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HELP US SPREAD THE GOOD NEWS!
Worldwide is a South African missionary magazine. It won two international awards 

from the Geneva-based International Christian Organisation of the Media (ICOM) 
in 2016. Published bi-monthly, it strives to be food for thought and provide insights 
for personal and spiritual growth, which requires the skills and devotion of people 

from various continents. Tell your friends about our very nice magazine 
and invite them to make a yearly subscription!

PRICES FOR ONE YEAR 
SUBSCRIPTION FEE  

South Africa:     

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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ANTIBODIES OF SOLIDARITy

“Pope Francis says that this pandemic needs to be 
treated with the “antibodies of solidarity”. Perhaps, 
we may need more time to learn that we are not masters 
of our own fate; we need to appreciate life and all what 
we enjoy, curb greed, respect nature and care for the poor.”

FR JOSEPH REBELO, EDITOR

On 15 March, when the Covid-19 pan-
demic was ravaging a few countries, Pope 
Francis visited two churches in Rome to 
pray for an end to this scourge. He had two 
intense moments of prayer: one before 
the ancient Byzantine icon of Maria Salus 
Populi Romani (Mary, Health or Salvation 
of the Roman People) at the Basilica of St 
Mary Major, and the other at the foot of 
a wooden crucifix that protected Rome 
from a great plague in 1522, kept in the 
church of San Marcello.

The Vatican’s communiqué said: “With 
his prayer, the Holy Father pleaded for an 
end to the pandemic that has struck Italy 
and the world. He also implored the healing 
of the many sick people, remembered the 
numerous victims of these past days, and 
asked that their families and friends might 
find consolation and comfort.”

Why did he ask—and why do we keep on 
asking—for an end to the pandemic and 
the healing of the infected? The New Testa-
ment says that “the Father knows what we 
need before we ask Him” (Matthew 6: 8), 
but Jesus, in different occasions, encour-
aged us to pray persistently for what we 
need: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek 
and you will find; knock and the door will 
be opened to you” (Mt 7: 7). 

When Jesus asked a blind man, “What 
do you want me to do for you?” (Mk 10: 
51), He seems to suggest that the man 
should specify his need. Those who are 
experienced in the healing ministry, claim 
that a specific prayer-request—rather than 
a generic one—has a greater probability of 
being answered. Above all, the condition 
to receive what we ask for is faith: “If you 
believe, you will receive whatever you ask 
for in prayer” (Mt 21: 22). We should also 
pray as if we have already received what we 

are asking for (Mk 11: 24). Faith is the great 
channel through which God’s graces flow.

Why should God disturb Himself to 
take care of our needs? The reason is that 
the God who revealed Himself in the 
Scriptures is not the immutable, distant and 
emotionless God of the philosophers. As 
Blaise Pascal put it, “[the] God of Abraham, 
[the] God of Isaac, [and the] God of Jacob, [is] 
not of the philosophers and the scholars.” 
The biblical God is a God of love and mercy, 
involved in History and heeds the prayers of 
those who seek His help and trust in Him.

Is God answering the prayer of Pope 
Francis—and ours—for the end of this 
global threat? He certainly is. God 
answers in many ways—even if He delays. 
Sometimes, He answers through the care of 
other people. Often, He answers by helping 
us to find a solution to our problems, since 
His Word is a source of inspiration and 
strength. In seeking healing, medicines 
are the usual remedies even though prayer 
has a positive impact on our wellbeing and 
stimulates our inner energies for a quick 
recovery. Only exceptionally, God breaks 
the laws of nature by enacting miracles 
which are just signs of another reality.

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
harshly exposed the precariousness of 
our human condition and the insuffi-
ciency of our medical and technological 
capabilities. We are all eager to return as 
soon as possible to the normality of our 
life. The delay shouldn’t be in vain, though. 
Pope Francis says that this pandemic needs 
to be treated with the “antibodies of soli-
darity”. Perhaps, we may need more time 
to learn that we are not masters of our own 
fate; we need to appreciate life and all what 
we enjoy, curb greed, respect nature and 
care for the poor. 
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A yeAst for A hAppier society!
Thanks a lot for your latest issue on True happiness (April-May issue). It 
reached me just before lockdown was imposed to avoid the spread of the 
Coronavirus that is unfolding as a fearful global threat. As usual, it is a very 
inspiring issue. I also think that true happiness can be achieved only by 
true love and commitment with others. 

As I was reading the magazine, I came across and read in a British 
newspaper an extract of Richard Layard’s new book on happiness, enti-

tled, Can we be happier? The economist says: “For all of us have two inherited traits—one selfish 
and one altruistic. The selfish side believes that I am the centre of the universe and my needs come 
first. This trait was important for our survival as a race, and we should indeed take good care of 
ourselves and of our own inner equilibrium—but the altruistic side enables us to feel what others 
feel and to strive for their good. This is vital for a happy society.”

The author continues saying, “a happy society requires a lot of altruism.” I have been musing on this state-
ment, especially during this crisis, considering the call to solidarity and the good example of altruism given 
by our health workers and other professionals, to the point of forgetting their own needs and interests in 
favour of others. I read that it was estimated that 10% of those infected in Italy work in healthcare; and that 
more than 100 doctors had been killed in that country by the novel Coronavirus up to the middle of April. I 
was also impressed by some news that some medical personnel in areas highly affected overseas, after their 
daily duty were not going home in order not to risk infecting their family members. In a case, a medical doc-
tor moved to a caravan not to infect his three-year-old son on a chemotherapy programme for lymphoma. 

I am glad that all those people who have to leave their homes, risking their lives, to keep some 
social services going are being acknowledged and praised. Pope Francis was one of the first to do 
so. They deserve it—but I tend to believe that the sense of achievement and happiness they may 
feel is their greatest reward. May their example be a yeast for a happier society as we overcome this 
crisis and face a looming economic and social crisis!
• DENIS KOCK, 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

JUNE
1 – Global Day of Parents; 4 – Interna-
tional Day of Innocent Children Victims of 
Aggression; 5 – World Environment Day; 
7 – Trinity Sunday; 8 – World Oceans Day; 
12 – World Day Against Child Labour; 
14 – World Blood Donor Day; 15 – World 
Elder Abuse Awareness Day; 16 – Youth 
Day (South Africa); 17 – World Day to 
Combat Desertification and Drought; 
19 – Sacred Heart of Jesus; 20 – World 
Refugee Day; 23 – United Nations Public 
Service Day; 23 – International Widow’s 
Day; 25 – Day of the Seafarer; 26 – Inter-
national Day against Drug Abuse and Illicit 
Trafficking; 26 – United Nations Interna-
tional Day in Support of Victims of Torture

JULY
4 – International Day of Cooperatives; 
11 – World Population Day; 18 – Nelson 
Mandela International Day; 28 – World 
Hepatitis Day; 30 – International Day 
of Friendship

JUNE
THE WAY OF THE HEART. We pray that all 
those who suffer may find their way of life, 
allowing themselves to be touched by the 
Heart of Jesus.

JULY
OUR FAMILIES. We pray that today’s fami-
lies may be accompanied with love, respect 
and guidance.

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. We consigned the April-May Worldwide issue to the Pretoria Central Post office on Thursday, 19 
March, that is, one week before lockdown started. We rushed the packing and the posting of the issue 
hoping that it would be delivered to the majority of you within the following week. Judging by the few 
number of renewals we received during the month of April, it didn’t happen. We are really sorry for 
that, especially considering that the magazine could keep you some good company during this time of 
confinement. 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. 

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 even cover 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 avail-
able 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 Elec-
tronic 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

FAITH IS A SOURCE OF WELLNESS
The Gospels are full of stories in which Jesus—out of compassion—restores to health people with various kinds of 
diseases. Faith plays a crucial role in His healing and liberating ministry. Examples: in the healing of the ten lepers, 
Jesus tells the Samaritan who came back to thank Him, “Arise and go your way; your faith has made you whole” (Luke 
17: 11–19); in the episode of the haemorrhagic woman who was healed by touching Jesus’ cloak, He reassured her: 
“Daughter, your faith has made you well” (Mk 5: 25–34 par.); in the story of the paralytic brought on a mat by four men 
(Mk 2: 1–12 par.), it seems that the faith of the carriers was decisive. In the healing of the two blind men, Jesus asked 
“Do you believe that I am able to do this?” Upon a positive answer, He concluded: “According to your faith let it be done 
to you” (Mt 9: 27–31). In the liberation of the boy possessed by an impure spirit, Jesus said: “Everything is possible for 
one who believes” (Mk 9: 23). A dynamic faith is indeed a source of healing, liberation and wellness.

Cover image: One of the ten lepers is grateful, by William Hole.
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NEW RENEWABLE ENERGY CAPACITY HIT 
RECORD LEVELS. Almost three-quarters of 
new electricity generation capacity built in 2019 
uses renewable energy, representing an all-time 
record. New data from the International Renew-
able Energy Agency (IRENA) shows solar, wind 
and other green technologies now provide more 
than one-third of the world’s power, marking 
another record.

Fossil fuel power plants are in decline in Eu-
rope and the US, with more decommissioned 
than built in 2019. However, the number of coal 
and gas plants grew in Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa. In the Middle East, which owns half the 
world’s oil reserves, just 26% of new electricity 
generation capacity built in 2019 was renewable.

The world has invested about $3 trillion in 
renewables over the past decade, according to 
IRENA, but annual investments must double by 
2030 to tackle the climate emergency.

“While the trajectory is positive, more is re-
quired to put global energy on a path with sus-
tainable development and climate mitigation,” 
said Francesco La Camera, director general 
of IRENA. “At this challenging time, we are re-
minded of the importance of building resilience 
into our economies.”

La Camera said the huge spending planned 
by governments in response to the coronavirus 

pandemic must support green initiatives rather 
than fossil fuels. “In responding to today’s crisis, 
governments may be tempted to focus on short-
term solutions,” he said. “Yet distinctions between 

short-, medium- and long-term challenges may 
be deceptive. The pandemic shows that delayed 
action brings significant economic consequences.”
{Damian Carrington, www.theguardian.com}

OCEANS CAN BE RESTORED TO FORMER 
GLORY WITHIN 30 YEARS. The glory of the 
world’s oceans could be restored within a gen-
eration, according to a major new scientific 
review. It reports rebounding sea life, from 
humpback whales off Australia to elephant 
seals in the US and green turtles in Japan.

Through rampant overfishing, pollution and 
coastal destruction, humanity has inflicted 
severe damage on the oceans and its inhabit-
ants for centuries—but conservation successes, 
while still isolated, demonstrate the remarkable 
resilience of the seas.

The scientists say there is now the knowl-
edge to create an ocean renaissance for wildlife 
by 2050 and with it bolster the services that 
the world’s people rely on, from food to coastal 
protection to climate stability. The measures 
needed, including protecting large swathes 
of ocean, sustainable fishing and pollution 
controls, would cost billions of dollars a year, 
the scientists say, but would bring benefits 10 
times as high.

However, the escalating climate crisis must 
also be tackled to protect the oceans from 
acidification, loss of oxygen and the devastation 
of coral reefs. The good news, the scientists 
say, is a growing awareness of the ability of 
oceans and coastal habitats such as mangroves 
and salt marshes to rapidly soak up carbon 
dioxide and bolster shorelines against rising 
sea levels.

“We have a narrow window of opportunity to 
deliver a healthy ocean to our grandchildren, 
and we have the knowledge and tools to do 

so,” said Prof. Carlos Duarte, of King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology in Saudi 
Arabia, who led the review. “Failing to embrace 
this challenge, and in so doing condemning 
our grandchildren to a broken ocean unable 
to support good livelihoods, is not an option.”

The review, published in the journal Nature, 
found that global fishing is slowly becoming 
more sustainable and the destruction of hab-
itats such as seagrass meadows and man-
groves is almost at a halt. In places from Tampa 
Bay, Florida to the Philippines, the habitats are 
being restored.

Among the success stories are humpback 
whales that migrate from Antarctica to eastern 
Australia, whose populations have surged from 
a few hundred animals in 1968, before whaling 
was banned, to more than 40 000 today. Sea 
otters in western Canada have risen from just 
dozens in 1980 to thousands now. In the Baltic 
Sea, both grey seal and cormorant populations 
are soaring.
{Damian Carrington, www.theguardian.com}

RADAR

A humpback whale off the coast of Australia, 
one of the species that has benefited 

from conservation efforts.

Solar, wind and other green technologies are already providing more than one-third of the world’s power.
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SCIENTISTS CREATE MUTANT ENZYME 
THAT RECYCLES PLASTIC BOTTLES. A 
mutant bacterial enzyme that breaks down 
plastic bottles for recycling in hours has been 
created by scientists.

The enzyme, originally discovered in a com-
post heap of leaves, reduced the bottles to 
chemical building blocks that were then used 
to make high-quality new bottles. Existing re-
cycling technologies usually produce plastic 
only good enough for clothing and carpets.

The company behind the breakthrough, 
Carbios, said it was aiming for industrial-scale 
recycling within five years. It has partnered with 
major companies including Pepsi and L’Oréal to 
accelerate development. Independent experts 
called the new enzyme a major advance.

Billions of tonnes of plastic waste have pol-
luted the planet, from the Arctic to the deepest 
ocean trench, and pose a particular risk to 
sea life. Campaigners say reducing the use of 
plastic is key, but the company said the strong, 
lightweight material was very useful and that 
true recycling was part of the solution.

The new enzyme was revealed in research 
published on 8 April in the journal, Nature. The 
work began with the screening of 100 000 
micro-organisms for promising candidates, 
including the leaf compost bug, which was 
first discovered in 2012.

“It had been completely forgotten, but it 
turned out to be the best,” said Prof. Alain 

Marty at the Université de Toulouse, France, 
the chief science officer at Carbios.

The team used the optimised enzyme to 
break down a tonne of waste plastic bottles, 
which were 90% degraded within 10 hours. 
The scientists then used the material to create 
new food-grade plastic bottles.
{Damian Carrington, www.theguardian.com}

AN ACUTE HUNGER “PANDEMIC”. The coro-
navirus crisis will push more than a quarter 
of a billion people to the brink of starvation 
unless swift action is taken to provide food and 
humanitarian relief to the most at-risk regions, 
the UN and other experts have warned.

About 265 million people around the world 
are forecast to be facing acute food insecurity 
by the end of this year, a doubling of the 130 
million estimated to suffer severe food short-
ages last year.

“Covid-19 is potentially catastrophic for mil-
lions who are already hanging by a thread,” 
said Dr Arif Husain, chief economist at the 
World Food Programme. “It is a hammer blow 
for millions more who can only eat if they 
earn a wage. Lockdowns and global economic 
recession have already decimated their nest 
eggs. It only takes one more shock—like Cov-
id-19—to push them over the edge. We must 
collectively act now to mitigate the impact of 
this global catastrophe.”

Global hunger could become the next big 
impact of the pandemic, warns the Global 
Report on Food Crises, by the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organisation, the World Food Pro-
gramme and 14 other organisations, published 
last April. Some of the poorest countries 
may face the choice of trying to save people 
stricken by the virus only for them to fall prey 
to hunger.

António Guterres, the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral, said the report must be a call to action. 
“The upheaval that has been set in motion by 
the Covid-19 pandemic may push even more 
families and communities into deeper distress,” 
he wrote in the foreword. “At this time of im-
mense global challenges, from conflicts to cli-
mate shocks to economic instability, we must 
redouble our efforts to defeat hunger and mal-
nutrition. We have the tools and the knowhow. 
What we need is political will and sustained 
commitment by leaders and nations.”

The report bolsters warnings that the world 
could face a repeat of the 2007–2008 food 
price rises that sparked widespread political 
upheaval, the impacts of which are still being 
felt across the Middle East and from Asia to 
Latin America.

Some of the poorest nations “may face an 
excruciating trade-off between saving lives or 
livelihoods or, in a worst-case scenario, saving 
people from the coronavirus to have them die 
from hunger”, the report warned.
{Fiona Harvey, www.theguardian.com}

Carbios, the company behind the breakthrough, has partnered
 with major companies including Pepsi and L’Oréal.

Global hunger could become the next big impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.
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“I see the disinfectant that knocks it out in a minute, 
one minute. Is there a way we can do something 

like that by injection inside, or almost a cleaning? 
Because you see it gets inside the lungs and it does 
a tremendous number on the lungs, so it would be 

interesting to check that.”
• US PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP said during a briefing 

on Coronavirus on 23 April 2020. Trump’s remarks even 
prompted the maker of Lysol and Dettol to urge people 

not to ingest disinfectant.

“This crisis (COVID-19) is occurring in a global 
context where democracy and the civic space 
were already under attack, and this element 
needs to be duly factored in when analysing 

the human rights implication of the crisis 
and possible remedial actions.”

• FRANCESCO MARTONE, Italian activist, former Senator 
of the Republic, in a reflection entitled, Italy, democracy 

and COVID-19 (www.other-news.info).

“In the midst of a fire, it makes no sense 
to point fingers at the principal arsonist. 

But knowing how the COVID-19 pandemic started 
is central to learning how to prevent similar 

disasters in the future.”
• CHRIS PATTEN, Chancellor of the University of Oxford, 
in an article entitled, Dealing with China after COVID-19 

(www.project-syndicate.org).

“We have come face to face with the singular truth 
that, no matter what nation or race, what class or age, 

what economic power or weakness—rich or poor, 
all of us are in this together. This truth is undeniable. 

With this greater oneness comes the absolute 
necessity of greater solidarity.”

“While we must regularly wash our hands to avoid 
the virus, let us not wash our hands of our 

responsibility for each other, particularly the poor 
who feel the impact of the lockdown the most and who 
will be affected by the effects of the virus the most.”

• SITHEMBELE SIPUKA, Bishop of Mthatha and President 
of the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference 

(SACBC), in a Pastoral Letter during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

“Can we imagine new ways of proclaiming 
the Resurrection in a world that will never 

be the same after COVID-19?”
• CATHOLIC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE (CPLO) 

AND THE JESUIT INSTITUTE, daily reflection for 24 April 2020.

“My hope is that governments understand that 
technocratic paradigms (whether state-centred or market-
driven) are not enough to address this crisis or the other 

great problems affecting humankind. Now more than 
ever, persons, communities and peoples must be put 

at the centre, united to heal, to care and to share.”

“I hope that this time of danger will free us from operating 
on automatic pilot, shake our sleepy consciences 
and allow a humanistic and ecological conversion 

that puts an end to the idolatry of money and places 
human life and dignity at the centre. Our civilization—

so competitive, so individualistic, with its frenetic rhythms 
of production and consumption, its extravagant luxuries, 

its disproportionate profits for just a few—needs 
to downshift, take stock, and renew itself.”

• POPE FRANCIS in a letter to people’s movements 
and organizations, on Easter Sunday, 12 April 2020 

(www.alainet.org).

