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ith this edition of ‘Comboni
Mission’ we wish to celebrate the
centenary celebrations of Pope
Benedict XV’s encyclical ‘Maximum
Illum’ (that momentous and holy
change’), 30 November 1919 to ‘Go out
to the whole world and preach the
Good News’ (Mk. 16:15). ‘Maximum
Illud’ remains an important tool of
evangelization. Pope Francis has called on
the whole Church to celebrate this event,
during the month of October, through
prayer and apostolic works, as a platform
towards renewed missionary enthusiasm
within the whole catholic church.
We as Comboni missionaries are
responding to Pope Francis’ call by
publishing this special issue. We hope it
will also avail as an instrument in our
missionary travels as a handbook and
exposition of our activities – at HomeAfrica-Asia- the Americas.
Turning around a very large ship takes
some time. The Barque of St Peter is in
need of helmsmen and skilful navigators to
steer us through somewhat troubled
waters to our desired destination! We are
all helmsmen – we are all ‘missionary
disciples’.
‘Baptized and Sent’ is the cry as we
renew our missionary zeal. Taking to heart
the call of Pope Benedict XV to avoid
nationalism and avoid colonialism valuing
instead and promoting local languages and
training indigenous vocations to prepare
them to take up the spiritual leadership of
their own people. Missionaries who belong
to a people would best be able to bring the
Gospel to their people, aware of their
linguistic, cultural, sociological and political
sensitivities. The special place Pope
Benedict XV reserved, for instance, to
Religious Sisters gave a tremendous
impetus to the work of the hundreds of
thousands of women missionaries around
the world.

St Daniel Comboni ‘s cry of “Save
Africa with Africa” is very much at the
source of this celebration. This vision has
always been at the forefront of Comboni
missionaries’ pastoral work. Today
vocations from these ‘mission’ countries
has begun to outstrip those from Europe
and North America. In 1900 there were
eight million Christians in Africa. Now
there are 335 million. Today we see the
flourishing of native vocations in the
countries where our missionaries have
laboured for decades. It is surely this vision
of Pope Benedict XV of local missionaries
witnessing to the truth of the message of
Jesus Christ that offers the best prospect of
success.
Through these pages and edified
by the witness of so many
missionaries, may we be led to ask
ourselves “What can I do”?
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Comboni
Missionaries

Who they are
and What they do
K

hartoum - 1881. It is the night of
October 9th and Monsignor
Daniel Comboni, the first Bishop of Central Africa, lies in the grip of a
severe tropical fever. He knows that his
life is coming to an end – this same fever had claimed the lives of many of his
Missionaries in only a few short years.
Only brief moments of consciousness
remain to him. He murmurs some short
and barely audible prayers and calls to
his bedside the few remaining Fathers
and Sisters. “I am dying”, he says, “but
the work of the African Mission will not
die … The works of God are always
born at the foot of the Cross”. Comboni
knew that this work could not die because it was the work of God. He died
the following morning. He was only fifty years old.

it, so that “the most difficult Mission in
all the world” as Comboni boldly described it, was once again launched
with renewed commitment and fervour.
Where could Missionaries be found
who would be ready to leave for those
lands at the ends of the earth? Comboni’s answer was simple: “Among the
priests, religious and laity of the entire
Catholic Church. The Universal Church
must, as it were, lay siege to Africa in
order to gain that unfortunate Continent for Christ”. In response the Head
of Propaganda Fide, Cardinal Alessandro Barnaba said to the ‘mad prophet’:
“Either you bring me a medical certificate guaranteeing that you will not die
in the next forty years, or else you must
establish an Institute that will carry out
your Plan”.

Foundation of the Institute
And so, it was. On June 1st 1867 the
‘Institute for the African Missions’ was
founded for men, and the ‘Institute for
the Missionary Sisters of Africa’ followed
in 1872 to promote the role and development of women in African society.
From these two Institutes, or ‘Cenacles
of Apostles’, as Comboni liked to call
them, Missionaries would emerge,
ready to give their lives, so that the
‘Black Pearl’ (Nigricans Margarita) could
be set in the diadem of the Universal
Church. In 1885, four years after the
death of Comboni, the ‘Institute for the
African Missions’ became a Religious
Congregation like the Missionary Sisters and so began the dynamic and
fruitful journey of the Missionary Family

Planning the Mission
Seventeen years earlier, on September
15th 1864, he had been kneeling at the
tomb of St. Peter in Rome when he received an inspiration for what he called
‘The Plan’. “It was a revelation from on
high”, he would say to all who read it. ‘A
Plan for the Regeneration of Africa’. It
could be summed up in a few words –
‘Save Africa with Africa’. But others
were convinced that now was the moment to close the Mission to Central
Africa, not to re-launch it. It had already
cost the lives of sixty-four young Missionaries.
‘Wait for more auspicious times’ was
the conventional wisdom of the day.
Pope Pius IX, however, did not agree.
He approved ‘The Plan’ and supported
4
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that is proud to bear his name and continue his work down to the present day.
Remaining faithful to the original inspiration, the Followers of Comboni have
adapted to ever-changing situations
and responded to many invitations
from the Church. But one thing has
never changed – they remain on the
side of the ‘poorest and most abandoned’.

Where we are
Today the Comboni Missionaries, with
Members drawn from forty-four different nationalities, work in fifty countries
over five Continents.
We Comboni Missionaries are present
in countries with areas of ‘Primary
Evangelization’ where the Gospel has
never been preached. We also go to the
places that are the most remote socially
or geographically. This might include
the suburbs of large cities such as Nairobi, Kinshasa and Khartoum or Lima,
Mexico City and São Paulo. We have
hundreds of Members who live among
nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples
such as the Karamojong in Uganda and
the Turkana in Kenya. We also live
among ethnic minorities threatened
with extinction, such as the Pygmies in
the Democratic Republic of Congo and
the Central African Republic. Wherever
they go they support social movements
that work for the dignity of the peoples
they live amongst. These might be people of African descent or Indigenous
Peoples living in Brazil, Ecuador and the
United States, or the landless whose
rights they champion through working
alongside Organizations that are committed to the dispossessed in society.

Comboni Martyrs

Agents’ in the field of evangelization
and human development. In this way,
we aim to collaborate in making Local
Churches ever more autonomous: capable of self-administration and even of
reaching out to Churches in other
lands, thus fulfilling Comboni’s vision
of being able to ‘Save Africa with Africa’.

Present in the Social Media
As a group we are involved in the world
of social communication. We produce
twenty-four Missionary Magazines on all
five continents and also have a growing
presence in Social Media. In a world
that is divided by war and dominated by
a globalization that often seeks to exclude the poor, as the Comboni
Missionaries we wish to confirm our
commitment to the downtrodden of

Photos: Comboni Press

the earth. We are the heirs of Comboni
who was passionately involved in struggling against slavery and the slave trade,
in the face of the rich and powerful,
who saw him as being ‘out of his mind’.
As Comboni Missionaries we also endeavor to put ‘first’ those whom the
world regard as ‘last’. In a commitment
to ‘Justice and Peace’ and the ‘Integrity
of Creation’, we aim to be signs and instruments of contradiction, whilst
knowing full well that the cost of such a
determined stand may well be persecution or even martyrdom.

