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By Fr Sean Dempsey mccj

My journey back to 

UGANDA

Ileft Uganda in May 2018 where I min-
istered for over ten years building up 
a new Mission in Burunga south west 

of the country with your generous con-
tributions and the hard work of the 
Christians making the bricks, gathering 
stones and sand to build schools, 

churches and a hospital.  I am now in 
Clontarf, Dublin but I always felt the 
urge to return soon and meet my dear 
Christians once again as I am getting old 
and who knows the future. In February 
2020 I landed in Entebbe airport and 
found a taxi to take me to our Provincial 
house in Kampala the capital. Getting 
through Kampala was a nightmare as 
there were motorbikes carrying passen-
gers (called boda boda) whizzing around 
us like hornets

Next morning, I boarded a minibus to 

take me to the south west and was met 
by Fr Arkangel Ayebare with whom I 
worked for four years and is now P.P. in 
Kyamuhunga much further south where 
we arrived at midnight.  It is a hilly coun-
try with tea plantations everywhere. 

The owners have small holdings 
where they once cultivated beans, ba-
nanas and maize, but the profi ts are not 
so great as they have now to buy food to 
feed their families. I spent 10 days there 
and helped out in the Parish. One event 
I cannot forget is the funeral of Angelina 

Kampala’s busy streets Tea plantations now dominate the small holdings
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RIP. She reached the ripe old age of 91.  
She gave birth to eleven children, six 
girls and fi ve boys.  She had little educa-
tion which she received during her six 
months of the catechumenate in the 
parish at the age of seventeen.  She was 
a traditional midwife, cured people with 
malaria, diarrhoea and pneumonia using 
herbal medicine.  Besides she cultivated 
beans and maize with a big hoe feeding 
her husband and children as well as 
sharing food with hunger-stricken fami-
lies.  She was a member of the Legion of 
Mary whose members danced around 
her coffi n.  We were all sad bidding her 
good bye but joyful that Jesus and his 
blessed mother were there to welcome 
her into eternal happiness.  She was a 
leader and an inspiration to all of us and 
her fellow Christians

Fr Ayebare took me to Burunga. The 
children of the primary school nearly 
knocked me down pulling and grabbing 

me, such was their warm welcome and it 
was a joyful experience meeting them 
again if only for a few days.  Since I left, 
the mission of Burunga is now a parish 
with two diocesan priests who have 
made considerable improvements to the 
Priests’ house. I visited some of our 
schools hearing Confessions, celebrat-
ing Mass to the beat of the drum, singing 
and dancing.  We have over 5000 chil-
dren in the schools we built.  Since I left 
the schools have been closed down and 
Sunday services curtailed.  The Virus is 
rampant in Kampala but less so in the 
rest of the country

On the Sunday before I left, I had the 
privilege of celebrating Mass with Fr 
Mubangizi for the Karamajong street 
children in Kampala.  Reading our maga-
zine, you will be familiar with the plight 
of these children.  Their fathers are pas-
toralists always herding their cattle and 
have little time for their children.  Some 

mothers take their children to Kampala 
to fi nd food on the streets 400 kilo-
metres away from home. Some children 
roam the streets day and night which is 
of great concern for the mothers.  Fr 
Mubangizi who knows their language is 
assisting them with your contributions 
especially the girls who want to be edu-
cated unlike the boys who are not inter-
ested in changing their way of life.

It was with a heavy heart I left a day 
later to return to Ireland on St Patrick’s 
day only to be quarantined in our house 
in Clontarf.  What a difference. The par-
ents and children of Kyamuhunga, Bu-
runga and the Karamajong mothers 
gratefully thank you our dear readers  
and the different institutions for advanc-
ing their education and freeing them 
from hunger.  It is a blessing that we can 
help people in need so far away. They 
promise to keep you in their thoughts 
and prayers.

