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This is the cry we wish to announce at
this feast of Christmas. We present to
our readers this following message that
it may help us to seek daily this peace
that only God can give!
The following ecumenical statement has
been published by the Roman Catholic
Archdiocese of Lingayen-Dagupan (Central
Pangasinan, Philippines)
WE BELIEVE IN PEACE!
“We, leaders of various faith traditions, pastors and ministers of various Christian
Churches in Pangasinan came together
today in prayer and fellowship for peace in
the world, peace in our country, peace
among us and peace within ourselves.
The spirit of all religions is peace and it
is a great offense against the majesty of
God Almighty to use religion to sow division, discord and dissension in our society
and the world at large. If we have contributed in any way to the absence of peace
and the reign of violence in our society, we
bow down our heads with utmost repentance and seek pardon from the God of
Peace and beg for forgiveness from one another.
We believe that we have the power
within us coming from God Himself, despite our human limitations, to contribute
to the reign of peace and put an end to
hate and violence in our society.
That power is prayer. Our weapon
against violence is prayer. There is no
peace without prayer. There is no peace
without God.
WE BELIEVE TOGETHER THAT:
The words of hate must stop and give way
to hope and brotherhood.
The fearsome sound of gunshots must
be silenced and the voice of those who in

pain must be heard.
The threat of criminality and violence
must now give way to the ministry of
mercy and compassion.
The distortion of truth must end for only
the Truth can set us free.
The bickering and quarrelling must
cease and let the balm of kindness now
flow.
The nation must be purged from drug
dealers yet the rule of law
must prevail and human
rights must at all times be
respected.
Hypocrisy and dishonesty must melt and be
replaced by sincere zeal
with humility.
Peace is life. If we do
not work for peace, we
shall all perish.”
To all our Friends and
Benefactors, a truly
Peaceful Christmas
and a Blessed New
Year 2017!
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SYRIA: ALEPPO UNDER SIEGE
In recent times, Syria has been the recipient of
continuous siege and bombardments. More than
2 million civilians are under of siege, 130,000
children are at risk, and while the Franciscan Friars continue to give hope, little remains of the
city of Aleppo.
From the Em Ram monastery, you can see almost the entire city of Aleppo. The city is the
second biggest in Syria, and was once declared
a Heritage of Humanity in 1986, but after the
fighting and instability, now little of the ancient
citadel remains. It was once known as a place
of coexistence – where Turks, Kurds, Arabs and
Circassians existed side by side with 300,000
Christians of various denominations.
Aleppo was the third Christian city of the
Middle East, and was simultaneously seen as the
capital of the Islamic culture. It is a place of
great archaeological intrigue, and cross roads between the East and West. Having been under
siege since 2012, now little of the city remains.
The war in Syria has been responsible for
more than 287,000 deaths in five years. Furthermore, there are more than 6.5 million
displaced within the country, and 4.8 million
refugees.
There is a Syrian proverb which says: ‘Who
controls Aleppo, controls Syria’.The city is continuously changing power.The east is controlled
by rebels who are backed by Saudi Arabia, Qatar
and Turkey. It is attacked by the government,
Lebanese, Shiite and Iranian Hezbollah, supported by the Russian air force.The government
retains control of the western part of the city
which is connected to the Assad area.
Father Firas Luyfti, who is in charge of the
Franciscan monastery of Em Ram says:
“All interests in the Middle East are focusing
on Aleppo. Every day we hear of truce talks, of
agreements between governments, but then
shootings and killings continue.We are facing
a serious humanitarian catastrophe.
“But nobody seems to care.Who cares about
the thousands of children who have nothing
to eat? Who cares about the wounded who
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cannot be cured because there are no medicines? So humanitarian corridors are expected
to be created in an attempt to bring relief to
the population”
There are five Franciscan Friars in Aleppo,
each of whom has been asked to leave the city
several times. Father Firas Luyfti continues:
“The same reasons that push us to leave are
those that make us stay. The Christians who
are still here rely on us, they need us, and we
need them.We are trying in every possible way
to be close to all those people who relentlessly
knock on the door of our convent, to receive
some help and comfort.
“Our monastery is the place where different
church groups gather for their weekly meetings. The reception that we try to offer
unconditionally is implemented through the
works of mercy that the holy Church asks us
to do, especially in this ‘Holy Year of Mercy’.We
also share with anyone who knocks on our
door, the most precious good that there is now
in Aleppo, the good water that we have in our
convent.”
Aleppo is a “theatre of war” with its half-ruined houses, dilapidated buildings, and people
walking the streets without destination. Fr. Firas
says that offering these people food and water
isn’t enough. They have lost their homes, and
most of all, they need to recover psychologically.
He says that the monastery has begun commercial activities to give people some work. They
have also held school summer camps – the last
one was attended by 350 young people – 100
more than the previous year. He said that when
bombs began falling during the camp, their
stereo speakers were pointed towards the jihadist areas to show “they wouldn’t succeed in
frightening us”.
Sadly, the peaceful coexistence between
Christians and Muslims in Syria no longer exists.
There is no happy ending on the horizon. The
war is not expected to end any time soon, and
we will see more victims, violence and destruction.
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Getting to know the

www.thecatholicuniverse.com

The Lord spoke to my heart:

Comboni Missionaries

‘I need you in
Africa’, he said
had been killed in the Congo,” she said.
“There were five Comboni missionaries. They were shot, four of them died
and one survived. While reading the
story I literally felt, within my heart, a
voice saying, ‘Natalia, I need you,’ and
this voice repeated itself in my heart
three times. It said, ‘I need you in
Africa to take the place of these

priests who were killed.”
“This experience remained so
strong in me and I never shared it
with anyone, not even my parents, and
it just remained like something very
strange.” Sr Natalia did not know what
to do when she received her vocation,
but three years later, when she was 18,
the Comboni Missionary Sisters ar-

Sr Natalia Gomes

Sr Natalia Gomes is a Comboni Missionary Sister, originally from Portugal
but now based in Chiswick, London.
She has had many astonishing experiences, which all arose from her
extraordinary vocation at the age of
15.
Sr Natalia grew up in an area of Portugal where a number of religious
congregations were based, some of
which members of her family joined.
However, as Sr Natalia revealed to The
Universe, she felt a deep calling from
God to go to other places and at the
age of 15 something very strange happened to her.
“I was reading a magazine and there
was a story of some missionaries who
4

