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The sheep are ransomed by the Lamb;

and Christ the undefi led,

hath sinners to his Father reconciled.

Death with life contended: 

combat strangely ended!

Life’s own Champion, slain, 

yet lives to reign.

Tell us, Mary: say what thou 

didst see upon the way.

The tomb the Living did enclose;

I saw Christ’s glory as he rose!

The angels there attesting;

shroud with grave-clothes resting.

Christ, my hope, has risen:

he goes before you into Galilee.

That Christ is truly risen from 

the dead we know.

Victorious king, 

thy mercy show!

Amen. Alleluia.

He is Risen! 

He is Risen Indeed!

 Wishing all our readers and friends a 
Happy and Blessed Easter

Easter Prayer
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Getting to know the
Comboni

Missionaries

Our mission in Old Fangak is lo-
cated in the northern part of 
Jonglie State under the diocese 

of Malakal and is the remotest mission 
in the entire South Sudan. There are no 
roads; thus no vehicles, motorcycles, 
bicycles, or mobile telephone network.

Being a remote place, Old Fang-
ak has become the safest place since 
the beginning of the current confl ict in 
South Sudan and many people have 
taken refuge in the area and thus the 
population has tripled. 

We live among pastoralists the 
“Nuer” who call themselves 
“Naath”, meaning “The people”. We 
dedicate our lives in caring for the dif-
ferent communities in and around Old 
Fangak, fostering education, women 
promotion and empowering local peo-
ple to build a better future. It takes 4-5 

South Sudan:
To live the present with passion

By Fr. Alfred Mawadri, www.southworld.net

days by foot to reach the farthest com-
munities in Ayod! From the centre, we 
cover an area of 30-40 thousand sq. 
kilometers and all our pastoral visits are 
done on foot.

Most of the pastoral outreach is made 
possible through the catechists who 
stay in the villages. The catechists are 
the ones keeping the Christian commu-
nities together and in fervent faith. 

About 98% of the population in 
the area is illiterate and the majority 
of the women hardly read or write. 
Since the start of the confl ict in Decem-
ber 2013, the only functioning primary 
schools in the whole region are the 
three where we have given a hand.

The confl ict in South Sudan that 
broke out in December 2013 is still 
tense and our region is under the con-
trol of the rebels (the SPLM in 
opposition). It is very hard and this 
has proved to be an obstacle for 
the mission and us. Although they 
respect us missionaries, we cannot per-
form our activities with freedom since 
we are monitored and especially for 
me, being a Ugandan, it is even more 
risky, given the military intervention of 

A young Ugandan Comboni missionary talks about his pastoral 
activities in one of the remotest missions in the South Sudan
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Uganda in the confl ict. I have to be pru-
dent always in what I say. 

The confl ict that emerged in 
South Sudan could be understood as 
a continuation of unresolved South-
South tensions that were, perhaps, 
never adequately addressed by the CPA. 
Contrary to its name, the CPA was an 
elitist bargain between Sudan’s ruling 
National Congress Party and the strong-
est element of the southern resistance, 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Move-
ment Army (SPLM/A). It was not 
comprehensive at all, because it did not 
include other political parties and other 
groups of rebels (other armed militia) 
and local people. It was an agreement 
between the SPLM and the Khartoum 
government. There was no proper 
process of integration of the mili-
tias into a single national army. 
Many soldiers remained faithful to their 
leaders as such so that when the cur-
rent confl ict started the soldiers were 
able to regroup themselves very quickly 
under their leaders. With the rainy sea-
son well underway and the fact that 
peace negotiations have not made 
much tangible progress, the confl ict 
has settled into stalemate.

According to the last UN report, thou-
sands have died in the fi ghting; 400,000 

have become refugees in neighboring 
countries and 1.1 million have been in-
ternally displaced. By this month of 
August, an estimated 3.9 million people 
will face alarming levels of food insecu-
rity. 

week. As a result of the confl ict, the 
only affordable transport system 
through the river Nile by boats that 
connect our area with other towns is 
cut off, hence this becomes a problem 
for basic human needs like: sugar, salt, 
soap, oil, cloths, and so on. There are 
lots of traumatized people in the area.

There are many child soldiers in the 
army; recently about 1,500 children and 
youths have been recruited in our mis-
sion area.

Besides us there were two other 
Comboni missionary communities 
among the Nuer pastoralists: the Ayod 
and Leer communities. However, last 
year Ayod was captured by government 
forces and the entire population fl ed. 

The two elderly missionaries also fl ed 
with the community and settled in 
Mogok and they have pastorally assist-
ed the local and nearby communities by 
running a war emergency school.

Leer mission in Unity state is lo-
cated in the war zone and was closed 
last year because it was looted by both 
the SPLA and the rebels. The Comboni 
missionaries were forced to fl ee into 
the bush and stayed there for many 
days until they were then vacated due 
to lack of adequate security. Only re-
cently have they resumed some of their 
missionary activities in Leer. Our mis-
sionary life in this challenging 
mission reminds us of Pope Francis 
who said in his Letter to Religious for 
the Year of Consecrated Life to, “Re-
member the past with gratitude, 
embrace the future with hope, and live 
in the present with passion.”

Every day, in our mission in Old 
Fangak, we can hear gun shots; 
people are living in fear, not knowing 
what will happen tomorrow or next 
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by Mgr. Peter Magee

Monsignor Peter Magee was 
serving in the Vatican Embassy 
in El Salvador in November 

1989, when six Jesuits, their housekeep-
er and her daughter were killed. Thirty 
years on, he recalls the social and polit-
ical climate in El Salvador at the time, 
and his own vivid memories of visiting 
the site of the murders. ‘That moment 
had a profound impact on me and on 
my understanding of being a priest.’

Pope Francis declared October 2019 
to be an Extraordinary Mission Month, 
and invited us during that time to treas-
ure and imitate the witness of those 

who have gone before us. He men-
tioned especially the martyrs, confes-
sors of the faith and missionary saints. 
The martyr is persecuted and killed for 
the faith; the confessor is persecuted 
but is not killed; and the saint is the 
missionary who has sustained the daily 
grind of fi delity to the truth and to vir-
tue in the midst of life’s trials. 

This focus on great missionaries 
prompted me to refl ect on a very per-
sonal experience, which dates back to 
30 years ago this 16 November.

My fi rst mission as a papal diplomat 
was to El Salvador in Central America. It 

Mgr Peter Magee, an old friend of the Comboni 
community in Ardrossan, Scotland, has kindly 
agreed to our publishing of his experiences in 

El Salvador. This article is adapted from a homily 
given in October 2019

M
er and her daughter were killed. Thirty 
years on, he recalls the social and polit-
ical climate in El Salvador at the time, 
and his own vivid memories of visiting 
the site of the murders. ‘That moment 
had a profound impact on me and on 
my understanding of being a priest.’

to be an Extraordinary Mission Month, 
and invited us during that time to treas-
ure and imitate the witness of those 

The

martyrs
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was 1988 when I arrived, at the age of 
30. The country had been in the news 
for years because of its vicious civil war. 
By the time the war ended in the early 
1990s, some 170,000 people had been 
killed out of a population of about 6 
million. 