Fr Dempsey ministering at Mass in Uganda

Miss Karamoja greets Karamojong street children

Burunga primary school

Fr John Mubangizi



18  Comboni Mission • www.comboni.org.uk

After a visit to refugees and migrants 
stranded on the Calais coast, Bish-
op Olivier Leborgne, bishop of the 

diocese of Arras and Véronique Fayet, 
president of Secours Catholique - Caritas 
France, have made a joint statement on 
their plight. Local press report that this 
statement has also been endorsed by 
Christians in Calais.

Bishop Olivier said: Migrants in Calais 
are being treated by the authorities 
“worse than dogs.”

Although MPs, church leaders, aid agen-
cies and UN experts have appealed for the 
local authorities to respect the basic legal 
rights of migrants, in Calais, they continue 
to be systematically expelled by local au-
thorities.

The statement says: “Nothing justifi es 
these people being mistreated in this 
way, excluded from access to essen-
tial needs, humiliated in the depths 
of their being.”

Juliette Delaplace Secours Catholique 
coastal mission offi cer, described the way 
the authorities treat refugees as “ineffec-
tive are inhuman.”

In February local authorities forced a 
small Secours Catholique project, the Cre-
che, which offered basic food, medical 
care and warm clothing, to refugees sleep-
ing in the open. Calais town hall then pro-
hibited the distribution of food.

The Crèche had become a night shelter 
for a handful of migrants. The town’s safe-
ty commission said it was ‘too dangerous,” 
and forced it to close.

On 22 March, ‘Christians of Calais’
distributed a joint open letter to the pre-
fect in which they list a number of viola-
tions of human rights.

They said: “Together with our bishop, 
we see that it is a policy of mistreatment 
unworthy of our humanity.”

They describe migrants, including wom-
en and children, being forced to line up 

outside in the cold to eat, walking three 
km to go to the toilet or take a shower; 
hiding personal effects in the woods; 
pitching tents in the mud, where they are 
only able to sleep for a short time before 
being moved on by police. They ask: “Is it 
fair to treat children, women and men like 
this, in France, in 2021?”

“We cannot remain indifferent to what is 
happening. This is why we wanted to share 
our dismay with you. These people are 
being treated ‘worse than dogs’. No hu-
man being can accept that. Fraternity is 
inscribed in our national currency; conse-
quently and legitimately we ask ourselves 
the question, are we moving away from it?”

They encourage priests and parish 
councils to take part in a refl ection on the 
situation of the migrants on their door-
step.

Juliette Delaplace said she was encour-
aged by the support of local churches. 
“This shows that the people of Calais do 
not all agree with the policy of the town 
hall.”

Campaigners are also taking multiple le-
gal proceeding against the authorities. 
Among the cases the prefect of Pas-de-Cal-
ais is being taken to court for the disman-
tling of a migrant camp in September 2020.

The letter is appealing for
-  an immediate moratorium on evictions 

from camps.
-  allowing access to basic services (food, 

hygiene, electricity recharging, infor-
mation on rights).

-  emergency sheltering arrangements.
-  a plan for a systematic and humane way 

of dealing with migrants and refugees - 
rather than simply moving them on

See the open letter to the parishes of Cal-
ais here: 
www.paroisses-calais.fr/2021/03/ 
declaration-commune-sur-la-situa-
tion-des-exiles-a-calais/

French bishop:

by ICN

Calais migrants are treated 
‘worse than dogs’

not all agree with the policy of the town 
hall.”

gal proceeding against the authorities. 
Among the cases the prefect of Pas-de-Cal-
ais is being taken to court for the disman-
tling of a migrant camp in September 2020.

See the open letter to the parishes of Cal-
ais here: 
www.paroisses-calais.fr/2021/03/ 
declaration-commune-sur-la-situa-
tion-des-exiles-a-calais/

Migrant shelter near Calais

SPOTLIGHT ON REFUGEES
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There has been an alarming in-
crease in rebel attacks in the 
northeast of the Democratic Re-

public of the Congo. (DR Congo). The 
latest attacks took place in the surround-
ing areas of Beni town, where local aid 
workers supported by UK charity CA-
FOD, are responding to the needs of an 
estimated 40,000 people who have ar-
rived in the town.

