




By Fr John Clark mccj

The October Synod of Bishops for 
the Pan-Amazon Region will shortly 
take place in Rome, (6-27 October 

2019). Two hundred bishops from nine 
countries, together with laity and experts, 
are prepared for an extraordinary meeting 
where the future of our planet in that par-
ticular location and the lives of millions of 
marginalized people are at stake. “The 
peripheries have become the centre,” to 
quote Pope Francis. Altogether, over 
87,000 people have been involved, 70 
assemblies and 25 forums have taken 
place, from July, 2018 until 15th February, 
2019. Cardinal C. Hummes, President 
of the Pan-Amazonian Church Network 
(REPAM), on 25th February, 2019, pre-
sented a document with some 260 discus-
sion points for the synod organizers and 
its participants.

I am delighted the Universal Church is 
focussing special attention on Pan Amazo-
nia. For many years I lived to witness 
some of the facts and events I mention in 
this article. I laboured amidst much suf-
fering but in great hope with Brazilian In-
dians, Afro-Brazilians, river side dwellers 

and families of migrant landless Brazilian 
labourers.

PAN-AMAZONIA
So-called Continental Amazonia stretches 
for 2.7 million square miles. The Amazon 
River which characterises this enormous 
territory, is the biggest water system in the 
world. It passes through Brazil, Bolivia, 
Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Guy-
ana, Suriname and French Guyana. It 
contains 30% to 50% of the world’s fl ora 
and fauna. Amazonia is the biggest reserve 
of drinkable water on the planet and is 
often referred to as ‘the lungs of the earth’ 
since it is so vital for the health of the 
world’s climate.

THE AMAZONIAN INDIANS
For centuries Indians have survived to live 
well in all kinds of rainforest, along river 
banks and lakes, in fl oodplains and scrub-
lands in Amazonia where there is a huge 
melting pot of ethnic mixtures, a racial 
mix that is black, white as well as Indian 
with all kinds of skins and accents. To the 

outside world, the Amazonian People are 
little known and certainly not suffi ciently 
respected and valued. Indian lands are 
coveted for their oil deposits, their pas-
tures, their tropical and hardwood re-
sources, their medicinal plants, their suit-
ability for commercial plantations, their 
hydraulic resources and their tourist po-
tential. The insoluble dilemma between 
the rapacious desires of ‘colonialism’ (to-
day we call it globalization), and the basic 
human rights of all Brazilian Indians forev-
er remain uncertain up to this very day. 
Indians have always been and still are 
subjected to systematic persecution, ne-
glect and violence.  Very sadly, where we 
westerners have trod in this part of the 
world, death appears to have pursued the 
once many Indians.

LAND
For over 500 years Indian lands have been 
up for grabs. Brazilian Indians, like other 
Indians of South America, have lost land 
right, left and centre by every possible 
means, be they legal, pseudo-legal or ille-

“We who do not live in these lands, we need your wisdom and your knowledge so 
that we can � nd out without destroying the treasures of nature which surrounds 
this region as we hear the echo of the words of Yahweh to Moses: Take off your 

sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground”.
Pope Francis in Puerto Maldonado - Peru
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gal. Wars, invasions, evictions and reloca-
tions have become the heritage of Brazil-
ian and other South American Indians up 
to date.

Indian People defi ne themselves pri-
marily through their relationship to land. 
Land is the source of their life. For them it 
is the land which possesses people, not 
people the land. To kill an Indian, all you 
need to do is confi scate their land! Tragi-
cally, in no way does Brazilian Law admit 
Brazilian Indians’ right to ownership of 
land. It is only prepared to grant rights of 
possession and usufruct.

Land is not negotiable. Land is the re-
source base, par excellence, so necessary 
to their cultural lives and merits full polit-
ical recognition nationally as well as inter-
nationally.

“PACHA MAMA – Mother Earth. The 
land is our mother. You don’t sell your 
mother or put her up for sale. You look 
after your mother, you defend her, your 
protect her.” 