The country was deeply polarised 
along political lines (extreme right gov-
ernment and military versus extreme 
left communist guerrilla forces) and 
along economic lines (a very rich mi-
nority and a very poor majority). The 
polarisation had its roots in the coun-
try’s history, but it was made worse by 
the Cold War. The Sandinista commu-
nist revolution had taken place in Nica-
ragua, another Central American coun-
try, in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
Because of this, because also of the 
presence of Cuba to the immediate 
south of the USA, and because of other 
political developments in the region, 
the US government pumped huge 
amounts of money into El Salvador. The 
aim was to ensure that the communists 
would not take hold there. You could 
say it was a matter of national security 
for the USA. At the same time, the USSR 
was supporting its own associates in the 
region. 

When I arrived in 1988, some halting 
steps towards a peace process had tak-
en place, but both sides still seemed to 
have ‘fi re in their belly’ to try and pre-
vail and defeat the other. Living in the 
capital of San Salvador, signs of insecu-
rity were all the more visible because of 
the omnipresence of the security forc-
es. At night, you would hear bombs ex-
ploding, or exchanges of gunfi re, usual-
ly in the distance. I remember especially 
the deep ‘thud’ I would feel in the 
building where I stayed when the guer-
rilla forces would bomb the power 
plants feeding electricity to the city. 
Blackouts were frequent, and the poor-
est suffered most from them. We lived 
in the diplomatic area of the city; the 
government and army were quick to 

make sure the power was restored 
there as soon as possible!

While I don’t recall there being a 
night curfew, it was obvious that people 
lived in a permanent state of low-inten-
sity panic since, relatively early in the 
evenings, very few were out and about. 
I recall once hearing confessions in a 
parish church on the edge of the diplo-
matic zone, San José de la Montaña, 
when a bomb exploded at a nearby 
bank. I could feel the heat of it come 
right into the confessional, positioned 
at the door of the church, with people 
running panic-stricken towards the 
sanctuary. Thankfully, no-one was hurt 
in the church. Outside, I don’t know.

Incidents like this were frequent, as 
were casualties. I used to meet with the 

martyrs

Fr Ignacio Ellacuria SJ

Young guerrilla fi ghters
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young people in the parish in the early 
evening. By 7pm they were always anx-
iously looking at their watches to get 
home. In other words, there was a cli-
mate of fear inside the cities and even 
more fear in the rural areas where the 
poorest were often the victims of the 
violence of both sides of the war.

In this messy situation, there were 
some who tried to speak out, to speak 
reason. Among these were the Jesuits 
who worked at the University of Central 
America in San Salvador. The rector of 
the university was a Fr Ignacio Ellacuría, 
whom I am going to call Fr Ignatius. He 
had a typical Basque appearance, ascet-
ic and somewhat severe. But he was a 
kind and warm man, at least to me per-
sonally; his warmth became passionate 
and even fi ery when exposing and de-
fending his ideas and the poor at whose 
service he was putting his considerable 
intelligence. At that time, the Jesuits 
throughout the whole world were plac-
ing an emphasis on social justice as an 
important contemporary expression of 
living out the gospel. Fr Ignatius was 
passionate about ending the polarisa-
tion in El Salvador, restoring the balance 
that comes from practical justice, such 
as equal opportunities for everyone in 
education and health, equality before 
the law, etc.

However, he was perceived by many 

in Salvadoran society, and even in the 
Church, as a supporter of the left-wing 
guerrilla forces simply because he tried 
to speak up for the poor and broker a 
rapprochement between the two sides 
in the war. He tried to present the legit-
imacy of certain aspects of the left-wing 
ideology to the whole of Salvadoran 
society. He likewise condemned une-
quivocally the illegitimate use of vio-
lence by either side. His main passion 
was to educate. Education, combined 
with working for peace, would be the 
centre-piece of any strategy to lift the 

poor out of injustice and misery and 
bring harmony to the whole of Salva-
doran society. 

I don’t think there is any doubt that 
the leftists used Fr Ignatius, without 
scruples, for their own ends. It suited 
them to sell their position as being sup-
ported by the prestigious Jesuits. For 
their part, the right-wing establishment 
and their media outlets poisoned the 
minds of ordinary Salvadorans with 
propaganda against Fr Ignatius, the Jes-
uits and their entire apostolate in the 
country. I remember well hearing many 

Jesuit Martyrs
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wealthy Salvadorans at diplomatic re-
ceptions speak ignobly of these men, 
without refl ecting, without informing 
themselves and without any temper-
ance in their hateful speech. I frankly 
felt more appalled by that than by any-
thing the Jesuits were accused of doing.

On 16 November 1989, the leftist 
guerrillas (FMLN) launched a major at-
tack on the capital city, San Salvador, 
advancing in from the north of the city, 
where the diplomatic community and 
the wealthy lived. The Salvadoran army 
was taken by surprise and was incan-
descent because of it. It was also furious 
because the attack on the diplomatic 
area could have caused major problems 
internationally for the country.

Late on 16 November (I always re-
member it because it is the feast of St 
Margaret of Scotland), a rapid-reaction 
battalion of the Salvadoran army was 
dispatched to the University of Central 
America. Their mission was to kill Fr Ig-
natius whom, without any proof or 
even reasonable conjecture, they con-
sidered as the mastermind behind the 
latest military attack. The orders given 
were also that no witnesses should be 
left alive.

And so, Fr Ignatius, fi ve other Jesuits, 
their housekeeper and her daughter, 
were all shot in cold blood just outside 
their residence at the university. The 
soldiers used an AK-47, a Russian-made 
gun, among other weapons to give the 
impression that it was in fact the guer-
rilla who had done the deed.

Early on the morning of 17 Novem-
ber, as we were fi nishing breakfast, the 
front doorbell rang and in came the 
Archbishop of San Salvador and the 
Provincial of the Jesuits. They were as 
white as sheets, trembling with both 
anger and fear. They could barely tell us 
what had happened (at this point, we in 
the Vatican Embassy did not yet know 
of the massacre, although at Mass earli-
er that morning, we had to take refuge 
behind the altar because bullets were 
coming in through the windows of our 
chapel). We went with them in the car 
to the university. 

It was an experience I will never for-
get. The sight of the carnage and the 
need to wretch.

There was something else, though. 
While I could feel the terror of the mo-
ment (I wondered if I myself might be 

shot, too, at some point in the en-
suing days if a persecution of 
the Church was underway), 
I also felt something that I 
can only describe as holi-
ness. Not holiness as a mor-
al or spiritual state, but a 
holiness ‘out there’ in front 
of me, covering the slain and 
covering those of us there. If I can 
put it this way, it was an ‘objective’ 
holiness, something I touched as if 
touching the breeze or as if I were be-
ing touched by it. On refl ection, I think 
it fair to say that we were touched by 
God in that horrible, terrifying place 
and time, because those who had been 
slain had been slain for putting the gos-
pel into practice. They had quite simply 
imitated Christ the Lord to the end. I 
think it must have been how Mary and 
John, and the others, felt at the foot of 
the cross. A senseless, violent death, yet 
one which breathed forth the life-giving 
holiness of God. That ‘holiness out 
there’ remained present in the ensuing 
days. The funeral, with the six coffi ns 
side-by-side in the university chapel, 
only intensifi ed the experience. Only 
God could bring something so holy out 
of something so horrible.