The Bishop of Beni Butembo, Mgr 
Melchoir Sikuli said: “Beni has been hit 
again with over 200 people killed by re-
bels who attacked the villages by the 
border of North Kivu and Ituri around 
the villages of Mabelenga, Ndalya, Idou, 
Ndimo. Massive numbers of displaced 
people can be found in the centre of 
Beni and Eringeti.”

CAFOD’s Country Representative Ber-
nard Balibuno reports: “It is mainly 
women and children fl eeing with fear in 
their eyes and all that they own strapped 
to their backs. People are now living in 
dire conditions, in the open air, without 
food, water, shelter and medical care are 
urgently needed, as well as essential dai-
ly items such as blankets, buckets, and 
cooking utensils.”

Masika, a mother who fl ed with her six 
children, told aid workers: “We have 
walked over 75 km in the rain and now 
we are sleeping in the open and we have 

no food. Children are becoming very 
weak. The government offi cials have 
registered our names two days ago, but 
no help is coming.”

Over the last year increased levels of 
violence across the region have forced 
up to a million women, children, and 
men to fl ee their homes. Host families 
offer vital refuge for people fl eeing, de-
spite their own challenges says Balibuno: 
“Host families share their already limited 

resources with families despite seeing 
their own humanitarian situation deteri-
orate day by day.

Balibuno concluded that Ebola and 
dealing with COVID-19 is a major con-
cern:

“Local aid workers in the area are con-
cerned at this latest mass movement of 
people with the resurgence of Ebola in 
the area and the continued spread of the 
Coronavirus.”

DR CONGO:
Source CAFOD

Thousands displaced by 
violence
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Introduction:
We start our spiritual journey with this 
Lectio Divina inspired by the Gospel 
of Luke. The aim of this Gospel, ac-
cording to some scholars, is to show 
the Mission of Jesus, that is, God’s 
compassionate Love and Mercy for the 
outcast of society, the sick and the 
sinner, in a very objective and concrete 
way which Luke proves in the histori-
cal and traditional facts of Jesus. As we 
go through the different stories of the 
Gospel, we may take an active role 
and feel co-participants of those facts’ 
portrayed in the stories. Try to identify 
yourself with stories and characters in 
it, so that the Lectio Divina may be-
come more alive.   

1.  Read: 
  Read the text of Luke 3:21-22 

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.  Refl ect:
  Read the text again and pay atten-

tion to what touches you; why is it 
meaningful for you. What thought 
or refl ection 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, dia-
logue with God with 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 fi nal 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, refl ect on it, 
pray over it and rest on it as time 
allows during the day. Then allow 
the Word leads you to action. 

Conclude your ‘Lectio Divina’ 
with the ‘Our Father’...

Refl ection:
We situate ourselves at the beginning 
of Luke’s Gospel which describes both 
the birth of John the Baptist and of Je-
sus. I am not going to deal with them 
here but at some other time. I would 
like us to concentrate on Jesus’s public 
life and discipleship. He begins his 
public life at the age of 30 (3:23), yes, 
with his baptism Jesus begins a new 
life and public ministry. Denis McBride 
in his book (‘The Gospel of Luke” p. 
57) describes these beginnings as “a 
turning-point” “the beginning of a new 
way” of Jesus’ life and ministry. Jesus 
was baptised not because He needed 
conversion or a change from an im-
moral or wayward life to a holy life, 
but, because He wanted to be in soli-
darity with the people who wanted to 
change their lives turning away from 

sin. Besides God wanted to manifest 
Himself at Jesus’ baptism as the triune 
God, and Luke describes them in a 
tangible or factual way for the reader 
to connect with them. 

