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From the Editor

Always looking ahead

A

s 2020 tails off we have a lot to
look back on, and with 2021,
looming up ahead, there is a lot
to look forward to. Our Cover page
brings a frightening image of our world
in the midst of the Covid virus, yet at the
same time illuminated and strengthened with the JOYFUL light of A Child
born in Bethlehem
The Holy Father speaks of solidarity
as our surest hope; that together we can
defeat the scourge of covid-19. It is in
this conﬁdent frame of mind that we
celebrate the Birth of Jesus and can
wish each other a ‘Happy 2021!’
Many of our experts tell us that we
should be adapting to live out “the new
normal,” meaning that our habits and
our lifestyles will need to adapt and
move forward, sometimes in different
ways, from what we have been accustomed. All this is already happening
with Masses zoomed into our homes,
when this at one time was forbidden or
just discouraged by the Church leaders,
sports behind closed doors, to the disappointment of many (me-Ed), working
from home, social gatherings limited
and on and on! We ponder on how long
this will last. Really only God knows!!
It deﬁnitely doesn’t look like a Happy
2021!
However, it is interesting to get feedback from our readers and throughout
the year good advice arrives. Only recently I received a short note, voicing
appreciation for our magazine, yet remarking that often the news “is not always happy” - and here we are expected
to preach the “Good News!”.
Yet we are comforted with the words
of our great motivator St Paul: “Rejoice
with those who rejoice, weep with

those who weep.” (Rm: 12:15). Life is
not always a bowl of cherries, but for
many, more than others, it can be a harrowing experience of poverty, loneliness, persecution and unhappiness. Yet
we are never allowed to despair but
keep smiling through storms and setbacks. That can be the case of many of
the stories in our magazine as we are
intent on highlighting the plight of
those who suffer, over and above the
lives of the comfortable, and share their
sufferings, in the spirit of Pope Francis,
encouraging us to “open our minds
and hearts to all people and nations.”
Our thoughts and prayers go out to our
missionaries spread throughout the
world and to the many people with
whom they share the Good News. May
we learn from Christ, born in a poor
manger, to have a special care for the
poorest.
May God grant us this gift of compassion in our Christmas stocking
and be with all our people during the
coming year 2021.
Many thanks
to all our
readers for
their support
and prayers
during 2020
and a Happy
2021!
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by Andrew Bwalya

Getting to know the

Comboni
Missionaries

CHAD

At the Heart of the People
A tiny group of Christians, in a predominantly Muslim environment, are determined to
forge ties of friendship and dialogue in a society that still bears the wounds of thirty
years of civil war. Father Filippo Ivardi mccj tells the story on behalf of the Comboni
Missionary Community in Abéché.
The territory is so vast that, even four
years after our arrival, we are still discovering new places and, more importantly, new
Christian Communities.
It takes days of travelling to reach our
Communities; endless kilometres and
hours and hours of dirt-track roads that
run between the Sahara Desert and the
Sahel, the strip of land that goes across the
continent, separating it from Maghreb and
Sub-Saharan Africa. Journeys are physically
hard not only because of the jolting over
rough roads but also due to having repeatedly to dig the jeep out of sand or pushing

it across rivers. When you reach your destination, you are hosted in a small room
attached to the chapel with a sleeping bag
for a bed, or if there is no chapel in the
home of a local family. We drink tea seated
on a mat and talk about life, the family and
the Community: joys and sorrows, dreams
and setbacks. We organise meetings with
the leaders to see the state of the community. We visit our people in their homes to
be close to them. Without waiting for an
invitation, we simply go to where they live,
converse, have a glass of water and pray,
and then move on to the next family.

Fr Filippo Ivardi

A

béché town is on the edge of the
Sahara Desert in Eastern Chad. Just
over one per cent of people are
Christian – Catholics and Protestants – in
an ‘ocean’ of Muslims.
We are three Comboni priests: Father
Bernard from the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Father David from the United
States, and Father Filippo, from Italy, who
assist in a Parish with a score of Catholic
Communities spread out over four hundred thousand square kilometres. The
Catholic Community furthest to the north,
in Fada, is four hundred and eighty kilometres from the one furthest south, in
Tissi, a place well known in these parts as
the meeting-point of three borders – Chad,
Sudan and the Central African Republic –
as well as for the tensions between the
nomadic groups that move between them.
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Travelling is often hazardous

Fruits of the Gospel
All of our Christians are from the South of
the country. None of the original people of
this sacred Muslim land are Christian and
we are not seeking to convert them. We
prefer to build bridges of friendship, encounter and collaboration. We are well
aware that it is not just numbers that build
up the Kingdom of God but the passion
and the dreams that we have within us as
we work among various ethnic groups,
cultures and religions.
Among our Christians we ﬁnd teachers,
nurses, doctors, soldiers and students as
well as many businessmen. They spend a
few years with us and then move on. In an
effort to ensure the continuity of our service we have learned to work all together
as a team. If anyone leaves, others take
over their work.
Naturally there is the temptation for
people never to fully commit themselves
since they are never sure how long they
will be staying on. In response we encourage people to give of themselves in the
present with passion and without reserve.
The ‘fruits’ ripen when we really commit
ourselves.
Some become catechists or trainers of
the youth. Some take care of the sick and
the imprisoned. Others cultivate the community ﬁeld, or act as custodians of the
chapel library, or prepare food for meetings, courses and celebrations.
We ﬁrst came to Abéché in September
2013 with Father Abakar, a Comboni priest
from South Sudan, in an attempt to build a
bridge across the Muslim divide and to accompany the small, isolated Christian
Communities in the region. One hand we
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give to the Muslims, the other to the Christians. We are called to become ‘salt’ and
‘light’ in a country that is bearing the
wounds of thirty years of hatred and war.
Divided between Islam and the West, we
try to proceed with hope.

Collaboration is our method
We have schools and cultural centres run
by Christians and Muslims working together. They provide literacy classes for women
and girls of all ethnic groups and religions
and support small income-generating projects – a sewing business, an oil press and a
restaurant.
Above all, we have friendly and respectful dialogue with our neighbours and

collaborators. We have meetings with religious authorities on festive occasions and
can celebrate the reality of young Christians and Muslims living alongside each
other in peace.
All of this is possible when the Christian
Communities are accompanied and encouraged to see inter-religious encounter
as an opportunity for growth and development, both of the individual and of the
community. It also requires conﬁdence in
God: conﬁdence and the prayer of others
that moves us to pray. This is why we give
ourselves to reaching Christian Communities no matter where they are and help to
train their leaders. When they are well
trained and accompanied, lay people carry

Being with the people on visits
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Formation of the laity is of great importance

out wonderful work in catechesis, para-liturgies, the formation of youth, the
development of schools, sustaining of cultural centres, initiating of ‘Justice and
Peace Committees’ and undertaking dialogue with Islam.