What we do
We pay special attention to the academic and professional education of the
young, by co-ordinating dozens of
schools on the outskirts of cities and in
villages across Uganda, South Sudan,
Kenya, Malawi, the Democratic Republic of Congo. Pastorally their emphasis
is on creating and sustaining ‘Basic
Christian Communities’ that can evangelize and live out a new way of being
‘Church’. Following the inspiration of
our Founder, we have established
centers of biblical, theological, professional and social studies in Africa and in
Latin American to train local ‘Pastoral
Comboni Mission • Autumn 2019
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By Fr John Downey mccj

Looking back
in thanksgiving
A brief sketch of the history of the London Province

T

he story of the London Province began to unfold when,
whilst on an ad limina visit to Rome in 1903, Bishop
(later Cardinal) Francis Bourne enquired of the possibility of Religious Orders coming to work in his large diocese
of Southwark. He was directed to visit the Mother House of
the ‘Institute for the Missions of Africa’ in Verona which he
duly did a few days later on May 7th. His request was immediately accepted given the Society’s desire to establish a presence in England to enable Confrères to study English in view
of their working in English-speaking Africa and to recruit
English-speaking personnel. This remained the priority for
many years to come.
The first priests were assigned to a ‘Mass Centre’ in Sidcup
(Kent), and in August 1903 Fr. Mantica took up
residence there, with Fr. Lehr later appointed Priest-in-Charge. A parish church was
built in 1905 but was subsequently declared unsafe by the Local Council and
ordered to be pulled down. Our Fathers recently preached a Mission Appeal in the very same Church!
Our presence in Sidcup was however
to prove short-lived and the supposedly pressing need for personnel in Uganda caused the then Superior-General
Fr. Vianello to order an impromptu
withdrawal from the Parish. The Bishop at
the time was deeply offended at this move
and the perceived slight was to have dire consequences
for future relationships with him and the Diocese. This was in
1911.
In the 1920’s and 1930’s much work was done in trying to
re-gain a foothold in England always with the aim of providing
Confrères with the possibility of studying English and undertaking the required ‘Colonial Course’, and of preparing English-speaking candidates for the Society. Eventually the house
of Sunningdale was purchased at the beginning of 1938 and
was to serve inter alia as a Junior Seminary, Novitiate and
Scholasticate down the years. Great disruption and suffering
was experienced during the Second Word War when our Italian Confrères were arrested at the end of Mass and sent from
Sunningdale to a detention camp on the Isle of Man. During
their six years there, they tended to fellow-detainees in the
camp, and much of their pastoral ministry in the immediate
aftermath of the war was to the self-same Italians who were by
then scattered throughout England and Scotland.
The first edition of our missionary magazine, “Our African
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Missions” appeared in 1946 and under other names has continued to flourish to this day.
In 1947, a house in Dawson Place was purchased for Confrères studying in Central London, followed by the opening of
a Parish at Elm Park (Essex) in 1949 which served the Diocese
of Brentwood for many years until the early 1990’s. Other
centres in Yorkshire sprung up and served as the Junior Seminary – Ganthorpe Hall (1945/1949), Stillington (1949/1960)
and Mirfield (1960/1984). During this period, much vocation
promotion was carried out and the Society was blessed with a
good number of Confrères hailing from these Isles.
The economic mainstay of the Society came through Mission Appeals and the generous co-operation of Catholic Parishes in England and in Scotland. Many were the Confrères
who worked tirelessly, week in and week
out, to bring in funds for the support
of our work at home and abroad.
Other
Communities
were
opened over the years: Allanton,
Ardrossan and Glasgow in Scotland; Elstree and Rickmansworth
in North London; Leeds in the
North of England and Dublin in
Ireland. A Parish in Battersea, South
London, was opened in 2007 to cater
for ministry with immigrants, refugees and
asylum-seekers, and the Community was recently transferred to the neighbouring Parish of
Roehampton.
Many of our Radical Members have served the Missionary
Church in Uganda, Kenya, Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia,
Malawi, South Africa, Brazil, Mexico, Costa Rica and the Philippines. The Province continues this work by raising awareness
of the many difficulties faced by our brothers and sisters in
the South of the world, and by providing financial assistance
for our Missions and Missionaries. Our work is primarily focused on Mission Appeals, promoting our Magazine, corresponding with friends and benefactors, pastoral work and a
renewed commitment to Youth Ministry.
Many Confrères, too many to mention, have worked in Britain and Ireland down the years and the Province owes them a
great debt of gratitude. We remember with particular affection
the Confrères who have gone before us and ask the Lord to
reward them as only He can. The enduring commitment and
dedication of so many Confrères inspire us to look ahead with
hope and enthusiasm inspired by the example of our Father
and Founder, St. Daniel Comboni.
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By Sr Graça Almeida, CMS

In the following features, three of our missionaries offer to us reflections on how they live out
their missionary commitment. Sr Graca based in Chiswick, London, spearheads with Sr Natalia,
a pioneering project aimed at building bridges between peoples of different cultures. Fr Sean
Dempsey encouraged by our Founder St Daniel Comboni puts to us the vast challenges facing
missionaries today in Africa. Finally, Sr Tommy, on her way back to Eritrea, sets out in her
inimitable style, how to bring a joyful Gospel message to others.

The Comboni Sisters in the United Kingdom
Creating bridges of solidarity between worlds
towards each other. The attitude is the
one of great respect and veneration, as
when something sacred is happening.
With one hand they give and with the
other they receive. I see in this sculpture
the miracle of two realities of people that
come together to share what they have
and both grow in the experience of being
children of God.

Holy Roots

Sr Graça Almeida

A

s a teenager I believed everyone
should do something to make a
difference for the improvement of
the human race. I was naturally attracted
by the authenticity of a courageous life.
“Baptised and Sent” is the missionary
message of Pope Francis for October,
which he declared to be a special spiritual
month. As he writes: “Each of us is a
mission to the world, for each of us is the
fruit of God’s love”. The vocation of
being sent and become a seed of God’s
love in the world, builds up that human
goodness as a universal and global
experience. It is not enough to be sent,
there is a personal decision to make.

Creating Bridges
The vocation of a Comboni Sister is
precisely to create bridges of solidarity
among distant and separated worlds, to
bring together in one heart the rich and
the poor, those who have and those who
are in need.
I can’t help thinking of a sculpture by
an unknown artist of Mozambique. There
are two figures kneeling one in front of
the other with both their hands stretched
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The Comboni Sisters who have
missions in 32 countries in four
continents, have been, since their
foundation in 1872, a “bridge” of
encounters among peoples, religions,
races and cultures. They carry the
same spirit of their Founder, St Daniel
Comboni (1831 – 1881), whom at the
age of seventeen gave his life to create
equal opportunities where human
dignity was trodden underfoot by the
practice of slave trade in Central
Africa. That was the raison d’être of his
Plan for the Regeneration of Africa. His
homily, in the Cathedral of Khartoum,
as first bishop of Sudan, (11/5/1873) is
an icon of the spirit that even today
moves us in our actions. “The rich and
the poor, the healthy and the sick, the
young and the old, the masters and the
servants will always have equal access
to my heart.”
For the Comboni Sisters, today, in
Chiswick, this means to create that sacred
space that gives each person the
opportunity to find their inner treasure.
Our method is to facilitate the
development of a spiritual dimension in
the lay person to open her/his heart to
missionary action, both here and
overseas.
Three years ago, we were inspired to
renew our way of being present in
London by opening the Comboni
Centre for Spirituality and Mission at 2
Chiswick Lane. It was blessed 8th
October 2016 by the late Cardinal
Cormac Murphy-O’Connor.

