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AGENZIA DELLA CONGREGAZIONE PER L'EVANGELIZZAZIONE DEIPOPOLI





FIDES News Service – 31 May 2009

FIDES SPECIAL 

Instrumentum mensis Maii 

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI pro evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus V – Numerus V, Maius A.D. MMIX

The principal event in the month of May was the Holy Father's pilgrimage to the Holy Land 8- 15, during which Benedict XVI visited Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian Territories. We mention among his many engagements, a Meeting with Muslim religious leaders in Amman, a Meeting with organisers of interreligious dialogue, a visit to the Wailing Wall and the Regina Cæli prayer in the Upper Room, the celebration of Vespers at the Shrine of the Annunciation in Nazareth and a visit to Holy Sepulchre Basilica in Jerusalem. 

Sunday 3 May, World Day of Prayer for Vocations, the Holy Father ordained 19 new priests for his diocese of Rome.

Sunday 24 Benedict XVI made a pastoral visit to Cassino and Montecassino. On the 26 he went to his Cathedral, San Giovanni in Laterano, to open the annual meeting of the diocese of Rome, this year on the theme: " Ecclesial membership and pastoral co-responsibility". Saturday 30 at the end of a torchlight Rosary procession through the Vatican Gardens to conclude the month of May the Holy Father addressed the participants. On 31, Solemnity of  Pentecost, Benedict XVI presided Mass in St Peter's Basilica. We mention among the audiences granted by the Holy Father  this month: 2 May, members of the Papal Foundation; 4 May, the plenary assembly of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences; 7 May, the Papal Swiss Guard; 18 May,  Bishops of Peru on ad limina visit; 23 May, Pontifical Diplomatic Academy; 28 May,  general assembly of the Italian Bishops' Conference; 30 May, children of the Pontifical Mission Society of Holy Childhood. Among the Holy Father's Messages we mention two, one of the occasion of the Annual General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies and the other for the 4th centenary of the death of the great missionary Fr. Matteo Ricci, S. J.

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

2 May 2009 – Audience with members of the Papal Foundation

3 May 2009 – Holy Mass with ordination of 19 deacons for the diocese of Rome 

3 May 2009 - Regina Cæli

4 May 2009 – Audience with participants at plenary of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences 

6 May 2009 – Message to general annual assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies 

6 May 2009 – General Audience

7 May 2009 – Audience with the Papal Swiss Guard

8 May 2009 – Holy Land – Jordan, welcome ceremony 

8 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Regina Pacis Centre

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Basilica of the Moses Memorial 

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Blessing of the foundation stone for the University of Madaba

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with Muslim religious leaders in Amman

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Vespers at St George Greek-Melchite Cathedral in Amman

10 May 2009 – Holy Land – Holy Mass at Amman International Stadium 

10 May 2009 – Holy Land – Blessing of foundations stones for churches at Bethany beyond the Jordan

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony  

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Welcome ceremony in Israel

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Yad Vashem Memorial in Jerusalem

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with organisers of interreligious dialogue 

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Rock Dome and courtesy visit to the Grand Mufti

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to the Western Wall and to the two Grand Rabbis of Jerusalem

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Regina Cæli in the Upper Room and visit to Latin Co-Cathedral, Jerusalem

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Holy Mass in Josaphat Valley

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Welcome ceremony in Palestinian Territories 

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Holy Mass in Manger Square, Bethlehem

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Caritas Baby Hospital, Bethlehem

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Aida Refugee Camp, Bethlehem

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony from Palestinian Territories

14 May 2009 – Holy Land – Address to religious leaders in Galilee

14 May 2009 – Holy Land – Celebration of Vespers at the Shrine of the Annunciation, Nazareth

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with the Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate, Jerusalem

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit Holy Sepulchre Basilica, Jerusalem

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit Armenian Patriarchal Apostolic Church in Jerusalem

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony from Israel

17 May 2009 – Regina Cæli

18 May 2009 – Message for 4th centenary of the death of Fr Matteo Ricci, S.I.

18 May 2009 – Audience with Bishops of Peru on ad limina visit 

20 May 2009 – General Audience

23 May 2009 - Audience with the Pontifical Diplomatic Academy

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Holy Mass in Piazza Miranda

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Regina Cæli

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Celebration of Vespers with the Monastic Community of Montecassino

26 May 2009 – Opening of Rome Diocese's Annual Ecclesial Meeting 

27 May 2009 –General Audience

28 May 2009 – Audience with members of the general assembly of the Italian Bishops' Conference 

30 May 2009 – Audience with children of the Pontifical Holy Childhood Mission Society 

30 May 2009 – Address at the end of torchlight  Rosary Procession to close the Marian month of May 

31 May 2009 – Holy Mass on the Solemnity of Pentecost

31 May 2009 – Regina Cæli
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QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – ASIA/CHINA - Reflecting on the Sacred Scriptures is the best way to close the Year of St. Paul...the success of the Bible Study Course at the parish of Fu An, Diocese of Min Dong

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/ITALY - May 30: 5,000 Roman children will become “Missionaries like Paul”: European Child Missionaries' Pilgrimage for the Year of St. Paul

Year of the Priesthood – AMERICA/ARGENTINA - Publication of a guide for the Sacrament of Baptism in terms of the Catholic Church's relationship with other Christian Churches and ecclesial communities

Year of the Priesthood – ASIA/HONG KONG - New Bishop's priority: Year of Priestly Vocations in Hong Kong to coincide with the Year of the Priest declared by the Pope

Education – AMERICA/COSTA RICA - Church presents new proposal for sexual education as part of her mission of evangelization and integral education of individuals

Education – ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - Message from Korean Bishops' Conference for “Catholic Schools' Week

Family – AMERICA/COSTA RICA - Signature campaign to call for a referendum on same-sex civil marriages

Family – ASIA/HONG KONG - Hong Kong Family Movement celebrates 15 years of foundation, committed to the mission in defense of the family

Family – EUROPE/GREAT BRITAIN - May 25-31: National Family Week: “The Home is a Holy Place”

Day of Prayer for the Church in China – ASIA/CHINA - Sunday, May 24, the Chinese Catholic community throughout the world prays for the Catholic Church in China, in accord with the Holy Father's intentions

Migration – AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA - “Let us help those who are tricked into being brought to our city to be exploited...”: Letter from the Archbishop of Cape Town against human trafficking

Migration – AMERICA/GUATEMALA - Church calls for migration reform that respects the rights and dignity of migrants

Migration – AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Bishops continue call for immigration reform in the country, on the first anniversary of the worksite raid in Iowa that led to great suffering and division

Migration – VATICAN - Five years after the Instruction “Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People to hold World Congress in November

Mission – AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA - Marianhill Missionaries celebrate one hundred years of missions in Africa and throughout the world: the Benedictine charism as an instrument in freeing mankind from poverty, ignorance, and marginalization

Mission – AMERICA/NICARAGUA - Plenary Assembly of the Latin American Bishops' Council begins, with the theme of the mission: “Our time, marked by the decay of values, requires strength and great courage.”

Mission – EUROPE/POLAND - A symposium on missiology, in honor of the 25th anniversary of the Missionary Formation Center in Warsaw, which has trained 804 missionaries for evangelizing the world

Continental Mission – AMERICA/ANTILLES - Final Message at the close of the Plenary Assembly on the Continental Mission: “this is our time as Church, a time of grace and a New Pentecost. We cannot miss this opportunity.”

Continental Mission – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Bishops' document on the Continental Mission: “more than a pastoral plan of action, it is God's call to the Church to embrace her identity as community of missionary disciples of Jesus Christ”

Pontifical Mission Societies  – EUROPE/SPAIN - National Days for Diocesan Mission Delegates and the National Assembly of National Directors of the PMS - “Growing in the missionary vocation is the challenge presented by the Year of Saint Paul.”

Pontifical Mission Societies  – VATICAN - Pontifical Mission Societies begin annual General Assembly

Pontifical Mission Societies  – VATICAN - General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies continues: training future evangelizers and encouraging child missionaries to evangelize their peers and families

Violence – ASIA/PAKISTAN - Thousands of Christians and Sikh among Swat Valley Refugees

Life – AMERICA/CANADA - National March for Life, May 14: “supporting healthy families founded on marriage, we build a society that is better prepared to welcome, respect and value unborn human life”

Life – AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - Bishops' Letter to Assembly members who voted in favor of life: “Do not fear pressures, because our people appreciate all those who have acted in favor of their country.”

Life – EUROPE/SPAIN - Citizen groups protest the sale of “morning after” pill over the counter: “a human and medical aberration” that “implies the establishment of unrestricted abortion”

SUPER QUAESTIONES

VATICAN - Holy Father Benedict XVI's Letter to the Church in China in Compendium format, to facilitate understanding and respond to most common question on the life of the Church in China

VATICAN - AVE MARIA: Mgr. Luciano Alimandi - The Word of God: a bath which purifies

ASIA/NEPAL - “Nepal is a country experiencing a leadership crisis,” Pro-Vicar Apostolic tells Fides

AFRICA - “The Pope's visit has enkindled our hope in Christ,” African Bishops say, in expressing their support for the Holy Father

ASIA/PAKISTAN - Humanitarian crisis of the Swat refugees on the outskirts of Islamabad and Rawalpindi; Fides learns of the alert from the local Church

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE : Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello - 
The necessary and sufficient reason for the Pope's visit to the Holy Land

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

2 May 2009 – Audience with members of the Papal Foundation

VATICAN - Holy Father reminds members of the Papal Foundation that, especially when times are difficult, “we must continue to be beacons of hope, strength and support for others, most especially those who have no one to watch over or assist them.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In just a few days I will have the privilege of visiting the Holy Land. I go as a pilgrim of peace. As you are well aware, for more than sixty years, this region — the land of our Lord’s birth, death and Resurrection; a sacred place for the world’s three great monotheistic religions — has been plagued by violence and injustice... I ask in a special way that you join me in prayer for all the peoples of the Holy Land and the region. May they receive the gifts of reconciliation, hope and peace.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed members of the Papal Foundation, whom he received in an audience on the morning of Saturday, May 2, on the occasion of their annual visit. The Pope welcomed them in this Pauline Year, with the words of the Apostle of the Gentiles, "Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom 1:7), highlighting that Saint Paul reminds us of how the entire human race yearns for God’s grace of peace. “Today’s world is truly in need of his peace, especially as it faces the tragedies of war, division, poverty and despair.”

Another theme that the Pope focused on in his address was linked to the international economic crisis. “At moments such as these it is tempting to overlook those without a voice and think only of our own difficulties. As Christians we are aware, however, that especially when times are difficult we must work even harder to ensure that the consoling message of our Lord is heard. Rather than turning in on ourselves, we must continue to be beacons of hope, strength and support for others, most especially those who have no one to watch over or assist them. For this reason I am pleased to have you here today. You are examples of good Christian men and women who continue to meet the challenges we face with courage and trust.”

