and banners. “No to the 
patent on barley and beer!”: festival assistants 
became protesters, right in front of the EPO.

Finally, in the summer of 2019, a broad coali-
tion of environmental and agricultural organizations 
signed an open letter directed to the Patent Office. 
This time, the patents involved did not only refer 
to plants, but also to animals such as pigs, sheep 
and fish species, in this case, salmon and trout.

All of these moments represent a little of the 
episode of “David against Goliath”: a fight ani-
mated by citizens and activists against pressure 
groups and the assets of multinationals. Here is 
the result: on 14 May 2020, the Enlarged Board 
of Appeal issued the verdict. It is a victory, with 
the hope that this decision will end a decade of 
legally absurd and chaotic decisions by the EPO.

Like other victories, this one is the result of 
a mixture of good arguments, strong and ex-
perienced partners and a great international 
mobilisation of citizens.
{Jpic-jp.org}
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“Several factors determine a country’s COVID-19 death 
rate: the quality of political leadership, the coherence 

of the government’s response, the availability 
of hospital beds, the extent of international travel, and 
the population’s age structure. Yet one deep structural 

characteristic seems to be shaping the role of these 
factors: income of countries and wealth distribution.”

• JEFFREY D. SACHS, Professor at Columbia University, 
in a text entitled, How inequality fuels COVID-19 deaths 

(www.project-syndicate.org).

“We need to revisit the issue of ministries in the Church.”

• ANNE-MARIE PELLETIER, a French biblical scholar and a Catholic 
lay woman belonging to the new “Study Commission on the Female 

Diaconate”, said in an interview to La Croix International 
(www.international.la-croix.com).

“I believe that one root cause of racism and gender-
based violence may be found in the way we image 
God. Our language about God and images of God 
are critical because they shape us and the way 

we see ourselves, others and the world.”

• ANNEMARIE PAULIN-CAMPBELL, Head of the Jesuit Institute 
School of Spirituality, wrote in her reflection, on 19 June 2020.

“We cannot tolerate or turn a blind eye to racism 
and exclusion in any form and yet claim to defend 

the sacredness of every human life.”
• POPE FRANCIS said at the General Audience about the protests 

in the United States following the killing of George Floyd 
(www.vaticannews.va).

“Today we need prophecy, but real prophecy: 
not fast talkers who promise the impossible, 
but testimonies that the Gospel is possible.”

“Do you want a prophetic Church? Then start serving 
and be quiet. Not theory, but testimony.”

• POPE FRANCIS said in his homily at Mass on 29 June 2020, 
the Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul (www.zenit.org).

“The line of freedom in South Africa still holds—
but for how long?”

“The whole planet right now is the playground 
for a digitally-skilled and yet truly soulless force, 
whose only guiding light appears to be sowing 
discord in places where humanity can ill-afford 

to be belligerent. South Africa is not an exception. 
In some ways, we are a global laboratory.”

• BRANKO BRKIC, South Africa’s Daily Maverik Editor-in-chief, 
wrote in a text entitled Maria Ressa: a true hero, on 28 June 2020 

(www.dailymaverick.co.za).

“We believe strongly in multilateralism. We believe 
that multilateral organisations, which were established 

after the Second World War, are indispensable 
for the future, for the world and for our society.”

• ARCHBISHOP PAUL RICHARD GALLAGHER, Vatican Secretary 
for Relations with States, said during a press conference held 

on 18 June 2020, to present the document entitled, On the way for the 
care of the common home, five years from the Encyclical Laudato Si’ 

(www.zenit.org).

“WE MUST FIGHT SEXUAL vIOLENCE AS 
WE ARE FIGHTING COvID-19”. The Southern 
African Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC) 
Justice and Peace Commission said it “strongly 
and unreservedly condemns the recent surge 
of gender-based violence and femicide that has 
once again reared its ugly head nationwide since 
the country entered alert level 3 of COVID-19 
lockdown,” in a statement. “Justice and Peace” 
are calling for a process of rethinking the ap-
proach to gender-based violence and femicide, 
drawing parallels from the response to the COV-
ID-19 pandemic that witnessed the involvement 
of government departments, the business sec-
tor, civil society and ordinary citizens in their 
efforts to flatten the infection curve”.

The Bishops said if government departments, 
business sector and civil society could pool their 
financial resources and, along with ordinary 
citizens, comply with stringent physical and 
social distancing measures in the fight against 
COVID-19, then “we are of the view that it is 
possible for a similar aggressive and holistic ap-
proach to be used in the fight of gender-based 
violence and femicide.”

The Bishops said that the Church must do its 
part and invited all parishes to preach the clear 
message that God says “No” to the violence 
inflicted by men on women and children. “God 
created our whole being: heart, mind and body. 
Those bodies that are being assaulted are loved 
by Christ. These bodies remain precious. God 
grieves deeply when we inflict gender-based vio-
lence on anyone. We believe that recovery from 
being violent is possible. Change is possible. The 
Church must hold us accountable for what we 
do. It must lead perpetrators to get the help they 
need. We must also work towards the healing 

of the victims. Our work must be to educate 
and to prevent gender-based violence. We as 
Church have contributed to this scourge through 
our denial, our silence, our resistance and our 
lack of preparation,” continues the statement.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, domestic vio-
lence in South Africa was already at a very high 
level. In the first week of the lockdown, police 
received over 87 000 reports of gender-based 
violence. Forcing victims and perpetrators to re-
main in the same boundaries has increased the 
number, frequency and intensity of episodes of 
domestic violence and abuse. At least 21 women 
and children were murdered in South Africa dur-
ing confinement, up to the middle of June.

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa 
called gender-based violence a “second pan-
demic” in the country. “As a country, we find 
ourselves in the midst of not one, but two, devas-
tating epidemics. Although very different in their 
nature and cause, they can both be overcome—if 
we work together, if we each take personal re-
sponsibility for our actions and if we each take 
care of each other,” said the President.
{www.fides.org/en}

Domestic violence and femicide 
grew during the lockdown.
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MISSION IS A FREE GIFT OF THE SPIRIT. The 
proclamation of the Gospel is “something dif-
ferent from all political, cultural, psychological, 
or religious forms of proselytism.” Mission is a 
free gift of the Spirit, and cannot be entrusted to 
“training programmes” or “ecclesiastical estab-
lishments” that “seem to be swallowed up by the 
obsession of promoting themselves and their own 
initiatives and advertising their own initiatives.”

Pope Francis reflected on the foundations of the 
Christian mission in a message to the Pontifical 
Mission Societies (PMS), which were to meet in 
Rome for their annual General Assembly. The event 
was postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

The Pope recalled that the most central trait 
of the Church’s mission is that it is “the Holy 
Spirit and not the consequence of our ideas and 
projects.” Receiving the joy of the Spirit “is a 
grace” and is “the only force that enables us 
to preach the Gospel”.

Salvation “is not the consequence of our mis-
sionary initiatives, nor of our talking about the 
incarnation of the Word.” Salvation “can take 
place only through the lens of an encounter with 
the one who calls us” and therefore is the result 
of an outburst of joy and gratitude. Proclaiming 
the Gospel means bearing witness to glory of 
the risen Christ.

Distinctive elements of mission. Citing his 
Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii gaudium, Pope 
Francis described the distinctive features of 
mission. First of all, attractiveness: The Church 
grows in the world through attraction and not 
proselytism. “If one follows Jesus, happy to be 
attracted by Him, others will take notice. They 
may even be astonished.”

Other characteristics are gratitude and gra-
tuitousness, because “missionary fervour can 
never be obtained as a result of reasoning or 
calculation.” There is also no sense of obligation. 
Mission is “a reflection of gratitude”.

Then there is humility. Since happiness and 
salvation “are not our own possessions” or 
a goal achieved by our merits, the Gospel of 
Christ “can only be proclaimed with humility”, 
without arrogance.

Another feature of authentic mission is to 
facilitate, not to complicate. Mission does not 
add “unnecessary burdens” on people who are 
already worn out, nor does it impose “demand-
ing programmes of formation in order to enjoy 
what the Lord gives easily.”

Three other distinctive traits of mission are 
proximity to life “in progress”—because mission 
means reaching people “right where they are 

and just how they are”—and the sensus fidei of 
the people of God, and special care for the little 
ones and the poor, which is not optional.

Pitfalls to avoid. Pope Francis then lists some 
pitfalls that lie along the path of the Pontifical 
Mission Societies. The first, he said, is self-ab-
sorption, which carries the risk of self-promotion 
and advertising one’s own initiatives.

Another is control anxiety: the desire to as-
sume supremacy and control over the “very 
communities that ecclesial bodies are meant 
to serve.”

Elitism also makes the list: the “unspoken 
notion of belonging to an aristocracy.”

Isolation from the people should also be 
avoided. This leads missionaries to view the 
people of God as “an inert mass, always in need 
of being awakened and mobilized through a rais-
ing of consciousness, consisting of arguments, 
appeals, and teachings.”

The Pope also listed abstraction and function-
alism as potential dangers facing the PMS. He 
said these lead missionaries to imitate “secular 
models of worldly efficiency”.

Recommendations for the journey. Pope 
Francis went on to urge the Pontifical Mission 
Societies to “preserve or recover the role of 
the PMS as part of the larger people of God 
from which they arose.” He said they should im-
merse themselves in the real-life situations and 
“reintegrate the capillary effect of actions and 
contacts of the PMS within the greater network 
of Church institutions.” He asked the PMS to 
remain rooted in prayer and the gathering of 
resources for the mission, as they seek new 
missionary paths, all the while not complicating 
“what in reality is quite simple.”

The Pontifical Mission Societies “are and 
must be experienced as an instrument of ser-
vice for the mission of the particular Churches.” 
Pope Francis said there is no need to theorize 
about super-strategies or mission “core guide-
lines”. The PMS must operate in contact with 
countless realities, without ever becoming steri-
lized in an exclusively bureaucratic-professional 
scope. The Pope asked them to look outside, 
not in the mirror, and to lighten the structures 
instead of weighing them down.

Donations. Pope Francis also asked the Pontifi-
cal Mission Societies not to be transformed into 
an NGO devoted entirely to raising funds. He said 
that in using funds raised, the PMS should pay 
attention to “the most fundamental necessities 
of communities while at the same time avoiding 
a welfare culture.” He added: “As for the poor, 
you too must not forget them.”

The PMS network, he said, reflect the rich va-
riety of the “people with a thousand faces.” They, 
therefore, must not impose a specific cultural 
form along with the preaching of the Gospel. “Any 
attempt to standardize the form of our message 
may obscure the universality of the Christian faith, 
even promoting clichés and slogans fashionable 
in certain circles and in particular countries that 
are culturally and politically dominant.”

Finally, Pope Francis recalled that the Pontifi-
cal Mission Societies are not an autonomous 
entity in the Church. Their distinctive features 
are always cultivated and renewed in the special 
bond uniting them with the Bishop of Rome.

The Pope concluded his message recalling 
the words of St Ignatius: “Think about doing your 
work well, ‘as if everything depended on you, while 
knowing that everything in fact depends on God.’”
{www.vaticannews.va}

Pope Francis stated that the Church grows in the world through attraction and not proselytism.
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Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun has said 
that while he will remain prudent, he is 
prepared to suffer arrest and trials under 
Hong Kong’s sweeping new national secu-
rity law. “If right and proper words were 
considered against their law, I will endure 
all the suing, trials and arrests. Numerous 
predecessors have endured similarly,” 
the 88-year-old cardinal said in a video 
posted on his Facebook page. His remarks 
were reported by ucanews.com.

“Perhaps they are truly insane. Who 
knows? Let them be then. Isn’t there a say-
ing, ‘Those whom God wishes to destroy, 
he first makes mad’?”

The controversial law was rushed 
through the Standing Committee of 
China’s National People’s Congress on 
June 30, the eve of the 23rd anniversary of 
the handover of Hong Kong from Britain 
to Beijing.

Cardinal Zen’s fears that the new laws 
could affect religious freedom in the city 
contradict the view of Hong Kong’s apos-
tolic administrator, Cardinal John Tong 
Hon, who in late June claimed the laws 
would have no effect on religious freedom.

However, in a late June statement, Inter-
national Christian Concern said that under 
the new law, “vocal Hong Kong clergy 
who have been supportive of Hong Kong’s 
democracy movement, such as Cardinal 
Joseph Zen and Auxiliary Bishop Joseph Ha 
Chi-shing, could be extradited to mainland 
China to be tried, since Beijing considers 
them to be threats to the regime.”

Hong Kong Diocese’s Justice and Peace 
Commission also signed an open letter 
with 85 other social justice organisations, 
decrying the law ahead of its implementa-
tion, reports ucanews.com.

International Christian Concern 
warned that Beijing considers the mass 
protests that began last June as terrorist 
acts and any calls for Hong Kong’s inde-
pendence from China as acts of sedition.

The group noted that China’s notorious 
legal system and its lack of transparency 
“can easily criminalize anybody and place 
them in jail,” adding that many Chinese 
pastors and Christians are now impris-
oned on trumped-up charges such as 
subversion of state power, illegal border 
crossing and illegal business operation.

“Many fear, with the passing of this 
legislation, Hong Kong will forever lose 
its ‘one country, two systems’ status and 
merely turn itself into an ordinary coast-
al city in China,” it added.

Joshua Rosenzweig, Amnesty Inter-
national’s deputy regional director for 
East and Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 
said the passing of the national security 
law “is a painful moment for the people 
of Hong Kong and represents the great-
est threat to human rights in the city’s 
recent history.”

He added: “From now on, China will 
have the power to impose its own laws 
on any criminal suspect it chooses. The 
speed and secrecy with which China has 
pushed through this legislation intensi-
fies the fear that Beijing has calculatingly 
created a weapon of repression to be 
used against government critics, includ-
ing people who are merely expressing 
their views or protesting peacefully.”

The new laws potentially target Catho-
lic schools, charities and organizations 

through their focus on non-governmen-
tal organisations. The Hong Kong Church 
has scores of schools ranging from pre-
schools through to high schools, edu-
cating mainly non-Catholics. Ucanews.
com reported that the Church also has a 
significant network of charities led by its 
umbrella charity organisation, Caritas.

Article 9 of the legislation says the 
Hong Kong government will “take nec-
essary measures to strengthen public 
communication, guidance, supervision 
and regulation” of schools, social organi-
sations, the media and the internet.

The legislation, which took effect on 
the evening of June 30, will apply to Hong 
Kong citizens and foreigners deemed to 
have broken laws both inside and out-
side the territory. Even people transiting 
through Hong Kong are at risk of arrest. 
Foreigners can be deported if authorities 
decide not to prosecute them to the full 
extent of the legislation, which has pen-
alties as severe as life imprisonment. 
{www.catholicnews.com}
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Cardinal Zen prepared to be arrested

In Hong Kong, Cardinal Joseph Zen, 88, has been a strong defender of human rights 
and civil liberties against Beijing’s authoritarianism.
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iNSiGHTS • CONSTITUTIONAL COURT

on 11 June, the Constitutional Court 
handed down a decision that could turn 
out—as far as democracy in South Africa 
is concerned—to be one of the most 
important that it has ever given.

The case was called New Nation Movement 
NPC and Others v President of the Republic of 
South Africa and Others [2020] ZACC 11, and 
it had to do with the question of whether or 
not independent candidates, not affiliated 
with any political party, have the right to 
stand for election to the National Assembly 
and the provincial legislatures.

Since 1994, only people nominated by 
registered political parties have been able to 
stand in general elections. This is set out in the 
Electoral Act, the law that governs everything 
to do with elections and which tries to give 
expression to section 19 of the Constitution, 
which deals with political rights. 

It seems that the idea of not allowing 
independent candidates stemmed from 
another section of the Constitution, 46(1)(d), 
which says that the National Assembly (NA) 
must be elected under a system that “results, 
in general, in proportional representation.” In 
fact, we have a ‘pure’ system of proportional 
representation, in which the 400 seats in the 
NA are divided among the parties in strict 
mathematical accordance with the number 
of votes they win in an election. 

As has often been noted, this system is 
the fairest in one respect: it gives parties 
precisely the amount of political power that 
their percentage of the vote deserves—but, 
as has equally often been noted, it has no 
constituency element, no sense in which an 
individual MP is accountable to a specific 
group of voters. Instead, MPs tend to be 
accountable only to their political bosses.

To oversimplify the judgement, the 
Court found that section 19(3)(b) of the 
Constitution, which says that “every 
adult citizen has the right to stand 
for public office and, if elected, to hold 
office”, is not contradicted by section 46. 
It is possible to devise a system in which 
independent candidates can be elected 
while still preserving the proportionality 
requirement. The Court has given 
Parliament two years to amend the Electoral 
Act and come up with such a system.