Central Message: 
“Jesus after his own baptism was at 
prayer” … “The Holy Spirit descended 
on him in bodily shape, like a dove”. A 
voice came from heaven, ‘You are my 
Son the beloved; my favour rests on 
you’.

Main points: 
a)  “Jesus after his own baptism 

was at prayer”.
  Luke, unlike Matthew (3:13-17), 

and Mark (1:9-11) does not de-
scribe the baptism of Jesus, neither 
both Gospels mention that Jesus 
was at prayer. Notice too that Jesus 
in Luke’s Gospel was baptised be-
fore John was put into prison by 
Herod. These two events are sig-
nifi cant facts which Luke wants us 
to pay attention to. So, the fi rst is 
when John has been put into pris-
on, it marks the end of the last 
prophet before Christ’s coming 
and the beginning of a new era. 
Jesus’ Prayer images baptism 
marks as well the inauguration of 
his Mission as the Messiah, the 
anointed One, who came to save 
his people from the power of evil 
in its many forms. This is the turn-
ing point of Jesus’ life, from being 
for thirty years in hiding, to new 
start of public life of teaching, 
preaching, healing, and training 
his disciples. The second event 

‘LeCtIo DiViNa’
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mentioned in this text is that Jesus 
“was at prayer.”  Luke’s Gospel 
describes Jesus at prayer in the 
most important moments of his life 
or when He must make decisions.  
Jesus must have acknowledged the 
fate of his cousin John and what is 
to come ahead of Him, so, he goes 
to pray to the Father before start-
ing his ministry. While at prayer 
the heaven opened, and the Holy 
Spirit descended on Him. That is 
what prayer does, the Holy Spirit 
comes and overshadows Him, 
comes to assist Him. The Holy 
Spirit will be the one who will sus-
tain, animate guide the Mission of 
Jesus. Therefore, He needs to be in 
constant prayer, in dialogue with 
God the Father to look always for 
his will. We all need a new begin-
ning, a turning point to start a new 
life in the Spirt of Jesus; we all 
need to make important decisions 
in our life and so, we need to fol-
low Jesus’ example, to go and pray 
to God the Father that through his 
Spirit we may know what He 
wants from us.

b)  “The Holy Spirit descended on 
him in bodily shape, like a 
dove.” 

  The descend of the Holy Spirit on 
Jesus is the sign of the anointing 
the chosen one of God for a mes-
sianic mission (Is 42:1). The mani-
festation of the Holy Spirit appears 
here in a very tangible way, a 
dove. Luke perhaps recalls Noah’s 
dove as a sign that the fl oods were 
over. This is only to make the 
reader understand that the Holy 
Spirit is real and must be known in 
some way. The Holy Spirit is the 
one who empowers and guides 
Jesus for his new ministry while on 
earth. In Acts 10:38 we read “How 
God anointed Jesus of Nazareth 
with the Holy Ghost and with 
power” who went about doing 
good and healing all that were 
oppressed by the devil; for God 
was with Him”. In a similar way, 
Jesus said of Himself, “The Spirit of 
the Lord has been given to me, for 
he has anointed Me … (Luke 
4:18,19’).” Jesus was always aware 
of the presence of the Spirit in 
him, who made the bond of unity 
and constant dialogue in prayer 
with the Father. So, it is the same 

Spirit that Jesus will give to his 
disciples to assist them when he 
will no longer be with them “but 
you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you and then 
you will be my witness.” (Acts 
1:8). It is the Holy Spirit who will 
assist the Church giving her differ-
ent Charisms to continue preach-
ing the word of God and be an 
instrument of salvation for all the 
nations. The Church needs to be in 
constant prayer invoking the Holy 
spirit to carry out its mission to the 
world.   

c)  A voice came from heaven, ‘You 
are my Son the beloved; my 
favour rests on you’.

