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RENEW YOUR SUBSCRIPTION TO WORLDWIDE
– AND RECEIVE OUR GIFT!

Worldwide subscribers with their subscription updated will be offered 
a beautiful Liturgical Calendar for 2021! Please renew your subscription 

by the middle of November and receive our gift in return!

PRICES FOR ONE YEAR 
SUBSCRIPTION FEE  

South Africa:     

Botswana, eSwatini 
and Lesotho:

Other African countries: 

Rest of the world: 

PLEASE CONTACT:

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

THANKS FOR CONTINUING 
TO READ WORLDWIDE 
AND SUPPORTING US!

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.
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MISSION PRESERVING DIGNITY

We live in a strange time. COVID 19 
has brought the world to its knees. We 
have come to realise that we are fragile, 
unable to make unchangeable plans and 
that we depend on each other. We have 
been reminded too that every new day 
represents a gift to be thanked for. In 
a context like this we reach October, a 
month dedicated to the mission, a very 
special one for all Christians, as baptised 
persons and missionaries. 

On 18th October we shall celebrate 
World Mission Sunday. Every year the 
Pope addresses the Catholic family and, 
on this occasion, Pope Francis uses the 
words of the prophet Isaiah: “Here am 
I, send me” (Is 6: 8).  The Church exists 
for the mission, her reason for being; 
to proclaim with joy the hope of the 
Risen Christ, defeater of evil and death. 
As most of the world nations are sub-
merged in this pandemic and the suf-
fering of the vulnerable is more than 
evident, we Christians have the choice 
of showing solidarity or hiding in a self-
ish attitude, safeguarding our interests. 

Prudence and respect towards public 
health directives must be always in our 
minds, but fear cannot prevent us from 
putting into practice effective compas-
sion; especially towards those experi-
encing the worst effects of the pandemic 
in deaths, sickness and economic set-
backs. Every Christian is sent into this 
concrete situation. Our response to it 
comes from the Gospel that has the 
power to transform lives and change 
society. It ignites the reality, wherever 
it takes root, creating something anew, 
inspired by the values of the Kingdom 
of God, taught by Jesus. 

Someone who believed in the trans-
forming power of the Gospel was St 
Daniel Comboni (1831–1881), founder of 
the Comboni Missionaries and whose 
feast we celebrate on the 10th of Octo-
ber. Comboni, born in Italy, became 
the first Bishop of Sudan. In his Plan for 
the Regeneration for Africa, published 
in 1867, he envisioned that Africans 
would become protagonists of their 

own history and evangelisers of their 
own people. 

Pope Francis reminds us, as well, the 
need for going out, reaching those who 
are most in need. “I want a poor Church 
for the poor,” he repeats. The Church 
is involved in condemning the political 
abuses committed upon the citizens 
that erode their dignity, affecting par-
ticularly the most vulnerable. She acts 
as a prophetic voice that denounces all 
kinds of evil, corruption, as we have seen 
recently in the addresses of the Zimba-
bwean and South African Bishops. The 
reaction from the government, as in the 
case of Zimbabwe, against the words of 
the Bishops, shows that Christianity can-
not be labelled anymore as ‘opium of the 
people,’ but as a transforming power to 
bring justice, truth and reconciliation.  
However, we are never free from cor-
ruption; it can enter into our daily lives, 
in little actions and personal choices. As 
Bishop Sithembele Sipuka, President of 
the South African Catholic Bishops Con-
ference (SACBC), affirms in his recent 
letter, we Christians must set a personal 
example of honesty without being “liable 
of acts and dispositions that smack of 
corruption.” South Africa cannot “be-
come synonymous to corruption,” adds 
Bishop Sipuka.

We Christians are called to evange-
lise the society in which we live with 
our Gospel attitudes, those of respect, 
tolerance, compassion and responsi-
bility. However, we cannot do it alone. 
Mission needs a common effort, in-
volving members of other beliefs, shar-
ing in their wells of richness. Mission 
always implies re-opening the parlour 
of dialogue.

As I embark on this call of becoming 
the new editor of Worldwide, my words of 
gratitude go to my predecessor, Fr Joseph 
Rebelo, who has dedicated himself with 
passion and professionalism to make of 
this magazine a reference for the Church 
in South Africa. I wish Fr Rebelo God’s 
abundant blessings as I welcome this task 
at the service of the mission. 
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APPRECIATION MESSAGES
I have just finished reading my first issue of Worldwide magazine and 
would like to thank you for the informative and heart-warming articles. 
I can hardly wait to receive my next issue.
• CHRISTOPHER NICHOLS, received by email

I regret that I have to cancel my subscription due to my husband James 
Smart who died on 30 May this year. We have enjoyed reading your 

informative and inspiring magazine and pray that you will be well supported by your readers 
this year. I thank you for the Liturgical Calendar received earlier this year. I have access to your 
magazine through my parish, St Dominic’s at Hillcrest, KZN, so will be able to continue reading 
all the interesting and informative and spiritual meditations in it. May God continue to bless and 
guide all of you as you take His Word to others and by serving God by serving His people. Take 
care and may God keep you all in His Care and Protection now and at all time.
• MARGARET SMART, Hillcrest, received by email

I’m a pensioner and I do enjoy your magazine, more especially the Dec-Jan 2020 issue, as I found 
an answer to my prayer, reading the article on the House of Mercy by Fr Joseph Rebelo. My son 
who is an addict will be admitted at the end of the month. When I’m done with my magazine, I 
give all the copies to Sr Rita Carey, for the prisons.
• IDENTIFIED SUBSCRIBER, received by email

The Worldwide magazine has always an article or comment to make one realise how blessed 
we are to be Catholic. Regards and blessings.
• FERGUS ROGERS, received by email

Thank you most sincerely for your personal reply and prayers. I gain so much spiritually and psycho-
logically from your very relevant and inspiring magazine. I shall renew my donation in February with 
a firm commitment to do so on time. God bless you and may our Blessed Mother care for you tenderly.
• MAVIS FOALE, 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

OCTOBER
1 – International Day of Older Persons; 2 – 
International Day of Non-Violence; 5 – World 
Teachers’ Day; 9 – World Post Day; 10 – 
World Mental Health Day; 13 – International 
Day for Disaster Reduction; 15 – International 
Day of Rural Women; 16 – World Food Day; 
17 – International Day for the Eradication of 
Poverty; 18 – World Mission Sunday; 24 – 
United Nations Day; 24 – World Development 
Information Day; 27 – World Day for Audio-
visual Heritage

NOVEMBER
1 – All Saints 6 – International Day for Pre-
venting the Exploitation of the Environment in 
War and Armed Conflict; 10 – World Science 
Day for Peace and Development; 12 – World 
Pneumonia Day; 14 – World Diabetes Day; 
15 – World Day of the Poor; 16 – Interna-
tional Day for Tolerance; 16 – World Chronic 
Obstructive Pulmonary Disease Day; 20 
– Universal Children’s Day; 20 – Africa Indus-
trialization Day; 21 – World Television Day; 
25 – International Day for the Elimination of 
Violence against Women; 29 – International 
Day of Solidarity with the Palestinian People

OCTOBER
THE LAITY’S MISSION IN THE CHURCH. We 
pray that by the virtue of baptism, the laity 
faithful, especially women, may participate 
more in areas of responsibility in the Church.

NOVEMBER
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE. We pray that 
the progress of robotics and artificial 
intelligence may always serve humankind.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thank you for your continued collaboration and support!
• THE ADMINISTRATION
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THE CATHOLIC CHURCH IN ALGERIA: 
WEAvERS OF BROTHERHOOD. The Basilica 
of Our Lady of Africa looks out over the blue Medi-
terranean from the top of a 124 m high outcrop to 
the north of Algiers. Inside and to the rear, on the 
semi-circular apse is an inscription: Notre Dame 
d’Afrique priez pour nous et pour les Musulmans 
(Our Lady of Africa pray for us and for the Mus-
lims). Besides French, the invocation is also written 
in Arabic and Kabyle. “The Church in Algeria is 
a Church of encounter,” the Jesuit Archbishop of 
Algiers, Msgr Paul Desfarges tells us. “We have 
a mission: we must weave webs of friendship, of 
fraternity and peace with everyone. We are called 
to disarm hearts without being afraid because of 
our weaknesses and vulnerabilities.”

Msgr Desfarges, 75, French by birth but an 
Algerian citizen, has led the Archdiocese of Al-
giers since 2016 and, since 2015, is President 
of the regional Episcopal Conference of North 
Africa which includes the ecclesiastical circum-
scriptions of Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Libya and 
Western Sahara.

The life of the Church in Algeria has a history 
of bloodshed. Priests, religious men and women 
(including the seven Trappists of Tibhirine and 
Bishop Pierre Claverie) were killed because they 
were not ready to leave that Moslem country dur-
ing the ‘black decade’ of terrorism which, from 
1991 to 2002, claimed more than 150 000 victims.

Those dark years began with a military coup 
d’état that aimed at preventing the birth of an Is-
lamic republic and were marked by attacks and 
clashes between the armed forces and fundamen-
talists. Msgr Desfarges comments: “The life of each 
one of them was a life given to God and to Algeria. 
Lives lived under the banner of acceptance, sharing 
and of service.” Then, recalling the beatification on 
8 December 2018, in the Sanctuary of Notre-Dame 
of Santa Cruz at Orano of the nineteen martyrs 
of Algeria, he stated: “We cannot but associate 
our blessed ones with the thousands of brothers 
and sisters who, faithful to their creed, their con-
science and their love for the country, lost their 
lives during the tragic years of the crisis in Algeria. 
This includes the 119 imams killed for refusing to 
condone violence. Together with them there were 
intellectuals, journalists, mothers and fathers of 
families who opposed the armed groups.”

Msgr Desfarges dedicated his most recent 
pastoral letter to dialogue with Islam. More than 
once he speaks of Muslims as “our brothers and 
sisters”, and holds that many of them “give us a 

wonderful witness of faith and charity” and that 
“yes, some of our Moslem brothers and sisters will 
precede us in the Kingdom of God. Dialogue is not 
a matter of sociology or psychology.” Archbishop 
Desfarges adds, “God first entered into dialogue 
with his creatures. Then, in the footsteps of his 
Son, the disciple goes out to all. This is why the 
starting point is prayer: even for those who reject 
us. It is by prayer that we fight against evil and 
ask the grace to forgive the wounds we received.”

The Catholic community is a small minority in 
Algeria: 8 000 faithful among 41 million inhabitants. 
There are 39 parishes in three dioceses (Orano, 
Costantina and Laghouat) and one archdiocese 
(Algiers). Out of 98 priests, 47 of whom are di-
ocesan, 57 work in the archdiocese of Algiers, 
together with 80 Sisters; half the religious women 
present in Algeria belong to 20 different institutes 
as well as about ten institutes of men.

Speaking of the Catholic community, the Arch-
bishop says: “We are indeed a universal Church in 
the sense that we bring together different cultures, 
languages and nationalities. We have Catholic Al-
gerians, women who are married to Muslims and 
personnel who work here but are from abroad. 
One meaningful component is made up of young 
Africans: they are in their hundreds and come from 
about twenty different countries to the south of 

the Sahara and they give us shining testimony. 
Then, we are also a Church that is becoming less 
French: the celebrations are now in Arabic or Eng-
lish.” The Archbishop then refers to the migrants 
who have Catholics among them. “They are in a 
very difficult situation. Often, they are stopped 
at the borders. Caritas is providing humanitarian 
assistance especially for the weaker ones like the 
women and children. Among them there are also 
some prisoners who are helped by our chaplains.”

What about conversions? “We do not engage 
in proselytism. The ‘new’ faithful whom I have 
personally received have completed a long pe-
riod of searching. Then, when they knocked at my 
door, they said: we want to know Jesus. This was 
because they felt loved by a God of joy and forgive-
ness. Certainly, we want them to be Christians 
who are not opposed to their Algerian brothers 
and sisters. Some Moslems are already asking: 
‘And why not?’ In addition, many Muslims were 
touched by the Document on Brotherhood signed 
by Pope Francis and the Great Imam of al-Azhar.” 
The Archbishop quotes it. “It does not involve both 
parties in the same way, but it reminds us that it 
is faith that brings the believers to see others as 
their brothers and sisters to be loved.”
{Genevieve Devey, 
www.combonimissionaries.co.uk}

RADAR

Basilica of Our Lady of Africa, at Algiers, a temple with a heart open to universal fraternity
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YOUNG SOUTH AFRICANS ARE SHUT OUT 
FROM WORK: THEY NEED A CHANCE TO 
GET DIGITAL SKILLS. Most young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in South Africa con-
tinue to be denied access to information and 
communications technology because of poor 
infrastructure and the digital divide.

The cost of mobile data is part of the prob-
lem. For example, South Africa, compared with 
other members of the Brazil-Russia-India-China-
South Africa (BRICS) group of nations, has the 
highest average price for 1 GB of mobile data.

One GB of mobile data costs an average of 
US$1.01 in Brazil, $0.61 in China, $0.52 in Rus-
sia and $0.09 in India. It costs an average of 
$4.30 in South Africa. As a result, many young 
people in low-income communities don’t have 
instant access to the internet.

This situation is compounded by the lack of 
uneven technology infrastructure and adequate 
skills on how to use digital platforms. Though 
network operators continue to invest in infra-
structure to provide quality network coverage, 
the cost of accessing the internet remains too 
costly for most citizens.

People know the importance of having the 
skills of information and communications tech-
nology and these are critical to their daily lives. 
As a result, most families have some level of 
digital skills and technology in their households. 
Young people gain much of their digital literacy 
outside the classroom in an informal context.

We found in our research that most job 
seekers don’t have the skills required to ef-
fectively search for employment information 
on digital platforms.

The number of South Africans aged between 
15 and 24 years who were not in education, 
employment or training, was recorded at 34.1% 
of this age group (3.5 million) in the first quarter 
of 2020. When the age cohort was expanded 
from 15 to 34 years, the number of people in 
this category increased to 41.7% (20.4 million 
people) during the same period.

Information and communications technology 
skills are becoming essential in an environment 
that’s shifting from industry and manufacturing 
to a knowledge and digital economy. Literacy 
skills in information and communications tech-
nology are therefore critical in making young 
people more employable in the economy.

Failure to address the implications of digital 
illiteracy may negatively affect young people 
who aren’t in education, employment or train-
ing. It keeps them from earning a living and 
contributing to the country’s economic growth.

ThE RESEARCh
Our study sought to explore how digital literacy 
skills can advance the lives of people looking 
for employment. The first phase of the study 
was carried out in the Gauteng province of 
South Africa using interviews for primary data 
collection. The participants comprised young 
people who weren’t engaged in any education, 
employment or any sort of training.

We found that there are many challenges 
which prevent people from efficiently using 
information technology for this purpose. These 
include the high cost of internet connections 
and the lack of knowledge about how to 
use digital platforms.

We found that looking for employment comes 
at a cost, so accessing online services was a 
challenge. Some of the respondents said they 
couldn’t search for employment by using the 
internet because they didn’t have access to 
internet or because they were digitally illiterate.

We also found that not all young people who 
aren’t in education, employment or training 
have sufficient digital skills. Only 56% of the 
participants had attended some sort of digital 
literacy skills programme at some stage, while 
44% indicated they had not attended any such 
initiative. Most people from poor families have 
no means to unblock the barrier that prevents 
them from getting training and accessing digi-
tal platforms—and this is often because of the 
financial cost attached to it.

What was interesting from the results was 
that there were young people who hadn’t re-

ceived any training but had taught themselves 
to navigate and search for information on jobs, 
educational and other developmental oppor-
tunities on digital platforms. This was because 
they had access to digital resources. What’s 
interesting about it is that some of the young 
people are willing to learn on their own (trial and 
error) on how to use various online services.

The results also showed that those who 
have no access to smart computing devices 
and internet connection subsequently lacked 
the skills to search for information on work and 
development in virtual spaces.

GOING FORWARD
In a developing country like South Africa, the 
government must provide supportive struc-
tures and policies that prepare young people 
and enable them to actively participate in the 
economy. In the South African context, it’s 
worth highlighting that because of persistent 
historical inequalities, not everyone has had 
the same opportunities to access information 
and communications technology, so solutions 
need to be tailored.

Young people need an enabling environ-
ment to continuously refine their skills through 
either formal or informal programmes. The 
government must provide services for them 
so they can use skills centres and quality 
internet connection points. This will assist 
young people in keeping their set of skills 
relevant to market needs.
{www.ipsnews.net}

The need for providing skills in information and communications technology to the youth 
is urgent so as to offer them the opportunity of a better future. 
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“We all know women of courage: women raising the 
children of other women; women struggling to find a 

way to leave an abusive relationship; women caring for 
elderly parents; women recovering from the experience 
of rape; women battling illness; women speaking out 
against injustice at personal cost. The list is endless.”