There are a number of significant points 
to note about this judgement. Firstly, it is 
another fine example of the checks and 
balances built into our political order. When 
it appears that Parliament may have passed 
an unconstitutional law, the courts can be 
approached for a ruling; and the courts have 
the power to overrule Parliament. However, 
the courts do not have the power to write 
laws; only Parliament, representing us, can 
do that. Hence, the Court in this case, rather 
than just decreeing what the new law should 
say, has to leave that up to the legislature—
and the legislature, in drawing up the new 
law, will have to consult us, the citizens.

Secondly, the case was brought by a 
small ‘political platform’ of which very few 
people had ever heard—the New Nation 
Movement. This shows, once again, how our 
legal system accommodates small interest 
groups, even individuals, and allows then 
to take on the President, indeed the whole 
government, and to do so on an equal 
footing. If the applicant’s constitutional 
argument is sound, as this one was, 
it will win, no matter how powerful the 
responding party may be. 

Thirdly, it could lead to an overhaul of 
the proportional representation system, 
bringing in a constituency element. This has 
long been advocated for by NGOs, academics 
and others who believe that we need greater 
direct accountability between MPs and 
those who vote for them. Being forced to 
develop a system that would accommodate 
independent candidates might just be the 
spur that Parliament needs in order to 
rethink the electoral system in its entirety.

None of this means, of course, that we will 
suddenly find ourselves with ten, twenty or 
fifty independent MPs sitting in the National 
Assembly. Very few people will have the 
high public profile, the finances or the 
support structures necessary to compete 
with the political party machines. However, 
a few may succeed in attracting the roughly 
40 000 votes that are needed in order to 
earn a seat. Some of them may be celebrities 
from the worlds of entertainment or sport; 
some may be people with a strong personal 
following among a particular sector of the 
population; and some may be leaders who 
are well known nationally and seen as more 
trustworthy or reliable than party politicians. 

It must also be said that, even if a handful 
of independents manage to secure seats, 
they will find themselves facing a number 
of obstacles. There will be no party back-up 
or support staff, such as researchers and 
assistants. They would also lack access to the 
mentoring and tutoring that senior party 
MPs can provide for new colleagues. Most 
importantly, each of them would be able to 
sit on only a handful of portfolio committees, 
and thus be confined to dealing with just a few 
areas of legislation. This is likely to limit their 
influence and impact quite considerably.

Nevertheless, these factors do not detract 
from the importance of the Constitutional 
Court’s decision. The next two years, during 
which Parliament will have to grapple with 
how best to give effect to the judgement, 
and maybe also with the possibility of 
more far-reaching changes to our electoral 
system, are going to be very interesting, and 
very significant for our democracy. 

BY MIKE POTHIER | PROGRAMME MANAGER, SACBC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE

THROwING OpEN OuR ELECTIONS

Democracy will gain if the electoral system is freed from the parties’ choking grip.
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foCuS • big brother

auTomaTiC faCial recognition (AFR) 
uses cameras to record faces in a crowd. 
These images are then processed to 
create a unique biometric map of each 
person’s face, which is based on the 
measurement of the distance between a 
person’s eyes, nose, mouth and jaw.

Facial recognition can play a positive 
role in some situations. In India, for ex-
ample, it has helped police identify and 
return to their families thousands of chil-
dren who have been illegally trafficked. 
In Delhi, police have used automatic 
facial recognition technology to search 
photos for a government database called 
TrackChild. The World Wide Web holds 
the database of police reports of missing 
children and of children who are being 
looked after in childcare institutions. 

Automatic facial recognition technol-
ogy has been introduced at airports such 

as Shannon, Dublin, Heathrow and Am-
sterdam Schiphol. The main selling point 
is, supposedly, that it will enhance our 
travelling experience and ensure that we 
will not be caught in queues at the pass-
port desk or other area in the airport.

However, facial recognition technology 
comes at a price. This surveillance tech-
nology tracks us domestically and inter-
nationally and is a serious threat to our 
human and civil liberties. ‘Big brother’ is 
around all the time. During the Covid-19 
pandemic, many governments declared 
national emergencies and discussed us-
ing technologies such as facial recogni-

tion or an app as a way of tracking the 
disease. Paul Reid, the Chief Executive 
of the Health Service Executive (HSE) in 
Ireland, said that the HSE, would make a 
contact tracing app available for people, 
to help a person who had been diagnosed 
as having Covid-19 to identify his/her 
close contacts. The Irish app will follow 
the German model where all the relevant 
data is stored on the device and not the 
government’s database. Here again, the 
issue of privacy is paramount, coupled 
with the trust that ordinary citizens have 
on whether, or not, their government 
respects their privacy. In India, many 

The misuse of automated facial recognition technology is not limited to authoritarian countries 
such as China, North Korea and Myanmar. It is also happening in democracies, 

such as the United States or India

BY FR SEáN MCDONAGH SSC | ECO-THEOLOGIAN AND WRITER, IRELAND

THE MISuSE OF FACIAL 
RECOGNITION TECHNOLOGy

Facial recognition technology comes at a price. 
This surveillance technology tracks us domestically 

and internationally and is a serious threat to our human 
and civil liberties. ‘Big brother’ is around all the time.

Mass surveillance technology can be misused to threaten our human and civil liberties.
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are very sceptical of the request from 
Prime Minister Narenda Modi, for peo-
ple to wear a smart phone app to help 
them identify their risk of catching and 
spreading the virus. The Indian author, 
Arundhati Roy said that “the coronavirus 
is a gift to authoritarian states, includ-
ing India.” He added: “Pre-Corona, if we 
were sleepwalking into the surveillance 
state, now we are panic-running into the 
super-surveillance state.”

pERSECuTION OF uIGHuRS
There are also many uses of automatic 
facial recognition which are indeed 
very worrying. The Uighurs are a Tur-
kic Muslim people who live in western 
China in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region. They comprise about 
half of the region’s 26 million people. 
They, and other Muslim minorities, are 
being persecuted by the Chinese gov-
ernment. According to Human Rights 
Watch, the Uighur people are facing an 
Orwellian-style surveillance by the po-
lice in China, where information gath-
ered by facial recognition technology 
is used as a way to persecute them. In 
August 2018, a United Nations commit-
tee heard that up to one million Uighurs 
and other Muslim groups in China are 
being detained in internment camps 
where they are said to be undergoing 
“re-education” programmes.

The journalist Colm Keena of The Irish 
Times, interviewed people from China 
and from Hong Kong who believe that 
there would be consequences for the 
family in China, if it was known that 
they spoke in favour of the democracy 
rallies in Hong Kong to the Irish media. 
Three of them agreed to be interviewed, 

but arrived for the interview wearing 
face masks, reflector sunglasses and 
baseball hats pulled low on their faces 
in order to hide their identity.

The misuse of automated facial rec-
ognition technology is not limited to 
authoritarian countries such as China, 
North Korea and Myanmar. It is also 
happening in democracies, such as the 
United States. In an article in The Irish 
Times in May 2019, the journalist, Mud-
humita Murgia, recalled the surprise 
which the researcher Jillian York showed 
when she was told by a friend that pho-
tos of her had been found on a US gov-
ernment database. They were being used 
to train facial recognition algorithms 
and, naturally, Ms York wondered if this 
had anything to do with the fact that she 
worked in Berlin for a non-profit group 
called Electronic Frontier Foundation. 
When she accessed the database, she 
found that there were many other pho-
tographs of her dating from 2008 right 
up to 2015. During further research she 
discovered photographs of 3 500 people 
on this database which is known as Iarpa 
Janus Benchmark C (UB-C). Iarpa is a US 
body which funds innovative research 
on security issues in order to ensure 
that the US remains ahead of every oth-
er country on a whole host of security 
technologies. Jillian also found out that 
Noblis was the company which compiled 
21 294 images for the US government. 
Among the faces on that database was 
an Al-Jazeera journalist, a technology 
writer and, at least, three Middle Eastern 
political activists. There was a photo of 
an Egyptian scientist who had partici-
pated in the protest in Tahrir Square in 
2011. Once again, none of the people on 
the database knew their photos were 
being used in that way, and none would 
have given their consent if they had been 
asked. The photos which Jillian found on 
the database were available online under 
the Creative Commons licences. Often, 
the search companies take photos from 
the internet and store them in a data-

base. Though, technically, this is not ille-
gal or a breach of copyright, the current 
system is ethically quite unsatisfactory 
because it does not properly protect the 
privacy of the people whose images are 
stored in the database.

SuRVEILLANCE CApITALISM
Kar Ricanek, Professor of Computer 
Science at the University of Wilming-
ton in North Carolina is an expert on 
many aspects of automated facial rec-
ognition technology. He makes the point 
that the technology is not just geared 
to recognising peoples’ faces. He cited 
a tech-company in Boston, called Af-
fectiva, which is building ‘emotional ar-
tificial intelligence.’ The company hopes 
to be able to determine from a webcam 
image whether or not someone in the 
shop is going to buy an item. Shoshana 
Zuboff, an American academic chal-
lenged this type of advertising in her 
book, The age of surveillance capitalism, 
because it is a fundamental attack on our 
privacy at a point when we are making 
important decisions.

In June, the CEO of IBM, Arvind Krish-
na, announced that the technology 
company was opposed to the use of any 
technology for mass surveillance, racial 
profiling and the violations of basic hu-
man rights. After the murder of George 
Floyd in Minneapolis, on 25 May 2020, he 
called for responsible national standards 
regarding how facial recognition systems 
could be used by police agencies.

San Francisco is the first city in the 
United States which has banned police 
and other agencies from using automatic 
facial recognition because it is an intru-
sion on a person’s privacy. The ethical 
teaching of most religions emphasis-
es the need to protect human privacy. 
Therefore, religious people should op-
pose any use of facial images on databas-
es of governments or large corporations 
such as Facebook, Amazon or Google, if 
the consent of the person who has been 
photographed has not been given. 

Facial recognition can play a positive role in some situations. 
In India, for example, it has helped police identify 
and return to their families thousands of children 

who have been illegally trafficked.

Automated facial recognition technology 
can expose our privacy when 

we are making important decisions.
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world rEPorT • LAUDATO SI’

We CelebraTed the 5th Anniversary 
of Laudato Si’ on 24 May. Addressing his 
encyclical to “every person on the planet”, 
Pope Francis appealed for a response to “the 
urgent challenge to protect our common 
home”, which, includes a concern for “a sus-
tainable and integral development” (LS, 13).

Going through the religious and eco-
logical websites, it is impressive to see how 
since its publication in 2015, the encycli-
cal has received a sustained and growing 
attention both within and outside the 
Catholic Church. However, what has been 
its real impact?

The Laudato Si’, surely, has contributed 
to the evolving dialogue around climate 

change and climate justice, calling “for in-
tegral development and integral ecology” 
that “a purely scientific or environmental 
approach lacks.”

The encyclical has insisted on the fact 
that “everything is connected”, a reality 
the Covid-19 crisis has made manifest: 
any response to the environmental cri-
sis is effective only when both “the cry 
of the earth and the cry of the poor,” 
are heeded jointly.

During these last years, we also expe-
rienced growing awareness and activism 
in calling our societies and governments 
to lead initiatives and policies to address 
the climate changes and the pollution, 

the over-use of the planet’s goods, and the 
waste culture.

Nevertheless, while the advent of the 
Covid-19 pandemic brought the ur-
gency of many changes, the desire of 
going back to ‘normal living’ implies 
the return to the former ways of doing 
things and maybe of resuming the same 
harmful activities. 

A SpECIAL yEAR
The changes that Covid-19 suggests are 
the same that the Laudato Si’ encyc-
lical had solicited: less individualism, 
less consumption and less self-centred 
greed; and in a positive tune, a greater 

On the 5th anniversary of Laudato Si’, we can conclude that the Catholic Church lacks liturgical resources 
to fuel the ecological conversion Pope Francis asks for and the human family desperately 

needs—and that the world at large needs radical changes

BY FR GIAN PAOLO PEZZI | COMBONI MISSIONARY, NEW JERSEY, USA

DID THE ENCyCLICAL IMpACT ENOuGH?
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social awareness and solidarity and the 
promotion of the common good.

Since its publication, every year, a 
Laudato Si’ Week (16th–24th May) is cele-
brated, uniting Catholics in solidarity for 
a more just and sustainable future. This 
year, the Laudato Si’ Week has kicked off 
a special year dedicated to the encyclical, 
from May 2020 to May 2021. 

It was Pope Francis himself who an-
nounced the event on 3 March, inviting, 
through a video message, to a wider par-
ticipation, saying: “What kind of world 
do we want to leave to those who come 
after us, to the children who are growing 
up? I renew my urgent appeal to respond 
to the ecological crisis, for the cry of the 
earth and the cry of the poor can no 
longer wait.”

Fr Joshtrom Isaac Kureethadam, co-
ordinator of the sector of “Ecology and 
Creation” at the Vatican Dicastery for 
Promoting Integral Human Develop-
ment, added some news on the activities 
planned: online conferences with global 
experts, a Laudato Si’ documentary, a mu-
sical and a number of cultural multimedia 
events. There is also an international drive 
to plant one trillion trees. The goal is to 
turn awareness into action, the urgency 
of which the current health crisis further 
underlines. The Laudato Si’ encyclical was 
written to address the precarious situation 
of the planet, which has only been deterio-
rating, after its publication.

It is not a question of starting from 
scratch. During these five years, thou-
sands of communities around the world 
have taken actions aimed at realizing the 
vision of ecology contained in the Laudato 
Si’. The environmental crisis is serious 
and more needs to be done. Why has not 
enough been done?

TwO REASONS 
Two main reasons can be clearly per-
ceived, one in the Catholic Church, and 
one in society at large, both enlightened 
by the Laudato Si’ word: humans did not 
follow the “Genesis mandate”, to care for 
the common home as a gift from God. 
Instead, they exploited it, using it for their 
own selfish benefit. How could this hap-
pen and is still going on?

In the Catholic Church, and maybe 
in many other confessions, the liturgi-

cal resources to call, develop, and nour-
ish, to express the spiritual growth of an 
ecological consciousness are difficult to 
find. Jesus’ contemplative reflections on 
God’s care for the birds of the sky, on 
the beauty of wild flowers became texts 
for personal prayer. There are beautiful 
psalms. However, the Catholic Church 
lacks liturgical resources to fuel the eco-
logical conversion Pope Francis asks for 
and the human family desperately needs. 
In 2019, Pope Francis even encouraged the 
Catholic community to celebrate a season 
of creation every year from 1 September 
to 4 October. However, there are few (see 
as a good example on the Dominican 
website some Biblical Reflections) or no 
signs of Catholic efforts to prepare official 
liturgical texts and lectionary material for 
this season.

On the other hand, to address seri-
ously the global ecological crisis, gov-
ernments should make radical policy 
changes about finance, transport, pro-
duction and the way businesses are run. 
People also should change the way they 
live, their personal freedoms and choices 

focusing primarily on what is good for the 
community, being more conscious of the 
needs of others, of other communities 
and future generations. Already in 1985, 
in a long dossier Le Monde Diplomatique 
denounced as dangerous an historical 
falling by the wayside: the leadership of 
our societies and throughout the world 
was escaping from the hands of politics 
and falling on those of economics. The 
aim of politics, as Aristotle stated, comes 
into being for the sake of life and exists for 
the sake of the good life.

Even though economics, according to 
Adam Smith’s work, The Wealth of Na-
tions, should provide the ways in which 
families, firms and entire societies allo-
cate resources to satisfy their needs and 
wants, the actual capitalistic system made 
economics evolve into a financial system 
the aim of which is at most the accumula-
tion of capital.

Until these two issues are addressed, all 
efforts of confronting what, through the 
Laudato Si’ encyclical and Covid-19, we 
perceived wrongly, would be only a fight 
against Don Quixote’s windmills. 

What kind of world do we want to leave to those who come 
after us, to the children who are growing up? I renew my 

urgent appeal to respond to the ecological crisis, for the cry 
of the earth and the cry of the poor can no longer wait. 

(Pope Francis)

To address seriously the global ecological crisis, governments should make radical 
policy changes about finance, transport, production and the way businesses are run.
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The rebuke of Adam and Eve (1740), 
by Charles Joseph Natoire.
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SOuRCES AND RESSOuRCEMENT
We can ask ourselves why so much of our teaching on sex is no longer practised, nor believed. 