Sr Natalia talks with refugees in Calais
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Sr Natalia with refugees in Calais

rived in Portugal and set up their first
house in her town.
“I read their pamphlet, which said
they were specifically missionaries
and anyone who wants to join them
has to have the awareness to leave
their own country and go to help people in other countries,” she revealed.
Since then Sr Natalia has travelled to
various countries, including Africa,
and, in her role as a Comboni Missionary Sister, she has even come
face-to-face with the story that played
a major role in her own vocation.
“As a missionary I was in the Congo
and I visited the exact place where
the missionaries were thrown from a
bridge into a huge river in the Congo,”
she revealed. “I also met the missionary who survived the shooting while I
was with refugees in the Central
African Republic and I put my finger
in the place of his wound, just above
his heart.“I am happy that I visited the
place and met the missionary. I said,
‘okay, this was not just a fantasy, it was
reality for me, I am here.’ I am very
happy as a missionary sister and I have
never regretted my vocation.”
The Comboni Missionary Sisters are
women called by God and consecrated to Him for evangelisation.They
follow the dream and vision of St
Comboni Mission • Wint er 2016

Daniel Comboni, a 19th century
Catholic missionary to Africa, where
their missionary roots are. However,
they also reach out to three other continents: Europe, America and Asia.
“We live in small communities of
four of five sisters and we are very
close to the people,” Sr Natalia said.
“Together we see their needs and according to them, each one of the
sisters will be prepared in a different
field so that, in communion with the
community, we can see the way forward.
“Our purpose is to prepare leaders
so each one of us has a field such as
health or communication.We are fully
involved to make sure that leaders are
prepared, so that when the time
comes we can move on to another
place where we start from scratch.”
Some Comboni Missionary Sisters
are prepared for communication, with
some even taking roles as journalists.
“Right now I am living with a sister
who is a journalist; with two or three
other sisters she went to South Sudan,
where we have various communities.
In communion with the local bishops
they served with radio stations, which
are a great hub, so it all depends on
the needs of where we go,” Sr Natalia
explained.

The radio stations were set up in
Juba, the capital of South Sudan, by a
team of three Comboni Missionary Sisters as part of the mission of the
Church to build peace and reconciliation
immediately
after
the
Comprehensive Peace Agreement was
signed in 2005, bringing to an end 50
years of war.
Sr Natalia left home at the age of 19.
She spent three years in Italy for her
initial formation as a sister and after
her novitiate she moved to Chiswick,
London, where she learned the English language and trained as a nurse.
Following her time in London she
travelled to Egypt to learn Arabic so
that she could communicate with the
people of South Sudan, where she
worked in a leprosy control project.
South Sudan has suffered greatly
due to war and during her time there
Sr Natalia detected and helped to cure
people suffering with leprosy.
While there Sr Natalia saw a young
man reading in church during Mass.
“The other people looked at him and
they all turned their face away from
him in disgust. I looked at him and the
face of this young man was so disfigured; he was epileptic and had fallen
in the fire which resulted in extensive
burns. When I saw that reaction from
5

the people in church I felt a deep pain
for this boy in my heart and there and
then I said we sisters must help him
to recover his face.”
Sr Natalia, with the encouragement
and support of her community, spoke
to the boy and his family and arranged
surgery in Nairobi, Kenya. “I said it’s
very risky, you have to leave your
country because we can’t do anything
here as we don’t have the doctors to
do those operations and second, you’ll
risk your life because you need many
operations. He said to me,‘Sister don’t
fear, even if I die I want to reach God
with a beautiful face.’
“After quite a few months he sent
me a note saying,‘Thank you so much,
I am a new person, I can meet people,
I have friends now, my face is practically normal and I can stand on my
own feet, I can walk, I can be myself.’
“It was a symbol for our missionary
life and in the words of our founder;
‘when you go to a place help people
to walk with their own feet and to develop their own gifts.’” However, in
November 1990 the community and
the people had to leave that particular area of South Sudan and went as
refugees to neighbouring countries in
the Central African Republic.
Some of the missionaries had to go
for treatment but a few of them, including Sr Natalia, remained with the
refugees, helping them to build up
camps.
“When deciding whether
to walk with the refugees,
as a refugee, for me
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remaining with them was the best
choice according to my vocation, no
matter the risk or cost.When the people saw us with them in the really
miserable conditions we could see
that they were more secure with our
presence. Many times they told us,
‘You could have gone home to your
country where you have nice things,
better than here where we have nothing, but you chose to remain’.
People at a personal level told us,
‘Your presence among us here reveals
to us all that God has not forgotten us
because when we see you we understand there is hope for us, even if we
are struggling.’ Those words were
very encouraging as we consider it
our mission and purpose to give hope
to people.”
Following six months with the
refugees, Sr Natalia travelled to the
Congo and welcomed another group
of refugees who had been wounded
due to conflict in another area of
South Sudan. “These people had fled
to the Congo and it was a disaster
how sick and wounded the people
were.We erected a small
clinic in the middle of
the road to take care of the
people and in the meantime they started building
up the camp so I stayed
another six months.”
After a short
time Sr Natalia

went to Uganda as a formator of
novices. “In Africa young women
wanted to become Comboni Sisters so
I stayed there for ten years and then I
came here eight years ago and lived in
Britain and I’m now very much involved in missionary and formation.”
Sr Natalia is currently taking part in
a project to adapt part of their house
and prepare to open it as a centre for
spirituality and mission for people
who want to share a deep experience
with God and be more in touch with
the sisters for missionary work.
“In fact, there are two young
women who want to have a deeper
experience and are discerning their
vocation, so they can live with us for
some time and see what missionary
life is, what community life is, what
prayer life is and have this new experience.”
Sr Natalia explained that, along with
her missionary prayer group in London, she has visited refugees in Calais.
“We have been to Calais in the spirit
of mission quite a few times. Last year
we went almost every month to visit
them.There were African women who
went with us and spoke the language
to the people to give them hope.That
is also why my experience in Africa, as
a refugee with the refugees, makes me
understand the call that God made to
us, here in Britain and Europe and anywhere really, not to reject people.
“There is a story behind every person and I know visiting these people
in Calais there is a story of great suffering and a lack of peace and I
consider any refugee my brother and
my sister and my friend.”
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Sr Natalia revealed her own advice
to those who feel as though they have
experienced God’s calling, explaining
that people should be open to vocations. “I used to say let the dream of
God grow and it grows like a small
plant if you nourish it,” she said. “I
Comboni Mission • Wint er 2016