• ANNEMARIE PAULIN-CAMPBELL in a reflection of the Jesuit 
Institute on 6 August 2020 entitled, Women of courage.

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people today. 
The crackdown on dissent is unprecedented. Is this the 

Zimbabwe we want? To have a different opinion does not 
mean to be an enemy.”

“It is not clear to us as your Bishops that the national 
leadership we have has the knowledge, social skills, 

emotional stability and social orientation to handle the 
issues that we face as a nation.”

“All we hear from them is blame of our woes on 
foreigners, colonialism, white settlers and the so-

called internal detractors. When are we going to take 
responsibility for our own affairs? When are we going to 
submit to the requirements of national accountability?”
• THE ZIMBABWE CATHOLIC BISHOPS’ CONFERENCE, in a Pastoral 

Letter published on 14 August 2020, entitled, The march is not ended. 

“Let us ask ourselves: are we prepared to welcome the 
presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives, to listen to the 

call to mission, whether in our life as married couples or 
as consecrated persons or those called to the ordained 

ministry, and in all the everyday events of life?”

“God continues to look for those whom he can send forth 
into the world and to the nations to bear witness to his 
love, his deliverance from sin and death, his liberation 

from evil (cf. Mt 9: 35–38; Lk 10: 1–12).”
• POPE FRANCIS in his message for World Mission Day 2020 entitled, 

Here am I, send me (Is 6: 8).

“We have found that Religious Sisters are the most 
powerful and under-leveraged force in the global

 fight against slavery.”

“When we drive down to the true reason that people 
do good, it is always to please a “god”. Whether that 

god is a deity, humanity (Yuval Harari’s ‘Homo Deus’) 
or the god within you—your ego.”

• TOVE VAN LENNEP, in a text entitled, In the shadow of the ‘civilising 
mission’: religion in humanitarian work (www.dailymaverick.co.za).

“The pandemic (Covid-19) has exposed and exacerbated 
vulnerabilities and inequalities within and among 
countries. The pandemic has underscored the need 
for a strengthened and renewed multilateralism.”

• ANTÓNIO GUTERRES, the UN Secretary-General, 
said on 17 July 2020 (www.unmultimedia.org).

CHANGE OF STATUS OF HAGIA SOPHIA: 
‘AN ATTACK ON RELIGIOUS LIBERTY’
The Near East Council of Churches (NECC) 
described the decision of the Turkish State 
and of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, to 
reconvert the ancient Christian Basilica Ha-
gia Sophia in Istanbul to a mosque, as an 
“attack on religious liberty,” reported the 
Vatican Agency Fides on 13 July 2020. The 
NECC recalled the firm position of the UN 
and of the Arab League on the subject, sug-
gesting the filing of an appeal before the 
Turkish Supreme Court to have “the historic 
symbolism represented by the Hagia Sophia 
church” respected.

The Turkish State’s decision is a hard blow to 
all the initiatives of dialogue between Christians 
and Muslims, launched in the last decades, 
including the signing of the “Document of Hu-
man Fraternity” on 4 February 2019 in Abou 
Dhabi by Pope Francis and the Sheikh Ahmed 
al-Tayyeb, Grand Imam of al Azhar.

The Patriarch of Babylon of the Chaldeans 
expressed his “sadness and grief” over Hagia 
Sophia’s fate. The Patriarch of the Chaldean 

Church, Cardinal Louis Raphael I Sako deplored 
the fact that the Turkish President didn’t take 
into consideration that his decision would be 
received with sadness by millions of Christians, 
forgetting the fraternal reception given by many 
Christians to Muslim immigrants arriving in Eu-
rope after dangerous voyages.

On July 10, in an address to the nation, Presi-
dent Erdogan announced that Hagia Sophia 
would be re-opened for Muslim worship on 

July 24, stressing that the reconversion to a 
mosque of the monumental complex was “a 
sovereign right of Turkey.” On 24 November 
1934, the Turkish Council of State annulled the 
decree of the President at that time, Mustafa 
Kemal, who transformed the ancient Byzantine 
Basilica of Hagia Sophia into a museum, which 
had become a mosque after the Ottomans’ 
conquest of Constantinople in 1453.
{Marina Droujinina, https://zenit.org}

The ancient Christian Basilica Hagia Sophia in Istanbul was recently transformed 
into a mosque by the Turkish government.

“Donald Trump is not only the most improbable, 
confounding president America has ever produced; 

he is also clearly the worst.”
• ELIZABETH DREW, a Washington-based journalist and author, 

in a text entitled, Deconstructing Donald (www.project-syndicate.org).
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BY FR MOKESH KANTILAL MORAR | MABAHLOKI CLARA HOME (FREE STATE)

A PROPhETIC ChURCh LEADER 
ON ThE SIDE OF ThE OPPRESSED

Bishop pedro Casaldaliga’s family 
owned a large farm near Balsareny, 
Catalonia, Spain. He grew up during the 
Civil War, the Revolution of 1936 and 
dictatorship of General Franco. The 
rather well-off family supported the 
right wing politics and his uncle, a priest, 
with two companions, were killed by the 
Communists. 

After his ordination as a priest in 1952, 
Pedro ministered amongst Barcelona’s 
migrant communities, and in Spanish 
Guinea and Belgian Congo, during the 
“awakening of Africa”. There he learnt 
much about the church of the poor, during 
the “good days” of Vatican II. He accepted 
an assignment as “missionary” with a few 
others, in 1968, to the northwest corner 
of Mato Grosso, Brazil, that included the 
Amazonian region between the Araguaia 
and Xingu Rivers. 

First staying in a mud hut and during 
the initial “courtesy” visits, he says “we 
began to sense the problem of land. People 
came from other parts of Brazil—that had 
already been eaten up by the latifundia, 
the great, landed estate companies—
living in poverty, human injustice and 
abandonment by the government. 

The small group built a pastoral 
formation centre along the lines of 
Paulo Freire’s method and a clinic, run 
by religious sisters, later destroyed by 
government supporters.

As a pastor he wrote a report: “slavery 
or feudalism in northern Mato Grosso”, 
exposing the killing of manual labourers, 
land activists and even church workers. 

These social conflicts between the 
rich land-grabbing farming companies, 
supported by the Brazilian military and 
police, and the poor, exposed the violence 
done under the name of an economy of 
“development and progress” that exported 
resource minerals and beef to the USA 
and Europe. 

At a seminar, in August 1971, organised 
by the church leaders in Rio de Janeiro, 
Casaldaliga insisted “on the danger of 
setting a higher value on the Transamazon 
(highway) than on the rich Amazonian 

natural reserve itself”; a concern expressed 
also by Pope Francis forty years later.

Casaldaliga was ordained bishop on the 
23 October 1971, the first prelate of São 
Félix, where the Tapirapé people struggle 

against the encroachment and loss of 
their lands and lifestyle. In a very simple 
ceremony on the banks of the Araguaia 
(a tributary of the Amazon River), he 
took the episcopal emblems: a sertanejo 

Bishop Pedro Casaldaliga (Spain, 1928–Brazil, 2020)
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straw hat of the local people as mitre 
and a boat paddle as his crozier. Pope 
Paul VI gave a special ring to the bishops 
at Vatican Council II; Pedro got one, but 
he sent it back to his mother in Spain, 
“as an act of filial love.” In the homily he 
openly re-affirmed his beliefs as bishop: 
“…once more—but more publicly and 
definitively—my option for the poor and 
the oppressed”, illuminating what drove 
him to be involved in the class struggle 
and challenging the government. 

In his personal testimony, entitled: 
“I believe in Justice and Hope”, he wrote 
on the poor and oppressed: “I became 
increasingly aware of the duty, the 
bitterness and the unifying force of the 

problem of land. This word—land!—began 
to grow within me, like a crime, like a plan. 
It became something holy and urgent, like 
the Gospel.” 

“I shall never be able to doubt the 
radical evil structures. I shall never 
be able to doubt the legitimacy of the 
oppressed classes’ struggle to be free. 
No oppressive government is going to 
free the oppressed! I also believe more 
firmly every day, that it is necessary to 
demythologise private property.” 

He also said that he discovered from the 
young students, with renewed intensity, 
“that the structures of capitalism 
(economic, political, or spiritual) are a 
form of idolatry, a state of sin and death”.

During his ordination as bishop 
he launched his pastoral letter: An 
Amazonian Church’s struggle against 
landed estates and against social 
marginalisation, that was banned by the 
federal police of Brazil. 

After three years of “mission” in the 
north of Mato Grosso, together with 
other priests, religious and laypersons, he 
stated: “I have striven in word, in silence, 
in suffering, and in the life of the people, 
to discern the signs of the time and the 
place. I feel the need and the duty to share 
publicly, on a nation-wide level, with the 
Church and with conscientious people 
everywhere, the anguish and urgent 
situation I have discovered. I am doing 
it to seek and to promote—again, within 
the framework of the Church—a deeper 
sense of communion, a truer collegiality, 
and more committed co-responsibility.” 

Bishop Pedro Casaldaliga died on 8 
August 2020, a friend of Bishop Oscar 
Romero and Ernesto Cardinal, a liberation 
theologian and also a radical and well-
known poet in Latin America; during the 
trial of one of the priests he wrote a poem: 

rAdAr

THE NEW NAME

Tears, silence, cries–                                                          
these words that fill 
my mouth and mind.
Not until now, mother, 
had I come to grasp 
the meaning of liberty!

With all who fought and died 
for her, with all who sing and suffer,
and who dream of her,
                                                
I sing and suffer
–even win a crumb–
Of free, free liberty!                  

If someday I am christened once 
again in the waters of choking tears 
and memory, 
in the fire of death and Victory, 
Tell God and tell the world
that you have given me the name of 
Pedro-Liberty.
 
References:
Casaldaliga, Pedro. 1978. 
I believe in Justice and Hope: 
19–33. Fides/Claretian, Notre Dame.

Times of censorship, silenced voices, sentences not pronounced and, if written, not read.



10 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020 11 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020

over the last few months we have all 
heard the expression ‘never waste a good 
crisis’—meaning that we should take 
advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic to 
do various important and urgent things, 
such as restructuring our economy; trying 
harder to eliminate poverty; learning to 
put aside our differences and recapture the 
sense of national unity that we had in the 
early days of our democracy, 25 years ago.

For some people, though, the expression 
had a different meaning. They chose 
not to waste the crisis by ensuring that 
they profited from it by stealing funds 
meant for the poor; by diverting food and 
medicine to their political supporters; or by 
fraudulently winning government tenders 
and then overcharging for masks, gloves, 
ventilators and sanitising equipment.

It is depressing that even at a time of 
national disaster, so many state officials 
and governing party politicians have put 
their own selfish interests first. It reinforces 
what is often said about the ANC: that 
corruption is deep in its bloodstream, a 
chronic disease from which it may never 
recover—and if the ANC cannot recover 
there is a good chance that the country, 
too, will slowly die.

Fortunately, there are some signs that 
recovery is not impossible. One of them 
is the way in which President Ramaphosa 
reacted to the horror stories of COVID-
related corruption. After initially being 
caught off-guard, as if he had somehow 
not expected his fellow ANC members 
to behave this way, he began to assert 
himself more firmly. He was even 
prepared to admit publicly that when it 
comes to corruption, the ANC is ‘accused 
number one’. 

There is no doubt that Mr Ramaphosa 
wants to cure his party of its disease, 
but he knows very well that other senior 
ANC leaders will do whatever they can 
to frustrate him. The struggle against 
corruption will be a very long one; it is not 
just a matter of winning a battle here and 
there. At least Mr Ramaphosa and those 
who stand with him seem to have been 
shocked into action. If so, the COVID crisis 
will not have been entirely wasted.  

The other positive sign has a couple of 
aspects. At least two ANC office-bearers 
have been quoted, anonymously, as being 
worried that the party’s reputation for 
corruption could cause it to lose power. 
One said, “if some of us carry on filling 
our pockets we will all end up on the 
opposition benches.” The other remarked 
that “the opposition offices in Parliament 
are very small.”

The first positive thing about these 
utterances is that they indicate an 
awareness that the patience of the voters is 
not endless. It is good that the ANC—or at 
least some of its public representatives—is 
worried about the possibility of losing 
an election. This is ultimately the only 
threat that might embolden the party to 
the point where it acts decisively against 
its crooked members. It is only right that 
the ANC should be afraid—any party that 
allows corruption to thrive the way it has 
ought to be voted out of office. 

The second positive aspect is the 
assumption underlying these remarks 
that, unless it changes its ways, the ANC 
will depart from government and go into 
opposition. This outcome is not as obvious 

as it seems. Many corrupt regimes simply 
refuse to accept the verdict of the voters. 
They move from economic and financial 
corruption to political corruption by rigging 
elections or, even worse, by completely 
subverting democracy. Current examples 
can be seen in places as far removed as 
Zimbabwe, Venezuela and Belarus.  

A readiness to accept defeat and to take 
up the role of opposition is a fundamental 
requirement for any party that genuinely 
accepts the norms of democratic politics. 
So far, the ANC has done exactly that in 
the Western Cape, when it lost control of 
the province in the 2009 general election; 
and in the metropolitan municipalities 
of Johannesburg, Tshwane and Nelson 
Mandela Bay, which it lost in 2016. 

This bodes well for the ultimate test, 
which could come in the 2024 national 
and provincial elections. If, in four years’ 
time, the ANC has failed to cure itself, and 
if it still insists on excusing the thieves 
and crooks in its ranks with the slogan 
‘innocent until proven guilty’, it will 
surely be time for the voters to send it into 
opposition not just in one or two corners 
of the country, but everywhere. 

BY MIKE POTHIER | PROGRAMME MANAGER, SACBC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE

hOW NOT TO WASTE A CRISIS

Corruption is an endemic disease that deprives the citizens 
of their rights and hinders the country’s development.

iNSiGHTS • CORRUPTION



12 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020 13 worldwide   Oct-nOv  202012 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020 13 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020

foCuS • ENVIRONMENT

it is important that we get an accurate 
understanding of how serious the de-
struction of biodiversity is for planet 
Earth. In fact, the level of destruction of 
the biosphere constitutes a change of a 
geological and biological order of magni-
tude. During the past few decades, human 
devastation of nature has caused the end 
of the Cenozoic (new life period) which 
began 65 million years ago. We have now 
entered the Anthropocene or Human 
Epoch because of the massive changes 
humans have made on terrestrial and 
marine ecosystems. 

At present, we are living in the sixth 
major extinction of life since life began 
on earth 3.8 billion years ago. The last 
time something similar happened was at 
the end of the Mesozoic period 65 million 
years ago when the dinosaurs were wiped 
out. As a species, we need to educate our-
selves about the impact of our wasteful, 
industrial societies and, most of all we 
need to urgently devise strategies and life-
styles which will allow us to live in a more 
sustainable way with the rest of creation. 
Every group in society, including politi-
cians, economists, industrialists, farmers, 

people and religious people will need to 
be involved in shaping this sustainable 
lifestyle. It is a gigantic task, but essential 
if we are to leave a beautiful, vibrant and 
fruitful planet to future generations. 

FACING ExTINCTION
During 2019 and early 2020, bush fires, 
exacerbated by climate change, burnt ap-
proximately 1,919 000 hectares for almost 
eighty days in Australia. The damage to 
wildlife was horrendous. According to the 
Australian Broadcasting Company (ABC), 
three billion koalas, kangaroos and other 

It is clear today that the destruction of biodiversity is having enormous negative impacts both 
on the planet and on human wellbeing. As humans continue to colonise and degrade many 

ecosystems on earth, this can lead to an increase in bats, rats and other animals 
which harbour diseases which can cause pandemics, such as Covid-19

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

ThE bIODIVERSITY DESTRUCTION

The West African forest has suffered the over-exploitation of multinational companies.
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animals were killed or displaced. The 
damage did not end there; Scientists esti-
mate that 2.4 billion reptiles, 180 million 
birds and 51 million frogs were killed or 
displaced. Commenting on the devasta-
tion, one of the researchers, Dr van Eeden 
said that, “if you think about known mass 
mortalities of animals, I’m not aware of 
anything that compares.”

Australia has not been the only place 
devastated recently. Fires in the Brazilian 
Amazon rainforest increased by 28% in 
July 2020. The National Institute for Space 
Research recorded 6 803 fires in the Ama-
zon in July 2020. Environmentalists fear 
that Brazil could repeat what happened 
in 2019, when 30 900 fires were spotted 
by the institute. These fires take a massive 
toll on wildlife as animals in the Amazon 
such as sloths, lizards, anteaters and frogs 
are not adapted to fires and, therefore, 
die in huge numbers. According to a new 
study by the International Union for Con-
servation of Nature (IUNC), up to 57% of 
tree species are already facing extinction.