Perhaps, if we are really daring, we could ask why we are so preoccupied with sex 
in a world faced with so many other challenges

BY FR ANTHONY EGAN SJ* | JESUIT INSTITUTE, JOHANNESBURG

WiTh regards to sex, the Catholic 
Church is in a muddle. Given the sub-
ject—sex is after all a complex, messy 
and emotionally fraught reality at the 
best of times—this is not surprising. We 
talk about it a lot, far more than other 
Churches, often in a kind of ‘all or nothing’ 
language that polarises (or bores) people. 
All sexual issues, in official Church dis-
course, is ‘serious matter’ and boils down 
to a set of closely interlinked teachings: no 
sex outside marriage (defined as the exclu-
sive and permanent union of a man and 
woman); sex should always be open to the 
possibility of procreation (though since 
1968 intentional marital contraception 
by Natural Family Planning is accepted); 
all other sex outside these parameters is 
wrong, indeed a serious sin. Subject, of 
course, to degrees of culpability that may 
be mitigated by circumstances, usually 
determined by confessors.

Am I oversimplifying? Probably. In a 
short article, I can’t address the subtleties 
adequately. I don’t think I am exaggerat-
ing when I say that that’s how ordinary 
people within and outside the Catholic 
Church see it. 

Let’s be honest, what is seen by Catholics 
is not what many Catholics believe—or do. 
Real life sexual behaviour, among Catholics 
and non-Catholics alike, diverges from 
our theology significantly. Can one simply 
write such folks (probably the majority) 
off as hopeless sinners? The theologically 
minded might even cite Augustine, who 
called the majority of humanity—hopefully 
on one of his ‘off’ days—a massa damnata. 
More charitably, we can call them weak or 
foolish. Or, perhaps, we can ask ourselves 
why so much of our teaching on sex is no 
longer practised, nor believed. Perhaps, if 
we are really daring, we could ask why we 
are so preoccupied with sex in a world faced 
with so many other challenges—tyranny, 
economic inequality, pandemics and a 
humanly induced ecological crisis.

As someone who started out as a histo-
rian, and echoing St John XXIII’s observa-
tion that history is a great teacher, I shall 
start by looking at the present situation, 
the development of Catholic sexual ethics, 
before suggesting how we might develop 
a new approach to the question, one that 
takes both lived realities and the underlying 
values of our traditional ethics seriously.

puTTING THE pROBLEM IN pROp-
ER CONTEXT. We need to start with 
our present context. For the most part, 
Catholics are not following official 
Church teachings on sex. Global surveys 
in both religious and secular countries, 
north and south, reveal that sex outside 
of marriage is widely accepted and prac-
tised. There is no significant gap in this 
between Catholics and the rest. (A similar 
statistic is found when looking at rates of 
divorce or abortion, but for brevity I shall 

not address these in this article). This is 
true whether those surveyed consider 
themselves practising or culturally Catho-
lic—though adherence to Church norms 
does seem to correlate with the highest 
level of religious practice.

It’s also worth noting that at least half 
the countries that have accepted same-sex 
civil marriage have a significant Catholic 
population—a few even overwhelmingly so.

Put aside the instinctive rhetorical re-
sponse of godlessness and claims that 
people are being manipulated by ‘godless’ 
global organizations and ideologies such 
as feminism. We need to think clearly.

One option is to consider cultural 
change. We no longer live on farms or in 
villages where people married young and 
had many children (often because most 
died before reaching adulthood). We are 
increasingly urbanised, and extended 
families have broken down. We are also 

In the Hebrew Bible all sex is related to culture, particularly 
purity and family. Sexual behaviour was concerned 

about ritual and cultural purity—keeping up 
the communal identity of the Israelites.

In the Hebrew Bible, adultery was a crime not because of infidelity 
but because it violated property: the wife was the husband’s property.
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entering the world of work later—when 
the means of starting a family becomes 
viable. Work itself is no longer secure: a 
lifelong job is getting rarer, making inse-
curity greater. This creates a split between 
the social maturation of people and physi-
ological sexual capacity. Put bluntly, the 
sex drive kicks in at a moment where the 
social conditions to marry and have a 
family is difficult if not impossible. 

 Scientific advances have also broken 
the link between sex and reproduction. 
Given this, the social situation and the 
persistence of the ‘premodern’ sexu-
al drive, sex outside the conventional 
bounds become both possible and hap-
pen—as the surveys suggest around the 
world. Similarly, scientific knowledge 
about human sexuality has advanced 
considerably. Evidence is overwhelming 
that a binary male/female heterosexual-

ity simply isn’t an adequate description 
of sexuality any more. With all the social, 
psychological and physiological factors, 
based on sound evidence, we can now say 
that heterosexuality is only statistically 
and not naturally normative. 

Now of course one can simply deny 
this—but scientific denialism has a bad 
history in the Church. Remember Galileo? 
Remember Darwin? Combine this with 
the fact that growing numbers of Catho-
lics, including most young Catholics, have 
accepted the evidence and the Church is 
dealing with a problem. Our official posi-
tion is no longer considered credible. 

To cap it all, the evidence for ‘non-
orthodox’ sexual behaviour throughout 
history is overwhelming. Research on 
the history of sex in the European Middle 
Ages show that in some places and times, 
in comparing marriage dates and first 

baptisms, one third of all first children 
were conceived before marriage—and 
a cursory survey of world literature sug-
gests that we have as a Church never been 
that chaste in the past! 

SOuRCES FOR CHRISTIAN SEXu-
AL ETHICS. So, what are we to do? Give 
up—or just excommunicate the massa 
damnata? Indeed, is there anything of 
value to retrieve in the Church’s teach-
ing on sex? I think there is, but we must 
go back to our sources and read them 
very critically.

– SCRIpTuRE. Like all Christians, we 
must read the Scriptures first. It is, after 
all, the norma normans non normata (The 
norm of norms which cannot be nor-
med), as Vatican II reminded us—but we 
must read critically and contextually, not 
simply cherry picking a phrase there or a 
line here that suits our position. We must 
not just ask what Scripture says, but why 
and how a text addresses specific issues: 
what is the world of the text, and whether 
it reflects our present reality. 

Jesus Himself seems to have been quite indifferent 
to sex—even forgiving sexual transgressions 

(e.g. the woman caught in adultery).

Catholic sexual ethics as they currently stand are not being taken seriously by many, if not most Catholics in the world today.
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If one noted down biblical verse refer-
ences to sex in the whole Bible, it might 
cover an A4 page. The New Testament 
would probably cover a small envelope, 
and references from Jesus, a postcard 
(if one has a large handwriting). Jesus 
Himself seems to have been quite in-
different to sex—even forgiving sexual 
transgressions (e.g. the woman caught 
in adultery). Paul had more to say about 
sex, mainly in 1 Corinthians, but even 
here scholars are uncertain whether 
these are actual teachings or whether 
he uses sexual activity as an illustration 
of bigger issues. 

When Paul speaks of sex it mostly falls 
within broader areas of concern: build-
ing the Christian community and avoid-
ing idolatry. Believing the world was set 
to end soon, Paul wanted harmony and 
a prayerful life of proclaiming the Gos-
pel. Marriage, divorce, celibacy, widow-
hood should serve that primary purpose 
so that they didn’t get in the way.

Similarly, his fear of idolatry—keep-
ing the Christians ‘pure’ from other 
religions—was a priority. Much of his 

language about fornication and homo-
sexual acts occur in this context. It seems 
that Paul’s primary concern was not be-
ing identified with pagans, rather than 
drawing up a clear sexual ethic.

In the Hebrew Bible, all sex is related to 
culture, particularly purity and family. 
Sexual behaviour was concerned about 
ritual and cultural purity—keeping up 
the communal identity of the Israelites. 
Any sex, even married sex, was dodgy 
at best with anyone outside the nation. 
Within the community, sex within or 
without marriage was rooted in prioritis-
ing the patriarchal family. Thus, adultery 
was a crime not because of infidelity but 
because it violated property: the wife was 
the husband’s property. Daughters were 
tradeable property too—sex outside 
marriage diminished bride price, violat-
ing the interests of family prosperity.

Outside of this, the only sustained Old 
Testament text that actually addresses 
sex is the Song of Songs. A sequence of 
erotic love poems that are usually read as 
allegories of God’s love—though this has 
probably been read into the text rather 
than extracted from the source itself—the 
book offers something entirely different. 
It is a celebration of erotic love from start 
to finish. Although parts may be part of a 
wedding song (appropriately since it’s sel-
dom read in public outside of weddings), 
in most of it, the couple (or couples) do 
not even seem to be married! No wonder 
that in the Middle Ages, where the text 
was embraced as Christian allegory, it was 
off-limit reading to all but older monks 
and nuns.

What the Hebrew Bible offers us, more 
than the New Testament, is a context. This 
is an ancient world context that the early 

The only sustained Old Testament text that actually addresses 
sex is the Song of Songs, a sequence of erotic love poems 

that are usually read as allegories of God’s love. 

From the perspective of ‘tradition’, we came to an understanding of sexuality that seemed fixed and permanent.
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Christians, most of them Jews, perhaps 
took for granted. For most Catholics today 
it is not ours. 

– TRADITION. It is impossible to outline 
the whole Christian tradition on sexual-
ity here, but I would like to highlight two 

points. The first is that it was stamped by 
early Church practices that helped define 
certain ideas and themes. Second, teach-
ing is deeply rooted in a set of philosophi-
cal, scientific and cultural assumptions 
that need to be carefully examined for 
their accuracy and ongoing validity.

The Early Church, once it had emerged 
from the belief that the world was shortly 
to end, embraced a number of contradic-
tory understandings about sex. We must 
not forget that the Church was internally 
diverse, and sometimes divided over what 
they believed. We think today of ortho-
doxy and heresies as clear and distinct. On 
closer examination this is not so. Gnosti-
cism, a family of heresies that denied the 
humanity of Jesus, had two strands of 
thinking about sexuality. One strand re-
jected all sexual contact (since procreation 
trapped souls in bodies!) while another 

We need to bring our sexual ethics into line with two great 
moral gifts the Church has given the world: conscience 

and Catholic Social Teaching (or simply put, justice).

Sometimes, sex seems to be considered more morally dangerous than violence, war, poverty or the environment.
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regarded sex as having no consequence so 
long as one avoided having children. Both 
strands were condemned—on the sur-
face—but arguably fed into more ortho-
dox movements in Christianity, notably 
asceticism and monasticism. As a result, 
for most of Christian and Catholic history, 
celibacy became a ‘higher’ state of life.

Parallel to this, the early Church’s insist-
ence on Christian distinctiveness from 
other Greco-Roman religions played a 
part. Pagan religions embraced a freer 
sexuality—so the Christians insisted on 
greater sexual continence. Of course, 
some aspects of the culture the Church 
embraced, notably the political struc-
tures of Empire and the patriarchal model 
of family (the latter being a part of the 
Church’s Jewish inheritance). The Chris-
tian centuries that followed were a prod-
uct of this synthesis, continuing until the 
splitting of Christendom in the Reforma-
tion and Enlightenment eras.

To this was added, and developed, the 
philosophical and scientific legacy of the 
ancient world, once again selectively used. 
With regard to sex, the Church followed 
the insights of Aristotelian biology with all 
its assumptions and limitations. It strug-
gled to come to terms with new scientific 
insights, particularly if they came from 
non-Christian sources (e.g. the Arabs). 
Even as the Church accepted the physi-

cal insights of science, we tended to hold 
onto certain philosophical norms about 
personhood, sexuality and gender even 
though they were no longer rooted in the 
best available scientific evidence.

From the perspective of ‘tradition’, we 
came to an understanding of sexuality 
that seemed fixed and permanent. Our 
tradition seemed to stop. It is not that we 
continued to believe that the sperm was 
a ‘miniature person’, with the ovum as 
little more than a receptacle and source 
for growth; but so many of our moral 
assumptions and fears still seemed based 
on that idea. 

We also adopted a split view of social 
change. Catholic Social Teaching (and the 
great scholastic traditions that anticipated 
it) accepted the idea of social change and 
the need to adapt broad moral principles 
to new contexts. Anything to do with sex 
remained mostly unchanged—even as 
social contexts of gender relationships and 
scientific developments in how gender is 
understood, changed. (I say mostly be-
cause confessional practice often moder-
ated levels of culpability in practice).

So, we are caught today with a split in 
tradition itself: one part, dynamic and his-
torical; the other fixed into what has been 
called a ‘classical’ mind-set. This is not a 
healthy or helpful situation. By insisting 
on an absolute continuity, our sexual 
teaching courts comprehensive rejection 
as ‘irrelevant’, rather than helping us see 
certain continuous and relevant values 
that might underpin it: fidelity, love and a 
broadly defined fecundity or creativity (to 
be discussed below). 

 
– REASON AND EXpERIENCE. I 
shall deal with the last two sources of 
Christian ethics together because more 
often than not they mutually overlap and 
influence each other: experience forces 
reasoned reflection; reasoning generates 
conclusions that change experience. All 
the way through this article, I have talked 
about context and content, history and 
teaching. Reason and experience judge 
scripture and tradition’s truth in terms 
of their coherence or correspondence to 
reality. Here we see a shift too from a top 
down ‘authority’ understanding of sexu-

Sexual ethics from a justice perspective reminds us precisely 
that we are members of a community and that our actions 

and inactions affect others.

Sexual ethics should not be a convenient distraction and deflection of wider moral responsibilities.



22 worldwide   aug-sept  2020 23 worldwide   aug-sept  2020

ality to an understanding that comes 
from the grassroots. In a sense, it is the 
test of whether ordinary people actu-
ally give or withdraw authority to those 
who have authority.

In many cases such authority is with-
drawn. People who tried to live out their 
sexuality in ‘real time’ suddenly find that 
the Church’s teaching does not work. 
They cannot live the life that moral doc-
trine sets out—they can’t afford another 
child; they cannot wait for sex till mar-
riage, etc. Sometimes doing the ‘right 
thing’ of the Church becomes an occa-
sion of frustration and obsession that 
distracts them from God and ultimately 
alienates them from the Church. Or, 
if they examine the teachings of the 
Church closely, they conclude that the 
teachings are intellectually incoher-
ent. Some of the latter may see that the 
intention is good but the conclusions or 
directives are wrong.

This seems to undermine the Church’s 
understanding of authority but on closer 
examination I think it does something 
else. Unless we accept an idea of author-
ity as absolute and enforceable—the one 
requires the other to make any sense—
all authority claims are vulnerable to 
testing. Conversely authority is mean-
ingless—just coercion—unless it accepts 
the possibility of rejection, and a person 
can’t be moral unless s/he has the free-
dom to reject authority—even if in doing 
so s/he is objectively morally wrong! 

 
CONSCIENCE, pRAyER AND JuS-
TICE: DEVELOpING A NEw SEXu-
AL ETHIC. I have anticipated the move 
I am going to take in the remains of this 
article. I have suggested that Catholic 
sexual ethics as they currently stand 
are not being taken seriously by many 
if not most Catholics in the world to-
day. I have looked at the underlying as-

sumptions behind official teaching and 
suggested that they no longer speak to 
many Catholics. Scripture and Tradition 
offer limited resources which have been 
decontextualized in current teachings, 
with traditional moral reasoning rooted 
too much in decontextualized and some-
times scientifically faulty assumptions. 
The question is: what’s left? Does this 
mean that ‘anything goes’?

The latter is a possibility unless we 
revisit our sources critically, and take our 
next contexts seriously. Beyond that, we 
need to bring our sexual ethics into line 
with two great moral gifts the Church 
has given the world: conscience and 
Catholic Social Teaching (or simply put, 
justice). Both speak to contexts—per-
sonal and social—and are rooted in the 
sources of Catholic ethics. 

Let us start with the notion of justice 
as foundational to any sexual ethics. It 
is important because any sexual behav-

Marc Chagall’s painting represents the Song of Solomon IV: the newly weds are flying in a red sky, a symbol of strong passion and warmth.
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WHY DO WE OBSESS ABOUT SEX IN THE CHURCH?
“IF YOU have to do ethics, don’t write about 
sex, for Christ’s sake!” a friend once said to me. 
“Or if you do, don’t question anything. They’ll 
come after you, knives drawn.”

Hardly encouraging, but there is truth in these 
remarks. Any moral theologian who raises critical 
issues about sex is open to censure. When 
Sr Margaret Farley published her book Just 
Love (New York: Continuum Press 2006) that 
suggests a different approach to sexual ethics, 
the United States bishops conference launched 
an investigation. The classic Catholic Theological 
Society of America collection of essays, Human 
Sexuality (New York: Paulist Press 1977) led 
to a number of contributors losing their jobs. 
Fr Charles E. Curran lost his and Canadian 
moral theologian, Fr André Guindon, died of 
heart failure while under investigation by the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Sex, it 
seems, is more morally dangerous than violence, 
war, poverty or environment.