would tell a young girl to be open to
God, to be open to giving herself, not
to look at herself but extend her horizons.
“If she’s interested in contacting us
I say come and see, in fact with the
opening of this centre we have days

for anyone to experience first hand
here in the UK on our missions in
Africa before they make their final decision. What matters is that this
person really feels that Jesus means
something in their life.”
Sr Natalia asked Universe readers to
pray for the growth of the Comboni
Missionary Sisters and the missionary
work of the Church.
“Like somebody told me when they
saw many migrants and refugees in Europe, ‘Sister, you went to Africa for
many years and now Africa comes to
you.’
“My congregation’s missionary presence continues and that is why we
have a place in Chiswick, London, to
welcome people to have an experience of God.
“We need to act together in the
same notion that Jesus blessed us, to
love one another as he loved us and I
think that right now it is important to
open our arms to reach out to each
other because there are many challenges right now, so we need to act
with the people both here and elsewhere in Jesus’ name.”
To read more on the Comboni
Missionary Sisters visit:
www.comboniane.org
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Fr Shay Cullen
reflects on

‘THE AGE OF DISBELIEF’
Shay Cullen is an Irish
Columban missionary
working in the Philippines.
It is truly an age of disbelief. Respect
for the values of human life has
plunged. People of Christian faith
who declare belief in the teaching of
Jesus of Nazareth that upholds the
dignity and rights of the human person, stands with the poor and the
excluded, shares with the refugees
and the homeless, are being fundamentally challenged.
Faith in serving one's suffering
neighbour as a Good Samaritan, binding up the wounds of the stranger,
reaching out to feed the hungry,
8

working for peace and justice is lost
in a world of materialism where the
ideology is "greed is good." Our prosperous world of money and power,
wealth and possessions has created a
generation of people that appears to
be more interested in selfish satisfaction and glorification.
Much of the younger generation is
absorbed with themselves, cut off in
isolation by technology and gadgets
and games from loving, serving
human interaction.This is a lonely isolated generation. The selfie world is
here with the Internet of things.
They seem to retreat into silence
and inaction rather than take an open
stand for the victims of human rights,
child abuse and exploitation. Few
march for peace and against racism

and war. Where indeed are the cries
of those who believe in the love of
neighbour and the service to the
oppressed and the exploited poor?
They are drowned out by the noisy
blare of mindless revelry and the
drug-dependent pleasure seeking
people.
There are brave and courageous
Christians sacrificing themselves but
they are mostly unsupported and are
voices crying in the wilderness. Pope
Francis strives to revive the faith of
Jesus, which is lived out through
commitment for the oppressed and a
true option to live and work for social
and gospel justice and truth.We are in
challenging times for our beliefs and
values and facing great evils.
In Syria, Assad continues to drop
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www.preda.org
horrendous barrel bombs from helicopters on civilians burning them
and consigning them to a horrible
painful death. An opposition rebel
group supported by the coalition of
western nations fighting Daesh or Isis
beheaded a 12-year old boy.
Europe has suicidal terrorists filled
with extremist ideology, anger and
hatred and feelings of exclusion drive
tucks into crowds of people and
attack civilians without mercy.
In the Philippines, the so-called war
on illegal drugs is chalking up 10
killings of drug dependents and suspected pushers a day for the past
several weeks and there is no end in
sight. They are mostly poor slumdwellers.
From the carnage of the Middle
East, the millions of homeless and
hungry displaced people are shunned
by most of Europe. They flee the
insane ruthless ISIS who kidnap and
murder. The helpless families have
nowhere to hide but tell their children to run away in the hope of
survival in a friendly country. But they
are blocked by the barbed-wire
fences or abducted by abusers and
traffickers and turned into sex slaves

as a recent report has documented
and revealed.
The United Kingdom has voted
itself out of the unity of Europe, a
unity that brought peace and economic progress and development.
The European Union is a system of
limited democratic shared governance that seeks to share the wealth
of the richer to the poorer nations of
the union. A slim majority voted to
leave but still want the benefits of the
common market but not the obligations. They voted to close the doors
against the refugees and those fleeing
torture, hunger and violence.
And now comes the figures and
facts recently revealed that shows an
embarrassing truth. The wealthiest
countries in the world such as the US,
China, Japan, Germany, France and
the UK, which together make up 56.6
percent of global GDP, between them
host just 2.1 million refugees: 8.9 percent of the world's total, according to
the charity Oxfam as reported by The
Guardian Newspaper.
The rich and super rich, the one
percent of the population, control 60
percent of global wealth. They have
only a miserable nine percent of the

refugees in the world.The report says,
"Of these 2.1 million people, roughly
a third is hosted by Germany
(736,740), while the remaining 1.4
million are split between the other
five countries. The UK hosts 168,937
refugees, a figure Oxfam GB chief
executive Mark Goldring has called
shameful," the Guardian reports. That
is less than one percent of all the
refugees in the world.
"In contrast, more than half of the
world's refugees - almost 12 million
people - live in Jordan, Turkey,
Palestine, Pakistan, Lebanon and
South Africa, despite the fact these
places make up less than two percent
of the world's economy", the report
revealed.
So, it is the poor, mostly Muslim
countries who are helping the
refugees and the displaced poor. If we
think we are going to gain eternal life
without passing the test that Jesus of
Nazareth gives - to end hunger,
release innocent prisoners, clothe the
naked and feed the hungry (Matthew
25) and work for justice and love of
neighbour - we are mistaken. What
greater way is there to live than to
live for others and not for self.