That moment had a profound impact 
on me and on my understanding of be-
ing a priest. Preaching the gospel can 
never be about kowtowing to ideologi-
cal or political perspectives, or any oth-
er perspectives for that matter. In El 
Salvador, I was often myself told that I 
was left-wing because I used to say Mass 
for the poor on weekends. When I was 
in Cuba eight years later, I was consid-
ered a right-wing nutter because I did 
exactly the same thing. As Dom Helder 
Camara once said: ‘when I feed the 
poor, I am a saint. When I ask why the 
poor have no food, I am a communist.’

As Jesus said, wisdom is proved by 
her children. The gospel is proved by 
the fruits of holiness and truth that it 
gives, not by the applause or the mock-
ery resulting from the narrow and fi lter-
ing minds of those who only want you 
to say what they want to hear.

Fr Ignatius was a missionary martyr, 
even if not as yet proclaimed as such by 
the Church. Pope Francis asks us to 
treasure and imitate such people. I cer-
tainly treasure Fr Ignatius. Whether or 
not I am imitating him is something for 

another day.
Missionary life is not something for 

somewhere else, for some other time, 
for some other people. It’s not a series 
of concepts and precepts. It’s about the 
true meaning of life itself and, for some, 
of death itself. The challenge is for you 
and for me. Am I prepared to stand up 
for Christ no matter how mocked or 
praised I am? Am I myself among those 
who fi lter the message of the truth to 
suit my own preferences? If San Salva-
dor can be the holy ground of mission 
for Christ, why cannot the place where 
I, or you, live? And who are these mis-
sionaries to be? If not you, then who? If 
not here, then where? If not now, then 
when?

Mgr Peter Magee, a former 
Vatican diplomat, is parish 
priest of St Mary Star of the 
Sea, Largs and Our Lady of 

Perpetual Succour, Millport.

This article is adapted from 
a homily delivered in 

October 2019.

Mgr Peter Magee, a former 

ber, as we were fi nishing breakfast, the 
front doorbell rang and in came the 
Archbishop of San Salvador and the 
Provincial of the Jesuits. They were as 
white as sheets, trembling with both 
anger and fear. They could barely tell us 
what had happened (at this point, we in 
the Vatican Embassy did not yet know 
of the massacre, although at Mass earli-
er that morning, we had to take refuge 
behind the altar because bullets were 
coming in through the windows of our 
chapel). We went with them in the car 
to the university. 

get. The sight of the carnage and the 
need to wretch.

While I could feel the terror of the mo-
ment (I wondered if I myself might be 

shot, too, at some point in the en-
suing days if a persecution of 
the Church was underway), 

of me, covering the slain and 
covering those of us there. If I can 
put it this way, it was an ‘objective’ 
holiness, something I touched as if 
touching the breeze or as if I were be-
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FATHER DES WILSON (1925 – 2019)
The “Pope Francis” of 

Ballymurphy, West Belfast.
A personal memoir by Fr John Clark mccj

by Fr John Clark mccj

For over nearly three decades as a 
Verona Father – today we are 
known as Comboni Missionaries, 

I have missioned with great happiness 
in Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales, 
even further afi eld in Portugal, Italy and 
Germany. That is without counting al-
most two decades in Brazil, mainly in 
the rainforest Amazonia. I have met 
outstanding people, powerful witness-
es of the Gospel Values. Without doing 
injustice to anyone, I would just like to 
mention one such great person:  popu-
larly known as Father Des, whom I 
would unhesitatingly call the “Pope 
Francis of Ballymurphy.” What I write 
and refl ect is based on personal experi-
ences and encounters with Des since 
1973 until the very day before his recent 
death where I had the great privilege to 
be with him.

In the many dark nights and days of 
the “Troubles” Des’ option for the poor 
and oppressed was consistently marked 
without hypocrisy. He never had an in-
terest of personal advantage. For the 
people of “The Murph” he was their 
voice of the voiceless. He mediated re-
lentlessly between the confl icting 
inter-republican groups and helped to 
initiate talks with loyalist paramilitaries. 

He was open to all from all sides of soci-
ety. He was defi nitely a priest of the 
people who, to use Pope Francis’ ex-
pression, knew the smell (and blood) of 
his sheep and stood side by side with 
the powerless on the battlefi eld streets 
of West Belfast. I was impressively 
amazed how as a social justice advocate, 
activist and community builder, he was 
unafraid to speak the truth before the 
powers that be inside and outside the 
Church. Des was blessed with an out-
standing political intelligence which he 

tried to use with great effect before ec-
clesiastical authorities and government 
institution leaders. For some people he 
was a mischief maker, for others a pro-
phetic fi gure. His journalistic and 
writing skills were so often evidenced 
in his books and articles. He wrote arti-
cles for the Anderson News where his 
sharp critical mind came to the fore. He 
set up the Springhill Community House 
to bolster adult education, the Bally-
murphy Enterprises in an effort to bring 
work and industry into the area. 

He will never be forgotten by count-
less people who defi nitely loved and 
deeply respected him. During his life-
time Des had given them much help 
and comfort in moments of great need. 
President Michael D Higgins of the Re-
public of Ireland publicly praised Father 
Des for his life’s long energy and work 
always orientated to create a more just 
and peaceful Ireland and the world. For 
two Comboni Missionaries, Father Rob-
ert Hicks – for whom Father Des was 
his spiritual director at Stomach’s Col-
lege, Belfast, and myself, Des Wilson 
was a man of God who in diffi cult his-
torical circumstances truly lived the 
values of the Gospel.

tried to use with great effect before ec-
clesiastical authorities and government 
institution leaders. For some people he 
was a mischief maker, for others a pro-
phetic fi gure. His journalistic and 
writing skills were so often evidenced 
in his books and articles. He wrote arti-
cles for the Anderson News where his 
sharp critical mind came to the fore. He 
set up the Springhill Community House set up the Springhill Community House 
to bolster adult education, the Bally-
murphy Enterprises in an effort to bring 
work and industry into the area. 

less people who defi nitely loved and 
deeply respected him. During his life-

Funeral cortege of Fr. Des

Fr Des Wilson
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By Fr Paul Annis mccj

While Lent is associated with 
fasting, penance and alms giv-
ing motivated by prayer, it 

aims towards conversion as a process of 
renewal. What does this sacred season 
mean to me now after living it the last 25 
years among Muslims who have a similar 
period called Ramadan?

Just as nature approaches springtime, 
new life emerges from earth’s soil and 
water that runs from streams and rivers 
collected over the winter rains — the 
evergreen trees of Scotland a contrast to 
the arid lifeless desert of Arabia and 
North Africa. Lent is a journey from the 
desert of temptations to the new life of 
the resurrection. 

A journey of new life
Lent is a journey to be lived learning 
from the past to grow towards being 
true to my identity in Christ Jesus. To 
deliberately allow my hidden self to 
emerge in Christ as I set my heart to fol-
low him through the way of the cross of 
my past drawing wisdom for the present. 
I was joined by companions who were 
attracted by the of following Christ. 
Some are still alive, but others have gone 
before me as martyrs to the eternal 
promised land. 

