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In a person’s life one hundred years are many. One can say that he has arrived to a patriarchal age. But one hundred years of evangelization in the life of a local Church, how can they be considered?

I remember that in an Asian country, but perhaps also it is something that occurs in some parts of Africa, when Christians met and did not know each other, they would ask the question: How many generations your family has been Christian? Those that were Christian for several generations are then considered to be venerable in their faith.

One hundred years of evangelization in Owerri mean that this Church in Nigeria, can be considered as venerable, even though in relation to other century-old churches it is considered to be young.

I would say that both venerable and young, are appropriate characteristics for this Church.  Venerable because having received the Good News, the Gospel, the people here believed the Word that was proclaimed to them immediately. Young because it is a Church that has all the characteristics of youth: enthusiasm, beauty, dynamism, generosity and loyalty.

I hope that Owerri is this way. Is it not?

We have arrived to the conclusion of the celebrations by which this local Church has commemorated its first Centenary of Faith, proclaimed by the first missionaries in May 1912 with the opening of the first mission on the 16th July, feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, and later on Emekuku being chosen as the permanent centre for the mission.

This occasion gave us the opportunity to thank God Most High for the gift of Faith that 100 years ago had been proclaimed and which was enthusiastically accepted by the people at that time. A Faith that they continued to transmit from generation to generation. A faith that is not simply teachings, wise sayings, a code of morality or a tradition. A faith that is a true encounter and relationship with Jesus Christ. Pope Benedict XVI stated in the Encyclical Letter Deus Caritas Est: "Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction. [...] Since God has first loved us (cf. 1 Jn 4:10), love is now no longer a mere 'command'; it is the response to the gift of love with which God draws near to us" (N. 1§2). A Faith that has been handed to you and which you are asked not only to proclaim but above all to live, as I am sure you are trying your best to do. For the gift of your faith, we thank God.
Celebrating this Eucharist, we are also giving thanks and praise to Our Lady, Our Mother and Mother of the Church. With her “Yes” to the Archangel Gabriel she became the first disciple of Jesus. She teaches us unconditional discipleship and diligent service. Our Mother Mary is our model of discipleship in faith. She teaches us, most of all, the attitudes of Prayer: discernment and availability - the Annunciation; praise and gratitude for all that God does for the poor and the simple - the Magnificat; trust in her Son Jesus - the wedding at Cana; patient and contemplative expectation, keeping all things in her heart - finding Jesus in the temple; fidelity in times of trial - at the foot of the cross; communion and a sense of Church - praying with the disciples after His resurrection. Keeping Mary as our model in the way she lived her Faith will help us to be evangelizers in our own family, in our community, among others who believe differently from us. Like Holy Mother Mary let us commit ourselves as a Christian community to evangelize remembering that evangelisation is an expression of universal love. To witness to others the new life in Christ and to proclaim Christ’s message of hope, is to love them.

A word of thanks to His Excellency Most Reverend Anthony J. V. Obinna, Archbishop of Owerri and the Bishops of the Dioceses that form part of this Ecclesiastical jurisdiction:  Aba, Ahiara, Okigwe, Orlu and Umuahia; to His Excellency Most Reverend Augustine Kasujja, Apostolic Nuncio in Nigeria; to all priests, religious, government entities and to all of you dear brothers and sisters in Christ for giving me this opportunity to share with you the joy of the Faith that you have received in our Lord Jesus. May God continue to protect you and fill you with His Spirit to live in His love.