Universally, it is acknowledged that the 
true guardians of nature are the Indians. 
They take better care of the environment 
whilst we outsiders have done terrible 
things to the Amazonian Rainforests. The 
October Meeting in Rome will have to lis-
ten to the millennial wisdom of the Indian 
Peoples of Pan-Amazonia.

DISCRIMINATION AND POLITICAL 
EXCLUSION.
As a Comboni Missionary Priest I spent 
almost ten years with Comboni Brother 
Antonio Marchi and Comboni Sister 
Lourdes Ramos and many others in or-
ganizing support groups for the Indians in 
Rondônia and Roraima in the parish com-
munities. It was an uphill struggle trying 

to create a mind-set of respect. It was and 
still is unbelievable to discover how de-
spised and how discriminated against 
they are! Indians are thoroughly undesira-
ble. They do not count for anything any-
more. So many Brazilians blatantly advo-
cate they should all be killed off, pushed 
back into the jungle where they belong. 
Yet they are resilient. 500 years ago they 
were invaded but have never been con-
quered.

THE RESURGENT VOICES OF 
INDIANS WHO NEVER SAY DIE
Indians want the right to speak for them-
selves. There is no need for self-appointed 
outside experts, bureaucrats and policy 
makers. Indian participation needs to be-
come a reality at local, regional, national 
and international levels by entering into 
the decisions making processes. I found 
the creative agency of Indian leadership 
impressive. Their leaders are engaged, 
politically acute and courageous. Realisti-
cally, within Indian organizations there 
can be tensions, unresolved confl icts, dis-
agreements and misunderstandings. Un-
doubtedly, they have utilized international 
forums, human rights, international con-

ventions to achieve their aims. They pro-
fessionally use media to exhibit their cul-
tural richness and dogged 
self-determination.

THE CHURCH WITH AN 
AMAZONIAN FACE
We Comboni missionaries must play our 
part in building up a Church with an Ama-
zonian Face especially among the Indian 
and Afro populations. We must never 
substitute the Indian and Afro voices. 
They are the masters/mistresses and 
agents of their own lives and future. We 
must have courage to stand by these 
downtrodden poor folk. This obviously 
will create tensions between govern-
ments, politicians and Church pastoral 
agents. With loyalty, boldness and bravery 
the Comboni Family together with the 
Church in Pan-Amazonia must strive to 
carry out our prophetic mission of evan-
gelization. Unavoidably blood will be spilt.   
Never forget the truth: you may kill the 
dreamer but never the dream to be free! 
This has always been my dream as a son of 
Daniel Comboni. May the Holy Spirit help 
the Church to make this dream come true 
in Pan-Amazonia.

 The native Indian after 500 years 
continues to be a persecuted victim
 The native Indian after 500 years 

The land is like a Mother
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The year 2018 marked the twenti-
eth anniversary of the establish-
ment of the Fen Xiang Project, 

today unfortunately renamed “Fen 
Xiang Enterprise”. The year 1991 
marked the arrival of the Comboni mis-
sionaries in Macau with its dynami Chi-
nese culture located on the southern 
coast of China. This soon posed a ques-
tion in the heart of the Comboni mis-
sionary: What about a presence in 
Mainland China? Why not set foot in the 
most populated country on earth? Why 
not journey with the Church in China 
ministering to the highest number of 
non-Christians in the world? For a mis-
sionary congregation, the Macau expe-
rience was an appropriate fi rst step into 
China. But, how? Without any previous 
missionary experience in the Chinese 
world and without other reliable re-

sources, the Comboni missionary fi xed 
his eyes on Jesus and started to serious-
ly consider the need for a presence, no 
matter what, in the atheist and materi-
alistic non-Christian country of China.