“I believe that for the priest, learning to relate 
to women in the context of formation is a humanizing 

factor which promotes the balance of man’s personality 
and affectivity.”

• CARDINAL MARC OUELLET, prefect of the Vatican’s 
Congregation for Bishops, said in an interview in the May 

edition of the Donne Chiesa Mondo (Women, Church, World) 
magazine also published on the Vatican News site on 24 April.

08 worldwide   june-july  2020

CHRIST AS A DOCTOR. The iconic Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio De 
Janeiro, Brazil, was lit up as a doctor with a medical coat and stethoscope on 
Easter Sunday in tribute to the world’s healthcare professionals fighting the 
coronavirus pandemic. Standing 30 meters tall, the monument was transformed 
into a medical worker wearing a white jacket with the universal symbol for 
medicine and healing on it, and a stethoscope draped over the shoulders. 
The bottom half of the giant sculpture had “thank you” projected onto it in 
multiple languages. During the light show, Rio De Janeiro’s archbishop, Dom 
Orani Tempesta, held a Mass at the base of the monument and paid tribute 
to healthcare professionals fighting on the medical front line.
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PANDEMIC IS PRIME TIME FOR CONVER-
SION. The COVID-19 quarantines, lockdowns 
and stay-at-home orders are the perfect op-
portunity for conversion: for individuals, for the 
Church and for governments, Pope Francis said 
in an interview.

“What we are living now is a place of 
‘metanoia’ (conversion), and we have the chance 
to begin,” Pope Francis said. “So, let’s not let it 
slip from us, and let’s move ahead.”

The pandemic crisis is an opportunity to 
reflect on how people use their time and re-
sources, how the Church responds to new 
pastoral needs, how society has allowed the 
economy to be the first consideration when 
making decisions about people’s lives and how 
governments still spend billions on weapons 
when they cannot provide adequate health care 
to all their people, the Pope said in the interview 
published in the US magazine Commonweal and 
the British journal, The Tablet. Austen Ivereigh, 
an author and journalist, submitted written ques-
tions to Pope Francis; the Pope sent an audio 
recording of his responses, in Spanish.

Asked how he is living the lockdown, the Pope 
responded, “I’m praying more, because I feel I 
should,” and he is trying to focus on the needs 
of other people because “it takes me out of my 
self-preoccupation.”

“Of course,” he said, “I have my areas of 
selfishness. On Tuesdays, my confessor comes, 
and I take care of things there.”

But Pope Francis said he is also thinking 
of “what will come afterwards. What will be 
my service as bishop of Rome, as head of the 
Church, in the aftermath?”

“That aftermath has already begun to be 
revealed as tragic and painful, which is why 
we must be thinking about it now,” the Pope 
said, adding that the Dicastery for Promoting 
Integral Human Development already is looking 
at strategies to mitigate the impact on the poor.

“I’m living this as a time of great uncertain-
ty,” Pope Francis said. “It’s a time for inventing, 
for creativity.”

“It’s not easy to be confined to your house,” 
he said, but he cited advice from Virgil’s epic 
poem, “The Aeneid”, in the midst of defeat: “The 
counsel is not to give up, but save yourself for 
better times, for in those times remembering 
what has happened will help us.”

“Take care of yourselves for a future that will 
come,” the Pope said. “Take care of the now for 
the sake of tomorrow—always creatively, with a 
simple creativity, capable of inventing something 
new each day.”

Pope Francis said he knows it is not easy 
to be creative as the lockdown drags on, “but 
don’t run away, don’t take refuge in escapism, 
which in this time is of no use to you.”

The Church needs creativity, too, he said. It 
needs to learn to live with and value the “dis-
order” that comes from the Holy Spirit raising 
up new charisms and calling people to find new 
ways to live and share the Gospel and, at the 
same time, to recognize the “harmony” the 
Spirit creates in bringing believers into com-
munion with each other in the Church.

“A Church that is free is not an anarchic 
Church, because freedom is God’s gift,” he 
said. The only proper view of “an institutional 
Church”, he added, is “a Church institutionalized 
by the Holy Spirit.”

“About a week ago an Italian bishop, some-
what flustered, called me,” the Pope said. “He 
had been going around the hospitals wanting 
to give absolution to those inside the wards 
from the hallway of the hospital—but he had 
spoken to canon lawyers who had told him he 
couldn’t, that absolution could only be given in 
direct contact.”

“’What do you think, Father?’ he had asked 
me. I told him: ‘Bishop, fulfil your priestly duty.’ 
The bishop said, ‘Grazie, ho capito’ (‘Thank you, 
I understand’),” the Pope said. “I found out 
later that he was giving absolution all around 
the place.”

“This is the freedom of the Spirit in the midst 
of a crisis, not a Church closed off in institu-
tions,” he said. Canon law is important and nec-
essary, but the Church’s laws and rules are “for 
the salvation of souls, and that’s what opens 
the door for us to go out in times of difficulty 
to bring the consolation of God.”

The pandemic also has revealed how, “all our 
thinking, like it or not, has been shaped around 
the economy,” which, in effect, made it possible 
“to sacrifice” people through pre-natal selection, 
for example, or deciding it is not economically 
feasible to give top medical care to the elderly.

He said St Paul VI’s encyclical “Humanae Vitae” 
(On Human Life) was “prophetic” in warning of a 
culture where “people are selected according to 
their utility or productivity—the throwaway culture.”

“This crisis is affecting us all, rich and poor 
alike, and putting a spotlight on hypocrisy,” the 
Pope said, pointing, for example, to “certain politi-
cal personalities who speak of facing up to the 
crisis, of the problem of hunger in the world, but 
who in the meantime manufacture weapons.”

“This is a time to be converted from this kind 
of functional hypocrisy,” he said. “It’s a time for 
integrity. Either we are coherent with our beliefs 
or we lose everything.”

Once the pandemic is past, he said, people 
must not “file it away and go back to where 
we were.”

“This is the time to take the decisive step, to 
move from using and misusing nature to con-
templating it,” he said. It is time to really see 
the poor and the homeless as people and not 
“settle for a welfare policy such as we have for 
rescued animals. We often treat the poor like 
rescued animals.”

Pope Francis encouraged people to follow 
the example of “the saints who live next door” 
and give their lives in service to others. Dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic “they are heroes: 
doctors, volunteers, religious sisters, priests, 
shop workers—all performing their duty so that 
society can continue functioning.”
{Cindy Wooden, www.catholicnews.com}

Praying in an empty St Peter’s Square, on 28 March, Pope Francis likened the coronavirus 
pandemic to an “unexpected, turbulent storm” that brings us on “the same boat”.

09 worldwide   june-july  2020



10 worldwide   june-july  2020 11 worldwide   june-july  202010 worldwide   june-july  2020 11 worldwide   june-july  2020

The cOrOnavirus pandemic has 
overwhelmed health systems in Europe and 
North America. The US, France, Italy, Spain 
and the UK have all experienced shortages 
of doctors, ventilators, personal protective 
equipment and testing capacity—but it’s 
going to be even worse in poor countries 
where medical resources are scarce.

Ten African countries have no ventila-
tors at all. In Uganda, there are only 55 
intensive care beds for 43 million citizens. 
No poor country could afford the econom-
ic safety net that is currently sustaining 
citizens and companies in the UK. In fact, 
Covid-19 is the biggest disaster for devel-
oping nations in our lifetime. If ever there 
was a time for concerned citizens and 
political leaders in both developing and 
richer countries to come together, it’s now.

We’ve already seen that Covid-19 is 
no “great leveller”. Poorer people are at 
greater risk of catching the virus and are 
more likely to suffer the worst effects 
of an economic shock. The poorer the 
country, the less capable it is of addressing 
people’s pressing needs, from identifying 
and treating cases of the virus to support-
ing communities and businesses deprived 
of income. The vast majority of people 
living in countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
are employed in the informal sector and 
receive no unemployment, sickness or 
other benefits. More than a third of all 
jobs and incomes in Africa could be lost 
as a result of Covid-19.

The World Health Organization has 
recommended physical distancing to con-
trol the spread of the virus, but in places 
where families share single-room homes 
and lack running water to wash their 
hands, these measures are difficult, if not 
impossible, to adopt. Many of the world’s 
poor have no access to life-saving medical 
facilities; in the entire African continent, 
there are just 20 000 critical care beds, 
equivalent to 1.7 for every 100 000 people. 
Malawi has just 25 ICU beds for its 17 mil-
lion citizens, while in Bangladesh there 
are just 1 100 ICU beds for a population 
of more than 160 million. While the UK 
health budget is $4 000 per citizen per 
year, in African countries it averages $12, 
according to the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development.

In China and much of Europe, the 
coronavirus crisis precedes an economic 
crisis. In many developing nations the 
economic shock has come first, as govern-
ments have locked down their economies 
to reduce the speed of contagion. As a re-
sult, countries in Africa and Latin America, 
together with Pakistan, India and Bangla-
desh, are expected to suffer their greatest 
ever economic decline. One immediate 
effect of the lockdown is hunger, as trans-
port and distribution systems are severely 
disrupted and the food supply in many 
countries—already depleted after years 
of drought, extreme weather events and 
recent locust infestations—becomes scarce.

Then there is the question of how 
countries will cope with the coming medi-
cal emergency. In South Africa, for example, 
it is expected that the pandemic peak will 
only be reached in September, but incomes 
have already shrunk due to a lockdown 
that was announced before the UK’s and is 
every bit as stringent as that in Italy. South 
Africa has mobilised domestically, working 
with civic organisations and businesses to 
create a solidarity fund to address the food 
and other needs of citizens, and has reached 
out globally. However, even for one of Africa’s 
richest countries, this may be inadequate to 
address the scale of the challenge.

Many leaders are doing all they can under 
the circumstances, but both domestic and 
international action is required to limit the 
damage caused by Covid-19. South African 
president Cyril Ramaphosa’s evidence- 
and equity-based approach stands in stark 
contrast with Jair Bolsonaro’s denialism in 
Brazil, or Donald Trump’s divisive actions 
in the US. But, while Covid-19 is a test of 
leadership everywhere, in countries with 
widespread and deep poverty, where 
medical supplies are severely limited, 
even the best leaders cannot save their 
populations from health and economic vul-
nerabilities. Foreign assistance is essential.

While rich countries can issue more debt 
in their own currencies, developing countries 
require foreign exchange to pay for much-
needed imports, from lightbulbs to syringes. 
The cost of foreign debt repayments and im-
ports have soared as the relative value of cur-
rencies in developing countries have declined 
by around 25%. Meanwhile, government 
revenues have plummeted due to a collapse 
in tax, tourism and migrant remittances as a 
result of the pandemic. Many cash-strapped 
governments can’t adequately provide for 
their citizens’ needs in normal times, let alone 
meet an unprecedented global emergency 
like this. The resulting cuts in other health 
areas, such as HIV therapies, and malaria- or 
cholera-eradication programmes, pose at least 
as big a risk to communities as Covid-19. 

{Ian Goldin, www.theguardian.com. Ian 
Goldin is professor of globalisation and 
development at Oxford University and 
author of Age of Discovery, Development 
and Terra Incognita}
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The biggesT disasTer for developing naTions 

More than a third of all jobs and incomes in Africa could be lost as a result of Covid-19.
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The recenT death of General Constand 
Viljoen, former head of the apartheid-era 
SA Defence Force and founder of the 
Freedom Front Plus political party, 
took me back to a day in Parliament in 
September 1999. The then Minister of 
Defence, Mosiuoa Lekota (now the leader 
of COPE) was announcing the details of the 
notorious ‘arms deal’—how many aircraft, 
helicopters, submarines and warships we 
would be buying, and from whom.

It was a moment of defeat for many 
civil society organisations (CSOs) that 
had campaigned against the huge cost 
of these acquisitions, arguing that the 
country needed to invest in development 
and infrastructure to meet real social and 
economic challenges, not in expensive 
equipment to fight imaginary wars.

After Lekota’s speech the leaders of the 
various opposition parties came to the 
podium to reply, and one by one they gave 
their approval to the arms deal—Tony 
Leon of the DA, Mangosuthu Buthelezi 
of the IFP, even Bishop Stanley Mogoba 
of the PAC. Certainly, some of them 
expressed reservations about the cost 
and about the possibility of corruption 
associated with the deal, but none of them 
were opposed to the purchases.

Except for the final speaker, General 
Viljoen, probably the last person that the 
CSOs thought would agree with them. 
He congratulated the army on its ‘new 
toys’ but, he said, this was not the kind of 
equipment South Africa needed. In the 
complete absence of a military threat, we 
should be planning for a humanitarian 
and peace-keeping role, for which basic 
transport planes, not pricy fighter jets, 
would be needed. Simple patrol vessels, 
not hi-tech submarines, would enable 
the navy to protect our waters from 
over-fishing and the occasional smuggler. 

The fact that, of all 400 MPs, Viljoen 
was the only one who had led an army, 
unfortunately meant nothing. Today, 
two of the three submarines are out of 
action; the four corvettes hardly ever go 
to sea; we do not have enough qualified 
pilots to fly all 21 of the Gripen fighter jets 
at the same time; we still lack sufficient 

personnel transport capacity; and our 
waters are effectively unprotected against 
exploitation by foreign fishing fleets.

It’s interesting to contrast the position of 
the government then with now. It is often 
assumed that the arms deal was driven 
by corruption, but though there certainly 
were payoffs and bribery, what really drove 
it was inexperience and naïveté. In its early 
years, the ANC government allowed itself 
to be persuaded by various unscrupulous 
companies—and the equally unscrupulous 
governments behind those companies in 
Germany, France, Sweden, Italy and the 
United Kingdom—that it needed a smart, 
modern, up-to-date army with the best 
equipment, regardless of cost. The 
government happily bought their lies and 
false promises about ‘industrial participation’ 
and ‘offset deals’ which would magically 
balance the books and reduce the costs of 
the whole deal effectively to zero. In short, 
the government was led by the nose (and 
so was the opposition, except for Viljoen).

In the last few weeks, we have seen 
evidence of a very different kind of 
government. Whatever we might think 
about the lockdown and the tough 
regulations that accompanied it, we must 
concede that the government acted quickly, 
efficiently, and with a level of leadership 
that we have not often seen over the last 25 

years. In fact, it did a far more effective job 
of responding to the pandemic than places 
such as the UK and the USA managed to do. 

There has been a new sense of maturity 
about government, a sense that President 
Ramaphosa and (most of) his ministers 
know what needs to be done in the face 
of this kind of threat, and that they are 
prepared to do it. A sense, in other words, 
that the government is leading and not, as 
with the arms deal, allowing itself to be led.  

How long will it last? Sooner or later the 
coronavirus crisis will be over, and our 
focus will return to the issues that have 
long bedevilled us—a stagnant economy, 
high unemployment, a falling currency, 
unsustainable state expenditure. All of 
these will be far worse after the virus than 
before and, to exacerbate matters, we can 
expect a return to normal when it comes 
to our lack of unity of purpose in tackling 
these issues. Factions will try to score 
points off each other, ideological positions 
will be entrenched, and the government 
will be tempted to put off hard decisions 
and try to buy time—as it has so many 
times done before.

Maybe, though, it will learn from the way 
it handled the virus crisis and take these 
lessons forward into the way it deals with 
all the other crises and challenges that lie in 
our future. We can only hope so! 

BY MIKE POTHIER | PROGRAMME MANAGER, SACBC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE

A GOVERNMENT IN CHARGE

iNSiGHTS • CORONAvIRUS

Sooner or later the coronavirus crisis will be over, 
and our focus will return to the issues that have long 

bedevilled us—a stagnant economy, high unemployment, 
a falling currency, unsustainable state expenditure.

The soldiers were deployed to enforce the shutdown, particularly in townships.
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in jusT four months, a very contagious 
novel virus that began in Wuhan, China, in 
December 2019 has been spread by people 
right around the world. By Easter 2020, 
it has infected more than one million 
and a half people and killed one hundred 
thousand, most of whom died alone 
without the comfort of family or friends. 
The last time something similar hap-
pened was during the “Spanish flu” which 
ravaged the world after World War 1.

By mid-April 2020, one quarter of the 
world’s population was on lockdown. The 
advice from the medical world is to keep 
a physical distance of two metres from 
each other, use a tissue when coughing 
or sneezing and bin it, and to wash our 
hands thoroughly.

History teaches us that pandemics can 
change things dramatically. Although the 
death toll was massively higher during the 
plague of Justinian (541–542 AD) which 
undermined the Byzantine Empire, or 
the Black Death in the middle of the 14th 
century which wiped out one third of the 
population of Europe during the follow-
ing five years, Covid-19 will also change 
history dramatically.

IMPACT OF COVID-19 AND ECONOM-
ICS. Given the fact that many people are 
in lockdown and out of work, people are 
assessing what the economic impact of the 
pandemic will be. Already, we have seen 
that global economic projections made 
in January 2020 have collapsed. Then, 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
projected a global growth rate of 3.3% in 
2020. In a speech before the spring meeting 
of the IMF and World Bank, the managing 
director of the IMF, Kristalina Georgieva, 
stated that “global growth will turn sharp-
ly negative in 2020.” She continued saying 
that “we anticipate the worst economic 
fallout since the Great Depression.”

Since January 2020, the media has 
followed the spread of Covid-19, which 
began in China, then moved on to Korea, 

Italy, Spain, Britain and the United States. 
In all of these countries, it is possible to 
apply social distancing and wash one’s 
hands, but it is not possible for the T’boli 
people of Southeast Mindanao in the Phil-
ippines whose lives I shared as a Colum-
ban missionary during the 1980s. How 
can one apply social distancing or wash 
one’s hands when ten people share a two-
room house without running water? This 
is not just a problem for the T’boli, but for 
one quarter of the world’s population who 
do not have access to running water and 
adequate sanitation. It is feared that, given 
how contagious Covid-19 is, it will wreak 
havoc in India, Latin America and Africa 
and cause millions of deaths because their 
public health systems are rudimentary.

ECONOMIC HELP FOR THE POOR. 
The economic consequences for the poor 
are also being overlooked. On 9 April 
2020, Oxfam International in a report 
called Dignity not destitution warned world 
leaders that, unless richer countries com-

mit to a rescue package of $2.5 trillion 
dollars, about a half a billion people might 
be pushed back into poverty by Covid-19. 
Many rich countries are currently en-
gaged in providing multi-billion dollar or 
euro stimuli for those who have lost their 
jobs. Poor countries cannot do this, so the 
money from the $2.5 trillion dollar rescue 
package would provide cash for those who 
have lost their incomes and a bail-out for 
small, vulnerable businesses. The money 
could also be used to cancel the staggering 
$1 trillion debt which poor and developing 
countries are due to pay in 2020 to richer 
countries and institutions. Finally, $1 trillion 
would provide a new international reserve 
for economically poor countries—but will 
rich countries, who are borrowing phe-
nomenal amounts of money for their own 
domestic needs, even think of responding 
to the plight of poor people globally?