Lead us not into temptation
Individualism is a strong temptation that 
can be disguised as self-suffi ciency.  Fast-
ing in Egypt among Coptic Christians is 

eating a Vegan diet for 55 days. Not eat-
ing any animal products has its health 
benefi ts, but also has an environmental 
impact. Consequently, if it is a global 
movement to stop the consumption of 
meat, then farmers and the economy of 
the country will be affected. Fasting is 
emerging from my comfort zone and 
engage in a battle of liberating my will 
for social, economic and environmental 
benefi ts. Striving for common good pre-
vailing over self-security is fasting.

Self-control is one of the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit and a virtue that is achieved 
by a daily practice of free will. The liberty 
to be open to express my belief without 
the oppressive fear of being politically 
correct. Is not fasting a purifi cation of 
the heart that we may no longer see an 
emigrant as a stranger? Is fasting about 
accepting the segregated by the conse-
quence of their orientation? Is fasting 
about seeking the truth when deception 
is proclaimed and expose the silenced 
injustice?

Freedom of choice is part of my digni-
ty as a person, and yet I see liberty is 
enslaved by the fear of being condemned 
before proven guilty. The overwhelming 

power of social media/news is declaring 
their version of “facts” in portraying in-
stitutional Catholicism as a source of all 
social evil. Fasting can be a passive revo-
lution as Gandhi used it and the Desert 
Fathers did at the time of Constantine.

Give us this day our daily 
bread
For what do I hunger? Jesus advised not 
to hunger for the food that perishes, but 
the food of eternal life. The Lenten sea-
son ends with the last supper to open 
our most profound appetite for self-giv-
ing and humble service. The night when 
Jesus accepts the one who is to betray 
him, revealing the horrifi c consequenc-
es of what Judas set into motion. Where 
Jesus longed to eat the banquet of love 
with those he chose to inaugurate the 
Kingdom of God as Father of all human-
ity. Where Jesus loved his own to the 
end; “Blessed are those who hunger and 
thirst for justice for they shall be satis-
fi ed.” Lent ends with Maundy Thursday 
with these words “do this in commemo-
ration of me!” as Jesus leaves himself as 
an eternal food that satisfi es all genera-
tions who hunger until he comes again. 

“When the Bridegroom 
has been taken”
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by Dr. Chiara Astellani
www.southworld.net

is the loss of an arm in comparison with 
being free of all the pain and the happi-
ness of knowing I had survived? What is 
an arm in comparison with the gift of 
life itself?”. From her childhood, she 
dreamed of going to Africa where she 
has now discovered the deepest mean-
ing of the Gospel.

She continues: “I have found myself 
with seemingly impossible cases: I en-
trusted them to God and they pulled 
through. That happened many times. In 
such cases, it is best to be, as Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta said, ‘A pen in the 
hands of God’. You just have to do 
something. You have to act. Then He 
will certainly lend a hand. One case I 
remember well concerned a child for 
whom we had no hope whatsoever: we 
watched over him for most of the night. 
I was so tired I fell asleep. An hour later 
I woke up to fi nd the child breathing 

better and I asked the nurse what she 
had done. “I just prayed”, she said”.

Born again!
“I remember well another case of a child 
I could not resuscitate. I asked the 
mother if she wanted me to baptise him. 
I baptised him and he immediately be-
gan to cry. He was out of danger. I can-
not explain this as I had done everything 
humanly possible, to no avail”.

Doctor Chiara continues: “It is won-
derful to experience what happens 
when we save a new-born baby who is 
‘depressed’ and does not cry. It does not 
start to breathe and sometimes its heart 
stops. If we succeed, the child wakes up 
and starts to cry. Those are moments of 
real joy. I also remember the case of Di-
dier: He was born with tuberculosis. His 
mother also had TB. She was very poor 
and found it very hard to take care of 

“In the Congo, it is the missionar-
ies who are really close to the 
people”, Doctor Chiara Castel-

lani tells us. For 29 years she has man-
aged the hospital at Kimbau, in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, a coun-
try that has been affl icted by unending 
and devastating confl icts. She formerly 
worked in Nicaragua; another country 
deeply wounded by war.

Finding life in suffering
She has lived through those intense ex-
periences with humility in service and 
total abandonment, in radical fi delity to 
the Gospel, bearing witness by alleviat-
ing the sufferings of others. She is a 
noted surgeon and a person with deep 
feelings, one who is therefore sin-
gle-minded and concrete in what she 
does. Speaking of how, in 1992, she lost 
an arm in a car accident, she says: “What 

She lives and works in the Democratic Republic of Congo and has dedicated all her 
life to her mission to welcome and care for the worst cases, those who need her as an 

experienced surgeon and as one who has unfailing faith in divine providence.

“I am a missionary doctor,  in love with God”
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her health or even to fi nd food. Didier 
recovered completely. He worked so 
hard at school that he is now head of 
the fi ght against TB in Kimbau”.

Doctor Castellani works in the east of 
the country. “The area is continually at 
war. I am based at Beni Butembo, on the 
border with Uganda and the north of 
Rwanda where there is both the Ebola 
disease and war. The war prevents those 
helping Ebola victims to control the 
disease. Both humans and the virus kill 
people. The Ebola is spreading and 
there are now more than 500 cases”.

Lack of access to medical care
“But Ebola is not the only disease – the 
missionary doctor continues – there is 
also AIDS, leprosy, tuberculosis and the 
sickness of poverty, usually the result 
caused by injustice and, in most cases, 
the lack of access to medical care. AIDS 
in Africa is spread by heterosexual 
relations rather than anything 
else; often, venereal diseases 
are not treated because peo-
ple cannot afford the medi-

cine. As regards leprosy, there are, un-
fortunately, still many cases: the 
treatment is available free but the prob-
lem arises when the health system does 
not function and people are diagnosed 
too late or not at all. Meanwhile, they 
may spread the disease to others, espe-
cially multibacillary leprosy. At the same 
time, the lesions develop and may lead 
to mutilation”.

She also speaks of the projects they 
are engaged in: “We have started to 
build a Mother and Child Health Centre 
at Buzala. With the fi nancial help of a 
group of doctors in Tri-
este, we have laid the 
foundations; later, 
we shall have to in-
stall the solar 

panels we have already acquired, as well 
as the rest of the equipment, most of 
which is still to be bought. Our school, 
on the other hand, has been function-
ing for some years, though we still need 
to add the last three classrooms”.

Deep faith in God
We may ask what drives this medical 
missionary to dedicate herself in this 
way. She answers: “The contagious opti-
mism of the African people and their 
love for life. Even when barely surviving, 
the Congolese smile, sing and, if they 
can, they dance. I do it for my patients 
who never give up hope of a cure. I do it 
for the many patients whom we did not 
manage to save. We continue the strug-
gle in memory of them. I do it because 
of my faith in a God who saves and gives 
us the courage to con-
tinue”.

“I am a missionary doctor,  in love with God”
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underlined the importance of the world 
not turning its back on “this unequal 
combat” in defence of the Christian 
community in this troubled region of 
the globe. “We have a duty to remind 
Western societies that there are many 
Christians who are persecuted, who 

cannot live in freedom, that some of 
their dignity is suppressed and that 
they need to be remembered, that they 
need to be spoken and to act more in 
your defence,” said Portas.