Sisters Graça and Natalia who run the
centre, organize and lead regular prayer
meetings, day retreats, and courses for
couples, youth activities and volunteering
opportunities. In her witness, a lay
person, who frequents the centre, told us
that “the Comboni Centre is an oasis of
peace and calm in today’s fast moving,
high-tech world”.

Connecting the United Kingdom with
the missions overseas
Our activities in the United Kingdom are
an open window that looks towards the
missions overseas. The Mission Appeals
are a great opportunity offered to the
sisters by the Bishops Conferences to
reach out to the parishes with the gift of
their witness. During their approximately
90 visits in one year, the sisters encourage
the Christians to live their baptism and to
support other churches in the missionary
world.
It is important for us to involve lay
people in our projects - In Sri Lanka
where we run a school for poor children
in the last school year (October 2018-July
2019) time and energy were given to
support “Schooling for Children in Sri
Lanka”. A campaign – concert held at Old
Spitalfields market, London, staffed and
performed by our Chiswick-based group
of volunteers, was a huge success in
raising awareness and funds for the
school. Our sincere thanks to all
involved.
I noticed a sense of joy in all who
worked for the projects when getting out
after “being sent” to do something good
for others. In the words of Mathew
5:13-14, they were the people whom the
Gospel calls “The salt of the earth and
the light of the world”.
You are most welcome to
contact the sisters at

combonicentre16@gmail.com
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By Fr Sean Dempsey mccj

Working together
bears fruit
I

left Ireland when I was
thirteen to go to England as
I wanted to be a Missionary
of the Sons of the Sacred Heart
as the Comboni Missionaries
were then known. I wasn’t
aware of all the steps to the
Missionary Priesthood but I
firmly wanted at the end of my
training to go to Africa. What
impressed me was a picture in
a calendar of a Missionary
baptising a child in the Sudan
and I thought that one day I
would be doing the same and
bringing people into the
Christian community of Jesus.
All through my training I kept
that image before me. We
didn’t study the life of our
Founder St. Daniel Comboni,
Bishop of Central Africa, in
depth as we do at the present
time. However, reflecting on
the brief history of his life two of his
pronouncements stand out for me. 1)
“My heart knows no other love than
Africa.” 2)” Safe Africa with Africa”,
meaning that the people of Africa
become the protagonists of their own
evangelization and regeneration. He
as a young priest went to the Sudan in
1857. There he found conditions very
challenging, his companions became
sick and died within a short time. He
returned to Europe and founded two
congregations one for women and the
other for men in 1867 and 1872. In
1877 he was consecrated Bishop of
Central Africa. He returned to the
Sudan and had his headquarters in
Khartoum. He fought slave trade and
8

Fr Sean Dempsey

redeemed many of its victims. He
founded an agricultural school and
many other institutions. However his
health was failing and he died aged
fifty in 1881. Before dying he said his
work would continue through the two
congregations he founded. That is our
Mission, to be one with the people we
are sent to evangelize and like children
learn their language and customs and
together with them build up the
Christian community
I was assigned to Uganda in 1965 and
sent to a rural parish. I spent time with
the people learning their language.
The difficulty I had with it was that it
was tonal and I am not very musical.

When I pointed out that there
was no Church or a house for
Priests they replied that I being a
European had plenty of money. I
pointed out that I had been
reared in a house built of mud
and had to walk 3 miles to school
and that my life wasn’t that
different from theirs. After much
discussion they agreed to make
the bricks, we carried stones on
our heads and each family gave
15 shillings. Their Church was
finished in 1969 and it was their
Church. They were poor and so
we opened a people’s bank and,
in the end, had 1500 families
saving and that changed their
lives. They sent their children to
school and women dressed
better. We started a revolving
fund to help young people to
further their education. When
they got a job they would refund
the money and we would help others.
Since I left there have been 15 priests
ordained in the Parish as well as young
women becoming nuns. It has
produced a number of teachers. They
were great people and Comboni would
have been proud of them.
Certainly Africa is giving more to us
than we are giving to them. How can
we as followers of Comboni find a
solution to these problems? Comboni
did travel the countries of Europe to
wake people up to the urgent need of
helping the poorest and most
abandoned people in Africa. Can we
involve people, Governments and
other institutions to alleviate the many
injustices in Africa today? It is a gigantic
task.
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Mission as Joy …
with no Ifs or Buts!
…talking with

Sr. Tommy Johnston
H
ere in our community of
Glasgow, a rare event took
place over the month of July.
We had two native Scots … the only
two remaining in the Congregation,
living in community together.
The arrival of Sr. Tommy from
Eritrea for some home leave brought
with it a lot of life, laughter and joy.
She might be a pint-sized missionary,
or in her own words, a little mucky
pup, but behind the smile and the fun,
there is a beautiful story of what she
herself calls, amazing grace.
In the late nineteen fifties, Tommy,
at that time a young woman called
Helen Johnston, was a music teacher
in the making. A lady from her parish
signed her up as a volunteer at a
vocations exhibition which was to take
place in Kelvin Hall. Despite her
protests, she went along, together
with a friend who had been signed up
in the same way.
There, together with her friend,
neither of whom had any intention of
entering religious life, she decided to
take a look at the various stands during
their tea break.
Young Helen felt attracted to the
stand of the Missionary Sisters of
Verona. From that first encounter with
Sr. Veronica Morris and Maureen Lynch
who was a novice at the time, she was
hooked. Already over tea she was
telling her shocked and disbelieving
friend that she felt she had to try out
her vocation. The first amazing grace!
It didn’t take Helen long to respond
to the grace received. In May 1964 she
made her first profession and was soon
on her way to Italy. The mission soon
beckoned!
Comboni Mission • Autumn 2019

A smiling Sr. Tommy with a friend

In 1964 when she was told by the
Superior General, Sr. Teresa
Costalunga, that she was assigned to
mission in Eritrea, she responded in
her simplicity, ‘Very nice! Where is
that?’
She left for the first time on
October 10th, Comboni’s feast day, of
that same year, so just 5 months after
her profession, for Asmara. Over the
next 50 odd years, Sr. Tommy had
plenty of time to discover Eritrea and
to respond to her mission ‘with no ifs
or buts’, just simply responding to
the grace of the first call.
Today, at the young age of 81, Sr.
Tommy is eager to return to her
mission in Eritrea. On asking her
what she would be doing on her

return, she told me that she felt called
‘to be joy’; to allow God to give her the
smile, the laughter, the presence that
could light up the lives of others, just
simply through her presence and
availability.
As we approach the extraordinary
missionary month, Tommy’s witness
helps us to reflect on several
dimensions of Combonian mission
today:
A faithful response – ad Vitam - to
amazing grace
Sharing the joy of the Gospel
Presence and availability … with no
ifs or buts .
Thank you, Sr. Tommy. We wish you
another fifty joyful years of amazing
grace in your mission in Eritrea.
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Blowing the trumpet

for the Combonis

Droughts bring so much suffering to the people

‘C

ombonis
make
things
happen.’ It may not win
awards as an advertising
slogan, but then, Comboni Missionaries
don’t blow their own trumpet. They
really do, however, make things
happen.
I met my first Comboni Missionaries
in Zambia in 1999 when I attended the
11th International Conference on AIDS
and STDs in Africa (ICASA). It was the
year that the heads of state and
government representatives of ten
African nations declared AIDS a national
disaster, each explaining how the
impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in
their countries threatened national and
regional development.
As a journalist, I had reported from a
number of African states during the
1990s on issues such as natural disasters
including – even then – the effects of
increasing droughts. I had seen human
suffering, but never on the scale I
encountered in Zambia visiting a range
of projects supported by UK aid
agencies attempting to counter this
scourge of Africa.
In the parish of Lilanda in the west of
Lusaka, where Comboni Missionaries
were ministering, I was introduced to a
home-based care project that involved
10