Gazing at the one God
When we came here in 2013, we were very
careful to get to know what God had done
through the Jesuit Missionaries who had
been there for the past sixty years, and especially through the lay people who, in
very difﬁcult places, live out their conﬁdence in God and organise themselves
into vivacious and courageous faith communities. All of them need to be visited
and supported so as to feel part of a family.
Despite the distances and the desert, we
are the People of God, on a journey, faced
with the great challenge of taking our
Church forward at all levels. It is the lay
people who organise the Communities

through meetings and groups of leaders. It
is they who organise Sunday prayer and, in
some Communities, daily prayer. They follow up the youth and the elderly who wish
to become Christians, they direct the
choirs and readers. Importantly, they collect funds to build chapels and fences, to
bring water to difﬁcult places or to build
huts for community schools.
Each Community contributes its quota
to help with the fuel for our jeep. We may
say that, little by little, with pride and dignity, our Christians are meeting the needs of
their missionaries. They are also very happy to support their Communities. In the
past, everything was provided from outside and this created an attitude of
dependency rather than of self-reliance.
Now, much is provided from within, and
people are proud of the fact that they are
beginning to stand on their own two feet.
Our Communities are not composed of
people who just stand around like specta-

tors: the ‘Justice and Peace Committee’ of
Abéché is doing everything it can to restore
dignity to the young child-shepherds who
look after ﬂocks of goats, camels and cows
in the surrounding arid wastes. These are
the slaves of the 21st Century, stolen from
their families in the South to provide prestige to the powerful in a country where
those with the biggest herds are considered the most important in society.
In Chad, trafﬁckers of children and migrants going to Libya have been arrested.
We watch the slave routes and rescue children who escape from their tormentors
and restore them to their families. Caritas
has taken over the service of prayer and
accompaniment for prisoners and families
in greatest difﬁculty, the small income-generating projects and the literacy classes for
women. We want to accompany the disabled to meet their thirst and search for
dignity. In all this we have at heart the
dream of lending a hand to the fallen, to
help them to their feet again.
The Rewnodji women (‘Good Journey
Women’) have organised a bank of cereal
seeds to respond to the times of drought,
and also a course of professional training
for the youth: information technology,
electricity and hydraulics.
In this way, in Eastern Chad the Gospel
sits well with the small Christian Communities and the encounter with Islam. It is a
matter of the ‘faces’ and the ‘stories’ of
people who truly want to turn a new page,
to leave behind war and division and to
open a new era of peaceful co-existence:
the true challenge for Chad now and for
the future.

Cotton picking is a self-supporting industry
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By Fr John Clark mccj

Will this

CHRISTMAS
be the same?

“Lift up your hearts”
I

think
God
must
have
looked down
at the earth for
over the past two
thousand
years
and what did He
see at this Christmas 2020? A mass
of confusion. He,
therefore, decided to intervene
and do something
Fr John Clark mccj
about it. So, He
sent His only begotten son, the boy-child
to be born in the stable at Bethlehem and
not in the royal palace of King Herod in
Jerusalem.
For me the story of God’s coming among
us reads like a child’s game of hide-andseek. Suddenly God changed His hiding
place as it were. He came unannounced to
an obscure tiny country town and hid in a
stable of Bethlehem as both God and the
boy-child.
The peaceful fragile birth of this God
boy-child was surrounded by a life of great
hardships and forced migrations. No doubt
Jesus, Mary and Joseph had to journey and
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toil much during their earthly lives. Their
life was deﬁnitely no armchair doze.
It is important to recall Christ came into
the world at a most confusing time of crises when people were left bewilderingly
confused and lost for leadership. It seems
to be the very same these days as we perceive crises piling upon crises where
natural, social and ﬁnancial disasters are
swiftly reaching or already have reached
breaking points.
This COVID 19 time in which we live has
demanded much of us all. Christmas 2020
tells us we do not live in a Santa Claus
world. How urgently we need a light to
shine in the darkness. We are presently
living at a time and season in the month of
December when daylight is precious and
short lived where we see more darkness
than light.
This Christmas many people will be
separated from their family members especially by death or some unhappy
circumstance. Some will spend Christmas
in hospital or prison. Others will ﬁnd
themselves in countries and continents
very far away.
What encourages me a lot in today’s
predicament are the words: “Lift up your

hearts” which we celebrate at Holy Mass.
As a missionary l have known the hardships of many tropical unknown sicknesses
caused by the cutting down of the trees of
the forests in Brazil’s Amazonia.
Life can and will get better we pray and
hope. God will not let us down, that is the
guarantee of our faith. Hope is in the air
because that God boy child was and still is
the meaningfulness for all times: in good
times and bad times. EMANNUEL - GOD IS
WITH US - YESTERDAY, TODAY AND TOMORROW.
Jesus did not enter the world of sparkly
Christmas cards. He entered a world of
real pain just like ours today, a world of
much brokenness and political corruption
and oppression. God entered into the
world silently through the back door so to
speak. Today we want Him to come
through the front door with the vaccine
cure we are all ardently hoping and praying for. We hope for a better and safer
future in 2021. So many people worldwide
have died due to the pandemic. They are
the innumerable broken hearts that will
never forget the scourge that raged before
this Christmas. Come Lord Jesus. Come
quickly!
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by Fr John Downey mccj

Fr Carlos Bascaran Collantes RIP
A Spanish Comboni missionary priest who worked in
different parts of Brazil over a period of 40 years.

M

y friend Fr Carlos who died from
coronavirus in September of this
year, aged 79, was a close confrere and friend from the very ﬁrst days
we met up in 1974 shortly after my arrival
in Brazil. I was shuttered up in the local
seminary as the seminarians headed off
home on holiday. It wasn’t long before
Carlos rescued me from impending isolation to bring me to his parish, nearby. It
was to be the beginning of a long and
happy friendship lasting till his passing to
the Lord.
Carlos was one of six siblings. His father, a doctor, directed the family ophthalmologist clinic in the town of Oviedo,
Spain. Other brothers followed the same
career pioneered by the father. As a teenager Carlos studied music at Oviedo University and during his short stay excelled
at his other passion starring in the University football team.
However, Carlos was to follow other
paths than those tread by his brothers.
He met the Comboni missionaries and
opted for the missionary life. After studies
he was ordained in 1970.
Carlos even then was unconventional in
his dress code. Jeans, cheap Havanas and
a beard with long hair reminiscent of St
Francis of Assis. He too like the Saint, had
left behind a ﬁne career and family wealth.
Always a voice for the poorest and most
abandoned not only in sermons and talks