There is clearly an obsession in many Church 
circles about sex. Not just among bishops or 

in Rome but among the uber-Catholic ‘culture 
warrior’ trolls on the Internet and in well-funded 
foundations promoting an orthodoxy that makes 
average bishops suspect and Pope Francis 
clearly a heretic! 

It’s interesting to see where their true 
orthodoxy lies: sex, traditional liturgy and a 
deeply clerical model of Church that Pope 
Francis himself dislikes (making fidelity to the 
pope conditional on his agreeing with them!). 
Interestingly—well, not so much if you look at 
the funders—these sites have nothing good 
to say about economic justice, human rights, 
refugees or the importance of the environment. 
These are not moral issues but leftist politics!

So, what might this say about sexual ethics? 
First, among the far right trolls, it is a convenient 
distraction and deflection of wider moral 
responsibilities. Talking about sex, liturgy and 
‘our’ model of priesthood (and our nice, tame 
priests) facilitates avoiding justice questions 
that point too close to home. We can heroically 
defend the unborn—while not considering the 

extent to which our practices and those of our 
‘leaders and heroes’ harm those already living.

The other dimension points perhaps to our 
own leadership, priests and bishops. Since the 
demise of the Papal States (c 1870) the Church 
lost the capacity to be a political power, having 
an oar in statecraft. Any influence we have over 
society, including historically Catholic places, is 
limited. We are diplomatic ‘beggars at the feast’. 
Unless we proclaim Catholic Social Teaching 
well, through lobbying and engagement, in a 
manner quite unlike the historical fiat from above 
we once had, we remain irrelevant in the public 
square. This is good. It keeps us intellectually 
honest and mentally agile in our faith.

Having lost the public square, some 
observers believe the Church hierarchy is trying 
to compensate by a conquest of private life, 
of the bedroom. I hope not. It doesn’t help 
Christians trying to live a Christian life, including 
a morally just sex life. We need intellectual 
honesty, dialogue and mental agility that befits 
our claim that we respect persons. 

Sometimes (people) doing the ‘right thing’ of the Church 
becomes an occasion of frustration and obsession that distracts 
them from God and ultimately alienates them from the Church.

iour is ultimately social behaviour. (Yes, 
even masturbation, insofar as it turns the 
person away from others to oneself, and 
often treats others as personal fantasy 
objects). It also moves sex away from the 
pedestal of shame it is often put on, and 
places it against wider issues of poverty, 
violence, human rights and the environ-
ment—at very least, it may reduce the 
perverse ‘pride’ of a sexual ‘sinner’, who 
imagines him/herself as the centre and 
pinnacle of God’s ire!

Sexual ethics from a justice perspec-
tive reminds us precisely that we are 
members of a community and that our 
actions and inactions affect others. Pro-
ceeding from an understanding of the 
dignity of persons, Sr Margaret Farley, 
Professor Emerita of Christian Ethics at 
Yale University, argues that if we start 
with justice, we need to approach all 

sexual ethics from the following criteria: 
(1) does no unjust harm to any party; (2) 
free consent of those entering and pur-
suing the relationship; (3) mutuality of 
persons in the relationship; (4) equality 
within the relationship; (5) commitment 
to each other; (6) fruitfulness, in the wid-
est sense—not simply (even necessarily) 
procreation but building up of life and 
wellbeing in the wider community; and 
(7) social justice, where the relationship 
witnesses to and promotes the wellbeing 
of the wider human community.

Far from being a license to libertinism, 
Sr Farley’s framework—rooted in Catho-
lic Social ethics—is a real challenge to 
Christians in sexual relations, demanding 
a certain authenticity of persons and a 
deeply evolved sense of conscience that 
must ultimately be nurtured by prayerful 
discernment. Naturally this presupposes 

that Christians are schooled in both con-
science formation and prayer—it is much 
easier to memorise a catechism (if only to 
ignore or ‘forget’ it later)!

CONCLuSION. One may be disappoint-
ed that in this article I have not exam-
ined—whether to affirm or critique—a 
single item in the pantheon of sexual 
issues we face in the Catholic Church. 
Beyond being the stuff books are made of, 
I don’t think such a piecemeal approach 
helps. What I’ve done is attempt to outline 
the sources of sexual ethics, suggest why 
they may no longer be universally help-
ful today and propose a brief alternative 
method for doing sexual ethics. In doing 
this, I hope one sees how I have tried to 
retrieve what is retrievable, so that our 
ethics may move beyond a kind of fol-
lowing for the sake of following—or even 
a ‘test’ of orthodoxy—to a true ethics of 
personal and social authenticity. 

{*Fr Anthony Egan teaches at St Augustine 
College of South Africa and is Research 
Associate at the Faculty of Theology, Uni-
versity of Pretoria}
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SPECiAl rEPorT • SeX in mArriAge

AN AFFIRMATION OF TRuE LOVE
Sex is beautiful, it is pleasurable and desirable, it is an affirmation of true love, enriching 

and fulfilling but, only if done in the way and for the reasons which God intended. When done 
outside of right order and purpose, it can be a block to the intimacy the couple desires

BY REv. WILLIAM DAvIES | DEACON AND COUNSELLOR

Adam and Eve, by William Sommer (1867–1949).
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There is a beautiful song written by Cole 
Porter, made famous by Ella Fitzgerald 
called “Let’s do it, let’s fall in love”. The 
words of the song tell us that love is so 
natural that birds do it, bees do it, people 
do it so we should also do it. Throughout 
the song, the title is a call to “Let’s do it. 
Let’s fall in love!”

Attraction, falling in love and express-
ing that love is one of the most natural 
things in our world. It seems to me that 
had God written any songs, He would 
have written this one. 

But, the danger here, of course, is the 
focus on merely falling in love, and lit-
tle is said about the responsibilities and 
duties of love, true love, about the conse-
quences of focusing on only some parts of 
love, of romance, or perhaps of thinking 
that sex is love. 

A MISGuIDING CuLTuRE
Sadly, today, there is a misguided and 
misguiding belief about the meaning and 
obligations of love and sexuality that has 
become prevalent in much contemporary 
culture. In almost every area of entertain-
ment and news coverage today, we are 
confronted with the distorted role that 
sex has come to play in our world. Televi-
sion, magazines, novels, the internet, mu-
sic and advertising all glorify almost every 
version and variety of sexuality—pre-
marital sex, casual sex, infidelity, divorce, 
all of which are presented—and often 
encouraged to be acceptable lifestyles.

It is, therefore, not surprising that cou-
ples preparing for a life together, as well 
as married couples, find their own val-
ues and beliefs being challenged. In my 
counselling sessions with married and 
unmarried people, I see the damage that 
society’s pervasive views of sexuality do 
to individuals and families, and to their 
psychological and spiritual wellbeing. I 
often wonder how we have drifted so far 
from God’s plan for something so beauti-
ful and natural.

In Marriage Preparation workshops, 
“Love, intimacy and sex” discussions are 
both essential and oftentimes challeng-
ing. In our sessions, we stress the role and 
order in which God intends it to flow—
love, intimacy and then, and only then, 
sex—marital sex. Often during these 
discussions, I am confronted by how dis-

torted our views have become and often 
hear: “Oh come on Reverend, this is 2020, 
not 1920”, implying that sex before mar-
riage “is normal” and that casual sex has 
become more and more acceptable. In 
counselling sessions with married cou-
ples and families experiencing problems, 
I am often able to trace the root causes 

of these problems back to these attitudes 
and practises from before they got mar-
ried, as couples presumed that they were 
being intimate because they were “having 
sex”. In premarital preparation, I hear the 
expression, “we are being intimate” as a 
way of saying we are having intercourse. 
My response to this statement is always 

Sadly, today, there is a misguided and misguiding belief 
about the meaning and obligations of love and sexuality 

that has become prevalent in much contemporary culture.

Entering into the sacred union of marriage, the couple participates 
in the beauty and mystery of creation through their sexual union.
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a series of discussions and questions to 
expose how much each individual knows 
about the other, and the results are most 
often the same. The sex came too soon, 
and they know very little about the other’s 
likes and dislikes, family, political views, 
religious beliefs and life in general. It is 
hard for some of these people to hear that 
sex is not intimacy and is often a block 
to intimacy when it becomes the early 

focus of a relationship and replaces deep 
conversation and sharing. 

A RIGHTLy ORDERED LIFE
Let’s be clear! Sex is normal! It is beauti-
ful, it is pleasurable and desirable, it is 
an affirmation of true love, enriching 
and fulfilling, but only if done in the way 
and for the reasons which God intended. 
When done outside of right order and 

purpose, it can be a block to the intimacy 
that a couple desires. 

Christians who follow the teachings 
of Jesus and especially for those who are 
guided by the teachings of the Catholic 
Church should have a very clear un-
derstanding of how the love between a 
couple should culminate in commitment 
and ultimately a lasting bond of marital 
love expressed through marital sex. In 
its rightly placed context of marriage, 
the joys and thrills of sex will be a last-
ing experience of body and spirit. Scrip-
ture—particularly the book of Genesis 
and the Song of Songs—attest to the joys 
of marital love and sex, but Scripture is 
also clear on the consequences of casual 
or premarital sex.

In the context of our lives, sex has two 
primary purposes, both of which are a 
continuation of God’s Divine plan and 
this forces me to ask the question: is the 
distorted view of sex in our world today 
not a result of inadequate knowledge 
of God’s plan because of poor educa-
tion and catechising? Are the issues and 
importance of sex only dealt with in 
premarital preparation or in counsel-
ling when the marriage is experiencing 
problems? In premarriage preparation, 
a great deal of time is spent discussing 
the principle of a Rightly Ordered Life, 
a life in which the priorities are set cor-
rectly and ordered to God, particularly 
when applied to marriage and sex—first 
God, then our desires and life situation. 
The couple’s relationship must develop 

It is hard for some people to hear that sex is not intimacy 
and is often a block to intimacy when it becomes the early focus 

of a relationship and replaces deep conversation and sharing.

Attraction, falling in love and expressing that love is one of the most natural things in our world.

Sex is not intimacy and is often a block to intimacy which is the knowledge of each other—each other’s likes and dislikes, family, political views, and so on.
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along the path or plan structured by God 
to culminate in marriage and a holy un-
ion. I find St Ignatius’ First Principle and 
Foundation from his Spiritual Exercises 
useful in this regard. St Ignatius tells us 
that the human person is created to 
praise, reverence, and serve Our Lord 
God, and by doing so, to be with Him 
in eternity. Everything is designed to 
help us to achieve that aim—including 
sex. When we fail to act out of a Rightly 
Ordered Life—the life that God intended 
for us—we risk unhappiness and a lack 
of fulfilment because we are separated 
from God’s plan. The sexual union be-
tween married people is “noble and hon-
ourable”, and the Church describes it as 
a source of joy and pleasure because it 
shares in God’s plan.

GOD’S DIVINE pLAN
In the right context of our lives, marital 
sex has two primary purposes, both of 
which are a continuation of God’s Divine 
plan. Couples, who fall in love and desire 
to enter into the ultimate commitment 
of marriage, imitate the divine nature of 
God through that commitment. We are 
created in the image of God and just as 
God created us out of His selfless, self-
giving nature of freedom and generosity, 

so too couples entering into this sacred 
bond continue the Divine plan of God 
from the beginning of creation. In en-
tering into this sacred union, the couple 
participates in the beauty and mystery 
of creation through their sexual union. 

The Catechism of the Church expresses 
the Catholic Church’s positive affirmative 
of sexuality in marriage as it states that 
the physical intimacy of the spouses is a 
sign and a pledge of spiritual communion. 

The procreative nature and significance 
of marital sex must be open to concep-
tion, and it also brings with it the crea-
tion of a new and different life for each 
spouse of the couple. The Church tells 
us that the call to holiness in marriage 
is a continuous and life-long process of 
conversion and growth. Couples who 
want a lasting bond of love and life in 
marriage give themselves to each other 
in every way. In giving themselves to each 
other, through sharing and developing 
real intimacy, couples seal their love and 
commitment through marital sex. The 
divine nature and significance of this 
act—this sexual union—cannot be under-
estimated or rendered to a recreational 
or a casual act—in its very nature, it is 
participation with God our Creator, in 
self-giving companionship.

MARITAL SEXuALITy
But a word of caution on the nature of mari-
tal sex. The literature on marriage and mari-
tal sex focuses almost exclusively on sexual 
intercourse. We live, however, in times of 
great stress and difficulty and often one of 
the results of living stressful lives whether 
through financial, health or social reasons, is 
the diminishing desire or ability to perform 
sexually—to engage in intercourse. It can 
diminish and in some cases, dies. From what 
we read about sex in marriage, the questions 
of whether a marriage is consequently in 
trouble, or if there is some problem with 
their union, will the couple drift apart? I have 
encountered this many times when dealing 
with couples and families as a Deacon and 
a counsellor. It requires us to relook at the 
common understanding of marital sexuality. 
Mona-Lee Feehan, in her book, What God 
has joined, sums this up beautifully when she 
says, “Our sexuality goes beyond the physi-
cal and incorporates everything we are.” 
She goes on to say that it is part of our deep 
communication and “exists throughout our 
daily lives”, and of course in everything, we 
do to express the love that God has given us.

Marital sex is an expression and affir-
mation of true love; it is part of God’s plan 
to create and continue to build His loving 
Kingdom in the most natural and beauti-
ful way. In choosing to enter the Vocation 
of Marriage, a Sacrament instituted by 
Christ, maritial sex is a Holy Communion, 
a thanksgiving sign of God’s love and trust 
for us and ours for Him. We join with God 
in Creation. 

Marital sex is an expression and affirmation of true love; 
it is part of God’s plan to create and continue to build 

His loving Kingdom in the most natural and beautiful way.

SPECiAl rEPorT • SeX in mArriAge

Sex is not intimacy and is often a block to intimacy which is the knowledge of each other—each other’s likes and dislikes, family, political views, and so on.
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No one must ever have “total” and unlimited power. 
Power must always have limits, must be shared and divided

BY FR OSKAR WERMTER SJ* | RETIRED PRIEST AND WRITER

SPiriTuAliTY • POWER

ShAreD AUThOrITy

ToTal auThoriTy and power of lead-
ers does not allow participatory forms of 
government (democracy). 

The current pandemic fills the world 
with a physical virus, Covid-19—but that 
is not the only virus which threatens us. 
There are more viruses around, e.g. the HIV 
virus, and there are spiritual viruses. Once 
people are “locked down” and isolated by 
“social distancing” they may be ‘infected’ 
with depression, desolation, loneliness, sad-
ness. These nasty little germs are harmful 
and destructive for humans. 

It upsets the whole world. Who would 
have thought a vicious little bug like that 
could make airlines park hundreds of their 
passenger planes and force them into idle-
ness. Fear of the virus ruins our lives, pa-
ralyses our economy and destroys the 
livelihood of the poor, when municipal 
bulldozers demolish the stalls of street 
vendors and flatten shacks and shelters in 
slums, as happened in Mbare/Harare. 

Only the USA President seems to think 
that he has the power to destroy this virus 
by himself. Since he claims to have “total 
authority”, even germs must obey him.

I fear this presidential virus more than 
the Covid-19 virus. People in possession 
of uncontrolled and uncontrollable power 
frighten me. The absolute power of kings 
and emperors in the past (at the time of 
“absolutism”, 17/18th century) was over-

come by democracy, which is a recogni-
tion that power comes from the people 
and belongs to them, even if it is delegated 
through elections to representatives (e.g. in 
parliament, city councils, etc). We cannot 
go back on this.

Claiming “absolute authority” is a fatal 
blow against democracy, civil freedom and 
the human dignity of citizens. “Absolute 
power” must mean “absolute slavery” for 
citizens and the end of freedom. 

AuTHORITy IN SOCIETy
There are countless leaders in politics, 
managers in industry, media moguls, 
professionals such as teachers, doctors, 
engineers, lawyers, or husbands and fa-
thers who exercise “total authority” over 
their dependants. Even in the Church, 
we find the abuse of authority and 
the terror of the powerful. 

It is not authority or power that is evil. 
They are needed in a well-ordered society 
and a world that should be for all a ”com-
mon home”. What is evil and a horrible 
threat to our humanity is the claim to pos-
sess “total authority and power”. Power can 
be used for enhancing life. “Total power” is 
a temptation for rulers to abuse power for 
their advantage and to the detriment of the 
real owners of power, the people.

No-one must ever have “total” and un-
limited power. Power must always have 

limits, must be shared and divided. That is 
why there is the “separation of powers” in 
a democracy where there are three arms of 
government: the legislature, executive, and 
judicative arms (the latter = law courts). The 
legislator in parliament must not have the 
powers of a judge and the executive (gov-
ernment) must not control the law-making 
of parliament. 