The ACN Foundation has just pub-
lished another Report on Christians 

The painful genocide of Christians

ACN
Every two years, the ACN (Aid to the 
Church in Need) Foundation publishes 
a detailed Report on Persecution of 
Christians in the World. The report was 
presented in Lisbon, along with other 
European capitals, the latest study cov-
ering the period between July 2017 and 
July 2019. The document reveals an 
impressive reality. The only countries 
analysed where there is less pressure 
on the Christian community are Syria 
and Iraq. And only because of the mili-
tary defeat imposed on Daesh, the 
self-proclaimed Islamic State. But even 
for these two countries, the AIS Foun-
dation Report leaves warning signs. The 
still unstable situation in this region 
could accelerate the end of Christianity 
if the international community does 
not act quickly. This is one of the main 
conclusions of the document.

In Lisbon, the presentation session of 
the Report at the National Culture Cen-
tre was attended by Paulo Portas, for-
mer Minister of Foreign Affairs, who 

Middle East, Africa and Asia. Countries change, protagonists change, but in essence 
nothing changes corruption and persecution makes way forward fast and without delay. 
Christians are being shamefully oppressed, persecuted and sent into exile. Christianity 
remains the most persecuted religion in the world and in many places even attempts at  

genocide are witnessed. (Report by Church in Need on October 25, 2019)

Remembering the persecuted ChristiansRemembering the persecuted Christians

by Fr Francisco Machado mccj
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oppressed because of their faith. Your 
reading should embarrass many con-
sciences.

The complicity of the international 
community in the face of the tragedy 
experienced by Christians in many parts 
of the world runs through the Report 
and was also underlined by Paulo Por-
tas. “The Report uses the word geno-
cide when it has to. It has a characteri-
zation in international law that is very 
clear and what goes on in many parts of 
the world is genocide against Chris-
tians. It’s as simple as that, and as pain-
ful as that.”

The report produced by the ACN 
Foundation is categorical with regard to 
the Middle East, where “the impact” of 
Daesh terrorist violence is undeniable. 
The “dramatically reduced presence” of 
Christians or Yazidis in various cities or 
towns is now a clear sign of the attempt-
ed genocide that took place during the 
times when vast regions of Iraq and 
Syria fell into the hands of the jihadist 
‘caliphate’.

 
Disappearance of the Church
There were 1.5 million Christians in 
Iraq before 2003, but by mid-2019 that 
number dropped to less than 150,000, 
with data even pointing to less than 
120,000. That is about a 90% decline in 
the short span of a generation. The 
same is true in Syria, where Christian 
numbers have fallen by about two-
thirds since the confl ict began in 2011.

The realization that there is an at-
tempt at genocide in many countries 
against Christians, with suffi cient infor-
mation about it, further adds to the 
perplexity of those who do not under-

stand the reason for such oblivion.
“The impact of this genocide - contin-

ued migration fl ows, security crises, ex-
treme poverty and slow recovery - 
means that it may be too late for some 
Middle Eastern Christian communities 
to recover. In some towns and cities, 
the countdown to the disappearance of 
Christianity seems unstoppable,” reads 
the Report.

Unfortunately, aid to the suffering 
church ‘’may disappear’’ if “another at-
tack on the responsibility of radical Is-
lamic groups” occurs on the most vul-
nerable communities. It is, it should be 
stressed, a credible threat based on re-
ports of jihadists who have since es-
caped from prison. A threat that has 
gained prominence over the recent 
days of hundreds of jihadists and their 
families escaping from Ain Issa prison in 
north-eastern Syria as a result of Tur-
key’s military intervention in this re-

gion. Paulo Portas also expressed his 
concern about this eventuality. “There 
is a danger that Daesh will regain some 
role. It will always be a lethal protago-
nist.”

Asia and Africa
The ACN Foundation Report underlines 
that there has also been a deterioration 
in the living conditions of religious mi-
norities, including Christians, in South 
and East Asia and also in Africa. Portas 
summarized this reality by stating that 
“there is a new geography of concerns.”

The ACN Foundation Report reveals a 
true map of terror that has transformed 
the lives of millions of people suffering 
from religious intolerance. The African 
continent does not escape this reality. 
During the period under review, there 
was even a resurgence of violence 
against the Christian community. In 
several African countries, Christians 
have been threatened by radical Isla-
mist groups who have sought to elimi-
nate the church’s presence.

Churches destroyed in Sri Lanka
In 2017 alone, for example, 477 inci-
dents were reported against Christian 
communities in India, prompted essen-
tially by an increasingly radical national-
ist discourse. It is recalled that it was 
also in this region of the globe, namely 
Sri Lanka, that about three hundred 
people were killed and more than 500 
injured following bomb attacks on 
three churches.

Boko Haram and Nigeria
In Nigeria, particularly in the north and 
northeast of the country, Boko Haram 

Yazidis in protest march
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Destruction of Churches



in the areas most affected by terrorist 
violence. Rebuilding churches and 
chapels, seminaries and social support 
structures is crucial, but there is some-
thing more urgent: “rebuilding people’s 
lives.” To this end, stressed this Nigerian 
priest, “feelings of hatred and revenge 
must be replaced by reconciliation.”

ACN Foundation report was present-
ed by Paulo Portas. It had the testimony 
of Fr. Gideon, a Nigerian priest

Many, many, countries affected
In addition to Nigeria, Islamic radicals 
are trying to eliminate Christianity in 
other countries in Africa. Madagascar, 
Central African Republic, Burkina Faso, 
Mali, Niger, Tanzania, and now more 
recently to Mozambique, are some of 

those countries where disturbing signs 
of violence and intimidation are grow-
ing. The terror is spreading. Given this 
reality, says Paulo Portas. “It is necessary 
to denounce what is happening in some 
regions of the world, not to let silence 
be a kind of second condemnation and 
that is the work that the ACN does with 
the Vatican every two years, with many 
dioceses facing  huge diffi culties and 
with testimonies that are sometimes 
confi dential because otherwise people 
are killed. It’s as simple as that.”

Rebuilding churches and chapels, 
seminaries and social support struc-
tures is crucial, but there is something 
more urgent: “rebuilding people’s 
lives.” To this end, stressed this Nigeri-
an priest, “feelings of hatred and re-
venge must be replaced by reconcilia-
tion.”

The ACN Foundation Report has a 
dual purpose: to inform and mobilize 
awareness. Paulo Portas stressed the 
importance of this work. “In the West 
we do not talk much about this, as if 
these Christians were not our neigh-
bours in the world. This only shows 
that the West today has some diffi culty 
recognizing its founding matrix. This 
Report is actually called ‘Persecuted 
and Forgotten’ but the work of the ACN 
Foundation is very important for us, at 
least for a few days, to call it ‘Persecuted 
and Remembered’. This Report remem-
bers who is forgotten and underlines 
who is persecuted.”

Faith of the people sustains

Global attacks continue

jihadist militants continue to develop a 
terror campaign. It is estimated that 
during 2018 over 3700 Christians were 
killed in this country. The presentation 
session of the ACN Foundation Report 
was also attended by Fr. Gideon Oba-
sogie, from the Diocese of Maiduguri, 
Nigeria, one of the epicentres of Boko 
Haram’s terror.