around 70 volunteers caring for those
diagnosed as HIV positive. This was
before anti retro viral drugs were able
to prevent such a diagnosis being a
death sentence. Witnessing the work of
those women, initiated and supported
by the Comboni priests and sisters in
Lilanda, was a humbling experience of
unadulterated charity in its fullest sense
of compassion and love.
Having visited the project ahead of
the conference, I asked conference
officials if there was a parish where I
could experience a Zambian Mass. They
suggested Lilanda. And so I again
crossed the city from the ‘posh’ part
where the conference was taking place
in the capital’s university, to the
challenged side of town where roads
were unmade and informal housing
was home to thousands who had
migrated from even more impoverished
rural areas.
Despite those myriad challenges, the
Mass celebrated that Sunday was joyous
–attended by some 2000 people.
Fr Dario Balula, the Portuguese priest
who celebrated the Mass, invited me to
lunch. It was the start of a relationship
with the Comboni Missionaries that
took me on an unexpected journey.
Somehow – don’t ask – I ended up

volunteering with the relatively new
Catholic radio station in Lusaka,
returning several times a year to Lilanda
as a base. Somehow – don’t ask – I
found myself seeking support at home
in Scotland for an exciting project
initiated by the Comboni team to build
a primary school in the parish for
children orphaned by HIV/AIDs.
Somehow – don’t ask – I found myself
visiting an orphanage in the rural
outskirts of Lusaka where a confrere of
Fr Dario’s was caring for the increasing
number of street children who were the
tragic knock-on effect of the AIDs
pandemic.
Again, I found myself seeking support
at home for a Comboni project – they
make things happen and you just don’t
notice things escalating.
In Scotland, we became the Mthunzi
and Lilanda Initiative, a very small
charity supporting these Comboni
developments. In time, we found
ourselves focusing on providing
secondary education for the Mthunzi
children as the St Joseph’s project in
Lilanda was achieved and thrived. For
me, having seen a team of parishioners
in Lilanda clear the site for St Joseph’s
school with machetes – back-breaking
work fuelled by faith – it was thrilling to
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By Marian Pallister

St Columba’s Secondary School
see that school in full swing.
And in time, that example of St
Joseph’s helped me realise that all
things are possible and that instead of
advantaging the orphaned children
resident at the Mthunzi children’s
programme by sending them off to
secondary schools around Zambia, we
should be building a secondary school
to advantage all the children in the area.
When my parish priest in Argyll, Fr
David Connor, travelled with a group of
us to Lusaka in 2013, he and I talked
with the head teacher at the local
elementary school, who told us that of
the 40 children who had passed to go
to secondary school, not one child had
been able to get a place because their
families could not afford the hostel fees
at schools outside the area. Clearly, we
had to follow the Comboni example
and build a school – this time a
community secondary school in Lusaka
West.
We changed our name (we’re now
ZamScotEd – Scots supporting
education in Zambia) and charitable
status, and with the help of Mission
Scotland, we were able to partner the
Teresian Sisters (an order that
specialises in education in Zambia and
Malawi) and build the first teaching
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(credit: Marian Pallister)
block of St Columba’s Community
Secondary School.

But then what?
Having opened that block in January
2016, had we made promises we
couldn’t keep? Of course not. Fr Dario

Some of the pupils from St. Columba’s school

Balula, now back in Portugal after a
spell as Comboni Provincial Superior in
Zambia and Malawi, made things
happen. He put Sr Veronica Nyoni,
head teacher at St Columba’s in touch
with two Spanish NGOs – Manos Unidas
and Africa Directo – which have now
funded a further three classroom
blocks. In 2019, the school now offers
all but the final grade, which will come
on stream in 2020.
And a little bird tells me that Fr Dario
also had a hand in helping our Teresian
partners to build their convent on site.
In
my
experience,
Comboni
Missionaries are innovative, bold and
not afraid of a challenge - but also gently
manipulative, landing the unsuspecting
in circumstances a little akin to Alice
falling down the rabbit hole.
I thank them from the bottom of my
heart for sending me down that rabbit
hole. I am sure that some 300 families
whose children are now able to access
secondary education within their own
area would thank them too, if only they
knew the influential role this Order has
played over the past two decades.
They’ll tell you they did nothing, but
Combonis do make things happen.
They won’t admit even to their guiding
role – so I am grateful for this
opportunity to blow their trumpet for
them.

(credit: Marian Pallister)
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By Missio

Servant Of God
T

Ezekiel Ramin

he missionary life and martyrdom
of the Servant of God Fr. Ezekiel
Ramin can be summarized by a
sentence that he himself uttered during
his homily at Sunday Mass on February
17, 1985, in Cacoal, Brazil, just twelve
months after his arrival in that country:
“The father who is speaking to you has
received death threats. Dear brothers, if
my life is for you, my death too will be for
you.”
Ezekiel Ramin Ezekiel was born in Padua, Italy, on February 9, 1953 to Mario
Ramin and Amirabile Rubin. He was their
fourth child of six.
Ezekiel completed his scholastic career
with the belief that study was important
for life, beyond being his “work” of those
years. An awareness of the poverty in
which a great part of humanity – then
called the Third World – lived, led him to
carry out practical forms of solidarity with
the oppressed. He joined the “Open
Hands” association in Padua and offered
his support to the summer work camps
that financed micro-projects in the Third
World through the collection of used paper, glass, iron, and rags. Ezekiel always
kept in mind the need to be aware of
marginalization and poverty in society.
At the end of the summer, when his
parents asked him about which university
he wanted to attend, he invited them to
get in the car and brought them to the
Comboni Missionary Institute in Verdara.

Servant of God Ezekiel Ramin

He surprised them by saying, “Here is my
faculty!” They were perplexed, as were all
of the others to whom he communicated
his plans, because he had never spoken
about it before. It was a choice he had
considered in silence. It matured in the
secret of his conscience as he had walked
between home and school, along high
mountain paths or while cycling through
his beloved Euganean Hills. It had not
been an easy choice.
In September 1972, Ezekiel left Padua,
his family and his friends, to begin the
journey that would eventually lead him to

the priesthood. On May 26, 1976, he
asked to consecrate himself to God by
taking vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience and becoming part of the Comboni Missionary Congregation.
When he had made his vows, Ezekiel
was sent to England to learn English in
anticipation of being sent to complete
theological studies in Uganda. But because of the precarious political situation
in that country and the difficulties related
to obtaining a residence permit, he was
sent to the Catholic Theological Union in
Chicago, where he lived and studied until