Globally insects have been hit most of 
all by extinction. Over the past decade 
and a half, 41% of insect species have 
declined compared with 22% of verte-
brate species. Germany is planning to 

ban floodlights to fight its declining insect 
population. Also the use of weed killers 
and insecticides will be banned in na-
tional parks and within five to ten metres 
of major bodies of water. 

A RELIGIOUS ChALLENGE
Caring for creation is a new challenge for 
many religious people. In the Catholic 
Church there was no discussion on the 
environmental crisis during the Vatican 
Council in the early 1960s. Many of the 
bishops who attended subscribed to ‘do-
minion theology’, which believed that the 
Earth was there to meet human needs. 
I am convinced that if half the bishops 
were women, they would have included 
care for creation as a central element of 
our Christian faith. Rachel Carson’s in-
fluential book Silent Spring which marked 
the beginning of the modern environ-
mental movement, was published in April 
1962, a few months before the Council 
begun. Concerns about ecology were 

absent from the Social encyclicals of the 
Catholic Church. Populorum Progres-
sio (On the progress of people) taught 
that creation was there for humans to 
use for their own advantage (No. 23). 
The encyclical was blind to the damage 
which humans were causing to the natu-
ral world. There was no reflection on the 
negative impact of industrialisation on 
the biosphere. It stated boldly that “the 
introduction of industry was necessary 
for economic growth and human pro-
gress: it is also a sign of development and 
contributes to it. By persistent work and 
the use of his intelligence, man gradu-
ally wrests nature’s secrets from her and 
finds a better application for her riches” 
(No. 25).

The Compendium of the Social Doctrine 
of the Church published in 2004 shows 
little understanding of the global eco-
logical crisis. Chapter 10 is devoted to 
“Safeguarding the environment”, and has 
only 15 pages, in contrast to Chapter 6 on 

There is an enormous need to develop competent liturgical 
texts and prayers in the celebration of the Eucharist based 

on this new vision rooted in Laudato Si’.

57% of tree species in the world are already facing extinction.Water pollution in the Niger River mouth, Nigeria
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human work which runs for 26 pages. In a 
book of 400 pages, there is only one para-
graph on climate change (No. 470) and 
one paragraph on biodiversity (No. 466). 

A LITURGICAL GAP
Given the poor leadership of the Catholic 
Church on the ecological crisis, locally 
and globally, the publication of Laudato 
Si’ in 2015 was both very welcome and 
surprising. In quoting from Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople in para-
graph 9 of the encyclical, Pope Francis 
opens a new morality for humans. The 
Patriarch said, “for human beings … to 
destroy the biological diversity of God’s 
creation; for human beings to degrade 
the integrity of the earth by causing 
change in its climate, by stripping the 
earth of its natural forests or destroying 
its wetland; for human beings to con-
taminate the earth’s waters, its land, its 
air and its life—these are sins.”

Though I have heard confessions 
many times in my 50 years as a priest, 
no-one has confessed any of the above, 
so this is very much a new area of moral 
life for all Catholics. Later, in the en-
cyclical, Pope Francis makes it clear 
that other species have intrinsic value 
independent of their usefulness to us 
(No. 140). 

Unfortunately, there is an enormous 
gap between the teaching found in 
Laudato Si’ and the prayers that are 
used in our liturgy. Today, instead of 
following the teaching of the early Fa-
thers that we should pray as we believe 
(Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi), our liturgi-
cal prayers are schizophrenic. Before 
the encyclical Laudato Si’, the Catholic 
Church’s teaching on the value of the 
natural world was dreadful. For ex-
ample, in the Roman Missal, which was 
published in 1570, the post-communion 
prayer for the Sundays of Advent read 

as follows Oremus, Domine, doceas nos 
terrena despicere at amara celestia (Lord, 
teach us to despise the things of earth 
and love the things of heaven). Regret-
tably, the lack of concern for creation 
was not confined to the liturgy. It was 
also found in the Salve Regina, one of 
the most popular prayers throughout 
the entire second millennium. It refers 
to the condition of human beings in 
this life as “mourning and weeping in 
this valley of tears.” The implications 
were clear that, if our true home was 
in heaven and this world was just a val-
ley of tears, all our energies should be 
devoted to pursuing the development 
of the interior life, rather than wasting 
our energies on earthly things which 
will pass away. There is an enormous 
need to develop competent liturgical 
texts and prayers in the celebration of 
the Eucharist based on this new vision 
rooted in Laudato Si’.

INSPIRING ThE YOUNG
The 2020 Spring issue of the magazine, 
Green Christian, has an article entitled 
Requiem for lost species. The author, 
Helen Burnett describes a new ritual for 
remembering species which are becom-
ing extinct which might be celebrated 
in November. Laudato Si’ tells us that 
“every creature is thus the object of 
the Father’s tenderness, who gives it its 
place in the world (No. 77).

Other authors such as Margie Abbott 
RSM in her book Cosmic sparks has 
developed more than a hundred Earth 
liturgies that will reconnect us with our 
Earth. This would be a wonderful way to 
get young people interested in the new 
Catholic teaching on the earth which 
is found in Laudato Si’ (On Care for our 
common home). 

foCuS • ENVIRONMENT

The bush fires in Australia during 2019 and early 2020 have destroyed more than five billion animals

A rational use of the natural resources of the earth is vital 
if we want to preserve the biodiversity of the planet
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World rEPorT • ???

ThE bIzARRE jOURNEY 
OF A CARbON MOLECULE

All forms of life on Earth depend on the existence of Carbon, a molecule originated billions of years ago in 
the interior of the stars. Intelligent life in our human species, Homo sapiens, could not have appeared unless 

the right conditions for the formation of Carbon had taken place in a precise manner

BY PROFESSOR DR THOMAS v. JACOBS |ST JOHN VIANNEY SEMINARY, PRETORIA

CarBon (carbo Latin: coal) is a non-
metallic element, having four electrons 
capable of forming covalent chemical 
bonds. Carbon is the fourth most abun-
dant element in the universe by mass, 
after hydrogen, helium and oxygen. 
Carbon’s unique diversity of organic 
compounds and its unusual ability to 
form polymers (compounds), almost 10 
million, have enabled it to become a com-
mon element of all known forms of life. 
In other words, in the absence of carbon, 
no form of life could have originated on 
Earth. It is the second most abundant 
element in the human body (18.5%), af-
ter oxygen. The allotropes (structures 
with diverse molecular configurations) 

of carbon include graphite, one of the 
softest known substances, used in mak-
ing pencils, and diamond, the hardest 
naturally occurring substance. 

FORMATION OF CARbON 
IN DISTANT STARS 
It has been estimated that the observable 
universe consists of 100 billion galaxies, 
each with 100 billion stars. Formation of 
carbon atomic molecules occurs within 
giant or super-giant stars, through a pro-
cess known as the triple alpha process. 
The triple alpha process takes place at 
high temperatures, over 100 megakelvins 
(108 K). Based on our current knowledge 
of physical cosmology, carbon is formed 

in the interiors of stars. When massive 
stars die and become supernova, the 
carbon from the dying star is scattered 
into space as dust. This dust becomes 
material for the formation of the next 
generation of stars and planets. Our solar 
system comes from a third-generation 
star formed c. 5000 million years ago.

PhYSICIST FRED hOYLE’S INSIGhT
As indicated above, all living organisms 
on our planet are carbon based. Every 
atom of carbon in our body was once 
inside a star. We are all made from the 
ashes of dead stars. To make carbon in 
a star, three helium nuclei have to stick 
together. The obvious way is to make two 

World rEPorT • ORIGIN OF LIFE

The astronomers explain the origin of the Universe 
as the huge explosion of a single event called the Big Bang.
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helium molecules stick together to form 
beryllium-8 and then add a third helium. 
However, beryllium-8 is very unstable. 
Physicist Fred Hoyle of Cambridge had 
a bright idea. If there was a strong en-
hancement effect or resonance, it would 
make the sticking on of the third helium 
go fast before all beryllium-8 vanished. If 
this was to work, the resonance had to be 
at a very precise energy. Some of Hoyle’s 
friends experimentally found the exact 
resonance. Hoyle realized that if the laws 
of Physics had been a little bit different, 
there would have been no carbon, no 
life and no humans to understand it all. 
Fred Hoyle (in Jane Gregory ed. 2005) an 
atheist, is said to have exclaimed, “the 
universe is a put-up job”. Such remarkable 
fine tuning of the laws of nature, yielding 
this amazing fruitfulness, with the com-
ing into being of Homo sapiens, could not 
be such a happy accident. Hoyle, who did 
not care for the word God, said that there 
must be some cosmic Intelligence behind 
it all (Polkinghorne 2005).

hOW DID CARbON REACh 
PLANET EARTh? 
Biologists call CHNOPS—Carbon, Hy-
drogen, Nitrogen, Oxygen, Phosphorous 

and Sulphur—life’s crucial elements. It 
is believed that most of the ‘biogenic ele-
ments’ came from the Kuiper Belt beyond 
Pluto, the Oort cloud region of comets, 
or the asteroid belt between Jupiter and 
Mars. As suggested by Fred Hoyle (1985), 
billions of football-sized Martian rocks, 
capable of carrying microbial life, have 
landed on the Earth. Such ejecta could 
have stimulated life formation. This is just 
a hypothesis.

On planet Earth the crucial element in 
all forms of life is carbon. As pointed out 
earlier, carbon was formed in the interi-
ors of giant stars that turned into super-
nova, emitting billions of molecules of 
carbon. Star dust from supernova could 
easily have been carried by wandering 
comets from the Oort cloud region of 
comets or by means of ejecta from the 
asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars 
and deposited on the surfaces of millions 
of planets in the solar system, includ-
ing planet Earth. On Earth, under ideal 
conditions of temperature and humid-
ity, carbon could have combined with 
life’s crucial elements, the CHNOPS ele-
ments, and could have formed the build-
ing blocks of the DNA, a very complex 
molecule found in all life forms on Earth. 

Given our current knowledge, among the 
millions of planets in our galaxy, only 
planet Earth has the suitable conditions 
for the formation of life; conditions such 
as the ideal distance from the Sun, abun-
dance of water, optimum degree of heat 
on the surface of the planet etc. Hence all 
the carbon molecules that fell on billions 
of planets, which did not have the ideal 
conditions to support the formation of 
life, turned out to be like the barren rocks 
on which the Biblical sower’s seeds fell.

We know that the cosmos was formed at 
the big bang around 13.8 billion years ago. 
Stars and galaxies could have been formed 
during the first billion years. The same 
goes for planets. It is estimated that planet 
Earth was formed around 4.5 billion years 
ago, from a third generation star, our Sun. 
Life on Earth originated around 3.5 billion 
years ago. It is mind-boggling to conceive 
the number of giant stars which turned into 
supernova and spewed out millions of 
tons of dust and carbon into the galactic 
atmosphere, just to allow a fraction of 
carbon molecules to reach planet Earth, 
leading to the formation of life. Admit-
ting this humongous prodigality, was 
it a chance occurrence that molecules 
of carbon found their way to Earth and 
became the building blocks of DNA in all 
forms of life?

Given our current knowledge of galac-
tic exploration, Earth is the only planet 
that is capable of supporting life. No won-
der that Ward & Brownlee (2000) called 
our planet Rare Earth. Rare Earth is not 
only rare, but unique indeed. 

Among the billions of planets that 
wander through 100 billion galaxies, 
only planet Earth alone is found to sup-
port life—and that too, using carbon 
molecules that traversed galaxies and 
stellar gravitational boundaries to be-
come the building blocks of life. This is 
a mind-boggling concept; but it is true. 
Now we have to ask ourselves a poignant 
question. Is the bizarre journey of carbon 
molecules from supernova of distant 
stars in our Milky Way galaxy or from 
galaxies far away, resulting in the forma-
tion of life on Earth, a happy coincidence 
or an event designed by a Super Intelli-
gence? Many evolutionary biologists and 
astrophysicists such as Stephen Hawking 
(1992), Albert Einstein (Buchwald, Diana 

Given our knowledge from space exploration, Earth is the only 
planet where life, and more importantly, intelligent life exists.

World rEPorT • ORIGIN OF LIFE

The National Museum of Ethiopia contains remains of early hominids, the most famous 
of which is "Lucy," the partial skeleton of a specimen of Australopithecus afarensis
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K. et al. 2008), Teilhard de Chardin (2004), 
Fred Hoyle (2005), John Polkinghorne 
(1994, 1998, 2005), Ian Barbour (2000), 
Arthur Peacock (2001), Paul Davis (1983), 
Paul Dirac (1930), Francisco Ayala (1995), 
Theodore Dobzansky (1937), George 
Greenstein (1988), Milne Edward, (1952), 
Francis Crick (1967), Antony Flew (1950; 
2011), Robert Jastrow (1973), Christopher 
Hitchens (2007), George Lameitre (1931), 
to mention a few, began to realize that 
‘blind chance’ by itself could not ration-
ally explain the origin and evolution of 
the Universe and life on Earth.

Planet Earth supports a whole array of 
life forms: viruses, bacteria, unicellular 
algae, multi-cellular plants, insects, birds, 
reptiles, mammals and finally man.

Though man has only a 2% difference 
in the DNA molecule from his closest 
relative, the chimpanzee, man is far more 
advanced than the chimpanzee, because 
man is endowed with a special faculty 
called consciousness. From a Biblical per-
spective, he is also endowed with a soul. 
These two, set man out above all other 
life forms. Evolutionary biologists per-
ceive ontological leaps in the evolution 
of life and life forms. An ontological leap 
is a special intervention by a Designer in 
the chain of biological evolution. They 
also talk about an anthropic (anthropos 
in Greek, man) principle built into the 
fabric of biological evolution. The an-
thropic principle means that when the 
first molecules of DNA were formed from 
life’s crucial elements, it was designed 
and geared to the arrival of Homo sapiens 
sapiens, the human being, endowed with 
consciousness viz. the ability to reflect 
upon one’s thoughts. This ability sets man 
apart from all other animals, including 
man’s nearest cousins, the chimpanzees. 

In fact, the human being’s evolutionary 
advance over its nearest cousins is so 
high that it truly deserves the title of on-
tological leap, meaning that the advance-
ment in question is not one of degree, but 
one of kind.

As one reflects upon the extraordinary 
conditions under which molecules of 
carbon were formed in distant supernova 
and were carried to multitudinous plan-
ets, only to be wasted away because of the 
absence of suitable conditions to form 
life, one is spellbound by the uniqueness 
of our planet Earth, the rare Earth. Our 
planet is very rare indeed because, given 
our knowledge from space exploration, 
Earth is the only planet where life, and 
more importantly, intelligent life exists. 
Our wonder reaches a crescendo when 
we realize that carbon, an essential ele-
ment in the building blocks of life and 
intelligent life, had its origin in ancient 
supernova and traversed billions of kilo-
meters to reach Earth. Was it a chance 
occurrence or something designed and 
planned by a Super Intelligence? 

A number of evolutionary biologists 
admit that behind the amazing design of 
the universe, there must be a more amaz-
ing Designer. In the words of Dobzansky 
(1937), the evolutionary world is the ‘un-
folding of a magnificent idea’. Nothing 
else makes rationally complete sense. 
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GO WhERE ThE NEED IS GREATEST. 
When God called Abraham to be a “bless-
ing to the nations” (Gen 12: 2–3), He was 
passing on to him and to his descend-
ants the greatest possible honour and 
imposing on them the most demanding 
sense of responsibility. Jesus in turn was 
to pass on the same responsibility to His 
disciples when He asked them to go to all 
the world and become effective forces of 
good among “all the nations” (Mt 28: 19). 
Hence, when Church members get lost 
in the inner concerns of the community, 
they greatly confine their horizons. Pope 
Francis does not want his Church to be 
an inward-looking group of people, but 
“going out” to where human needs are 

the greatest, even unto the most marginal 
groups at the periphery, in order to help 
and empower them. He hails the dedica-
tion of doctors and nurses, during these 
covid-19 days. He specially takes respect-
ful note of teachers and ‘politicians with 
a soul’, who make a difference in society. 

bE EFFECTIVE IN YOUR SERVICE. 
Jesus wanted His followers to be effective 
actors in society when He called them 
to become fishers of men (Mt 4: 19), and 
desired that they be transforming agents 
in the social order, being the “salt of the 
earth and light to the world” (Mt 5: 13–14). 
Wherever the Christian community 
confined its energy merely to its inner 

concerns, it failed to preserve a sense of 
mission to “all the world” and “the whole 
of creation” (Mk 16: 15), which means, to 
every dimension of human activity and 
cosmic processes. The Gospel must move 
to the middle of events and processes and 
make institutions within the political and 
social order serve their original purposes 
in a healthy and stimulating manner: 
parliament and judiciary, schools and 
hospitals, theatres and football stadiums. 