If a president claims total power, he de-
nies that his power comes from the people. 
They have elected him and can remove 
him. His power is not unlimited. He has to 
give an account of himself. In some demo-
cratic constitutions the head of govern-
ment is answerable to parliament. 

If just one person, the president, has all 
the power, he forgets who gave him his 
authority and power: the people who voted 
for him whom he therefore must respect. 
The USA have a powerful president, but his 
power comes to an end where parliamen-
tary power begins: there is to be a balance 
between the executive and the legislative, 
between president and parliament (House 
of Representatives and Senate). 

The first leader of the government of 
Zimbabwe was a prime minister who was 
answerable to Parliament (Lancaster House 
Constitution). Now, under a new Constitu-
tion, Zimbabwe has a President who is no 
longer answerable to Parliament. Many 
African countries have such a presidential 

The Covid-19 pandemic has boosted a new political authoritarianism across the globe.
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system. Parliaments are weakened, and 
presidents are almost beyond the control 
of counter-balancing “houses”, “senates” or 
“assemblies” elected by the people. 

If one wants to introduce into industry, 
democratic structures and a participatory 
system of management, the top manager 
or chief executive officer (CEO) should not 
have “total authority”. The workers should 
be co-responsible for how the company is 
run, in a system of “co-determination”. The 
employer should not have all the author-
ity, but let the employees participate in 
decision-making. 

A family is “patriarchal” if the father, 
as “boss”, makes all the decisions alone. 
Which is why modern women, educated 
and trained for leadership, find traditional 
marriage and family life hard to fit into. A 
“bossy” mother-in-law and a patriarchal 
husband make marriage rather unattrac-
tive. Educated and professional women 
demand a share of the “authority” in the 
home, and the “power” to form the family 
in line with their vision of shared respon-
sibility as in professional life.

pOwER IN THE CHuRCH
The Church is regarded by many as a very 
authoritarian institution. Power seems to be 
reserved to men. The clerical class take their 
“total power” and sole decision-making 
authority for granted. 

There is authority in the Church, no 
doubt. Even if people are questioning the 
style of leadership in the Church, there 
cannot be anarchy. Jesus appointed apostles 
and shepherds from among his disciples, 
there were teachers and prophets. There 
were women disciples, the first one the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus 
and many others (Luke 8: 1–3). Mary Mag-
dalene was the first messenger to announce 
that Jesus had risen from the dead (Luke 28: 
1–10; John 20: 17). Peter, despite his betrayal, 
was told to “tend the sheep” (John 21: 15–19). 

However, Jesus understood leadership in 
His community to be a service. Authority 
was not to be abused. He warned against 
taking the high and mighty, the powerful 
and clever as role models for Church lead-
ers. “The Son of Man did not come to be 
served but to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many” (Mark 10: 45). Jesus dem-
onstrated this in a symbolic action. “If I, the 
master and teacher, have washed your feet, 

you ought to wash one another’s feet” (John 
13: 14). “Do not lord it over those assigned 
to you, but be examples to the flock,” Peter 
admonished the shepherds (1 Peter 5: 3). 

Unfortunately, leaders in the past 2000 
years of Church history often took feudal 
overlords, king and emperors, the rich and 
powerful as their role models—but there 
is only One who can be their role model, 
Jesus. Those of His disciples who were ambi-
tious for prominence and high honour were 
rebuffed. “The kings of the Gentiles lord 
it over them and those in authority over 
them are addressed as ‘benefactors’; but 
among you it shall not be so. Rather, let the 
greatest among you be as the youngest, and 
the leader as the servant” (Luke 22: 25–26). 

Both the president of the United States 
who claims “total authority”, and other 
leaders obsessed with holding on to power, 
on the one hand, and shepherds of the 
Church that indulge in “clericalism” (fre-
quently denounced by the Bishop of Rome 
who called himself after humble St Francis), 
on the other, fail to understand the leader-
ship of Jesus and follow in his footsteps. 

Incidentally, this is the reason why mere 
ambition for power is no good reason for 
women to aspire to the ordained ministry. 
There is only one thing we should aspire to, 
and that  is “leadership as service”. That will 
be true for all of us, both men and women. 

If women serve the Church well, and I think 
they do, they will fill the Church with the 
spirit of Jesus’ “servant leadership”, and 
thereby kill the virus of “clericalism”. They 
can’t do better. To be a “humble servant” is 
not humiliation. Jesus’ respectful attitude 
towards women gives the Church a mission 
to the whole world where women are still 
despised and abused.

 Leaders in the Church, bishops as 
much as parish priests and religious su-
periors, should always have consultors 
and advisors. That should be their “sepa-
ration of powers”. We need no-one with 
“total authority”; we only want complete 
and utter dedication. 

I doubt that presidential “total author-
ity” is doing the US, or the rest of the 
world, any good. 

The “Good Shepherd”, in Rome or else-
where, need not seek “absolute power”, 
only love without limits. 

* Fr Oskar Wermter SJ, Harare, Zimbabwe, 
has been a pastoral priest and a writer for 
most of his life. He used to write contri-
butions to Church magazines, including 
Worldwide. He was quite ill and out of action 
from 2016–2019. He lives in a retirement 
home for Jesuits. Recently, he has been 
engaged in a little pastoral work and some 
writing again.

Unfortunately, leaders in the past 2000 years of Church 
history often took feudal overlords, king and emperors, 

the rich and powerful as their role models.

The sign of the washing of the feet performed by Jesus encapsulates 
the way authority should be exercised.
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in The same way that people remember 
where they were the day that President Ken-
nedy was assassinated, Nelson Mandela 
walked free, or the Twin Towers were at-
tacked, for Europeans one such defining mo-
ment was the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

That symbolic end to a partitioned Ger-
many was part of a little expected cataclys-
mic change to central Europe. In 1947, post 
Second World War negotiations saw many 
countries sealed behind what became 
known as the Iron Curtain. Beyond that 
curtain, communism held sway for some 
four decades.

By the late 1980s, opposition to one-
party rule in central and eastern European 
countries had gathered huge momentum. 
Poland was the first to revolt, followed by 
Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia 

and Romania. The Soviet Union in its en-
tirety was dissolved in 1991. 

In Czechoslovakia, it was a man who 
had not only been locked behind the 
Iron Curtain but also behind the physical 
bars of the communist penal system who 
emerged to take over the reins. Václav 
Havel was feted in the celebrations in 
Prague’s Wenceslas Square and installed 
as president.

Given the position because he was an 
idealist who had helped win the day, Havel 
found himself under siege—because he 
was an idealist. Denied the opportunity 
to self-improve (for which read ‘get rich 
quick’) for so long under communism, 
there were many who wanted a materi-
alistic free market rather than the gentler 
social democratic philosophy Havel was 

more drawn to. Perhaps inevitably, in 
1992, Czechoslovakia split into the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia. 

pRIVILEGED AND EXCLuDED
Havel was not, of course, a career politician, 
but his back story serves to explain why he 
was an appropriate choice as a leader capa-
ble of transforming his country.

His parents had been well off. His father 
and paternal grandfather were architects 
and his maternal grandfather was a writer, 
ambassador, and sometime government 
minister in pre-communist days. In World 
War II, the Havels retreated to their coun-
try house in Moravia where privileged 
young Vaclav found himself excluded from 
the society of his fellow pupils at the village 
school because he was too posh. Exclu-

ProfilE • VÁCLAV HAVEL

A MORAL LEADER
Václav Havel was recognised as the leader 

of a non-violent response to violent repression—
leader of the Velvet Revolution that transformed 

Czechoslovakia from totalitarianism to democracy

BY MARIAN PALLISTER | AUTHOR AND CHAIR 
OF PAx CHRISTI, SCOTLAND

Havel rose to prominence as a playwright, as a dissident and then as a statesman.



30 worldwide   aug-sept  2020 31 worldwide   aug-sept  2020

sion was a lesson he would take into his 
adult life.

He was 12 when the communists took 
over in 1948 and social marginalisation be-
came a much more serious affair affecting 
his whole family. His father was sent to jail. 
Their property was confiscated. They were 
even banned from living in Prague, and 
young Vaclav was denied higher education, 
compelled to leave school at 15.

He worked for several years as a labora-
tory assistant and completed his studies 
through correspondence courses. Called 
up for national service, he was trained as 
a minesweeper: the wealthy were con-
sidered superfluous to requirements. It 
wouldn’t be any great loss if he and his 
likes became victims of the mines they 
were set to clear.

In 1959, he found himself in the the-
atrical world, working as a stagehand. 
As he began to write, he also entered the 
political arena, penning plays critical of 
the political system, yet so satirical that 
he got away with it and brought him fame 
far beyond Czechoslovakia. His first plays 
were co-written with Ivan Vyskocil, but in 
1963, he struck out on his own, writing 
The Garden Party (Zahradni slavnost). This 
was hailed as an original Czech take on 
the Theatre of the Absurd, and suddenly, 
Havel was one of the most celebrated 
figures in Czech culture. The play was 
also celebrated in the West, premiering at 
West Berlin’s Schiller Theatre. Perhaps on 
the back of this success, in July 1964, he 
was able to marry Olga Šplíchalová after 
an eight-year relationship. 

Two years later, he wrote The Memoran-
dum (Vyrozumeni), which would become 
his best known work. Both plays explore 
the dehumanising effects of bureaucratic 
regimes. Later works satirised even more 
viciously the effects of a totalitarian re-
gime on everyday life. By 1968, Havel was 
resident playwright at the Theatre of the 
Balustrade, and his satire on the ‘roboti-
sation’ of human existence, The Increased 
Difficulty of Concentration, had its first 
performance there. 

A DISSIDENT AuTHOR
In 1967, he had moved from writing as a 
dissident to speaking out as one. He made a 
powerful speech at the fourth congress of 
the Union of Czechoslovak Writers calling 

for creative independence. This pinned 
his colours to the mast of the ‘Prague 
Spring’—the process of the renewal of 
Czech society. In 1968, he became heavily 
involved in a range of dissident writers’ 
bodies that brought together opposition 
forces, the union of former political pris-
oners, and the Social Democrats. 

His frenetic activity in 1968 echoed 
that of Alexander Dubcek, who had taken 
over the leadership of Czechoslovakia in 
the January from the Stalinist Antonin 
Novotny. The liberal Dubcek wanted to 
create ‘communism with a human face’, 
and introduced political and economic 
reforms, including greater freedom of 
speech. Political dissidents were reha-
bilitated. This Prague Spring was not only 
celebrated throughout Czechoslovakia 
but was seen in the West as the green 
shoots of a new democratic movement 
behind the Iron Curtain.

Both Havel and Dubcek were fighting for 
democratic values (although perhaps Dub-
cek was more conservative than Havel). In 
later life, Havel would say that all the values 

he cherished would be lost if modern man 
could not rediscover “his transcendental 
anchor”. Democracy, he would say, is given 
its “universal resonance” by this spiritual 
dimension, which he believed also gives 
it its “universal resonance”, since it “con-
nects all cultures and in fact all human-
ity”. These spiritual views perhaps were 
not ones to express publicly during the 
Prague Spring. It was difficult enough 
opposing totalitarianism.

The new freedoms, however, allowed 
Havel to visit America and Western Europe 
that summer and he embraced the music 
he heard, the human rights discussions he 
took part in—even the hippy movement. 
He resigned his position with the Prague 
theatre to become a freelance writer.

Then in August 1968, he was in northern 
Bohemia when he heard news that must 
have drained every ounce of the joy that 
summer had offered him. 

Soviet tanks crushed the delicate green 
shoots of the democratic movement. On 20 
August 1968, 600 000 Warsaw Pact troops 
invaded Czechoslovakia. The Soviet Union 

Havel served four years hard labour and nine months 
in prison for dissident activities. He did not, however, 

stop working for change throughout the 1980s, 
when his international support increased hugely.

The Prague Spring was not only celebrated throughout Czechoslovakia but was seen 
in the West as the green shoots of a new democratic movement behind the Iron Curtain.



32 worldwide   aug-sept  2020 33 worldwide   aug-sept  2020

was having no more of Dubcek’s reforms. 
It would take until 1990, however, before 
a full report of that August 1968 invasion 
would be published. Havel’s own Civic 
Forum organisation, Obcanske Dennik, 
printed what the Communists had kept 
secret. Soviet tanks had killed 82 Czecho-
slovakians, 300 were seriously injured, 500 
less seriously so. None of these victims 
was acknowledged by the state until Havel 
published the report 22 years later. 

He, of course, had been aware of the car-
nage, writing for underground anti-Soviet 
radio transmissions. The report confirmed 
that most of the victims had been shot, 
many of them while standing watching the 
tanks in groups or from balconies.

Dubcek’s reforms were repealed, and 
pro-Soviet Gustav Husak replaced him to 
re-establish an authoritarian Communist 
regime in the country. In the grim years 
that followed, Havel’s works were banned 
but he was able to live on the royalties he 
received from performances and publi-
cation around the world. Inside Czecho-
slovakia, he was silenced. Elsewhere, he 
was acknowledged as a major essayist 

and dramatist of his time. He worked in 
a brewery (and used the experience to 
inform his play Audience). In April 1975, he 
wrote an open letter to Husak analysing 
what was termed “normalisation”, which 
Havel claimed was “demoralisation and 
loss of human identity”. His attempt to 
stage a new work domestically (The Beg-
gar’s Opera) led to theatre staff being fired 
and audience members were persecuted. 
Even so, he continued to protest on behalf 
of other dissidents and to make his own 
voice heard. When in 1977 he co-founded 
Charter 77 seeking observance of human 
rights in Czechoslovakia, he was arrested 
and held in custody for five months. This 
was followed by a suspended sentence 
for ‘harming state interests abroad’. Havel 
was more fortunate than a fellow spokes-
person for the charter who died after 
police interrogation.

BEHIND BARS
Havel refused to be silenced. Throughout 
1978, he led human rights activities and 
protests and wrote what is considered his 
best-known essay, The Power of the Power-

less, described as a text about ceasing to 
“live a lie” and attempting to “live in truth”.

This unsurprisingly put Havel under 
house arrest for six months, monitored 
by secret police. In May 1979, he and 11 
fellow activists were arrested. While in 
custody, he received an offer of a year in 
New York. He turned this down unless his 
fellow prisoners were also released. This 
wasn’t granted. The ‘letters’ he wrote to 
his wife from prison were philosophical 
essays addressing ethics, responsibility 
and his relationship with God. On the 
outside, his friends collated the collection 
as Letters to Olga (Dopisy Olze), translated 
internationally and seen as the key to 
Havel’s philosophy. 

When Havel died in 2011, the then Arch-
bishop of Prague, Dominik Duka, said 
that Havel had been a “friend and fellow 
prisoner”, to whom the entire nation owed 
a debt of gratitude for its freedom and the 
new flourishing of Czech life and culture.

Duka met Havel behind bars in 1981 
and they continued to meet after the end 
of communism in 1989. It was with feel-
ing that he would say on Havel’s death, 
“He knew the loss of freedom, the de-
nial of human dignity, oppression and 
imprisonment.” They had all of that in 
common. Havel served four years hard 
labour and nine months in prison for dis-
sident activities. He did not, however, stop 

In 2011, he even directed his first feature film, Leaving, 
but the world continued—and continues—to see him as an 

international giant in terms of human rights and civil liberties.

The Velvet Revolution toppled Communism and gave democracy to Czechoslovakia. Havel with his wife, Olga Havlová, who died in 1996.
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working for change throughout the 1980s, 
when his international support increased 
hugely. He received honorary doctorates 
and the backing of many Western politi-
cians. His health suffered badly, and his 
international supporters helped to gain 
his freedom for treatment at home when 
he contracted pneumonia. His 1984 play 
Largo Desolato could have been his own 
story—a dissident and moral leader of 
his country who fights to the last for his 
identity. Other plays and books followed, 
despite constant police harassment.

By 1988, friends enabled him to make 
public appearances and meet foreign poli-
ticians, but the following year saw him 
back in custody and sentenced to nine 
months in jail. With a campaign to award 
him the Nobel Peace Prize going on in the 
background (Havel turned the Prize down 
in 1991), perhaps the authorities felt that 
releasing him on parole was a wise move. 
It turned out badly for them, because Havel 
drew up a petition for the democratisa-
tion of Czechoslovakian society, which 
was signed by tens of thousands. With the 
regime teetering on the brink of collapse, 
Havel was again arrested.

 
THE VELVET REVOLuTION
This was the year that Communist gov-
ernments folded across Central and East-
ern Europe. The Prague demonstrations 

for democratic reforms were the final 
straw. In November 1989, Husak’s govern-
ment conceded to demands for a multi-
party Parliament. Havel was recognised 
as the leader of a non-violent response to 
violent repression—leader of the Velvet 
Revolution that transformed Czechoslo-
vakia from totalitarianism to democracy.