Cattle rather than people
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June 1979.
After his experience in the United
States, he went to Lisbon to learn the language of the people he was destined to
serve for the rest of his life. He arrived in
Brazil on January 20, 1984, and spent a
few weeks in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. In March he moved to Brasilia to take
courses in Brazilian culture and pastoral
care. As he got to know Brazil, he became
aware, not only of the situation of the
Church there, but also of the dramatic
condition of the poor, especially of the
farmers, who had been driven off their
lands by the invasion of powerful multinational companies that occupied large
pieces of land to raise livestock for meat
export to well to do countries.
At the end of June, with his period of
preparation completed, Ezekiel reached
the Cacoal mission in the state of Rondonia, in Amazonia Legal. In those days,
along with the very difficult social situation of the country, the state of Rondonia
was racked by two disruptive forces. On
the one hand it was sustaining a constant
migratory influx, especially from the
northeast. On the other hand, its traditional native lands were being invaded. In
fact, more than half of the aboriginal population of Brazil lived in Rondonia. During
those months, an area on the outskirts of
the Cacoal parish at the border between
the states of Rondonia and Mato Grosso
had become a hotbed of tension, because
a group of landless farming families had
settled there to work some of its uncultivated land. Father Ezekiel knew the area
and the conflicts that were present there,
since it was part of his pastoral assignment. He travelled to the most afflicted
area on July 22 and 23 to minister to the
people and to work together with the
president of the local trade union. In one
of the communities that he visited; the
settlers’ wives pleaded with him to go and
convince their husbands to stop tilling the
land that was now claimed by one of the
multinational companies. The presence
of these itinerate farmers on land claimed
by a large corporation could lead to armed
confrontation and result in many unnecessary deaths. In fact, they had already
been threatened and intimidated by the
corporation’s armed guards. The women
said that Fr. Ezechiel was the only one
who had the moral authority and credibility to convince their husbands to withdraw and wait for more opportune times,
a credibility that he gained during his
months of pastoral care of the people.
A swarm of anguished thoughts and
worries must have besieged him that
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Land Grabbing

night, because very early the next morning on July 24, while his confreres were
still asleep, he decided to leave with the
community’s jeep together with a friend
who was a member of the trade union. At
11:00 a.m., they arrived in the town of
Aripuana (Mato Grosso), a hundred kilometres from Cacoal. They found a dozen
of the farmers gathered together and
nearby there was a group of men hired by
the landowners to act as guards. Fr. Ezechiele and his friend spoke to the farmers,
encouraging them to avoid any violence
or provocation, given the danger of possible uncontrollable accidents with the
armed guards.
The meeting was brief and Fr. Ezekiel
was convinced that he had persuaded
them to peaceful and nonviolent resolution of the tensions. As they headed out,
the armed guards drove ahead of them
with an off-road vehicle. After a few kilometres Fr. Ezekiel and his traveling companion found the road blocked by the
guards’ vehicle. They had time to guess
what was about to happen and gunshots
rang out. They both jumped out of the
jeep but the gunmen focused their fire on
Fr. Ezekiel. He shouted, “I am a priest!
Men, let’s talk!” There was no mercy. He
was shot 75 times before he could reach
the dense forest. A true execution. It was
about noon on July 24, 1985. Fr. Ezekiel’s
companion slightly wounded by the
jeep’s windows, after hours of walking in
the forest, found the farmers who had left
the meeting place. Picked up by a truck
bound for Cacoal, at one o’clock in the
morning he informed Fr. Ezekiel’s confreres. They immediately left to inform

the police and the bishop, but the police
would not agree to escort them to the site
of the shooting until morning. Fr. Ezekiel’s body lay fifty metres from the jeep,
riddled with bullets.

Thou shall not kill !

No doubt they wanted to kill a priest
who represented the local diocese that
clearly sided with those suffering poverty
and injustice, the indigenous landless
farmers. It is worth noting that Fr. Ezekiel
always wore a cross. It was ripped off during his execution. A larger wooden cross
was erected upon the site of his death. It,
too, was torn down. But, in the end, the
community that now bears his name has
replaced the wooden cross with one
made of durable concrete.
The Beatification process of Fr Ezekiel
is already underway.
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By Fr Louis Kouevi, mccj

Working among detainees

in London

Fr Louis who is in touch with refugees
in England narrates a stressful episode of
one of many asylum seekers.
“I was a stranger and you made me
welcome.” (Mt.25:5)
DADI ROBERT FROM
SIERRA LEONE
Transit visa abruptly
terminated in Heathrow
and his arrest
Dadi Robert (not his real name) is a Sierra Leonean registered refugee
in Gambia since the Sierra
Leonean civil war in the
90s. As a refugee in
the Gambia, he
was working
as graduate

teacher from 2005 to 2016. He boarded
the British Airways from Denmark on
the 14th of October 2016 on transit to
the USA. At London Airport he was informed by the USA Homeland Officer
that his visa to the USA was terminated.
All his travel documents were however
valid and he had with him the valid USA
visa, his biometric ID issued by the
UN authorities in the Gambia
and the BA return ticket.
The purpose of his
travelling to the
USA was to
confirm

his job which has been jeopardised by
14 of 24 students who absconded from
his care during the Educational Conference held at Washington, USA (The
Model UN Conference Conference).
This was not the first time he had been
assigned to lead students to such Conferences in the USA which had been
successful. It was only in the second
visit that took place in that year that he
had such a disturbing experience with
students
A personal investigation that I made
through a Gambian pastor here in London confirmed what Robert told us the
first day he came for help: The absconding of the 14 students seems to be part
of a planned strategy by their parents
(most of them are eminent authorities in the local government) to
go into hiding once in the
States and not come
back home at the

Colnbrook
Detention
Centre
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The cruel plight of refugees
end of the Conference. Robert who
was secretly informed by someone in
the USA who knew where the boys
were had decided to travel back to
Washington to have them arrested and
brought back home. Apparently, parents of the students managed through
mysterious channels to terminate Robert’s travel Visa and to prevent him accomplishing his task.

Shock, anger, indignation and
depression of a husband and father
of 3 children
Shock, indignation and anger were the
dominant sentiments in Dadi Robert’s
the first days and weeks of his current
situation passing from a status of a free
man to a prisoner or a detainee locked
in Colnbrook, completely out of the
blue. When he came to us, directed by
one of the detainees we were already
noticing depression, confusion and
tiredness fiscally and psychologically
were already perceptible. Insomnia,
hallucinations, lack of appetite were
other symptoms of his poor health conditions. It was with deep sadness and
tears in his eyes that he continuously
talked about his wife and 3 children he
had been missing back home and who
were also shocked knowing what had
happened to him
Our service to him in terms of listening, accompanying and supporting became therefore more delicate and challenging. Apart from our weekly visit to
him, we helped him to get in touch
Comboni Mission • Autumn 2019

with his wife and children via telephone.
We found in the detention officers an
effective support and help for Robert.
In effect they advised him to talk to his
wife and children and use this to help
him focus on the positive and not the
negative. This worked for a short time
but then he collapsed again with this
time hallucinations and attempts at selfharm.

A desperate letter of suicidal
thoughts
I will never forget that December 10,
2016 when I visited him in the centre
and saw him, deeply distressed and exhausted. He “vomited” all his anger and
frustration he had been carrying inside
against the Immigration authorities. He
then handed over to me a very disturbing and desperate letter he had written
the night before. In the letter, he wrote
that his fear of likely torture and death
and wished to donate his organs to victims in need. His suicide would be in
protest in favour of detainees imprisoned unjustly.

Multiple actions to save and free
Robert
It was by providence that a good and
kind solicitor was found for Robert. Actually, his case doesn’t involve those
common situations we frequently meet
as illegal entrance or overstay in the UK.
Robert seems to be “victim” of a complex and an embarrassing international

relationship between governments. To
fight for and with Robert (who in the
meantime regained self-confidence and
renounced his suicidal thoughts thanks
to our more frequent accompaniment
and assistance. Also, the possibility offered him to be more in touch with his
family via telephone as well as a delicate
but with the efficient assistance of some
detention officers) we managed to get
in touch with some human rights organisations and movements working
with detainees.

Seven months of struggle to regain
freedom
All these different initiatives and involvements of different groups and
some new evidences collected from Sierra Leone and Gambia to clarify Robert’s situation brought a positive result
to the battle. Robert in effect was finally
released from the detention centre.
This battle for freedom lasted seven
months.