“Fen Xiang” was born out of the need 
to co-ordinate the strategies and activi-
ties of the MCCJ, especially in the fi elds 
of Formation and Human Promotion, 
in China. In its beginning. FX aimed at 
collaborating with the church in China 
by assisting, and backing initiatives and 
projects in the line of formation of sis-
ters, seminarians, catechists and priests. 
Then, it expanded and eventually sup-
ported and got involved in projects in 
the fi eld of human promotion. It also 
aimed at bringing to the knowledge of 
many the testimonies and countless 
examples of faith and courage of the 
Christians in mainland China. In this 

line, FEN XIANG aimed at bringing to 
the knowledge of the World the reali-
ties, experiences and life of the church 
in China, especially in the fi elds that 
FEN XIANG is involved through a news-
letter “Fen Xiang News”.  

The two characters used to form the 
word FEN XIANG, which means shar-
ing, are frequently used in church as 
well as in public circles. “Fen” means to 
divide, to part or to share. “Xiang” is 
the character for joy, good experience. 
Joined together, they indicate sharing, 
both feelings and experiences as well as 
things, properties, material goods, 
money, etc. It also applies to both joys 
and sufferings, happy as well as painful 
events. In sharing, both sides can give 
and receive, originating a reciprocal 
fl ow of whatever is at stake.  

The establishment of FX, aimed at 

The Itinerant Comboni 
mission in 

By Fr Daniel Cerezo Ruiz mccj, Fen Xiang Director , Macau

CHINA
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having a kind of presence, although at 
that time not completely developed, 
that would enable the Comboni mis-
sionaries to be in contact with and 
somehow also share the concerns of 
the local church in society and to get 
involved in the lives of the most mar-
ginalized. To have a presence was, from 
the beginning, a kind of strategy whose 
shape and implementation slowly de-
veloped in what we call the “itinerant 
Comboni missionary way”.  Due to the 
political and social situation and espe-
cially, the way religion has been treated 
by the Communists since their rise to 
power in 1949, coupled with the im-
possibility for foreigners to have free 
access to China to develop their pro-
grams of evangelization, Fen Xiang, 
from its beginning, underlined the 
“itinerant missionary way” as a viable, 
although risky and tiring strategy to 
begin a ministry in China. This pres-
ence was envisioned to minister in a 
very discreet way, without structures, 
and to collaborate both with the under-
ground as well as the registered com-

munities. And, at the same time, to 
collaborate with other partners, from 
inside and outside China.

What was clear from the beginning, 
and is still today, is that the FX project 
was to be inspired and in tune with the 
basic characteristics of the Comboni 
charism, namely: 

1. -  The concern for the marginalized 
in society (supporting orphanag-
es, AIDS centers, supporting poor 
rural students through scholar-
ships);

2. -  The need to spread the mission-
ary spirit in the Church (through 
courses, digitalized newsletter, 
personal contacts and input 
through retreats, etc.); 

3.-  The formation (education and 
formation are very much stressed 
by  Confucian philosophy) of the 
local church (annual retreats to 
priests, sisters, seminarians and 
lay people, courses of formation 
to church personnel, summer and 
winter camps for youth), so that 
the Chinese could become mis-

sionaries to their own people. 
- Beyond one’s own control: The 

missionary, from the very beginning, 
feels and perceives that he is not in 
control of things. Anything can happen 
at any time. In China, the control of the 
Security police (Gong An) is every-
where. Nobody knows exactly how 
much our mobiles and our very steps 
are under their control. Even though 
discretion is a tool to be implemented 
to the fullest, things are beyond one’s 
own control. In this sense, the mission-
ary tastes a bit of the conditions of the 
local people, sharing -somehow- the 
concerns of those he is sent to. Uncer-
tainty colors whatever activity is 
planned and carried out by FX in China. 
This factor, puts the missionary in a 
privileged position to know, assume, 
and somehow enjoy, what in other con-
texts is so easy to say: that God is the 
“protagonist of mission”. It has hap-
pened that in the middle of a course 
everything, even the venue, had to be 
changed during the night.