  There are three effects that we can 
identify in Jesus’ prayer. The fi rst 
effect is ‘the heaven opens.’ He 
shows us here the power of prayer. 
God hears his prayer and answers 
him in a form of a Voice coming 
down from heaven. Jesus always 
told his disciples that their prayers 
will never go unheard, but the Fa-
ther will always listen to them: 
“ask, and it will be given to you; 
seek, and you will fi nd; knock, 
and the door will be opened to 
you (Lk 11:9)”. The second effect 
is God’s voice is heard, and it is 
addressed to Jesus to kind of stab-
lish Jesus’ status ‘You are my Son 
the beloved’. It is like the Father 
giving Jesus’ identity ‘my Son’ 
which at the same time confi rms 
God’s identity ‘the Father’, for 
where there is a Son there must be 
a Father. And the third effect is a 

deep and personal relationship 
between God the Father and Jesus 
with an ongoing communion, 
communication, and community 
among them, the Triune God. At 
the end, the Father assures Jesus 
that He is pleased with him to car-
ry out his redemptive mission. We 
participate in the sonship of Jesus 
making us too God’s children and 
at the same time accepting the mis-
sion entrusted to us. We are invited 
to enter into that relationship with 
the Triune God following Jesus’ 
example.

21

Some questions to help 
in our refl ection
1.  What is your turning point in 

life? 
2.  How do you expect the Holy 

Spirit to be present in your life? 
3.  When have you been most 

aware that God is well pleased 
with you??

“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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MEXICO
Being a priest in Acapulco

South World by Gabriele Monaco

Saint Nicholas of Bari is a small blue 
church on the slopes of the mountains 
embracing the Bay of Acapulco. From 

above, the city looks like a semicircle of 
houses along the road leading to a strip of 
large hotels, with the blue Paci� c beyond. 
Following the Miguel Aleman Avenue, the 
coastal road between the city and the sea is 
full of restaurants, shops and hotels. It was 
here that the � lm ‘Idol of Acapulco’ starring 
‘rock and roll’ singer Elvis Presley was 
made in 1963.  “You can’t say no to Acapul-
co”, Elvis sang.  � e city is also famous for 

the Quebrada Divers, young men who per-
form several times a day, diving from as 
high as 35 metres into the narrow, shallow 
inlets.

� e name ‘Acapulco’ comes from the 
Nahuatl language and Aca-pōl-co means 
‘the place where the reeds were washed 
away’.

Over the years, the illicit drugs trade has 
struck even this most famous Mexican hol-
iday resort. � e city of Acapulco is home to 
no less than � ve drugs cartels (the Sinaloa 
Cartel, Los Zetas, the South Gulf Cartel, the 

Independent Cartel of Acapulco and the 
Familia Michoacana Cartel) which govern 
the sale of drugs. Acapulco is an important 
port and is located on the drugs route.

Extortion is a huge business for the 
gangs. � ere are no exceptions. Whether 
shopkeeper or doctor, anyone with a job 
and an income has to pay protection mon-
ey to the boss in charge of his territory.  
Father Hugo, 61, originally from Guerrero 
State says: “A few months ago, a travelling 
circus came to this city. When the gangs 
demanded protection money, they came 
back one evening and opened � re on the 
spectators, killing about ten of them”.

To understand how the ‘Pearl of the Pa-
ci� c’ became a place where crime rules, we 
must go back to the eighties. � e drug traf-
� ckers were attracted to Acapulco by its 
climate – in the Sierra de Guerrero it is 
perfect for growing opium poppies – the 
strategic location of its port and especially 
for the extreme unreliability of its institu-
tions. Corruption quickly became the norm 
and it is still widespread. “A policeman will 
earn about 200 pesos (about 10 Euro, 
NDR)”, Father Hugo explains; having been 
in pastoral ministry for 34 years, he is fa-
miliar with these things. “� e drug dealers 
will o� er him two thousand and promise 
him more if he turns a blind eye while they 
carry out their crimes. � ey will even give 
him a new cell phone and so the policeman 
becomes a hàlcon, a falcon, a spy who ob-
serves the territory and calls the cartel to 
warn them of danger. He may also be told 
beforehand where a consignment or a mur-

Once the Pearl of the Pacifi c, it is now a hell inhabited by those 
involved in the drugs trade and warring criminal bands. Acapulco 
has become one of the most dangerous cities in the world. One of 

its parish priests, Father Hugo Hernandez, describes it for us. 
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der is to take place and he will, of course, be 
somewhere else at the time, rather than in-
tervene”.