An overcrowded Filipino prison
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Mother Teresa,
a message for our times
Mother Teresa was proclaimed a saint on September 5 this year, 2016. Archbishop Emeritus
of Guwahati (India), Thomas Menamparampil, traces some aspects of Mother Teresa’s life.
“One has to make a bold choice, risk a daring decision and pay the price”.
aving known Mother Teresa
closely over a period of four
decades, what has impressed
me most was her visible sense of compassion, self-forgetful attention to
others, bubbling enthusiasm, and
unfailing resilience in the face of difficulties.
As a young seminarian, I first met her
in 1958 at Bandel Church. Her work
was about ten years old and was hardly known beyond the neighborhood.
Those who knew her closely spoke of
an ‘impossible’ measure of generosity

H
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implied in the new initiative. She was
young, quick on her feet, and walked to
the Church or around the Marian
Shrine with a group of young Sisters at
an amazing pace. Such an external
expression of dynamism was combined with spiritual depth, a profound
sense of vocation, and contagious joy.
She was a mystic in action.
The first time I met her as a bishop
was on an occasion when I was travelling from Mumbai to Calcutta
(Kolkata). All of a sudden, I noticed
Mother Teresa sitting a few seats ahead
of me. It was already late, and when we
reached Kolkata, it was past midnight.
She asked me whether someone was
waiting for me. If not, she said, she
would take me to the place I was
intending to stay. I thanked her for the
offer but insisted that I knew Kolkata
well and that she should not trouble
herself at so late an hour to help me,
but she would have none of that.
Her Sisters had been waiting for her
with a jeep.
She put me in the front seat, and
the Nobel Prize winner and her
companions sat sideways like little
girls on the back seat of the rickety old jeep. We missed the road,
wandered round the city, and finally
after ploughing through many circuitous lanes, reached the religious
house where I was going to stay. Even
after l got down from the jeep,
Mother would not move away
until the gatekeeper opened
the gate and recognized me.
As I thanked her, I asked her
to pray for me. And she

replied “I will”, in a way that I can
never forget.

With life and exuded energy
It was on 10 September 1946 while
travelling to Darjeeling on the little
train, that young Teresa of the Loreto
Sisters heard an inner voice asking her
to come out into the streets of Kolkata
and look after the poorest of the poor.
Industrialization had brought wealth to
the city, but had thrust a large number
of people into degrading conditions.
She had only a few cents in her pocket
when she ventured on that mighty
undertaking which was to stun the
world. She accomplished the unbelievable. Though not physically strong, she
vibrated with life and exuded energy
all the time.
Mother Teresa never ran short of
ideas and always found fresh energies
within herself, and from the obscure
slums of Kolkata, she won the attention
of the world. Her message was always
the same: love the poor, show compassion. She related with everyone as she
did with Kolkata’s poor. For her, all
were equal. She had no other topic for
conversation but the needs of the poor.
Mother Teresa recognized that seed of
greatness in every human being in
every human condition. Each person is
unique, and every individual uniquely
precious. She did not argue the point
but established the truth in action, in
life.That was her style. In her own manner of communicating, she was
eloquent beyond description.
Mother Teresa’s message to everyone
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is “Be an adult today, and take on
responsibility for the rest of humanity”,
as she did. The dignity of the human
person implies something even profounder. Is the human being best
described as a diligent producer and
ardent consumer? Is there a deeper significance linked to one’s identity, for
example a call to be an artist, a
prophet, a sage or a saint? Can one discover and unveil the hero within? Can
one come to understand that ordinary
people have a vocation to live extraordinary lives and that greatness is not
for a few; it is the calling of all? Mother
Teresa has shown from the streets of
Kolkata how true such an assertion is.
One has to make a bold choice, risk a
daring decision and pay the price. It
calls for painstaking effort linked with
a change of attitude. Change the landscape of your mind, and you will
change your life, and you will also
change the world.
Mother Teresa confronts us today
with a few more challenges. She says:
question your life of compromise, dialogue with the challenges you face,
keep close to pain and those who have
to live with it. Listen to the message
that human agonies have for you. You
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may be surprised to find, as she did,
that pain is a wonderful teacher, that an
inner agony can be a gift. In fact, the
pains she suffered were not merely
linked with the hardships of her ministry, but also with the
strains of her spiritual
journey in search of God
who seemed to be constantly absent. While she
was perfectly sure that the
work she was doing was
God-mandated,
He
Himself seemed to keep a
distance, leaving this
much admired nun in
deep inner distress. St
John of the Cross calls this
experience the ‘Dark
night of the soul’. Mother
Teresa struggled with this
deep spiritual pain of inner emptiness
for years, and we would have known
nothing of it if her diary had not been
preserved against her own will. Such
an experience can help us to unwrap
our cozy little lives and give us a
chance to know the secrets of our soul
and firmly hold that God is near.
One of the criticisms I have heard of
Mother Teresa is that she was what she

was, not what others wanted her to be.
They wanted her to do the ‘impossible’; that is exactly what she did. They
wanted her to go beyond that.That she
was unable to do. In other words, what
she has actually done in itself is so
amazing, that it is unfair to expect
something more from her. For example
she has been accused of associating
with the high and mighty, not
denouncing those who headed unfair
structures, and even of accepting assistance from them. Indeed, she rejoiced
that there were many who traced injustice to the roots. But she pleaded that
her own mission was different, it was
assisting humanity where it was most
wounded.

I would end with these words of Lao
Tzu which apply so well to the great
saint from the streets of Calcutta: “The
wise shine because they do not want
to impress. They achieve great things
because they do not look for recognition. Their wisdom is contained in
what they are. They refuse to argue, so
no one argues with them”. But their
message convinces.
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By Sr. Mary Magdalen, Marist Community, Sunninghill.