It is true that people can make of their 
spiritual convictions an idle and unpro-
ductive force in their lives, if they choose 
to do so. That is what Marx noticed many 
persons with religious faith doing. On 
the contrary, if they really understand 

The Gospel must move to the middle of events and processes and make institutions within 
the political and social order serve their original purposes in a healthy and stimulating manner

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

bE ThE ShAPERS OF hUMAN hISTORY
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The suburb of Lusaka in Mamelodi, Pretoria, hosts a huge population that awaits public services that foster a dignified life.
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the core message of the Gospel, they can 
make of it the strongest motivating force 
in the world. The inner sturdiness that 
Gospel-inspired people build up during 
their moments of prayer supplies them 
with the needed energies to be shapers 
and transformers of human history. 

PLAN YOUR WORK CAREFULLY. 
What Jesus wanted from His disciples was 
to come into the scene of action, care-
fully studying the social forces at work, 
interpreting the signs of the times (Mt 16: 
2–3). He stood for careful planning so that 
what they do would have an abiding con-
sequence, the house built on rock (Mt 7: 
24–27). He wanted them to give priority to 
the weaker members in society who were 
exploited (Mt 9: 36–37). Their mission 
was to continue the work He had begun 
to bring justice where it was absent (Mt 
12: 20–21). In this cause, they were to be 
ready to pay the last price, as He Himself 
did, laying down His life (Mt 16: 21).

Gospel creativity, rightly channelled, 
manifests itself in extraordinary dyna-
mism in committed service, stunning 
innovation, and prodigious team effort 
towards the common good. A constant 
search for spiritual depth is urgently 
needed today, when public life has be-
come more a clash of self-interest than a 
convergence of goodwill. 

bE PREPARED FOR hARD DAYS. 
No wonder that Jesus asked His disci-
ples to be prepared to face forces much 
stronger than them, going as sheep 
among wolves (Mt 10: 16–18). Even fam-
ily members and friends may turn op-
ponents (Mt 10: 34–36). He asked them to 
develop their natural alertness, becom-
ing intelligent as serpents (Mt 10: 16–18). 
This is a quality so rarely emphasized in 
Christian strategic planning. The natu-
ral defence of Christian believers in all 
circumstances will be their own upright-
ness and fidelity to truth, meaning what 
they say, just “yes” and “no” (Mt 5: 37), and 
their transparency like that of children 
(Mt 18: 3–5). People in more advantaged 
positions may make tempting offers, fake 
promises, holding out money and power 
before them (Mt 4: 8–9)—but people ulti-
mately will judge them by the fruits they 
bear, as a good tree is judged (Mt 7: 15–20). 

Jesus wanted His followers to be effective actors in society 
when He called them to become fishers of men (Mt 4: 19), 

and desired that they be transforming agents in the social order, 
being the “salt of the earth and light to the world” (Mt 5: 13–14).

The slum of Kibera in Nairobi is one of the biggest in Africa and a field for a missionary 
announcement of Good News that transforms the lives of its people. 

The Church makes herself present in these realities.
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bE ShAPERS OF DESTINY FOR 
ThE WhOLE OF hUMANITY. In this 
context of aiming at fruitfulness in all 
that we do, Teilhard de Chardin’s vision 
seems to be most relevant. He is con-
vinced that human effort for the better-
ment of social affairs is part of the cosmic 
design. Every person is a co-creator. A 
human being’s desire for progress is the 
dynamism propelling the world forward. 
Every well-meaning individual shapes 
the future, labouring hard and pressing 
ahead. Every right-minded person is a co-
creator, architect of our common destiny. 
To make our talents bear fruit, therefore, 
is a Christian duty (Jn 15: 16). 

Always remember: we belong together. 
Jesus set an example of respecting even 
His opponents, betrayer (Mt 26: 25), de-
nier (Lk 22: 60–62). He asked His followers 
to learn even from those who did not 
belong to their community (the good Sa-
maritan: Lk 10: 29–37; 17: 16). He showed 
how even corrupt officials can change 
(Zacchaeus: Lk 19: 1–9). In the final analy-
sis, all people of goodwill, believers and 
agnostics alike, are to be treated as one’s 
brothers and sisters (Mt 12: 48–50). For, 
we all belong to each other.

WhAT IS CONCRETELY DONE IS 
REALLY DONE. The Gospel must be 
brought to concrete situations in our 
life: into every social, cultural and psy-
chological field; into the world of ideas, 
attitudes and values; into causes like 
those for peace, defence of life, probity in 
society, protection of weaker communi-
ties, promotion of women and children, 
and good governance; efforts to prevent 
erosion of cultures and values, and dam-
age to the environment.

If there is violence in the state, if there is 
chaos in society, if disciplined social habits 
are forgotten, if healthy social norms are 
eroded, if inequality increases without 
limit, if bribery is rampant, if public works 
fall behind schedule, if trains run late, elec-
tricity fails, if slums multiply, if workers are 
exploited, if universities do not function, if 
there is national waste, if the environment 
is being damaged, if children are put to 
hard labour, if women are taken advantage 
of, if there is the problem of alcohol, drugs 
and AIDS, and most of all if elected mem-
bers do not discharge their duties, every 
citizen has to be held responsible. God asks 
every Christian believer in such situations, 
“Where are you?” (Gen 3: 9). Where is your 
concern for the common welfare?

This sort of awareness itself is a spir-
itual perception. Spirituality comes to 
life in such contexts. Thus, for example, 
religious seriousness in action takes one 
to address the problem of deforestation, 
bridge repairs, water supply, wastage 
disposal, drainage diversion, human traf-
ficking, and social collaboration. 

Every right-minded person is a co-creator, architect 
of our common destiny. To make our talents bear fruit, 

therefore, is a Christian duty (Jn 15: 16).

The efforts of Mgr Paride Taban for 
reconciliation and peace in South Sudan have 

been recognized internationally.

The Church in China is attentive to the needs 
of the most vulnerable in society, Xianxian 

diocese, Hebei Province, China.

The missionary brothers evangelize through their professional expertise, looking at the 
integral development of the people, Brother Erick Fischnaller mccj, in South Sudan.
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RESIST ThE WRONG USE OF MON-
EY, WRONG USE OF POWER. The 
tragedy in our times is that corrupt prac-
tices have risen to the world stage. No-one 
can plead to be totally innocent. That is 
why all must join hands together in or-
der to wipe out this plague from society. 
Corruption is not only about the wrong 
use of money, but also about the wrong 
use of power. It is not only about taking 
bribes in government offices, but also 
about various forms of manipulation 
and blackmailing, political arm-twisting, 
pushing a particular group’s interests 
through underhand ways, unfairness 
of dominant classes to weaker sections, 
the imperceptible manner of bulldoz-
ing or marginalizing legitimate claims, 
silencing the voices of the weaker com-
munities, physical elimination of political 
opponents or commercial competitors, 
interfering with election processes, using 
‘strong men’ for vacating land or realizing 
bills, selling drugs. Corruption has also 
reference to hidden transactions, unpaid 
salaries, underpaid employees, unfair 
pressure. The entire humanity must unite 
against this evil.

Similarly, tensions keep mounting right 
round the world: nation against nation, 
class against class, ethnic group against 
ethnic group, religious community against 
religious community, majority against 
minority and vice versa. The strong usually 
have their way. Those who feel that they 
are unjustly treated too can exaggerate, e.g. 
take to violence in response. This too is the 
wrong use of power. One of the greatest 
hurdles to peace is the memory of historic 
injuries a community, society, or a nation 
has received: e.g. colonial exploitation, 
unfair treaties, forced tapping of natural 
resources, and consequent anger.

ThE GOSPEL bRINGS PEACE WhERE 
IT IS NEEDED. There are also enough 
people to foster anger against every per-
ceived injustice; too few people to initiate 
a helpful dialogue. Even legitimate strug-
gles in the name of culture, ethnicity, mi-
nority status, gender, colour, can turn into 
an erratic ideology and go to the point 
of violence of some sort. All slogans are 
about ‘rights’, and every claim of rights 
seems to be valid until its exaggerations 
make its limitations evident. 

However, it is good to be humble about 
these matters. Historically, we have all 
hurt each other as ethnic groups, nations, 
or civilizations, whether it be for reasons 
of ethnic prejudices, natural resources, 
or for other reasons. It is part of practi-
cal spirituality to make a sincere effort 
in order to heal the memories of diverse 
types of historic wounds; and also to 
deal with emotions built around asym-
metries and imbalances in power. But it 
is not easy. It is a gigantic task and yet, it 
is a challenge before practical spirituality 
and philosophical maturity. Every citizen 
ought to make his/her small contribution 
to this sort of healing and the rebuilding 
of relationships. 

What is most important is to cultivate 
sensitivity in sensitive matters. Repre-
sentatives of every section of the society 
must make its contribution: intellectuals, 
media men, politicians, business lead-
ers, religious personnel, students, as-
sociations, all must help. We must put 
more energy into promoting religious, 
cultural and ethical sensitivities among 
people and spending some time on self-
examination whether we are promoting 
our own personal/collective interest at 
the expense of others. 

STIMULATE DEEPER ThOUGhT IN 
SOCIETY. Gospel-driven intellectuals 
will live out their “Spirituality of Respon-

SPECiAl rEPorT • TRANSFORMATIVE MISSION

Mission means closeness to the people we evangelize; Fr Parlade mccj, with a local leader in South Sudan.

The Church appreciates and values the traditional cultures of the people, Fr James Calvera mccj 
with some parishioners at Mahube Valley, Pretoria, Parish of St Daniel Comboni.
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sibility” today by playing an inspiring and 
motivating role in a society of fast eroding 
cultures and values, by being initiators of 
deeper reflection in the world of thought 
and values with an eagerness to re-awak-
en the ethical consciousness in society. 

Though many socially committed citi-
zens would consider denunciation of the 
wrong-doer as the chief mission of intel-
lectual leaders, I would consider inviting 
people to think with a sense of responsibil-
ity and helping them to make intelligent 
and value-based decisions as the more 
important challenge today. In these times 
of contradictory voices inspired by diverse 
philosophical, ideological, psychological, 
sociological, and religious convictions, this 
form of assistance has become our most 
important contribution. 

It consists in inviting people to reflect on 
live issues under the light of the principles 
derived from their own culture and in-
digenous wisdom and from the common 
spiritual springs of humanity which always 
contain the seeds of the Gospel. This is the 
only way that people can be helped to bring 
their moral principles and ethical convic-
tions to life. Seneca said, becoming good is an 
art. It is precisely this art that is embedded in 
the inner being of a person and is intimately 
linked with his/her religious convictions 
and spiritual depth. This is the Spirituality 
of Responsibility that we are reflecting on. 

TAKE ThE GOSPEL TO ThE STREETS, 
SChOOLS, OFFICERS, FRONT LINES. 
This sort of conviction gives a new ori-
entation to economics, politics, and sci-

ence; brings transparency, fairness, and 
accountability to stock markets, elections, 
media coverage. ‘Responsible’ economy 
is as eager to distribute as to produce, 
attending specially to the neediest and to 
their dignity, to heal the planet; to resolve 
ethnic conflicts, and educate the heart. 

Pope Francis calls “Politics… a lofty 
vocation” (EG, 205). If you cultivate the 
Gospel sense of co-belonging, you will 
want to bring healing to the electoral 
system, free of all violence. Your sense of 
responsibility will urge you to demand 
decorum and purposefulness during Par-
liamentary discussions from your repre-
sentatives, polarisations resolved. Chiara 
Lubich, the founder of the Focolare Move-
ment, urges: raise relevant questions and 
search for answers, engage in construc-
tive criticism, and respect one’s political 
opponents. She wanted her movement to 
be a force for good, in the streets, homes, 
schools, workplace, offices, and front 
lines. Let the transformative power of the 
Gospel be brought to every dimension of 
human life. 

It is part of practical spirituality to make a sincere effort 
in order to heal the memories of diverse types of historic 

wounds; and also to deal with emotions built around 
asymmetries and imbalances in power.
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Father Peter Opeka, a Lazarist Argentinian priest, has been working 
in Madagascar since 1970. He founded  Akamasoa a local NGO that sustains about thirty 

thousand people in 18 villages, among them, ten thousand children and has built 37 schools.
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EPOChAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN RELIGIONS
In traditional missiology, the focus has been placed on personal conversion through 

which one entered the Church. On the whole, the end of all non-Christian religions was 
one of the objectives of missionary activity: Christianity wanted to replace all other confessions. 

Today there is a different perception due, above all, to a new theological interpretation of religions 
and the great contribution of Vatican II, especially through the document Nostra Aetate (NA). 

World religions are no longer “enemies” of Christianity

BY FR FRANCESCO PIERLI AND FR FRANCO MORETTI | COMBONI MISSIONARIES
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Nostra aetate in point number two 
states: “The Catholic Church rejects noth-
ing that is true and holy in non-Chris-
tian religions. She regards with sincere 
reverence those ways of conduct and of 
life, those precepts and teachings which, 

though differing in many aspects from the 
ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless 
often reflect a ray of that Truth which 
enlightens all human beings. Indeed, she 
proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ 
“the way, the truth, and the life” (John 

14: 6), in whom human beings may find 
the fullness of religious life, in whom God 
has reconciled all things to Himself. The 
Church, therefore, exhorts her sons, that 
through dialogue and collaboration with 
the followers of other religions, they recog-

Tunisia, Arab Springs: the work for justice and of bringing people together are integral parts of the mission of evangelization.



24 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020 25 worldwide   Oct-nOv  2020

SPECiAl rEPorT • CHALLENGES-MISSION

nize, preserve and promote the good things, 
spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-
cultural values found among these men.”

We owe this perception on other world 
religions to men such as Fr Yves Raguin. 
He entered the Jesuits in 1930 and he was 
ordained a priest in 1942. He studied at the 
Harvard-Yenching Institute (USA) from 
1946 to 1949 and lived in Shanghai from 
1949 to 1953. After his arrival in Taiwan, 
he worked on the project of the Jesuit 
Dictionary. Together with other Jesuits, he 
founded the Taipei Ricci Institute, in 1966, 
in Taiwan, and he remained as its director 
until November 1996. He dedicated his 
life to acquire a greater understanding 
of the work of the Holy Spirit within the 
Chinese culture and the contribution of 
Chinese spirituality to Christian thought. 
He wrote more than twenty books on 
these subjects, most of them in French, 
later translated into Chinese, English and 
many other languages. He became the 
highest authority on the Chinese religions 
and spirituality of East and West.

Fr Raguin considered himself a “true 
missionary”, but in a way that differed 
from the classical type. He used to say: “My 
main goal is to instil in all Asian religions, 
and especially in Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Taoism and Shintoism, an “element of 
transformation” by bringing them into 
contact with the drastic religious experi-
ence of Jesus. Jesus is the perfect image 
of a God not only of the Jews and their 

followers, but of all the peoples.” He had 
given much thought to the experience of 
Mahatma Gandhi, who had accepted the 
message of Jesus while re-affirming his 
Hindu identity. He was convinced that 
“Gandhi enriched his thought and his Hin-
du religious identity through his encounter 
with Christ and all that he had fought for.”

Fr Raguin was of the idea that, after 
Vatican II, the emphasis of the mission 
should be not much on personal conver-
sion (although it would remain as an im-
portant element of Christian evangeliza-
tion), but on the transformation of every 
religion, in mutual dialogue and sharing 
of life, so as to free humanity from the 
numerous social problems and injustices 
that still oppress peoples today. 

RENOUNCING ALL FORMS OF VIO-
LENCE
Undoubtedly, Fr Raguin was looking for 
(and putting into practice) a new paradigm 
for the mission and thought he had found 
it in “mission as an interreligious dialogue.” 
From an interest in other cultures and ef-
fective solidarity with people belonging 
to different religions, dialogue changed 
drastically with him, especially in terms of 
acceptance of the multi-religious and mul-
ticultural pluralism of his (and our) time.

John Harwood Hick, an English religious 
philosopher and theologian, calls this 
multicultural dialogue a “sort of theolo-
gian Rubicon, which one must have the 

courage to cross.” For him, the horizon 
of the mission is not the construction of 
a Church (plantatio ecclesiae) from “ec-
clesiocentrism” or inward-looking, but the 
spread of the Kingdom in places where it 
is already present (albeit partially) or its 
birth where it is not. As a missionary—and 
like the Church herself—Fr Raguin saw 
himself at the service of the Kingdom, 
following the reversal outlook made by 
Vatican II. He believed that “the Church 
in the world becomes the initial seed for 
the coming of the Kingdom.” He wanted to 
be a messenger of God’s Kingdom, already 
begun, a revealing sign of it; and a servant 
of its continuous unfolding. He took this 
last call on the side of the poor, the op-
pressed, the vilified and the persecuted, 
just as Jesus did and taught us to do, as his 
disciples (Mt 5: 1–12). It will be our reac-
tion in the face of our neighbour in need 
to determine whether or not we will enter 
the final Kingdom. Those who feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, welcome the 
stranger and comfort the sick are its heirs 
(Mt 25: 31–46), thus manifesting God’s 
redeeming presence on this earth.