PANDEMICS AND THE DESTRUCTION 
OF BIODIVERSITy. In discussing Cov-
id-19 in an interview with Austen Ivereigh 

The ways humans destroy much of the natural world and engage in factory farming is based 
on the fallacy that what we do to the natural world will not have a negative impact 

on human health and wellbeing. Covid-19 tells us that this is untrue

BY FR SEáN MCDONAGH SSC | ENVIRONMENTALIST AND AUTHOR, IRELAND

THE COST OF OUR MISBEHAVIOUR

foCuS • covid-19

Many commentators on Covid-19 fail to make any connection 
between it and the destruction of the natural world which, 

in little more than two decades, has given us Covid-19, 
SARS, MERS, Ebola, HIV, Zika, and H1N1.

Pangolins are the most trafficked mammal in the world. Their scales have been used 
in traditional Chinese medicine, and their meat viewed as a luxury item.
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in The Tablet, Pope Francis called to mind 
the Spanish phrase “God always forgives, 
we forgive but, sometimes, nature never 
forgives.” However, in his “Urbi et Orbi” (To 
the City and to the World), address given 
after Easter Sunday Mass on April 12th 2020, 
he focused exclusively on the human ele-
ment of the crisis. He acknowledged that 
“the world already (is) faced with epochal 
challenges and (is) now oppressed by a pan-
demic severely testing our human family.” 
He continued saying that “this is an Easter 
of solitude lived amid the sorrow and hard-
ship that the pandemic is causing, from 
physical suffering to economic difficulties.”

All this is true, as people are shocked by 
the pain and death of loved ones and the 
economic chaos that Covid-19 is causing. 
However, many commentators on Covid-19 
fail to make any connection between it and 
the destruction of the natural world which, 
in little more than two decades, has given us 
Covid-19, SARS, MERS, Ebola, HIV, Zika, and 
H1N1. Similarly, on Good Friday, I listened 
to Christian, Muslim, Jewish and Humanist 
leaders speaking on RTÉ (Ireland’s National 
Television and Radio Broadcaster) about 
the celebration of Easter, the Passover and 
Ramadan in the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic, with worshippers unable to 
gather physically in churches, mosques 
and synagogues. No-one mentioned the 
fact that large-scale deforestation, habitat 
degradation, intensive agriculture, trade in 
species and climate change all contribute 
to biodiversity loss and, in the process, 
facilitate the rise of new pandemics. 

THE SPREAD OF VIRUSES AND 
PATHOGENS. For a long time, we have 
known that viruses and pathogens have 
leaped from other species to the human 
population. However, the destruction of 
biodiversity means that these events are 

happening much more frequently now 
than in the past. Worse still, pandemics will 
continue to happen at an even greater rate 
in the future unless we change some of the 
practices listed above. Thankfully, we are 
much better placed to survive pandemics 
than previous generations were as we ex-
pect our scientists to come up with cures 
or vaccines to protect us. But, given that 
humans are colonising every ecosystem, we 
can expect more and, often, more deadly 
pandemics in the future. At the moment, 
the human population stands at 7.8 billion 
but it is expected to increase to 10 billion 
within the next 30 years. 

Many people believe that the coronavirus 
first jumped across to humans who were 
working at a ‘wet’ market in Wuhan in China 
in December 2019. In these markets, animals 
who would seldom encounter one another 
in the wild such as civets, live wolf pups and 
pangolins, are crammed together into small 
cages, often in filthy conditions. This is an 
ideal environment in which to incubate 
diseases that will spill over into the human 
population. That is why Elizabeth Maruma 
Mrema, the acting executive secretary on 
the UN Convention on Biodiversity, said that 
countries should ban ‘wet’ markets. At the 
moment, China has introduced a temporary 
ban on ‘wet’ markets. The secretary general 
of the China Biodiversity Conservation and 
Green Development Foundation, Jinfeng 
Zhou, has called for a permanent ban on all 
wildlife markets.

TRADING WILDLIFE AND INDUSTRI-
AL FARMS. The ethicist, Viveca Morris, 

who is the executive director of the Law, 
Ethics and Animal Program at the Yale 
Law School, writing in the Los Angeles 
Times, points out that the Chinese are not 
the only ones involved in trading wild 
animals. “Every year, Americans pay to 
capture, box-up, and import hundreds of 
millions of live animals for agriculture, 
the pet and aquarium industries, and 
other uses.”

Morris asks us to look at what we are 
doing in our modern industrial farms. 
In many places, we crowd cattle, pigs, 
chickens, turkeys and other animals into 
crammed living spaces. These situations 
can become a breeding ground for viral and 
bacterial pathogens, so to ensure this does 
not happen, we lace their feed with anti-
biotics. This, of course, creates the perfect 
conditions for antibiotic-resistant patho-
gens to develop and thrive. We humans 
pay the price in the form of drug-resistant 
Urinary tract infections (UTIs) and MRSA 
infections (a bacterium that causes infec-
tions in different parts of the body). This 
kind of farming also increases the risk of 
deadly viral epidemics such as the 2009 
‘swine flu’ (H1N1) outbreak that sickened 59 
million people. The ways humans destroy 
much of the natural world and engage in 
factory farming is based on the fallacy 
that what we do to the natural world will 
not have a negative impact on human 
health and wellbeing. Covid-19 tells us that 
this is untrue. Either we need to drastically 
change our ways of relating to the natural 
world, or get ready for the next pandemic. 
The choice is in our hands. 

Given that humans are colonising every ecosystem, we can 
expect more and, often, more deadly pandemics in the future.

Trade in wild species and intensive animal farming facilitate the spread of viruses and pathogens.
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SPECiAl rEPorT • FAiTH’S HEALiNG PoWER

iT was a Sunday afternoon in my first 
month as a young priest and I was rest-
ing after morning Masses. Young men 
knocked at the door, there was a car 
running outside. It was urgent, there was 
a young woman critically ill in the hos-
pital of the next town and they wanted 
a priest. This was a shock, to hospital to 
anoint! I did not know where the oils 
were kept, the priests of the community 
were all away, what was I to do? A frantic 
search and I finally found the oils. Would 

I be late? I had never anointed anyone 
before nor had we practised the Rite of 
the Anointing in the Seminary.

 In the hospital, I was ushered into the 
room where a young woman was gasp-
ing and turning. At her head were two 
doctors and a flurry of nurses. I could 
not get near the top of the bed; I at least 
remembered that if there was an acci-
dent and a priest could not anoint all five 
senses, then he could anoint one part of 
the body. I anointed the lady’s foot as she 

had kicked off the sheet in her agony, I 
said the prayer. I begged God for healing 
in a mumbled way feeling so confused 
and inadequate. The medical staff con-
tinued their ministrations. I slipped out. 
How hopeless I felt in this ministry for 
the sick. Impossible! I looked at the Latin 
ritual I had used and saw that I had said 
the prayer for anointing the ear while ac-
tually anointing the foot. Next morning, 
they came to thank me saying the sick 
woman had suddenly recovered totally.

Faith’s healing and gift to us is that it offers us belonging—belonging to God and to a community. 
Through belonging, we experience meaning and peace. Faith is the experience of being loved 

and that we come from a loving Creator who is closer to us than we are to ourselves

BY WILLIAM SLATTERY OFM | ARCHBISHOP EMERITUS OF PRETORIA

MEANING AND PEACE
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It was my introduction to the power 
of Faith in healing. Undoubtedly, the 
medical professionals had done excellent 
work, yet I felt sure that God had been 
there. I said to Jesus that it was really Him 
and that I would not worry in the future 
no matter what happened, I would just 
trust in Him, do my best and see Him as 
the One in charge. 

JESUS IS IN CHARGE
I was to see the wisdom of such an ap-
proach in all kinds of awful situations in 
life later. I often went to the maximum 
prison in Pretoria in the 1980s to minister 
to the condemned who were about to 
be hanged. They had now said their last 
goodbyes to relatives—if any had come. 
I sat with them as they faced inevitable 
death in a matter of hours. What to do?

Surely this is a surreal healing situa-
tion. No, Jesus was in charge. Just to be 
there to listen, to read a Word, to share. 
When no-one else could touch these 
abandoned persons, Jesus could always 
reach them. His touch left them with 
deep peace. There was no pretence now, 
this was for real—and faith was some-
thing real.

“Faith is the assurance of things hoped 
for, the conviction of things not seen” 
(Hebrews 11: 1). Frequently in the New 
Testament, Jesus tells people, “Go in 
peace your faith has made you whole.” Of 

people who came for healing, Jesus asked 
them to believe, to have faith. Half of the 
first eight chapters of Mark are filled with 
healing miracles. It was through His heal-
ing miracles that Jesus attracted people 
and showed them that He was the One 
sent by God.

In Luke 7: 21, Jesus assures the messen-
gers of John the Baptist that indeed He is 
the One who is to come: “Go back and tell 
John what you have seen and heard; the 
blind see, the lame can walk, those who 
suffer from dreaded skin-diseases are 
made clean, the deaf can hear, and the 

Because of their faith in the Lord, the Christian saints 
through the ages have lived their faith by nursing, 
healing and comforting the sick and the suffering.

Every year, millions of people pilgrim to Lourdes looking for healing, inner peace and meaning.
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dead are raised to life, the Good News 
is preached to the poor. How happy are 
those who have no doubts about me.” As 
He sends out His disciples to the world at 
the end of Mark’s Gospel, Jesus promises 
them: “Believers will be given the power 
to perform miracles. They will drive out 
demons in my name; they will place their 
hands on sick people, who will get well” 
(cf. Mark 16: 15–18).

This is precisely what the young 
Church did. In Acts, we find Peter heal-
ing the lame man, curing the paralytic, 
reviving the dead woman Dorcas and 
see his shadow cure the sick. Paul cured 
the lame man in Lystra, the sick people 
in the island; when handkerchiefs or 

aprons touched Paul, the sick were cured 
(Acts 19ff).

FAITH AT WORk
Because of their faith in the Lord, the 
Christian saints through the ages have 
lived their faith by nursing, healing and 
comforting the sick and the suffering. 
The hundreds of leper hospitals in the 
Middle Ages, built and staffed by the 
Secular Franciscans, were faith at work 
in healing.

In modern times, we have marvelled at 
the phenomenal healing works of Padre 
Pio. But notice another characteristic of 
Padre Pio. He built the largest and most 
modern hospital in southern Italy to pro-

vide care and health for the ill. In Padre 
Pio, we see combined faith healing with 
the science of medicine. 

Millions each year go to Lourdes. The 
Annals of this Shrine bear witness to 
thousands of healing cures. The Catholic 
Church has approved 67 healing miracles 
there, events which science cannot ex-
plain. The Church seeks the sign of mira-
cles before a person can be approved for 
canonisation. It is not only the Catholic 
Church which prays for healing. Millions 
of other faiths such as the Pentecostalists 
seek healings through the power of faith.

In 2013, Melissa Villalobos lay on the 
floor of her bathroom miscarrying her 
child in a pool of blood. She had been 
warned that her baby was in grave danger 
due to a hole in the placenta and blood 
was escaping. Her husband was away 
and her little children were downstairs. 
“Please, Cardinal Newman, make the 
bleeding stop.” Immediately the bleeding 
stopped and she got the strangest scent 
of roses she had ever experienced which 

Christians do not seek out suffering. Using the intellect 
God has given us, we take the reasonable precautions to avoid 
illness. The laws and cures of medicine come also from God: 

they are God’s normal way of dealing with illness.

In Padre Pio, we see combined faith healing—especially through the Sacrament of Reconciliation—with respect for medicine.
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filled her with confidence. She gave birth 
to a healthy baby, Gemma. When she 
thanked Cardinal Newman in prayer, she 
again smelled the roses. Six years later, 
she and her husband and their seven 
children attended the canonisation of St 
Cardinal Newman in Rome.

A HUMBLE PRAyER
Many people, however, scoff at the idea of 
faith healings. The concept of faith heal-
ing has suffered because of the fraudulent 
claims of exploitative evangelists. Ridicu-
lous actions making people eat grass, lie 
under the wheels of a car, eat snakes, 
drink detergents, and snake handling, has 
given the concept negative undertones, 
indeed they have made the ministry a 
laughing stock. 

Certain pious people have the attitude 
that illness is a cross sent to them person-
ally by God which they must accept. They 
refuse to expect healing. “God wants 
to sanctify me.” Our loving Father in 
Heaven takes no pleasure in the suffer-

ing of His children. Jesus healed the sick, 
He saw suffering as an evil. “Father, if it is 
possible, take this cup of suffering from 
me” was His own plea in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. Christians do not seek out 
suffering. Using the intellect God has 
given us, we take the reasonable precau-
tions to avoid illness. The laws and cures 
of medicine come also from God: they 
are God’s normal way of dealing with ill-
ness. We appeal to God for healing with 
humility. We stand at the door of God’s 
mercy. Requesting healing from God is 
a humble and trusting prayer, it is not 
superstition or magic, actions which are 
totally foreign to true religion. 

In modern western society, many see 
healing through faith and miracles as 
a primitive belief. They deny healing 
through any means other than through 
medical science or other human means. 
In the writings of most modern theolo-
gians, we never find what effect faith has 
on peoples’ mental and physical health. 
However, the more perceptive psychia-

trists and students of psychosomatic 
medicine show growing interest in the 
role of spirituality in healing (cf. Francis 
MacNutt, 1974. Healing: 108. Ave Maria 
Press, Notre Dame, Indiana).

The Catholic Church is fully behind 
modern medicine and has created hos-
pitals all over the world. All the first rural 
clinics in South Africa were established 
by the Church. In the recent corona-
virus pandemic, the Church closed its 
churches and immediately adopted and 
promoted the regulations of govern-
ment and science. But, yes, we pray God 
to protect us and give us the wisdom to 
take the precautions which common 
sense dictates. 

Evangelisation is the bringing of people 
to Jesus. Yet, what is evangelisation but 
a personal encounter with Jesus? Jesus 
prolongs His ministry in the Church. 
Where the ministry of healing is part of 
Christian worship, the Church is grow-
ing, as we see in Africa, Latin America 
and Asia. In these continents, the Church 

SPECiAl rEPorT • FAiTH’S HEALiNG PoWER

Requesting healing from God is a humble and trusting prayer, it is not superstition or magic, actions which are totally foreign to true religion.
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has gone back to the Christian life of the 
first three centuries when healing was 
central to religious experience. Evange-
lisation is like good writing—show, don’t 
tell. The Church is fading where healing 
ministry is absent.

HEALING NEEDS
Human beings are not machines. We are 
complex creatures made up of many parts. 
There is a bodily, physical side to us but we 
have deep feelings, desires, memories, 
urges, relationships and emotions. We are 
spiritual beings in need of inner peace and 
meaning. We are psychosomatic individu-

als and weakness in one part can upset the 
whole organism. Many of our sufferings 
and illnesses of body have emotional and 
spiritual origins. Stress and anxiety are 
pandemics in the modern world and find 
root in a spiritual emptiness.

Faith’s healing and gift to us is that it 
offers us belonging—belonging to God 
and to a community. Through belong-
ing, we experience meaning and peace. 
Faith is the experience of being loved and 
that we come from a loving Creator who 
is closer to us than we are to ourselves. 
People who see suffering and illness as 
meaningful can endure great trials.

In its recent publication, A compendium 
of healing prayers and rituals, The South-
ern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
(SACBC) invites the Church to bring Faith 
to illness. It is certain that in South Africa, 
the single biggest drain to the Church—
after poor catechetical formation—is the 
exodus of so many members who do not 
receive a response in the Church in their 
healing needs.

The compendium speaks of different 
kinds of healing and different types of 
prayer. (While this compendium is for 
the use of priests and deacons, there is 
also a companion book offering blessings 

SPECiAl rEPorT • FAiTH’S HEALiNG PoWER
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and prayers for protection and healing 
for the laity. The bishops remind us that 
the Sacrament of Penance is a wonder-
ful means for inner healing. Priests with 
great experience dealing with evil spirits, 
deliverance and exorcism all insist that 
this Sacrament is the first port of call 
for all inner healing. The Sacrament of 
Penance allows us to encounter the Jesus 
of Capernaum personally who told the 
paralytic that his sins were forgiven be-
fore commanding him to take up his bed 
and walk. Participating in this sacrament 
in no way discourages counselling with 
psychologists and spiritual directors. 

A SERVICE OFFERED
In the past, priests were often called at 
night to accidents and sudden illnesses. 
This seems to have disappeared. Yet, St 
James invites us: “Are any of you ill? You 
should send for the Church elders who 
will pray for them and anoint them with 
oil in the name of the Lord. This prayer 
made in faith will heal the sick, the Lord 
will restore them to health and the sins 
they have committed will be forgiven” 
(James 5: 14–16). For years, in Pretoria, I 
went to Kalafong Hospital and spoke to 
all the sick. Every single one, in seven 
years, welcomed the visit and appre-
ciated the prayers. The compendium 
makes the point: “The Church healing 
is a service offered and is never used as 
a source of income or gain.”

All the modern Popes have spoken of 
the existence of the spirit of evil and of 
evil spirits. Pope Paul VI, St John Paul II, 
Pope Benedict and Pope Francis have 
spoken of the reality of Satan. Pope Paul 
wrote: “Evil is not simply a deficiency, it 
is efficiency, a living spiritual being, per-
verted and perverting. A terrible reality, 
mysterious and frightful.” Our people in 
large part are absolutely convinced of 
the invasion of evil spirits.

The demands for deliverance and 
exorcism are everywhere increasing. 
People who have experienced deep per-
sonal trauma especially in the area of 
sexual abuse and sexual obsession are 
in desperate need of healing. Here with 
prayer, repeated prayer, they can be 
brought to release and peace.

The compendium reminds us of the 
traditional Catholic use of sacramen-
tals. Crucifixes, holy water, blessed salt, 
blessed oil, blessed candles bring us 
before God who heals in faith. Today, 
families must keep before the minds 
of our youth the prayers and devotions 
which remind us of the power of God’s 
hand. We remember the role of Mary, 
our mother, the ‘Health of the Sick’. 
We all have guardian angels and many 

communities and families are bringing 
back the prayer to Michael the Archan-
gel against the wiles and the snares of 
the devil. The Church, says Pope Fran-
cis, is a field hospital. 

We do not see the saints as obstacles to 
our faith and trust in Jesus, the saints are 
gifts of grace, companions on the road to 
God. Moses and Elijah accompanied the 
voice of the Father on Mount Tabor when 
Jesus prepared for His approaching death.