“The Son of God, by
becoming flesh,
summoned us to the
revolution of tenderness”
(The Joy of the Gospel, 8)
o be summoned is
serious; a summons is imperative
and not to be ignored.
Tenderness is not something we think about
every day, though we
may exercise it all day
long – with our children,
our friends even sometimes
with
our
colleagues! But this exhortation is special, and
for now!
As we approach the
tender season of Christmas, how can we give
ourselves to this “revolution”? Would it be a
revolution in my life or
would I find it easy? And
where would we find
those most in need of
such tenderness ?
I’m thinking particularly of the thousands of
children left wandering
all over Europe, having
lost – or been lost by – fathers
and
mothers,
Children caring for children this Christmas.
brothers and sisters.
natural resources, but now also by
They are the flotsam and jetsam of
their own people. There were some
the great wave of migration that has
positive results of colonisation, but
broken on Europe’s shores in recent
not too many – and it was the mismonths. These people are flocking
sionaries who mainly educated the
to Europe from many of the counpeople.
tries that have been colonised and
Many of the problems inherent in
exploited over countless decades by
this modern phenomenon are too
European countries. It is as if they
big for any individual to be able to
are now rising up to confront those
tackle. But we are not alone: we
countries and demand retribution.
have people – young and old – preThey are still being exploited of their

T
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pared to volunteer their
services ….and can we
support and encourage
them? There are many
organisations – religious
and secular – who are
working their hearts out
to find and succour these
homeless children, as
well as those who have
reached our own shores.
Perhaps money is all we
can give, but in a time of
crisis like this, money is
not just important, but
essential. We will spend a
lot of money over Christmas: how much can we
spare for these children?
Can we for once deprive
ourselves, and give if we
cannot go and act?
Somebody said once,
“Whatever you do, don’t
do nothing!” And the
prophet Micah reminded
us of what God looks for
in those he loves – and
God loves us all!
This is what the Lord
asks of you, only this:
To act justly,
To love tenderly,
And to walk humbly with your God
(Micah 6:8)
Walk humbly and happily in the
leisure days of Christmas tide, and
may your New Year be blessed with
courage, peace and joy – and revolution!
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Profiles of 3 Comboni Missionaries

Fr Fidelino Jardim (Portuguese)
In 1996 the civil war began. For 10
years the country was attacked, plundered, divided and about 4 million
people died. The last 10 years, after the
election, we lived a certain political stability, but in some regions there is always
war.
The future is uncertain and civil war
could explode again quite easily. Today
the Catholic church in D.R. Congo is the
biggest in Africa, about 40% of the population is catholic. This church is
growing quickly and there are a lot of
local vocations.’

My missionary work

Fr Fidelino (3rd from left) with parishioners.

It was our privilege here at
Sunningdale to welcome three
returning missionaries as they
spent a period of time brushing
up their English. We are most
grateful to Mrs Maureen
Shannon who tutored two of the
priests. They extend their thanks
and leave with us some thoughts
on their last mission ministry.
‘The Democratic Republic of Congo was
my land of mission for almost 20 years.
I’ve just arrived from Africa to take up a
new work in Portugal.
During the last years I’ve worked in
the North of the Congo, in the Dioceses
of Bondo. It is a large region and yet
with a small population, but poor and
isolated.
I was born in Madeira, a beautiful island of Portugal. After secondary school
I entered the seminary of the Comboni
Missionaries. After eight years of forma-

tion I was ordained in Madeira and I
worked for four years in Portugal. From
1992 I’ve been working in Africa. Now
I’ve been called back to work in Portugal.’

Background history of the
Congo
‘The Portuguese navigators arrived in that
region at the end of the 15th century.
They began immediately the work of
evangelisation and formed one big Christian community. In 1521 this church had
already a native bishop. Unfortunately,
this young church gradually disappeared.
At the end of the 19th century the Belgians began the colonisation of the
country and the missionaries began the
second evangelisation.
After independence, in 1960, the country lived a short period of division and
instability and a 30 years long dictatorship that destroyed everything the colony
had built – infrastructures (roads,
schools, health system), industry and
commerce.

Fr Fidelino Celebrates mass with pygmy community.
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‘I worked with the pygmies. The pigmies
are the very first inhabitants of Africa.
Now they are reduced to a few thousand
in central Africa. Most of them are in D.R.
of Congo. They have a very simple life
and they live from hunting, fishing and
gathering fruits of the forest.
The Comboni missionaries have been
working with the pygmies for more than
40 years. In the beginning we just lived
with them in their villages in the forest.
Our first work was to cure the pygmies
of the pian (a tropical infection of the
skin, bones and joints). The owners of
the villages own the pigmies that work
for them and the pigmies have, at the
end of the day, just enough to eat. The
pigmies have always had the freedom to
go to the forest, but most of the time,
they worked hard for their bosses. The
pygmies were mere slaves. Today the
pygmy race is very much part of the Congolese society – Students in secondary
schools and universities and seminaries,
teachers, nurses workers.
Today the pigmies occupy extensive
empty lands but face conflict with large
landowners .
Worse than that are the rebels of a
Ugandan group (LRA) that live in the forest of these zones. They often come out
of the forest to plunder the population
and to take with them young girls and
boys.
We have been building schools and
bridges and at the moment we are building a little hospital. Our chief priority is
to train catechists and leaders for the
small Christian communities.
My best wishes to all our readers !’
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Fr Martinho Bolanos (Colombian)

Fr Martin

My name is Martin Bolanos, a Comboni missionary from Colombia, I
have just left Uganda after 11 years of missionary service and am now
undergoing some medical care here in London, forming part of the
Sunningdale community.
The beginning of my new experience in
Uganda was not easy. I did not know the
language; I did not know the new culture where I was supposed to live. My
faith in Jesus and the certainty of my vocation gave me the courage and the
strength to overcome all the hardness of
the situation and push me to look ahead
with hope and joy. I came to know the
wonderful people of Karamoja. They are
a pastoralist group herding and raising
cattle, living in the north-east of Uganda.
They live in a semi-arid land where the
scarcity of water and rainfalls make their
fight for survival still harder. Lack of
food and a long dry season oblige them
to emigrate continuously as local governments neglect their needs for better
grazing land. There are not enough
schools, few dispensaries and hospitals
of a low standard and coupled with few
employment opportunities.
The priorities guiding the process of
evangelization in the mission of KangoleKaramoja are: education, health care,
formation of leaders and promotion of
skills for women. To achieve our missionary objectives, we have three schools
in the Centre: one secondary school for
girls, one primary school for girls and
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one primary school for boys as well. Besides this we support 11 state mixed
primary schools spread all around the
mission. More than 4 thousand students
per year have access to education and
missionaries consider integral education
one of the most important bases to empower development and quality of life in
a region like Karamoja. In the healthcare
field the Comboni missionaries have

