Commentary on the World Mission Sunday Message 2012

Mission Sunday is the day when all Catholic communities and institutions around the world join with the Holy Father in praying for missionaries and in promising them our full collaboration and genuine support with our offerings. It is a day when we celebrate God’s special love, mediated in and through community, our love for each other, and our concern for others. It is in solidarity and in relationships with each other in community and between communities that we give witness to this. We give witness to fulfilment and joy when we “go into the whole world and proclaim the Gospel to every creature” (Mk 16:15). The celebration of Mission Sunday (October 21st) has a very special meaning this year as it coincides with three different important events. The 50th anniversary of the beginning of the Second Vatican Council, the Synod of Bishops on the theme of New Evangelization and the opening of the Year of Faith. These events will help us to discern our faith and perceive with eyes always new, the wonders which God does for us. They will help us as a “pilgrim People of God” (LG 68) who “by nature”(AG 2) are missionary and who are “led by the Holy Spirit” (GS 1). Today, as we begin a Year of Faith, that pilgrimage continues and these events will contribute to reaffirming the Church’s continuing desire to engage with greater courage and zeal in the mission to bring the Gospel to the very ends of the earth. This call to mission ad gentes has changed the self understanding of Local Churches and in his Mission Sunday Message, the Holy Father says that it must become the constant horizon and paradigm of our pastoral activity. Today, many catholics get involved in this missionary call and have a greater awareness of what it means to be a Christian community in our modern globalized world. They have become more sensitive to humanity’s own pilgrim journey and encouraged to seek new ways to make the Gospel message relevant. At this point, allow me to share with you three thoughts on the Mission Sunday Message.
1. Mission is about all of us playing our active and generative part in the life of the Church

The purpose of the Church is rooted in mission, and we are called to witness to this purpose. Mission is the foundation pillar of our experience of Church and the promotion of Mission is essential if we are to truly understand who we are as followers of Jesus. Before Vatican II, this mission was assigned to the different religious congregations and institutes, who were at the forefront of the missionary mandate. Since then, this task has become the commitment of all the People of God as each person through baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit, is called to play an active part in the life and mission of the Church. Vatican II, brought a new awareness to our understanding of mission insisting on the Trinity as is its origin, model and goal. Through these reflections, the Church rediscovered its missionary responsibility as participating in the life of the Trinity and all the baptized are invited to become more aware of their participation in this mission. The Message this year is very specific and says that mission: “is not an optional contribution for the Church”. It is at its very kernel of its existence and faith in God,  “is a gift that is given to us to be shared; it is a talent received that it may bear fruit; it is a light that must never be hidden, but must illuminate the whole house” (Message 2012). Vatican II and later missionary documents help us to rediscover the wonderful responsibility we all have in participating in this mission and, conceived it as an ecclesial activity that is related to the different environments in which Christ and the Gospel are not yet known and where Christian communities are not sufficiently mature. She exists in order to evangelize, to proclaim always and everywhere the Good News to all people of good will. The mandate remains the same, as the same is Jesus Christ 'yesterday, today and forever' (Heb 13:8). The Church, through its missionaries has gone to live in all corners of the world to seek with peoples the true meaning of their story and to explain to them their ultimate destiny and lead them to salvation in the Kingdom of God. (AG 11) By participating in this universal mission, we as a community befriend humanity and with an awareness of our baptismal calling, take an active part and. “like St Paul, we should be attentive to those who are distant, to those who do not yet know Christ or who have not yet experienced the fatherhood of God,….” (Message 2012). The Message asks us to develop this gift of our faith and share it. This may need a change of attitudes and indeed, the Holy Father encourages a paradigm change which should accompany a more profound renewal in order to revivify our pastoral activity as the Instrumentun Laboris for the Synod of Bishops proposes.
2. Mission ad gentes “must be the constant horizon and paradigm of every ecclesial endeavour”. In his 2009 Message, the Holy Father wrote that, “the universal mission should become a fundamental constant in the life of the Church” and this year he says that it is of the seminal and generative importance: “Today too the mission ad gentes must be the constant horizon and paradigm of every ecclesial endeavour, because the identity of the Church herself is constituted by faith in the Mystery of God who revealed himself in Christ to bring us salvation, and by the mission of witnessing and proclaiming him to the world until he comes”. (Message 2012). We are encouraged to learn from the experience of our ad gentes missionary understanding of the Church, to see how this can become our “constant horizon and paradigm” in our own ecclesial endeavours. This in practical terms will mean sharing each others stories to support and encourage each other. I was reading somewhere lately about the appointment of the first twenty two lay ministers to celebrate funeral ceremonies in the Liverpool Archdiocese and the article says that the Archbishop assured the congregation that these new lay ministers would receive continuing support and training to ensure that the service they provide is “of the best quality”. From the other side of the world, I am reminded of the humble catechist who was murdered while carrying out his task as a lay minister in the Gulu Archdiocese in Northern Uganda in the 90’s when civil strife reigned supreme there. Mariano Omony was one of the many courageous announcers of authentic hope and workers of peace, during a time, when thousands died and many priests were detained. The story of his eagerness can certainly enlighten us and his experience of faithfulness can empower and hopefully stories like his, might even become an integral part of quality formation in our local Church. Such testimonies that come from the personal commitment and zeal of those who in difficult circumstances, question us and give example of how we too can testify God’s living presence amongst us because,. “the encounter with Christ as a living Person, who satisfies the thirst of the heart, cannot but lead to the desire to share with others the joy of this presence and to make him known, so that all may experience this joy” (Message 2012).