For the bishops, there are new areas 
of healing. The compendium provides for 
healing of the land and the environment; 
healing of social ills; healing of relation-
ships in families, especially the healing 
of marriages; healing of communities; 
and healing of situations of isolation, 
fear, disharmony and loss of self-esteem 
arising from the loss of communion with 
one’s ancestors or elders.

Priests should be encouraged to offer 
a celebration of healing frequently. For 
example, at the end of Mass, on some 
Sundays in the month, the priest could 
invite forward those in need of a special 
healing blessing.

The service of visiting and praying 
for the healing of the sick is a consola-
tion and a joy. It involves inviting the 
Holy Spirit, listening to God’s Word, 
sharing our faith, laying on of hands 
and blessing the sick one. It must be 
characterised by love, emphasising 
that the sick one is not alone but part 
of a community, a loved and remem-
bered family member. It is the Risen 
Jesus who anoints and blesses in a mo-
ment marked by joy, encouragement 
and liveliness.

Jesus, who was moved with compas-
sion for the people harassed like sheep 
without a shepherd through the Church 
today, continues to invite all those who 
are distressed and over-burdened, who 
take up their cross and follow Him. 
“Save us, Saviour of the world, for by 
your Cross and Resurrection you have 
set us free.” 

The Catholic Church is fully behind modern medicine 
and has created hospitals all over the world. All the first rural 

clinics in South Africa were established by the Church.

The service of visiting and praying 
for the healing of the sick, as Pope Francis 

does, is a source of consolation and joy.
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Pressed by a crowd who wished to 
have signs to believe in Jesus, He said 
“this generation wants signs, yet only 
the sign of Jonah will be given to them” 
(Mt 16: 4). As Jonah spent three days in-
side the great fish, so Jesus will remain 
three days in the bowel of the earth. 
The words are clear: the evidence of 
Jesus’ claims is in the experience of the 
Cross and Resurrection. Most probably, 
the crowds listening to Jesus could not 
understand what He meant. They ex-
pected to see an inexplicable sign, some 
powerful evidence that God was with 
Jesus. This ‘miracle’ mentality was com-
mon in Jesus’s time, it is well testified in 
the Hebrew Bible, and it is still present in 
many societies today.

Modern societies have access to medi-
cine and structures such as hospitals 
where people can benefit from sophis-
ticated treatments. Healing is seen as 
a scientific process involving medical 
practitioners, technology and appro-
priate medicines. This was not true in 
ancient times. The causes of illness were 
not known and local healers practised 
their trade in ways similar to magic. The 
ancient Hebrew word for doctor liter-
ally means healer. Biblical texts mention 
these healers only a few times, and with 
some disdain. Job compares his friends 
to “worthless physicians” (Job 13: 4), 
and in the second book of Chronicles (16: 
12) it is implied that Asa made a mistake 
in turning to doctors. For the Hebrew 
Bible, the only true healer is God.

The people of Palestine shared a 
worldview with other Canaanite peoples 
and most of the ancient world. They had 
scanty knowledge of anatomy or physiol-
ogy, they believed that rational processes 
took place in the heart and felt emotions 
in the liver. They wore amulets against 
malaria, many of which have been found 
by archaeologists. What’s more, there 
was no difference between medicine 
and religion. Illness was caused by a dis-

turbance in relationship, be it between 
people, or between the person and God. 
What was needed to regain good health 
was nothing less than the intervention of 
the divine. This was sought through the 
services of priests, exorcists or witchdoc-
tors: those who had a connection with 
the spiritual world. The patient had to 
believe in the treatment for this to take 
effect. A good example comes from the 
book of the prophet Isaiah. The prophet 
treats King Hezekiah’s life-threatening 
illness by pressing figs on his sores (Is 38: 

1–21, see also 2 Kgs 20: 1–7). Yet, the Bible 
makes it clear that Hezekiah owed his 
recovery to God.

MAGIC, HEALING AND FAITH
While magic was practised by ancient 
Israelites, the Bible has a negative un-
derstanding of these procedures. Mag-
ic rituals were seen as dangerous and 
fraudulent religious practices. They were 
suspicious at best. In Deuteronomy 18: 
10–11 we read: “Let there not be found 
among you anyone who immolates his 

The Bible looks at healing always from the point of view of faith. 
Actually, faith is seen as the foundation for healing: 

“Your faith has healed you”

BY FR GIUSEPPE CARAMAZZA MCCJ | VICE-CHANCELLOR OF TANGAzA COLLEGE, NAIROBI

“yOUR FAITH HAS HEALED yOU”

While magic was practised by ancient Israelites, the Bible had 
a negative understanding of these procedures. Magic rituals 
were seen as dangerous and fraudulent religious practices.

A good part of Jesus’ ministry was spent caring for the sick 
(Christ healing the paralytic, by Anthony van Dyck.)
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son or daughter in the fire, nor a fortune 
teller, soothsayer, charmer, diviner, or 
caster of spells, nor one who consults 
ghosts and spirits or seeks oracles from 
the dead.” It is good to point out that if 
the book forbids these actions, it means 
they were common among the people!

In the book of Tobit (11: 11–15), we 
find the story of a miraculous healing 

of a blind man by blowing the gall of a 
fish into his eyes, following the recom-
mendation of the angel Raphael (whose 
name means “God has healed”). At the 
time of Jesus, reality had not changed 
much. Popular forms of magic were 
ridiculed by the learned. However, other 
forms of religion—which we would see 
as magic—were regarded as proper 

religious behaviour or even as medi-
cine. When Jesus attempts to heal the 
blind man in John 9: 6, He uses a mix of 
mud with spittle and anoints the man’s 
eyes. Is this magic, medicine, or heal-
ing? However you see it, it was common 
practice in Palestine at the time. 

HEALING IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
The Gospels report several instances 
of Jesus restoring good health to sick 
people. Other examples of healing are 
found in the Acts of the Apostles. These 
are referred to as freeing a person from 
demoniac possession, physical impair-
ment and cleansing from impurity. It 
is important to notice that there is no 
proper word for miracle in the New 
Testament. These actions are referred 
to as dunamis, great work, wonder; teras, 
wonder, portent; sēmeion, sign. These 
are phenomena that are seen as ex-
traordinary, and they generate wonder 
and amazement.

One of the categories of people that 
Jesus targeted for His healing activities 
is that of persons under the influence of 
unclean spirits. The Gospel of Mark (1: 
21–28) actually starts with one such in-
cident. Jesus was in Capernaum and, on 
a Shabbat, went to a synagogue to teach. 
People were amazed “for He taught them 
as one who has authority and not as the 
scribes”. This is an interesting remark. 
The scribes were the official interpret-
ers of the Word of God. Their sentences 
were definitive. A scribe was supposed 
to teach the truth, and yet people felt 
that there was something missing. Jesus’ 
teaching clashed with that of the scribes 
and it would clash even with an impure 
spirit. A demon, or an impure spirit, is 
a way to describe a person possessed 
by ideologies that trap him and do not 
allow him to be free. Demons are the 
anxiety and fears that trap our free-
dom. In Capernaum, one such man ex-
pressed his disagreement with a teaching 
which was against his ideas. He believed 
in ideologies that made him hostile to 
Jesus’ teaching.

This man, even though alone, spoke 
in the plural. The individual represented 
a group that felt threatened by Jesus’ 
teaching (“You have come to ruin us!”). 
This man was possessed by an impure 

A faith without action is dead. Faith requires commitment 
from the side of the person. It requires relationship with God: 

prayer. It requires rapport with our neighbours: service.

At the Pool of Bethesda, Jesus miraculously healed a paralysed man.
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spirit because he had unconditional 
belief in the teaching of the scribes. 
When the doctrine on which he based 
his faith was threatened, he felt his very 
existence threatened.

Jesus blocked the possessed man by 
preventing any form of dialogue. In the 
clash between the impure spirit and Je-
sus, who possesses the Spirit of God, the 
winner is God who frees the individual. 
Yet, liberation does not happen without 
suffering. The possessed man was torn 
apart by realizing that his ideology was 
not from God and actually kept him 

from being in communion with God. 
The effect of Jesus’ teaching was the 
liberation of the people from the im-
pure spirit, that is, from the doctrine 
taught by the scribes. Those present in 
the synagogue identified in this new 
teaching the ability to free which went 
beyond the case of the man possessed 
by an impure spirit. They saw an op-
portunity that could be extended to all 
other cases.

PHySICAL ILLNESS
While on His way to Jerusalem (Lk 17: 
11–19), Jesus entered a village. The vil-
lage was often used in the Gospel to 
indicate the place where tradition was 
still strong, and where people found it 
difficult to accept Jesus’ teaching. He 
was met by ten lepers. This was quite 
strange. Lepers were people thought to 

be impure, they could not enter villages. 
They were supposed to stay outside and 
keep a distance even from travellers. It 
seems that Luke wanted to suggest that 
these were lepers because they lived 
in the village. It was their belonging to 
the village that made them unclean! 
There were other details which make 
us understand that these lepers in real-
ity represented the disciples when they 
were unable to truly follow Jesus. In 
fact, the lepers in the story called out 
to Jesus, calling him “master”. This was 
the title that only the disciples could use 
in talking to Jesus! The evangelist, us-
ing the image of the lepers, intended to 
represent the disciples, whose religious 
tradition prevented them from seeing 
the novelty that Jesus brings.

Jesus invited the lepers to go and show 
themselves to the priests. The priests 
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A demon, or an impure spirit, is a way to describe a person 
possessed by ideologies that trap him and do not allow him 

to be free. Demons are the anxiety and fears that trap our freedom.

Jesus healing a leper.

Christ and the Canaanite woman, 
by Juan de Flanders.

In some cases, healing is progressive as in the case of the blind man 
of Bethsaida (Healing of the blind man, by Yongsung Kim).
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had to certify that a leper—any skin 
disease was called leprosy—had re-
gained health. While they went to the 
priest, they were all cured. They were 
not cleansed when they arrived at the 
priests but while they were on the way. It 
was the village that made them unclean, 
it was the village that made them lepers. 
The moment they left the village, the 
place of tradition and nationalism, they 
were cleansed.

One of them, a Samaritan, realizing 
he had been cleansed, turned back and 
recognized Jesus as a man sent by God. 
So, Jesus emphasized that all were healed, 
yet only a foreigner recognized the action 
of God in his life! This was an amazing 
outcome. Foreigners were excluded from 
thanking God in the Temple. They could 
not approach the Lord and were kept at 
a distance from the area of sacrifices. To 
this foreigner Jesus said, “Rise and go your 
way; your faith has made you well!”

This healing story clearly speaks of 
faith. Faith is not a gift that God gives 
to us. Faith is our answer to God’s love. 
God loved all the ten lepers, only one 
answered in the right way; and only one 
recovered his wellbeing. 

foCuS • JESUS ANd HEALiNG

WHAT IS HEALING?
WE SEE Jesus healing many people, and yet do 
we have a clear understanding of what healing 
is? One way to reach the definition of healing is 
to notice that the experience of wellbeing is that 
in which everything in our lives is fine and we 
are healthy. When wellbeing is lost, all our life 
suffers. Wellbeing is thus larger than sickness, 
which occurs when something is physically 
wrong with the human body. Science tells us 
that disease is due to psychological or biological 
causes. Illness, instead, is the interpretation 
of one’s physical condition. To take care of 
the sickness does not automatically mean to 
address also the other aspects of wellbeing, 
such as relationship with family and friends, 
social presence, a feeling of unworthiness or 
sinfulness. The healer will have to attempt to 
cure the sickness, but much more importantly 
to address the question of overcoming illness, 
for this means to be concerned with loss of 
meaning in life due to physical impairment or 

loss of function. Peter’s mother-in-law (Mk 1: 
30–31) was sick and could not fulfil her duties 
as a host. Jesus intervened and, as soon as 
the fever left her, she could rise and serve the 
guests. Jesus restored meaning to the life of this 
woman and we are not told anything about the 
cause of the problem.

Often Jesus intervenes in the lives of people 
to restore a status of wellbeing that was lost. 
Mark (5: 25–34) tells us the story of a woman 
who had had a haemorrhage for twelve years. 
Her condition rendered her impure, and she 
could not have a normal life. She was looking 
for a solution to her problem. Yet what was her 
problem? We may think that she needed to be 
cured of the sickness. At the same time, we can 
see that her cure was only instrumental in being 
reintegrated in society. She “had spent all that 
she had and was not helped at all, but rather 
had grown worse”, so we know that physicians 
were not able to cure her. When she touched 

Jesus’ garments, she immediately felt well. On 
His side, Jesus’ reaction was not about physical 
wellness (He does not say: you have been 
cured), but that of wellbeing: “daughter, your 
faith has made you well; go in peace and be 
healed of your affliction.”

In many other examples, we can see that 
Jesus’ healing activity aimed at restoring meaning 
in people’s lives. In Lk 4: 14 and following, Jesus 
visited his hometown, Nazareth. There, He read 
from the book of the prophet Isaiah: “The Spirit 
of the Lord is upon Me, He anointed Me to 
preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent Me 
to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery 
of sight to the blind, to set free those who are 
oppressed, to proclaim the favourable year of the 
Lord.” Jesus then applied these words to Himself. 
Illness here was seen as a sign of oppression, 
not of bad health. Thus, healing should not be 
understood solely as recovering health. Healing 
is first of all the recovery of meaning in one’s life.

In the Bible, faith is seen as the condition for healing (Who touched Me?, by Yongsung Kim).
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THE FOREIGN LADY
CHRISTIANS WHO read Mk 7: 24–30 are 
often surprised to see Jesus using what seems 
to be offensive language against a lady. Even 
though there was a healing at the end, people 
were disconcerted about the way Jesus 
behaved. And why would the evangelist report 
such an event, since it depicted Jesus in a 
bad light. Perhaps, the issue with this reading 
is different, and we might need to read the 
Gospel from another angle.

Jesus went to Tyre, a commercial city 
outside the Holy Land, which was, however, 
in close contact with the markets in Galilee. 
Tyre was the prototype of the pagan city: 
rich, arrogant, and far from the real God. 
His presence did not go unnoticed, and 
soon a lady came to look for Him. She was 
a local person of Hellenized culture, she 
clearly belonged to the elite of Tyre, and was 
presumably rich (the daughter slept on a bed, 
a luxury only the rich could afford). This Syro-
Phoenician woman claimed that her young 
child was sick because of an unclean spirit 
which made her restless. The attitude of this 
lady towards her daughter could be compared 

to the dominant class towards the dominated, 
who were considered inferior. 

The unclean spirit (see main article) 
referred to a psychological state, a situation 
of despair. This child was oppressed by a 
mother who controlled her life and she felt 
powerless. The mother, being dominant, did 
not feel the need for any change. We can 
now understand Jesus’ answer in a new 
light. He said: “Let the children first satisfy 
themselves, because it is not good to take 
the children’s bread and throw it to the 
dogs.” The dog was considered the most 
insolent and despicable of all creatures and 
was a derogatory expression used against 
foreigners. Jesus expressed the sense of 
superiority and contempt the Jews had 
towards pagans. The woman felt the pain 
of being treated as inferior. She was also a 
person used to judging others and talking 
condescendingly to them. She realized that, 
even though powerful and privileged, she 
too needed help from others. In asking that 
even ‘small dogs’ may have access to the 
bread (life), she accepted that she needed 

to change her attitude towards those she 
oppressed (daughter) and afford them with 
enough to live and be satisfied. She needed 
to review her sense of equality, dignity and 
human rights.

This interpretation is supported by the 
fact that Jesus spoke of “children” (tekna); 
she spoke of the “kids” (paidia—people who 
were already semi-autonomous). She grasped 
what Jesus meant, and she made the first 
step to change. Therefore, Jesus could finally 
say: “Because of what you said, go; the spirit 
has already left your daughter.” Jesus tells 
her to leave, because the problem for which 
she sought the solution is already solved: 
the demon/social misbehaviour has left the 
daughter. The woman went home and saw her 
daughter stretched out on the bed, no longer 
restless but not yet fully recovered. This young 
person was referred to as a young child at the 
beginning of this reading. She is now described 
as daughter. The change of vocabulary shows 
that the mother has grown into a new way 
of relating with her. It is the beginning of a 

journey that leads to healing and full recovery.

FAITH AND HEALING
The Bible looks at healing always from 
the point of view of faith. Actually, faith is 
seen as the foundation for healing: “Your 
faith has healed you.” To understand how 
faith and healing interact, we need to 
clarify the meaning of these terms. Many 
believe that faith is to believe in God. Yet, 
this cannot be the case. Even the unclean 
spirits recognized Jesus as Son of God, yet 
they are hardly the example of faith! Faith 
can be explained in a number of ways. 
The simplest definition is that faith is our 
answer to God’s love for us. If faith were 
simply a spiritual exercise, then it would 
not involve us totally. This is what St James 
says in his letter: a faith without action is 
dead. Faith requires commitment from 
the side of the person. It requires relation-
ship with God: prayer. It requires rapport 
with our neighbours: service. So how does 
faith influence healing?

It is a well-known fact among medi-
cal practitioners that people who pray 
have greater chances of regaining health. 
Prayer appears to trigger mechanisms 

that counteract stress and promote pos-
itive emotions, enhancing the body’s 
natural capacity for healing. It activates 
the immune and cardiovascular systems 
to heal disease, illness or injury. Many 
scientists have studied this phenomenon 
and have confirmed that there is an as-
sociation between religious involvement 
and fewer hospitalizations and shorter 
hospital stays. 

While scientists argue if prayer helps 
for psychological reasons or because of 
the intervention of spiritual powers, the 
fact remains: when people turn to God 
in prayer a new set of answers to one’s 
situation is found. Faith, we have seen, is 
a dynamic reality. When people decide to 
act because of faith, they commit them-
selves to service to others. This may lead 

to a renewed strength to achieve well-
ness and to be able to carry out service.

The men who took on themselves to 
carry their paralysed friend to Jesus, 
and lowered him from the roof to place 
him close to the Master, were people 
who showed faith in action. Because of 
love of their neighbour, they did all they 
could to assure their friend’s healing. 
Jesus saw that, and the healing became 
possible. The haemorrhagic woman took 
action touching Jesus’ cloak, and Jesus 
reassured her: your faith has healed 
you. We realize now that the purpose of 
these stories in the Bible is not to impress 
us to generate a short-lived ‘belief’ in 
God—the aim is to generate true faith, 
one that moves the person to commit-
ment in life. 