been pioneers in Uganda. In our mission
we have the dispensary where many
women come to give birth safely. In the
past women used to deliver in the poor
unhygienic conditions of their own villages assisted by other unqualified
women for this demanding task. The maternity unit is the only one available for
a population of 10 thousand people.
After its foundation the mortality rate of
women and neonates at the moment of
delivery has been significantly reduced.
Generally, the Comboni sisters are directly responsible for the running of the
girl’s schools and the dispensary, and
they also play a fundamental role in promoting the dignity of women.
During these years of mission, I dedicated most of my effort to the formation
of leaders. During my pastoral safaris
around the villages I used to see how the
mothers are the ones who spend most of
the time with the children, young boys
and girls. I realized that the mothers
teach the children the values of their life.
I am convinced that the values we
learn in our tender age usually are the
ones guiding our entire life and I can
only say once again thanks to God, to my
own parents, especially to Karamojong
people who opened their hearts to me
and shared with me the joy of being one
beautiful family. Now I am going to my
beloved Colombia for a new missionary
service accompanying the students of
our congregation in their first step of formation. Please keep me in your prayers.
Thank you very much for your support
and God bless you always.

Just some of the many school kids!
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Fr Antonio D’Agostino (Italian)

Fr Antonio visiting the streets of his parish

‘Hi, my name is Antonio D’Agostino, I am Italian and soon I will
celebrate 28 years of the priesthood as a Comboni missionary.
I was a little boy when at school a missionary gathered all the students and
showed us a documentary about Africans
and their miserable living condition.
Those striking images caused within me
a profound sadness and great anger.
So that, when that missionary encouraged us to express our feelings about
what we had just seen, I spontaneously
shouted out “This is unjust!”; and when
he asked us if there was something we
could suggest in order to change things,
I was not able to give an answer, but I
promised to myself that this was going
to be my main concern.
With that in mind and with the spiritual guidance of my parish priest, at the
age of 15 I joined the diocesan seminary.
But as time passed by, I soon realized
that the call growing in me was leading
me to a ministry outside the diocesan
boundaries.
The following academic year I joined
the comboni seminary. It was 1978, ten
years later I was ordained a Comboni
priest.

In South America
‘In 2002 I was sent to Ecuador: another
country, within another continent, with a
different scenario as well as new challenges, which implied a renewed
commitment towards especially the
most abandoned children of God.
‘I lived in Guayaquil, the largest town
in Ecuador with its almost 3 million inhabitants, and I served in one of the
most dangerous and polluted outskirts
called MALVINAS. Aware that “the parish
is a community of communities”, a sanctuary where the thirsty people come to
drink living water in the midst of their
life-journey, and a centre of constant
missionary outreach, from the very start
of our comboni presence in this pastoral
area entrusted to us, we trained faithful

people so as to become evangelizers.
It wasn’t easy at first, many felt shy, unprepared, others feared they were going
to lose their free time, but as we went
on, deepening our faith based on Bible
studies and the documents of the
Church, many lay people realised the
beauty and importance of evangelizing
and committed themselves. Since then
we have trained about 30 people whom
3 times a week dedicate at least 1 hour of
their precious time visiting families, with
the main purpose of reawakening people’s faith.
The amazing thing is that in June
2016, in the presence of the archbishop
of Guayaquil, and at the moment of
handing over the two parishes entrusted
to us, there were 12 Small Christian
Communities represented by their coordinators. They spoke out and all
heartedly thanked us and promised that
they would continue with the struggle.
Today I can say that all in all our missionary service has aimed at building
communities where Jesus’ followers are
called to be like “sheep-disciples” who
listen (= SHEMA) to the voice of the Pastor, and after been instructed by Him, set
out spreading the Good News.
Wishing all of you a wonderful journey
as Christians, I conclude with Pope Francis words:
“I invite all Christians everywhere
at this very moment to a renewed
personal encounter with Jesus
Christ…the Lord does not
disappoint those who take the risk”
(EG 3).

Mission work in Africa
‘First of all, my experience in Africa,
more specifically in Kenya. There, in the
outskirts of Nairobi, a dirty, badly-built
and dumpy place called KOROGOCHO,
which in the kikuyu language means
CONFUSION, and truly is, in the midst
of so much misery and distress, for the
first time I felt very strongly the presence
of God in a new and unique way; and so,
while announcing God’s Good News, I
myself was moulded by Him and evangelized by people’s striking life.
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Fr Antyonio with the youth
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By Fr John Clark,MCCJ

THE COMBONI FAMILY AND
THE WORLD SOCIAL FORUM

“Another world is
needed; together it is
possible”.
mong many other missionaries,
sixteen
Comboni
Missionary Priests, Brothers
and Sisters participated in the 12th
World Social Forum (WSF) in Montreal, Canada, between 9-14 August,
2016. The WSF is the biggest meeting of civil society organizations in
the world. Inaugurated in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2001, it essentially
campaigns for an alternative future
to neoliberalism and imperialism. Its
members strongly advocate solidarity and a democratic and fair world
order.
The theme of this most recent WSF
was: “Another world is needed; together it is possible”. Like so many
people worldwide, these participants also strive to build a better
world so different from the one we
live in, where inclusiveness, sustainability, justice, peace and integral
respect for creation, so much desired, become lived realities.
It becomes vitally important for
missionaries like the whole Comboni Family, which includes also the
laity, to utilise and connect with the
invaluable work that the WSF is trying so hard to promote. The WSF is
undoubtedly a unique and privileged place of sharing, analysing,
planning, organizing and unifying all
possible efforts among those who
believe in the protagonism of the

A
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Fr John Clark

poor, oppressed and exploited in
their struggle together for a better
and different world.
Those involved in Justice and
Peace and Integrity of Creation issues within the entire Comboni