GATES OF hEAVEN
When one of our Comboni confreres 
met Fr Raguin in Taipei, he asked him to 
deepen this point. He explained it: “Here 
in Taipei there are 2 000 temples. When we 
arrived, they were merely ‘gates of heaven’, 
places where a person could meet God, 
who was in Heaven, to whom a poor per-
son could, at most, give vent to his sinking 
spirit. Today, however, at least thirty of 
these temples have opened their rooms to 
the poor. For the first time in their history, 
there are clear signs of interdependence 

Working for greater security for all, for peace and the integrity 
of creation by renouncing all types of violence, will make the 
world religions work together at the service of the Kingdom.

The Church makes herself present among social movements that promote transformation in society 
and the defence of the most vulnerable of its citizens. 
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between God’s love (greatly celebrated in 
the temple) and concern for the poor, the 
marginalized, and the pariahs. Is this not 
an obvious sign of evangelization? This 
type of transformation must take place 
in all religions, including the Christian 
one. Today, on the eve of the third millen-
nium, an era in which religions are often 
used as an excuse to justify violence as if 
this were God’s will, this transformation 
is all the more important. The traditional 
approach, which insisted on personal 
conversion, is more likely to increase an-
tagonism between religions to the point of 
justifying violence.”

He noted the great “evangelizing” role 
played by Mother Teresa ś presence in 
Asia, totally committed to helping the 
most unfortunate human beings without 
ever binding the help she would offer to 
conversion. “Working for greater security 
for all, for peace and the integrity of crea-
tion by renouncing all types of violence, 
will make the world religions work to-
gether at the service of the Kingdom.”

FROM RELIGION AS “OPIUM OF ThE 
PEOPLES” TO “FORCE OF SOCIAL 
TRANSFORMATION” 
The social impact of religions is one of 
the main milestones of renewal that have 
taken place over the last fifty years. Karl 
Marx made a social analysis based on his 
experience in Lutheran Germany and 
Anglican England, where religion was 
totally part of the institution and at its 
service, according to the principle “cuis 
regio, eius religio.”

Bearing in mind that Marx was one of 
the founders of sociology (he drew conclu-
sions from what he saw), the conviction 
he came to—that is, “religion is the opium 
of the people”—was neither theological 
nor philosophical, but purely sociologi-
cal. Examining the situation in Germany 
and England, he “saw only” a religion that 
helped the State to control the people in a 
moment of historical transformation. That 
was a time characterized by the emergence 
of a democratic approach to government 
(the power belongs to the people who 
choose their representatives). He was, 
therefore, right to say that religion was 
against transformation in those particular 
Protestant contexts. However, those who 
generalized his conclusion about a par-

ticular sociological context into a general 
philosophical statement were wrong. 

Over the last fifty years, Christianity 
(along with other world religions) has be-
come the main engine of social transforma-
tion. Suffice it to recall what happened in 
the Philippines and Latin America, where 
Christians helped decisively to determine 
the end of dictatorial government systems 

(the influence of Liberation Theology and 
the role of Basic Christian Communities 
cannot be underestimated). Christianity 
played an essential role in the collapse of the 
Communist ideology in Russia and Eastern 
Europe. What had been called “opium of the 
people”, proved to be a force for change. 
This reversal of Christianity has never 
been fully explained by any sociologist.

Over the last fifty years, Christianity (along with other world 
religions) has become the main engine of social transformation.

Above, Bishop Paride Taban in Kuron Village, an initiative of reconciliation in South Sudan; 
below, Mgr Edmond Djitangar, Bishop of Ndjamena, during an encounter 

of dialogue between Islam-Christianism in Sahr, Chad.
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Through the contribution of the social 
encyclicals written by the popes and the 
declarations of the Ecumenical Council of 
Churches, the Church developed a strong 
Social Doctrine. It is correct to say that 
Christianity possesses “a faith with social 
power”; yes, the power to transform the 
world and make it closer to what the King-
dom of God has promised.

ChURCh MAGISTERIUM AND SO-
CIAL TRANSFORMATION
The social teaching of the Church is not 
an option of evangelization and it is not 
recent: it dates back to the encyclical, Re-
rum Novarum, published by Pope Leo XIII 
in May 1891 and, considered today the 
founding text of the Social Doctrine of the 
modern Church. 

However, a document of the Catholic 
Church published some 49 years ago has 
proved even more authoritative for us: 
Justice in the World, which deals with ques-
tions of justice and liberation for the poor 
and oppressed, elaborated in 1971 by the 
Synod of Bishops. The text invited many 
countries to share their power and richer 
nations to consume less. It was written 
by many bishops from poor and under-
developed countries and was influenced 
by the Liberation Theology. They wrote 
that justice is essential for the mission 
of the Catholic Church, that “Christian 
love of neighbour and justice cannot be 
separated” and that “acting for justice and 
participation in the transformation of the 
world clearly appear to us as a constitutive 
dimension of preaching the Gospel, that is, 
of the Church’s mission for the redemption 
of the human race and liberation from all 
oppressive state of affairs” (Justice in the 
World, n. 6).

Another important document for the 
Social Doctrine of the Church was Pope 
John Paul II’s encyclical, Centesimus Annus 
of 1991. The epoch-making year of civil 
protest against Communism throughout 
Central and Eastern Europe was in 1989 
when Communism, a great political and 
economic system had collapsed under the 
opposition of the one-party government. 
The climate of that year is perhaps best 
remembered by the Solidarity Movement 
in Poland and the images of the citizens 
tearing down the Berlin Wall, which had 
divided East from West for too long. In 
1991, Pope John Paul II reflected on the 
rapid ruin of Communism in his encycli-
cal. He cited three “decisive factors” that 
contributed to the collapse of these re-
gimes: the violation of the workers’ rights; 
the inefficiency of a system that prevented 
initiative, private property and economic 
freedom and the spiritual emptiness of 
atheism which had denied the meaning 
and purpose of life in the younger gen-
erations. Nevertheless, after the fall of 
Communism, Pope John Paul II continued 
to be concerned for the people of these 
nations as they became market economies 
and faced serious difficulties during their 
transformation. He was also disturbed 
about the people of the “Third World” who 
continued to be poor and lacking in social 
development and prosperity.

Pope Francis celebrated the World Day of the Poor at the Vatican on 17 November 2019.

Mother Teresa has become an icon in the Asian continent for her commitment in helping the 
most unfortunate human beings without ever binding the help she would offer to conversion.
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SPECiAl rEPorT • CHALLENGES-MISSION

In Pope Francis’ encyclical, Evangelii 
Gaudium (EG), the entire chapter 4 is dedi-
cated to “The social dimension of evan-
gelization.” Pope Francis re-affirms the 
“profound connection between evangeliza-
tion and human progress” and the right of 
shepherds “to give opinions on all things 
that affect people’s lives.” “No-one can de-
mand that religion be relegated to the inner 
sanctuary of private life, without the right 
to give an opinion on events affecting soci-
ety” He quotes St John Paul II who said that 
the Church “cannot and must not remain 
on the sidelines in the struggle for justice.” 

OPTION FOR ThE POOR
Pope Francis reminds us that “for the 
Church the option for the poor is primar-
ily a theological category”, rather than a so-
ciological one. “That is why I want a Church 
that is poor and for the poor. They have a lot 
to teach us. Until the problems of the poor 
are completely resolved, no solution can be 
found to the problems of this world. Politics, 
although often denigrated, remains a noble 
vocation and one of the highest forms of 
charity. I pray the Lord to grant us more 
politicians who are genuinely concerned 
about the lives of the poor, he stated.”

He added a warning: “Every ecclesial 
community, if it believes it can forget the 
poor, runs the risk of collapsing.” With 
regard to real peace, the Pope states that 
“a prophetic voice must be raised” against 

attempts at fake reconciliation to “silence 
or appease” the poor, while others “refuse 
to give up their privileges.” For the con-
struction of a society “in peace, justice 
and fraternity”, Pope Francis indicates 
four principles: “time is greater than 
space”, working slowly but firmly, without 
being obsessed with immediate results; 
“unity prevails over conflict” aiming at a 
life-giving unity within diversity; “reality 
is more important than ideas”, avoiding 
reducing politics and faith to rhetoric and 
finally, “the whole is superior to the 
part” bringing together “globalization 
and localization.” 

PATh OF INTERRELIGIOUS 
DIALOGUE
Pope Francis insists that “evangelization 
implies a path of dialogue, which opens 
the Church to collaboration with every 
political, social, religious and cultural 
sphere. Ecumenism is an indispensa-
ble path for evangelization.” Mutual en-
richment is important: “We can learn so 
much from each other,” for instance, “in 
dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and 
sisters, we Catholics have the opportunity 

to learn more about the meaning of epis-
copal collegiality and their experience 
of synodality.” “Interreligious dialogue” 
which must be conducted “in a joyful and 
clear manner within one’s own identity” 
is “a necessary condition for world peace 
and does not obscure evangelization.” 

Here is one of the many pearls scattered 
by Pope Francis in the text about what he 
calls “the social and community reper-
cussions of Kerygma”: “God’s redemption 
has a social meaning because God, in 
Christ, redeems not only the individual 
person, but also the social relations ex-
isting between men.” To believe that the 
Holy Spirit is at work in everyone means 
realizing that he seeks to penetrate every 
human situation and all social bonds: 
“The Holy Spirit can be said to possess an 
infinite creativity, proper to the divine 
mind, which knows how to loosen the 
knots of human affairs, even the most 
complex and inscrutable. From the heart 
of the Gospel we see the profound con-
nection between evangelization and hu-
man advancement, which must necessar-
ily find expression and develop in every 
work of evangelization” (EG 178). 

God’s redemption has a social meaning because 
“God, in Christ, redeems not only the individual person, 

but also the social relations existing between men”.

Pope Francis with His Holiness Karekin II, Catholicos of All Armenians in 2016.
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We all Want to live
If enough people unite believing in the force of goodness, the power of loving each other, 

respecting the rights of all and making it a movement, there will be change. 
There will be a halt to the pandemic, to climate change, to global collapse of the world economy

BY FR. SHAY CULLEN | COLUMBAN MISSIONARY, PREDA* FOUNDATION, PHILIPPINES

What do we recall when we think 
of mission but the life-giving love and 
compassion of one person who changed 
the world by teaching humankind that 
justice is more powerful than revenge, 
that compassion is greater than condem-
nation, that believing in goodness and 
truth to overcome evil is a power that can 
change the world? That person is Jesus 
of Nazareth, truly a revolutionary who 
worked to convert the nation and corrupt 
leaders by calling for justice, loving the 
poor, respecting their dignity and rights. 
He stood with the downtrodden and for 
Him, the children were the most impor-
tant of all and women had equal rights. 
He was rejected by the leaders, despised, 
falsely accused, charged as a rebel and 
given the death penalty.

Yet, those values He introduced are 
alive today, but are rejected by corrupt 
leadership. Jesus of Nazareth had a deep 

conviction in the power of goodness and 
truth. He taught that people who had 
conviction and were one in goodness 
would live a fuller life of happiness and 
this would change the world. Everybody 
wants to live, be secure, healthy and hap-
py and avoid death. These dreams and 
desires are supposed to be made a reality 
by a just government of integrity.

 The tragedy of the human species 
is that so many of the leaders succeed 
by nefarious ways to get and remain 
in positions of political and economic 
power. The bad ones are people of low 
moral values, devoid of principles and 
integrity. They despise the weak, exploit 

them and steal from the public purse 
to enrich themselves. They silence the 
speakers of truth; they kill the doers of 
good. These world leaders are the great-
est threat to the wellbeing of the people 
and the planet. They lack commitment 
and concern for climate change. They are 
devoid of wise and learned action for the 
common good and bring the people and 
planet closer to the brink of disaster. So, 
it was in the time of Jesus who called for 
change before it was too late.

TRUE FAITh
This disastrous failure of leadership to-
day has allowed the latest catastrophic 

rEflECTioNS • GLObAL CHANGE

The leaders that Jesus wanted were to be believers 
in goodness and truth that protect, serve and help the poor, 

the oppressed, the deprived, and the abused children.
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spread of the Coronavirus to every nation 
and community. It was foreseen, pre-
dicted, and a stupefied immoral leader-
ship failed to act. Some leaders and their 
rich cronies and supporters, in order 
to preserve their economic wealth and 
prevent the stock market from crashing, 
resisted a lockdown. It was a policy of fa-
talism. “There is nothing we can do,” they 
said. Let the weak die and create “herd 
immunity” for the strong. Fatalism is a 
form of spiritual and mental paralysis, 
it denies the truth, undervalues peo-
ple’s lives and freezes decision-making 
that would have saved many. As a result, 
death is all around us. Friends, relatives, 
parents are dying because of the fail-
ure of leaders to act in time against the 
deadly Coronavirus pandemic.

 I saw shocking video clips from Indo-
nesia of people in public places convuls-
ing and choking to death with Covid-19 
and no-one would dare to help them. 
One brave woman rushed to help a dy-
ing woman. She acted on an impulse of 
compassion and empathy to try and help 
the stranger. She risked her own life. Who 
or what motivated her and others to act 
in a self-sacrificial manner? Patients have 
willingly given up their life-saving venti-
lators to others younger and choose to die 
so that others could live. What motivates 
health workers to report for work where 
they could be fatally infected themselves 
and die?

 It is the power that comes from the 
unshakeable conviction, the belief that 
goodness and truth will overcome evil. 

It is called faith. That kind of faith is a 
true and good conviction that every per-
son is of value, has dignity and a right to 
life. Such faith motivates and empowers 
people. They are the few who leave their 
comfort zone and choose to help others. 
They help others out of kindness, integ-
rity and goodness. They love the poor and 
work for justice. People stuck in fatalism 
and despair cannot act in this way.

AKIN TO hOPE
Their conviction that goodness and truth 
will triumph over evil is an inner experi-
ence that flows out into action for justice 
for the poor. It is the unseen immeasur-
able power of a spiritual experience. It is 
akin to hope, for hope too is a conviction 
that goodness will triumph over evil. The 
world urgently needs such conviction to 
challenge with courage the despots and 
tyrants, the money moguls and corrupt 
captains of industry that oppress and 
exploit the downtrodden, making them 
refugees, homeless and hungry. The lead-
ers that Jesus wanted were to be believers 
in goodness and truth that protect, serve 
and help the poor, the oppressed, the 
deprived, and the abused children. 

 The world community is facing a cata-
strophic situation right now like no other 
in history. Not only is the Coronavirus 
pandemic sweeping the world but even 
more damaging are the deadly effects 
of climate change. The indifference and 
apathy of many world leaders and their 
business partners accelerates deadly 
climate change that is threatening the 

human race and bringing the natural 
world close to collapse. What the world 
needs is to return to doing the good and 
taking to the right action based on faith 
for the goodness and dignity of every hu-
man’s right to a sustainable life. This will 
bring justice and peace to all. Without 
such values, evil will triumph and we will 
face the consequence of a faithless soci-
ety, devoid of spiritual values, one that is 
based on selfishness, greed, exploitation, 
and power. 

Yet, if enough people unite believing 
in the force of goodness, the power of 
loving each other, respecting the rights 
of all and making it a movement, there 
will be change. There will be a halt to the 
pandemic, to climate change, to global 
collapse of the world economy. We can 
change the world for the better. We need 
to believe that we can and that our faith 
will save us. That is the powerful reason 
Jesus gave to those who were healed. 
No-one did it. They healed themselves. 
“Your faith has made you whole,” he said. 
For doing good and wanting a just and 
equal society, they killed Him, nailed on 
a Cross, a cruel death for an innocent 
man. He left a meal of friendship. “Do 
this in memory of me,” He said, and we 
remember His powerful message how to 
change the world. Many good innocent 
people are killed today for doing justice 
and believing in goodness. 

{*PREDA stands for People’s Recovery 
Empowerment Development Assis-
tance Foundation}

Some world leaders have failed to act adequately to prevent 
their populations from the worst effects of the ongoing crisis 

such as Covid19 and climate change.

Health workers are giving a world example of generosity 
at the frontlines in the fight against Corona Virus.
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the populations with the largest 
percentages wanting to emigrate are 
generally found in poor and violence 
ridden countries. In many of those na-
tions, half or more of the populations 
say they would like to migrate perma-
nently to another country, typically to 
Europe and North America. For exam-
ple, more than 60% of the populations 
in Sierra Leone, Liberia and Haiti want 
to emigrate.