When people decide to act because of faith, they commit 
themselves to service to others. This may lead to a renewed 

strength to achieve wellness and to be able to carry out service.
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On The stroke of midnight, on 16 De-
cember 1997, I woke up—sick. I had gone 
to bed perfectly healthy, but now I just felt 
sick. It was an illness that was to mystify 
South African doctors, and afterwards, 
lead me to the best doctors’ rooms and 
hospitals in Ireland. Despite several spells 
in hospital, innumerable tests and scopes 
and in one instance a nuclear scan with 
a million dollar machine, the European 
doctors were equally baffled. Why was I 
coughing blood? Why was I losing so much 
weight? Why was I so fearful? Since I was 
also displaying classic psychological symp-
toms—depression, anxiety, insomnia, fear 
and a lot more—my psychologist suggest-

ed some residential care. Despite all the 
medical and psychological interventions, I 
was none the better. All I knew was that “a 
long sickness mocks the doctor” (Sirach 
10:10). Where a sickness is taking a long 
time to heal, a person can sink into either 
of two dispositions: discouragement to 
hopelessness, or else, show an even greater 
determination to get well again. 

On the very night of my return to South 
Africa two years’ later—my purpose was 
to say goodbye to old friends, collect my 
belongings and return to Europe—Fr 
Eugene Clarkson MSC invited me to be 
prayed over by one of his Catholic charis-
matic friends. I neither objected nor held 

out much hope that it would make the 
slightest difference. Enita prayed quietly 
and intently over me with great faith and 
simplicity. After about 50 minutes, she 
stopped and said bluntly: “Fr Joseph, you 
have been cursed by witchcraft!” I can’t say 
her words registered properly with me. She 
then prayed a prayer of deliverance over 
me and I was delivered. I felt a dark and 
heavy spirit lift off me, leaving me with a 
deep joy which I had long forgotten. That 
simple prayer of faith (James 5: 13–16) did 
what the entire medical profession with 
million dollar machines could not do. 
Now, I am not knocking the medical or 
psychological professions; not at all—we 

DO yOU WANT TO BE WELL AGAIN?
We may understand medicine like never before, but we don’t understand Christ’s healing. 

Healing itself comes primarily from God through love

BY FR JOSEPH WILSON  | MISSIONARY OF THE SACRED HEART (MSC)

SPECiAl rEPorT • HEALiNG MiNiSTRY
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often owe our lives to them. The point I 
am making is that though I was displaying 
all the classic medical and psychological 
symptoms, my sickness was neither physi-
cal nor psychological but demonic—and a 
million dollar machine cannot diagnose 
a curse. It was a lesson I needed to learn 
for my future healing ministry. If the root 
from which the sickness springs is not 
properly diagnosed or discerned, a person 
will not get healed, and doctors and patient 
will only treat the symptoms. 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE HUMAN 
PERSON. Tucked away in 1 Thessalonians 
5: 23 is a little-known passage which con-
tains a vital piece of information about the 
essence of the human person. According 
to St Paul, the human person is consti-
tuted by spirit, soul and body. The current 
ideology informing the humanities allows 
for only two. Spirit, soul and body are not 
three separate ‘parts’ of a person—like 
three separate babushka dolls, one separate 
inside the other—but rather three inter-
woven ‘dimensions’ constituting a single 
person. The English Standard Version 
comes closest to the original Greek:

“Now may the God of peace Himself 
sanctify you completely, and may your 
whole spirit  (pneuma) and soul (psychē) 
and body  (sōma) be kept blameless at 
the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 
Thessalonians 5: 23 ESV).
Now why is this text important for heal-

ing? To understand Christian healing, you 
first have got to get an accurate under-
standing of the human person. 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
(#365) is brilliant: 

“The unity of soul and body is so pro-
found that one has to consider the soul 
to be the ‘form’ of the body: that is, it is 
because of its spiritual soul that the body 
made of matter becomes a living, hu-
man body; spirit and matter, in man, are 
not two natures united, but rather 
their union forms a single nature.”

The human person, created in the 
image of God, is a being at once cor-
poreal and spiritual (#362). Although St 
Paul distinguishes the body from soul 
and spirit (1 Thes 5: 3), “this distinction 
does not introduce a duality into the 
soul” (#367). Man, though made of body 
and soul, is a unity (#364).

Let’s apply this to sickness: A sickness 
originating in one dimension (spirit), can 
infect or leak into another dimension 
(body). For example, where a person holds 
onto the poison of hatred or unforgiveness 
(in the spirit dimension), it will eventu-
ally leak into the body and break out in 
sickness (see the box Four areas where a 
person can get sick).

“DO yOU WANT TO BE WELL AGAIN?” 
One Sabbath morning, Jesus came into 
the healing centre called Bethesda (John 
5: 1–14). It was full of sick people but Jesus 
sought out only one nameless paralysed 
man who had been sick for 38 years. Lean-
ing over him, Jesus asked the most peculiar 
question in all medical history: “Do you 
want to be well again?” Why on earth 
would anyone ask such a silly question? Of 
course, the man wants to get well! It was 
to take me ten more years in the healing 
ministry before I finally grasped what Je-
sus meant by that question. When I finally 
understood it, it just blew my mind. 

“OF COURSE, I WANT TO BE HEALED… 
BUT…” Of course, the man wanted to be 
healed of his physical paralysis, BUT did 
he also want his sin-crippled spirit healed? 

To want the healing of our body only with-
out also wanting the healing of our sick 
spirit is not Jesus’ idea of healing. A medi-
cal doctor is content to heal your heart 
disease and leave it at that, but Jesus (the 
Divine doctor) wants also the healing of 
your hard heart. When Jesus heard the 
people complain that He was eating with 
sinners, He replied: “It is not the healthy 
who need a doctor, but the sick… For 
I have not come to call the righteous, 
but sinners” (Matthew 9: 12). Here, Jesus 
clearly extends His concept of healing to 
include the healing of sin. When a priest 
friend of mine was having open-heart 
surgery, he joked with his surgeon: “When 
you go in, doc, please remove my hard 
heart!” to which his humourless surgeon 
replied, “the only hard heart I recognise 
is your atherosclerosis!” (hardening of 
the arteries). Whenever sick people were 
brought to Jesus for healing, He always 
began by healing their spirit (sin) first, that 
is, by forgiving their sin (Mark 2: 5). This 
was Jesus’ advice to the Pharisees: “First 
clean the inside of the cup and dish, and 
then the outside also will be clean” (Mt 23: 
26). For this reason, there should always 
be the opportunity for confession during 
or before a healing service.

To want the healing of our body only without also wanting 
the healing of our sick spirit is not Jesus’ idea of healing.

The Sacrament of the anointing of the sick is a sacrament of healing.
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ACID MANAGEMENT. If this is what we 
truly want, then we resemble snakes rath-
er than human beings—because a snake 
is capable of holding its deadly payload of 
toxic poison under its healthy skin. Unlike 
a snake, we were not made to hold toxins 
in our bellies or emotions; the longer 
we hold them, the sicker we’ll get. Was 
that why Jesus called the Pharisees “you 
snakes, you brood of vipers?” (Mt 23: 33). 
In brief, many people want a healthy body 
in order to go back into sin, to use their 
body as “an unholy weapon fighting on 
the side of unrighteousness” (Rom 6: 13). 

NOW yOU UNDERSTAND WHy JE-
SUS ASkED THE PARALySED MAN 
THAT QUESTION! In Jesus’ eyes, want-
ing only part of yourself healed amounts 
to not wanting to be healed at all—hence, 
the reason for Jesus’ searching question. 
Wanting only our body healed, while leav-
ing soul and spirit sick is simply to leave 
an even greater sickness untouched and 
unhealed! Healing a part is not wholeness, 
for we are not prepared to let go of the 
very thing that keeps us sick—and that 
amounts to a pathological sickness itself.

The bottom line is this: if you only want 
your physical heart, liver or pancreas 
healed, but not the cancer of hatred or 
the bitterness in your heart, then in the 
eyes of Jesus, you don’t really want to be 
well again!

IS GOD HEALING THROUGH THE 
POWER OF FAITH? Is God still heal-
ing and doing miracles in His Church? 
For a Catholic, the answer is obvious. Is 
Jesus still raising people from the dead? 
Most certainly yes! Every time a peni-
tent—dead in mortal sin—is forgiven 
in the sacrament of penance—that is a 
resurrection miracle. 

But there is one BIG challenge in Africa 
regarding healing through faith. In Africa, 
we love faith healers, prophets and spirit 
mediums. Some people who profess their 
faith in Jesus, also profess their faith in 
the healing of (false) prophets, brujas and 
sangomas. It is proving very difficult for 
many South Africans to let go of their 
spirit mediums and to place their com-
plete trust in Jesus. Priests and religious 
Sisters who actively encourage the flock 
of Christ to seek help from such mediums 

are leading them to follow the Path of Bal-
aam (2 Peter 2: 15) falling foul of the Word 
of God which they profess to believe. In-
stead of guiding the flock away from the 
wolf, these people encourage the sheep 
to mix what can’t be mixed. They will be 
held accountable for it (Hos 4: 6). Where a 
person trusts his spirit medium for heal-
ing, God pulls back (Jeremiah 17: 5), “so 
that you should not say, ‘my idol was the 
one that performed them’” (Isaiah 48: 5). 

THE PRAyER OF FAITH. Following the 
model given in James 5: 13–18 in which the 
word ‘prayer’ is mentioned seven times, 
we lay hands on the sick (Mark 16: 18) 
and anoint them with oil (James 5: 14). We 
ask the sick persons how they feel. They 
are often healed immediately. If not, we 
continue to pray. If it is clear from dis-
cernment that their healing is blocked, we 
check to see if they are harbouring any of 
the big 5  blockages—hatred, unforgive-
ness, cursing, witchcraft and unconfessed 
sin. We do this in a way that respects the 
person and try not to load any guilt on 
them. We avoid burdening people by tell-
ing them that they are not getting healed 
because of their lack of faith. If they are 
not getting well, we continue to pray for 
them and encourage them to sit with 
Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament after their 
healing blessing. There, they receive many 
blessings and healings.

WHAT IS DELIVERANCE MINISTRy? 
The best description of deliverance is given 
by Jesus Himself. “Who among you, if he 
has a sheep and it falls into a hole, will 
not take hold of it and pull it out, even on 
the Sabbath” (Mt 12: 11). Deliverance is “to 

Deliverance is required when some aspect of the human 
personality has become enslaved, stuck, cursed or when 

directly afflicted or oppressed by an evil spirit 
or otherwise not fully under the Holy Spirit.

Jesus wants to heal not only our body but also our sick spirit. 
The Big 5 blockages are: hatred, unforgiveness, cursing, witchcraft and unconfessed sin.

The Church inherited from Jesus 
the care for the sick.
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take hold of someone who has become 
demonised and pull him out of a spiritual 
hole.” Deliverance is required when some 
aspect of the human personality has be-
come enslaved, stuck, cursed or when 
directly afflicted or oppressed by an evil 
spirit or otherwise not fully under the Holy 
Spirit. Demonisation always occurs when 
we choose to move out from under the pro-
vision of God and choose to consult spirit 
mediums or false prophets. Most South 
Africans see nothing wrong with this, even 
thinking that it is a cultural requirement. 
So, what’s so bad about consulting spirits? 
Consulting opens a spiritual door to the 
occult (Jer 17: 5), which will not close of its 
own accord, leaving you in debt to Satan. 
It has to be confessed and all agreements 
made with mediums must then be broken. 

The area that accounts for most deliver-
ance is cursing. If I have been cursed, first 
check if I have consented to return the 
curse to sender. If so, I must repent of it in 
order to qualify for my own deliverance 
(Rom 12: 14; 1 Pt 3: 9).

SOME EXAMPLES OF THOSE WHO 
NEED DELIVERANCE PRAyER: those 
who have consulted spirit mediums; those 
who use charms or spells (korobela) or 
who have made any kind of soulish agree-
ments with the demonic world, or prac-
tise ukutwala. Those who have agreed 
and submitted to twasa. Those who have 

been cursed especially by a person in 
authority over them or who have cursed 
themselves; those who have any kind of 
ties to freemasonry or satanism. 

DO I NEED AN EXORCISM? Very un-
likely. True satanic possession is extreme-
ly rare. This is where the devil or a higher 
demon takes full control of a person or 
is given such control by the person by 
engaging in satanism or making a deal 
with the devil. Exorcism needs the special 
permission of the local bishop. Partial 
demonisation requires deliverance. 

CONCLUSION. We may understand 
medicine like never before, but we don’t 
understand Christ’s healing. Healing itself 
comes primarily from God through love 
(Sirach 38: 2). We have found that the very 
first and best place to start your healing 
journey is to make a good sacramental 
confession. In fact, up to 80% of your 
healing comes from that loving sacra-
mental encounter with Jesus. 

SPECiAl rEPorT • HEALiNG MiNiSTRY

FOUR AREAS WHERE A PERSON CAN GET SICK 
ACCORDING TO Francis MacNutt (Catholic expert on healing), there are four areas where we can get sick—in spirit, mind, body and fourthly, and 
controversially, through the demonic. The following chart shows the four areas, the resultant sickness and the prayer remedy for the particular sickness.

SICKNESSDIMENSION

SPIRIT

SOUL/MIND

BODY

DEMONIC

REMEDY

The soul can get sick through life’s wounds and hurts 
such as rejection, abandonment by a parent; where 
a person feels useless, worthless, inferior, self-hating, 
where emotions get damaged, addicted, wants to 
commit suicide; where there is mental affliction, torment, 
anxiety, depression.

The prayer remedy for the sickness of the soul is a 
prayer for inner healing. Sometimes psychotherapy 
and counselling may be used alone or in combination 
with prayer for inner healing. This prayer remedy/
therapy addresses with great love and sensitivity the 
areas of the soul which have been deeply hurt, damaged 
or traumatised. Through love, to help a person to love 
and accept himself fully. To heal through love and 
prayer, childhood trauma or sexual abuse, abandonment 
by parents, adoption, neglect, attempted abortion, leading 
a person to finally forgive the person who caused the hurt.

Sicknesses of the body are the most easily seen and 
scientifically measurable, such as—diabetes, high blood 
pressure, arthritis, cancers, strokes, blindness, deafness etc.

The prayer remedy here is twofold: pray for physical 
healing and then seek the help of your medical doctor 
and medication (Sirach 38: 1–15).

The sickness here is brought about by demonic activity. 
It is most difficult to discern: here a person falls sick 
because of a curse, witchcraft, satanism, freemasonry or 
by playing occult games and making soulish agreements. 

The prayer remedy for sickness caused by 
the demonic—curses, spells, korobela, witchcraft—
is the prayer for deliverance.

The spirit gets sick through sin. The prayer remedy for healing the sickness of sin is 
found in the Sacrament of Penance / Confession.

St James invites Christians to exercise 
the prayer of faith over sick people.
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Dealing with the coronavirus pandemic, we must recognise that co-suffering is a gift. 
Even silent suffering has an eloquence of its own. Jesus wept. I weep with Him!

BY ARCHBISHOP THOMAS MENAMPARAMPIL SDB | ARCHBISHOP EMERITUS OF GUWAHATI, INDIA

SPiriTuAliTY • CO-SUFFERING

JESUS WEPT!

JESUS WAS EMINENTLy ‘HUMAN’. 
People often think of prophets to be so 
message-focused as to grow indifferent 
to the listeners’ feelings. Great philoso-
phers and teachers are usually presented 
as persons who were above emotions. If 
so, this Rabbi from Nazareth was dif-
ferent. He delved deep into the hearts 
of those with whom He interacted. He 
entered into their world of emotions as 
He spoke. He Himself was influenced. 
When He saw Mary weeping for the loss 
of her brother Lazarus and all the people 
with her, “His heart was touched, and He 
was deeply moved.” As He drew closer to 
the tomb He broke down: “Jesus wept” 
(Jn 11: 33–35). People commented, “See 
how much He loved him!” 

Nor was this the only occasion. Sure 
enough, He was a prophet; but it was not 
a prophetic pose that characterised Him 
most of all, but a ‘human touch’. He had 
a ‘personal’ tone in speaking to individu-

als, such as the Samaritan woman, the 
woman taken in adultery, the one who 
washed His feet; the Syro-Phoenician 
woman, Martha and Mary, Nathaniel, 
Zacchaeus in his guilt feelings, Thomas 
in his unyielding stubbornness. 

His sympathy for those in pain stood 
out, and His concern for the suffering. 
He was anxious about the people who 
had forgotten their hunger, listening to 
Him for three days: “I feel sorry for these 
people, because they have been with me 
for three days, and now have nothing to 
eat” (Mk 8: 2). He was “deeply troubled” 
thinking of Judas and the disaster that 
would befall Him (Jn 13: 21). He was not 
able to control Himself thinking of the 
eventual destruction of Jerusalem. “He 
came closer to the city, and when He saw 
it, He wept over it” (Lk 19: 41). The popu-
lation of an entire city was destined to 
be overwhelmed, because they were not 
open to adopt the preventive measures 

God had proposed (Lk 19: 42–44). Not a 
stone would be left on another!

WHEN SUDDENLy SUFFERING 
OVERTAkES US. The anxieties that 
surrounded Jerusalem and uncertainties 
that the coronavirus has imposed on the 
world today have similarities for the per-
ceptive. We hear of thousands of people 
dead and dying, doctors and nurses col-
lapsing, priests and religious departing; 
the aged abandoned, the poor forgotten; 
medical personnel exhausted, medical 
facilities running short, millions affected, 
with alarmist warnings for worse things 
to come. We suffer with the suffering.

We cry out with the psalmist, “Why have 
you abandoned us like this, O God? Will 
you be angry with your own people for 
ever?” (Ps 74: 1). We plead, “Wake up, 
Lord! Why are you asleep? Rouse your-
self! Don’t reject us forever! Why are 
you hiding from us? Don’t forget our 

During social distancing we have the unique privilege of taking the suffering 
of the rest of humanity upon ourselves as Jesus did at Gethsemane.
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suffering and trouble!” (Ps 44: 23). Even 
ardent believers are shaken. “In times of 
trouble I pray to the Lord; all night long 
I lift my hands in prayer, but I cannot 
find comfort” (Ps 77: 2). “Has he stopped 
loving us? Does his promise no longer 
stand, has anger taken the place of his 
compassion?” (Ps 77: 8–9). We weep with 
the weeping.

Meantime on the world stage, the 
blame game grows louder as to the origin 
of Covid-19, and rhetoric grows shriller 
with regard to the irresponsibility of 
national leaders and unpreparedness of 
the medical cadre. What is even more 
shocking is the insensitivity reported 
from some situations of pain, due to 
casual neglect or sheer helplessness. A 
prayer rises to heaven from the aban-
doned victim, “During the day I call to 
you, my God, but you do not answer. I call 
at night, but get no rest” (Ps 22: 2).

THE CORONAVIRUS HAS CAUGHT 
SOCIETy UNPREPARED. The prayers 
we have quoted above belong to an era 
when faith guided the search for an-
swers—but today most people in society 
feel, “None of us knows what is going 
to happen, and there is no-one to tell 
us” (Ecc 8: 7). Self-interest guides global 
discussions. Health compulsions point 
in one direction, and economic and po-
litical interests in another. Multiple social 
angers pull in other directions still. 