The preparation of courses, activities 
and retreats in Chinese, is also a very 
demanding task which can drain one’s 
energy. In the “the itinerant way”, every 
activity has a long preparation which 
usually starts at least once month in 
advance. Contacts are made through 
phone calls, emails, and other means, 
rarely giving all necessary information 
in one package, to avoid presumed 
control by the   government of Beijing. 
Important messages such as content of 
programs and information about arriv-
als and departures are conveyed 
through different means. All informa-
tion is to be as confi dential and discreet 
as possible. One never knows how 
much information might be intercept-
ed by the powerful fi rewall control of 
the Communist system. In fact, China 
combines a much updated surveillance 
technology to process data collected 
from facial recognition, high resolution 
CCTV cameras, intrusive mobile phone 
apps and drones. This is combined with 
traditional communist old-fashioned 
networks of informants, constant inva-
sive police presence everywhere, par-
ticularly in train stations, airports, bus 
stations, cross-roads, etc.

Obviously, our names are easily spot-
ted in the computers at airports, train 
and bus stations, let alone at the border 
crossing between Macau and China. 
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Once, I saw it with my own eyes. It took 
place at a local travel agency, near the 
University of Foreign Languages, in 
Xian, Shaanxi province, in central Chi-
na. The offi cer at the ticket counter, 
confused by the long names of foreign-
ers, gave up on how to write the sur-
names, and showed me the screen ask-
ing for help. To my amazement, my 
name was written in three possible 
ways. Everything is recorded, and one 
is easily spotted by the security police. 
Until recently one could avoid some 
control by traveling by bus. Nowadays 
there is no way out, unless one travels 
by private car, which due to the distanc-
es in China, is unthinkable.

In the itinerant mission, the guidance 
of the Spirit is of paramount impor-
tance. An itinerant missionary task re-
quires clarity of horizons, but not total 
control of the contents of the mission. 
The mission cannot be totally pro-
grammed, because salvation takes 
place through the Spirit in a given time 
and place. However, preparation is es-
sential. Then, how to proceed will al-
ways be discerned, with the guidance 
of the Spirit. One must get accustomed 
to the surprising God, manifested both 
in his presence and absence.

It is a poor mission. Poor of means, 
as one’s luggage is rather light. Not 
much external support accompanies 
the missioner either. But it is not the 
material things that are lacking. He lives 
in a culture not of his own, and due to 
the shortness of the missionary activity 
implemented, there is not much time 
for gratifi cations. Everything happens 
quickly, and when one leaves a place 
one cannot possibly guess the outcome 
of the missionary activity just conduct-
ed. Yet, a mutual enrichment takes dif-
ferent shapes as the Gospel is shared in 
mysterious ways. 

A man of two worlds: Itinerancy 
means, in our case, not only that the 
missionary moves from one place to 
another in China but he also returns to 
Macau. In fact, the missionary lives con-
stantly in two different worlds. Al-
though he has Macau as the pied-a-
terre, the missionary, cannot consider 
Macau as his permanent home. Making 
fi ve or six trips per year into China, and 
each time spending between two to 
three weeks, means that part of one’s 
life always enfolds in “the other place”. 

In other words, the missionary con-
stantly lives in two worlds. This means, 
that he misses events and concerns 
that during his absence have happened 
in one of the two worlds. Then, while in 
one place, he loses contact with what is 
happening in the other, as if part of his 
world is lost during his absence, either 
in Macau or in China.

One must be organized and willing to 
accept this challenge. Thus, a blurred 
sense of belonging has its own impact 
on the spirit of the missionary, the man 
on the road, on an uneasy road. The 
same applies to the factor of time. One 
is always preparing, from the liturgical 
point of view, catechesis and homilies 
that will be delivered after one or two-
months, while at the same time he is 
following the current liturgical time in 
the locale in which he lives. Even, litur-
gically speaking, itinerancy brings the 
mind of the missionary to anticipate 
events. Because in the end, the body is 
in one place and the mind in another.