but most of all in his daily witness of simple lifestyle
After a short ﬁve years in our ﬁrst parish
ministry, Carlos, like myself, returned to
work in our respective Provinces. Curiously enough both of us returned in ’83
and were appointed to the same parish
Salvador, when we, with a third priest,
administered a parish of over 100,00. It
was a vastly populated area, situated on
the outskirts of the city, and deeply inﬂuenced by Afro-Brazilian religious practices. The third priest Fr Heitor Frissoti was
designated to follow these religious
trends and support black movements in
the city. Myself and Carlos divided up our
ministries – he mainly with youth and his
musical talents and myself adult formation and building of centres and churches. It was a good collegial planning and
our day’s off were Monday mornings on
the nearby fabulous beaches joining up
with the local youth, who, on the appearance of a ball brought by us, appeared in
their droves! Carlos was the skilful artist
while I backed him up with some good
Scottish hard stuff. Coupled with the Holy
Mass, football and music were his two
lasting addictions! He was never far away
from his guitar or keyboard at Mass! As a
national magazine headlined at the time:
“Bom de Missa, bom de bola” – “A star at
the altar, a star on the ﬁeld!”
On my next period in Brazil we both

Fr Carlos points to his parish location in Brazil
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Carlos and myself visiting the Marian
Sanctuary of Covadonga Spain.
met again in the parish of Acailandia, Maranhao.
From Acailandia Carlos moved North to
become Provincial Superior during a term
lasting six years. He had moved from parish life but stuck it out with holy patience!
During this time, I was back in the UK.
Soon, I returned to Brazil and believe it
or not we worked together for some years
in the parish of Itupiranga, Para.
Since coming back to the UK I have returned to visit Brazil and Carlos and also
spent several holidays with him and his
family in Spain.
Earlier in the year, March 15, I had
planned to celebrate with him and others
his Golden Jubilee of the priesthood in
Spain but this was cut short by coronavirus restrictions on travel.
After a long and agonising hospitalization of four weeks in the nearby city of
Joao Pessoa, Paraiba, Fr Carlos went to the
Lord, another victim of Coronavirus, in a
country where 143,000 have already died
and with a President Bolsanaro who continues to call the virus “a mere cold”. Fr
Carlos was buried on the same day in his
parish in St Rita several miles from the
capital, surrounded by the local Bishop,
parishioners and fellow priests.
Carlos till the end was a ‘special one’ –
talented, saintly and above all always
humble. May he rest in peace.
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Fr. Ayebare Archangel mccj.

Our Irish Benefactors
supporting education
in Uganda
Above: School classrooms
Hello Fr,
Greetings from Uganda particularly from
Kyamuhunga parish. On behalf of
Kyamuhunga and Burunga parishes and
on my own behalf, I take this honour to
thank you and the team for the contribution to the education sector in our parishes.
Fr. Sean Dempsey during his visit to
Uganda early this year, visited the schools
and realised the need for ﬁnancial support. Therefore, St. Mark Vocational
School Nyakatooma in Kyamuhunga Parish received a contribution of 20 million
Ugandan shillings ( EU 5,000 ) for the
construction of two classrooms to accommodate the increased number of
students as you can see from the photos.
Thank you very much. The building is

Fr Sean Dempsey

roofed, pending cementing the ﬂoor,
plastering the walls, doors and furniture.
Count on our spiritual support since
there’s nothing much we can offer to you.
St. Peter’s senior secondary school in
Burunga parish also needed a bigger laboratory due to the increased number of
students. Therefore, a total of EU 5,000
was received. The building under construction is roofed now with the help we
received from you. The rest like plastering, doors, windows and furniture are
pending due to lack of funds.
We are also grateful for your spiritual
support and friendship and for Fr Sean’s
bridgebuilding between Ireland and Africa.
God bless you once again.
Fr. Ayebare Archangel mccj.

Students
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by Fr Joseph Bragotti mccj

A Bizarre

Christmas Celebration

“In December 1990 I led a troupe from RAI/TV-1, the national Italian TV
channel, on an expedition to document the work done by the Comboni
Missionaries in Kalongo, North Uganda”, writes Fr Joe Bragotti on his blog.
situation was defused thanks to the driver’s and my knowledge of the local language and customs. Nobody was killed,
but the rebels kidnapped George, my
cameraman – returnable in three days, so
they said – so he could ﬁlm their exploits.
After shipping off the producer and the
tapes, I decided to stay behind to face hostile local authorities and to begin the long
wait. Sure enough, on December 20
George was found wandering along a

dusty road, tired but free. People took him
to the Uganda Army base in Kitgum where
I was also summoned. Once there, we
were summarily accused of having made
up the whole story, loaded on a helicopter
and, as far as the rest of the world knew,
disappeared into thin air. By night time we
were being held under heavy guard at the
army’s headquarters near Lira.
We were placed in what was left of a
small house. The walls were riddled with

Fr Joe Bragotti

A

s it turned out, we were headed for
trouble. On December 17, while
driving through the bush to reach
the landing strip where our rented Cessna
was waiting, we were ambushed by about
50 Lord Resistance Army (LRA) rebels.
Shots were ﬁred into the vehicle, but the
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Fr Joe Bragotti, well guarded...
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A cake and Christmas bliss.
hundreds of bullet holes, there was no
glass on the windows and no front door.
We were issued a thin mattress and a blanket, a chair, a table with only three legs and
a candle. Twenty heavily armed soldiers
were sent to guard us. They showed up
with an impressive array of AK-47s, two
heavy machine guns, a bazooka and even
an anti-aircraft gun. As I chatted with them
over the eight days of detention, I realized
that most of these youngsters had grown
up in our mission schools and fondly remembered those days as the only happy
times of their young lives.
Captain Peter ruled our days. He informed us that we were being protected
“while our chiefs’ sort it all out.” Then he
made a fatal mistake. He told us publicly
that we were “guests.” In the local tradition, a guest is sacred and I decided to take
full advantage of it. Every day, I “kindly”
asked for anything that came to mind:
reading material, toiletries, other simple
stuff. The importance of this was that I had
regained some control over my life and
George’s. It worked!
On Christmas Eve things began to look
up. Two CIDs showed up with a gift. It was
a cake from Sr. Alba, the principal of the
Aboke School for Girls. Stuck in the cake
there was a note: “We ﬁnally know where

African Nativity.
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you are and we are praying for you.” The
cake emboldened me as I gave my daily list
to Captain Peter. I felt that we “needed” a
portable altar to celebrate Christmas Mass,
a radio to provide Christmas music and a
bottle of wine to accompany the cake. We
had been on a diet of goat meat, plantain