This priest witnessed dramatic situa-
tions experienced in recent years by 
defenceless Christian communities in 
the face of the brutality of one of the 
most feared terrorist groups today. Af-
fi rming that “the Rosary has become 
our best weapon,” Fr. Gideon also ac-
cused the negligent manner in which 
the international community has acted 
in defence of Christians in his country. 
“There is a strange silence in which one 
does not speak of these things.”

And “these things” translate into a 
bloody inventory that began mainly in 
2009, with the fi rst terrorist actions and 
lasted to the present day with Boko 
Haram resisting the military operations 
launched by the Government of Nige-
ria. The balance of this decade of terror 
speaks for itself. Gideon says that as a 
result of all the attacks in northern Ni-
geria, more than 30,000 people have 
died. There are even those who ad-
vance with an even more tragic num-
ber: 70,000. It is hard to fi nd in this vast 
Nigerian region, bordering Niger, Chad 
and Cameroon, any family that has not 
known the pain as a result of the vio-
lence of Boko Haram. While acknowl-
edging the work of the AIS Foundation 
in supporting the Christian community 
in Nigeria, Fr Gideon Obasogie argued 
in Lisbon that there is much to be done 
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called to rediscover in the Risen Christ 
the one who removes the stone that 
prevents us encountering him. Our fail-
ures, our sin, that prevents us from 
seeing the True Light (Jn1:9).

We, like the women, who were afraid 
to look at the angels who questioned 
them: “why are you looking for the liv-
ing among the dead” (Lk24:5), need to 
look at Jesus. He is asking us to seek 
him among the living, our brothers and 
sisters, and especially amongst those 
who need us most, who need our care, 
love and forgiveness. Jesus, as Pope 
Francis says, is not a personage from 
the past; he is a person that is living to-
day. He is not a person from history 
books; we can fi nd him in our daily life. 
With him present in our lives, we will be 
able to overcome our darkness, resist-
ance and failures. We need to beg him 
to touch our hearts. 

The fear of the women on their way 
to the tomb was transformed into a 
great joy and the desire to communi-
cate to the apostles and disciples in the 
Upper Room that Jesus was alive and 
wanted to see them in Galilee. The joy 
of the women was the spark that set 
alight fi re in the heart of Peter and John, 
who went immediately to see by them-

selves the empty tomb. They went and 
found things as the women had said.

The apostles and disciples went to 
Galilee, to meet Jesus the Risen Lord 
and the history of Christianity began to 
unfold. After the experience of meeting 
Jesus boldness and courage replaced 
fear. They began to proclaim that he 
was risen and alive. Therefore, also for 
us, there shouldn’t be room for dis-
couragement. Death, solitude and fear 
are not to take the upper hand, because 
the power of God’s love “dispels wick-
edness, drives out hatred, fosters con-
cord and brings down the mighty” 
(Easter Proclamation).

Pope Francis, is continuously inviting 
all people of good will, to work for 
peace in the world and in a special way 
in those countries experiencing wars 
and upheaval. We are Easter people 
and believe that despair and evil 
will never defeat us because He is 
risen!

‘Alive, we say, alive and living. 
Here, we say, here and always. 
Fulfi lled, we say, fulfi lled and 
completed. The heartbeat of the 
world throbs again. Christ reborn 
from the grave, and we his friends 
with him!’

The women bring spices to the 
tomb, but they fear that the jour-
ney is in vain, since a large stone 

bars the entrance to the sepulchre. The 
journey of those women is also our 
own journey; it resembles the journey 
of salvation we made on the night vigil 
celebration and indeed all throughout 
our lives. At times it seems that 
everything comes up against a stone: 
the beauty of creation against sin; liber-
ation from slavery against the infi deli-
ties to our Christian commitments. It 
seems that we cannot make it, we con-
tinuously failed. At Easter we are invited 
once more to believe that it is possible 
to renew our faith, our lives! 

We shouldn’t though be looking for 
Jesus in the tomb, he is not among the 
dead (Lk24:5) He is alive and therefore 
in spite of our failures, sins and fears, 
we are invited to believe that we can 
even be announcers, apostles of his 
Resurrection. Human history in fact 
does not end before a tombstone. East-
er is actually an encounter with the liv-
ing ‘stone’ Jesus (1Pet2:4).

We as Christians are built on him. He, 
the Risen Lord, comes to make all 
things new and to overturn our every 
disappointment. On Easter, we are 

The fear of the women…
(Luke24:1)

By Fr. Manuel Casillas mccj
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I started drawing at 25, and proceeded to paint some 
years after. I took some lessons in painting for 12 
weeks, and applied for a foundation course in 

painting. I was accepted and three years later at the age 
of 40 I was accepted at Wolverhampton University to 
study painting and printmaking. I fi nished my degree in 
1996 after a degree show, showing many Pembrokeshire 
seascapes. I travelled to Kenya in 1997 to teach art at a 
mission school in Kisumu. I had a remarkable answer to 
prayer, needing 1,000 pounds to visit Kenya I won fi rst 
prize in a landscape competition which was the exact 
money I needed, so God provided for my journey. I have 
had three one man shows at Osterley House gallery and 
Watermans Art Centre in Brentford. I have shown in a 
variety of galleries over the years, including The Circle 
gallery Sunninghill and a variety of galleries in 
Pembrokeshire. I have also shown at the Albany gallery in 
Cardiff. I won fi rst prize in The Laing Landscape 
competition regional Midlands Division and went on to 
show at the Mall Gallery in London, along with other 
winners. I have also been a prolifi c mural painter, 
especially in the West Midlands where I lived for ten 
years; commissioned by a variety of community centres, 
including schools and hospitals. I have just recently 

taken up plein air 
painting and 
featured in 
the recent 
Windsor 
Castle 
event where 
artists were allowed 
into the castle grounds 
for the fi rst time. I have also taken on commissions to 
paint family portraits and houses and gardens. In 2018 I 
won fi rst prize in Steveston BC, plein-air competition, 
$750. A lot of my work has been inspired by my faith, 
and have paintings in situ in the catholic church in 
Pontypool.

In the last fi ve years I have started to write, short 
stories and poetry, and have been published in various 
anthologies, including the national magazine, Writers 
Forum. Some of my writing is inspired by my faith. I 
would have considered myself an atheist at age 32; but I 
had a remarkable experience of God’s love and 
forgiveness and became a Catholic in 1985. I am a 
member of Sacred Heart church Sunningdale; a 
eucharistic minister and reader.

Both Artist
and Poet

taken up plein air 
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I’ve come back, on my own this night.
The soldiers returned to their normal duties;
no doubt still laughing and making mockery
of the crucifi ed Jesus.
The Pharisee fat cats have at last drunk the bowl dry;
achieved what they desired; the cats that fi nally
got the cream; but then nothing is always as it seems.

He was right. I denied him three times;
and in this garden, I cut off the high priest’s servant’s 
ear.
Jesus healed him of course.
I’ve come back, trying to make sense of everything.
The kiss of Judas; the arrest of Jesus.
The confusion, the pandemonium.
I made a mistake going to the high priest’s house,
but was it intricate to the great scheme? 
Maybe, for nothing is always as it seems.