Moods differ, thoughts differ. Radical 
secularization trends are confronted 
by radical ‘fundamentalism’. Aggressive 
nationalism stands facing exaggerated 
styles of globalisation. Self-importance 
claims (national—“my country first”—
cultural, sectarian) keep society partisan. 
At the same time, an erratic intermixture 
of cultures leads to an obscuring of iden-
tities, erosion of value systems, question-
ing of beliefs and traditions, enfeebling of 
convictions, disorientation of the masses, 
and the pain of insecurity. 

Thus, the coronavirus has caught us 
unprepared, distracted by concerns and 
conflicts of diverse nature, and blind-
ed by proposals of half-truths, warped 
truths and ‘instrumentalized truths’. 
We have become like “children, carried 
by the waves and blown about by every 
shifting wind of teaching” (Eph 4: 13–14). 

DID THE CORONAVIRUS CATCH 
THE BELIEVING COMMUNITy TOO 
UNPREPARED? When hard truths 
stare at us, we need not be embarrassed 
to admit that. Were we not for a while 
lost as a Catholic community in merci-
less internal criticisms, proving ourselves 
victims of the same anger-virus that was 
harassing the wider society? Did we not 

over-concentrate on matters on which 
we differed than agreed, even when the 
matters were of minor importance, or 
could be studied further, making our-
selves insignificant and weightless in the 
larger society? 

Meantime did we forget what the core 
of the Gospel message is: mutual con-
cern, outgoing love, unbounded gener-

In Christian understanding, the energies one gathers 
in solitude are not merely self-oriented, they are to be 

brought to the benefit of humanity as a whole.

Silent suffering has an eloquence of its own. Jesus wept and we are invited to weep with Him.
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osity, a capacity to forgive seventy times 
seven times, an ability for measureless 
sacrifice? Yes, we need to set out on a 
journey of self-evaluation in an age when 
even ardent believers are losing their 
faith and religious teachers themselves 
are shaken… and people have become 
“Worried and helpless” (Mt 9: 35).

Similarly, in our pastoral care, are we 
able to enter into the world of a weak and 
failing person, to sympathize, help, and 
heal, as Pope Francis suggests? Or are 
we eager to thrust readymade, pedantic 
and facile answers on people who are 
waiting for something more personal 
and profound? It will be only when we 
admit our inadequacies, that solutions 
will come from the Lord (Dan 9: 4–23). 
Then we will be able to console ourselves, 
“Why are you cast down, my soul; why 
groan within me? Hope in God, I will 
praise him still, my saviour and my God” 
(Ps 42: 5).

DIFFICULTy IN ACCEPTING THE 
PROPOSED SOLUTION: SOCIAL 
DISTANCING. People caught unpre-
pared usually have readymade solutions. 
Some insensitive statements of world 

leaders have been quoted. The media 
finds it hard to move away from their fa-
vourite themes: film stars, sports heroes, 
political bosses, TV personalities; suicide 
bombs, trade wars, army movements, 
weapons’ sales. Politicians want a speedy 
return to ‘business as usual’, others sug-
gest the lifting of tariffs, some invoke the 
‘collective will’. All are right, but health 
experts have only one merciless formula: 
ensure ‘social distancing’.

Christians are confused. They have 
always been taught to value togetherness: 
family, community, neighbourhood. They 
have never been taught that ‘social dis-
tancing’ was a strength. Take care, what 
is really asked is not social distancing, 
but physical distancing. Human beings 
are social, and need to remain ‘social’. 
Interactions through phone calls, digital 
communications, and video chats are still 
possible. Love manifests itself in many 
ways. Jesus merely looked at Peter, but it 
meant everything (Lk 22: 51). The weak 
and the aged must not be made to feel 
neglected, lest they become lonely and 
psychologically traumatised. Humans 
need human affection which alone has 
the healing power. Co-suffering is a value.

SOCIAL DISTANCING REAFFIRMS 
FORGOTTEN VALUES: WITHDRAW-
AL, SOLITUDE, SILENCE, MEDITA-
TION, PRAyER. The so-called ‘social 
distancing’, however, has brought some 
unintended blessing: it reminds the 
world of certain forgotten values. You 
are invited to remember, e.g. that ‘with-
drawal’ was always a positive value in 
Christian tradition. Moses withdrew to 
the mountain to pray. So did Jesus; He 
was familiar with quiet places like the 
desert, Gethsemane. Monks withdrew 
to the mountains, hermits into caves, 
contemplatives into forests. They were 
guardians of the environment wher-
ever they went, they protected nature, 
they respected the cosmic order. They 
believed that solitude deepens a person, 
silence has power, meditation keeps one 
close to God, prayer obtains whatever 
one seeks. 

Christians withdraw for a retreat, 
recollection, pilgrimages, days of re-
flection. People of other faiths too have 
similar traditions. In Christian under-
standing, the energies one gathers in 
solitude are not merely self-oriented, 
they are to be brought to the benefit of 
humanity as a whole. Even hermits who 
remained on in solitude, were firmly 
committed to the wellbeing of society 
and the future of humanity. 

ISOLATION HAS MADE US THINk, 
EVALUATE, PLAN. The isolation that 
the coronavirus has imposed on us 
has made us “think”. It has compelled 
us to sit back, relax, and evaluate our 
day-to-day life, and notice some of our 
superficialities: quick profits, overcon-
cern for appearance, figure and form; 
hasty judgements, fatuous boasts, petty 
bickerings, negligence of courtesies, 
resentments over trifles. 

However, the calamity has stimu-
lated a quick change in attitudes: there 
has been an outburst of generosity 
from the most unexpected quarters: 
millions of masks from China, $5 tril-
lion from G20, donations from multi-
millionaires, contributions from film 
stars. All of a sudden, we realize we can 
be generous, helpful, and reach out in 
collaboration, that we need each other, 
we are interdependent.

History is shaped not only through trade wars and nuclear 
experiments, but very specially in the brain-cells of responsible 

citizens and prayer-cells in contemplative houses.

The coronavirus has caught us unexpectedly and brought us to unchartered waters.
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Some look deeper. They see in the 
unexpected arrival of the pandem-
ic an indictment of our civilization, a 
re-evaluation of our priorities, a re-
assessment of our relationship with 
nature. Are other species calling for 
attention and claiming back lost space 
in a subtle manner? Are marginalized 
communities and marginalized people 
silently affirming their existence? Is the 
need for social distancing a condem-
nation of our disorderly nearness? We 
need to reflect, think; rethink and cor-
rect. History is shaped not only through 
trade wars and nuclear experiments, 
but very specially in the brain-cells of 
responsible citizens and prayer-cells in 
contemplative houses. 

GOD’S WORD HAS POWER. What 
Catholic believers miss most of all in 
social distancing is Liturgy, especially 
the Eucharist celebrated in community. 
Worship together is central to Christi-
anity. Jesus had assured, “Where two 
or three come together in my name, I 
am there with them” (Mt 18: 20). Early 
Christians “devoted themselves to the 
Apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 
breaking of the bread and the prayers” 
(Acts 2: 42). 

With social distancing imposed, we 
shall miss the joy of coming together 
into the Presence of Jesus in the Eucha-
rist as a community. However, our faith 
tells us in the same manner that He is 
present in His Word, to give us inspi-
ration and strength. In fact, He is the 
‘Word’ (Jn 1: 1). It is our obedience to the 
Word that makes us His true disciples. 
Jesus says, “If you continue in my word, 
you are truly my disciples” (Jn 8: 31). 

For generations, Catholics in Com-
munist countries gathered around God’s 
Word and stood firm in their faith. In 
mission territories with vast areas under 
the care of every parish, the faithful would 
have the Eucharist only a few times a year. 
Their spirituality was nourished greatly 
on the Word of God proclaimed and 
explained by lay leaders and spiritual 
animators. They did not have opportu-
nities as others do today of being able 
to watch the Mass on the TV. And yet, 
they sustained their spirit generation 
after generation. The small Christian 

communities that gather round the 
Word of God, experience this sustaining 
power of Jesus.

Someone commented, the coronavi-
rus has been a great equalizer, a great 
leveller. See what the Magnificat (Lk 1: 
51–53), says. There is no high and low, 
the ruling and the ruled, the financial 
wizard and the plain ordinary worker, 
the more advanced and those left far 
behind. In fact, the ‘periphery’ seems 
to have been spared by Covid-19 for the 
moment. No doubt there is a divine plan 
“to uproot and to pull down to destroy 
and overthrow, to build and to plant” 
(Jer 1: 10). There is a new levelling taking 
place: the re-ordering and modification 
of ideas, ideals, ideologies, idolizations, 
and new forms of idolatry. He wants to 
make “all things new” (Rev 21: 5). 

CO-SUFFERING HAS POWER. Even if 
we have not been victims ourselves, we 
can readily suffer with those who suf-
fer, just as family members participate 
in each other’s sufferings. That is our 
mission. During social distancing we 
have the unique privilege of taking the 
suffering of the rest of humanity upon 

ourselves as Jesus did at Gethsemane. 
We weep, not primarily over our anxiety 
and fear, but over the pain of the world. 
Lamentation has always been a part 
of the prophetic ministry, especially 
when we feel totally helpless before an 
evil or a tragedy that is too much for us 
to handle at a given time. The Church 
has lamented the victims of millions of 
abortions, euthanasia, violence in every 
form, moral distortions of every type; 
and today the coronavirus! Even silent 
suffering has an eloquence of its own. 
Jesus wept. I weep with Him!

We ought to give special recognition 
to doctors, nurses, medical personnel, 
people attending to essential services, 
and a huge number of volunteers who 
risk their lives and reach out to help 
others. Several of them have died. In 
their regard, Pope Francis’ words take 
on intense meaning, “Life grows by 
being given away... Indeed, those who 
enjoy life most are those who leave se-
curity on the shore and become excited 
by the mission of communicating life 
to others” (Evangelii Gaudium, 10). “En-
trust,” then, “your cares to the Lord, and 
he will support you” (Ps 55: 22). 

Even if we have not been victims ourselves, we can 
readily suffer with those who suffer, just as family members 

participate in each other’s sufferings. That is our mission.

SPiriTuAliTY • CO-SUFFERING

The confinement has compelled us to sit back, relax, and have a deeper look into our lives.
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sOme PriesTs have been hauled over 
the Vatican coals, metaphorically speak-
ing, for their liberationist ideas. Some 
have met with at best the disapproval of 
their countries’ governments, at worst 
martyrdom, because of their brave stand 
for democracy, human rights and justice.

It is encouraging, therefore, that South 
African priest Fr Albert Nolan has at 
the age of 86 not only dodged the coals 
and the bullets but instead has been 
honoured for all of the above and for—
as the official citation said back in the 
1990s when he was awarded the Order 
of Luthuli in Silver—“challenging the 
religious dogma, including the theologi-
cal justification for apartheid”. 

Historically, the Church has rightly 
been called to answer for many anoma-
lies in its response to world issues. In 
more recent times, it has been taken 
to task on alleged complicity with the 
Fascists during World War II, and its lack 
of firm opposition to the obscenity of 
apartheid in South Africa.

It took a special hearing of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission probing 
human rights abuses in the apartheid era 
in 1997 to wrench apologies from the 
Anglican and Catholic Churches for their 
contribution to the oppression imposed 
by the apartheid regime. The Roman 
Catholic Church admitted then that it 
had not been “innocent” of supporting 
“the sin of apartheid”.

On the face of it, the Catholic Church 
had taken the moral high ground. In 
1957, it had declared the system of racial 
separation under apartheid as “intrinsi-
cally evil”—but this would seem to have 
been the clean face of the Church in 
South Africa, while its hands remained 
dirty. Were its own racially segregated 
seminaries, functioning until the 1970s, 
not “intrinsically evil”?

The Anglican Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu, who headed the Truth and Rec-

ProfilE • FR ALBERT NOLAN

BUILDER OF BRIDGES
In his theological work and social ministry, Dominican Fr Albert Nolan presented Jesus in a way 

that would deconstruct the theological fallacies of apartheid, help people to oppose the racial injustice 
of the time and offer hope in the construction of a non-racial, non-sexist, and peaceful South Africa

BY MARIAN PALLISTER | AUTHOR AND CHAIR OF PAx CHRISTI, SCOTLAND
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onciliation hearings, said, “There is no 
Church I know of that has nothing to 
confess. There is no Church who has 
nothing good to say.”

At that special hearing of the Commis-
sion, Bishop Kevin Dowling of Rustenburg 
admitted that the Catholic Church’s ranks 
included “supporters and perpetrators 
of apartheid atrocities”, although the 
Church itself preached “reconciliation 
between victims and perpetrators”.

The Catholic Church had run separate 
colleges for black and white students until 
1977. It then admitted black students to its 
previously all white schools and colleges, 
stating that integration of its hospitals, 
homes and orphanages would follow.

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE
After 25 years of ineffectual protest 
against apartheid, it was this apparent 
civil disobedience against the govern-
ment of John Vorster that got results. 
This was a stick that poked Prime Minis-
ter Vorster firmly in the eye. Sadly, there 
was dissention from within the Church 
itself, but there were those firmly on the 
side of civil disobedience.

Fr Albert Nolan, a Dominican, was one 
of the latter. He was born in Cape Town 
in 1934, and grew up reading the works 
of Thomas Merton, who today is esteemed 
by many mainstream Catholics—but 
when Nolan was in his teens, the Ameri-
can Trappist monk, writer, theologian, 
mystic, poet, social activist, and scholar 
of comparative religion was a very con-
troversial figure.

Nolan was influenced by Merton’s writ-
ings to follow a religious life, and at the 
age of 20, the year that the Bantu Educa-
tion Act (1954) was passed, he joined the 
Dominican Order. He studied first in 
South Africa and then in Rome, receiving 
a doctorate there. During the years he 
was away, the South African Government 
forced most missionary bodies to close 
their schools for the African population 
or to put them in the hands of the Bantu 
Education Department. 

The Catholic Church refused to comply 
with these regulations, though it must 
be said that this was perhaps to combat 
the anti-Catholicism experienced in the 
country and to preserve the faith, rather 
than to fight against the apartheid laws. 

A paper by Colin B. Collins and Roslyn R. 
Gillespie written in 19941, suggests that 
the white Catholics of the time—mainly 
like Nolan of Irish descent—were particu-
larly conservative. For them, there was 
one priest for every 500 of the faithful. 
Black Catholics, however, had just one 
priest for every 1 500. Black Catholics 
were not encouraged to become priests 
or religious and in the late 1950s, the 
South African bishops looked to Europe 
for priests and teachers. As the battle 
with the government escalated, funding 
was drastically reduced, teachers’ salaries 
were cut and in effect, black teachers were 
the ones left to run the schools as white 
teachers left for better conditions than 
the Catholic schools could offer. 

LIBERATIONISTS’ INFLUENCE
Through the nightmare situations of the 
Sharpeville massacre and the Rivonia 
trial, the Catholic Church in South Africa 
made little protest.

This was the situation when Nolan—
no conservative like his Irish forebears—

returned home from Rome in 1983 to 
begin teaching in a Dominican training 
institution. There had been the early in-
fluence of Thomas Merton. Now, Nolan 
had been exposed to Latin American 
clergy, proponents of Liberation The-
ology, attending the Second Vatican 
Council. He had clearly taken on board 
the Liberationists’ “option for the poor” 
and Vatican II’s statement that:

“The council, considering the immen-
sity of the hardships which still afflict 
the greater part of mankind today, 
regards it as most opportune that an 
organism of the universal Church be 
set up in order that both the justice 
and love of Christ toward the poor 
might be developed everywhere.”
Those who knew him not only in those 

early years when he was a theology lec-
turer at the Dominican training college 
attached to the University of Stellen-
bosch, and as national chaplain to the 
National Catholic Federation of Students, 
saw his clear intention to build bridges 
to a fairer future. When his first book—

Nolan was influenced by Merton’s writings to follow a religious 
life, and at the age of 20, the year that the Bantu Education 

Act (1954) was passed, he joined the Dominican Order.

Living ancestors of The Kairos Document: Prof. Charles Villa-Vicencio, 
 Fr Albert Nolan and Rev. Frank Chikane.
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Jesus before Christianity: The Gospel of 
Liberation, was published in 1976, that 
intention was internationally recognised.

The clue that here was a man prepared 
to speak out for the oppressed in South 
Africa is in that second half of the book’s 
title: The Gospel of Liberation. His head 
was now truly above the parapet, but he 
continued to play a prominent role within 
the Dominicans in South Africa, becom-
ing their Vicar General from 1976 to 1984. 
The situation was threatening, but he 
wouldn’t leave the country and turned 
down the position of Master of the Order 
of Preachers, to which he was elected in 
1983. To accept would have meant work-
ing in Rome, and his choice was to stay 
and face what would prove to be the most 
violent decade of apartheid. The declared 
state of emergency gave the government 
special powers to ignore normal laws 
protecting human and civil rights.

He declared that “…apartheid had been 

given a theological justification, and there 
was a desperate need for theologians who 
would stand up and contradict that. So, 
I asked to be allowed to go back and do 
that ministry.”

BULLDOzING THE CHURCH
Fr Albert Nolan and like-minded priests 
had to bulldoze the Church towards a 
very different position from the one he 
struggled with during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. Although white Catholic 
schools were opened to black students in 
1976, the official position of the Catholic 
Church in South Africa in the main was 
conservatively quiet about the national 
situation. Liberation Theology, however, 
had metamorphosed into Black Theol-
ogy and that could only lead to factions 
within the Church. 

The Albert Luthuli citation, awarded 
in 2003, describes Nolan as “Quiet and 
humble, his involvement with people 

on the ground enabled him to translate 
his personal faith and scholarly back-
ground into a vibrantly lived theology.” 
That personal faith was grounded in his 
connection to Liberation Theology. He 
saw the immorality—the dangers—of 
a growing globalisation that was cen-
tred on selfishness and disregard for the 
poor and the marginalised. Few were 
more marginalised at the time than black 
South Africans. Rather than guarding 
the status quo of the Catholic Church, 
he harnessed the suppressed spiritu-
ality of a generation to bridge the gap 
between the materialistic world and the 
transformative compassion found in the 
Church’s traditions.

After the publication of his Gospel 
of Liberation book, Nolan worked for 
the Institute of Contextual Theology 
and, with fellow priests and lay theolo-
gians developed The Kairos Document, 
which was published in 1985. This docu-
ment made no bones about the fact that 
it was a “challenge to the Church” and 
was subtitled, A Theological Comment on 
the Political Crisis in South Africa. Those 
who produced it made clear that it was 
influenced by Latin American Liberation 
Theology. Some were actively taking part 
in South Africa’s increasingly bloody 
struggle, or as Nolan said, the Kairos 
came “out of the flames of the townships 
in 1985”.