In the evening, Giorgio picked up some
charcoal from the soldiers’ ﬁre and drew a
life size nativity set on the bare wall. We
then ﬁlled the bullet holes with rhododendron ﬂowers (the guy with the bazooka
helped me pick them). Around midnight,
when all was quiet and our guards were
snoring under the trees, Giorgio and I sat
at our three-legged table propped up
against the wall, sang “Oh come all ye
faithful” ever so softly and celebrated
Christmas Mass at the ﬂickering light of a
2” wax candle. It was a very emotional and
down to the bare bones, intimate celebration. We then uncorked the bottle, cut the
cake and continued to celebrate. At 7:00
am, when our “guardian” came to inspect
the premises, we offered him a glass of
wine and a piece of cake.
By then, my Comboni brothers in Kampala had alerted the Hon. Paul Ssemogwerere. As a Ugandan refugee in the USA in

First Class to Rome with the crisis manager of the Italian Foreign Ministry.

mush and tea. His emissaries must have
headed straight for one of our missions,
because by evening my wishes had been
granted and we had all that we needed.

the days of Idi Amin, he and I had become
very close friends. By 1990 he was second
in command to the president of Uganda.
He knew
I was in the country and he was anxious
to have me meet his children. But, when
all of this took place, he was out of the
country on a state visit to Libya with Uganda’s President. He managed to cut the visit
two days short for my sake. Upon their return, a presidential order for our release
was issued and on December 28, we returned to Kampala in an embassy car with
ﬂags ﬂying, went through the Entebbe airport VIP lounge and ﬂew home on a ﬁrstclass ticket to Rome.
Once in Rome, I shaved for the ﬁrst time
in two weeks, slept for 12 hours straight
and then went home to celebrate my “return to life” with my family. Oh, what a
Christmas it was!
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By Fr Louis Kouevi mccj

Journeying With Detainees
And Refugees:

A Real Challenge In
Covid-19 Crisis-time

Fr Louis

T

he unexpected and unprecedented
COVID-19’s pandemic has affected
all of us disrupting our life, commitments and caused a lot of stress and
uncertainties. But in society, the detainees and refugees have been particularly
hurt by this invisible and dangerous virus.
As we all know, in March, the UK government has imposed a total lockdown and

12

for many safety reasons we have made the
difﬁcult choice to suspend our services to
the detainees in the two detention centres of Colnbrook and Harmondsworth
and found new ways to carry on our ministry for them and also for the refugees.
Negative impact on the detainees
and refugees: Those I visit in detention
but also outside it have often suffered
previous trauma leaving them with underlying physical and mental health conditions. In practice, detention is a real prison for them with many challenges,
difﬁculties, emotional sufferings and frustrations. Describing, through a Poem,
what detention means for him and his
co-detainees, a friend of a Charity I work
with, says that “For who is in detention
there is no difference between being
criminal or innocent; you are vulnerable.
You try to follow the law but the law escapes from you, you try to ﬁnd a solicitor,
but solicitors are not free; freedom is so
far, deportation is so near”. With the outbreak of Covid-19, the situation has worsened for the detainees in many ways for
instance poor mental wellbeing, feelings
of isolation and lack of communication
and physical contacts with others, augment of self-harm, suicidal thoughts and
so on. There are also cases of infections.
Freedom for some, temporary bail
for the majority: At a time in the two
centres - Colnbrook and Harmondsworth
- there have been only140 detainees compared with now there is a huge difference
from the previous capacity of 600 in both
centres before the pandemic. Because of
the pandemic, some detainees have been
released and could join their families. The
other majority of those who are released
are on bail in Home Ofﬁce accommodations but just for a while. In fact, it looks
like they are being sent back to Harmondsworth these times where they will be

facing the usual inhuman environment
with unlimited detention, the risk of infection and the risk to be deported by
force back home.
Adaptation and response to the
new situation: Before the lockdown, my
service was essentially to provide practical, emotional and spiritual support and
this concretely through physical presence
once a week in the centres with face to
face visit, listening, counselling (NOT LEGAL COUNSEL), in some cases assuring a
useful liaison between the detainees and
their relatives and assuring, sometimes
mass celebrations. It is almost the same
with ex-detainees I accompany. All this
has radically changed over the last couple
of months with the loss of face-to-face
visits, a break in welcoming the ex-detainees at my place or accompanying them to
the solicitors or to some charities which
can help them see more clearly in their
dossier. It is only some weeks ago that I
resumed these vital services especially for
the ex-detainees and refugees. As most of
my colleagues, we found that in this particular time, the most effective way to stay
in touch and understand the struggles of
the detainees and non-detainees is over
phone conversations, email, WhatsApp. It
is very important to assure them that we
are still available and committed to provide the necessary help.
The uninterrupted ﬁnancial help
for Post-Detention support: Especially
for the destitute, Covid-19 could not lead
to suspending the necessary ﬁnancial
support I used to provide based on individual cases. This support, therefore, has
been going on in a new different way so
to assure that they have the necessary to
survive somehow during these difﬁcult
times. One of the concrete ways to support those released and are still going
through the process of asylum-seeking
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Crossing the Channel is extremely dangerous. This year more than 5,000 have risked the 21 miles journey
was to provide also for them mobile
phone top-ups that helped them feel connected, supported and able to contact
loved family members. Some need also
pocket money especially for destitute
who cannot ﬁnd support elsewhere, have
no access to public funds and are not allowed to work. In effect, people seeking
asylum are banned from working and are
provided with just over £5 per day from
the Government to cover the costs of
their necessities.

Harmondsorth Detention Centre
Comboni Mission • Winter 2020

The myth of migrants pouring into
the UK: UK receives less refuges than
other countries: UNHCR’s statistics this
year show that the total number of asylum claims in the UK had fallen so far in
2020.Data from UNHCR revealed that in
2019, the UK received 35,566 asylum applications while in the same year, Germany received 142,400 applications, France
received 119,900 and Spain received
115,200.
Policy to deport as many as possi-

ble before Brexit date: According to
some credible sources visiting the detention centres recently a number of individuals are being brought to Colnbrook in
preparation for them to be removed to
another European country where they
have previously passed through. A number of these individuals seem to be those
who have arrived on small dinghies over
the Channel. There is a particular concern
that these individuals are being moved
around the country between different accommodation and processing centres,
only ever spending a week in one place,
which prevents them from securing legal
support. When they arrive in Colnbrook,
they are then booked onto a ﬂight with
very short notice and little time to see a
solicitor. It looks like the Home Ofﬁce has
planned to deport as many people as
possible under Dublin regulations which
will cease to be part of UK law after the
Brexit date.
Call to stop eviction: People who
have seen their asylum application refused and others who are not previously
eligible for Home Ofﬁce accommodation
have been able to access it as an emergency measure since March this year. Unfortunately, they are now evicted from asylum accommodation, and all support is
withdrawn, it is a matter of serious concerns. It is why many NGOs are calling on
the Home Ofﬁce for an immediate halt on
evictions from asylum accommodation.
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UGANDA