At the close of his address, Benedict XVI recalled that the Papal Foundation “through the great generosity of many, enables valuable assistance to be carried out in the name of Christ and his Church,” and thanked them for their sacrifice and dedication: “by means of your support the Easter message of joy, hope, reconciliation and peace is more widely proclaimed.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/5/2009)

3 May 2009 – Holy Mass with ordination of 19 deacons for the diocese of Rome 

VATICAN - On the Day of Prayer for Vocations, the Pope ordains 19 priests: “always be men of prayer and service, so that in faithfully exercising your ministry you may become holy priests according to God's heart”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, May 3, the 4th Sunday of Easter, the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided a Mass in the Vatican Basilica during which he ordained 19 priests for the Diocese of Rome. In the homily, the Pope made reference to the Word of God in proposing several reflections.

The First Reading from the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 4:11-12), called to mind the singular “omonimia” between Peter and Jesus: “Peter, who received his new name from Jesus himself, here affirms that Jesus is “the rock,” the Holy Father said. “In fact the true rock is Jesus. The only name that saves is His. The apostle, and therefore the priest, receives his own 'name,' his own identity, from that of Christ. Everything he does, he does in His name... The reference to what the Psalm says is essential: “The stone rejected by the builders has become the cornerstone (Ps. 117 (118): 22). Jesus has been 'rejected,' but the Father has placed His chosen one as the foundation of the temple of the New Covenant. Thus, the apostle and the priest also come to experience the Cross, and it is only through it that they can become truly useful in the building-up of the Church. God takes pleasure in building His Church with people who, following Jesus, place all their confidence in God, like the same Psalm says.”

The Holy Father then highlighted that “the disciple is destined to the same fate as his Master, which in the end is the fate inscribed in the will of God the Father...Jesus experienced the world's rejection of God, the lack of understanding, indifference, the disfiguring of God's face. Jesus has 'handed on the torch' to His disciples...Thus, the disciple, especially the apostle, experiences the same joy as Jesus in knowing the name and the face of the Father, and they share His pain in seeing that God is not known and that His love is not returned... This is true and we, the priests, know this from experience: 'the world', in John's use of the term, does not understand Christians, it does not understand the ministers of the Gospel. Partly this is because it does not, in fact, know God, and partly because it does not want to know Him. The world does not want to know God and listen to His ministers because this would lead it into crisis.”

Continuing on with his homily, Benedict XVI explained that “this 'world,' "in its evangelical meaning, also threatens the Church, contaminating her members and even her ordained ministers. The 'world' is a mentality, a way of thinking and living that can even contaminate the Church, that actually does contaminate the Church, and hence requires constant vigilance and purification. ... We are 'in' the world, and we risk being 'of' the world and in fact, at times, we are. This is why, at the end, Jesus did not pray for the world but for His disciples, that the Father would protect them from the evil one and that they could be free and different from the world, in spite of their living in the world.”

Lastly, in making reference to the Gospel of the Good Shepherd, where Jesus declares: “I give my life for the sheep.” (cf Jn 10:15, 17, 18). “Becoming priests in the Church means entering into this self-donation of Christ, through the Sacrament of Holy Orders, and doing so with our entire being. Jesus gave His life for everyone, yet in particular He consecrated Himself for those whom the Father gave to Him to be consecrated in the truth - that is, in Him - and who hence could speak and act in His name, represent Him, extend His salvific actions by breaking the bread of life and remitting sins. This is how the Good Shepherd gave His life for the sheep, but He gave it and He gives it especially to those whom He has called “with special predilection” to follow Him on the path of pastoral service.”

The final part of the Holy Father's homily was dedicated to a theme that he says he “carries deep in his heart: prayer and its relationship to sacrifice.” After having recalled the particular vocation of priests to prayer - “we are called to 'abide' in Christ, and this is achieved especially through prayer” - the Holy Father mentioned how “our ministry is completely dependent on such 'abiding', which is the same as prayer and from which it draws its effectiveness.” He later continued, saying: “The celebration of the Eucharist is the greatest and most exalted form of prayer and is the centre and source from which the other forms receive their 'lifeblood': the Liturgy of the Hours, Eucharistic adoration, 'lectio divina', the Holy Rosary and meditation...A priest who prays much and prays well is progressively expropriated of himself and becomes ever more united to Christ, the Good Shepherd and Servant of His brothers and sisters...In this manner, the very same life of Christ, Lamb and Shepherd, is communicated to the entire flock, through the consecrated ministers.”

The Holy Father concluded his homily by praying for the future priests through the intercession of the Apostles Peter and Paul and Saint John Maria Vianney, the Cure of Ars, to whom the upcoming Year of the Priest will be dedicated, and the Most Holy Virgin Mary: “in the school of the Virgin Mary, always be men of prayer and service, so that in faithfully exercising your ministry you may become holy priests according to God's heart.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/5/2009)

3 May 2009 - Regina Cæli

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at the Regina Caeli encourages faithful to “pray a lot for vocations” and for his trip to the Holy Land: “I will be a pilgrim of peace, in the name of the one God, Father of all.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “As much personally as in community, we have to pray a lot for vocations, so that the greatness and the beauty of the love of God attracts many to follow Christ on the path of the priesthood and the consecrated life. It is also necessary to pray as well so that there are holy spouses, capable of indicating to their children, above all by example, the horizons to which they should tend toward with their liberty.” This was the exhortation made by the Holy Father Benedict XVI prior to his recitation of the Regina Caeli with the faithful and pilgrims gathered in Saint Peter's Square on Sunday, May 3.

Recalling his message for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, with the theme: “Faith in the Divine Initiative -- the Human Response,” the Pope highlighted that “trust in the Lord, which continuously calls to sanctity and, for some in particular, to a special consecration, is expressed precisely in prayer,” and that “The men and women saints that the Church proposes for the veneration of all the faithful give witness to the mature fruit of this union between the divine call and the human response.”

“There is another intention for which I invite you to pray today: the trip to the Holy Land that I will make, God willing, next Friday, May 8 through Friday, May 15. Following the footsteps of my venerable predecessors Paul VI and John Paul II, I will go on pilgrimage to the principle holy places of our faith. With my visit, I propose to confirm and encourage the Christians of the Holy Land, who must daily confront many difficulties. As a successor of the Apostle Peter, I will show the closeness and support of the whole body of the Church. Moreover, I will be a pilgrim of peace, in the name of the one God, Father of all. I will give witness to the Catholic Church's commitment in favor of those who work to practice dialogue and reconciliation, to arrive to a stable and lasting peace in justice and mutual respect. Finally, this trip will necessarily have notable ecumenical and interreligious significance. Jerusalem is, from this point of view, the symbolic city par excellence: There Christ died so as to reunite all of the dispersed children of God (cf. John 11:52).”

After the Marian prayer, in greeting the Spanish-speaking pilgrims, the Holy Father expressed his closeness and prayers for “the victims of the flu that is affecting Mexico and other countries,” inviting the Mexican faithful to remain steadfast in the Lord, who “will help you to overcome this difficulty.” To the Italian-speaking groups, the Pope mentioned two initiatives: the Youth Missionary Covention of the Pontifical Mission Societies, and the Day for Child Victims of Violence, sponsored by the “Meter” Association. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/5/2009)

4 May 2009 – Audience with participants at plenary of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences: “Human rights, therefore, are ultimately rooted in a participation of God, who has created each human person with intelligence and freedom. If this solid ethical and political basis is ignored, human rights remain fragile since they are deprived of their sound foundation.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The natural law is The natural law is a universal guide recognizable to everyone, on the basis of which all people can reciprocally understand and love each other. Human rights, therefore, are ultimately rooted in a participation of God, who has created each human person with intelligence and freedom. If this solid ethical and political basis is ignored, human rights remain fragile since they are deprived of their sound foundation. The Church’s action in promoting human rights is therefore supported by rational reflection, in such a way that these rights can be presented to all people of good will, independently of any religious affiliation they may have.” This is what the Holy Father Benedict XVI told participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences, whom he received in an audience on May 4.

After having highlighted the academy's decision in their Plenary Assembly to return to “the central question of the dignity of the human person and human rights,” the Holy Father continued: “The Church has always affirmed that fundamental rights, above and beyond the different ways in which they are formulated and the different degrees of importance they may have in various cultural contexts, are to be upheld and accorded universal recognition because they are inherent in the very nature of man, who is created in the image and likeness of God. If all human beings are created in the image and likeness of God, then they share a common nature that binds them together and calls for universal respect.” 

Making reference to the main epochs in the history of man, marked by a growing awareness of human rights as such and their universal nature, Benedict XVI observed that “human rights became the reference point of a shared universal ethos – at least at the level of aspiration – for most of humankind. These rights have been ratified by almost every State in the world. The Second Vatican Council, in the Declaration Dignitatis Humanae, as well as my predecessors Paul VI and John Paul II, forcefully referred to the right to life and the right to freedom of conscience and religion as being at the center of those rights that spring from human nature itself.” 

Although strictly speaking, they are not “truths of faith,” human rights “receive further confirmation from faith,” the Pope pointed out. He continued, saying: “Yet it stands to reason that, living and acting in the physical world as spiritual beings, men and women ascertain the pervading presence of a logos which enables them to distinguish not only between true and false, but also good and evil, better and worse, and justice and injustice. This ability to discern – this radical agency – renders every person capable of grasping the 'natural law,' which is nothing other than a participation in the eternal law.” The Pope then recalled that in his Encyclicals, he has observed that “human reason must undergo constant purification by faith, insofar as it is always in danger of a certain ethical blindness caused by disordered passions and sin; and, on the other hand, insofar as human rights need to be re-appropriated by every generation and by each individual, and insofar as human freedom – which proceeds by a succession of free choices – is always fragile, the human person needs the unconditional hope and love that can only be found in God and that lead to participation in the justice and generosity of God towards others.” 

This perspective draws attention to some of the most critical social problems of recent decades and the growing awareness “of a flagrant contrast between the equal attribution of rights and the unequal access to the means of attaining those rights.” Benedict XVI lastly spoke of the “shameful tragedy” that one-fifth of humanity still goes hungry, calling on international leaders to collaborate, “respecting the natural law and promoting solidarity and subsidiarity with the weakest regions and peoples of the planet as the most effective strategy for eliminating social inequalities between countries and societies and for increasing global security.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/5/2009)

6 May 2009 – Message to general annual assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies  

VATICAN - Holy Father Benedict XVI's Message to the General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies: “The real missionary is the saint and the world needs saintly missionaries.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a Message to Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, which was read upon the opening of the General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies (see Fides 12/5/2009), celebrated in Rome May 10-16. The following is a complete copy of the text:

To the Venerable Brother

Cardinal Ivan Dias

Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples

It is a great pleasure for me, dear Cardinal, to express my cordial salutations to you and to the National Directors of the Pontifical Mission Societies, gathered here in Rome for the annual General Assembly of the Superior Council, which in its wide representation hopes to correctly manifest “the universal and community aspect of the mission” (cf. PMS Statutes, Art. 36)/

I wish to first of all express my sincere gratitude for the invaluable work that is carried out in support of the Church's dioceses in their work of preaching Christ to all nations, so that they may walk in His Light. The entire Church, in fact, is aware that in order to carry out an efficacious missionary service, Pastors and those responsible for Christ's flock – along with all those who are directly called to missionary service – never cease to quench their thirst from the spring of living water which is Christ.