The use of two languages, Chinese 
Mandarin while in China, and Chinese 

Cantonese while in Macau, adds peculi-
arity to this missionary presence, and it 
requires certain adjustments, as both of 
these languages are completely differ-
ent reminding the itinerant missionary 
to China of these two worlds and two 
ways of doing mission, each one with 
its own peculiarities.

Conclusion: The “itinerant mission-
ary spirit” might not be everybody’s 
cup of tea. One needs to accept it as a 
genuine missionary way of living, very 
much in line with the Comboni charism. 
Frustrations might soon appear, and 
gratifi cations, easily attained in other 
contexts, can hardly be seen from the 
human point of view. A discrete pres-
ence in China has its advantages, and 
not having a history of the presence of 
the Congregation in China has its own 
advantages. As hidden stones, that our 
founder Saint Daniel Combine re-
marked, we keep on underlying it as a 
trait for the missionary in Africa, which 
perfectly applies to the Chinese situa-
tion as well.

The Great Wall of China
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A PAUSE FOR THOUGHT
ABUNDANT HARVEST, 

FEW LABOURERS

Today too, Jesus 
lives and walks 
along the paths 

of ordinary life in order 
to draw near to every-
one, beginning with the 
least, and to heal us of 
our infi rmities and 
illnesses. I turn now to 
those who are well dis-
posed to listen to the 
voice of Christ that rings 
out in the Church and 
to understand what 
their own vocation is. I 
invite you to listen to 
and follow Jesus, and to 
allow yourselves to be 
transformed interiorly 
by his words, which “are 
spirit and life” (Jn 6:62). 
Mary, the Mother of Je-
sus and ours, also says 
to us: “Do whatever he 
tells you” (Jn 2:5). … A 
vocation is a fruit that 
ripens in a well cultivated fi eld of mutual love that becomes 
mutual service, in the context of an authentic ecclesial life. No 
vocation is born of itself or lives for itself. A 
vocation fl ows from the heart of God and 
blossoms in the good soil of faithful people, 
in the experience of fraternal love. Did not 
Jesus say: “By this all men will know that 
you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another” (Jn 13:35)? 

Brothers and sisters, this “high standard 
of ordinary Christian living” (cf John Paul 
II, Novo Millennio Ineunte, 31) means 
sometimes going against the tide and also 
encountering obstacles, outside ourselves 
and within ourselves. … All of these diffi -
culties could discourage us, making us 
fall back on seemingly more comfortable 
paths. However, the true joy of those 
who are called consists in believing and 

experiencing that he, 
the Lord, is faithful, 
and that with him we 
can walk, be disciples 
and witnesses of God’s 
love, open our hearts 
to great ideals, to great 
things. … I ask you 
bishops, priests, reli-
gious, Christian com-
munities and families 
to orient vocational 
pastoral planning in 
this direction, by ac-
companying young 
people on pathways of 
holiness which, be-
cause they are person-
al, “call for a genuine 
‘training in holiness’ 
capable of being 
adapted to every per-
son’s need. This train-
ing must integrate the 
resources offered to 
everyone with both 

the traditional forms of individual and group assistance, as 
well as the more recent forms of support offered in associa-

tions and movements recognized by the Church” 
(Novo Millennio Ineunte, 31).

Let us dispose our hearts therefore to being 
“good soil,” by listening, receiving and living out 
the word, and thus bearing fruit. The more we 
unite ourselves to Jesus through prayer, Sacred 
Scripture, the Eucharist, the Sacraments celebrat-
ed and lived in the Church and in fraternity, the 
more there will grow in us the joy of cooperating 
with God in the service of the Kingdom of mercy 
and truth, of justice and peace. And the harvest 
will be plentiful, proportionate to the grace we 
have meekly welcomed into our lives. 

For further information on Ministry and 
Vocation go to: www.comboniyouth.org/ 
www.southworld.net
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