To give Dignity to Street Children –
solidarity and sharing

Presentation by the Knights of St Columba

O

n Sunday 18th October, to
mark the World Mission Sunday, the Parish of Saint Francis
in Ascot (West London), brought to a
conclusion the fund-raising project in
favour of the “Karamoja Streets Kids
Project” in Kampala, Uganda.
Tony Berkeley, Grand Knight of Saint
Columba of the Westminster Province
presented Fr. Julio Ocana with a check
in the presence of the Parish Priest, Rev

Fr John Bosco
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Fr Kevin Bidgood, and in front of the
congregation gathered for Sunday
Mass.
The money was raised through the
initiative of the Knights of Saint Columba in the Parish of Saint Francis, as part
of the Lenten programme, in November
2019.
Tony Berkeley and his team came to
know about the “Karamoja Streets Kids
Project” in Kampala through the 2019
Spring Issue in Comboni Mission (pp.
6-7).
“In November 2019, when we began
our Lenten campaign”, said Fr Kevin,
“none of us had as yet heard of the
Coronavirus. The lockdown that took
place afterwards has limited our capacity to hold a regular collection of funds,
however, we are happy to present the
Verona Fathers the fruit of your generous contribution”. Fr Julio Ocana,
Priest-in-Charge of the neighbouring
Sacred Heart Church under the care of
the Verona Fathers, collected the
cheque of £4,733 with gratitude in the
name of Fr John Bosco Mubangizi,
mccj, and the beneﬁciaries, assuring

the Knights of Saint Columba, Fr Kevin
and all parishioners at Saint Francis
Church, that their full donation will be
invested for the good of the “Karamoja
Street Kids” in Kampala.

A billboard framing a serious question

Comboni Mission • www.comboni.org.uk

By Sr Magdalene, Marist Sister

Song
of the Angels
One of the most important messages of Christmas
is peace.“Glory to God in the highest and on earth
peace…” (Luke 2:14). Where are the men of good will?
There were men and women of good will in Europe
during the years following the end of World War11, who
had the vision and the will to be the architects of the
European Union, one of whose chief aims was to ensure
that never again would the countries of Europe go to
was against each other.The UK has now withdrawn
from that Union and is prepared to go it alone – a small
mix-raced country on the edge of Europe, no longer
wielding the power and privilege of the British Empire.
There is a terrible peace over this country and over
the whole world at this time of pandemic. Some rejoice
at being able to hear the birds sing in the absence of
traffic noise and all the multiple noises of our unquiet
world. But can we hear the angels sing? Are we really
going to ‘cancel Christmas’ because there are so many
obstacles to its usual celebration in glamour and
commerce, in jingle bells and parties, in over-eating and
self-indulgence of all kinds? What about the One whose
birth we are celebrating? Emmanuel still means ‘God is
with us’, and Christ will still be born in peace and joy in
the hearts of men and women of good will, if they are
open to receive him.
Let us remember too that the Christ Child showed
himself first to the poorest and of least account in
the society of that time.The angels’ song was for the
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shepherds first, and they went “over to Bethlehem to
see this thing that has come to pass which the Lord has
made known to us.” (Luke2:15).The poorest and of least
account in our society are not the shepherds…. they
are sleeping on our streets; they are alone and lonely
in their solitary homes and in care homes.There are
comments in our newspapers about how the pandemic
has brought us closer to each other in our streets and
neighbourhoods. Let us make that comment a reality,
and do something about it.
So, let us celebrate the “tidings of great joy” (Luke
2:10). Let us have the carols and even the carol singers,
let us have the warm Christmas liturgies. Let us have the
street lights and the tinsel and the holly and the ivy. Let
the children sing and dance and jump and shout and
dress up for their nativity plays, however restricted the
audiences have to be. Let Santa Claus come to a warm
welcome and let us give each other presents too. Let us
greet one another as best we can. In these days, most
people can communicate electronically which can solve
the problems of isolation. Remember that there are
some old dinosaurs like me still roaming the earth – so
don’t forget the Christmas cards! And may God bless all
the postal workers and help us all to hear and echo the
angels’ song.
May your Christmas be blessed abundantly with love
and laughter, joy and peace, and may the new year be
new in every sense and full of grace.
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by Fr. Ruben Padilla Rocha mccj

Lectio Divina
Does God fulﬁl our
expectations?

1. Read:
Read the text of Luke 2:15-20 slowly and listen
attentively with the ‘ear of your heart’. What
word, sentence or phrase stands out for you?
(spend 2 min of silence)

2. Reﬂect:
Read the text again and pay attention of what
touches you; why is it meaningful for you. What
thought or reﬂection comes to you. (spend 2
min of silence)

3. Respond:
Read the text again but this time respond
spontaneously to the word of God. In other
words, make a dialogue with God what comes
from within you. What gift does this text lead
you to ask for from the Lord? (spend 2 min of
silence)

4. Stay with the Word:
Read the text a ﬁnal time and rest in the word.
Allow God to speak to you in deep silence. Do
not say anything just listen to God’s words. What
is He saying? (spend 5 min of silence)

5. Take now the word, sentence, or phase,
into your daily life/activity:
Allow it to become part of you. Always listen to
it, reﬂect on it, pray over it and rest on it as time
allows during the day. Then allow the Word to
lead you to action.
Conclude your ‘Lectio Divina’ with the ‘Our
Father’...

under the power and the oppressive rule of the
Roman Emperor, they and the generations
before them were waiting in hope for the
coming of ‘the Anointed One’, the Christ, whose
coming would free them from the hands of their
oppressors. In the History of Humankind God
reveals himself in various occasions and in
different manners, that is through speciﬁc
events or through chosen individuals. These
visits sometimes are manifested by curse or by
blessings which are interpreted as salviﬁc
actions of God throughout the Scriptures. Today
we are living in difﬁcult times under the
oppressive and sometimes fatal COVID19
pandemic. How could you interpret them?

Central Message:
“The shepherds went to Bethlehem to see what
the Lord has made known to them”, “Mary has
treasured all these things and ponder them in
her heart”.