The secret to a true and efficacious evangelization is in the search for holiness. The Church and the world need credible witnesses of love for God and a life of holiness. It is in the contemplation of Christ's face that we are filled with an irrepressible passion to preach Him and give Him to others and recognize Him in the face of the poor and suffering. Only if one is led by the Spirit, can he truly experience the depth of Christ's love, the source of the fruitfulness of the mission and testimony that should fill the Church and the world with the aroma of Christ (cf. 2 Cor 2:14-15). Prayer, contemplation, and imitation of Christ are the soul of every apostolic activity, which lead the apostle – as I wrote in the Encyclical Deus caritas est – to drink “from the original source, which is Jesus Christ, from whose pierced heart flows the love of God” (no. 7). This is the timeless methodology of missionary activity. Every Christian is called to be a credible witness to this love of God, to reveal the attractiveness of the Gospel, to make the Church known and loved, and to contribute to the expansion of God's Kingdom. The real missionary is the saint and the world needs saintly missionaries.”

The task of announcing Christ to all peoples is certainly an immense one, one that surpasses human strengths. However, we know that those who evangelize are Christ and His Spirit. We are only their collaborators, aware of the fact that we will only be effective preachers to the degree in which we learn to bend our knees in prayer and lift our hands towards heaven: in a word, if we allows ourselves to be permeated by God's love “poured out into our hearts through the holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Rm 5:5). 

Thanks be to God, in all the Churches throughout the world this demand for holiness is present and alive. This is why the younger Churches, above all, request support for the formation of their priests, religious, and seminarians, with qualified staff and the necessary economic contributions. In this regards, the role of the Pontifical Mission Societies is of special importance, as they offer financial support to the Pontifical Colleges and are also involved in the formation of candidates for the priesthood and consecrated life in the missionary Churches, the construction and maintenance of formation houses, and the support of qualified personnel in the formation process.

I hope that this special Year of the Priest, which I myself will inaugurate on June 19, will contribute to a greater awareness of the importance of the role and mission of the priest in the Church and in today's society. I am also certain that the Pontifical Mission Societies will continue to offer their invaluable contribution, so that priests and consecrated persons may become pastors and missionaries according to the Heart of God. 

With these hopes and desires, and invoking the heavenly intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Star of Evangelization, I impart, Venerable Brother, my heartfelt Apostolic Blessing on you and on the National Directors and all those who collaborate in this important service of missionary animation, formation, and cooperation. 

From the Vatican, May 6, 2009

BENEDICTUS PP. XVI

(Agenzia Fides 18/5/2009)

6 May 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI's catechesis on Saint John Damascene: “God wants to rest in us, he wants to renew nature also through our conversion, he wants to make us participants in his divinity.” Message to the people of Jordan, Israel, and Palestinian Territories

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – John Damascene is a “ a prominent personality in the history of Byzantine theology, a great doctor in the history of the universal Church. He is above all an eye witness of the passage from the Greek and Syriac culture, shared in the eastern part of the Byzantine Empire, to the culture of Islam, which took over space with its military conquests in the territory ordinarily recognized as the Middle or Near East.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in presenting the figure of Saint John Damascene, who was the theme of the catechesis he gave at the General Audience on May 6. 

Born into a rich Christian family, John took on the role of economic head of the kingdom, however, unsatisfied with life at court, he entered the monastery of San Saba near Jerusalem, around the year 700. He dedicated his entire life to ascetics and literary activity, without spurning a certain pastoral activity, of which his numerous homilies give witness. His liturgical memorial is celebrated Dec. 4. Pope Leo XIII proclaimed him a doctor of the universal Church in 1890. In the East, he is remembered above all for his three discourses against those who calumniate holy images,” condemned after his death by the iconoclast Council of Hieria (754) and reinstated by the II Council of Nicaea (787). “In these texts it is possible to find the first important theological attempts to legitimize the veneration of sacred images, uniting to them the mystery of the incarnation of the Son of God in the womb of the Virgin Mary.”

Benedict XVI explained: “John Damascene was also one of the first to distinguish between the public and private worship of Christians, and between adoration (latreia) and veneration (proskynesis): The first can only be directed to God, highly spiritual; the second on the other hand can use an image to direct oneself to he who is represented by it. Obviously, a saint cannot in any way be identified with the material of which an icon is made. This distinction quickly resulted very important to respond in a Christian way to those who claimed as universal and perennial the observance of the severe prohibition in the Old Testament about the use of images in worship. This was a great discussion also in the Islamic world, which accepts this Jewish tradition of the total exclusion of images for worship. Christians on the other hand, in this context, considered the problem and found a justification for the veneration of images.... because of the Incarnation, matter appears as divinized, is seen as the dwelling place of God. This is a new vision of the world and material realities. God has become flesh and flesh has become truly the dwelling place of God, whose glory shines forth in the human face of Christ. Therefore the invitations of the doctor of the East are even today extremely current, considering the great dignity that matter has received in the Incarnation, able to come to be, in faith, efficient sign and sacrament of man's encounter with God.”

The teaching of John Damascene also makes reference to the veneration of saint relics, the Pope recalled, “on the base of the conviction that holy Christians, having been made participants in the resurrection of Christ, cannot be considered simply as 'the dead.'” The final theme that the Holy Father addressed was that of awe: “also our faith begins with awe at creation, at the beauty of God who becomes visible. This optimism of natural contemplation (physikè theoria), of this seeing in visible creation the good, the beautiful and the true, this Christian optimism is not a naïve optimism: It takes into account the wound inflicted on human nature by free choice desired by God and used inappropriately by man, with all the consequences of widespread disharmony that have come from it. From here stems the need, clearly perceived by the theology of Damascene, that the nature in which the goodness and beauty of God is reflected, wounded by our fault, 'would be strengthened and renewed' by the descent of the Son of God in the flesh...We see, on one hand, the beauty of creation and on the other, the destruction caused by human fault. But we see in the Son of God, who descends to renew nature, the sea of the love of God for man.” The Holy Father then concluded his catechesis by inviting all to share today in the same sentiments of the Christians of that time: “God wants to rest in us, he wants to renew nature also through our conversion, he wants to make us participants in his divinity. May the Lord help us to make these words the essence of our lives.”

At the close of the audience, the Holy Father read the following message: “My dear friends, this Friday I leave Rome for my Apostolic Visit to Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian Territories. I wish this morning to take the opportunity through this radio and television broadcast to greet all the peoples of those lands. I am eagerly looking forward to being with you and to sharing with you your aspirations and hopes as well as your pains and struggles. I will be coming among you as a pilgrim of peace. My primary intention is to visit the places made holy by the life of Jesus, and, to pray at them for the gift of peace and unity for your families, and all those for whom the Holy Land and the Middle East is home. Among the many religious and civic gatherings which will take place over the course of the week, will be meetings with representatives from the Muslim and Jewish communities with whom great strides have been made in dialogue and cultural exchange. In a special way I warmly greet the Catholics of the region and ask you to join me in praying that the visit will bear much fruit for the spiritual and civic life of all who dwell in the Holy Land. May we all praise God for his goodness. May we all be people of hope. May we all be steadfast in our desire and efforts for peace!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 7/5/2009)

7 May 2009 – Audience with the Papal Swiss Guard

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Swiss Guard: “faith in Jesus Christ and in His love for mankind, even such different worlds can become a single unit, creating bridges of peace and solidarity between peoples”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Church brings together men and women from very different cultures. They form a community in which people live and believe together and, in the essential things of life, understand once another. This is a very important experience which the Church wishes to pass on to you so that you can make it your own and communicate it to others: the experience that through faith in Jesus Christ and in His love for mankind, even such different worlds can become a single unit, creating bridges of peace and solidarity between peoples.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the members of the Pontifical Swiss Guard Corps, whom he received in an audience along with their family members on May 7, on the occasion of the oath made by the 32 new recruits. Highlighting the task of the Swiss Guards, the Pope said: “It is your task to protect the Successor of the Apostle Peter, above all in the Papal Residence. You do so in Rome, a city which has always been known as 'the Eternal City.' Here, near the tombs of the Apostles Peter and Paul, where the Pope lives, is the heart of the Catholic Church and where the heart and the center is, there lies the entire world.”

The primary service of the Guards, therefore, is in relation to the Apostolic Palace: “You must watch over the home of the Pope, but not only over the building itself and its celebrated rooms, but particularly over the people you will meet and to whom you will demonstrate your courtesy and concern. Firstly, for the Pope himself, over the people who live with him, and over his collaborators and guests in the Palace.” Later, turning his attention to Rome, “the Eternal City known for its rich history and culture,” in which “faith and prayer have over the centuries been transformed into stones and buildings,” the Pope affirmed that “this is the environment in which we live and that inspires us to take as our model the countless saints who have also lived here, and who help us to progress in our life of faith.” Lastly, in Rome, where we find the heart of the Universal Church, “we encounter Christians from all over the globe. The Catholic Church is international. Yet in her multiplicity she is nonetheless one Church, expressing the same confession of faith and tangibly united by her bond to Peter and his Successor, the Pope.”

The Holy Father concluded his address by expressing his hope that the Swiss Guards' stay in Rome would be “spiritually and humanly edifying,” and entrusted them to the intercession of the Virgin Mary and their Patron Saints Martin and Sebastian, along with the Patron of Switzerland, Fray Nicholas de Flue. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 8/5/2009)

8 May 2009 – Holy Land – Jordan, welcome ceremony

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (1) - Welcoming Ceremony: “I come to Jordan as a pilgrim, to venerate holy places that have played such an important part in some of the key events of Biblical history.”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) – At 2:30pm on May 8, the Holy Father Benedict XVI was received by the King and Queen of Jordan at the Queen Alia Airport in Amman. “I come to Jordan as a pilgrim, to venerate holy places that have played such an important part in some of the key events of Biblical history,” the Pope said in his speech, during the welcoming ceremony, following the greeting of King Abdullah II Bin Hussein. Anticipating the stages of his pilgrimage to the Biblical sites, including the blessing of a cornerstone for a Church to be built on the site of the Lord's Baptism, Benedict XVI affirmed: “The opportunity that Jordan’s Catholic community enjoys to build public places of worship is a sign of this country’s respect for religion, and on their behalf I want to say how much this openness is appreciated. Religious freedom is, of course, a fundamental human right, and it is my fervent hope and prayer that respect for all the inalienable rights and the dignity of every man and woman will come to be increasingly affirmed and defended, not only throughout the Middle East, but in every part of the world.”

The Holy Father then highlighted that the fact that his visit to Jordan is an opportunity to speak of my “deep respect for the Muslim community, and to pay tribute to the leadership shown by His Majesty the King in promoting a better understanding of the virtues proclaimed by Islam.” Mentioning the Amman Message and the Amman Interfaith Message, Benedict XVI observed that “these worthy initiatives have achieved much good in furthering an alliance of civilizations between the West and the Muslim world, confounding the predictions of those who consider violence and conflict inevitable.” 