The document aimed to make a real 
difference and explored with no holds 
barred, the theologies deployed in dif-
ferent ways in the South African strug-
gle. It challenged the misuse of Romans 
13: 1–7 to justify the absolute authority 
of the state and its chosen methods of 
control. Examining the “Church theol-
ogy”, it severely criticised the fact that it 
“does not express the faith of the major-
ity of Christians in South Africa today 
who form the greater part of most of our 
Churches”. It says:

“In a limited, guarded and cautious way 
this theology is critical of apartheid. Its 
criticism, however, is superficial and 
counter-productive because instead 
of engaging in an in-depth analysis of 
the signs of our times, it relies upon a 
few stock ideas derived from Christian 
tradition and then uncritically and re-
peatedly applies them to our situation.”

Nolan condemns the human selfishness that has led 
to the increasingly shocking inequalities of the 21st century—

those who he says “can accumulate much more than 
they can ever use while others are starving”.

Seminarians from St John Vianney Seminary march on the Union Buildings in Pretoria, 
in September 1985, to deliver a memorandum to President P.W. Botha.
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Differentiating between violence com-
mitted by black people and that com-
mitted by the military suggested a fence-
sitting theology that Kairos could not 
condone, because it offered support to 
the oppressor. 

Nolan hoped the Kairos could “… pre-
dict the future catastrophes if nothing 
is done now, and it can promise great 
blessing if the present opportunity is 
taken seriously.” 

It was an opportunity that had to be 
taken—as the introduction to the 1985 
document said:

“The moment of truth has arrived. 
South Africa has been plunged into 
a crisis that is shaking the founda-
tions… It is the Kairos or moment of 
truth not only for apartheid but also 
for the Church.” 

OFFERING HOPE
This was a call to action rather than 
to theorise, and Nolan was now in the 
line of fire—quite literally—as far as 
the South African authorities were con-
cerned. Forced to operate underground 
by the security police, he wrote God in 
South Africa, published in 1988. Sympa-
thetic authorities of a later era described 
it as “a key exposition of the theological 
vision that arose from the struggle for the 
salvation of communities and individu-
als.” It focused on structural violence: the 
brutality and sinfulness of apartheid.

In the 1990s, he created and edited the 
magazine Challenge, read by all denomi-
nations in South Africa, and offering 
another bridge—a bridge of hope, as 
the Albert Nolan Contemplative Book 
Club would say—as the country trans-
formed. A new century saw him publish 
yet another internationally influential 
book, Jesus Today: A Spirituality of Radical 
Freedom, and in 2008 he was designated 
Master of Sacred Theology by the Do-
minicans, in recognition of his significant 
contribution to theological debate.

In a radio interview in 2009, Nolan said 
it was important to him to stress that, 
“Jesus was involved in the politics, eco-
nomics, the crises, the ordinary, everyday 
things… I wanted to talk about Jesus in a 
way that would correct some of the mis-
understandings… that were common in 
South Africa at that time, and that were 

making it difficult for people to oppose 
the racial injustice of that time.”

He still builds bridges, putting his 
theology into action. He condemns the 
human selfishness that has led to the 
increasingly shocking inequalities of the 
21st century—those who he says “can ac-
cumulate much more than they can ever 
use while others are starving”.

Nolan’s book, Hope in an Age of Despair 
(2009) continues to ask us to ‘catch up 

with Jesus’ and live as He did. That offer 
of hope allows the possibility of a non-
racial, non-sexist, and peaceful South 
Africa—and wider world—to stay alive. 

1. Collins C. & Gillespie R. (March 1994). 
Catholic Education in South Africa: A His-
tory of Compromise and Coincidence. 
“Journal for the Study of Religion”, Vol. 
7, No.1. Published by The Association for 
the Study of Religion in Southern Africa.

Although white Catholic schools were opened to black students 
in 1976, the official position of the Catholic Church in South Africa 
in the main was conservatively quiet about the national situation.

ProfilE • FR ALBERT NOLAN

Hector Pieterson was a South African schoolboy who was shot 
and killed by the police on 16 June 1976, during the Soweto uprising.
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A TRAILBLAzING
 MISSIONARy AND BISHOP 

froNTiErS • CAMILLO BALLIN

After finishing the course at Teacher’s Training College, Camillo Ballin decided to become a missionary priest,
 “to contribute to the happiness of others”. He joined the Comboni Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus, 

and asked to be sent to the Arab world where he worked for 50 years—in Africa and in the Middle East. 
For the last 15 years, he served as Vicar Apostolic of Kuwait and then as the first Apostolic Vicar 

of Northern Arabia, opening ways for the Gospel

BY MARY SEBASTIAN | PARISHIONER OF OUR LADY OF ARABIA, AHMADI, KUWAIT 
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cOmbOni missiOnary Bishop Camillo 
Ballin was born in 1944, three years be-
fore his mother passed on. He grew up 
in a village just outside the northern Ital-
ian city of Padua. His three sisters are all 
nuns. Camillo Ballin joined the Comboni 
Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus in 1965. 
Having spent his life in some of the most 
difficult places in which to be a Christian, 
he has been praised for his “courageous 
and dynamic apostolate in the heart of 
Islam”. In July 2005, he was appointed 
Apostolic Vicar of Kuwait and in 2011, 
when the boundaries of the Gulf eccle-
siastical jurisdictions were redrawn, he 
was appointed as the first-ever Apostolic 
Vicar of Northern Arabia, which includes 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia. 
From Kuwait City, he moved to Bahrain. 
In Bahrain, he began a very fruitful rela-
tionship with the civil authorities. He was 
granted Bahraini citizenship and the land 
for the construction of the new cathedral 
whose completion he won’t see. Bishop 
Ballin died on Easter Sunday, 12 April 
2020, in a Rome clinic where he had been 
receiving medical treatment for the past 
several months. He was 76. What follows 
is an interview he gave last year on the 
occasion of the celebration of his Golden 
Jubilee of Priesthood.

bishop, can you tell us something about 
your family and early life? 
– My parents were Lucia and Angelo Bal-
lin who had three daughters, and two 
sons. My brother, Alfonso, died in 1946, 
when he was only 7 years old. My moth-
er died in 1947, when she was only 35 
years old. As I was born in 1944, I don’t 
remember my mother. My father got 
married again—upon the order of my 
dying mother—and had another son, 
my half-brother, Alfonso. My father gave 
him the name of his son who had died in 
1946. My sisters are all nuns. As a child I 
experienced a lot of suffering.

where did you get your early education?
– I received my initial education in the 
school of my village, Fontaniva, located 
about 50 km northwest of Venice and 
about 25 km northwest of Padua. To pur-
sue my higher education, I went to college 
in the nearby town of Vicenza. I am a 
teacher by profession.

why did you decide to become a priest 
and join the comboni missionaries? 
– I wanted to contribute to the happiness 
of others. I realized that as a teacher I 
could make only a few people happy—
my students and their families. So, I 
thought that I should become a medi-
cal doctor. With a girl from my village, 
with whom I travelled daily to the Col-
lege in Vicenza, we agreed to become 
medical doctors and spend our lives in 
Africa. Meanwhile, a neighbour of mine 
died and this threw me into a big crisis. 
I told myself: “Now this family needs 
to be consoled and helped. As a medi-
cal doctor, I wouldn’t be able to answer 
their present needs.” I felt hopeless at the 
bereavement of that family. Therefore, 
I started thinking about a ‘profession’ 
which would allow me to be near the 
people in any circumstance of life, good 
or bad. I decided to become a priest. I 
had come to know a Comboni priest 
working in Sudan and felt attracted by 
his mission: I wanted to become a Com-
boni Missionary. All these thoughts were 
inspired by God who wanted me to be 
closer to Him. In fact, priesthood is not a 
profession, as I thought when my neigh-

bour died, but a way of belonging to Jesus 
and becoming a missionary disciple.

how was your religious journey?
– I made my first religious profession in 
the Comboni Missionaries of the Heart 
of Jesus in 1965 and my perpetual profes-
sion on 9 September 1968. I was ordained 
a priest on 30 March 1969, at Castelletto 
sul Garda, Verona, in the mother house 
of my religious sisters. That date was 
chosen to honour my mother who had 
passed into eternal life precisely on that 
same day in 1947.

where did you start off your mission-
ary life?
– After my ordination, I asked with in-
sistence to be sent to the Arab world. My 
superiors asked me to put down three 
choices in descending order of impor-
tance for me. I wrote: First: Arabic coun-
tries; Second: Arabic countries; Third: 
Arabic countries. My superiors were glad 
with my request because they wanted to 
send a young priest to the Muslim world, 
but they had trouble in finding someone 
available. I was happy, too, that my op-
tion had been accepted and made no 
secret about it. I tried to enthuse others, 
and left Italy with three other confrères 
for Damascus, Syria, to study Arabic. 
From there, I continued my enthusiastic 
encouragement of confrères, and the 
following year four others joined us. I 
studied Arabic for two years, without any 
holiday. We had three hours of school 
every day, and many more hours of per-
sonal study. During school holidays, we 
had only one tutorial hour per day and 
a few hours of personal study. After two 
years of studying the Arabic language, 
I was sent to Cairo, Egypt, for one year, 
and then I was assigned to Sudan—but 
after a few months, I was dismissed by 
the Archbishop of Khartoum who didn’t 
like my ways. So, I was appointed parish 
priest in Cairo, in a French-speaking 
parish (St Joseph in Zamalek). Therefore, 
I had to learn French.

I decided to become a priest. I had come to know a Comboni 
priest working in Sudan and felt attracted by his mission.

Bishop Camillo Ballin was a man for others.
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how was your experience as a parish 
priest in cairo?
– I was a revolutionary priest. Many letters 
against me were sent to the Nuncio and 
to my Superior General. But neither the 
Nuncio nor my Superior General told me 
anything: they saw that what I was doing 
was what had to be done. The Archbishop 
of Khartoum, whom I never met, was 
afraid of me and told the Provincial of 
Khartoum not to accept me and to leave 
me in Egypt. In fact, I remained in Cairo 
for 19 years. When I became Bishop, our 
Superior General gave me, as a gift, the 
pectoral cross and the ring of the Arch-
bishop of Khartoum. As I thanked him, 
I smiled! He asked me why I was smil-
ing. I told him that story. It was as if that 
Archbishop, from heaven, wanted to 
reconcile with me. God always inspires 
us to reconcile.

meanwhile you became Provincial 
superior. what was your experience 
as such? 
– I used to tell my confrères that any per-
sonal problem can be solved, except if 
they had no common sense! I was pro-
vincial three times and it was a good ex-

perience. In the beginning, it was not easy 
because I was very young—I was only 36 
years old—and I was the youngest among 
my confrères. After the first three years 
(for which I was appointed by Rome), the 
confrères elected me for two more terms 
with a very impressive majority. After 19 
years in Egypt, I was tired and, to take a 
rest, I was sent to Sudan!

was there a reason for that?
– I returned to Sudan because I had been 
asked to found an Arabic Institute of The-
ology for the teachers of religion in the 
schools. I organized it as a Faculty of a 
University. We had four classes per day, for 
four years. Later, the Comboni Missionar-
ies founded the Catholic University of 
Khartoum and the Institute became one of 
the faculties. The students were extremely 
poor and I helped many of them for all 
the seven years that I was in Sudan. After 
those years, I was exhausted because I was 
too often seen as an easy loan for money. 
I still remember an interesting incident: 
One day, I was walking to my house and 
a student followed me. After some time, I 
stopped and asked him how much money 
he needed. He told me: “I don't want any-

thing; I want only to tell you that we know 
that you love us!” Never will I forget this 
testimony, which for me is more important 
than any certificate or medal from any 
authority, ecclesiastical or civil. I loved my 
students. Sometimes, I had to be strict, 
but they understood that it was for their 
own good.

what is your daily routine like? 
– My life is rather hectic. Since I am in 
charge of four countries, I have to travel 
a lot. I am officially a resident of Bahrain, 
but I can rarely be in Bahrain for one com-
plete week, almost never for two weeks. 
When I come back from my trips, I have 
many accumulated things to do. I don't 
have a secretary—nor a driver—and all 
the correspondence comes directly to my 
personal e-mail. I like to be in contact with 
the people very much, but administration 
requires a lot of work. Very often, I work 
till midnight and even later. When I am in 
Bahrain, I have daily Mass at 6.30 p.m. and 
every day I prepare a homily. When I am 
in Bahrain, I feel more relaxed and I am 
always happy to receive people and visit 
friends. I enjoy meeting friends, here or 
in Kuwait, Qatar or Saudi Arabia. I can say 
that all my daily life is spent for others and 
this is my vocation and my earliest desire: 
to make others happy.

how do you explain that all the children 
of your mother became relgious? did you 
influence each other? what is the secret?

Every community has its own liturgy that I respect and 
appreciate. In the Cathedral of Kuwait, we celebrate in five Rites: 

Syro-Malabar, Syro-Malankara, Maronite, Coptic and Latin.

At various times, the Holy See requested the diplomatic services 
of Fr Camillo Ballin before making him a bishop.

Bishop Camillo Ballin with Pope Francis in 2015.
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– The secret is my mother. She died at the 
age of 35. When her death was near—as 
we came to know much later—she called 
the parish priest and asked him if she 
could make a vow. Having obtained the 
approval, she told him: “I offer my life so 
that my three daughters become nuns 
and my son a missionary priest.” She also 
told my father: “Get married again and I 
will take care of our children.” Then, she 
died. Independently from one another, all 
my sisters entered the convent, one after 
the other. No one revealed to the other 
her desire to become a nun. Never had I 
known that my sisters wanted to become 
nuns. I just saw them leaving the house 
and entering the convent. 

In 1963, I too entered the Novitiate of 
the Comboni Missionaries, a missionary 
Institute founded by St Daniel Comboni 
(1831–1881), the first Apostolic Vicar of 
Central Africa. On 30 March 1969, exactly 
22 years after the death of my mother, I 
was ordained a priest in the mother house 
of the Congregation of my sisters. It was 
Palm Sunday. Two days after, on Holy 
Tuesday, the parish priest who received 
the vow of my mother called me, telling 
me: “Now you are a priest and I can tell 
you a secret that I kept in my heart for 22 

years.” It was when he revealed to me my 
mother’s vow. He added: “I did not want 
to tell you before so that you wouldn’t 
become a priest for your mother’s sake; I 
wanted you to become a priest freely, by 
your own decision.” 

My mother wanted me to be a mission-
ary priest. In fact, as I said, one month after 
the end of the school year that ended in 
June, I was sent to Syria to start learning 
Arabic. I was 25 years old. Since 1969, I have 
always been in the mission field, except the 
years in which I was in Rome for further 
studies, but juridically still belonged to 
Egypt or Sudan. I have never worked in 
Italy. My mother wanted me to be a mis-
sionary and I have been so for 50 years.

I wondered for years what the vow of my 
mother really was, because with the vow 
or without it, she was dying. She did not 
die because she made the vow of offering 
her life, as we may think. She was going to 
die anyway. It dawned on me many years 
later: I was in Cairo and a lady, sick with 
cancer who was approximately the same 
age as my mother when she died, called 
me. I went to her house and she told me: 
“Yesterday, I cried a lot. I am going to die of 
cancer and I have to leave my five children, 
all very small. I cried because I cannot help 

them.” In that moment, I understood the 
vow of my mother. She accepted the will 
of God that she had to die and leave her 
children, who being so young may not 
even remember her face. She accepted the 
will of God to leave behind her children, 
and die. She just asked God to call us to 
Him and serve Him in Religious Life. God 
accepted her offering and remained faith-
ful to her desire. Those who accept the will 
of God perform miracles for themselves 
and for others.

what are the challenges you face 
as the shepherd of the vicariate of 
northern arabia?
– The greatest challenge is to form one 
Catholic Church in spite of the multiple 
liturgical traditions. Every community 
has its own liturgy that I respect and ap-
preciate. In the Cathedral of Kuwait, we 
celebrate in five Rites: Syro-Malabar, Syro-
Malankara, Maronite, Coptic and Latin. 
We should not be five Catholic Churches 
beside each other but just one Catholic 
Church. It requires a permanent struggle 
to keep communion. However, I am happy 
to have friends in all the communities and 
our good relationship helps us to maintain 
our unity. 

APOSTLE IN THE HEARTLAND OF ISLAM
BISHOP CAMILLO Ballin was an enterprising 
missionary and bishop. Paying tribute to him, 
Fr Andrzej Halemba, Middle East projects 
co-ordinator for Aid to the Church in Need 
(ACN), said: “He was a very courageous and 
dynamic apostle in the heart of Islam. Bishop 
Ballin never denied his Christianity and 
earned the respect of others by his command 
of Arabic and his respect for Arabic culture.”

Fr Halemba also said that Bishop Ballin 
wore his cassock and cross even in parts of 
the Gulf where symbols of Christian faith are 
not welcome or outrightly banned. The ACN 
projects head said Bishop Ballin’s priority was 
meeting the needs of a community which is 
growing in number, as compared with the 
Middle East as a whole where the faithful are 
in marked decline. 

The Vicariate Apostolic of Northern Arabia 
comprises four states—Kuwait, Bahrain, 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia—and takes pastoral 

care of two million Catholics, almost all 
of them immigrants from the Philippines, 
India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. In Kuwait, 
as in Qatar, there are about 350 thousand 
Catholics; in Bahrain just over 100 thousand, 
while in Saudi Arabia, there are a million and 
a half.

Among the most important projects Bishop 
Ballin was overseeing was the construction 
of Bahrain’s Our Lady of Arabia Cathedral, 
on which he spent a lot of time, energy and 
money. It is being built on two acres of land 
that King Isa Al Khalifah of Bahrain gave 
him and upon completion it should be able 
to accommodate 2 500 worshipers from 
countries across the vicariate. Its construction 
is seen as a breakthrough in Church-State 
relations and a sign of the coming of age of a 
growing Christian community.

The practice of Christianity in the Arab 
Peninsula is severely restricted, especially 

in some countries, and is mostly limited to 
the grounds of foreign embassies and private 
homes. Priests are generally not allowed to 
appear in public dressed in clerical garb and 
Muslims are strictly forbidden from converting 
to Christianity. Fr Halemba commented: 
“[Bishop Ballin’s] legacy is his example of 
courage, enabling people to live out their faith 
in a place where it is frequently difficult to 
practice Christianity and his great work to 
ensure that the Christians are fully respected 
in the heartland of Islam. I remember that he 
always said that it is important for Christians to 
witness to the love of God wherever they are.”