To stay or not to stay in the UK?
Robert is living now somewhere in London with a temporary refugee’s status.
He has not yet decided what to do in
the near future. He has his wife who
moved to Denmark but his first two
children are still in Gambia. Stay (after
an appropriate asylum -seeking application and procedure) or not to stay in
the UK? That is one of his dilemmas. I
am in constant touch with him. It is
now up to him to decide how to move
ahead.
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By Fr Francesco Pierli mccj, Founder of the Institute of Social Ministry in Kenya

Religious Life and Social
Transformation,

particularly in Africa
At an ecclesial level, Fr Francesco
Pierli describes the evolution of
Religious Life in a changing Africa,
underlining the social role of the
Church which, in its activity of
evangelization, accompanies the
development of local societies thanks
to its network of schools, training
centres, hospitals and clinics.

Celebrating Religious Life in Africa
No other continent has undergone such
fast changes as experienced in the African
continent. Over the course of only one
century, the 20th century, such changes
have occurred at an almost unrelenting
pace, diversely affecting all sectors of life
as well as all age groups. What forces
have been behind and accompanied the
emerging new trends? While impossible
to pin them all down, it is certain that on
the positive side of such changes Religious Life has been a driving and inspiring, and most central force for transformation to occur.

Little access to drinking-water

It is still quite inspiring to consider how
Comboni contributed in a very original
manner to the birth and growth of Religious Life in the heart of Africa, where,
with passion and dedication, he envisioned the unique contributions his
spiritual children would have played in
the realm of Religious Life and in the
most diversified ministries.

Social transformation: an obligatory
journey

St Daniel Comboni- an inspiration for
Religious Life
16

Missionaries insist on the necessity of social transformation, and they know this is
the just choice to make for growth and
renewed life to happen and thrive. Reality, though, often presents a rather stark
image of the life conditions in which billions of people, perhaps up to three
quarters of humanity, live their everyday
life. The quality of human and natural life
has become threatened by many negative
factors, the greatest among them the
continuous impoverishment of large
masses of people as a result of complex
social, financial and cultural systems that
do away with anything that seems unproductive and not complying with the mentality of the day.
Whenever people have no access to
food security, to drinking water, to secure
health care, to acceptable standards of

education, to an environment free from
degradation and insecurity, life cannot be
experienced as a God-given-gift, and
communion among created beings will
be continuously threatened and weakened.
The same can be stated when human
rights are trampled on, when freedom of
religion is stifled, when fundamentalisms
of whatever kind threaten the safety of
pastoral ministers and agents of social
change, there cannot be life in abundance
for all to share. Where can we turn to for
radical, and not cosmetic, transformations to be put in place and be no longer
delayed, or denied? This has to happen
within the span of one generation, and
not within a hundred years to come!
The pontifical magisterium of Pope
Francis is unequivocal. In fact, it spearheads and boost this urgency by linking
together, ever more clearly, personal and
social conversion, religious and social
changes for real transformation to occur.
In chapter 4 of Evangelii Gaudium, titled
The social dimension of evangelization,
Pope Francis writes: “Starting from certain social issues of great importance for
the future of humanity, I have tried to
make explicit once again the inescapable social dimension of the Gospel message and to encourage all Christians to
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Evangelii Gaudium

demonstrate it by their words, attitudes
and deeds” (EG 258).

Was Jesus a social transformer?
The answer to the above question could
generate a hurricane of discussion, but
the Gospels are clear. A quick look at Jesus’ self-presentation in the synagogue of
Nazareth, as presented in the Gospel of
Luke, will be more than enough: “The
Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he
has anointed me to proclaim good news
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim
freedom for the prisoners and recovery
of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favour” (4:16 -21). This is surely a great
and freeing manifesto! Jesus saw himself
in the prophetic tradition, and perceived
his ministry as the actualization of the
promises God had made to the poor and
downtrodden of all time.
The novelty brought about by Jesus
enriches and transforms the traditional
Jewish religion, by clearly and forcefully
linking the love of God and the love/care
for the neighbor. In a particular way, this
comes about through caring for the most
vulnerable among the poor, that is, the
widows, the orphans and the strangers.
We know that researchers on the social
conditions of the people at the time of
Jesus are quite numerous, and every year
new books are published on this topic.
This means that our generation, as never
before in the 2000 years of the history of
the Church, can highlight the ministerial
praxis of Jesus for religious and social
transformation.

the Continent is expected to be a beacon
where fraternity is experienced among
the various members coming from different ethnic groups. In this way, the bonds
generated by tribal solidarity are overcome, and communion is enhanced for
all. Communion and cooperation in ministry are values that sustain the life of
many religious congregations in their
search for viable ways to be of service to
God’s people.
Religious communities in Africa are
committed to bring about reconciliation,
justice and peace among groups suffering
from long standing social tensions and
insecurity. In the many internal refugees’
camps, situated in various African nations, there are various religious communities accompanying the people in their
present dire conditions and uncertain
future.
Advocacy is an important ministry Religious Life is committed to in various social sectors. The option for the poor
pushes many congregations to move out
from the comfort zone deriving from a
more parochial and male dominated ministry. Hospitals, schools, laboratories
where people with disabilities are accompanied in achieving their best potential,
are some of the strong areas of commitment where consecrated African religious
women and men live out their daily ministerial lives.
Many African religious congregations,
alongside many international missionary
congregations are known to address the
complexity of our time by joining hands
and opening up to apostolic witnessing at
inter-congregational and interreligious
levels. One example which stands out
among many is the Solidarity with South
Sudan. This initiative came about when

the Sudan catholic Bishops’ Conference
invited the International Union of Superior General (women religious) and the
Union of Superior General (men religious) to send a delegation capable of
assessing the educational, health and
pastoral needs of the Country after the
immense suffering experienced by many
years of war.
This encounter took place in 2006, and
what it produced was surely a prophetic
response to the “new imagination” call
made at the Congress on Consecrated
Life – Passion for Christ, Passion for Humanity held in Rome in 2004. Over 200
religious congregations responded,
whether with personnel or with financial
support. Talents, abilities, energies and
charisms blended together to work collaboratively in facing the immense need
for reconstruction/regeneration/transformation of these vital sections of the South
Sudanese society.
Today there are 31 religious and 3 lay
volunteers from 18 countries and 19 congregations living in Solidarity communities in South Sudan. In Yambio and Wau
they serve in training institutions, in Riimenze the focus is on pastoral and in agricultural programs, while in Juba there is
the centre for administration and pastoral
coordination. The 7 dioceses of South
Sudan benefit from the good fruits produced by the life-giving tree of Religious
Life.
Ex Africa semper aliquid novi (from
Africa there comes always something
new) wrote Pliny the Elder in his Historia
Naturalis. Religious men and women are
very central to this novelty also in the
21st century. The social transformation
they have become part of owes them a
debt of much gratitude.