In December 1989, this fast-moving 
chain of events saw Havel elected president 
of the Czechoslovak Republic. He played 
a major role in uniting Central European 
countries with the West. In 1992, Slovakia 
declared its independence, and Havel was 
elected in 1993 as president of the newly 
constituted Czech Republic.

This was not, however, a ‘happy ever 
after’ story, either for the country or for 
Havel. In 1996, his wife Olga died, and at 
the end of that year, Havel himself had 
major surgery for lung cancer, leaving 
him prone to lung problems until his own 
death in 2011. His speech in 1997, in which 
he criticised the moral state of Czech 
society, put him back into a position that 
must have felt strangely familiar—still 
feted internationally, but ostracised by 

his own country. There was, however, a 
second term as president, and he became 
a human rights defender with NATO dur-
ing the disintegration of the former Yu-
goslavia and the war in Kosovo. In 1999, 
Havel was instrumental in achieving the 
affiliation of the Czech Republic, Poland 
and Hungary to NATO.

THE SAME BATTLE
Was he guided by Catholic Social Teach-
ing? He was a baptised Catholic and clear-
ly influenced by Catholicism, although he 
admitted he didn’t practise his faith in the 
sense of attending Mass. He met St John 
Paul II a number of times, and it was said 
that the two men saw each other as par-
ticipants in the same battle for freedom, 
human rights, human dignity and respect 
for the cultures of Eastern Europe.

In 2003, Václav Havel the politician 
reverted to Václav Havel the writer and 
dramatist. In 2011, he even directed his 
first feature film, Leaving, but the world 
continued—and continues—to see him as 
an international giant in terms of human 
rights and civil liberties. 

ProfilE • VÁCLAV HAVEL

Havel was a baptised Catholic and clearly influenced 
by Catholicism, although he admitted he didn’t practise 

his faith in the sense of attending Mass.

Havel with his wife, Olga Havlová, who died in 1996. Havel’s political philosophy was one of anti-consumerism, humanitarianism, 
environmentalism, civil activism, and direct democracy.
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1. THE VIEwS OF AN ASTROpHySI-
CIST AND A pHILOSOpHER. Because 
they have a different horizon of under-
standing, they can help us in discerning 
the present catastrophe. Both are well-
known. One is a Canadian astrophysicist; 
the other is a French philosopher and 
sociologist. From their knowledge and 
the wisdom of their ages—they are 88 
and 98 years old, respectively—it is worth 
listening to them, both having given re-
cent interviews from their confinement 
because of the Covid-19 pandemic.

1.1. The astrophysicist, Hubert Reeves, 
talked with Luciana Leiderfarb. “The only 
thing that is not clear to me is whether or 
not the pollution and degradation of the 
planet we are witnessing and that we call 
the ‘sixth extinction’ are related to this 

virus or not.” Although he is not an ex-
pert on the subject, he thinks that he “is 
close to the truth: the pandemic was not 
caused directly by the sixth extinction, 
but indirectly, facilitating the conditions 
for the coronavirus to spread so quickly.”

We are very bad at making predic-
tions: “No-one knows the future. It’s the 
unpredictability of reality that I want to 
highlight. Reality is hard to predict, and 
we are very bad at doing it.” But today 
we have too much power and we do not 
want or are not always able to control 
it. There is also the danger “… of self-
destruction: through a nuclear war or 
the sixth extinction. Both can eliminate 
us and depend on our self-control.”

Nature has been building structures. 
“One of its masterpieces is the human 

species. We are probably the highest level 
of complexity we know, the most com-
plex structure in the Universe.” Humanity 
has brought culture to the world—Mo-
zart, Van Gogh, a kind of creativity that 
would disappear completely if human 
beings were extinguished; science—no 
other animal species would have come to 
Einstein’s theory of relativity; and com-
passion—we have destructive impulses, 
but we also suffer when we see people 
suffering, we have compassion. “Human-
ity deserves to be preserved.” Reeves 
warns, however, that the human being is 
the most powerful animal, but also the 
most complicated and we are capable 
of both the best and the worst: we can 
compose a symphony and we can build 
an atomic bomb. “Today it is known that 

THE uNpREDICTABILITy OF REALITy
The coronavirus pandemic showed, in a forceful way, our human vulnerability and the unpredictability of reality. 

As we start deconfining, it would be important—to grow as human beings—to pursue what is essential in life 
and try to overcome our centredness and get rid of the masks that we put on which hide our true being

BY FR ANSELMO BORGES | PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, UNIVERSITY OF COIMBRA, PORTUGAL

The Canadian astrophysicist, Hubert Reeves, says that humanity has brought culture, science and compassion to the world.
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the probability that human activity is the 
main cause of global warming is 99%” 
(Here, I add: because of confinement, it 
is a fact that, with the decrease of human 
intervention, there is a strong improve-
ment in the environment). We also “know 
that if we don’t adapt to the ecosystem, 
instead of continuing forcing it to adapt it 
to us, we’re going to disappear.” Our pres-
ence on Earth is threatened. Therefore, 
“our responsibility now is not to destroy 
the complexity of the planet once and 
for all; [but to] ensure that with our be-
haviour, we do not eliminate humanity.”

The appearance of life and, specifi-
cally, of the human being in the history of 
evolution, remains shrouded in mystery. 
What are the conditions present from the 
beginning to make it possible? “We still 
live in a great mystery, without knowl-
edge of what happened between the 
beginning and now and without having 
any idea if there was a before and if there 
will be an after.” This is a much debated 
question among scientists, but “those 
who have a religious belief have no prob-
lem with it, because the answer is God.” 
Asked if he believes in God, Reeves re-
plied, “I have many questions about God. 
But I don’t know what God is. For me, it’s 
an important subject, but for which I have 
come to no certainty.” Here, I say: the 
believer also doesn’t have certainties, he 
has faith, with reasons, and it is reason-
able to believe. On whether it is possible 
to reconcile science and religion, Reeves 
acknowledges that “they are two differ-
ent activities of the mind,” that it has 
two domains, one being knowledge—
”learning, knowing how things are, how 
the world works”—and the other value. 
He gives an example: “Science tells how 
to make the atomic bomb, but it cannot 
say whether or not we should make it, 
because this is already in the domain of 
value, which includes philosophy and re-
ligion. Science asks, ‘what is it, how does 
it work?’ Religion asks, ‘is it good or bad?’ 
This is a matter on the agenda, as the 
question of the applicability of science 
and its ethical boundaries is increasingly 
being questioned.”

To the journalist’s question: “What still 
surprises you? What thrills you?” Reeves 
replied: “Friendship, love, music. I listen 
to music all day long. There’s nothing 

higher. Concert halls are my churches. 
It’s where I feel that there’s something 
bigger than me.”

Enveloped by astonishment, wonder 
at the Universe and its history, Reeves 
knows that his life approaches “its dan-
gerous limit” and, therefore, he doesn’t 
go to sleep before 1 or 2 in the morning. “I 
have this idea that, as far as health allows 
me, I don’t want to waste time sleeping.”

1.2. Edgar Morin is a philosopher and 
sociologist. Quarantined in his home in 
Montpellier (southern France), he gave 

another interview to the journalist Fran-
cis Lecompte for CNRS Le journal, who put 
the following title to their conversation: 
“Edgar Morin: uncertainty is intrinsic to 
the human condition.”

A major message of this pandemic 
is that it has brought down the human 
sense of omnipotence and called into 
question our relationship with science, 
which was thought to be omniscient. 
Edgar Morin says: “What strikes me is 
that much of the public has been think-
ing of science as a repository of absolute 

No-one knows the future. It’s the unpredictability of reality 
that I want to highlight. Reality is hard to predict, 

and we are very bad at doing it.

The French philosopher and sociologist, Edgar Morin, says that this pandemic brought 
down the human sense of omnipotence and called into question our relationship 

with science, which was thought to be omniscient.



36 worldwide   aug-sept  2020 37 worldwide   aug-sept  2020

truths and irrefutable assertions.” After 
all, we realised that scientists summoned 
by the political power “upheld very dif-
ferent or even contradictory points of 
view, whether on the measures to be 
taken, new possible remedies for dealing 
with the emergency, the suitability of a 
given medication, the timeframe of the 
clinical trials to be conducted.” It seems 
that even among the scientists few have 
read, for example, Karl Popper, who es-
tablished that “a theory is scientific only 
if it is refutable”. Nor are they familiar 
with Gaston Bachelard, who raised the 
problem of the complexity of knowledge, 
or Thomas Kuhn, who demonstrated how 
the history of the sciences is a discontinu-
ous process. Too many researchers are 
unaware of the contributions of these 
great epistemologists and continue to 
work from a dogmatic perspective.

“The fact that today we are talking 
about the coronavirus was completely 
unknown a year ago,” Reeves argued. Ed-
gar Morin confirmed: in this coronavirus 
crisis, the impressive thing is that “the 
actual origin of the virus, its different 
forms, the populations it affects, and its 
level of harmfulness are little known, and 
we are also facing great unpredictability 
concerning its consequences in every 
sphere—social, economic, etc.” Here, I 
add: China didn’t behave well by failing to 
timeously alert the world and continues 
to show a bad conscience by preventing 
independent international studies and 
investigations into the precise origin of 
the pandemic.

The paradox is this: on the one hand, 
we are all waiting for science, through 
medicines, through a vaccine, to free 
us from the Covid-19 nightmare; on the 
other hand, we have to live with un-
certainty. Edgar Morin hopes that the 
present crisis will serve to show that 
“science is a human reality that, like de-
mocracy, is founded on the debating of 
ideas, although with more rigorous veri-
fication processes.” We must accept the 
uncertainties and live with them, “even 
though our civilisation has instilled in us 
an increasing need for certainties about 
the future—often illusory and sometimes 
frivolous, when we’re told precisely what 
will happen to us in 2025! The emergence 
of this virus should remind us that un-

certainty remains intrinsic to the human 
condition. All of the social insurance 
policies you may subscribe to can never 
guarantee that you won’t fall ill or that 
you’ll have a happy home life! We try to 
surround ourselves with as many guar-
antees as possible, but life is an ocean of 
uncertainty, upon which we sail between 
islands or archipelagos of convictions, 
where we recharge.”

The journalist asked: “What is your 
own rule of life?” Edgar Morin: “It’s more 
the result of my experience. I have seen 
so many unexpected events in my life 
that it has become part of me. I do not live 

in constant anxiety, but I anticipate more 
or less catastrophic events will arise. I am 
not saying that I had foreseen today’s epi-
demic, but to give an example, I have been 
saying for years that with the degradation 
of our biosphere, we should be ready for 
disasters. ‘Expecting the unexpected’ is 
part of my philosophy. In addition, I am 
concerned about the fate of the world 
after realising, from reading Heidegger in 
1960, that we are living in the planetary 
age, and then in 2000 that globalisation is 
a process that can cause as much harm as 
good. I have also observed that unbridled 
technical-economic development, driven 

The navel is the biological sign that we came from a relationship, we did not orchestrate 
our own origin. It should remind us that we grow with others.
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by an insatiable thirst for profit and fos-
tered by a global neo-liberal political 
climate, has become toxic, triggering all 
manner of crises. Ever since then, I have 
been intellectually prepared to face the 
unexpected, to tackle upheavals.”

Edgar Morin confesses satisfaction be-
cause, since his first speech on the crisis, 
President Macron has even mentioned 
the possibility of changing the develop-
ment model. Does that mean we are 
moving towards an economic change? 
Answer: “Our system, based on com-
petitiveness and profitability, often has 
serious consequences in terms of work-
ing conditions. The large-scale adoption 
of remote working made necessary by 
confinement could help change the op-
erating methods of companies that are 
still overly hierarchical or authoritarian. 
The crisis could also accelerate a return 
to local production and the disappear-
ance of the entire disposable products 
industry, providing work in the process 
for tradespeople and local businesses.”

Will we also go through a political 
change, “a transformation of relations 
between the individual and the com-
munity?” Morin answered: “Individual 
interest used to prevail over everything, 
but now solidarity is re-emerging,” giv-
ing the example of what happened in 
the hospitals. “Unfortunately, we have 
not witnessed a resurgence of human or 
planetary solidarity, even though we all, 
across humanity, are already facing the 
global problems of environmental dam-
age and economic cynicism. As we find 
ourselves confined today, all of us, from 
Nigeria to New Zealand, must realise that 
our destinies are intertwined whether 
we like it or not. This is the time for us to 
reconnect with our humanism. If we do 
not see humanity as a community with a 
shared destiny, we cannot exert pressure 
on our governments to take effective, in-
novative action.”

Lecompte then asked Morin: “As a phi-
losopher, what can you teach us about 

how to endure these long periods of 
confinement?” Morin answered: “It’s 
true that for many of us who spend a 
large part of our time outside the home, 
this sudden lockdown can be an ordeal. 
I think it can also be an opportunity 
to take stock of our lives and identify 
what is frivolous or futile. I’m not say-
ing that wisdom comes from spending 
one’s whole existence in confinement—
but concerning our buying patterns or 
diet, this may be the moment to wean 
ourselves off mass consumption whose 
failings we know too well, the right time 
to ‘detox’. It is also a chance to develop a 
lasting awareness of the human truths 
that we all know but remain buried in our 
subconscious, and which are that love, 
friendship, fellowship and solidarity are 
what quality of life is all about.”

2. THERE IS AN IMMENSE BuT 
ESSENTIAL QuESTION: When the 
catastrophe is over, will we at least have 
learned what the essential is, or shall we 
return to the complacency of having, at 
the expense of forgetting the being? We 
need to deconfine and unmask ourselves.

3. THE NEED TO DECONFINE. The 
experience of confinement is hard and 
we are too confined, in the sense of be-
ing self-centred, and therefore poor—in 
contradiction with ourselves! Once, a 
former student of mine asked me to go 
to the school where she now teaches, 
to give a lecture on the navel, expecting 
me to talk about selfishness, individual-
ism. I got there and showed the young 
people that it is true that the expression 
navel-gazing is commonly used with that 
sense—but in contradiction to the navel 
itself. In fact, the navel is the biological 
sign that we came from a relationship, 
we did not orchestrate our own origin. 
Another time, another student wanted 
a better grade. To achieve it, she wrote 
a paper on ethics. As she presented the 
paper, I asked her, “If there was only one 

person in the world, what would an ethics 
treatise be like?” She replied, “The ethical 
question would be meaningless, because 
that ‘person’ wouldn’t know that she 
was a human being.” She got the grade 
she wanted.

That’s it: we are human beings with 
and among human beings; we make each 
other by being with each other. Who 
hasn’t heard of the wolf boy, who always 
lived with wolves, behaved like a wolf and 
couldn’t speak? It is because after birth, 
we need a “second uterus”, until at least 
we acquire the possession of the spoken 
word and become truly human. Perhaps, 
during the confinement, we may have 
understood better, the importance of 
preschools and early childhood develop-
ment centres for children’s socialization 
and growth and the schools—not only 
to learn the teaching subjects—but to 
learn, in physical presence and interac-
tion, what is our first task: to be men and 
women, adults, authentic, free. However, 
what could we say of the elderly and con-
fined, without visitors, as if they were 
isolated in authentic “living tombs”? A 
person closed off, dies; better said, the 
person is already dead, because life is 
communication—communication of all 
kinds: by sight, touch, affection, the word, 
silences, resonance.

Without you, there’s no I/me that con-
stitutes a ‘we’. Personal identity is always 
crossed by otherness. The other, the oth-
ers, are part of my identity: what would I 
be without them? When I talk about oth-
ers, I’m actually talking about the ones 
I know and all the others I didn’t know 
and who it is impossible to know: they 
include, from a biological point of view, 
my ancestors—and with all the inter-
sections along the way. They are equally 
present among all those who influenced 
me: those about whom I have read in 
novels, literature, philosophy, they are 
part of me, they are me, even without 
my realising it. We are always the result 
of both a genetic heritage and of cultural 
stories and encounters (and of missed 
encounters). It is in such a way that I often 
wonder: if I had met other people, if I had 
attended other schools and universi-
ties, if I had not had the opportunities 
that I have had and some daring in the 
discovery of the world, would I be who I 

We try to surround ourselves with as many guarantees 
as possible, but life is an ocean of uncertainty, 

upon which we sail between islands or archipelagos 
of convictions, where we recharge.
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am? Yes, I would be me, but I would also 
be different. How? There are so many 
open possibilities.