Main points:
a) “The shepherds went to Bethlehem to see
what the Lord has made known to them”. The
shepherds were the outcast of society, the
poorest of the poor, but God favoured and
visited them through his holy Angel who
announced to them the Good News that the
Son of the Highest, the awaited one, is to be
born in Bethlehem. The Angel gives them two
signs to ﬁnd and recognise Him: “wrapped in
swaddling clothes” and “the baby lying in the
manger”. So, the shepherds hurried
away to ﬁnd what

Reﬂection:
The coming of the Messiah was long expected
and when he came, he did not fulﬁl the
expectation of many by the way he appeared
among us, he was found in a stable lying in a
manger used for feeding animals. Nobody could
have made it up, but God wanted it so. Religious
authorities and people were living at that time
16
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the Lord had made known to them. They
experienced such a joy in their hearts as they
found the new born baby just as the Angel
indicated, so that they forgot not only their
duties but their burden of their social
condition which made them ostracised from
the community. The sign of “wrapped in
swaddling clothes” is interpreted and
understood as a symbol not of a poor parent
but the royalty of the new born baby (see
Wisdom 7:4-6) which recalls the birth of King
Solomon. The second sign “the baby lying in a
manger” is the symbol of the recognition of
the Lord by his own people the chosen ones.
The prophet Isaiah 1:3, describes this sign
similarly to the text of Luke “the ox knows its
owner and the ass its master’s crib, Israel does
not know me”. In other words, the animals
recognise their owner as the source of their
nourishment lying in a manger while the
people of Israel did not recognise the visit of
the Lord in the manner, he revealed himself. In
parallel with that verse the shepherds
recognised the Lord, the source of life, joy, and
freedom who is also for us the source of our
nourishment, the Eucharist, lying on the Altar.
The shepherds went back glorifying and
praising God for all they had heard and seen
becoming themselves the ﬁrst to spread the
Good News of the birth of the Saviour.
b) “Mary has treasured all these things and
ponder them in her heart”. Mary, from the
visit of the Angel of the Lord, was not
expecting to conceive a child since she
had not yet lived with her husband. The
revelation comes to her as the utter
initiative of God’s plan which she
embraces totally surrendering
herself, her will, her plans and her
desires to “let it be done according
to God’s will”. The visit of the
shepherds, too, made Mary to
wander at their message
reveal to them by the
Angel, as she

contemplated the scene of their visit, she
treasured all these things. The greatness of
Mary lies in the fact that she took time to
ponder all things and events in her heart and
her mind from the birth of her Son Jesus to
his last moment of his life on the Cross. Mary
went through difﬁcult situations of suffering
like any other human being, rejection,
persecution, migration, poverty,
homelessness, injustice, sorrow, sadness, grief
etc. all these for her son Jesus’ sake. Mary
teaches us that to meditate on things in one’s
heart means to reﬂect on them in the light of
the Word of God, to understand their full
signiﬁcance.
The Pandemic and its consequences that we
are living at this present time is something we
never planned, expected, desired, or wanted.
“Normal Life” that will never be again, has been
interrupted and radically changed. People are
left in suffering for the loss of the loved ones or
for those badly affected by COVID 19.

Some questions for our reﬂexion:
1. How can you interpret these difﬁcult times of
the pandemic as we approach the celebration
of Christmas? Is this a curse or a blessing?
2. How and where can you see the salviﬁc action
of God in all that is happening in the world?
3. What are your expectations and hopes at the
celebration of the Lord’s birth.

Some questions to help
in our reﬂection
1. How do you nourish and cherish
your inner desire for God?
2. How do you experience Jesus
present in your life? How does
he reveal to you God the Father?
3. Where do you see Jesus’ work
and presence in your midst?
“Lectio Divina”, a Latin term, means
“divine reading” and describes a way of
reading the Scriptures. Open ourselves
to what God wants to say to us.
Any Questions?
Keep in touch!

Contact me at:
ruben@comboniyouth.org
Father Rubén Padilla Rocha
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By Marian Pallister

Dom Pedro Casaldàliga
A Prophet and a Poet

Dom Pedro Casaldaliga coherently lived a radical option for the poor. He staunchly
defended their human rights and was a very close friend to the suffering indigenous
people and landless peasants. When Fr. Ezequiel Ramin was killed on 24th July, 1984, a
month later l vividly remember how he concelebrated the Month Mind Mass in Cacoal,
Rondonia with the Comboni Family. Later he installed a place for him in the Sanctuary
of the Martyrs in Sao Felix do Araguaia, Mato Grosso. He was a frequent visitor to our
communities throughout Brazil where he gave inspiring talks and retreats. He was a
Spanish Catalan with a big Brazilian heart who charismatically attracted many people
to follow in the footsteps of the poor Jesus of Nazareth. (FR John Clark mccj
Pedro Casaldáliga, Bishop
emeritus of São Félix do
Araguaia in Brazil, a fervent
defender of the indigenous
people of the Amazon and
one of the best-known
exponents of liberation
theology, has died at the age
of 92. Another way of being
Church.
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“A

t the end of the road they will say
to me: Have you lived? Have you
loved? And I, without saying anything, will open my heart full of names…”
Pedro Casaldàliga’s Twitter account on
August 4th. It came a few hours after he
was hospitalized for respiratory problems
in São Félix do Araguaia and then taken to
a São Paulo hospital. He passed away due
to a pulmonary embolism on the morning
of August 8th at hospital in Batatais, near
Sao Paulo. The COVID-19 test was negative.
“Our land, our people are losing today
an example of generous living for a better
world; we will miss him very much,” former left-wing President Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva tweeted.
A few weeks before, Casaldàliga and 150 other Brazilian

bishops signed an open letter criticizing
the extreme right-wing president Jair Bolsonaro, castigating his “incompetence”
and his “inability” to manage the coronavirus health crisis, which has caused nearly 100,000 deaths in Brazil – including
several hundred indigenous people.

A long journey
Casaldáliga was born in Balsanery, in the
province of Barcelona on 16 February
1928, and ordained a priest in 1952 after
entering the Congregation of the Missionary Sons of the Immaculate Heart of Mary.
In 1968, he went to Brazil—and found
himself living under the military
dictatorship that
had begun with a
coup d’état against
the leftist President
João Goulart in 1964.
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This was an era when to be left of centre
was to elicit accusations of communism.
The military regime, supported by the US
(as so many oppressive regimes in Latin
America were), claimed it had seized power to put the country’s economy back on
track.
In 1968, when Casaldáliga arrived in the
country, police shot a high school student
at point blank range during a political
demonstration, hundreds of students
were rounded up and arrested in the following months, and two decades of oppression, ‘disappeared’ citizens, censorship and torture were under way.
The crash course to which missionaries
were subjected—language, history of the
country, culture—was invaluable in helping him to get to grips with the situation.
Casaldáliga, of course, took the side of the
oppressed. To say that it wasn’t the easy
option is to understate every aspect of the
life he undertook. The ‘oppressed’ lived
in the most inaccessible places on earth.
In the 1960s, the journey from São Paulo
to São Félix do Araguaia took seven days
across rivers with no bridges; across land
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with no roads. At his destination, he found
a no-man’s land where the landowners
were already being given massive tax cuts
to do what they wanted with the rivers,
forests and agricultural land. Their legacy
today? Lifeless rivers, deforestation and
land sucked dry of nutrients. Casaldáliga
has said “On one side were the indigenous
people, the squatters, the peasants—on
the other, the farm owners, the police, the
army, the government, the state. Therefore, right from the start, we saw what a
serious struggle it was. If we positioned
ourselves on the side of the people, we
got into conﬂict with ofﬁcial policy.” And
he did.