The commitment of the Kingdom of Jordan to “promoting peace in the Middle East and throughout the world” was praised by the Pontiff, who recalled the efforts made in favor of peace by the late King Hussein and expressed his hope that his commitment to the resolution of the region’s conflicts continue to bear fruit “in efforts to promote lasting peace and true justice for all who live in the Middle East.”

Benedict XVI concluded his address by expressing his hope that “this visit and indeed all the initiatives designed to foster good relations between Christians and Muslims, will help us to grow in love for the Almighty and Merciful God, and in fraternal love for one another.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

8 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Regina Pacis Centre

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (2) - Visit to the Regina Pacis Center: “I come simply with one intention, a hope: to pray for the precious gift of unity and peace, most specifically for the Middle East.”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) - “Unlike the pilgrims of old, I do not come bearing gifts or offerings. I come simply with one intention, a hope: to pray for the precious gift of unity and peace, most specifically for the Middle East. Peace for individuals, for parents and children, for communities, peace for Jerusalem, for the Holy Land, for the region, peace for the entire human family; the lasting peace born of justice, integrity and compassion, the peace that arises from humility, forgiveness and the profound desire to live in harmony as one.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI on the afternoon of May 8, in his visit to the Regina Pacis Center in Amman, which offers services to the disabled.

In his address, the Pope greeted with great affection the Central Committee members, the Comboni Sisters and the dedicated lay staff, as well as the youth present. He then commented: “It is a great joy for me to be with you. As you know, my visit to the Our Lady of Peace Centre here in Amman is the first stop along my journey of pilgrimage. Like countless pilgrims before me it is now my turn to satisfy that profound wish to touch, to draw solace from and to venerate the places where Jesus lived, the places which were made holy by his presence.”

The Pontiff then mentioned that “every one of us is a pilgrim. We are all drawn forward, with purpose, along God’s path. Naturally, then, we tend to look back on life – sometimes with regrets or hurts, often with thanksgiving and appreciation – and we also look ahead – sometimes with trepidation or anxiety, but always with expectation and hope, knowing too that there are others who encourage us along the way.” Addressing the patients of the Center, the Pope mentioned that the journeys that may have led many of them to this center “have been marked by suffering or trial” and praised the work of the Center “in promoting the rightful place of the disabled in society and in ensuring that suitable training and opportunities are provided to facilitate such integration.” 

“At times it is difficult to find a reason for what appears only as an obstacle to be overcome or even as pain – physical or emotional – to be endured,” the Pope said. “Yet faith and understanding help us to see a horizon beyond our own selves in order to imagine life as God does. God’s unconditional love, which gives life to every human individual, points to a meaning and purpose for all human life. His is a saving love (cf. Jn 12:32). As Christians profess, it is through the Cross that Jesus in fact draws us into eternal life, and in so doing indicates to us the way ahead – the way of hope which guides every step we take along the way, so that we too become bearers of that hope and charity for others.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to the Basilica of the Memorial of Moses 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (3) - Visit to the Basilica of the Memorial of Moses: “Like Moses, we too have been called by name, invited to undertake a daily exodus from sin and slavery towards life and freedom.”

Mount Nebo (Agenzia Fides) – The first event of the Holy Father on May 9 was his visit to the ancient Basilica of the Memorial of Moses on Mount Nebo. “It is appropriate that my pilgrimage should begin on this mountain, where Moses contemplated the Promised Land from afar,” said Benedict XVI in his address. “Here, on the heights of Mount Nebo, the memory of Moses invites us to 'lift up our eyes' to embrace with gratitude not only God’s mighty works in the past, but also to look with faith and hope to the future which he holds out to us and to our world. Like Moses, we too have been called by name, invited to undertake a daily exodus from sin and slavery towards life and freedom, and given an unshakeable promise to guide our journey...From this holy mountain Moses directs our gaze on high, to the fulfilment of all God’s promises in Christ.”

Making reference to the example of Moses, who “gazed upon the Promised Land from afar, at the end of his earthly pilgrimage,” the Holy Father mentioned that “we too are part of the ageless pilgrimage of God’s people through history. In the footsteps of the prophets, the apostles and the saints, we are called to walk with the Lord, to carry on his mission, to bear witness to the Gospel of God’s universal love and mercy...We know that, like Moses, we may not see the complete fulfilment of God’s plan in our lifetime. Yet we trust that, by doing our small part, in fidelity to the vocation each of us has received, we will help to make straight the paths of the Lord and welcome the dawn of his Kingdom. And we know that the God who revealed his name to Moses as a pledge that he would always be at our side (cf. Ex 3:14) will give us the strength to persevere in joyful hope even amid suffering, trial and tribulation.” 

Benedict XVI then affirmed that with his presence, he wished to continue and confirm the tradition of the pilgrimage, “grounded in the desire to see, to touch, and to savor in prayer and contemplation the places blessed by the physical presence of our Savior, his Blessed Mother, the apostles and the first disciples who saw him risen from the dead.” In addition to leading us “to appreciate more fully the gift of our faith and to grow in that communion which transcends every limit of language, race and culture,” the pilgrimage to the holy places “also reminds us of the inseparable bond between the Church and the Jewish people.” The Pope then expressed his hope that the encounter may inspire “renewed love for the canon of Sacred Scripture and a desire to overcome all obstacles to the reconciliation of Christians and Jews in mutual respect and cooperation in the service of that peace to which the word of God calls us!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Blessing of the foundation stone for Madaba University

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (4) - Blessing of the Cornerstone of the University of Madaba: “those universities where the quest for truth goes hand in hand with the search for what is good and noble, offer an indispensable service to society.”

Madaba (Agenzia Fides) – After the visit to Mount Nebo, on Saturday May 9, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to Madaba, where he blessed the cornerstone of the University of the Latin Patriarchate. In his address, the Pope mentioned how the Kingdom of Jordan has “rightly given priority to the task of extending and improving education,” and expressed his satisfaction at “the efforts of so many people of good will committed to education,” mentioning “with satisfaction the competent and expert participation of Christian institutions, especially Catholic and Orthodox, in this overall effort.”

“I commend the promoters of this new institution for their courageous confidence in good education as a stepping-stone for personal development and for peace and progress in the region. In this context the University of Madaba will surely keep in mind three important objectives. By developing the talents and noble attitudes of successive generations of students, it will prepare them to serve the wider community and raise its living standards. By transmitting knowledge and instilling in students a love of truth, it will greatly enhance their adherence to sound values and their personal freedom. Finally, this same intellectual formation will sharpen their critical skills, dispel ignorance and prejudice, and assist in breaking the spell cast by ideologies old and new. The result of this process will be a university that is not only a platform for consolidating adherence to truth and to the values of a given culture, but a place of understanding and dialogue.”

In his address, the Holy Father mentioned that “belief in God does not suppress the search for truth; on the contrary it encourages it.” “Religion, of course, like science and technology, philosophy and all expressions of our search for truth, can be corrupted. Religion is disfigured when pressed into the service of ignorance or prejudice, contempt, violence and abuse. In this case we see not only a perversion of religion but also a corruption of human freedom, a narrowing and blindness of the mind. Clearly, such an outcome is not inevitable. Indeed, when we promote education, we proclaim our confidence in the gift of freedom.” Commenting on the motto of the University: “Sapientia et Scientia,” the Pope affirmed: “ Science and technology offer extraordinary benefits to society and have greatly improved the quality of life of many human beings...At the same time the sciences have their limitations. They cannot answer all the questions about man and his existence...The use of scientific knowledge needs the guiding light of ethical wisdom...Hence religious and ethical wisdom, by answering questions of meaning and value, play a central role in professional formation. And consequently, those universities where the quest for truth goes hand in hand with the search for what is good and noble, offer an indispensable service to society.”

At the close of his address, the Holy Father encouraged the Christian students of Jordan and the neighboring regions “to dedicate themselves responsibly to a proper professional and moral formation” and congratulated the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem and all who have taken this project to heart, assuring them of his prayer, that there may soon be “generations of qualified men and women Christian, Muslim and of other religions, taking their place in society, equipped with professional skills, knowledgeable in their field, and educated in the values of wisdom, integrity, tolerance and peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with Muslim religious leaders in Amman

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (5) - Meeting with Muslim religious leaders: “Muslims and Christians must today strive to be known and recognized as worshippers of God faithful to prayer, eager to uphold and live by the Almighty’s decrees, merciful and compassionate.”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) – At 11:30 on May 9, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made a brief visit to the Hashemite Museum adjoining the “Al-Hussein Bin Talal” Mosque. At the close, he met with the Muslim religious leaders, members of the diplomatic corps, and Rectors of Universities in Jordan. “Places of worship, like this splendid Al-Hussein Bin Talal mosque named after the revered late King, stand out like jewels across the earth’s surface,” the Pope said. “From the ancient to the modern, the magnificent to the humble, they all point to the divine, to the Transcendent One, to the Almighty...For this reason we cannot fail to be concerned that today, with increasing insistency, some maintain that religion fails in its claim to be, by nature, a builder of unity and harmony, an expression of communion between persons and with God.”

“Certainly, the contradiction of tensions and divisions between the followers of different religious traditions, sadly, cannot be denied,” the Pope said. “However, is it not also the case that often it is the ideological manipulation of religion, sometimes for political ends, that is the real catalyst for tension and division, and at times even violence in society?” Where the opponents of religion “seek not simply to silence its voice but to replace it with their own, the need for believers to be true to their principles and beliefs is felt all the more keenly.” “Muslims and Christians, precisely because of the burden of our common history so often marked by misunderstanding, must today strive to be known and recognized as worshippers of God faithful to prayer, eager to uphold and live by the Almighty’s decrees, merciful and compassionate, consistent in bearing witness to all that is true and good, and ever mindful of the common origin and dignity of all human persons, who remain at the apex of God’s creative design for the world and for history.”

The Holy Father then mentioned the example of individuals and communities that in Jordan “manifest the constructive contribution of religion to the educational, cultural, social and other charitable sectors of your civic society,” promoting greater mutual knowledge and growing respect. “ today I wish to refer to a task which I have addressed on a number of occasions and which I firmly believe Christians and Muslims can embrace, particularly through our respective contributions to learning and scholarship, and public service. That task is the challenge to cultivate for the good, in the context of faith and truth, the vast potential of human reason. Christians in fact describe God, among other ways, as creative Reason, which orders and guides the world. And God endows us with the capacity to participate in his reason and thus to act in accordance with what is good. Muslims worship God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, who has spoken to humanity. And as believers in the one God we know that human reason is itself God’s gift and that it soars to its highest plane when suffused with the light of God’s truth. In fact, when human reason humbly allows itself to be purified by faith, it is far from weakened; rather, it is strengthened to resist presumption and to reach beyond its own limitations. In this way, human reason is emboldened to pursue its noble purpose of serving mankind, giving expression to our deepest common aspirations and extending, rather than manipulating or confining, public debate. Thus, genuine adherence to religion – far from narrowing our minds – widens the horizon of human understanding,” the Pope said. 