In Nigeria, the most populous country 
in Africa, about half of its population of 
more than 200 million people want out 
of the country and to resettle abroad, 
preferably in an English-speaking coun-
try. With 40% of the population living 
in poverty, many Nigerians have already 
left the country through immigration 
programmes and illegal migration and 
many others have applied for asylum and 
refugee protection.

Nigerians had more pending refugee 
protection claims in Canada in 2018 than 
any other country globally. The overstay-
ing on a visitors’ visa in the United States 
led to a clampdown by the Adminis-
tration on US visas for Nigerians. Also, 
the European Union has warned Nigeria 
about imposing restrictive visa rules on 
that country if it failed to co-operate in 
the re-admission of Nigerian citizens de-
ported from EU member countries.

CHAllENGES • MIGRATIONS

ThE GREAT MIGRATION CLASh
The world is in the midst of the Great Migration Clash, a bitter struggle between those who “want out” 
of their countries and those who want others to “keep out” of their countries. More than a billion people 

would like to move permanently to another country and no less than a billion people say fewer 
or no immigrants should be allowed to move into their countries.

BY JOSEPH CHAMIE* | DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH AT THE CENTRE FOR MIGRATION STUDIES IN NEW YORK

In September 2019 there were 272 million international migrants in the world, 
according to the United Nations, a number growing annually at a higher rate than the population.
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In Afghanistan, nearly half of the wom-
en say they would leave the country per-
manently if they could. With limited edu-
cational, employment and participation 
opportunities, Afghani women are the 
least satisfied women in the world with 
regard to the freedom to choose what they 
do with their lives. The difficult lives of 
Afghani women are likely to worsen if the 
Taliban, who banned girls from schools 
and women from public life, retakes con-
trol of the government.

The desires of hundreds of millions of 
men and women who want out of their 
countries and to settle in another are in-
fluenced by a broad range of econom-
ic, social, political and environmental 
factors. Those critical factors interact to 
produce powerful push and pull forces 
that operate in origin and destination 
countries, respectively.

Living conditions in migrant-origin 
countries are typically difficult and harsh, 
and have worsened considerably in many 
regions due to climate change, environ-
mental degradation and more recently 
the coronavirus pandemic. Housing is 
typically substandard, educational op-
portunities are limited, health care is often 
lacking and many households struggle at 
subsistence levels.

Violence, armed conflict and human 
rights abuse also contribute to people’s de-
sires to want out. Consequently, in addition 
to the large numbers of irregular migrants 
overstaying their visitors’ visa, many more 
men, women and children, lacking legal 
authorization to emigrate, are willing to 
risk their lives to reach their desired des-
tinations. They use any means, including 
crossing seas in flimsy boats, walking 
across deserts with limited provisions and 
hiding in poorly ventilated trucks, with 
some dying in their failed attempts.

In contrast to migrant-origin countries, 
life in the migrant-destination countries 
is a comparative dreamland, offering a 
wide array of opportunities, freedoms, 
rights, safeguards and security. Also, and 
increasingly important, potential migrants 
are convinced that emigration will greatly 
improve their chances for better and more 
secure lives for their children in the future.

Over the recent past, the destination 
countries where potential migrants would 
like to move have generally remained the 

same wealthy developed nations. The most 
desired destination country, where one in 
five potential migrants would like to move, 
is the United States. In a distant second 
place is Canada, followed by Germany, 
France, Australia and the United Kingdom.

In general, those wanting to emigrate 
are poor developing countries where the 
populations are struggling with poverty, 
violence and human rights abuse. The 
countries where much of the public want 
to keep others out are found in both devel-
oping and developed regions.

Countries with the largest percentages 
of the public wanting fewer or no im-
migrants to be allowed to move into their 
country are Greece (82%), Israel (73%), 
Hungary (72%) and Italy (71%). Significant 
percentages of the public in large migrant-
sending developing countries who also 
want fewer or no immigrants settling in 
their country include Nigeria (50%), India 
(45%) and Mexico (44%).

In addition to the effects on wages, un-
employment, opportunities and increased 
social costs, many opposing immigration 
are concerned that this will adversely af-

fect their traditional culture, shared values 
and national identity. They feel that immi-
gration and multiculturalism undermine 
their conventional way of life, national se-
curity and social solidarity. These need to 
be protected from the detrimental effects 
of foreign influences, they argue.

Opposition to immigration is reflected 
in the rise of xenophobia, racism, hostility 
and violence toward immigrants. Far-right 
political leaders, ethnonationalists and 
nativists often depict migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers as invaders, infiltra-
tors, criminals, rapists and terrorists, and 
call for them to “go home and stay home”. 
More recently, some populist parties are 
also using the coronavirus pandemic to 
stoke anti-immigrant fears by labelling 
immigrants as disease carriers.

The Great Migration Clash is complicat-
ed by the asymmetry of migration-related 
human rights. While everyone has the 
basic human right to leave their country 
and return, they do not have the right to 
enter another country.

Anti-immigrant sentiments have also 
spread to include refugees and asylum 

Living conditions in migrant-origin countries are typically 
difficult and harsh, and have worsened considerably 

in many regions due to climate change, environmental 
degradation and more recently the coronavirus pandemic.

The war in Syria has provoked an exodus of more than eight million people out 
of their country, nearly half of their population.
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seekers. Government policies to curb the 
tide of irregular migrants, many coming 
largely for economic reasons, are under-
mining the long established and interna-
tionally recognized rights and protections 
granted to refugees and asylum seekers.

The numbers of asylum claims have in-
creased rapidly in recent years. In the Unit-
ed States the number who claimed asylum 
and had their cases reviewed jumped from 
5 thousand in 2007 to 92 thousand in 2016.

Asylum applicants in the European Un-
ion increased from 255 thousand in 2008 
to a high of 1.3 million in 2015. While in 
principle people have the right to seek 
asylum, in reality many governments are 
trying to prevent, discourage and compli-
cate the growing attempts of men, women 
and children to cross into their territories 
and claim asylum.

Since the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees was adopted, world 
population has tripled from 2.6 billion to 7.8 
billion, with more than 90 percent of that 
growth occurring in developing countries.

Over the next three decades world pop-
ulation is expected to add another two 
billion people. Virtually all of that future 

demographic increase will take place in 
developing countries, with Africa alone 
accounting for 60% of it and some twenty 
countries in that continent at least dou-
bling in population size by 2050.

It is evident from even a cursory look 
at population trends that the supply of 
potential migrants in developing countries 
greatly exceeds the demand for migrants 
in developed countries. Consequently, 
increasing numbers of men, women and 
children who want out of their countries 
are resorting to irregular migration, with 
many relying on the services of smugglers 
and some turning to traffickers.

In response, most migrant-destination 
countries are resisting the entry of ir-
regular migrants, attempting to repatriate 
those who are resident unlawfully, rais-
ing objections to accepting refugees and 
increasingly denying asylum claims. The 
recent political rise of right-wing populist 
and nativist parties and their increased 
representation in governments across 
virtually all major regions reflect the cen-
trality of immigration issues worldwide.

Are politically feasible measures avail-
able that could effectively address the 

Great Migration Clash? Unfortunately, 
despite regional and international efforts 
including the recently adopted Global 
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regu-
lar Migration and Global Compact on 
Refugees, the answer appears to be not at 
the moment.

The Great Migration Clash is inten-
sifying, especially with the disastrous 
economic fallout of the coronavirus 
pandemic, which is hitting the poorest 
countries the hardest. Powerful forces, 
including demographics, climate change, 
poverty, hunger, violence and armed 
conflict, are continuing to fuel the world-
wide migration struggle.

Governments sidestepping the struggle 
between those who “want out” of their 
countries and those who want others to 
“keep out” of their countries is a com-
mon policy response. To have a reason-
able chance at resolving the struggle, 
nations working together in collabo-
ration with regional and international 
organizations need to increase their ef-
forts to implement strategies, policies 
and programmes that effectively address 
the powerful forces fuelling the Great 
Migration Clash. 
{www.ipsnews.net}

*Joseph Chamie is an independent con-
sulting demographer and a former director 
of the United Nations Population Division.

Powerful forces, including demographics, climate change, 
poverty, hunger, violence and armed conflict, are continuing 

to fuel the worldwide migration struggle.

CHAllENGES • MIGRATIONS

Well hearted citizens try to welcome people who have left their lands due to economic, 
political, social and environmental factors, but face rejection from part 

of the society in their destination countries.
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We are in an unprecedented global 
sanitary, economic and human disaster. 
The Pope has reminded us, during his 
homily for the Urbi et Orbe ceremony on 
the 27th March, pronounced in an empty 
St Peter’s Square, that we are facing this 
storm in the same boat—as humanity. 
“All of us, fragile and disoriented, but at 
the same time important and needed, all 
of us are called to row together, each of us 
in need of comforting the other,” he said. 
The temptation of everyone searching for 
their own selfish escape does not help at 
all in these circumstances. 

“We are indeed frightened, disoriented 
and afraid. Pain and death make us expe-

rience our human frailty, but at the same 
time remind us of our deep desire for life 
and liberation from evil. In this context, 
the call to mission, the invitation to step 
out of ourselves for love of God and neigh-
bour presents itself as an opportunity for 
sharing, service and intercessory prayer. 
The mission that God entrusts to each one 
of us leads us from fear and introspection 
to a renewed realization that we find our-

selves precisely when we give ourselves to 
others,” said the Pope (WMD 2020). 

God calls each one of us for a contribu-
tion to the global mission at the service of 
humanity. However, we might be surprised 
at the way He does it. God does not follow 
our human criteria. For instance, in the 
dialogue between the prophet Nathan and 
Jesse, the father of David, Nathan is sent to 
Jesse’s home to choose among his children 

On the occasion of the World Mission Day (WMD 2020) celebrated in this month of October, 
Pope Francis has addressed the Christian community with the following words:

“In this year marked by the suffering and challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the missionary journey of the whole Church continues in the light of the words found in the account 
of the calling of the prophet Isaiah: ́ Here am I, send mé  (Is 6: 8). This invitation from God’s merciful 

heart challenges both the Church and humanity as a whole in the current world crisis.”

BY FR. ANTONIO PAvIA  | COMBONI MISSIONARY

Here am i, send me (is 6: 8)

Our impediments to respond to God’s call, answering Him 
“Here am I,” is not that we do not trust ourselves, 

but it is God whom we do not trust.

SPiriTuAliTY • WORLD MISSION DAY
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the one to be the king who would replace 
Saul (1 Sam 16: 1). Jesse introduces Eliab, 
the eldest, to Nathan; to anyone’s eyes, he 
is the one with the best conditions and 
human qualities to be a king. However, 
“Yahweh said to Samuel, ‘Take no notice 
of his appearance or his height, for I have 
rejected him; God does not see as human 
beings do; they look at appearances, but 
Yahweh looks at the heart” (1 Sam 16: 7).

PETER’S jOURNEY
Jesus calls His disciples, rude and stub-
born as they were, and transforms them 
into instruments for His mission. Peter 
experiences a deep conversion in his jour-
ney. Jesus looked at him and said, “You are 
Simon, son of John; you are to be called 
Cephas,” which means Rock (Jn 1: 42).

From his first call to the last one (Jn 21: 
15), a significant move has taken place in 
his life, his betrayal, the consciousness of 
his weakness. By the shore of Lake Tiberi-
as, Jesus asks him: “Peter, do you love me?” 
The same voice, the same eyes and, there 
remains poor Peter stunned, in amaze-
ment, the same love, another opportunity, 
as if nothing had happened before! “Lord, 
you know everything; and still you ask me 
if I love you? Of course, I do love you! Who 
else but you is able to offer the fallen man 
reasons to continue living? I will lay down 
my life for you” (Jn 13: 37).

We dive into the soliloquies of Peter, 
the immense love he perceives when he 
is faced with this questioning gaze. Like 
him, we desire to find answers in Jesus 
and also strength to overcome so many 
fears that prevent us from trusting our-
selves when we say to God: “Here am I!”

It is true that, if we dare to delve into 
Peter’s heart, we may discover that our 
impediments to respond to God’s call, 
answering Him “Here am I,” is not that we 
do not trust ourselves, but it is God whom 
we do not trust; we do not believe that the 
story of Peter could be repeated. However, 
the call can be and, in fact, is repeated in 
each disciple.

It seems as if we hear Peter’s whispers: 
“Lord, you know everything. So great is 
my poverty, so little my love, but in spite 
of this, you call me! However, now I know 
what it is to be loved even though I have 
not known how to love you.”

We recall, then, the words of the Lord 
that echo in the astonished and appalled 
soul of Peter, with His infinite tenderness, 
and also, why not, with the tenderness of 
the rude fisherman who is with Him.

We imagine the answer that the Son of 
God gives His friend: “It is true; I know all 
about you, I know your heart much better 
than you do. Remember the time when I 
warned you that you were not yet ready 
to follow me, but I promised that one day 
you would be able to take these steps (cf. 
Jn 13: 36). Then, it was not possible for you 
or for anyone else. More than once you 
have heard in the synagogue the prophet-
ic texts: ‘Because this people approach me 
only in words, and honours me only with 
lip-service while their hearts are far from 
me’ (Is 29: 13). Precisely because of this 
dissonance you could not follow me. Once 
I have given my life for you it is possible 
for you to follow me and accept my call. 
Now you can love me and feed my sheep. 
Then, I ask you: ‘Do you love me, do you 
love them?’”

INTIMIDATING CALL
Peter, the man of the fickle heart, weak 
will and adolescent feelings, surrenders to 
Jesus. Perhaps, he sees himself reflected 
in Jeremiah when, intimidated and fright-
ened before the mission that God was en-
trusting to him, he argued the pretext that 
he was not more than a boy, an adolescent. 
I think that he was referring to the imma-
turity of his heart—but, whose heart is not 
immature before the proposals of God? 

We, like Peter, are empowered to con-
tinue the mission of Jesus. The Church 
sends us everywhere so that, “through our 
witness of faith and the proclamation of 
the Gospel, God may continue to manifest 
His love and in this way touch and trans-
form hearts, minds, bodies, societies and 
cultures in every place and time. 

“Mission is a free and conscious re-
sponse to God’s call. Yet, we discern this 
call when we have a personal relationship 
of love with Jesus present in His Church. 
Understanding what God is saying to us at 
this time of the pandemic also represents a 
challenge for the Church’s mission. Illness, 
fear and isolation challenge us. The pover-
ty of those who die alone, the abandoned, 
those who have lost their jobs and income, 
the homeless and those who lack food 
challenge us. Being forced to observe social 
distancing and to stay at home invites us 
to rediscover that we need social relation-
ships as well as our communal relationship 
with God. The impossibility of gathering 
as a Church to celebrate the Eucharist 
has led us to share the experience of the 
many Christian communities that cannot 
celebrate Mass every Sunday. In all of this, 
God’s question: “Whom shall I send?” is 
addressed once more to us and awaits a 
generous and convincing response: “Here 
am I, send me!” (Is 6: 8).” (Message WMD 
2020). No matter where we are in our lives, 
God still calls us to His mission.

The mission that God entrusts to each one of us leads 
us from fear and introspection to a renewed realization that 

we find ourselves precisely when we give ourselves to others.

Neo-professed missionaries of Africa in the commemoration of the 150th 
Anniversary of the foundation of their Institute for Africa, following 

the mandate of Jesus Christ to preach the Gospel to all the nations.
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in FeBruary 2019, in Abu Dhabi, capital 
city of the United Arab Emirates, Pope 
Francis met Sheik Ahmad el-Tayeb, grand 
imam of Egypt’s al-Azhar mosque and 
university. His Holiness and the Sheik 
signed the Document for Human Fraterni-
ty for World Peace and Living Together (1). 

It caused a bit of a stir, but in August 
2019, Abu Dhabi’s crown prince, Sheikh 
Mohamed bin Zayed, advanced the pro-
cess the document had begun, announc-
ing an initiative to broaden religious 
liberty and tolerance.

Pope Francis responded, “Although 
sadly, evil, hatred and division often 
make news, there is a hidden sea of good-
ness that is growing and leads us to hope 
in dialogue, reciprocal knowledge and 
the possibility of building, together with 
the followers of other religions and all 
men and women of goodwill, a world of 
fraternity and peace.”

Suggesting that fear is the major enemy 
of interreligious dialogue, Pope Francis 
added, “It is not about creating a ‘melting 
pot’ in which all religions are consid-
ered equal, but that all believers—those 
who seek God and all people of goodwill 
without religious affiliation—are equal 
in dignity.”

UNIVERSAL bROThERhOOD
In the light of Pope Francis’ eagerness to 
develop a discourse between religions, it 
is understandable that the canonisation 
of Blessed Charles de Foucauld has been 
advanced at this time (on May 27, 2020, 
Pope Francis approved a miracle clearing 
the way for Foucauld to become a saint). 