Death Threats
In 1971, at the age of 43, Pope Paul VI appointed him the ﬁrst bishop of the territorial prelature of São Félix. This was surely
a vote of conﬁdence in his work, and of
course, Paul VI was a pope who promoted
social justice issues. Casaldáliga perhaps
took the appointment as a green light to
follow the path of liberation theology. On
the day of his consecration,

he sent out a pastoral letter in which he
named oppressors and torturers. It caused
what he calls “a clamour”.
In the late 1970s and early 1980s,
Casaldáliga wrote two liturgies of repentance: ‘Missa da terra sem males’, which
expresses remorse and apology on behalf
of the Roman Catholic Church addressed
to the indigenous peoples of Brazil, and
Missa dos Quilombos, which expresses
repentance for the Church’s sins against
the Afro-Brazilian community.
He devoted his life to ﬁghting for the
rights of indigenous peoples and landless
peasants who were used as slave labour to
fuel agro-industry. He openly criticised
the dictatorship when people in his diocese were tortured and ‘disappeared’, in
return receiving
death
threats
from
local
landowners,
backed by the
military
authorities.
In
1977,
they
murdered
his
vicar
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general, João Bosco, believing they had
correctly targeted Casaldáliga himself.
Casaldáliga didn’t make regular visits to
Rome because the regime might have denied him re-entry to Brazil. This, coupled
with his identiﬁcation with liberation theology, led to the Vatican disciplining him
in 1988. Summoned to Rome, Casaldáliga
had to defend his pastoral activities, his
theological and political views and even
his visits to Nicaragua. His inquisitors
comprised the formidable line-up of Pope
John Paul II, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger,
then prefect of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, later, of course, to
become Pope Benedict XVI, and Cardinal
Gantin, prefect of the Congregation of
Bishops.
The Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and the Congregation of
Bishops then asked Casaldáliga to sign a
document. If he signed, he’d have to abstain from injecting political meaning into
processions, accept restrictions on his
written and spoken words relating to liberation theology, and stop saying Mass or
preaching in other countries, particularly
Nicaragua, without ﬁrst obtaining the approval of local bishops. He refused to sign.

cluding Archbishop Luciano Mendes de
Almeida of Mariana, then president of
their Bishops’ Conference, supported
Casaldáliga.
Undaunted, he told The New York
Times that he reﬂected the views of the
Church “in many regions of the world”. In
his writings about liberation theology, he
has said that in contrast to the “fatigue,
nihilism, or neo-nihilism so evident in
parts of the First World, Latin America
seems to have a great capacity for healing
its wounds. We return to life and the
struggle with great ease”. He and his
co-author of The Spirituality of Liberation
(ﬁrst published in 1993) wrote that “The
Church, as a whole, if it wishes to be increasingly evangelical and more effectively
evangelising, will have to insert itself…
into the social situation of the poor major-

ities, among the greatest needs of the
poor, on the periphery of this human
world divided into rich and poor.
He survived the might of the Vatican,
retiring on the grounds of age from his
post as Bishop in 2005. His criticism of
secular rulers never diminished. In 2012,
he said that the governments of the rich
nations have three debts—“agrarian reform, the indigenous cause, and the small
projects”. He condemned the marginalisation of “family agriculture and micro-businesses”, and the World Trade Organisation
deals that mean Latin American countries
“are destined to be exporters of raw materials… a policy that’s completely contrary
to the needs of the people”. Still ﬁghting
(and receiving death threats) in his eighties for agrarian reform he insisted “Land is
more than land. For the indigenous people, above all, it’s their habitat.”
Casaldáliga has spread the word of liberation theology, for which he believes there
is a future. He points out that “Christian
theology has to opt for the fraternal equality of humankind. It has to opt for the
poor, the little ones, and the marginalised,
as Jesus opted. A Christian who wants to
be a true Christian has to make these
choices. This is what we call liberation
theology.”
The verses of Casaldáliga conclude the
list of twelve literary quotations from the
Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation “Querida Amazonia “. A tribute from Pope Francis to the Bishop emeritus of São Félix de
Araguaia: “Shadows ﬂoat from me, dead
wood. But the star is born without reproach over the expert hands of this child,
that conquer the waters and the night. It
has to be enough for me to know that you
know me completely, from before my
days”.

Liberation Theology
The episode conﬁrmed the Vatican’s disapproval of the social and political involvement of some Latin American clergy,
and of liberation theology that provided a
doctrinal justiﬁcation for what were seen
as left-wing activities. But in the 1980s,
Brazil’s Bishops’ Conference was sympathetic to liberation theology. Disciplining
Casaldáliga in an attempt to crush this
sympathy was doomed to failure.
The progressive Brazilian bishops, in-
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Pope Francis in a letter addressed
to the whole of the Catholic
Church urges nations to
work towards
a just world

F

ratelli Tutti – (a message of Fraternity to the world( the third encyclical, a pastoral letter addressed to the whole of the Catholic
church, of his papacy – was published
on Sunday. October 4, 2020 , the feast of
Saint Francis of Assisi, amid global uncertainty and anxiety over the Covid-19
pandemic and rising populism.
In the 45,000-word document, the
pope urges nations to work towards a
just and fraternal world based on common membership of the human family.
He expands on familiar themes in his
teachings, including opposition to war,
the death penalty, slavery, trafﬁcking,
inequality and poverty; concerns about
alienation, isolation and social media;
and support for migrants ﬂeeing violence and seeking a better life.
Pope Francis had begun writing the
encyclical when the pandemic “unexpectedly erupted”. But, he says, the crisis has reinforced his belief that political
and economic institutions must be reformed to address the needs of those
most harmed by it. The global health
emergency has demonstrated that “no
one can face life in isolation” and that
the “magic theories” of market capitalism have failed.
“Aside from the differing ways that
various countries responded to the crisis, their inability to work together became quite evident,” Francis writes.
Comboni Mission • Winter 2020

“Anyone who thinks that the only lesson
to be learned was the need to improve
what we were already doing, or to reﬁne
existing systems and regulations, is denying reality.
“The fragility of world systems in the
face of the pandemic has demonstrated
that not everything can be resolved by
market freedom. It is imperative to have
a proactive economic policy directed at
‘promoting an economy that favours
productive diversity and business creativity’ and makes it possible for jobs to
be created, and not cut.”
Francis says a “certain regression” has
taken place in today’s world. He notes
the rise of “myopic, extremist, resentful
and aggressive nationalism” in some
countries, and “new forms of selﬁshness
and a loss of the social sense”.
The leader of 1.2 billion Roman