“Together, Christians and Muslims are impelled to seek all that is just and right. We are bound to step beyond our particular interests and to encourage others, civil servants and leaders in particular, to do likewise in order to embrace the profound satisfaction of serving the common good, even at personal cost. And we are reminded that because it is our common human dignity which gives rise to universal human rights, they hold equally for every man and woman, irrespective of his or her religious, social or ethnic group. In this regard, we must note that the right of religious freedom extends beyond the question of worship and includes the right – especially of minorities – to fair access to the employment market and other spheres of civic life.” 

Before concluding his address, Benedict XVI greeted His Beatitude Emmanuel III Delly, Patriarch of Baghdad, whose presence “brings to mind the people of neighboring Iraq many of whom have found welcome refuge here in Jordan.” He then made an appeal: “The international community’s efforts to promote peace and reconciliation, together with those of the local leaders, must continue...once again, I urge diplomats and the international community they represent together with local political and religious leaders to do everything possible to ensure the ancient Christian community of that noble land its fundamental right to peaceful coexistence with their fellow citizens.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

9 May 2009 – Holy Land – Vespers at St George Greek-Melchite Cathedral in Amman

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (6) - Celebration of Vespers: “The authentic voice of faith will always bring integrity, justice, compassion and peace!”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) – At the Greek-Melkite Cathedral of Saint-Georges in Amman, at 5:30pm on Saturday, May 9, the Holy Father XVI presided the Celebration of Vespers according to the Greek-Melkite Rite, in the presence of priests, religious men and women, seminarians, and members of ecclesial movements. In the homily, after greeting and thanking those present, the Holy Father mentioned that “The Church herself is a pilgrim people and thus, through the centuries, has been marked by determinant historical events and pervading cultural epochs. Sadly, some of these have included times of theological dispute or periods of repression. Others, however, have been moments of reconciliation – marvellously strengthening the communion of the Church – and times of rich cultural revival, to which Eastern Christians have contributed so greatly...The ancient living treasure of the traditions of the Eastern Churches enriches the universal Church and could never be understood simply as objects to be passively preserved. All Christians are called to respond actively to the Lord’s mandate – as Saint George did in dramatic ways according to popular record – to bring others to know and love him.”

The Pope recalled the ancient ties with the Patriarchate of Antioch and thus, rooted in the Near East, and thus the many works of universal charity that “extend to all Jordanians – Muslims and those of other religions – and also to the large numbers of refugees whom this Kingdom so generously welcomes.” Recalling the first Psalm (103) from the Vespers – which presents glorious images of God the bountiful Creator, actively present in his creation – and the passage from the Epistle – on the need to stay alert, to be aware of the forces of evil at work creating darkness in our world (cf Eph 6:10-20)- the Pope highlighted that, beyond apparent contradiction, “reflecting on our ordinary human experience we recognize spiritual struggle, we acknowledge the daily need to move into Christ’s light, to choose life, to seek truth. Indeed, this rhythm – turning away from evil and girding ourselves with the Lord’s strength – is what we celebrate at every Baptism, the gateway to Christian life, the first step along the way of the Lord’s disciples.” 

Addressing the Bishops, priests, religious men and women, and the lay faithful, the Holy Father mentioned that “our respective roles of service and mission within the Church are the tireless response of a pilgrim people. Your liturgies, ecclesiastical discipline and spiritual heritage are a living witness to your unfolding tradition. You amplify the echo of the first Gospel proclamation, you render fresh the ancient memories of the works of the Lord, you make present his saving graces and you diffuse anew the first glimmers of the Easter light and the flickering flames of Pentecost.” Mentioning the great variety of apostolic works, all of them greatly appreciated, he observed that in this society, they are “a marvelous sign of the hope that defines us as Christian.”

Lastly, encouraging those in formation for the priesthood and religious life, the Pope said: “Guided by the light of the Risen Lord, inflamed with his hope, and vested with his truth and love, your witness will bring abundant blessings to those whom you meet along the way.” He then exhorted all the Christian youth of Jordan: “do not be afraid to make your own wise, measured and respectful contribution to the public life of the Kingdom. The authentic voice of faith will always bring integrity, justice, compassion and peace!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

10 May 2009 – Holy Land – Hol;y Mass the International Stadium di Amman

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (7) - Mass in Amman: “May the courage of Christ our shepherd inspire and sustain you daily in your efforts to bear witness to the Christian faith and to maintain the Church’s presence in the changing social fabric of these ancient lands.”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) - “I prayed that the Church in these lands would be confirmed in hope and strengthened in her witness to the Risen Christ, the Savior of mankind.” These are the words with which the Holy Father Benedict XVI began his homily in the Mass he presided on May 10 in International Stadium in Amman. “As the Successor of Saint Peter, to whom the Lord entrusted the care of his flock, I have long awaited this opportunity to stand before you as a witness to the Risen Savior, and to encourage you to persevere in faith, hope and love, in fidelity to the ancient traditions and the distinguished history of Christian witness which you trace back to the age of the Apostles. The Catholic community here is deeply touched by the difficulties and uncertainties which affect all the people of the Middle East. May you never forget the great dignity which derives from your Christian heritage, or fail to sense the loving solidarity of all your brothers and sisters in the Church throughout the world!”

Meditating on the Gospel passage of the Good Shepherd, as Jordan celebrated the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, the Pope exhorted the many youth present to consider the Lord's calling: “consider how the Lord is calling you to follow him and to build up his Church. Whether it be in the priestly ministry, in consecrated life or in the sacrament of marriage, Jesus needs you to make his voice heard and to work for the growth of his Kingdom.” 

The Holy Father then recalled that during this Year of the Family, “the Church throughout the Holy Land has reflected on the family as a mystery of life-giving love, endowed in God’s plan with its own proper calling and mission: to radiate the divine Love which is the source and the ultimate fulfilment of all the other loves of our lives.” Expressing his hope that every Christian family “grow in fidelity to its lofty vocation to be a true school of prayer,” the Pope recalled that “the strong Christian families of these lands are a great legacy handed down from earlier generations. May today’s families be faithful to that impressive heritage, and never lack the material and moral assistance they need to carry out their irreplaceable role in service to society.”

Benedict XVI especially reflected on the dignity, vocation, and mission of women in God's plan: “How much the Church in these lands owes to the patient, loving and faithful witness of countless Christian mothers, religious Sisters, teachers, doctors and nurses! How much your society owes to all those women who in different and at times courageous ways have devoted their lives to building peace and fostering love!” He then highlighted how the dignity and mission given by God to women “has not always been sufficiently understood and esteemed,” and how the Church and society as a whole are urgently in need of the “prophetic charism” of women “as bearers of love, teachers of mercy and artisans of peace, bringing warmth and humanity to a world that all too often judges the value of a person by the cold criteria of usefulness and profit.”

At the close of his homily, returning to the image of the Good Shepherd, who “lays down his life for his sheep,” the Holy Father made the following exhortation: “May the courage of Christ our shepherd inspire and sustain you daily in your efforts to bear witness to the Christian faith and to maintain the Church’s presence in the changing social fabric of these ancient lands. Fidelity to your Christian roots, fidelity to the Church’s mission in the Holy Land, demands of each of you a particular kind of courage: the courage of conviction, born of personal faith, not mere social convention or family tradition; the courage to engage in dialogue and to work side by side with other Christians in the service of the Gospel and solidarity with the poor, the displaced, and the victims of profound human tragedies; the courage to build new bridges to enable a fruitful encounter of people of different religions and cultures, and thus to enrich the fabric of society.” 

After the Mass, prior to the recitation of the Regina Caeli, the Pope encouraged the faithful to turn towards the Blessed Virgin Mary, invoking her maternal intercession “for all the families of these lands, that they may truly be schools of prayer and schools of love.” “Let us ask the Mother of the Church to look down in mercy upon all the Christians of these lands, and with the help of her prayers, may they be truly one in the faith they profess and the witness they bear.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

10 May 2009 – Holy Land – Blessing of foundations stones for churches at Bethany beyond the Jordan

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (8) - Blessing of the Foundation Stones of the Churches on the Jordan: “The foundation stone of a church is a symbol of Christ. The Church rests on Christ, is sustained by him and cannot be separated from him.”

Bethany (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Sunday, May 10, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to “Bethany beyond the Jordan,” the region that was central to the activity of John the Baptist and the public life of Jesus. After having visited the archaeological site at the site of the Baptism, the Pope blessed the foundation stones of the Latin and Greek-Melkite Churches. Before blessing the Blessing Rite, the Pope said: “The foundation stone of a church is a symbol of Christ. The Church rests on Christ, is sustained by him and cannot be separated from him. He is the one foundation of every Christian community...With him, we too are living stones built into a spiritual house, a dwelling place for God.” Then, quoting Saint Augustine, he indicated that the Church “is Christ and us, Christ with us. He is with us as the vine is with its own branches (cf. Jn 15:1-8). The Church is in Christ a community of new life, a dynamic reality of grace that flows from him. Through the Church Christ purifies our hearts, enlightens our minds, unites us with the Father and, in the one Spirit, moves us to a daily exercise of Christian love. We confess this joyful reality as the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.” 

Benedict XVI then recalled that “we enter the Church through baptism,” and the memory of Christ's baptism “is brought vividly before us in this place,” where “Jesus stood in line with sinners and accepted John’s baptism of penance.” He then gave an exhortation to those present: “May the Jordan always remind you that you have been washed in the waters of baptism and have become members of the family of Jesus. Your lives, in obedience to his word, are being transformed into his image and likeness. As you strive to be faithful to your baptismal commitment of conversion, witness and mission, know that you are being strengthened by the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

Lastly, the Pope exhorted those present “in the whole range of noble attitudes covered by the blessed name of agape, Christian love. Promote dialogue and understanding in civil society, especially when claiming your legitimate rights. In the Middle East, marked by tragic suffering, by years of violence and unresolved tensions, Christians are called to offer their contribution, inspired by the example of Jesus, of reconciliation and peace through forgiveness and generosity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony from Jordan

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (9) - Farewell to Jordan: “I hold in my heart the people of the Hashemite Kingdom and all who live throughout this region. I pray that you may enjoy peace and prosperity.”

Amman (Agenzia Fides) – On Monday, May 11, at 10am, in the Queen Alia International Airport in Amman, a Farewell Ceremony was held for the Holy Father as he left Jordan. After the address given by His Majesty King Abdullah II of Jordan, the Pope spoke, thanking all those who had given him such a warm welcome. “It has been a particular joy for me to be present at the launching of a number of major initiatives promoted by the Catholic community here in Jordan,” the Holy Father said, mentioning the new wing of the Regina Pacis Center, the two churches that will be built in Bethany, and the University of Madaba. “To all who are involved in these projects, I offer good wishes and the promise of my prayers.” 

Benedict XVI then spoke of “one of the highlights of these days,” the visit to the Mosque Al-Hussein Bin Talal, where he encouraged “all Jordanians, whether Christian or Muslim, to build on the firm foundations of religious tolerance that enable the members of different communities to live together in peace and mutual respect.” The Pope expressed great appreciation for His Majesty the King, who “has been notably active in fostering inter-religious dialogue.” “This spirit of openness not only helps the members of different ethnic communities in this country to live together in peace and concord, but it has contributed to Jordan’s far-sighted political initiatives to build peace throughout the Middle East.”