Assassinated in the Algerian Sahara 
in December 1916, Foucauld was a man 
ahead of his time in terms of interre-
ligious dialogue. Working in the first 
decades of the 20th century in the Sa-
hara with the nomadic Tuareg people, he 
made it a policy to welcome people of all 
faiths, and all were included in his mis-
sion to serve God and humanity.

AhEAD OF hIS TIME
Charles de Foucauld was ahead of his time working with people of all faiths. 

As his canonisation approaches, Marian Pallister, a member of the Scottish Bishops’ 
Conference Interreligious Dialogue Committee, reflects on his interfaith journey

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

ProfilE • CHARLES DE FOUCAULD

On May 27, 2020, Pope Francis approved a miracle clearing the way for Foucauld to become a saint.
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ProfilE • CHARLES DE FOUCAULD

When de Foucauld was beatified in 
2005, Pope Benedict XVI said the hermit 
had “…discovered that Jesus—who came 
to unite Himself to us in our humanity—
invites us to that universal brotherhood 
which he later experienced in the Sahara.”

Pope Benedict XVI also said at that beati-
fication ceremony that de Foucauld “…put 
the Eucharist and the Gospel at the centre 
of his life.” Like so many saints, however, 
in his earliest years it didn’t look as if de 
Foucauld was on course for such a life. 

In fact, de Foucauld wasn’t ordained 
as a priest until the age of 43, although 
he had previously become a Trappist 
monk after regaining the faith he lost 
as a youngster. His life has echoes of the 

doubts of Thomas and perhaps of the 
impetuousness of Peter. He challenged 
himself—and often God.

WEALThY AND ARISTOCRATIC
He was born in 1858, on September 15, 
in Strasbourg at a time when the city was 
rapidly modernising—streets were paved, 
the Rhone-Rhine Canal was built and the 
opening of a major railway station enabled 
the city to become an important European 
crossroads. His family was wealthy and 
aristocratic—he was Viscount Charles de 
Foucauld—but by the age of six he had 
lost both parents. His father had suffered 
from mental ill health and his mother 
seems to have died of a broken heart, fol-

lowing her husband’s demise. It has been 
suggested that his mother’s dying words, 
“May your will be done,” perhaps shaped 
de Foucauld’s own psyche.

The child was left in the care of his 
widowed maternal grandfather, Colo-
nel Beaudet de Morlet, who chose to go 
into exile when Strasbourg reverted to 
Prussia at the outbreak of the Franco-
Prussian war in 1864. Leaving Strasbourg 
for the French city of Nancy meant an 
already greatly bereaved boy leaving 
friends and stability.

At 14, he made his first Holy Commun-
ion, but soon rejected his faith in a pattern 
followed by many young people today. De 
Foucauld was influenced by fashionable 
“rationalism” texts, which in later life, 
he blamed in part for his swerve away 
from Catholicism. 

Raised by a soldier, it was perhaps in-
evitable that he, too, would follow the 
military route. He was sent to study with 

On 1 December 1916, Tuareg rebels assassinated Charles 
de Foucauld at his hermitage. He was considered a martyr, 

and by 1927, his beatification process had begun.

“It is not necessary to teach others, to cure them or to improve them; it is only necessary 
to live among them, sharing the human condition and being present to them in love". 

(Charles de Foucauld, Catholic contemplative Life). Touareg man from Algeria, an ethnic group to whom Foucauld 
made himself their brother and put his life in their hands.
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the Jesuits in Paris so that he could suc-
cessfully sit the entrance exam to the 
prestigious Saint-Cyr Military Academy. 
Deeply unhappy, he wrote to his grand-
father almost daily asking to return to 
Nancy. Grandfather didn’t need to give 
way—the Jesuits expelled him and a pri-
vate tutor helped him cram for Saint-Cyr. 
Looking at the photographs of a gaunt 
older de Foucauld, it is hard to imagine 
that the unruly teenaged Charles had so 
over-indulged that it was hard to find a 
uniform to fit. 

Saint-Cyr was followed by Saumur 
Cavalry School, and he was then assigned 
to France’s 4th Hussars Regiment. During 
his training, his grandfather died, leav-
ing him enough money to go off the rails 
in style.

A PAINFUL hOLLOWNESS
Today, a psychologist would read much 
into this behaviour, and into the words 

he addressed to God in later life when he 
reflected on this period:

“You made me feel a deep sad-
ness, a painful hollowness, a sadness 
that I have never experienced except 
for then… it would come over me 
every evening when I found myself 
alone in my apartment… it weighed 
on me and kept me silent through 
what are called ‘parties’. I would plan 
them, but then when the time came, 
I only felt infinitely bored, disgusted 
and speechless.”

Worried about his extravagant life-
style, relatives appointed a guardian 
to look after his dwindling finances. 
He didn’t care. He left the Hussars and 

his relatives and spent a year and a 
half in Algiers, planning an explora-
tion of Morocco. Because Europeans 
were barred from entering the country 
and he couldn’t realistically pose as an 
Arab, de Foucauld dressed as a Jew and 
employed a Moroccan Jew as his guide. 
He explored the unknown Moroccan 
interior and in 1888, his book of the 
exploration, Reconnaissance au Maroc, 
was published. The French Geographic 
Society awarded him a gold medal for 
his work.

Back home, he found that the fam-
ily he had rejected welcomed him with 
love. Puzzled, he wondered if it was their 
faith that influenced the way they re-

His mission was about interreligious dialogue, 
about broadening religious liberty and tolerance.

Touareg man from Algeria, an ethnic group to whom Foucauld 
made himself their brother and put his life in their hands.

Foucauld shared his life among the Bedouins of the Sahara Desert.
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ceived him. He found himself praying 
in churches “My God, if you exist. Let 
me know you.” He sought out a religious 
guide who helped him understand that 
faith was not an intellectual exercise. 
Confession and communion were an 
emotional next step.

His spiritual adviser, Fr Huvelin, sent 
him on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 
It was Christmas and he went first to 
Bethlehem, then to Nazareth, which 
was under Turkish occupation. Here, 
in squalid streets housing frightened 
people subjugated by a foreign power, he 
experienced a call to go down, to follow 
Jesus of Nazareth, who had lived in this 
place under the occupation of another 
foreign power.

bACK TO NAzARETh
Returning to France, he began to search 
for a religious congregation that would 
meet his need to “live Nazareth”. On 16 
January 1890, he joined the order of Cis-
tercian Trappists. The abbot found him 
perhaps overly zealous, too rigid in fol-
lowing the rules, but nonetheless called 
him “an angel in our midst”. 

He was sent to a poor monastery in 
Syria, but still found too big a gap be-
tween the “poverty” of the monastery 
there and the real poverty of the local 
people. Again, there were letters home—
this time to Fr Huvelin, not Grandfather, 
and this time not to beg to come home 
to a life of luxury but quite the opposite. 
Inevitably, he left the Trappists.

In the seven years he had stuck it out, 
feeling that he wasn’t finding Nazareth 
with the Trappists, he had written a Rule 
for a congregation he wanted to call 
the Little Brothers of Jesus. He sent it 
to Fr Huvelin who told him, “I don’t see 
you as a spiritual director! Your rule is 
totally unworkable.”

The meditation written in response 
to this rebuff contains de Foucauld’s 
prayer, “Father, I abandon myself into 
your hands. Do with me what you will.” 
This was a direct echo of the final words 
of his dying mother all those years pre-
viously—but this didn’t preface a death. 
Instead, once the Abbot General had 
released him in January 1897, this was 
de Foucauld’s new beginning.

Charles de Foucauld learned the Tuareg language, became part 
of the community, and welcomed Christians, Muslims and Jews.

Hermitage of Charles Foucauld, built in 1911, on the Assekrem, 
in the Hoggar Mountains of southern Algeria

Charles de Foucauld offers to the Church 
a model for its relationship with Islam 

and ministry in Muslim-majority countries 
(The Tablet, 10 Sept. 2020)
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ProfilE • CHARLES DE FOUCAULD

Not finding the ‘poorest of the poor’ 
order that he sought, and advised that 
he was not the man to set up his own or-
der, de Foucauld went back to Nazareth. 
He “went native”, wearing a turban and 
long robe, and found himself working 
as a handyman for the Poor Clare nuns, 
who paid him with dry bread and a tool 
shed in which to live. He stayed for three 
years, labouring for the Sisters and de-
voting himself to Eucharistic adoration 
and Scriptural meditation—and the hid-
den life of Jesus in Nazareth. 

AMONG ThE TUAREGS
At first, he wrote “Dryness and darkness: 
everything is painful: holy communion, 
prayers, meditation, everything, every-
thing, even to tell Jesus that I love him… 
I have to cling with all my might to my 
life of faith. If at least I felt that Jesus loves 
me—but He never says it to me.”

But the doubts dispelled, and in time 
he felt driven to be ordained as a priest. 
The Bishop of Jerusalem turned him 
down, so he returned to the Trappists 
in France and was ordained there. His 
wish was to take his mission where peo-
ple were in greatest need, and unsur-
prisingly, Morocco was his first choice. 
As Morocco was still forbidden terri-
tory for Europeans, he went instead to 
Beni-Abbès, an oasis on the Algerian-
Moroccan border. 

He was 43 years old, newly ordained 
on 9 June 1901, and with papers hastily 
acquired from the French government, 
which ruled Algeria at the time. He went 
to “…bring the Gospel, not by preach-
ing as did St Francis’ first holy disciples, 
which isn’t my vocation and doesn’t 
seem to me to be the way to make Jesus 
known and loved; but by founding a mo-
nastic colony of poor monks and adorers 
of the Blessed Sacrament.” 

It was not the method the White Fa-
thers were adopting to reach out to Mus-
lims—but then, he wasn’t about conver-
sion, his mission was about interreligious 
dialogue, about broadening religious 
liberty and tolerance. 

At first, he became a conventional 
priest, mainly for the benefit of the 
local French garrison. Then, he joined 
an expedition among the Tuaregs of 
the southern Sahara. The general who 

invited him, Henri Laperrine, believed 
in diplomatic dialogue with these no-
mads rather than a military approach. 
He thought de Foucauld would succeed 
where guns had failed. At first reluctant, 
de Foucauld soon considered settling 
among these people. Asking Jesus for 
help, he said His answer was: “It is love 
which must recollect you in me and not 
distancing yourself from my children. 
See me in them, and like me in Naza-
reth, live close to them, lost in God.”

On a second expedition, he met Mous-
sa ag Amastane, the Tuareg chief, who 
gave him permission to remain in the 
small village of Tamanrasset. The sol-
diers left. A boy called Paul, who he had 
bought out of slavery, stayed with him. 
He was alone—and happy—with Jesus.

His ‘parishioners’ were mainly Mus-
lim. He practised “show not tell”. He 
learned the Tuareg language, became 
part of the community, and welcomed 
Christians, Muslims and Jews. He pub-
lished the first Tuareg-French diction-
ary, and his writings became the touch-
stone for understanding Tuareg culture.

MUTUAL LOVE
There were difficult times when famine 
hit the community and it was hard to 
know who was looking after whom. 
After one last visit to France, World War 
I began. The Sahara became a danger-
ous place. On 1 December 1916, Tuareg 
rebels assassinated Charles de Foucauld 
at his hermitage. 

He was considered a martyr, and by 
1927, his beatification process had begun. 

De Foucauld’s dedication to dialogue 
with those of other faiths must have 
seemed alien to the society he had left 
behind in Europe. The mutual love and 
respect he engendered in the Muslim 
Berber community, however, suggests 
that with faith, it is eminently possible 
to build “… together with the followers of 
other religions and all men and women 
of goodwill, a world of fraternity and 
peace”, as Pope Francis suggests today. 

(1) http://www.vatican.va/content/franc-
esco/en/travels/2019/outside/documents/
papa-francesco_20190204_documento-
fratellanza-umana.html

In Nazareth, in squalid streets housing frightened people 
subjugated by a foreign power, he experienced a call to go down, 

to follow Jesus of Nazareth, who had lived in this place under 
the occupation of another foreign power.

One hundread years after Foucauld́ s death, more than 13 000 people in the world follow 
his charism of being a universal brother, among religious, lay and clerical families. 

Pope Francis during  an audience with the Little Sisters of Jesus, Vatican 2017.
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‘COMbONI bRAND’ EDUCATION
Since the beginning of the evangelization of Sudan, education has been a priority for missionaries 

and it continues to be so today for the Catholic Church in the country. Beside each parish 
or religious community there is usually an educational centre, known as Comboni Schools

BY FR ENRIqUE BAYO | COMBONI MISSIONARY

We Were going to visit a vocational school 
by riding vehicles in the middle of busy 
traffic and stifling heat. Fr Jorge Naranjo 
doubted the exact location of the centre 
and asked a passer-by in Arabic. Hearing 
the name of Comboni in the middle of 
the conversation surprised me: “Jorge, 
but aren’t we going to a Salesian centre? 
Yes, but in Sudan all Catholic schools are 
known as Comboni Schools,” he replied—
and it is true. Very few Sudanese know that 
St. Daniel Comboni was the first bishop 
of the then Vicariate of Central Africa, 
with its seat in Khartoum, but all identify 
Catholic schools with his name.

However, the first Catholic school in 
Sudan was not founded by Comboni, 
but by an Italian Lazarist missionary, 
Fr Luigi Montori in 1842.  Later, in 1867, 
Comboni would draw up his Plan for the 
regeneration for Africa, centred on the in-
tegral education of the people, and would 
organise numerous schools in Sudan. 
However, Comboni died at the age of 50, 
in 1881, and four years later, Mohammed 
Ahmed Al-Mahdi founded an Islamic 
state in the country that swept away the 
entire Christian presence. After the defeat 
of Al-Mahdi in 1898 by English troops, 
the missionaries returned to Sudan to 

continue the educational work according 
to Comboni’s vision.

FIRST CENTRES
In 1900 the first two schools after the 
Islamic revolution were opened in the 
Masalma district of Omdurman: the 
Comboni Boy’s and the St Joseph Girls’ 
School, started by the Comboni Mission-
aries and the Comboni Missionary Sis-
ters respectively. Other openings will 
follow throughout Sudan. Today, in the 
archdiocese of Khartoum alone, more 
than 26 000 students are studying at 59 
Comboni Schools.

froNTiErS • SUDAN
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The centres in Omdurman are still active. 
The girls’ school is now called Comboni Girls’ 
School and this year has over 1 000 students: 
160 in pre-school, 915 in primary and 97 in 
secondary. Its director, the Comboni Mis-
sionary Sr Cristina Maestroni, considers 
it an open school and very much appreci-
ated, “judging by the avalanche of requests 
for admission we receive every year, even 
though the Christians are few because they 
live in the outskirts of Omdurman and it is 
very difficult for them to reach the centre”. 
Something similar is happening with the 
nearby boys’ school run by the Sudanese 
Comboni Missionary, Fr Jervas Mayik.

To try to alleviate this problem, the 
parish also has three large schools in the 
outskirts under the responsibility of the 
parish priest, Fr Salvatore Marrone. In 
these schools, 97% of the students are 
Christians. They were born as emergency 
schools in the 1980s, when the war in 

the south caused a huge influx of South 
Sudanese to Khartoum and Omdurman, 
but they have gradually become more 
established and better equipped. Today, 
they accommodate 1 424 children from 
a wide range of communities. “Classes 
are held only in Arabic,” explains Fr Mar-
rone, “because it is the local language that 
brings communities together. When you 
choose another language, even English, 
you are separating people, marginalizing 
some for the benefit of others. Arabic is 
also the liturgical language”.

COMbONI COLLEGE
The Comboni College in Khartoum (CCK) 
is a magnificent example of the education-
al work of the Church in Sudan, although 
other centres could be as well, such as 
the Sisters’ School of Excellence, run by 
the Ethiopian Comboni Missionary, Sr 
Weynshet Tadesse.

The CCK started with the opening of a 
quality secondary school. The British colo-
nial government, in a document signed on 
21 January 1929, authorised the new school 
only for non-Sudanese students. The open-
ing took place that same year with 15 stu-
dents: four Egyptians, two Syrians, two Ital-
ians, two Armenians, one Indian, one Greek, 
one British, one Eritrean and one Turk.

For the first few years, until the Combo-
ni Missionaries were able to prepare their 
own staff, a Canadian religious congre-
gation provided the teaching. The school 
was an immediate success, so that the 
Sudanese elites began to put pressure on 
the British government to allow the enrol-

ment of Sudanese students. In 1936, the 
British gave in and the Sudanese entered 
in crowds: many of them would become 
part of the ruling class that would lead 
Sudan to independence in 1956.