Religious life in Africa today, and
social transformation
A major point underlined in the two Special Assembly of Bishops for Africa (Rome
1994 and 2009) is that Religious Life in
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Solidarity with South Sudan
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By Fr John Clark mccj

Challenges faced by the Indians of

PAN-AMAZONIA
“We who do not live in these lands, we need your wisdom and your knowledge so
that we can find out without destroying the treasures of nature which surrounds
this region as we hear the echo of the words of Yahweh to Moses: Take off your
sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground”.
Pope Francis in Puerto Maldonado - Peru

T

he October Synod of Bishops for
the Pan-Amazon Region will shortly
take place in Rome, (6-27 October
2019). Two hundred bishops from nine
countries, together with laity and experts,
are prepared for an extraordinary meeting
where the future of our planet in that particular location and the lives of millions of
marginalized people are at stake. “The
peripheries have become the centre,” to
quote Pope Francis. Altogether, over
87,000 people have been involved, 70
assemblies and 25 forums have taken
place, from July, 2018 until 15th February,
2019. Cardinal C. Hummes, President
of the Pan-Amazonian Church Network
(REPAM), on 25th February, 2019, presented a document with some 260 discussion points for the synod organizers and
its participants.
I am delighted the Universal Church is
focussing special attention on Pan Amazonia. For many years I lived to witness
some of the facts and events I mention in
this article. I laboured amidst much suffering but in great hope with Brazilian Indians, Afro-Brazilians, river side dwellers

and families of migrant landless Brazilian
labourers.

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

THE AMAZONIAN INDIANS

Cardinal Hummes
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For centuries Indians have survived to live
well in all kinds of rainforest, along river
banks and lakes, in floodplains and scrublands in Amazonia where there is a huge
melting pot of ethnic mixtures, a racial
mix that is black, white as well as Indian
with all kinds of skins and accents. To the

outside world, the Amazonian People are
little known and certainly not sufficiently
respected and valued. Indian lands are
coveted for their oil deposits, their pastures, their tropical and hardwood resources, their medicinal plants, their suitability for commercial plantations, their
hydraulic resources and their tourist potential. The insoluble dilemma between
the rapacious desires of ‘colonialism’ (today we call it globalization), and the basic
human rights of all Brazilian Indians forever remain uncertain up to this very day.
Indians have always been and still are
subjected to systematic persecution, neglect and violence. Very sadly, where we
westerners have trod in this part of the
world, death appears to have pursued the
once many Indians.

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

Comboni Mission • www.comboni.org.uk

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

gal. Wars, invasions, evictions and relocations have become the heritage of Brazilian and other South American Indians up
to date.
Indian People define themselves primarily through their relationship to land.
Land is the source of their life. For them it
is the land which possesses people, not
people the land. To kill an Indian, all you
need to do is confiscate their land! Tragically, in no way does Brazilian Law admit
Brazilian Indians’ right to ownership of
land. It is only prepared to grant rights of
possession and usufruct.
Land is not negotiable. Land is the resource base, par excellence, so necessary
to their cultural lives and merits full political recognition nationally as well as internationally.
“PACHA MAMA – Mother Earth. The
land is our mother. You don’t sell your
mother or put her up for sale. You look
after your mother, you defend her, your
protect her.”
Universally, it is acknowledged that the
true guardians of nature are the Indians.
They take better care of the environment
whilst we outsiders have done terrible
things to the Amazonian Rainforests. The
October Meeting in Rome will have to listen to the millennial wisdom of the Indian
Peoples of Pan-Amazonia.

DISCRIMINATION AND POLITICAL
EXCLUSION.
As a Comboni Missionary Priest I spent
almost ten years with Comboni Brother
Antonio Marchi and Comboni Sister
Lourdes Ramos and many others in organizing support groups for the Indians in
Rondônia and Roraima in the parish communities. It was an uphill struggle trying
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The land is like a Mother

to create a mind-set of respect. It was and
still is unbelievable to discover how despised and how discriminated against
they are! Indians are thoroughly undesirable. They do not count for anything anymore. So many Brazilians blatantly advocate they should all be killed off, pushed
back into the jungle where they belong.
Yet they are resilient. 500 years ago they
were invaded but have never been conquered.

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

ventions to achieve their aims. They professionally use media to exhibit their cultural
richness
and
dogged
self-determination.

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

The Itinerant Comboni
mission in

CHINA

T

he year 2018 marked the twentieth anniversary of the establishment of the Fen Xiang Project,
today unfortunately renamed “Fen
Xiang Enterprise”. The year 1991
marked the arrival of the Comboni missionaries in Macau with its dynami Chinese culture located on the southern
coast of China. This soon posed a question in the heart of the Comboni missionary: What about a presence in
Mainland China? Why not set foot in the
most populated country on earth? Why
not journey with the Church in China
ministering to the highest number of
non-Christians in the world? For a missionary congregation, the Macau experience was an appropriate first step into
China. But, how? Without any previous
missionary experience in the Chinese
world and without other reliable re20

sources, the Comboni missionary fixed
his eyes on Jesus and started to seriously consider the need for a presence, no
matter what, in the atheist and materialistic non-Christian country of China.
“Fen Xiang” was born out of the need
to co-ordinate the strategies and activities of the MCCJ, especially in the fields
of Formation and Human Promotion,
in China. In its beginning. FX aimed at
collaborating with the church in China
by assisting, and backing initiatives and
projects in the line of formation of sisters, seminarians, catechists and priests.
Then, it expanded and eventually supported and got involved in projects in
the field of human promotion. It also
aimed at bringing to the knowledge of
many the testimonies and countless
examples of faith and courage of the
Christians in mainland China. In this

line, FEN XIANG aimed at bringing to
the knowledge of the World the realities, experiences and life of the church
in China, especially in the fields that
FEN XIANG is involved through a newsletter “Fen Xiang News”.
The two characters used to form the
word FEN XIANG, which means sharing, are frequently used in church as
well as in public circles. “Fen” means to
divide, to part or to share. “Xiang” is
the character for joy, good experience.
Joined together, they indicate sharing,
both feelings and experiences as well as
things, properties, material goods,
money, etc. It also applies to both joys
and sufferings, happy as well as painful
events. In sharing, both sides can give
and receive, originating a reciprocal
flow of whatever is at stake.
The establishment of FX, aimed at
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having a kind of presence, although at
that time not completely developed,
that would enable the Comboni missionaries to be in contact with and
somehow also share the concerns of
the local church in society and to get
involved in the lives of the most marginalized. To have a presence was, from
the beginning, a kind of strategy whose
shape and implementation slowly developed in what we call the “itinerant
Comboni missionary way”. Due to the
political and social situation and especially, the way religion has been treated
by the Communists since their rise to
power in 1949, coupled with the impossibility for foreigners to have free
access to China to develop their programs of evangelization, Fen Xiang,
from its beginning, underlined the
“itinerant missionary way” as a viable,
although risky and tiring strategy to
begin a ministry in China. This presence was envisioned to minister in a
very discreet way, without structures,
and to collaborate both with the underground as well as the registered com-