“As you know, it is principally as a pilgrim and a pastor that I have come to Jordan. Hence the experiences from these days that will remain most firmly etched in my memory are my visits to the holy places and the moments of prayer that we celebrated together,” affirmed Benedict XVI, explaining the “the appreciation of the whole Church to those who look after the places of pilgrimage in this land.” Lastly, before taking his leave, the Pope affirmed: “I want you to know that I hold in my heart the people of the Hashemite Kingdom and all who live throughout this region. I pray that you may enjoy peace and prosperity, now and for generations to come. Thank you once again. And may God bless all of you!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Welcome ceremony in Israel

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (10) - Arrival in Israel: “I come to pray at the holy places, to pray especially for peace - peace here in the Holy Land, and peace throughout the world”

Tel Aviv (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father's plane traveling from Amman arrived at Ben Gurion International Airport in Tel Aviv at 11am local time on Monday, May 11. Benedict XVI was received by the President of the State of Israel, Shimon Peres, and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Political and civil authorities, as well as the Ordinaries of the Holy Land, were present. After the presentation of the Delegation and a greeting to the President of Israel, the Pope began his address with these words: “Thank you for your warm welcome to the State of Israel, a land which is held holy by millions of believers around the world...I take my place in a long line of Christian pilgrims to these shores, a line that stretches back to the earliest centuries of the Church’s history and which, I am sure, will continue long into the future. I come, like so many others before me, to pray at the holy places, to pray especially for peace – peace here in the Holy Land, and peace throughout the world.”

The Holy Father recalled that “the Holy See and the State of Israel have many shared values, above all a commitment to give religion its rightful place in the life of society,” and he continued: “When the religious dimension of the human person is denied or marginalized, the very foundation for a proper understanding of inalienable human rights is placed in jeopardy.” Benedict XVI then mentioned that “tragically, the Jewish people have experienced the terrible consequences of ideologies that deny the fundamental dignity of every human person,” and called it “right and fitting that, during my stay in Israel, I will have the opportunity to honor the memory of the six million Jewish victims of the Shoah, and to pray that humanity will never again witness a crime of such magnitude. Sadly, anti-Semitism continues to rear its ugly head in many parts of the world. This is totally unacceptable. Every effort must be made to combat anti-Semitism wherever it is found, and to promote respect and esteem for the members of every people, tribe, language and nation across the globe.”

In his address, the Pope also mentioned the “special veneration” that the three great monotheistic religions share for the holy city of Jerusalem, expressing his hope that “all pilgrims to the holy places will be able to access them freely and without restraint, to take part in religious ceremonies and to promote the worthy upkeep of places of worship on sacred sites.” Even though the name Jerusalem means “city of peace,” it is all too evident that, for decades, peace has tragically eluded the inhabitants of this holy land. “The hopes of countless men, women and children for a more secure and stable future depend on the outcome of negotiations for peace between Israelis and Palestinians. In union with people of good will everywhere, I plead with all those responsible to explore every possible avenue in the search for a just resolution of the outstanding difficulties, so that both peoples may live in peace in a homeland of their own, within secure and internationally recognized borders.” 

Lastly, the Holy Father addressed the Bishops and Catholic faithful present: “In this land, where Peter received his commission to feed the Lord’s sheep, I come as Peter’s successor to minister among you...To the Christian communities in the Holy Land, I say: by your faithful witness to him who preached forgiveness and reconciliation, by your commitment to uphold the sacredness of every human life, you can make a particular contribution to ending the hostilities that for so long have afflicted this land. I pray that your continuing presence in Israel and the Palestinian Territories will bear much fruit in promoting peace and mutual respect among all the peoples who live in the lands of the Bible.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Yad Vashem Memorial in Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (11) - Visit to the Yad Vashem Memorial: “I reaffirm - like my predecessors - that the Church is committed to praying and working tirelessly to ensure that hatred will never reign in the hearts of men again.”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) - “I have come to stand in silence before this monument, erected to honor the memory of the millions of Jews killed in the horrific tragedy of the Shoah. They lost their lives, but they will never lose their names: these are indelibly etched in the hearts of their loved ones, their surviving fellow prisoners, and all those determined never to allow such an atrocity to disgrace mankind again. Most of all, their names are forever fixed in the memory of Almighty God.” These were the words spoken by the Holy Father Benedict XVI during his visit to the Yad Vashem Memorial in Jerusalem, where he traveled on Monday, May 11, after a courtesy visit to the President of the State of Israel.

After recalling that “Sacred Scripture teaches us the importance of names in conferring upon someone a unique mission or a special gift,” the Pope affirmed. “May the names of these victims never perish! May their suffering never be denied, belittled or forgotten!” He continued: “The Catholic Church, committed to the teachings of Jesus and intent on imitating his love for all people, feels deep compassion for the victims remembered here. Similarly, she draws close to all those who today are subjected to persecution on account of race, color, condition of life or religion – their sufferings are hers, and hers is their hope for justice. As Bishop of Rome and Successor of the Apostle Peter, I reaffirm – like my predecessors – that the Church is committed to praying and working tirelessly to ensure that hatred will never reign in the hearts of men again.” 

The Scriptures teach that it is our task to remind the world that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is the God of peace, and that “God lives, even though we sometimes find it difficult to grasp his mysterious and inscrutable ways,” the Pope said, recalling the cry of the victims of the Shoah that still resounds in our hearts: “It is a cry raised against every act of injustice and violence. It is a perpetual reproach against the spilling of innocent blood. It is the cry of Abel rising from the earth to the Almighty.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

11 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with organisers of interreligious dialogue

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (12) - Meeting with organizations for interreligious dialogue: “Together we can proclaim that God exists and can be known, that the earth is his creation, that we are his creatures, and that he calls every man and woman to a way of life that respects his design for the world.”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – After the visit to the Yad Vashem Memorial, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center, where an encounter was held with organizations for interreligious dialogue. The Pope addressed the representatives from various religions in the Holy Land, saying: “Faith is always lived within a culture. The history of religion shows that a community of believers proceeds by degrees of faithfulness to God, drawing from and shaping the culture it meets. This same dynamic is found in individual believers from the great monotheistic traditions...Today, nearly four thousand years after Abraham, the encounter of religions with culture occurs not simply on a geographical plane. Certain aspects of globalization and in particular the world of the internet have created a vast virtual culture, the worth of which is as varied as its countless manifestations.”

The Pope observed that “undoubtedly much has been achieved to create a sense of closeness and unity within the world-wide human family,” however, “the boundless array of portals through which people so readily access undifferentiated sources of information can easily become an instrument of increasing fragmentation: the unity of knowledge is shattered and the complex skills of critique, discernment and discrimination learned through academic and ethical traditions are at times bypassed or neglected.”

Reflecting on the contribution of religion to the cultures of the world against the backdrop of rapid globalization, Benedict XVI highlighted that “as believers or religious persons we are presented with the challenge to proclaim with clarity what we share in common...every culture with its inner capacity to give and receive gives expression to the one human nature. Yet, the individual is never fully expressed through his or her own culture, but transcends it in the constant search for something beyond. From this perspective, dear friends, we see the possibility of a unity which is not dependent upon uniformity. While the differences we explore in inter-religious dialogue may at times appear as barriers, they need not overshadow the common sense of awe and respect for the universal, for the absolute and for truth, which impel religious peoples to converse with one another in the first place. Indeed it is the shared conviction that these transcendent realities have their source in – and bear traces of – the Almighty that believers uphold before each other, our organizations, our society, our world. In this way not only do we enrich culture but we shape it.” 

“The one who believes is the one who seeks truth and lives by it. Although the medium by which we understand the discovery and communication of truth differs in part from religion to religion, we should not be deterred in our efforts to bear witness to truth’s power. Together we can proclaim that God exists and can be known, that the earth is his creation, that we are his creatures, and that he calls every man and woman to a way of life that respects his design for the world,” the Pope continued. “Truth should be offered to all; it serves all members of society. It sheds light on the foundation of morality and ethics, and suffuses reason with the strength to reach beyond its own limitations in order to give expression to our deepest common aspirations. Far from threatening the tolerance of differences or cultural plurality, truth makes consensus possible and keeps public debate rational, honest and accountable, and opens the gateway to peace.” 

In today's world, God's voice is heard less clearly, and it is often substituted by a “din of egotistical demands, empty promises and false hopes.” Thus, the Holy Father, suggested that we “make spaces – oases of peace and profound reflection – where God’s voice can be heard anew...In an age of instant access to information and social tendencies which engender a kind of monoculture, deep reflection against the backdrop of God’s presence will embolden reason, stimulate creative genius, facilitate critical appreciation of cultural practices and uphold the universal value of religious belief.”

Lastly, in mentioning the various initiatives being promoted in interreligious dialogue and culture, Benedict XVI highlighted that “our duty before God is expressed not only in our worship but also in our love and concern for society, for culture, for our world and for all who live in this land.” He concluded, saying: “Some would have us believe that our differences are necessarily a cause of division and thus at most to be tolerated. A few even maintain that our voices should simply be silenced. But we know that our differences need never be misrepresented as an inevitable source of friction or tension either between ourselves or in society at large. Rather, they provide a wonderful opportunity for people of different religions to live together in profound respect, esteem and appreciation, encouraging one another in the ways of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to the Dome of the Rock and courtesy visit to the Grand Mufti

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (13) - Visit to the Dome of the Rock and the Grand Mufti: “Here the paths of the world’s three great monotheistic religions meet, reminding us what they share in common.”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – On the morning of May 12, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Esplanade of the Mosques. After a brief visit to the Dome of the Rock, the most ancient Islamic monument in the Holy Land, the Holy Father went to the “al-Kubbah al-Nahawiyya” building, where he met various important members of the Muslim community.

In his address, the Holy Father said: “The Dome of the Rock draws our hearts and minds to reflect upon the mystery of creation and the faith of Abraham. Here the paths of the world’s three great monotheistic religions meet, reminding us what they share in common. Each believes in One God, creator and ruler of all. Each recognizes Abraham as a forefather, a man of faith upon whom God bestowed a special blessing. Each has gained a large following throughout the centuries and inspired a rich spiritual, intellectual and cultural patrimony.”

Benedict XVI then mentioned that this place “serves as a stimulus, and also challenges men and women of goodwill to work to overcome misunderstandings and conflicts of the past and to set out on the path of a sincere dialogue aimed at building a world of justice and peace for coming generations.” Encouraging all people to overcome pessimism and temptations to avoid dialogue among religious traditions, the Pope invited all to begin with “the belief that the One God is the infinite source of justice and mercy, since in him the two exist in perfect unity,” and thus, “those who confess his name are entrusted with the task of striving tirelessly for righteousness while imitating his forgiveness, for both are intrinsically oriented to the peaceful and harmonious coexistence of the human family.”