The present director, Fr Norbert Stonfer, 
remembers that “in the CCK alone there 
were 24 Comboni Missionaries, fathers 
and brothers, entirely dedicated to teach-
ing, who were well prepared intellectually 
in English universities. They gave a very 
solid formation. These were the golden 
years that forged the ‘Comboni’ brand that 
still lives on today”. For a long time, the 
results of the CCK students were the best 
in the country and their students found 
work immediately. An example of the 
appreciation for Comboni College came 
in 1964 when the Sudanese government 
decreed the expulsion of all missionar-
ies from the country, but excluded those 
working in the north. For Fr Norberto 
there is no doubt that “it was the former 
students of the CCK who interceded with 
the government to prevent the expulsion. 
They saved the mission”.

Over the years, international schools 
have emerged that apply the Oxford or 
Cambridge curricula. The Comboni Col-
lege, instead, has chosen to take over the 
Sudanese curriculum, giving more impor-
tance to equity in education. In the next 
academic year, the school will welcome 1 
100 students who can study in either Ara-
bic or English, although it is a challenge to 
find Sudanese teachers with a good com-
mand of the latter language. In 2014, for 
the first time in its history, a girls’ section 

Very few Sudanese know that St. Daniel Comboni was the first 
bishop of the then Vicariate of Central Africa, with its seat 

in Khartoum, but all identify Catholic schools with his name.

Sudents of the Comboni College in Khartoum

Students from the emergency school in Kosti Fr Jorge Naranjo mccj, with some pupils of the 
Comboni College of Science and Technology.
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was opened with 300 students to offer the 
possibility of continuing secondary educa-
tion in English to South Sudanese teenag-
ers who fled the neighbouring country in 
2013 because of the civil war.

PRIMARY SChOOL
In 1949, the Comboni Missionaries started 
a primary school associated with the CCK 
on an adjoining plot. Today it houses 1 150 
students in 23 classrooms, with an aver-
age of 50 students per class. Its director, 
Fr Diego Dalle Carbonare, explains that it 
is a self-limitation policy in order to gain 
in the quality of teaching, “because in 
Sudanese schools, the average per class is 
70 or 80 students”. He continues: “we want 
to educate from inclusion, dialogue and 
respect, and this is very much appreciated 
by the Sudanese, who also value our disci-
pline. Classes start at seven and end at half 
past one in the afternoon, and we are also 
very demanding with the students when 
the exams come up. It’s funny, many par-

ents prefer to have their children repeat 
the course at Comboni College rather than 
take them to other centres that would ad-
mit them to a higher course just because 
they know they have studied here”.

One third of the students are Chris-
tians—mostly South Sudanese—and 
the rest are Muslims. The subject of Re-
ligion, apart from being compulsory, is 
the one that contributes most points in 
the official examination at the end of 
primary school. In Catholic schools one 
can choose between Islam and Christian-
ity, but in the rest of the schools it is not 
possible, the only option is Islam. “It’s a 
way of forcing you to study the Koran, and 
they also examine you on it, so that many 
Christians are forced in an indirect way 
to conversion,” says Fr Diego. However, 
things may change from this year with 
the introduction of the new academic 
curriculum, more universal and open 
to interreligious dialogue. In fact, on the 
8th September, the Sudanese Prime Min-

ister, Abdullah Hamdok, has signed an  
agreement with the leader of the Sudan 
People's Liberation Movement-North, 
Abdelaziz al Hilu, in Addis Ababa, that 
contemplates the elimination of Islam as 
the official religion of Sudan, a measure 
imposed 30 years ago by al Bashir. (https://
evangelicalfocus.com/)

ThE ONLY CAThOLIC UNIVERSITY
From 1999 onwards, a group of CCK pro-
fessors insisted to Fr Beppino Puttitano, 
then director of CCK, to extend the offer 
to university courses. The missionary, 
who arrived in Sudan in 1959 and who 
had always worked in educational in-
stitutions, did not feel strong enough, at 
almost 70 years of age, to start a project 
of this magnitude, but with the support of 
a group of Sudanese Muslims and of Car-
dinal Gabriel Zubeir, he finally accepted: 
“Nothing happens without trying, and it 
turned out that in a few months we had 
the provisional approval. After another 

An example of the appreciation for Comboni College 
came in 1964 when the Sudanese government decreed 

the expulsion of all missionaries from the country, 
but excluded those working in the north.

 Salesian technical school in Khartoum
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19 months we got the final one. In 2001 
we started a degree in Computer Science 
with 26 students”. Thus, the embryo of 
the first—and for the moment the only—
Catholic university in Sudan was born.

From the very beginning, the Comboni 
College of Science and Technology (CCST) 
has been open to boys and girls of all 
backgrounds and religions, and shines 
as a centre of interreligious dialogue. It 
is the only university that has chapels 
and prayer rooms for Muslims. In 2013 
the Spanish Comboni Missionary, Fr 
Jorge Naranjo joined the university as 
its director general and is promoting the 
CCST with new formation proposals, 
a business incubator course and more 
modern facilities. At present there are 
four university degrees, two three-year 
diplomas, ongoing formation courses 
in Italian, Spanish and English, teaching 
techniques, computer science and a pio-
neering course in Sudan on palliative care 
for health professionals.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING
In 1983 the Salesians opened a small 
school-workshop in Khartoum. Today it is 
a renowned professional training centre 
that welcomes 423 students from 14 to 21 
years old in different sections: carpentry, 
masonry, computer science, electricity, 
metallurgy, mechanics and welding. The 
training is given by 40 teachers, of whom 
only two are women. There are some 
female students in the computer section, 
but the director of the centre, Fr Sudhir 
Parmar, a 42-year-old Indian, believes 
that the Government will allow them to 
enrol girls in all sections in the school 
year 2020–2021.

We discovered huge workshops with 
young people in uniform in full swing. 
Fr Sudhir proudly states that “technical 
training helps them to find a job and 
contribute to the development of the 
country. There are our students working 
all over Sudan, others went abroad, espe-
cially to Saudi Arabia. We have a special 

programme for young prisoners, who 
come every day escorted by policemen. 
They do not pay tuition fees and we give 
them free food and a uniform. It’s our 
way of offering them a chance to rebuild 
their lives.

EMERGENCY SChOOLS
Not all educational projects are in the 
capital. Three African Comboni Mis-
sionaries make up the community of 
Kosti: Zimba Brighton (Zambian), Franck 
Mandozi (Congolese) and Oswal Abakar 
(South Sudanese). Their parish is close to 
South Sudan and, since the beginning of 
the civil war in this country, thousands 
of refugees have come to the city. “The 
local schools could not accommodate so 
many children and, as a Church, we are 
involved in their education, opening the 
doors of our facilities and creating emer-
gency schools,” says Fr Mandozi. Not only 
the central parish of Kosti has become a 
school, but also the six secondary stations 

From the very beginning, the Comboni College of Science 
and Technology (CCST) has been open to boys 

and girls of all backgrounds and religions, 
and shines as a centre of interreligious dialogue

Fr Sudhir Parmar, a Salesian priest, with Mohamed, the youngest student 
of their technical school in Khartoum.
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in the city. We visited some of them with 
Fr Brighton, who explained to us the dif-
ficulties of finding teachers and keeping 
them on the poor salary they can offer: 
“If they receive a better offer, they do not 
hesitate to leave”.

Children are crowded into small class-
es where students of different ages share 
a classroom. The Zambian missionary 
makes it clear that age is not the criterion 
for setting up classes, but rather the level 
of studies of the students. Noela Adoy, 

a teacher at one of the centres, called 
Redif, does not see this as a problem. 
“What is much more serious is the lack of 
school materials, especially activity and 
exercise books to support the teachers. 
However, the logistical effort that the 
Church is making in Kosti to respond 
in the midst of this emergency is com-
mendable”.

NEW PRESENCES
Although the Comboni Missionaries 
and the Comboni Missionary Sisters 
were founders of the Church in Sudan, 
today their presence is diminishing. For 
this reason, many of the great schools 
they founded in Port Sudan, Atbara, El 
Obeid and other places have been taken 
over by the local Church or by other 
religious congregations.

In El Obeid, the Canossian Sisters have 
been running a Comboni School since 
2007, which still has over 1 000 students. 
Its director is the Ugandan Sr Cissy Mak-
agiri: “We arrived in Sudan in 2000, the 
year of the canonisation of Bakhita, the 
first Sudanese saint, a Canossian like us. 
John Paul II himself asked us: ‘You can-
not leave Bakhita alone, you have to go 
there’—and here we are, happy to be able 
to teach in the country of our saint”.  

“From the very beginning, the Comboni College of Science and 
Technology has been open to boys and girls of all backgrounds 
and religions, and shines as a centre of interreligious dialogue”.

Pupils in the emergency school in Kosti, during their English lesson.

THE ONGOING EDUCATION REFORM
BY FR JORGE NARANJO FROM KHARTOUM

AMONG THE different sensibilities that formed 
part of the forces that have operated the 
Sudanese revolution are secularist currents 
that advocated for the separation of the State 
and religion, such as the supporters of the 
Communist Party and the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement. Others instead considered 
that Islamic law should continue as the inspiring 
principle of a new constitution—but what all 
the revolutionary forces did agree on was their 
rejection of the political instrumentalization of 
religion and, in particular, of the Koran.

This principle has inspired the educational 
reform carried out by the transitional 
government which entails a total renewal of 
educational contents. The Koran, which is 
present in many hours of Religion and in other 
subjects, has now its place limited to two 
hours in Religion classes and to the subject of 
Arabic language. Before that, the sacred book 

permeated and shaped the manuals of History, 
Literature, Biology and Mathematics.

The director of the National Centre for 
Educational Curriculum and Research, Omar El 
Garai, announced at the end of last November 
the reforms on which his department was 
working, and which should be operational from 
the next academic year—starting in September 
2020—and will affect the six years of primary 
school. El Garai defined the new educational 
approach as “light, elegant and not based 
on memorization, but on understanding”. 
Until now, it was the state that produced the 
textbooks for all the country’s schools. In the 
national examinations, the questions required 
the students to repeat passages from the 
books studied. 

The number of subjects is now reduced 
and others, banished by the former Al Bashir’s 
regime, enter the new curriculum, such as Art, 

Theatre and Music in the formative phases, 
and Philosophy, Psychology and Logic in the 
secondary schools. The subject of Military 
Education is replaced by Civic Education, 
which includes subjects such as Training in 
Demography or Critical Thinking. 

In addition, literary circles and Scottish 
agricultural associations are revived to transform 
schools into production units. Extracurricular 
activities, such as sports, are reactivated. 
English will be taught from kindergarten and 
not from the third year of primary school, as 
it is at present. A specific plan is created for 
students with special needs. The structure of 
the educational system is changed from eight 
years of Primary plus three years of Secondary, 
to 12 years divided into three stages: Primary (6 
years), Intermediate (3 years) and Secondary (3 
years). The budget dedicated to Education is also 
increased, up to 20% of the national budget.
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THE lAST Word

reader’s questioN: 
“I have always asked myself what is the 
sense of the prayer of intercession, i.e., 
asking God for something, if we put our-
selves in the perspective that God is not an 
almighty tyrant who takes decisions in our 
place, but leaves us to exercise our free-
dom. In other words, why to ask something 
from God (e.g. our own healing or the 
one of a dear one), if God doesn’t actively 
intervene in history? Also, because, if we 
accepted the idea that God is intervening 
in history, an immense problem would 
open up: why does He listen to some and 
not to others?” 

God is not a watchmaker who, once He 
made the world, puts an automatic charge 
in it and then leaves it to itself. Neither is He 
a puppeteer who handles and manoeuvres 
His creatures as puppets. God gives each 
thing the capacity to be itself. To the hu-
man beings, He gives much more: Himself 
as Father, making them His children, simi-
lar to Himself.

Creation is a continuous action. Like 
the water gushing out always new from 
a spring, thus Creation from its Creator. 
He is the Craftsman who operates in the 
world so that it may be liveable and beau-
tiful (Psalm 104; Acts 14: 17; Psalm 19). He 
operates, above all, in the human beings to 
whom alone the Word is entrusted, made 
so that they may listen and answer back; 
they are His interlocutors. The dialogue 
with Him makes them free, capable of filial 
and brotherly life.

to the human beings, as God’s part-
ners, the sense and destiny of Creation 
are entrusted. Created on the sixth day, the 
human beings can be pontiffs (they can act 
as bridges, i.e. bridge the gap) between the 
world and God: answering back to His love, 
they bring back Creation to its beginning—
to the seventh day of joy and full life, when 
God will be all in all things (1 Corinthians 
15: 28). The universe is a musical chart, a 
melody without sounds. Those who read it 
and interpret it make it become what it is: 
endless harmony and beauty (Psalm 19).

God is love and love gives everything 
away, even Himself. The gift, however, 

exists only if desired and accepted; hence, 
the necessity of prayer which St Augus-
tine calls “the gym of desire”. the term 
“prayer” is related to “precarious” (“to 
live, to depend on the kindness of other 
people”). Everything is precarious. We, by 
means of prayer, attach ourselves and 
all our things to our source, living out in 
unending gratefulness. Without prayer, 
life, from being gift and grace, becomes 
possession and disgrace—a devastating, 
continuous struggle in order to grab it 
and keep it. hence, the value of interces-
sion (to put ourselves in the middle): 
the one who prays becomes a bridge to 
God, putting everything in communion 
with him.

Because of this, prayer is everything and 
gives everything (John 15: 1ff). Jesus made 
the apostles so “that they might be with 
Him.” United to Him, the Son, they became 
children of the Father, capable of loving 
the brethren and overcoming evil (Mark 
3: 14). If, in the Church, there are so many 
things to be done, the Apostles decided to 
leave them to others, in order to dedicate 
themselves to prayer and the service of 
the Word (Acts 6: 4). Moses also, in order 
to defeat the enemies who, symbolize evil, 
kept his hands lifted up to heaven (Exodus 
17: 8–13). Paul, as well, exhorted the faithful 
to fight with him through prayer (Romans 

15: 30; Colossians 4: 12). Evil, the true en-
emy, is within us and can be defeated only 
by prayer which is communion with the 
Father and all His creatures.

the fruits of prayer are not miracles. 
the miracles of Jesus are signs: they 
manifest a love that knows how to give 
life. In fact, the gift that we infallibly get in 
prayer is the Holy Spirit (Luke 11: 13): God’s 
very life, the love between the Father and 
the Son. True prayer, as we petition in the 
Our Father, is: “May Your will be done.” 
to do the will of God, who is love for 
everything and everyone, is the true 
miracle that prayer produces. Of the 
other gifts, we can doubt. A desert father 
used to say: “Once, I asked God a favour 
and He granted it to me. Since then, I have 
asked Him only that His will may be done, 
not mine.” 

God does everything. One thing, how-
ever, He cannot do and leaves to our free-
dom: is to say “yes” to His eternal “yes” to 
us—and our “yes” is like a switch: it gives 
light to us and all around us. 

BY FR SILvANO FAUSTI SJ | BIBLIST AND WRITER

REFLECT AND PRAY

Read: Exodus 17: 8–13; Luke 
11: 1–13; 18: 1–8; John 15: 
1–17; 17: 1–26

WHY PraY, HoW to PraY?
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‘LORD OF ThE PIPES’
BY FR MARIO MARCHETTI | COMBONI MISSIONARY

Brother simone Fanti—called “the 
ancient one”—because he was one of the 
pioneers of Lodonga Mission in Uganda, 
so much so that it was identified with 
his name. Intelligent and practical, he 
had directed many works, including the 
technical schools of Gulu and Arua. He 
had also built the first cathedral of Gulu. 

To earn extra money for the mission, he 
fixed watches in the evening by the light 
of an oil lamp. His customers were mainly 
Indian and Goanese merchants and some 
Europeans. He avoided sleep by smok-
ing a pipe. In order not to waste time, he 
would prepare half a dozen pipes stuffed 

with tobacco on a small table in front of 
him, which he would light up as the night 
advanced and sleep loomed in.

One Lent, a Comboni confrère asked 
Bro. Simone: “Couldn’t you give up smok-
ing a little during this time?” He agreed to 
make the sacrifice. He took all the pipes 
and placed them a little further away 
from his seat, in front of the crucifix that 
was hanging on the wall. For two or three 
days, he tried not to think about his sacri-
fice. However, he soon realized that if the 
spiritual fruits promised by his abstinence 
could be many, the material fruits would 
be reduced by a considerable decline in 

work—after all, his treasured pipes kept 
him awake. Bro. Simone began to feel 
more nervous than usual. The mission 
workers had noticed it. He also suffered 
from dizziness, and, in the evenings, there 
was no way he could stay awake to repair 
the watches; but, if he went to bed he 
could not sleep. 

So, Bro. Simone presented himself be-
fore the Lord on the Crucifix, at Whose 
feet he had placed his beloved pipes: 
“Lord, I see that in all these days, the 
pipes have been of no use to you. You 
didn’t smoke one. Therefore, let me take 
them back.” 

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.

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

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

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



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