The paradox is this: it is in openness 
to everything—to the Infinite—that the 
human being becomes aware of himself 
as unique, in the most intimate inner self. 
In this, we differ from other beings, in 
our ability to ascend (that is, by sublimity 
and transcendence). A stone, for example, 
is related to what surrounds it, but in an 
inert, external connection. The tree takes 
root, its relationship with what surrounds 
it is already alive; the tree has vegetative 
life. A stray dog walks through many 
places and, therefore, its connections are 
wider than a tree, it is aware of itself—
though not aware that it is conscious, of 
course, but is possessive of some con-
sciousness, which distinguishes it from 
other beings. The human being, instead, 
is in relationship with everything. The 
person is bound to what is close and with 
what is far away, with the real, but also 
with the imaginary, with the possible and 
the impossible, with what is there and 
with what is not there, the existent and 
the non-existent, with the hypothetical, 
the person is in connection with all be-
ings and with the Being, with those close 
by, with all those who preceded him, in 
the history of the universe. Traversing 
backwards in time, to when there was no 
life and when life came to be, the human 
is connected to the constant evolution 
of its life, through its advancement to 
the erectus, the sapiens and the sapiens 
sapiens, and even before that, to the Big 
Bang. Having arrived at this stage, the 
human still has the capacity to wonder 
why there is something instead of noth-
ing, seeks the Ultimate Foundation and 
the ultimate meaning of everything. It is 
in this openness that, paradoxically, the 
human being comes to himself, reflect-
ing on himself as a unique being, aware 
that he is conscious, in an unspeakable 
uniqueness, even for himself. Each one 
can and must say to oneself: “There has 
never been and will never be in history 
someone like me.” This is the enigma and 
mystery of humans, that we are an im-
mense, insoluble question for ourselves, 
since it is not possible to know ourselves 
completely, because we cannot fully ob-
jectify ourselves. We are a subjectivity 

that is not completely accessible to our-
selves: we cannot go to the window to see 
ourselves passing on the street. That is, 
as much as we may try to objectify our-
selves, to know ourselves, we never fully 
manage, because we are a subjectivity 
that retracts to total objectivity.

There’s no doubt about it. We are con-
stitutively relational. We are not first and 
consequently come into a relationship. 
We are always in relationship in such a 
way that being and being-in-relation are 
synonymous. Relationship with others, 
relationship with nature, relationship 
with the Transcendence, with God. This 
is how, in tension, we come to ourselves 
as personal centres, each one in self-
possession and freedom, freedoms that 
recognize each other with equal dignity.

4. THE NEED FOR uNMASKING. I 
have tried to reflect on deconfinement. 
Now, without calling into question the 
importance of wearing face masks in 
the context of the pandemic, I would like 
to reflect briefly on other masks and the 
need for unmasking these. It is not an in-
depth study on the history and cultural 
richness of the mask, from the masks of 
deities and warriors, through the theatre, 
to the masked balls and carnivals. Here, 
I refer to the mask we put on, sometimes 
unconsciously, other times consciously, 
to look like someone we really are not, to 
deceive others and to deceive ourselves. 
Are we afraid and ashamed of ourselves, 
of who we truly are? Unmasking is par-
ticularly urgent in a society like ours: a 
society of appearances, of the post-truth, 
of the spectacle and, therefore, of lies 
and illusion.

Who expected this pandemic? An in-
visible virus has arrived, invaded the 
planet and hit the whole of humanity. It 
was necessary to take a break, and eve-
rything that seemed urgent and unavoid-
able had to stop, to wait. In this sense, the 
pandemic has enabled humanity to repri-
oritise. We need to put on masks, because 

Covid-19 unmasked us in our pretentious 
omnipotence. Indeed, we are neither 
omnipotent nor immortal. We’ve been 
unmasked! As the philosopher Nicolas 
Grimaldi said, “it is a natural event… 
[like] an earthquake. This would have 
interested Pascal: how can an infinitely 
small thing like a virus produce such 
immense effects? Humanity becomes 
aware of its universality by becoming 
aware of its mortality, of its precarious-
ness, everywhere in the world, at the 
same time. Suddenly, we are reminded: 
it is the same everywhere, because we 
are going to die.” We were, inevitably, 
forced to think. Because it is death, the 
unthinkable, that forces us to think about 
what is essential: “what is to die?”, “what 
is to be dead?”, “where do the dead go?”, 
“where will I be when I cease to exist?” 
(Tolstoy), “what dead will I be for those 
who survive me?” (Paul Ricoeur), “what 
is to exist authentically?”, “why is there 
something instead of nothing?”, “what 
is anything for?”, “what is the ultimate 
meaning of my life?”, “what am I?”, “who 
am I?”, “what do I really want to be?”, 
“what is authentically my worth?”

What’s next? Will it be different in the 
future? Have we changed in a lasting way? 
Against so many who say ‘yes’—running 
the risk of being considered a pessimist—I 
suspect that in the minds of the majority, 
and in their deepest selves, there’s the 
desire to return to what was before, that 
is, to our past lives. As the philosopher Ab-
dennour Bidar wrote, “from the extraor-
dinary abnormality of the immovable 
confinement we will pass to the ordinary 
abnormality of the febrile rush. Two con-
finements, one at home, the other ‘out of 
oneself’, in a scattered existence that has 
nothing to do with the essential.” It is a 
desire to return to the masks of appear-
ance, of having, of power, of corruption, 
of the society of production-consump-
tion, whose logic is based on the taboo of 
death—the dimensions of our lives about 
which we avoid talking.

This is the time for us to reconnect with our humanism. 
If we do not see humanity as a community with a shared 

destiny, we cannot exert pressure on our governments 
to take effective, innovative action.
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Death unmasks and forces us to take off 
the masks of appearance, hypocrisy, lies, 
fear of telling the truth, cowardice, fierce 
competition, the vanities of possession 
and power for the sake of themselves. In 
the face of death, everything unimportant 
becomes small! The philosopher Martin 
Heidegger reflected deeply on death: 
“The human is the being of possibility, 
to whom being is given as the task of 
the possibility of becoming our being.” 
Death is his “most proper” possibility, 
because it most characterizes him; “ir-
referable”, because it cuts the relationship 
with everything else, referring him to 
himself; “untranscendable”, because, as 
a possibility of the impossibility, it is the 
extreme possibility, to which one cannot 
escape. The permanent temptation is to 
be distracted and not to assume death 
as this possibility more proper, unrefer-
able, untranscendable, escaping it by the 
chattering word, by doing as everyone 

does, by the recourse to “everyone dies”, 
but not exactly me. We then fall into the 
oblivion of ourselves, becoming lost in an 
inauthentic existence.

In our techno-scientific and urban so-
cieties, death has become taboo, the last 
taboo. However, when we lose the sense of 
death, we lose the meaning of life and the 
meaning of philosophy and religion—for 
without death and the consciousness of 
it, would there be religion and philoso-
phy? The ethical sense is also lost: in fact, 
without the awareness of the time limit, 
the ethical question would not arise in its 
urgency of freedom in definitiveness. It is 
the healthy thought of death that forces 
us to distinguish between good and evil, 
between the just and the unjust, between 
what is valuable and what is not, between 
superficiality and lasting things. Further-
more, death gives the horizon of frater-
nity, as pointed to by the philosopher 
Herbert Marcuse in his denouncing the 

reduction of the humanum to one dimen-
sion: that of the consumer surrendered to 
the consumer culture, hedonism, accord-
ing to standardized patterns. On the verge 
of dying, Marcuse told his friend Jürgen 
Habermas, “You know, Jürgen, I know 
wherein our most basic value judgments 
are rooted—in compassion, in our sense 
for the suffering of others.”

Lídia Jorge, a great Portuguese writer, 
marked by the recent death of her moth-
er, to whom she could not say goodbye, 
is right: “We are nothing until we are 
prepared to die.”

This thought has nothing to do with 
contempt for life and the joy of living. On 
the contrary, it leads us to life in exultant 
exaltation. To live when? Right now, and 
to do so intensely. May every moment be a 
hymn to life in its splendour, in the mira-
cle of being and living, in all freedom, in 
combative serenity, without masks for us 
or before anyone else!

Then another thought can be raised, 
coming from another great philosopher of 
the twentieth century, Paul Ricoeur. A few 
weeks before he died, Ricoeur wrote to a 
friend: “From the bottom of life comes a 
power, a power that says that the being is a 
being against death. Believe that with me.” 

In our techno-scientific and urban societies, death 
has become taboo, the last taboo. However, when we lose 

the sense of death, we lose the meaning of life, 
the meaning of philosophy and religion.

We tend to put on masks, consciously or unconsciously, to look like someone we really are not.
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froNTiErS • FR MANUEL JOÃO CORREIA

LIFE IS SHORT TO ATTAIN 
ALL OuR DREAMS

“Now, I am totally immobilized, but I feel and live a fulfilment of mind and heart, of affection and spirit, 
and I dream of a realization that I did not know before.” These are words of Portuguese Comboni Missionary, 

Fr Manuel João P. Correia, who has been suffering from Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), also known 
as Motor Neuron Disease (MND), for over 10 years and had to interrupt his missionary work in Africa

BY FR MANUEL AUGUSTO LOPES FERREIRA | COMBONI MISSIONARY, ROME
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you often say that “life is beautiful, but 
short to attain all our dreams”. Why are 
dreams so important to you?
– For me, a dream gives an orientation to 
our life, it is something that is ahead of us 
and makes us grow. It is a goal. Of course, 
from the human point of view, and also 
from the point of view of faith, the dream 
is the will to grow, to move forward, not 
to be content with banality but to nourish 
the desire to grow in the adventure of life. 
The dream, then, is a breath of the future. 
From a human perspective, the dream is 
a project, something we set ourselves as a 
goal. From the perspective of faith, there 
is a transformation, because the dream 
is a call from God who asks us to change 
our perspective, to pass from our own 
project to His promise—it is not I who sets 
the goal for my dream but it is God who 
promises me, who places His project, His 
dream, before me. I have come to look at 
my illness and at my situation as a project, 
a promise that God has set before me—the 
missionary vocation is always a promise 
made by God.

for many people, an illness puts the 
relationship with god in crisis. how do 
you relate to god in the development of 
your illness?
– God has granted me the grace to accept 
this trial and, with the acceptance, the 
grace of serenity that always accompa-
nies me and that I preserve at the end of 
each day. Of course, at the beginning, I 
too wondered: “Why has this happened to 
me?” but I always answered myself: “and 
why shouldn’t it have happened to you? 
Why should it happen to others and not 
happen to you?” In this sense, I understood 
that I am not a privileged person; I am like 
everyone else and so it has happened also 
to me. This made me travel a path of com-
munion and solidarity with all those who 
suffer, in a special way with those with 
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.

in your adolescence and youth, you 
had a missionary dream, a dream 
full of action. how do you live your 
missionary vocation now in a situa-
tion of immobility?
– Sometimes I think about what I could 
have done if I hadn’t had this illness that 
has led me to total immobility—but I think 

that this is the situation, this is where I live 
my missionary vocation and where my 
life is more fruitful. With this illness, I find 
myself in a reduced space, but it is here that 
I can live with apostolic fruitfulness. God 
can do, and does, great things even in this 
small space in which I live. I realise that 
small things, to which I previously gave lit-
tle value, such as speech, a smile, serenity, 
the ability to listen and to empathize—are 
surprising me as instruments of grace that 
God uses to make my life fruitful. This 
wheelchair has become the best of the 
pulpits for me.

What does a missionary do who can do 
nothing but think?
– Thank God, the illness with me has been 
very benevolent, because despite the situ-
ation of immobility, I can continue to read 
and write with the computer. At first, I 
thought that my life would be short-lived, 
taking into account the statistics, but the 
truth is that I have already far exceeded 
the average length of survival, as I have 
reached ten years of life with this illness. 

It was a surprise for me. In the early years, 
I thought I had to make the most of my life, 
to qualify my time well, together with the 
desire to reflect on and to deepen my val-
ues. Time has allowed me to revisit my past 
and to transform everything, as if my life 
was all a sowing in which the seed thrown 
on the ground must die to bear fruit. So, 
the re-visitation of my life has been an op-
portunity to thank God for all that I have 
been able to do through His help.

dream and reality. how do you see the 
world from a wheelchair, your place of 
observation of life?
– One thing that accompanied me from 
the beginning, certainly as a grace, has 
been the discovery that, in life, every situ-
ation can be an opportunity. This way of 
thinking was a grace for me, the key that 
opened the door to a motivated life, espe-
cially in the early years of my illness.

In the beginning, illness is like a wall 
that completely blocks all one’s life per-
spectives, one’s dreams, the achievements 
one wanted to make. Illness, in a certain 

I have come to look at my illness and at my situation 
as a project, a promise that God has set before me—

the missionary vocation is always a promise made by God.

In his passivity, Fr Manuel João feels fruitful. He says: “I feel and live a fulfilment of mind 
and heart, of affection and spirit, and I dream of a realization that I did not know before.”
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way, dissolves all promises. I realised, little 
by little, the belief that, under all circum-
stances, life always offers us new oppor-
tunities. It may seem that illness robs us 
of the possibilities we dreamed of but life 
offers us other possibilities and opportuni-

ties that, in the end, turn out to be much 
more beautiful and fruitful.

For me, it was as if a door opened in this 
dark, impenetrable wall, which was the 
disease, a wall that to the right, to the left, 
above and below, seemed an insurmounta-

ble obstacle. The discovery of this gateway, 
in the darkness of this wall, was a grace 
from God, a rediscovery of a world of op-
portunities that I would not have dreamed 
of and that allowed me to look at life with 
another view, to live in a perspective full 
of surprises.

you can fly with the spirit, but in the 
body, you live relying on others in every-
thing. how do you live this dependency?
– Sometimes, I feel a little weary of this 
situation—but it helps me a lot to think 
that Jesus lived thirty years of hidden 
life and only three of active life. Besides 
the supreme moment of His apostolic 
fruitfulness were the three days of His 
passion and death, when He surrendered 
Himself, He entrusted Himself into the 
hands of others. At the end of His active 
and apostolic life, the highest and defini-
tive moment were the days of passivity—a 
passivity that can be more fruitful and 
more effective than activity.

The life of a human person is full of 
activity; we are proud of what we do but 
we cannot ignore that it is when we let 
Another act through us that we are truly 
fruitful, of an effectiveness that surpasses 
us. In our passivity, we also help others to 
grow in their capacity to serve and love.

Thank god, you are able to follow and 
accompany the life of the Church and 
of the world. how do you see the life of 
the Church of the present time, espe-
cially the missionary Church?
– The first word that comes to mind is crisis. 
We live in a moment of crisis, even in the mis-
sionary life. However, this moment is also a 
new opportunity. The times are still dark and 
confusing, but I believe that this crisis, which 
is a purification, will also be a regeneration 
and will bring a springtime for the Church.

your first apostolic and missionary 
work was with the youth. Today, it seems 
that young people are afraid of illness, 
of suffering, of commitment to a voca-
tion for life, like the missionary voca-
tion. how do you see them?
– At the time of my priestly ordination, 
I too was young! It was a time—the 70s 
of the past century—of great enthusi-
asm. The young people I met in that first 
apostolic experience were in a different 

I realise that small things, to which I previously gave little 
value, such as speech, a smile, serenity, the ability to listen 

and to empathize—are surprising me as instruments 
of grace that God uses to make my life fruitful.

The disease made him enter into communion and solidarity with all those who suffer.
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situation from that of today. They had 
enthusiasm, the ability to grasp situations, 
they dreamed of the transformation of 
their lives and of society, they felt the 
fascination of the missionary vocation, 
even in the midst of their weaknesses 
and uncertainties, and in the midst of the 
doubts that I also experienced in my life 
and in my personal history.

The situation today seems different to 
me: young people live in a social context, 
that of social networks, very different, 
individualistic, amorphous and dispersive, 
which does not help them to identify with 
a project. Today’s life and society offer an 
infinite variety of possibilities, but these 
are not projects that really do materialize 
but rather possibilities that remain at the 
level of illusions, and young people are 
unable to embrace a concrete project and 
to pursue and realize a life goal.

There is, therefore, a great dispersion, 
to which is added the lack of a perspective 
of faith, which leads to the fact that the 
missionary vocation, like any other voca-
tion that implies a lifelong commitment, 
becomes in a certain way an unthinkable 
project. I think that today, we can make 
the proposal of the missionary vocation 
only in a context of faith, whether it is 

the missionary vocation or the vocation 
to Christian marriage.

Young people today are afraid of com-
mitment, a fear that we also had—only 
that we had more points of reference in the 
enthusiasm and motivations of society and 
of the Church of our time. Moreover, the 
young people I met in Africa live in more 
difficult contexts and, as a result, they 
have more capacity to embrace suffering 
and to struggle.

do you feel fulfilled as a person, as a 
priest and a missionary?
– In the Gospel Jesus tells us that God visits 
us in three ways and uses three images to 
talk about our encounter with Him.