Family, walking in the footsteps of St.
Daniel Comboni, are being profoundly challenged to become more
firmly and formally involved and
committed to the next WSF and
World Forum of Theology and Liber-
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Participants at the World Social Forum

ation. Concretely speaking, this boils
down to establishing a permanent
Comboni team whose task it will be
to contribute more effectively and
interact more closely with the WSF
and many other organizations like
the Pontifical Council for Justice and
Peace, the Union of Superior Generals, Vivat International and Africa
Europe Faith and Justice Network. It
is really a matter of becoming more
adequately prepared as the challenges
faced
in
today’s
contemporary world are characterised by much complexity and
demand appropriate academic
preparation and astute inter-netting.
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Otherwise, the voice of the voiceless
could be easily muted.
Comboni Missionaries encounter

in the raw of their daily lives tremendous challenges, as for example:
their experiences of trying to build
peace and reconciliation in South
Sudan, the fight against the insatiable greed and exploitation of
multinational corporations in the latter’s rape and control of natural
resources in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and in Brazil; the
global problems of human trafficking and the worldwide phenomena
of the magnitude and urgency of climate change, to mention only a few
cases. All call for worldwide denunciation and support. Working
alongside the WSF when and where
it is possible, can certainly help to
foster an ongoing process of revitalization of the Comboni missionary
spirit among its members.
17

Fr Warren Kinne SSC

The winning ways of

MONICA
a grand old Chinese Lady
onica was buried yesterday.
She would have been 100
years old next year which is
the year, please God, I reach 70. She
more or less had my father’s birthyear and was somewhat older than
my mother would have been had the
latter still been alive.
She was a wonderful person who
just a week ago had been full of humour and energy. I liked to visit her
and was a bit embarrassed about the
way she would fuss over me. It was
just over a week ago that I last saw
her – between Christmas and New
Year. She always gently chided me:
“When was the last time you came”?
I liked to come unannounced, so
that she wouldn’t have to put on a
big meal that I didn’t want and she
shouldn’t have needed to bother
about.
Monica – Xia Jing Xian – had been
a Diocesan Religious sister of the
group that Bishop Galvin had set up
in Hanyang. She vividly remembered
Bishop Galvin and so many of those
early Columbans who worked in her
home diocese. She could rattle off
their names and was forever eulogizing those early missionaries.
Bishop Galvin disbanded the
group when the Communists came
to power over 60 years ago. Monica
had for a long time hoped that the
group could be reconstituted, but
that came too late for her. Eventually
she married but was too old to have
children. Monica was a nurse.
I lack so much exact and accurate
information – dates and names – like
most of us do with parents and
grandparents. We only realise fully
how little we know about them the

M

The Church at prayer
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Martyrs of the Church in China

moment they are gone. My problem
had also been her Hubei accent.
There were priests I would have
known but their Chinese names
were unknown to me; and there was
the confusion of that different phoneticisation that was used then. I am
a week too late to gather all that rich
archival information.
But it doesn’t matter – my memory
of her is of her love and her faith and
her warmth towards the Columban
Society. It made me mindful and appreciative of the work of the group
to which I belong and of those who
have gone before me. Now all I have
are memories and those intriguing
but inaccurate details about her life.
From what I did learn, Monica was
born in 1915 in Xiantao, Hubei
Province in a town then called Mianyang. She was one of two girls and
three boys in the family. In 1935
there was a huge flood and the dam
on the Yangtse River near their
home-town burst so the whole family took a small boat to Hanyang.
There she studied in a Columban
school and became an embroidery
Comboni Mission • Winter 2016

worker. Later she joined the Diocesan Sisters, studied nursing and was
later to become an operating-theatre
nurse. In her career as a nurse she
worked at the Columban Hospital in
Nancheng in Jiangxi Province.
In Shanghai, after the group had
been disbanded, she worked in the
former Catholic Hospital now called
the Rui Jin Hospital. In 1970 she
married a man who had been wanting to marry her for over 10 years
prior to this but she had kept insisting that she was a nun. They had a
happy married life until he died in
2008.
I couldn’t even make the funeral.
Her house-help and a distant relative
rang me and said that “she had
gone”. I wondered, momentarily, if
she had “gone away” on holidays.
The reality only sunk in slowly as she
had been in fine fettle just a week
earlier. On Sunday, I had agreed to a
Mass at St. Peter’s at exactly the time
of the celebration of her life in the
funeral parlour. But she would have
preferred it that way - to be remembered in the Mass.

I loved to take people to see her
and she too enjoyed the company.
My two sisters and a niece met her;
Chinese friends; a handful of Columbans who visited. She was always
welcoming. She wanted to give me
gifts – coffee and biscuits that I didn’t need. She would stand up and
rummage about in her cupboard
looking for something. She would
stuff me with food even when I wasn’t hungry. Monica was a glimpse
into a past I hadn’t experienced, into
a China I hadn’t known.
Monica always wanted a blessing
and would check to see that I had
enough warm clothing on. She was
full of humour and her sympathy
was decidedly with the ‘unofficial’
Church. There will never be another
Chinese Monica. We live in that river
of time. Only eternity will reunite us
to those moments we fleetingly cherish on this ever so fast journey of life
towards our future with God – and
hopefully with Chinese Monica.
Fr Warren Kinne has worked in
China for over 15 years.
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Sunningdale
Our house here at Sunningdale,
being the Provincial headquarters,
continues to be a cross roads for
many Comboni priests and friends.

The gardens at Sunningdale
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Uganda

Our Provincial Fr Martin goes ahead
with his leadership duties travelling
almost non-stop. Fr Dempsey is now
due to return here for a few days

after completing his formation updating in Rome and will head back
to Uganda full of the joys. No doubt
he has increased in wisdom. Fr Rogelio Bustos, Mexican assistant
General in Rome, has been here a
few times whilst undergoing a refresher course in London during his
staying at Dawson Place. His English
has improved and has reduced the
need for a good amount of sign language. Fr Donato Goffredo dropped
in before leaving for his new mission
as formator of students in Malawi.
Our best wishes accompany him.
Mr Ambrose Mulroy and his dear
wife Lorraine drop in for visits and
arrangements for the Annual fundraising golf event sponsored by
Friends of the Comboni Missionaries. This year they hosted The
Comboni Missionaries’ fund-raising
golf tournament and succeeded in
raising over £9.000 for our missions
in Uganda. Our sincere thanks and
may you all continue with good
health and enthusiasm benefitting
this noble cause
As reported on pages 13-15 of our
current edition, three of our Comboni priests spent a few months as
part of the community and studying
English. They appear to have enjoyed their academic and leisurely
stay.
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Fr Donato with the postulant students