� e government knows everything. 
“When they understood how pro� table the 
drug trade can be, the local police demand-
ed their share of the pro� ts. � ey demand-
ed the tra�  ckers give them 25% of the 
pro� ts in exchange for complete freedom of 
action in their territory”, the priest re-
counts. In the eighties, this ‘State extortion’ 
created an alliance between the cartels and 
the government. O�  cially, the government 
was at war with the tra�  ckers and newspa-
pers told of the army burning illegal poppy 
and marijuana cultivations. But the real 
story was that the government forces only 
acted against those who refused to pay pro-
tection money to the government. At the 
same time, the upper levels of the state were 
being destroyed by corruption while the 
army soldiers helped load the drugs onto 
lorries.

� e situation changed when the corrupt 
politicians wanted � rst 50% and then 70% 
of the pro� ts. � e bosses decided to mo-
nopolise the protection racket. � ey 
stopped paying o�  the police and kid-
napped policemen, civil servants and gov-

from those criminals”. However, despite the 
e� orts of the priest, many young people 
have given up going to the church of Saint 
Nicholas of Bari to join the gangs, follow-
ing the false dream of a better life. “I o� en 
see them passing by with their new clothes 
and a pistol in the pockets”, Father Hugo 
says.

� e tra�  ckers are always on the lookout 
for young people to join their ranks. Father 
Hugo comments: “Some young men join 
the gangs simply to be able to show o�  the 
latest smartphone to their friends. As in the 
case of the halcons, the cell phone become 
a working tool to collect protection money. 
� ese days there is no exchange of cash as 
payments are made electronically. Little by 
little these young people disappear. � ey 

ernors. � ey demanded ransoms and reaf-
� rmed their superiority. � at started a 
period of violence. In the � rst decade of 
this century the great cartels divided into 
smaller groups, o� en � ghting among 
themselves. � e response of the federal 
government of the then President Felipe 
Calderon was to send in the army and � ll 
the streets with armed soldiers.  To no 
avail. Acapulco was brought to its knees, 
tourists disappeared, unemployment 
rose while murder and extortion 
were so widespread that they be-
came the norm.

� at is now life in Acapulco. It is 
balanced on a knife-edge between 
paying protection money and trying to 
live a normal life; people go home early 
in the evenings so as to avoid the shoot-
ings. � ere is little one can do in such a 
situation. Father Hugo organises support 
groups for the victims of violence.

“We try to work through griefs and trau-
mas and we try specially to avoid the desire 
for revenge”, Father Hugo explains. “Re-
garding the youth, the key is to re-educate 
them with values and make them aware of 
the harm they are doing to themselves and 
to others by agreeing to make easy money 

even leave school to 
join the tra�  ckers”. � e wag-

es are good, promotion is swi�  but death, 
too, comes just as quickly. � e same applies 
to the girls. � e hàlconas end up as full 
members of the gang that controls the ter-
ritory, or they are exploited as prostitutes”.

In conclusion Father Hugo says: “I my-
self, right from my childhood, have lived in 
a context of physical and psychological vio-
lence. We are all a� ected by this. When I 
meet these people, I � nd they are not evil 
but empty. � ey have all had much taken 
from them. � ey have been harmed and 
have su� ered. And they react with violence. 
Even when I see before me what looks like 
an evil monster, I try not to go by appear-
ances but to enter the heart of the person. 
Before attacking others, these people have 
themselves been victims. It is this su� ering 
that moves me to continue working as a 
priest in this city”.
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