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Dear Brothers in the Episcopate and in the Priesthood,

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

When our Holy Father, Pope Francis, received notice of the celebration of this Fourth American Missionary Congress and the Ninth Latin-American Missionary Congress, along with an invitation to send His representative, he very kindly thought to appoint me as his Extraordinary Delegate, in light of my role as Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.  It is with great pleasure, therefore, that I accepted this designation, which brings me here today, in the midst of all of you, to preside at this Solemn Opening Celebration.

With His Letter of Designation, the Pope not only wanted to be present among you, but he also asked me to assure you of his affection and to bring you his cordial greetings, particularly to the Pastor of this Particular Church of Maracaibo, Archbishop Ubaldo Ramón Santana Sequela, the Bishops, Priests, Religious Men and Women, and the Lay Faithful, as well as to all of those who, with great generosity, have contributed to the success of our Congress.

In the same Letter, Pope Francis wrote, in reference to the Conciliar Document Ad Gentes, that the Church’s true and profound nature is missionary.  It is for this very reason that she continues to dedicate herself with great enthusiasm even today to her mission, so that the Gospel might be announced to all peoples (cf. Mark 13:10), following along the same path traced by the Lord, “a path of poverty and obedience, of service and self-sacrifice to the death, from which death He came forth a victor by His resurrection” (AG, n. 5).

The Liturgy of the Word today, in effect, places before us the design of God, conceived before time began: it speaks of the glory of God that the Prophet Isaiah sees as a light to shine upon humanity; a humanity that comes out of the darkness or dense fog, almost directed in procession to “Jerusalem, my holy mountain”, bringing “their offering to the house of the LORD in clean vessels” (Is. 66:20).  Jesus, the Long-Awaited One, appears as the light of the nations, the light of the one who believes, the light of faith.  This last expression was borrowed by Pope Francis for the title of his first Encyclical, Lumen Fidei, the first lines of which recall the words of St. John the Evangelist in the passage that explains more than any other the true and profound mission of Jesus: “I came into the world as light, so that everyone who believes in me might not remain in darkness” (John 12:46).  All peoples and nations, therefore, are called to see the light of Christ, as the same Prophet Isaiah said in another verse: “Nations shall walk by your light (60:3)… proclaiming the praises of the LORD “(60:6).  Isaiah proclaimed that salvation is universal.  

The passage from the Gospel of Saint Luke places before us the mystery of Jesus already present in Mary, who in her gesture of charity toward Elizabeth signals her own Son as the true life and light of humanity.  At the same time, she proclaims that all generations, through the mercy of God, have the grace to become children of God.

A Gospel that indicates to us through Mary the centrality of Christ in the history of salvation and that, as a consequence, becomes the center of our preaching, which is actually the preaching of the Church.  The Acts of the Apostles tells us this very clearly in the verse that we have heard in the Second Reading, which says that all peoples, through Pentecost, through the Holy Spirit, are called to receive the gift.  Even St. Paul never tired of preaching the gift that he ministered: “I suppose, you have heard of the stewardship of God's grace that was given to me” (Eph. 3:1); now this ministry of grace, says the Apostle, consists in the fact that “the Gentiles are coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners in the promise in Christ Jesus through the Gospel” (Eph. 3:6).  The ecclesiology of St. Paul has thus the task of bringing all peoples to Christ and Christ to all peoples.  From this is born the missionary endeavor and the meaning of this Congress, which is neither a gathering of forces, nor a numerical show, nor a nostalgic assembly.  

In this Congress, we place Christ at the center and, as our Master, we intend to listen to His voice, to welcome His message, allowing it to enter our hearts and to prepare us for the mission.  This is exactly the theme chosen for this Congress: to make ourselves “Missionary Disciples of Jesus Christ from America in a Secularized and Multicultural World”.
After more than five centuries of Evangelization on this Continent, we need to reflect upon how our people, who have also received and welcomed the faith, live and believe.  We need to ask ourselves what predominates in the pastoral approach in our Churches: whether it is more focused upon conservation or upon proclamation; whether it concentrates only upon our American or Latin-American realities, or rather, is open to the world; whether at times its closeness to the poor appears in words, but in reality is quite distanced from them, not of the mind that they have anything to offer us.  We must ask ourselves if ours is a pastoral approach that is attentive to putting Christ in the first place and at the center of everything, or instead, as Pope Francis says, is one that is self-referential, politically charged, ideological, without heart, and formalized.

We begin this Congress with this act of worship in which we ask Christ to make Himself our brother, our light, and our good.  This prayer accompanies us and we place ourselves at this moment in the school of Jesus the Master, desiring even now, with the disciples on Mount Tabor, to say to Jesus: it is good to be here; it was good to be here.  Then afterwards, O Lord, take us back down from Tabor and bring us again to Galilee of the Gentiles, where our mission awaits us.  Amen. 
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