Bishop Ballin, reflecting on his ministry, 
wrote in a 2014 La Croix article: “God wanted 
the presence of these Christians in the heart 
of Islam, not to fight it, but as a sign of His 
love for all. Our mission is to manifest His 
love through our way of life, not to try to 
convert Muslims.”

froNTiErS • CAMILLO BALLIN
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in a special issue, the French Philosophie 
magazine reviewed the “wisdoms of the 
world”, referring specifically to India, 
China, Japan, the Americas and Africa. 
From it, I draw some proverbs, tales, 
and stories, which may help us think. In 
fact, great European thinkers, such as 
Arthur Schopenhauer and Martin Hei-
degger, went to drink in those wisdoms, 
especially to the Eastern ones, which be-
came inspirational for their philosophy.

In times of rampant and crude 
consumerism, when banality reigns, and 
pleasure and possessions are corroding 

everything, it is good to stop and listen, in 
silence, to the voice of wisdom and reason. 
This is the sole purpose of this text.

1. WISDOM
“One day a man came to see a wise man 
and asked him, ‘Master, what shall I do 
to acquire wisdom?’ The wise man didn’t 
answer. Having repeated the question 
several times without result, the man 
withdrew, but returned the next day and 
asked the same question: ‘Master, what 
shall I do to acquire wisdom?’ He didn’t 
get an answer. He came again on the third 

day: ‘Master, what shall I do to acquire 
wisdom?’ This time, the sage went to a 
lake, and entering the water asked the 
man to follow him. Arriving at a sufficient 
depth, he grabbed the man by the shoul-
ders and kept him under water, despite 
his efforts to free himself. After a few 
moments, the wise man released him, and 
when the man, with great difficulty, man-
aged to breathe again, the wise man asked 
him, ‘Tell me, when you were in the water, 
what was your greatest desire?’ Without 
hesitation, the young man replied, ‘Air! 
Air! I needed air!’ ‘Wouldn’t you have pre-

Our purpose on earth is to observe, to learn, to grow, to love... and then return home.

THE WISDOM OF LIVING
In times of rampant and crude consumerism, when banality reigns, and pleasure and possessions 
are corroding everything, it is good to stop and listen, in silence, to the voice of wisdom and reason

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

CHAllENGES • WORLD WISDOMS
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ferred wealth, pleasures, power, or love? 
Did you not think of any of these things?’ 
‘No, Master, I needed air and only thought 
about it.’ ‘Well’, the sage continued, ‘to 
acquire wisdom, one must desire it as 
intensely as you desired air a while ago. 
It is necessary to fight for it, excluding 
any other ambition in life. It must be the 
only aspiration, night and day. If you seek 
wisdom with that fervour, you will find it 
one day.’” (Philosophical tale)

“Silence is the wisdom of all wisdoms; 
look, see and shut up.” (Moroccan proverb)

“There was a madman in Baghdad who 
didn’t say anything or hear anything. They 
asked him, ‘Poor madman, why don’t you 
ever say a word?’ The madman answered: 
‘Who do you want me to address? I don’t 
see anyone here who can answer me.’” 
(Arabic tale) 

“There is no path to happiness. 
Happiness is the way.” (Lao-Tze) 

“Our great dream”, an astrophysicist 
tells a Papua New Guinean, “is to find life 
on the planet Mars. ‘Why?’ asked the New 
Guinean. ‘Does it mean that your life is a 
failure?’” (Papua New Guinean story)

“You grow old when you stop learning.” 
(Japanese proverb)

2. I AND THE OTHER
“A person is a person through other 
people.” (Bantu proverb)

I am me and you. (Philosophical thought)
“To love, one needs to know; if we don’t 

know, we don’t love.” (Indonesian proverb)
“He who keeps the width of his heart 

open is like heaven. Nothing offends him. 
He who seeks to harm, harms himself, he 
remains only with the echo of his insults.” 
(Buddhist text)

“It is easy to see the faults of others, but 
difficult to see one’s own faults.” (Buddha)

“Instead of giving a hungry man a fish, 
teach him how to fish.” (Lao-Tze)

 3. TO HAVE AND TO BE
“To have nothing to lose is to be very rich.” 
(Chinese proverb)

“Who possesses much silver may be 
happy; who possesses much barley may 
be glad; but he who has nothing at all may 
sleep.” (Sumerian proverb)

“Even if you have little to eat, share 
it with someone poorer than you.” 
(Sudanese proverb)

“What you give is yours forever. What 
you keep is lost for all time.” (Sufi proverb)

“An Eastern king had just received the 
gift of a superb robe embroidered with 
gold and silver, sent by the Emperor of Chi-
na. The king put it on and asked Nasred-
din, ‘How much do you think I’m worth?’ 
Nasreddin examined the character and 
his dress at length and ended up saying, 
‘You’re worth 500 gold coins.’ ‘You’re not 
thinking. The mantle alone is worth 500 
gold coins.’ ‘I know, I counted the price of 
the robe.” (History of Muslim culture) 

“In a certain country, there was a very 
rich man and a very poor man. The very 
rich man climbed up to the top of a hill 
with his son, showed him the surround-
ing landscape and said, ‘Look! One day, 
all this will be yours.’ The very poor man 
also climbed to the top of the same hill 

with his son, showed him the surrounding 
landscape and said, ‘Look! What beauty!’ 
(Oriental tale)

4. INTELLIGENT PATIENCE
“Patience is a universal remedy for all 
evils.” (Nigerian proverb)

“A Japanese teenager went to meet with 
a martial arts master and asked him how 
long it would take to learn his art. ‘Ten 
years,’ the master told him. ‘Ten years? 
It’s too long. I’ll never have the strength to 
wait!’ ‘Then twenty years,’ the master told 
him.” (Japanese tale)

“Near Tokyo lived a great Samurai 
warrior, now old, who decided to teach 
Zen Buddhism to young people. In spite 
of his age, the legend was that he could 
defeat any adversary. One afternoon, a 
warrior—known for his complete lack of 
scruples—arrived there. He was famous 
for using techniques of provocation: he 
waited until his adversary made the first 
move and—being gifted with an envi-
able intelligence—in order to repair any 
mistakes made, he counterattacked with 
thunderous speed. The young and impa-
tient warrior had never lost a fight. Hearing 
of the Samurai’s reputation, he had come 
to defeat him, and increase his fame. All 
the students were against the idea, but the 
old man accepted the challenge. All gath-
ered in the town square, and the young 
man started insulting the old master. He 
threw a few rocks in his direction, spat 

He who keeps the width of his heart open is like heaven. 
Nothing offends him. He who seeks to harm, harms himself, 
he remains only with the echo of his insults. (Buddhist text)

“Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom,” asks the Psalmist (Ps 90: 12).
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in his face, shouted every insult under the 
sun—he even insulted his ancestors. For 
hours, he did everything to provoke him, 
but the old man remained impassive. At 
the end of the afternoon, by now feeling 
exhausted and humiliated, the impetuous 
warrior left. Disappointed by the fact that 
the master had received so many insults 
and provocations, the students asked: ‘How 
could you bear such indignity? Why didn’t 
you use your sword, even knowing you 
might lose the fight, instead of displaying 
your cowardice in front of us all?’ ‘If some-
one comes to you with a gift, and you do 
not accept it, who does the gift belong to?’ 
asked the Samurai. ‘He who tried to deliver 
it,’ replied one of his disciples. ‘The same 
goes for envy, anger and insults,’ said the 
master. ‘When they are not accepted, they 
continue to belong to the one who carried 
them.’” (Japanese tale)

Here, I remembered the Brazilian player 
Dani Alves, playing in Barcelona, Spain. In 
the middle of the soccer game, they tried to 
humiliate him by throwing bananas onto 
the pitch. He peeled a banana and ate it. 
He ridiculed the imbeciles and triumphed 
with intelligence over the racists who 
wanted to humiliate him.

5. DEATH
“What do you do?’ ‘I’m looking for a way 
not to die.’ ‘Does it work?’ ‘So far, yes.’”

“Once, many, many years ago, when 
the world was a very different place, a rich 
merchant lived in the city of Baghdad. 
One day, the merchant decided to hold 
a feast for his friends so he sent for his 
most trusted servant. ‘Ahmed’, he said. ‘I 
want you to go to the market place and 
search for food and drink that will astound 
and delight my guests when they come to 
dine with me tonight. Buy only the finest 
produce. My friends will expect nothing 
less than the best.’ ‘Don’t worry, master,’ 
said Ahmed. ‘You can rely on me not to 
let you down.’ Ahmed bowed and hurried 
off but he wasn’t looking forward to his 
task. The day was hot and he knew the 
market place would be filled with bustling 
crowds. He was right. People were pushing 
and shoving each other to get at the best 
bargains. Ahmed sighed and plunged into 
the seething mass of humanity. Suddenly, 
he felt a hand tug at his sleeve. Ahmed 
frowned and turned to see who it was. To 

his horror, a face he had hoped never to see 
stared at him. Ahmed gasped in fear and 
took to his heels. He raced back to his mas-
ter’s house and burst into the room where 
the merchant was counting his money. The 
merchant looked up in surprise. ‘You’re 
back soon,’ he said. ‘I expected you to be 
hours yet. I hope you haven’t just bought 
the first things you saw.’ ‘I haven’t bought 
anything,’ replied Ahmed. The merchant 
frowned. ‘Why ever not?’ he asked angrily. 
‘You had better have a good reason for 
disobeying me.’ ‘I do,’ said Ahmed in a very 
shaky voice. ‘Well, tell me what it is and be 
quick about it,’ said the merchant. ‘I went 
to the market place as you ordered,’ said 
Ahmed. ‘But when I was there someone 
grabbed hold of my sleeve and pulled on 
it.’ ‘Well, that was a bit rude of them I sup-
pose,’ said the merchant. ‘But surely it was 
no reason for you to come running home.’ 
‘Oh yes it was,’ replied Ahmed, ‘because 
the creature that grabbed me was Death 
itself!’ ‘No!’ gasped the merchant. ‘Yes!’ 
said Ahmed. ‘And Death glared at me in 
a most horrible way. I was terrified!’ ‘Of 
course, you were,’ said the merchant, ‘you 
poor man.’ ‘I didn’t know what to do, so 
I ran away.’ ‘Quite right too,’ agreed his 

master. ‘Look’, said Ahmed, ‘I can’t stay 
here now. Please lend me a horse and I’ll 
ride to Samarra and hide at my friend’s 
house. It’s the perfect solution. Death will 
never find me there.’ ‘That’s a good idea,’ 
said the merchant. ‘Take the horse and go 
immediately. You’ll be safe in Samarra, it’s 
miles from Baghdad.’ Ahmed saddled up 
the merchant’s swiftest horse and galloped 
off to Samarra without further delay. After 
he was gone, the merchant decided to go 
to the market place. He was angry with 
Death. ‘Ahmed was my best and most 
trusted servant,’ he said to himself, ‘Death 
had no right to scare him.’ The merchant 
strode into the market and sure enough, 
he soon spotted Death standing by itself 
in a shadowy corner. He marched up to 
the creature and said in a very firm voice, 
‘Hey, I want a word with you.’ Death turned 
to the merchant and said in a voice as cold 
as the north wind in winter, ‘What do 
you want with me, mortal?’ ‘Well’, said 
the merchant, ‘I want to know why you 
frightened my servant this morning. You 
had no right to glare at him.’ ‘I didn’t glare 
at him,’ replied Death, ‘the look I gave him 
was one of surprise.’ The merchant was 
puzzled. ‘Why were you surprised to see 
my servant Ahmed?’ ‘Because’, replied 
Death, ‘I didn’t expect to see him here in 
Baghdad. You see, I have an appointment 
with him tonight at his friend’s house in 
Samarra!’” (The Appointment in Samarra, 
as retold by Roger Hurn. This a version of 
one of the most famous tales in the world, 
to remember inevitable death—death 
which is the unthinkable and forces us 
to think.)

“We are all visitors to this time, this 
place. We are just passing through. Our 
purpose here is to observe, to learn, to 
grow, to love... and then we return home.” 
(Aboriginal proverb) 

“When you were born, you cried and 
the world rejoiced. Live your life so that 
when you die, the world cries and you 
rejoice.” (Amerindian proverb)

“Our death is our wedding with 
eternity.” (Iranian proverb) 

CHAllENGES • WORLD WISDOMS

Who possesses much silver may be happy; who possesses much 
barley may be glad; but he who has nothing at all may sleep. 

(Sumerian proverb)

Appointment in Samarra is a tale 
about inevitable death.
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The disciPle comes back to the One 
who sent him. He was sent like a lamb 
among wolves: poor, weak, in need of 
acceptance but exposed to rejection. It 
is the labour of sowing. Now, it is the 
harvest feast: the valleys are dressed in 
wheat, “everything sings and cries for 
joy” (Psalm 65: 14). The colour of our 
coming back from the field is joy, the 
Lord’s final gift to His co-workers. Jesus 
Himself dances in spirit and proclaims 
blessed those who see His exultation. 

The coming back of the Seventy-two 
is the prelude of the final result, when 
the Gospel will be announced to every 
creature (Mark 13: 10) and the whole crea-
tion will be rescued from evil (Romans 8: 
19–23). We harvest what we have sown: 
coming back, we gather the mission 
fruits. The first fruit is the victory over 
satan: the announcement of the Father’s 
love overcomes Satan’s lie that is at the 
origin of all our evils. Our present history 
is freed from Satan’s influence. Michael’s 
victory against the dragon (Revelation 12: 
7–12) happens in the Gospel witness: the 
one who keeps us in the fear of death is 
defeated (Hebrews 2: 14ff). The second 
fruit is the bringing back of humanity 
to its dignity: human beings are again 
the masters of creation, in a life free from 
fear and egoism. There is also a third, even 
greater, fruit. Mission is not only victory 
over evil and return to the lost garden, 
it is the missionary being enrolled in 
the book of God’s children. Whoever 
goes towards the brethren becomes the 
Father’s true son. The Mission’s gift in its 
fullness is his: he becomes like the Son 
who has the very same Father’s love to-
wards the brethren. This is why mission 
belongs to everybody: every child’s voca-
tion is his mission towards the brethren 
that makes him/her equal to the Father.

“The Seventy-two returned with joy”: 
The coming back of the Seventy-two 

symbolically anticipates the return from 
the mission to all peoples. The joy which 
is the fruit of requited love, is God’s au-
thentic signature because He is perfectly 
loving and loved. where there is no joy, 
there is no God. It is a joy that “nobody 
can snatch away”: it wells up from a love 
that is stronger than death.

“The spirits are subject to you”: For-
merly, we were the slaves of evil; now, we 
rule over it. satan is defeated by love’s 
witness: the beauty of those who are 
poor, helpful and humble unveils the 
ugliness of egoism, the poisonous fruit 
of the fear of death. The Gospel witness 
is the true exorcism that unseats Satan 
from his power over human beings. But, 
beware! If we are his slaves, he leaves us 
alone; if we are the ones to keep him as a 
slave, he will rebel.

“I saw Satan falling from heaven”: Sa-
tan was in heaven: he was having God’s 
place, showing Him as a jealous boss, the 
antagonist of human beings, of their free-
dom and joy. Evangelisation, by means of 
the account of Jesus’ story, frees both God 
and human beings who are God’s image 
and likeness, from Satan’s presence. Now 
that Satan is submitted to us, he starts 
tempting us: he fights against us in order 
to submit us to himself.

“I have given you power to tread upon 
serpents and scorpions”: The ancient ser-
pent has no longer any power over us with 
its poison of lies that took us away from 
God. Let us tread on the scorpion that 

has its poison in the tail: it is the image of 
death that comes in the end and infects 
our whole life with fear. We know that the 
Father is our beginning and our end: we 
come from Him and we go back to Him. 
We can live a happy life, answering love 
with love.

“But rejoice that your names are writ-
ten in heaven”: The name is the person, 
heaven is God: the reason why we rejoice 
is that we are in God, like the Son in the 
Father. In fact, by witnessing God’s love to 
the brethren, we have become like Jesus. 
it is in the mission to the brethren that 
we fully fulfil our vocation and our 
identity as children of God. 
© 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 com-
menting on every expression.

THE FRUITS OF MISSION
BY FR SILVANO FAUSTI SJ | BIBLIST AND WRITER

THE lAST word

REFLECT AND SHARE

•	Am I aware of my dignity of being 
God’s child, sharing the very life of 
God who is love?

•	What kind of image of God and 
man do I have?

•	The values that I live by, do they 
belong to the Gospel or to the 
world?

“The Seventy-two returned with joy… 

‘Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the 

spirits are subject to you; but rejoice that 

your names are written in heaven’.” 

(Luke 10: 17–20)
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The return from mission was a moment of joy for Jesus and His disciples.
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MiSSioN iS fuN

THE CREATIVE SHOEMAkER
BY FR NENO CONTRAN | COMBONI MISSIONARY

The lasT bout of malaria had left Broth-
er Virginio rather weakened. The doctor 
told him, “To recover speedily you need 
to eat a good steak every day.” The doctor’s 
advice was passed on to the nun who was 
in charge of the kitchen. 

Unfortunately, the fever and the quinine 
pills had suppressed Brother’s appetite. 
When the confrères told him, “Courage, 
eat something!”, he responded by touching 
his food listlessly with the end of his fork. 

The steak that the cook so lovingly 
prepared daily, regularly remained after 
the meal. On the fourth day, the “great 
council of the kitchen” decided: “Since 
Brother doesn’t eat his steak, we might as 
well send the steak he didn’t eat yesterday 
back to the table today.” 

But, that day because Brother Virginio 
was feeling a little better, he wanted 
to face his steak. When he attempted, 
though, there was no way. The knife 

refused to cut that stubborn piece of rind. 
So, with a great sigh, he turned away, 
falling back on a potato, which proved 
to be a much more docile opponent. 
After his meal, Brother grabbed the 
steak and took it to the store room where 
there was an old pair of the cook’s shoes 
that were awaiting a new sole. Brother 
Virginio took the measurements, and 
then carefully nailed the steak onto the 
needy shoe. 
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Illustration by Ana Romão
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THE WORLD IS OUR PARISH

For information, contact the vocations Promoter:

PRoSPER TEHoU MccJ
Cell & Whatsapp: +27 611 202 686
Email: vocations@comboni.org.za

Facebook: comboni vocations (MccJ – RSA)

SHARE IN GOD’S MISSION 
BE A COMBONI PRIEST OR BROTHER
The comboni Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus dedicate their lives 

as priests and brothers to first evangelisation all over the world.

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.

“St Daniel Comboni’s unconditional love for the peoples of Africa had its origin and model 
in the saving love of the Good Shepherd who offered His life on the Cross for humanity.”

{Rule of Life of the Comboni Missionaries, 3}



“I firmly believe that the divine Heart of Jesus will, 
in His infinite goodness and mercy, put right everything 
that has gone wrong, since by His grace, He has always 

and will always guide His holy work.” 
(St Daniel Comboni, Writings, #3834)