Catholics says “we are more alone than
ever” in a world of “limitless consumerism” and “empty individualism” where
there is a “growing loss of the sense of
history” and a “kind of deconstructionism”.
“Hyperbole, extremism and polarisation” have become political tools in
many countries, he writes, without
“healthy debates” and long-term plans
but rather “slick marketing techniques
aimed at discrediting others”.
He notes that “we are growing ever
more distant from one another” and
that voices “raised in defence of the environment are silenced and ridiculed”.
Addressing digital culture, he criticises campaigns of “hatred and destruction” and says technology is removing
people from reality. Fraternity depends
on “authentic encounters”.
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By Sr. Joana Carneiro, Comboni Missionary

Missionary Sister
and Doctor in her

‘Promised Land’

W

hilst living my life in my native
city, Lisbon, in Portugal I discovered the Comboni Missionary
Charism at 18 years of age. At that time, I
was about to enter the medical faculty at
university and still in search of my true vocation. When I discovered the Comboni
Missionary Sisters and Fathers, I was struck
by the joy in their lives as they dedicated
themselves to the poorest.
I wondered how it was possible that to
share everything of one’s life with others
could cause such happiness? I was jealous
of their lives and I started thinking “Why
not me?”. From then began a beautiful, if
somewhat difﬁcult process, of discernment
in which I perceived that God, when He
calls us, doesn’t take anything away from
us, He just multiplies our “inheritance” as
He did with Abraham. So, after qualifying, I
started my formation with the Comboni
Missionary Sisters. I was two years in Spain
for my Postulancy and two years in Ecuador, for my Novitiate.
After these two milestones in my vocational journey, I was sent to Scotland to
improve my English and then to Jordan to
learn the Arabic language. I ﬁnally arrived
in Wau, the second largest city in South
Sudan, my “Promised Land” where I have
been since 2018.
As a consecrated Missionary Sister and
medical doctor/surgeon, I am called to
serve at the St. Daniel Comboni Catholic
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Caring for the newly-born

Hospital, which was founded in 2010. It is
the second most important hospital in the
city with a capacity of 100 beds serving
more than 60,000 people per year. The
major scope of our hospital is to help the
two most vulnerable groups in the country: pregnant women and children under
ﬁve years. Unfortunately, the governmental
structures are still not able to respond efﬁciently to the health care needs of its people. Gratefully, we work together with other local health professionals to help them

develop their knowledge, but, above all, to
instil and strengthen their compassion and
willingness to serve the poorest of their
society.
I would like to share with you an experience I had - to give you an idea of the challenges we have to face and the power of
hope and faith.
This story is about Yohanna…an
18-year-old boy admitted to our hospital
in a coma due to cerebral malaria.
Within the space of 24 hours he had con-
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Sister Joana attending women patients

tracted a high fever accompanied by
convulsions which resulted in him going
into a coma. His family didn’t know
what to do and he was transferred to
our hospital at the height of his suffering. We connected him to an oxygen
ventilator. In Wau there’s no possibility
of doing CT scans or any other more sophisticated tests, therefore the only most
probable diagnosis, considering the context, was cerebral malaria. From the beginning I made the situation clear to
Yohanna’s family that there was not
much the medical staff could do apart
from continuing the course of treatment
we had started. The probability of his
survival was low. The only practical advice I could give to his parents was for
them to be near him and care for him
even though he was in a coma, but most
importantly to pray for him. Yohanna’s
parents moved to the hospital. They never left his side, speaking to him, making
him comfortable and praying for him.
The fever continued for several days. So
many times, I thought he wouldn’t make
it. I tried to console the family; the father responded with words of unshakeable faith… “God exists…God is here…
May God’s will be done”. After a week or
so, the fever subsided but he remained in
a coma for almost a month. His parents
persisted in their efforts, talking to him
in his native tongue and praying for
him. All our efforts and persistence were
rewarded when he began to open his
eyes… Little by little he started recovering. What struck me more was the unfailing dedication and love of his father.
My every suggestion to help towards his
recovery was accepted without question.
He cared for this boy as if he was his
only child…which he was not. The father
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became the nurse, the priest, the physiotherapist…After three months Yohanna
was discharged - able to walk by himself,
the only after care he needed was from
the speech therapist to ensure no lasting
speech problems. I could attribute Yohanna’s recovery entirely to medical
knowledge, but medical treatment was
limited in comparison to the love of his
father… his strong faith and conviction
in God which gave him the strength to
persevere in his efforts to encourage his
son to emerge from a near vegetative
state and return to a precious God-given
gift of life. This awesome power of faith
is why Yohanna is alive today!
So far, the experiences of the past two
years have been the biggest adventure of
my life as a missionary. When the Lord calls
us, He doesn’t give us a structured plan
with detailed instructions on how, where
and when to apply our goodwill and endeavours. Jesus just says: “FOLLOW ME”…

and each day He renews His call and asks
us also to renew our response, in the midst
of the challenges, novelties and ordinariness of our lives. It is amazing how Jesus,
out of love for His people, calls us to do
things that we thought we could never do.
From a medical viewpoint, in South Sudan,
there are not many options available and
we are called to help as much as we can in
order to care for these precious lives. Every
day I ask Jesus to be my hands, my feet, my
heart and my brain…for Him to give me
the knowledge and compassion and practical skills that I need in order to do what He
wants me to do. Out of His own grace we
are able to be what Jesus wants us to be,
with all our weaknesses and fragilities. He
doesn’t call us to be superwomen or supermen… He calls us simply to SHARE WHO
WE ARE and, at the same time, TO RECEIVE
WHO THE OTHERS ARE, in order to build
a world more human, more just, more
truthful, more equal for everybody.
What I have witnessed so far of South
Sudan is a country in great need of development and creation of social institutions,
especially schools and hospitals. Financial
support is not enough. The majority of the
population is very young and needs to
grow in human and Christian values in order to use the resources for the good of all.
As missionaries in the area, we realize that
the best we can do is to share who we are,
and especially, who Jesus is, The South Sudanese are the ones who have to be in the
front line of the promotion of their societies and institutions so that a long lasting
and strong country can be established.
This is why I call each one of you to be with
us, to be with them…They need to see
how we Christians live.
May the Lord grant you the courage
to respond positively to His call.
As for me, I made my choice, I am
here, in my “Promised Land!”.

Chapel inside the hospital
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Peace and Good Tidings of Christmas
and a Blessed New Year to all
our Friends and Benefactors

Glory to God in the Highest
and Peace to all People of Good Will
COMBONI MISSIONARIES
Visit our websites:
www.comboni.org.uk
www.combonimissionaries.co.uk
www.combonimissionaries.ie
www.southworld.net