This year Message says that, “We need to recover the same apostolic zeal as that of the early Christian communities, which, though small and defenceless, were able, through their proclamation and witness, to spread the Gospel throughout the then known world”. Fr. Joseph Okumu tells of how Mariano set out on his bicycle one day on the 45 km to a neighbouring parish for confession and to bring consecrated hosts back with him to his own village. On the home cycle, he was stopped by some rebels who became suspicious as to, the why and where, of his journey and accused him of spying for the military. To no avail, he showed them the Cross he received on his commission as a catechist but they beat him and left him badly injured. Later a military party came across him and found him “messed up” as he stumbled home on the dusty road. Only the hardest heart could fail to be moved by this image cutting such a lone figure on the roadside, but they too kicked him and accused him of being a drunken rebel. One of them on seeing that he was carrying a ciborium thought to himself that, “this is good for drinking” and forced it from his anxious and weakened grasp. After throwing the consecrated hosts all over the road, they left Mariano for dead from further beatings. Back in his rudimentary barracks, the soldier showed off the ciborium as if it were a trophy and another catechists, who too had been detained, and despite his insecure and bereft predicament, with great courage and unwavering faith challenged: “that’s God’s, and not yours”. He too was just about to beaten for his “insolence” when a camp commander over heard the ensuing skirmish and went to investigate. Somehow, this gentleman, must have seen the wider picture, as he ordered that the ciborium be given back immediately and send his underlings to retrace their tracks and find Mariano. They arrived too late, he had already died by the time they reached him. The good captain ordered that his body be brought by military helicopter to where the priests had been confined .The following day Mariano was buried in a ceremony presided over by the then Archbishop amongst his priests and fellow catechists. “Culturally and traditionally”, Fr. Joseph says, “his body should have been taken to his own burial ground but because of the curfews that was impossible” Later, when she got an opportunity to rebury him, his wife said, that the body was to remain where it was, because Mariano was “with his family” and now, he would be with them all “in a different way”. He “was special” recalls Fr. Joseph, not alone did he attend to the needs of his neighbours for the different religious services but he was empathetic to the plight of the sick and was often seen checking the buses that passed through his local village to see if he could find a priest on board, who might by chance be travelling to Kampala, to attend to some sick person. “He’s our witness” and one of the many catechists who gave of their very valuable time. They walked the talk: preaching by their lives and genuine compassion for all, especially the most needy”. Fr. Joseph says. “Their love for life and family, their sense of joy, their shared enthusiasm in living their faith in the Lord” gives witness, even today. 
3. Mission is about recommitting ourselves to the Church's universal missionary activity
Dear friends, this is just one witness that we can share from the universal ad gentes missionary activity of the Church and there are so many more that we give in our national publications for Mission Sunday. These stories are part of the vibrancy of hope in the heart of the African and Asian peoples in which we too can discover a great wealth of spiritual resources. Fr Joseph thinks that, “it might be difficult for many people to understand but Mariano’s testimony gives life to us in the Church” Being a Christian in the mold of Mariano is an imperative that comes from the this year’s Mission Sunday Message and these lived experiences of faith need to be shared more and more in our communities as “today as in the past, he (Christ) sends us through the highways of the world to proclaim his Gospel to all the peoples of the earth” (Apostolic Letter Porta Fidei, n. 7). Mission today is about going to the frontiers, cultural and geographical, the new atheism, apathy towards the spiritual life and practice of the faith, the challenges of injustice, the culture of death. Mathews Gospel warns us of complacency: “For this people's heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn--and I would heal them.” (Mt. 13.15). Once we become aware that it is authenticity and integrity that matter for the proclamation of the Gospel, discernment, seeking knowledge of where and how Christ wishes me to be involved in his mission in the circumstances of my life and being motivated by a filial consciousness in my pilgrim journey in response to the needs others and the construction of the common good in Jesus’ name for all peoples. “The eagerness to proclaim Christ also urges us to read history so as to perceive the problems, aspirations and hopes of humanity which Christ must heal, purify and fill with his presence. His Message is ever timely, it falls into the very heart of history and can respond to the deepest restlessness of every human being”. (Message 2012). This is the missionary insight that sprung from the heart of Vatican II, and can be a roadmap for our universal journey together in the Year of Faith. As particular Churches, we can propose to discuss with each other our living faith in the countries that God has called us to live and give testimony. World Mission Sunday, organized by the Pontifical Society for the Propagation of the Faith, is a day set aside for Catholics worldwide to recommit ourselves to this universal missionary activity. It is "an important day in the life of the Church because it teaches how to give: as an offering made to God, in the Eucharistic celebration and for all the missions of the world" (RM 81). It a day when we are asked to pray for and help finance our poorer local Churches to carry on their evangelization activity, who because of a lack of finances, find it difficult to carry out their pastoral activity. It is also a day when we celebrate with others God's generosity to us and testimonies like that of Mariano can help us to animate and bring  a new dynamism to the life of our own local Church. Over the past year as I accompany missionaries in different countries, I have been able to see how much God has blessed our Church. Obviously, there are also problems and shadows, and let us all pray the peoples and pastors of Syria and many other parts of the world at this difficult moment, but the overall picture that emerges is that we are indeed truly blessed by the testimony of great and eager witnesses to the Gospel and that we too are called by the Lord. “I remember and thank the Pontifical Mission Societies, instruments for cooperation in the universal mission of the Church across the world. Through their action, the proclamation of the Gospel also becomes an intervention on behalf of one’s neighbour, justice for the poorest, the possibility of education in the most remote villages, medical aid in isolated places, emancipation from poverty, the rehabilitation of the marginalized, support for the development of peoples, overcoming ethnic divisions, and respect for life in all its stages”. (Message 2012). The celebration of World Mission Sunday is yet another sign of the Lord’s favour. 
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