Fr Donato visits
our Community
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Here in Leeds we had the pleasure
of having Fr Donato with us for two
months last summer during July &
August.
Fr Donato worked for several years
in our Community in Glasgow
where he made many a friend and
was very active doing Mission Appeals and helping the local Clergy
through supply work.
From Glasgow he was then transferred to Horsforth-Leeds where he
worked for a couple of years before
being assigned back to the Missions
in Malawi.
In Malawi Fr Donato teaches at an
inter-Religious University and is in
charge of our Comboni Postulants,
namely boys from Malawi who have
expressed their wish to join our
Comboni Religious Congregation

and start their Formation curriculum
by living in one of our Communities
and at the same time studying philosophy.
We already have thirteen Comboni
Priests from Malawi and Zambia that
form one single Comboni Province
working in various Missions in Africa
and elsewhere. We also have one
Comboni Brother and fourteen students of Theology preparing for the
Priesthood. Thanks to these young
men coming forward for the Priesthood from our own Missions, our
Comboni Institute is still able to
serve the Church in so many parts of
the world.
Before coming to Leeds at the end
of last June, Fr Donato had spent a
few weeks in Italy with his elderly
mother whom he had not seen for
around three years.
Here in Leeds Fr Donato was able
to have some rest in our Community

and visit some of his many friends.
On weekends he did quite a few Mission Appeals in Kent raising funds
for his work in Malawi where he has
to look after our Postulants, providing for them everything they need
for their daily life and studies.
We take this opportunity to thank
all the good people Fr Donato met
in the various Parishes he visited on
his Mission Appeals for the generosity they showed to him through their
donations. Through the Appeals he
preached last summer Fr Donato
was able to return to Malawi having
raised more than £17,000 for his
missionary work.
Form Leeds Fr Donato travelled to
visit Scotland to meet his Scottish
friends. He also went to greet the
parents of our dear and late Father
Alan McGinty in Largs. In the photo
here Fr Donato is standing in front
of our former Comboni House in
Ardrossan on the West Coast of Scotland.
It is always a joy to welcome some
of our confreres from the Missions,
hearing from them about the
progress that the Gospel and the
Church are making in the world. It
reminds us of our own Vocation
here in Europe to raise awareness
among the people of God in in these
parts through evangelisation and
collaborating with Young Churches
throughout the world.
They also remind us how grateful
we are to our fellow Catholics here
who support our work through their
prayers and financial aid.

Former house of Ardrossan, Scotland
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Letters from readers are most welcome but we regret we cannot publish
them all. Some may be shortened due to lack of space.
You can also email us at:
combonimission@eircom.net • leeds@comboni@org.uk
combonimissionaries@yahoo.com - Editor • vrf@carglw.fsnet.co.uk
Dear Fr,
This is not a very nice letter for
me to write. I have to cancel my
subscription to the magazine as
I’m losing the sight in both my
eyes. It is an awful blow to me. I
don’t even know how I can
write this letter. Please
continue to remind me of my
yearly subscription.
I have not written a letter for
months and this has been
difficult.
God bless all at Clontarf
Road!
Yours sincerely
Mrs Cunnugh
Mallow, Ireland
Bahrain

Dear Comboni Missionaries,
I have very treasured memories
of teaching with the Comboni
missionary Sisters in Bahrain,
Arabian Gulf, in the ‘70s and
80’s.
God bless you all for the
good work you do throughout
the world. I also remember the
Comboni Fathers who were also
in the Gulf during my time
there.
I pray all are well in mind and
spirit – the hot climate takes its
toll.
God bless the Combonis
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everywhere.
Respectfully,
Mrs. Woodhead,
Devon

church for the occasion! ‘Go
forth and multiply’ and so God is
good!
With every good wish.
Mrs. J. Tingle.
W. Yorkshire

Dear Fathers,
Sorry for not writing to you all
much sooner. Thanks as always
for your good wishes and
prayers. I’ve been to hospital a
few times but well and asking for
your prayers for some of the
family who are not too well. We
just had a christening in the
family and so many people in the
Comboni Mission • www.comboni.org.uk

Fr. Donato with his servers

Dear editor,
By God's Providence the work
of forming new seminarians to
join in the ranks of the
Comboni institute is my task
here in Balaka, Malawi. During
the past summer I visited a
number of Parishes in
Southwark diocese to do a
mission appeal: OUR LADY OF
THE ROSARY in BRIXTON - ST
JOHN EVANGELIST in
MONGEHAM & SANDWICH - ST
ANSELM in DARTFORD - ST
MICHAEL in CHATHAM - ST
AUGUSTINE in TUNBRIDGE
WELLS - ST THOMAS MORE in
BOLTON PARK - OUR LADY OF
REPARATION in WEST
CROYDON and ST JAMES in
PETTS WOOD. I have not
forgotten the people I met and I
still remember them during the
prayers we do with our
Comboni Mission • Wint er 2016

postulants every Tuesday for
our benefactors. I also paid a
brief visit to our community in
Scotland, where many
friends still remembered me
(apart from good Fr. Anthony,
now in a care home). I saw the
good work being carried out by
our supporters. In particular I
thank the 200 group of J. Casey
in Glasgow for their generous
donation with which we will
have a new sacristy to complete
the building of the new church
helped by the contribution
from the LP back in 2014. Also I

Comboni Miss
ion
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DUBLIN 3
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want to thank the community
of Leeds and associated friends
for their support and
generosity during my stay.
Tomorrow for the first time we
are going to celebrate the feast
of St. Daniel Comboni in our
new parish of Mbera. It is a
place of first evangelization in a
Muslim territory, I hope our
friends from the UK will
continue to help our mission
among the poor and most
abandoned.
Fr. Donato Goffredo mccj
- Malawi
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… ‘And she gave birth
to a son, her first-born.
She wrapped him in
swaddling clothes,
and laid him in a
manger because there
was no room for them
at the inn.’
(Lk. 2.6 -8)

‘The sight of the star filled
them with delight, and
going forward they saw
the child with his mother
Mary, and falling to their
knees they did him
homage. Then opening
their treasures, they
offered him gifts of gold,
frankincense and myrrh’.
(Mt. 2, 10-12)
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