I was afraid. I didn’t want to die;
so, I denied him to save myself.
That’s why I’m back in the garden;
they crucifi ed Jesus, exactly what he said
would happen. I still don’t understand;
how could he have known I would deny him.
That made it worse somehow;
like he knew the struggles in my mind,
as well as my fanciful dreams.
But then nothing is always as it seems.

Now here I am: 
Here in this garden we heard him
cry out to his Father,
to take the burden away from him.
Like me he didn’t want to die;
but he had told us in earlier days
what was going to happen.
We didn’t understand; but now I understand.
At least I think I do.
The Father’s will meant more to him
than the pain he was going to suffer.
It’s been a day now since he died.
And yet he promised to redeem. 
But then nothing is always 
as it seems.

Nothing is 
always as 
it seems

Right: 
Betrayal

Below: 
An idyllic village setting

Above: 
Artists painting at 
St.George’s Chapel, 
Windsor

Left: 
Jesus stills the water

We present here some of the paintings by Harvey 
at an exhibition in the Church hall at Sacred 
Heart Church, Sunningdale last December. 
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‘Arrividerci’
We say ‘Arrividerci’ to Frs. Antonio 
Benetti and Angelo Anzioli on their 
departure from our London 
Province. We extend our heartfelt 
thanks !

Fr. Antonio heads back to Italy to 
take up a new appointment in the 
Italian Province.

He spent six fruitful years as 
Priest-in-charge at the Sacred Heart 
Church, Sunningdale.

He will be remembered for his 
well-organised Church community 
and for his welcoming and attentive 
care of the people who passed 
through that Church. Fr Antonio was 
a keen administrator of the weekly 
‘Lectio Divina’ sessions, where 
reading and refl ections on the 
Sunday readings were considered. 

Together, with his Pastoral 
Committee Team, he has left behind 
a well-run and lively community.

‘Buon Apostolato!’
Fr Angelo ministered in the capacity 
of Provincial Bursar for six years and 
was assiduous in keeping the books 
and fi nancial affairs of the Province in 
good order. Before entering the 
Congregation of Combonis he had 
worked as an accountant. Fr Angelo 
will return to Egypt where he has 
worked for many years. We 
remember also his regular stints at 
Mission Appeal ministry and his 
rewarding labours in that most 
important mission. To both we send 
our best wishes and: “Buon 
Apostolato!”

New Provincial
The Comboni Missionaries (Verona 
Fathers) in the United Kingdom and 
Ireland wish to announce that Father 
Martin Devenish mccj completed his 
term of Offi ce as Provincial at the 
end of the year and that Father 
Alberto Pelucchi mccj has been 
elected in his place. We take the 
opportunity of thanking Father 
Martin for his unstinting service and 
dedication during his time in Offi ce, 
and wish him every blessing for his 
future ministry. We also thank Fr 

Fr Angelo

Fr Antonio saying farewell to friends and colleagues

Martin for his tireless and generous 
service to the London Province. Fr 
Martin is renowned for his hands-on 
approach and getting things done. 
We now hope he can have some 
space to refl ect and look forward to 
his next mission. Presently he will 
continue residing at Sunningdale.

Father Alberto, who hails from 
Northern Italy, is not new to these 
Isles as he undertook his theological 
studies in London and served as a 
young priest in the Parish of Our 
Lady Help of Christians in 
Rickmansworth. He left for our 
Missions in Kenya where he worked 
for many years among the semi-
nomadic Pokot peoples in the west 
of the country. After returning to his 
home Province, Father Alberto was 
elected Provincial of Italy and went 
on to serve on the General Council 
of the Order for a six-year term from 
2009 until 2015. He was then 
assigned to this Province and 
appointed to pastoral ministry in the 
Parish of St. Joseph’s in Roehampton. 
We wish him the choicest of the 
Lord’s blessings as he takes up his 
new role of leadership of the 
Comboni Missionaries (Verona 
Fathers) in the United Kingdom and 
Ireland over the coming years. Also, 
best wishes to the new Provincial 
Council: Melaku Tefesse Amente 
(Ethiopia), Carmine Curci (Italy), 
Javier Alvarado Ayala (Mexico), 
Ruben Padilla Rocha (Mexico).
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You Write
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them all. Some may be shortened due to lack of space.
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Dear Comboni Missionaries, 
I would like to thank you for sending 
me a great book: ‘A Sign for the Times’ 
and skimming through it, I came across 
something that really caught my eye; it 
is about ‘Justica nos trilhos’ (Justice on 
the rails). 

As a Brazilian I fi nd it hard to see how 
much human rights are disrespected 
in the mining and steel industry! 
Unfortunately, reading it made me 
realise the precarious situation in that 
region.

I would wish to see that community 
taking all the means necessary to be 
able to bring about respect for human 
rights in the town of Piquia and all of 
Brazil affected by these exploitations.

Amelia Borrelli

Dear Comboni Fathers, Brothers, Sisters 
and Friends,
God reward you for the book ‘A Sign 
for the Times’. It’s so good to hear of 
the great work, so much love, faith and 
courage, also in your magazine when 
there is so much despair and falsity all 
around! God give you all strength!

With thanks and prayers and asking 
yours.

Sr. Francis Clare,
Norton, 

Stockton-on-Tees    

Dear Frs
Thank you so much for your great 
magazine. We found it most inspiring 
with all the work you do.

Enclosed is a small donation to help 
you in your wonderful work.

God Bless and prayers
Mr. Mrs. Melia,

Totland, 
Isle of Wight.

Dear Rev. Fr.
Thank you for your recent letter and 
book ‘A sign for the Times’. It is a lovely 
little book. God bless all the priests 
who go out on the missions and do 
such wonderful work for the Lord. God 
bless them and reward them. Yours 
respectfully,

Mrs Manning,
Rathcallen, 

Co. Cork 

Dear Fr Ruben,
Greetings! You are all so committed 
to the Lord, that I know his lavish love 
bears fruit in each of you as you work in 
his vineyard, despite the diffi culties you 
have to face.

Our Lady watches over you all and the 
missions where you work.

I’ve been very impressed with the 
areas of the world where you are 
engaged. It is also amazing to see how 
vocations are fl ourishing in overseas 
missions. I’m 90 years old and so pray 
for me and I thank God for his blessings 
and gifts to me during my lifetime! Let 
us praise the Lord for all his gifts and 
enjoy the wonders of his creation!

Mrs M. McGalvin,
Ballypehane, 

Cork 
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“Come to me, all you who labour and are burdened,
and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28)

Message of His Holiness 
Pope Francis for the 28th. 

World Day of the Sick 2020

Dear brothers and sisters,
Jesus’ words, “Come to me, all you who 
labour and are burdened, and I will give 
you rest” (Mt 11:28) point to the myste-
rious path of grace that is revealed to 
the simple and gives new strength to 
those who are weary and tired. These 
words of Christ express the solidarity of 
the Son of Man with all those who are 
hurt and affl icted. How many people 
suffer in both body and soul! Jesus urg-
es everyone to draw near to him – “Come 
to me!” – and he promises them com-
fort and repose. “When Jesus says this, 
he has before him the people he meets 
every day on the streets of Galilee: very 
many simple people, the poor, the sick, 
sinners, those who are marginalized by 
the burden of the law and the oppres-
sive social system. These people always 
followed him to hear his word, a word 
that gave hope! Jesus’ words always 

give hope!” (Angelus, 6 July 2014).
On this 28th World Day of the Sick, 

Jesus repeats these words to the sick, 
the oppressed, and the poor. 