Celebration is essential in the mission
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munities. And, at the same time, to
collaborate with other partners, from
inside and outside China.
What was clear from the beginning,
and is still today, is that the FX project
was to be inspired and in tune with the
basic characteristics of the Comboni
charism, namely:
1. - The concern for the marginalized
in society (supporting orphanages, AIDS centers, supporting poor
rural students through scholarships);
2. - The need to spread the missionary spirit in the Church (through
courses, digitalized newsletter,
personal contacts and input
through retreats, etc.);
3.- The formation (education and
formation are very much stressed
by Confucian philosophy) of the
local church (annual retreats to
priests, sisters, seminarians and
lay people, courses of formation
to church personnel, summer and
winter camps for youth), so that
the Chinese could become mis-

sionaries to their own people.
- Beyond one’s own control: The
missionary, from the very beginning,
feels and perceives that he is not in
control of things. Anything can happen
at any time. In China, the control of the
Security police (Gong An) is everywhere. Nobody knows exactly how
much our mobiles and our very steps
are under their control. Even though
discretion is a tool to be implemented
to the fullest, things are beyond one’s
own control. In this sense, the missionary tastes a bit of the conditions of the
local people, sharing -somehow- the
concerns of those he is sent to. Uncertainty colors whatever activity is
planned and carried out by FX in China.
This factor, puts the missionary in a
privileged position to know, assume,
and somehow enjoy, what in other contexts is so easy to say: that God is the
“protagonist of mission”. It has happened that in the middle of a course
everything, even the venue, had to be
changed during the night.
The preparation of courses, activities
and retreats in Chinese, is also a very
demanding task which can drain one’s
energy. In the “the itinerant way”, every
activity has a long preparation which
usually starts at least once month in
advance. Contacts are made through
phone calls, emails, and other means,
rarely giving all necessary information
in one package, to avoid presumed
control by the government of Beijing.
Important messages such as content of
programs and information about arrivals and departures are conveyed
through different means. All information is to be as confidential and discreet
as possible. One never knows how
much information might be intercepted by the powerful firewall control of
the Communist system. In fact, China
combines a much updated surveillance
technology to process data collected
from facial recognition, high resolution
CCTV cameras, intrusive mobile phone
apps and drones. This is combined with
traditional communist old-fashioned
networks of informants, constant invasive police presence everywhere, particularly in train stations, airports, bus
stations, cross-roads, etc.
Obviously, our names are easily spotted in the computers at airports, train
and bus stations, let alone at the border
crossing between Macau and China.
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Once, I saw it with my own eyes. It took
place at a local travel agency, near the
University of Foreign Languages, in
Xian, Shaanxi province, in central China. The officer at the ticket counter,
confused by the long names of foreigners, gave up on how to write the surnames, and showed me the screen asking for help. To my amazement, my
name was written in three possible
ways. Everything is recorded, and one
is easily spotted by the security police.
Until recently one could avoid some
control by traveling by bus. Nowadays
there is no way out, unless one travels
by private car, which due to the distances in China, is unthinkable.
In the itinerant mission, the guidance
of the Spirit is of paramount importance. An itinerant missionary task requires clarity of horizons, but not total
control of the contents of the mission.
The mission cannot be totally programmed, because salvation takes
place through the Spirit in a given time
and place. However, preparation is essential. Then, how to proceed will always be discerned, with the guidance
of the Spirit. One must get accustomed
to the surprising God, manifested both
in his presence and absence.
It is a poor mission. Poor of means,
as one’s luggage is rather light. Not
much external support accompanies
the missioner either. But it is not the
material things that are lacking. He lives
in a culture not of his own, and due to
the shortness of the missionary activity
implemented, there is not much time
for gratifications. Everything happens
quickly, and when one leaves a place
one cannot possibly guess the outcome
of the missionary activity just conducted. Yet, a mutual enrichment takes different shapes as the Gospel is shared in
mysterious ways.
A man of two worlds: Itinerancy
means, in our case, not only that the
missionary moves from one place to
another in China but he also returns to
Macau. In fact, the missionary lives constantly in two different worlds. Although he has Macau as the pied-aterre, the missionary, cannot consider
Macau as his permanent home. Making
five or six trips per year into China, and
each time spending between two to
three weeks, means that part of one’s
life always enfolds in “the other place”.
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The Great Wall of China

In other words, the missionary constantly lives in two worlds. This means,
that he misses events and concerns
that during his absence have happened
in one of the two worlds. Then, while in
one place, he loses contact with what is
happening in the other, as if part of his
world is lost during his absence, either
in Macau or in China.
One must be organized and willing to
accept this challenge. Thus, a blurred
sense of belonging has its own impact
on the spirit of the missionary, the man
on the road, on an uneasy road. The
same applies to the factor of time. One
is always preparing, from the liturgical
point of view, catechesis and homilies
that will be delivered after one or twomonths, while at the same time he is
following the current liturgical time in
the locale in which he lives. Even, liturgically speaking, itinerancy brings the
mind of the missionary to anticipate
events. Because in the end, the body is
in one place and the mind in another.
The use of two languages, Chinese
Mandarin while in China, and Chinese

Cantonese while in Macau, adds peculiarity to this missionary presence, and it
requires certain adjustments, as both of
these languages are completely different reminding the itinerant missionary
to China of these two worlds and two
ways of doing mission, each one with
its own peculiarities.
Conclusion: The “itinerant missionary spirit” might not be everybody’s
cup of tea. One needs to accept it as a
genuine missionary way of living, very
much in line with the Comboni charism.
Frustrations might soon appear, and
gratifications, easily attained in other
contexts, can hardly be seen from the
human point of view. A discrete presence in China has its advantages, and
not having a history of the presence of
the Congregation in China has its own
advantages. As hidden stones, that our
founder Saint Daniel Combine remarked, we keep on underlying it as a
trait for the missionary in Africa, which
perfectly applies to the Chinese situation as well.
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A PAUSE FOR THOUGHT
ABUNDANT HARVEST,
FEW LABOURERS
Pope Francis

T

oday too, Jesus
lives and walks
along the paths
of ordinary life in order
to draw near to everyone, beginning with the
least, and to heal us of
our infirmities and
illnesses. I turn now to
those who are well disposed to listen to the
voice of Christ that rings
out in the Church and
to understand what
their own vocation is. I
invite you to listen to
and follow Jesus, and to
allow yourselves to be
transformed interiorly
by his words, which “are
spirit and life” (Jn 6:62).
Mary, the Mother of Jesus and ours, also says
to us: “Do whatever he
tells you” (Jn 2:5). … A
vocation is a fruit that
ripens in a well cultivated field of mutual love that becomes
mutual service, in the context of an authentic ecclesial life. No
vocation is born of itself or lives for itself. A
vocation flows from the heart of God and
blossoms in the good soil of faithful people,
in the experience of fraternal love. Did not
Jesus say: “By this all men will know that
you are my disciples, if you have love for
one another” (Jn 13:35)?
Brothers and sisters, this “high standard
of ordinary Christian living” (cf John Paul
II, Novo Millennio Ineunte, 31) means
sometimes going against the tide and also
encountering obstacles, outside ourselves
and within ourselves. … All of these difficulties could discourage us, making us
fall back on seemingly more comfortable
paths. However, the true joy of those
who are called consists in believing and
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experiencing that he,
the Lord, is faithful,
and that with him we
can walk, be disciples
and witnesses of God’s
love, open our hearts
to great ideals, to great
things. … I ask you
bishops, priests, religious, Christian communities and families
to orient vocational
pastoral planning in
this direction, by accompanying
young
people on pathways of
holiness which, because they are personal, “call for a genuine
‘training in holiness’
capable
of
being
adapted to every person’s need. This training must integrate the
resources offered to
everyone with both
the traditional forms of individual and group assistance, as
well as the more recent forms of support offered in associations and movements recognized by the Church”
(Novo Millennio Ineunte, 31).
Let us dispose our hearts therefore to being
“good soil,” by listening, receiving and living out
the word, and thus bearing fruit. The more we
unite ourselves to Jesus through prayer, Sacred
Scripture, the Eucharist, the Sacraments celebrated and lived in the Church and in fraternity, the
more there will grow in us the joy of cooperating
with God in the service of the Kingdom of mercy
and truth, of justice and peace. And the harvest
will be plentiful, proportionate to the grace we
have meekly welcomed into our lives.
For further information on Ministry and
Vocation go to: www.comboniyouth.org/
www.southworld.net
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