This places a “grave responsibility” upon us, the Pope said. “Those who honor the One God believe that he will hold human beings accountable for their actions. Christians assert that the divine gifts of reason and freedom stand at the basis of this accountability. Reason opens the mind to grasp the shared nature and common destiny of the human family, while freedom moves the heart to accept the other and serve him in charity. Undivided love for the One God and charity towards ones neighbor thus become the fulcrum around which all else turns. This is why we work untiringly to safeguard human hearts from hatred, anger or vengeance.” 

Benedict XVI concluded his discourse by recalling the fact that he has come to Jerusalem “on a journey of faith,” and assured of the “Church’s ardent desire to cooperate for the well-being of the human family. She firmly believes that the fulfillment of the promise made to Abraham is universal in scope, embracing all men and women regardless of provenance or social status. As Muslims and Christians further the respectful dialogue they have already begun, I pray that they will explore how the Oneness of God is inextricably tied to the unity of the human family.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to the Western Wall and to the two Grand Rabbis of Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (14) - Visit to the Wailing Wall and visit to the two Chief Rabbis of Jerusalem: “the Catholic Church is irrevocably committed to the path chosen at the Second Vatican Council for a genuine and lasting reconciliation between Christians and Jews”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – Departing the Esplanade of the Mosques, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Western Wall, commonly known as the “Wailing Wall.” Here, the Chief Rabbi read a Psalm in Hebrew and the Holy Father read the same one in Latin, later remaining in silent prayer before the Wall before depositing his written prayer in a crack in the wall. He then traveled by car to the Hechal Shlomo Center, headquarters of the Chief Rabbinate of Jerusalem, to pay a courtesy visit to the two Chief Rabbis of Israel: Sephardi Rabbi Shlomo Amar and Ashkenazi Rabbi Yona Metzger. During the public part of the encounter, after greeting the two Chief Rabbis, the Holy Father gave a speech thanking the two Chief Rabbis “for their warm words of welcome and the desire they have expressed to continue strengthening the bonds of friendship which the Catholic Church and the Chief Rabbinate have labored so diligently to forge over the past decades.” 

Benedict XVI mentioned his desire “to deepen mutual understanding and cooperation between the Holy See, the Chief Rabbinate of Israel and Jewish people throughout the world,” continuing on the path begun by John Paul II, with an invitation to “give thanks to the Almighty for the many blessings which have accompanied the dialogue conducted by the Bilateral Commission, and to look forward with expectation to its future sessions...Jews and Christians alike are concerned to ensure respect for the sacredness of human life, the centrality of the family, a sound education for the young, and the freedom of religion and conscience for a healthy society. These themes of dialogue represent only the initial phases of what we trust will be a steady, progressive journey towards an enhanced mutual understanding.”

Among the common elements shared by the two religious traditions, the Holy Father mentioned “shared concern in the face of moral relativism and the offenses it spawns against the dignity of the human person” and continued: “In approaching the most urgent ethical questions of our day, our two communities are challenged to engage people of good will at the level of reason, while simultaneously pointing to the religious foundations which best sustain lasting moral values. May the dialogue that has begun continue to generate ideas on how Christians and Jews can work together to heighten society’s appreciation of the distinctive contribution of our religious and ethical traditions.” 

At the close of his address, the Holy Father mentioned that “the Catholic Church is irrevocably committed to the path chosen at the Second Vatican Council for a genuine and lasting reconciliation between Christians and Jews. As the Declaration Nostra Aetate makes clear, the Church continues to value the spiritual patrimony common to Christians and Jews and desires an ever deeper mutual understanding and respect through biblical and theological studies as well as fraternal dialogues.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Regina Cæli in the Upper Room and visit to the Latin Co-Cathedral of Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (15) - Recitation of the Regina Caeli in the Upper Room and visit to the Co-Cathedral: “count on my support and encouragement as you do all that is in your power to assist our Christian brothers and sisters to remain and prosper here in the land of their ancestors and to be messengers and promoters of peace”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – In the Upper Room, historic site of Pentecost, the Holy Father Benedict XVI led the recitation of the Regina Caeli with the Ordinaries of the Holy Land. The encounter took place with the singing of the “Veni Creator Spiritus” and an address by the Custodian of the Holy Land, Fr. Pierbattista Pizzaballa, OFM. Then, before reciting the Regina Caeli, the Pope greeted those present with these words: “You represent the Catholic communities of the Holy Land who, in their faith and devotion, are like lighted candles illuminating the holy places that were graced by the presence of Jesus our living Lord. This unique privilege gives you and your people a special place of affection in my heart as the Successor of Peter.”

“We gather together, the Successor of Peter with successors of the apostles, in this same place where Jesus revealed in the offering of his own body and blood, the new depths of the covenant of love established between God and his people,” he said. “In the Eucharist we are drawn into the mystery of divine love. Our lives become a grateful, docile and active acceptance of the power of a love which is given to us. This transforming love, which is grace and truth (cf. Jn 1:17), prompts us, as individuals and communities, to overcome the temptation to turn in upon ourselves in selfishness or indolence, isolation, prejudice or fear, and to give ourselves generously to the Lord and to others.”

The Pontiff then observed that the various Christian churches present in this land “represent a rich and varied spiritual patrimony and are a sign of the multiple forms of interaction between the Gospel and different cultures. They also remind us that the mission of the Church is to preach the universal love of God and to gather, from far and near, all who are called by him, in such a way that, with their traditions and their talents, they form the one family of God.” The Pope also noted the new spiritual impulse towards communion in diversity and the new ecumenical awareness that has marked our times, especially since the Second Vatican Council.

Benedict XVI continued: “In the measure in which the gift of love is accepted and grows in the Church, the Christian presence in the Holy Land and in the neighboring regions will be vibrant. This presence is of vital importance for the good of society as a whole...Christians in the Middle East, together with other people of good will, are contributing, as loyal and responsible citizens, in spite of difficulties and restrictions, to the promotion and consolidation of a climate of peace in diversity.” The Holy Father then assured them of his “personal closeness in this situation of human insecurity, daily suffering, fear and hope which you are living,” as he had said in his 2006 Christmas Message to Catholics living in the Middle East Region. 

In concluding, the Pope said: “Dear Brother Bishops, count on my support and encouragement as you do all that is in your power to assist our Christian brothers and sisters to remain and prosper here in the land of their ancestors and to be messengers and promoters of peace...For my part, I renew my appeal to our brothers and sisters worldwide to support and to remember in their prayers the Christian communities of the Holy Land and the Middle East. In this context I wish to express my appreciation for the service offered to the many pilgrims and visitors who come to the Holy Land seeking inspiration and renewal in the footsteps of Jesus...For this service, I wish to assure you of the appreciation and gratitude of the Universal Church and I express the wish that many more pilgrims will visit in the future.”

Following his visit to the Upper Room, the Holy Father traveled to the Co-Cathedral of the Latins dedicated to the Most Holy Name of Jesus, in which nearly 300 people were gathered, including several contemplative sisters. In his brief address, the Pope recalled that “in this city, Peter first preached the Good News of Jesus Christ on the day of Pentecost,” and “From Jerusalem, the Gospel has gone out “to all the earth … to the ends of the world” (Ps 19:4), yet all the time, the Church’s missionary effort has been sustained by the prayers of the faithful, gathered around the altar of the Lord, invoking the mighty power of the Holy Spirit upon the work of preaching.” Thus, the Pope expressed his particular appreciation “for the hidden apostolate of the contemplatives,” thanking them for their generous dedication to a life of prayer and abnegation, and invited them to “commend to the Lord” his “service to God’s people all over the world” and to “pray without ceasing for an end to the conflict that has brought so much suffering to the peoples of this land.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

12 May 2009 – Holy Land – Holy Mass in Josaphat Valley

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (16) - Holy Mass in the Josaphat Valley: “you, the Christians of the Holy Land, are called to serve not only as a beacon of faith to the universal Church, but also as a leaven of harmony, wisdom and equilibrium in the life of society”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Tuesday, May 12, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided the Mass in the Josaphat Valley in Jerusalem, which is located opposite the Basilica of Gethsemane and the Garden of Olives. “As the Successor of Saint Peter, I have retraced his steps in order to proclaim the Risen Christ in your midst, to confirm you in the faith of your fathers, and to invoke upon you the consolation which is the gift of the Paraclete,” the Holy Father said in the homily. “Standing before you today, I wish to acknowledge the difficulties, the frustration, and the pain and suffering which so many of you have endured as a result of the conflicts which have afflicted these lands, and the bitter experiences of displacement which so many of your families have known and – God forbid – may yet know. I hope my presence here is a sign that you are not forgotten, that your persevering presence and witness are indeed precious in God’s eyes and integral to the future of these lands. Precisely because of your deep roots in this land, your ancient and strong Christian culture, and your unwavering trust in God’s promises, you, the Christians of the Holy Land, are called to serve not only as a beacon of faith to the universal Church, but also as a leaven of harmony, wisdom and equilibrium in the life of a society which has traditionally been, and continues to be, pluralistic, multiethnic and multireligious.”

Commenting on the invitation to hope made by Saint Paul, in the Second Reading of the day, “seek the things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God” (Col 3:1), the Pope recalled that the Apostle, “the great herald of Christian hope, knew the cost of that hope, its price in suffering and persecution for the sake of the Gospel, yet he never wavered in his conviction that Christ’s resurrection was the beginning of a new creation.” This exhortation “must constantly echo in our hearts. His words point us to the fulfillment of faith’s vision in that heavenly Jerusalem where, in fidelity to the ancient prophecies, God will wipe away the tears from every eye, and prepare a banquet of salvation for all peoples. This is the hope, this the vision, which inspires all who love this earthly Jerusalem to see her as a prophecy and promise of that universal reconciliation and peace which God desires for the whole human family.” 

Observing the present situation, the Holy Father did not fail to mention that “in this Holy City where life conquered death, where the Spirit was poured out as the first-fruits of the new creation, hope continues to battle despair, frustration and cynicism, while the peace which is God’s gift and call continues to be threatened by selfishness, conflict, division and the burden of past wrongs. For this reason, the Christian community in this City which beheld the resurrection of Christ and the outpouring of the Spirit must hold fast all the more to the hope bestowed by the Gospel, cherishing the pledge of Christ’s definitive victory over sin and death, bearing witness to the power of forgiveness, and showing forth the Church’s deepest nature as the sign and sacrament of a humanity reconciled, renewed and made one in Christ, the new Adam.” 

Benedict XVI then recalled “Jerusalem’s universal vocation,” a city considered sacred to followers of three great religions: “Jews, Muslims and Christians alike call this city their spiritual home. How much needs to be done to make it truly a 'city of peace' for all peoples, where all can come in pilgrimage in search of God, and hear his voice, 'a voice which speaks of peace'!...As a microcosm of our globalized world, this City, if it is to live up to its universal vocation, must be a place which teaches universality, respect for others, dialogue and mutual understanding; a place where prejudice, ignorance and the fear which fuels them, are overcome by honesty, integrity and the pursuit of peace. There should be no place within these walls for narrowness, discrimination, violence and injustice. Believers in a God of mercy – whether they identify themselves as Jews, Christians or Muslims – must be the first to promote this culture of reconciliation and peace, however painstakingly slow the process may be, and however burdensome the weight of past memories.”