Dear brothers and sisters who are ill, 
your sickness makes you in a particular 
way one of those “who labour and are 
burdened”, and thus attract the eyes 
and heart of Jesus. In him, you will fi nd 
light to brighten your darkest moments 
and hope to soothe your distress. He 
urges you: “Come to me”. In him, you 
will fi nd strength to face all the worries 
and questions that assail you during 
this “dark night” of body and soul. 
Christ did not give us prescriptions, but 
through his passion, death and resur-
rection he frees us from the grip of evil.

In your experience of illness, you cer-
tainly need a place to fi nd rest. The 
Church desires to become more and 
more the “inn” of the Good Samaritan 

who is Christ (cf. Lk 10:34), that is, a 
home where you can encounter his 
grace, which fi nds expression in close-
ness, acceptance and relief. In this 
home, you can meet people who, 
healed in their frailty by God’s mercy, 
will help you bear your cross and ena-
ble your suffering to give you a new 
perspective. You will be able to look 
beyond your illness to a greater horizon 
of new light and fresh strength for your 
lives.

A key role in this effort to offer rest 
and renewal to our sick brothers and 
sisters is played by healthcare workers: 
physicians, nurses, medical and admin-
istrative professionals, assistants and 
volunteers. Thanks to their expertise, 
they can make patients feel the pres-
ence of Christ who consoles and cares 
for the sick, and heals every hurt.

On this XXVIII World Day of the Sick, 
I think of our many brothers and sisters 
throughout the world who have no ac-
cess to medical care because they live in 
poverty. For this reason, I urge health-
care institutions and government 
leaders throughout the world not to 
neglect social justice out of a preoccu-
pation for fi nancial concerns. It is my 
hope that, by joining the principles of 
solidarity and subsidiarity, efforts will be 
made to cooperate in ensuring that 
everyone has access to suitable treat-
ments for preserving and restoring 
their health. 

To the Blessed Virgin Mary, Health of 
the Sick, I entrust all those who bear 
the burden of illness, along with their 
families and all healthcare workers. 
With the assurance of a remembrance 
in my prayers, I cordially impart my Ap-
ostolic Blessing.

who is Christ (cf. Lk 10:34), that is, a 
home where you can encounter his 
grace, which fi nds expression in close-
ness, acceptance and relief. In this 
home, you can meet people who, 
healed in their frailty by God’s mercy, 
will help you bear your cross and ena-
ble your suffering to give you a new 
perspective. You will be able to look 
beyond your illness to a greater horizon 
of new light and fresh strength for your 
lives.

and renewal to our sick brothers and 
sisters is played by healthcare workers: 
physicians, nurses, medical and admin-
istrative professionals, assistants and Let us not forget our confreres, relatives, benefactors, who fi nd themselves in failing 

health. Pray for them and support them in prayer and visits. We remember Fr. John Fraser, 
Glasgow, Fr. John Troy in Italy at the Comboni Hospital, Castel D’Azzano and Fr. Anthony 
Wolstenholme in Glasgow at St. Joseph’s Home, Robroyston, Glasgow.
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New Catacombs Pact,
a new birth for the Church?

On 16 November 1965, just a few 
days before the closing of the 
Second Vatican Council, 42 

Council Fathers celebrated Mass in the 
Catacombs of Domitilla, to ask God for 
the grace “to be faithful to the spirit of 
Jesus” in the service of the poor. After 
the celebration of the liturgy, they signed 
the ‘Catacombs’ Pact of the Poor and 
Servant Church’. Later, more than 500 
Council Fathers added their names to 
the pact.

More than 50 years later, the legacy of 
those Council Fathers was taken up by a 
group of Bishops and participants in the 
Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazon 
region. During a celebration mass held in 
the Catacombs of Domitilla, on Sunday 
20th October, 2019, the Synod Fathers 
present signed a new “Pact of the 
Catacombs for the Common Home. For 
a Church with an Amazonian face, 
poor and servant, prophetic and 
Samaritan”.

The bishops promised to defend the 
Amazon rainforest, to promote an 
“integral ecology” of care for people 
and for the Earth and, “before the 
avalanche of consumerism,” to live “a 
happily sober lifestyle that is simple 
and in solidarity with those who have 
little or nothing.”

They made a renewed commitment to 
listening to and walking with migrants, 
the poor and, particularly, with the 
indigenous people of the Amazon, 
helping them “preserve their lands, 
cultures, languages, stories, identities 
and spiritualties.”

The bishops committed themselves 
“to abandon, consequently, in our 
parishes, dioceses and groups all types 
of colonist mentality and posture,” 
instead “welcoming and valuing 
cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversi-
ty in a respectful dialogue with all 
spiritual traditions.”

The pastors also pledged to recognize 
ecclesial ministries in the communities, 
and to go from “pastoral visits to pastoral 
presence” to ensure that the right to the 
“Table of the World and the Table of 
the Eucharist is effective in all commu-
nities.”

They also promised to “recognize the 
services and real diakonia of a great 
number of women” already ministering 
to Catholic communities in the region. 
The pact included a pledge “to walk 
ecumenically” in fi nding ways to 
inculturate and proclaim the Gospel and 
to defend the environment.

The bishops also promised to enact a 
“synodal” style for the life of the church 
in their dioceses to ensure that all 
members of the church, “because of 
their baptism and in communion with 
their pastors, have a voice and vote in 
the diocesan assemblies, in pastoral 
and parish councils and, ultimately, 
(in) everything that concerns the 
governance of the communities.”

In addition, they promised to stand by 
“those who are persecuted for their 
prophetic service of denouncing and 
remedying injustices, of defending the 
earth and the rights of the poor, of 
welcoming and supporting migrants 
and refugees.”

They also promised to “cultivate true 
friendships with the poor, visit the 
simplest people and the sick, exercise 
the ministry of listening, comfort and 
support that brings encouragement 
and renews hope.”

The pact was signed by about 40 
bishops and by women and men 
participating in the synod as observers, 
experts or “fraternal delegates” of other 
Christian churches.

The main celebrant was Brazilian 
Cardinal Claudio Hummes, the General 
Relator, of the Synod of Bishops on the 
Amazon. For the occasion, Hummes 
wore the stole of the late Brazilian 
Archbishop Helder Camera of Olinda and 
Recife, the driving force behind the 1965 
declaration.

When Mass ended, Hummes gave the 
stole to retired Austrian Bishop Erwin 
Kräutler of Xingu, Brazil, which is located 
in Amazonia, saying he deserves to carry 
the “relic.” The Austrian is believed to 
have been the architect of this new 
Catacombs Pact.

More than a half century 
after a group of bishops at 
the Second Vatican Council 
made a solemn pledge “to 
live a simple lifestyle close 
to their people”, a group of 
participants from the Synod of 
Bishops for the Amazon signed 
a new pact in the Catacombs 
of Domitilla, Rome.
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