Firstly, God comes as the Bridegroom 
(Matthew 25: 1–12) of our life, the one 
who can truly give us the fullness we 
seek, satisfy our thirst for love and hap-
piness. The beauty of life is to live in 
expecting Him, ready to welcome Him 
as the Love of our life.

Secondly, God comes as the Lord, a 
master who entrusts us with gifts (Mat-
thew 25: 14–30) so that we may increase 
them and bear fruit, for our happi-
ness and the happiness of others. He is 
generous with us, but He comes in an 

encounter in which He asks us to give an 
“account” of ourselves. The challenge, 
the beauty of life, is to live with a sense 
of responsibility, with open and indus-
trious hands, to receive and to give, to 
welcome and to make our gifts grow.

Thirdly, the Lord visits us like a thief 
(Matthew 24: 37–44) who can surprise 
us and take away what we think we may 
possess. This image suggests vigilance 
and accentuates the surprise of His com-
ing and, every time I meditated on this 
fact, I felt some apprehension.

With the illness, the Lord visited me 
disguised as a thief who stole from me, 
slowly, all my movements—but He is good 
and acts like a good thief who takes away 
something to replace it with something 
greater, who empties us to fill us with 
Himself. From the beginning, I had the 
gift to accept the illness with serenity and, 
little by little, to realize that if the Lord 
was taking something from me, He was 
leaving me something more beautiful; 
He was emptying me of something to fill 
me with Himself and His gifts. Now, I am 
totally immobilized, but I feel and live a 
fulfilment of mind and heart, of affection 
and spirit, and I dream of a realization 
that I did not know before. 

froNTiErS • FR MANUEL JOÃO CORREIA

God comes as the Bridegroom (Matthew 25: 1–12) of our life, 
the one who can truly give us the fullness we seek, 

satisfy our thirst for love and happiness.

Fr Manuel João worked in Togo, a country in Western Africa, and during the last years, before his illness started, as Provincial Superior.
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froNTiErS • FR MANUEL JOÃO CORREIA

THE PENULTIMATE MISSION
THE YEAR 2010 marks a turning point in 
the vocation and mission of Fr Manuel João, 
a Comboni Missionary, born in a village on 
the banks of the Douro River, in northern 
Portugal. Ordained priest on 15 August 
1978, he lived his first years of priesthood 
in the Comboni community of Coimbra, 
dedicating himself to the formation of 
postulants and accompanying them out in 
Mission Promotion. In 1985, he was sent to 
Togo, in West Africa, where he worked as a 
missionary until 1993, when he was called 
to Rome to co-ordinate the formation of 
young candidates in the Comboni Institute. 
He returned to Togo in 2002 and was 
elected Provincial Superior of the Comboni 
Missionaries of Togo, Ghana and Benin.

At the end of 2010 came the unexpected 
disclosure, as he himself told his friends: 
“Next 28 December, I will leave Togo and 
return to Europe, without knowing what 
awaits me. The disease I was diagnosed 
with—Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), 
also known as Motor Neuron Disease 
(MND)—follows its course and will take me 
with it, inviting me to take a different look 
at life. As I revisit places and people, my 
mind turns to the past, remembering the 
first time I arrived at the mission, a young 
missionary full of dreams and enthusiasm. 
Twenty-five years have already passed! At 
that time, everything was new to me and 
I launched myself, body and soul, into this 
adventure. The difficulties of the beginning, 
the adaptation to the climate, the effort to 
learn the local language and customs, the 
commitment and the challenge of a new 
culture, have not diminished my enthusiasm. 
Today, many things have changed: Africa 
and its people, the type of presence of the 
Church and of the missionaries—and I have 
changed too, of course!”

The change taking place in him, through 
the disease, drove Fr Manuel João away from 
Africa forever. He saw that departure as a 
passing of the baton: “It is great satisfaction 
to see other young missionaries who pick 
up the torch of the missionary ideal that has 
animated our lives, ready to continue the 
same mission now; but returning home is 
always a painful moment for a missionary 
who has made the mission his homeland.”

He saw, however, that forced return to 
Europe as a new opportunity and a new 
beginning, and he described it as follows 
to his friends: “I return serene, convinced 
that the Lord will continue faithful to the 
promise He has made me: ‘I will always 
be with you, to give meaning to your life!’ I 
return, therefore, with the conviction that 
the best is yet to come! Just like the wine 
of Jesus’ miracle at the wedding at Cana! I 
end my mission in Africa praising the Lord 
and accepting His invitation to resume the 
journey. With my uncertain step, due to the 
illness, I see myself as a child learning to 
walk. I do not know where this road will take 
me but I feel that God invites me to trust Him 
and to abandon myself in His hands.”

The journey is determined by the nature 
of the disease that advanced and limited 
his movements, starting with the legs. Fr 
Manuel João was assigned to Rome to 
be part of the team that co-ordinates the 
ongoing formation of the Comboni Institute. 
He resisted the progress of the disease by 
moving first with crutches and then with 
a wheelchair, overcoming the doctors’ 
prognosis. In 2016, he had to leave Rome 
to be transferred to another community 
(Castel d’Azzano, near Verona) where, as 
he said, “I can be better cared for because 
my inseparable companion, the ALS, won’t 
let me go.” He thus went there, “to respond 
to another call from God to depart from 
my security and to depart, once again, on 
a mission. This is the penultimate mission, 
since the last one will be that which will be 
entrusted to us in Paradise. I am willing to 
live it with the commitment and generosity 
of the workers of the last hour of the Gospel 
parable.” Then, he reassured his friends: “I 
am not leaving you alone, I carry you in my 
heart. I am grateful to you for the friendship 
and prayer that have obtained for me the 
blessing of serenity and joy that have 
accompanied me in my illness.”

In the course of 2018, another “turning 
point” happened in his journey, and he 
told his friends about it: “Six months 
ago, I had a breathing crisis and I had to 
be in hospital for four long weeks: I had 
a tracheotomy carried out. Now, I am 
breathing with the help of the machine and 

it is with difficulty that I can make myself 
understood. Anyway, I haven’t lost my good 
humour, and, despite the difficulties and 
the unforeseen events of the disease, I am 
fine. I feel serene, a gift that God grants 
me, thanks to you. It is true that I find 
myself more and more limited in my body, 
now practically paralysed, but I do not 
miss the smile and good disposition, and I 
praise God every day for the gift of life. Not 
being able to use my fingers to write, or my 
voice to dictate, I had to learn to use the 
eyepiece pointer; that is, I write to you with 
my eyes! Wonders of technology!”

The Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis is a 
neurological disease, which has not (yet) 
a cure. It slowly deprives the person of 
muscular movements, reducing the body 
to become a prison of the spirit. But the 
missionary’s spirit flies and his heart 
continues to expand to the measure of his 
dreams, as Fr Manuel João says: “Who has 
not experienced the rebirth in his heart of 
the child who persists to believe in his/her 
dreams? Our heart is an inextinguishable 
well of desires! Too bad we only believe in 
them for a few moments!”

So, it was by talking about dreams and 
desires that we began our conversation, on 
a sunny afternoon, at Castel d’Azzano. This 
was a pleasant yet difficult conversation for 
Fr Manuel João, because of the difficulty to 
communicate. After the tracheotomy, he lost 
his conversation, as it happens with anyone 
who undergoes that surgery, because air 
is no longer arriving to the vocal cords. 
With the help of a therapist, Fr Manuel João 
underwent training to breathe so as to send 
some air to the vocal cords and he was able 
to speak for some moments during the day. 
It’s a considerable effort, with a consoling 
result—to communicate for a while, though 
with a distorted and uncertain voice. By the 
end of last year, he began having problems 
with salivation and the doctors advised him 
not to make the effort to speak. So, lately, 
he has been communicating only with the 
eyes: with the help of a specific software 
in his computer, he reads, prays, listens 
to music, checks and answers the emails 
and maintains his blog. {Fr Manuel Augusto 
Lopes Ferreira}
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The end of mission is the missionary’s 
joy: he becomes God’s child. However, 
it is also the Son’s joy, who dances at 
the Father’s tune, because children are 
born to Him. It is the most beautiful 
joy: that of the Father/Mother because 
of the children who are born, and that 
of the Son because of the brethren who 
came to life. We are at the peak of the 
Gospel: a meteorite fallen from John 
the Evangelist’s sky, a wandering rock 
come down from a very high mountain. 
We are god’s joy, Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit! Jesus tells His disciples that to see 
this explosion of joy is the supreme be-
atitude, the fulfilment of every promise 
(Luke 10: 23ff).

The ultimate mission completion 
is for us to share the Trinity’s dance. 
What God is by nature, we are by grace: 
we have His Spirit, His life, His love. We 
are called and really are His children, 
even if our condition is not yet fully 
manifested (1 John 3: 1ff). It is, however, 
revealed to us in this sublime scene. It 
is like a snapshot not so much of what 
God does for us, but especially of how 
He feels about us. It is beyond every 
possible desire we may have: we are pre-
cious in His eyes and worthy of esteem, 
because He loves us (Isaiah 43: 4). The 
father loves us of a unique, total love 
as he loves the son; and the latter loves 
us with the very same Father’s love. God 
loves us more than He loves Himself: 
on our behalf, He has given up His own 
life in the Son (cf. John 17: 23; 15: 9.13; 
3: 16). God is in love with His creatures 
(Saint Catherine); He loves us with an 
everlasting love (Jeremiah 31: 3). 

“It was then that (Jesus) danced in the 
Holy Spirit”: Jesus jumps and dances 
with uncontainable happiness. It is the 
time when the Seventy-Two come back 
from their mission; it is like an anticipa-
tion of the mission completion, when 
every person will recognize his/her dig-
nity as God’s child and brother/sister of 

all. Our history points to that hour, to the 
exultation of the Father and the Son in 
the Spirit. From this everlasting dance, 
issues the salvation time: Jesus’ time, 
God’s everlasting “today” that makes 
itself present to every human being by 
means of announcement and reception.

“I bless You, Father”: The Son’s exulta-
tion exalts the Father. Jesus witnesses to 
God’s paternity: He is the Son who, on 
behalf of the brethren, reveals the God 
who nobody has ever known.

“For hiding these things from the 
learned and the clever and revealing 
them to mere children”: infants are 
wordless, they only know saying, “Abba, 
Father.” This original love experience 
is the foundation of every existence: 
without it, every wisdom and prudence 
of grown up people generates nothing 
but unhappiness and fear.

“Yes, Father, for this is what it pleased 
You to do”: The Son’s joy is a “yes” to the 
Father’s joy who, as He is the beginning 
and the end of His life, now, by means 
of mission, He is the same also for His 

brethren, and through them for every 
creature. god would be maimed if he 
lacked one of us: more than an artist 
without his masterpiece, He would be 
like a father deprived of his son/daughter.

“Everything has been entrusted to 
Me by My Father”: The Son has and is, 
because of a gift—what the Father has 
and is.

“No-one knows who the Son is except 
the Father and who the Father is except 
the Son”: The Father’s treasure is His 
knowledge/love of the Son—His very 
being is of and for the Son; His love for 
the Son is His very life; and the Son is 
the same as the Father. His treasure is 
His knowledge/love of the Father—His 
very being is of and for the Father; His 
love for Him is His very life. This love is 
called Holy Spirit (= God’s life), the only 
kiss, breath and life of both.

“And those to whom the Son chooses 
to reveal Him”: The Son’s will is the Fa-
ther’s—to communicate to the children/
brethren their love, but love doesn’t eat 
away neither suppresses otherness; on 
the contrary, it creates it by respect-
ing every diversity. All of us are ac-
cepted in the bosom of the Trinity: as 
the Father and the Son are one in their 
mutual love, in the same way, we are 
one among ourselves and with Him. by 
means of love, at last, god is all in all 
and in all creatures.  
© Popoli—www.popoli.info

NOTE: this year, we continue reading 
Luke 10: 1–24 as if with a magnifying 
glass; it is an inexhaustible mine. We will 
put in evidence the richness of the text 
by commenting on every expression.

THE END OF MISSION: GOD IS ALL IN ALL
BY FR SILvANO FAUSTI SJ | BIBLIST AND WRITER

THE lAST word

REFLECT AND SHARE
•	Do I know God’s love for myself?
•	What room has joy in my life?
•	Am I aware that only the joy of 

loving makes beautiful and pleas-
ing Christian life for myself and the 
others as well?

“It was then that (Jesus) danced in the Holy 

Spirit.” (Luke 10: 21–22)
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The Holy Trinity rejoices with the joy that 
the missionary experiences in mission.
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MiSSioN iS fuN

The ShrewD BrOTher
BY FR NENO CONTRAN | COMBONI MISSIONARY

iTalian Comboni Missionary Brother 
Guido Giudici was famous in Sudan for a 
strange habit: whenever he went from his 
mission in Bussere to the mission in the 
city of Wau, he would not leave without 
taking something—a bin, a piece of corru-
gated iron, a board or an old lock—always 
without asking. The confrères in the mis-
sion of Wau became tired of this behav-
iour. One day, in their community meeting 
they decided: “The next time he comes, he 

will find everything closed; in that way, he 
can’t grab anything. Said and done.”

Bro. Guido arrived for the provisions 
with a cart pulled by four oxen, as usual. He 
quickly noticed that the doors and windows 
of the store and the cupboards were closed 
like never before—there was not even a 
rusty nail available, but he did not blink.

Having gathered the provisions, in the 
early afternoon he prepared to return 
to Bussere. Hidden behind the window 

shutters, the confrères of the mission 
watched his departure, and whispered 
to each other smiling: “This is the first 
time he leaves empty-handed. He must 
be very upset!” With a cry and a whip, 
Bro. Guido set the oxen in motion and 
without saying goodbye, he took the 
road home. Less than an hour later, 
Bro. Gatti rushed to the mission house, 
shouting, “Bro. Guido took my four best 
oxen and left me his in the barn.” 

Illustration by Ana Romão
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“The first love of my youth was for unhappy Africa and, leaving behind all that was dearest 
to me in the world, I came sixteen years ago, to these lands to offer my work 

for the relief of their age-old sufferings.”
{Daniel Comboni said on his first address given in Khartoum on the occasion 

of his installation as Pro-vicar Apostolic of Central Africa, in 1872. He died in 1881}

The Comboni Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus dedicate their lives 
as priests and brothers to first evangelisation all over the world.

SHARE IN GOD’S MISSION
BE A COMBONI PRIEST OR BROTHER

For information, contact the Vocations Promoter:

FR PROSPER TEHOU
Cell & WhatsApp: +27 611 202 686 
Email: vocations@comboni.org.za

Facebook: Comboni Vocations (MCCJ – RSA)

COMBONI MISSIONARIES
AN INTERNATIONAL 

COMMUNITY FOR 
MISSIONARY SERVICE

Priests, Brothers and lay people who dedicate their lives 
to the proclamation of the good news and to various 
activities of human promotion among those peoples who 
do not know Jesus yet. Today, the Comboni Missionaries 
work in 42 countries in Africa, America, Europe and Asia. 
The Comboni Missionary Sisters and the Secular Comboni 
Missionaries are two other institutes belonging to the 
Comboni Family.



OUR LITURGICAL CALENDAR 
FOR 2021 IS READY

THE PowEr of fAiTH is the theme of the 2021 Worldwide Calendar. The images recall 
some of the main liturgical feasts of the year explained by Pope Francis’ quotes. Besides 
the biblical readings for each day of the year, the calendar highlights all the liturgical 
solemnities, feasts, memorials and optional memorials—with their appropriate liturgical 
colour. It also indicates the major Church international days, the week of the psalter, and 
South Africa’s public holidays. It is characterized by the usual quality and beauty. We ask 
that payments may be done in advance—preferably through EFT, to keep bank charges 
as low as possible. Thanks for your preference and support for our missionary work!

PlEASE CoNTACT:
Comboni Media Centre

P.o. box 266 • Silverton 0127, Pretoria 
South Africa

tel: 012 804 6193 • Fax: 012 804 6685
Cellphone: 072 928 4214

Email: wwide@mweb.co.za

PLACE YOUR ORDER  
AS SOON AS POSSIBLE!

Please, do not forget to send us proof of payment.

01–49 copies:
50–99 copies:

100–249 copies:
250–499 copies:

500–1999 copies:
2 000 or more copies:

r20.00 each
r19.00 each
r18.00 each
r17.00 each
r16.00 each
r15.00 each

(POSTAgE INCLUDED FOR SOUTH AFRICA ONLY)

PROMOTIONAL PRICES

(Outside South Africa postage costs will be added)