The Pope then mentioned the “tragic reality” of the departure of so many members of the Christian community in recent years, leading to “a great cultural and spiritual impoverishment to the City.” He then repeated what he has affirmed on other occasions: “in the Holy Land there is room for everyone! As I urge the authorities to respect, to support and to value the Christian presence here, I also wish to assure you of the solidarity, love and support of the whole Church and of the Holy See.”

At the close of the homily, after recalling that those who live in the Holy Land and the pilgrims from all over the world have been granted the gift of seeing with the eyes of faith “the places hallowed by Christ’s presence, his earthly ministry, his passion, death and resurrection, and the gift of his Holy Spirit,” the Holy Father expressed this wish: “My prayer for you today is that you continue, day by day, to 'see and believe' in the signs of God’s providence and unfailing mercy, to 'hear' with renewed faith and hope the consoling words of the apostolic preaching, and to 'touch' the sources of grace in the sacraments, and to incarnate for others their pledge of new beginnings, the freedom born of forgiveness, the interior light and peace which can bring healing and hope to even the darkest of human realities.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Welcome ceremony in Palestinian Territories

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (17) - Welcoming Ceremony in the Palestinian Territories: “I earnestly beg the Almighty for peace, a just and lasting peace, in the Palestinian Territories and throughout the region.”

Bethlehem (Agenzia Fides) – On the morning of May 13, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Presidential Palace of the Palestinian Authority in Bethlehem, crossing the border between Israel and the Autonomous Palestinian Territories. In the square in front of the Presidential Palace, there was a Welcoming Ceremony held. The Holy Father was received by the President of the Palestinian Authority, Mahmoud Abbas, alias Abu Mazen, as well as the political, civil, and religious authorities.

“My pilgrimage to the lands of the Bible would not be complete without a visit to Bethlehem, the City of David and the birthplace of Jesus Christ,” the Pope said. “Nor could I come to the Holy Land without accepting the kind invitation of President Abbas to visit these Territories and to greet the Palestinian people. I know how much you have suffered and continue to suffer as a result of the turmoil that has afflicted this land for decades. My heart goes out to all the families who have been left homeless...I keep all of you in my daily prayers, and I earnestly beg the Almighty for peace, a just and lasting peace, in the Palestinian Territories and throughout the region.”

Addressing the President of the Palestinian Authority, the Holy Father said: “the Holy See supports the right of your people to a sovereign Palestinian homeland in the land of your forefathers, secure and at peace with its neighbors, within internationally recognized borders. Even if at present that goal seems far from being realized, I urge you and all your people to keep alive the flame of hope.” Benedict XVI then asked “all the parties to this long-standing conflict to put aside whatever grievances and divisions still stand in the way of reconciliation,” highlighting that “Just and peaceful coexistence among the peoples of the Middle East can only be achieved through a spirit of cooperation and mutual respect, in which the rights and dignity of all are acknowledged and upheld.” Lastly, he asked all, especially the international community, to work towards a solution.

Expressing his hope that “the serious concerns involving security in Israel and the Palestinian Territories will soon be allayed sufficiently to allow greater freedom of movement” and that “ “reconstruction work can proceed swiftly” with the support of the international community, the Pope concluded his address with an appeal to the youth: “do not allow the loss of life and the destruction that you have witnessed to arouse bitterness or resentment in your hearts. Have the courage to resist any temptation you may feel to resort to acts of violence or terrorism. Instead, let what you have experienced renew your determination to build peace. Let it fill you with a deep desire to make a lasting contribution to the future of Palestine, so that it can take its rightful place on the world stage.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/5/2009)

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Holy Mass in Manger Square, Bethlehem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (18) - Mass in Manger's Square: “Bethlehem calls us to be: witnesses of the triumph of God’s love over the hatred, selfishness, fear and resentment...”

Bethlehem (Agenzia Fides) – Having concluded the welcoming ceremony in the Palestinian Territories, the Holy Father Benedict XVI celebrated Mass in Manger's Square, in front of the Basilica of the Nativity. “I thank Almighty God for giving me the grace to come to Bethlehem, not only to venerate the place of Christ’s birth, but also to stand beside you, my brothers and sisters in the faith, in these Palestinian Territories... In a special way my heart goes out to the pilgrims from war-torn Gaza: I ask you to bring back to your families and your communities my warm embrace, and my sorrow for the loss, the hardship and the suffering you have had to endure. Please be assured of my solidarity with you in the immense work of rebuilding which now lies ahead, and my prayers that the embargo will soon be lifted,” the Pope said at the beginning of his homily. 

“The message of Christ’s coming, brought from heaven by the voice of angels, continues to echo in this town,” the Pope continued. “For men and women everywhere, Bethlehem is associated with this joyful message of rebirth, renewal, light and freedom. Yet here, in our midst, how far this magnificent promise seems from being realized!”

In Bethlehem, “God proved faithful to his promises. In the birth of his Son, he revealed the coming of a Kingdom of love...Christ brought a Kingdom which is not of this world, yet a Kingdom which is capable of changing this world, for it has the power to change hearts, to enlighten minds and to strengthen wills. By taking on our flesh, with all its weaknesses, and transfiguring it by the power of his Spirit, Jesus has called us to be witnesses of his victory over sin and death. And this is what the message of Bethlehem calls us to be: witnesses of the triumph of God’s love over the hatred, selfishness, fear and resentment which cripple human relationships and create division where brothers should dwell in unity, destruction where men should be building, despair where hope should flourish!” 

The Holy Father then quoted the lesson that the Apostle Paul draws from the Incarnation: “which is particularly applicable to the travail which you, God’s chosen ones in Bethlehem, are experiencing...First, the constant conversion to Christ which is reflected not only in our actions but also in our reasoning: the courage to abandon fruitless and sterile ways of thinking, acting and reacting. Then, the cultivation of a mindset of peace based on justice, on respect for the rights and duties of all, and commitment to cooperation for the common good. And also perseverance, perseverance in good and in the rejection of evil.” 

“Do not be afraid!” This is the message of the Successor of Saint Peter: “Count on the prayers and solidarity of your brothers and sisters in the universal Church, and work, with concrete initiatives, to consolidate your presence and to offer new possibilities to those tempted to leave. Be a bridge of dialogue and constructive cooperation in the building of a culture of peace to replace the present stalemate of fear, aggression and frustration. Build up your local Churches, making them workshops of dialogue, tolerance and hope, as well as solidarity and practical charity. Above all, be witnesses to the power of life, the new life brought by the Risen Christ, the life that can illumine and transform even the darkest and most hopeless of human situations.” Benedict XVI concluded his homily by highlighting the need for “new 'spiritual' infrastructure, capable of galvanizing the energies of all men and women of good will in the service of education, development and the promotion of the common good.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/5/2009)

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Caritas Baby Hospital, Bethlehem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (19) - Visit to Caritas Baby Hospital: “a beacon of hope that love can prevail over hatred and peace over violence”

Bethlehem (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Wednesday, May 13, the Holy Father Benedict XVI visited the Grotto of the Nativity, where he paused for a moment of personal prayer. He then traveled to Caritas Baby Hospital in Bethlehem, the only structure in the region dedicated entirely to children. After expressing his great appreciation to the staff, doctors, and nurses, “for the invaluable service they have offered – and continue to offer – to children in the Bethlehem region and throughout Palestine for over fifty years,” the Pope recalled that “Father Ernst Schnydrig founded this facility upon the conviction that innocent children deserve a safe haven from all that can harm them in times and places of conflict. Thanks to the dedication of Children’s Relief Bethlehem, this institution has remained a quiet oasis for the most vulnerable, and has shone as a beacon of hope that love can prevail over hatred and peace over violence.”

Addressing the young patients and their families, Benedict XVI exclaimed: “the Pope is with you!” “Today he is with you in person, but he spiritually accompanies you each and every day in his thoughts and prayers, asking the Almighty to watch over you with his tender care.” The Holy Father concluded his address with a prayer to Our Lady of Fatima, in honor of the feast day. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit to Aida Refugee Camp, Bethlehem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (20) - At the Refugee Camp: “On both sides of the wall, great courage is needed if fear and mistrust is to be overcome, if the urge to retaliate for loss or injury is to be resisted. It takes magnanimity to seek reconciliation after years of fighting”

Bethlehem (Agenzia Fides) – Leaving Caritas Baby Hospital, the Pope traveled to the Aida Refugee Camp in Bethlehem, a camp of refugees in the Palestinian Territories, home to Muslims and Christians. “My visit to the Aida Refugee Camp this afternoon gives me a welcome opportunity to express my solidarity with all the homeless Palestinians who long to be able to return to their birthplace, or to live permanently in a homeland of their own,” Pope Benedict XVI said in his address. The Pope highlighted the importance of educating the youth, as an expression of hope in the future, and encouraged the youth to prepare themselves for when “you will be responsible for the affairs of the Palestinian people in years to come.” He then recalled the divided families or those in situations of suffering, saying: “be assured that all Palestinian refugees across the world, especially those who lost homes and loved ones during the recent conflict in Gaza, are constantly remembered in my prayers.”

Acknowledging the great work carried out by many Church agencies in caring for the refugees, the Holy Father recalled the figure of Saint Francis and “the enormous contribution made by different members of the Franciscan family in caring for the people of these lands, making themselves 'instruments of peace,'... How much the people of this camp, these Territories, and this entire region long for peace!”

The Pontiff then recalled the events of May 1948 and the years of conflict left unresolved, which followed: “Your legitimate aspirations for permanent homes, for an independent Palestinian State, remain unfulfilled. Instead you find yourselves trapped, as so many in this region and throughout the world are trapped, in a spiral of violence, of attack and counter-attack, retaliation, and continual destruction. The whole world is longing for this spiral to be broken, for peace to put an end to the constant fighting.” 

The Holy Father continued: “In a world where more and more borders are being opened up – to trade, to travel, to movement of peoples, to cultural exchanges – it is tragic to see walls still being erected. How we long to see the fruits of the much more difficult task of building peace! How earnestly we pray for an end to the hostilities that have caused this wall to be built!” He then highlighted that “On both sides of the wall, great courage is needed if fear and mistrust is to be overcome, if the urge to retaliate for loss or injury is to be resisted. It takes magnanimity to seek reconciliation after years of fighting... There has to be a willingness to take bold and imaginative initiatives towards reconciliation: if each insists on prior concessions from the other, the result can only be stalemate.”

The Holy Father concluded his address with an appeal to the international community, “to bring their influence to bear in favor of a just and lasting solution, respecting the legitimate demands of all parties and recognizing their right to live in peace and dignity, in accordance with international law.” He then called for a “profound commitment to cultivate peace and non-violence, following the example of Saint Francis and other great peacemakers.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

13 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony from Palestinian Territories

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (21) - Farewell to the Palestinian Territories: “want to make a renewed plea for openness and generosity of spirit, for an end to intolerance and exclusion”

Bethlehem (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of May 13, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Presidential Palace in Bethlehem to pay a courtesy visit to the President of the Palestine Authority, Mahmoud Abbas. Here, the Holy Father met with several Palestinian communities from Gaza and the West Bank. After a private meeting with the President of the Palestine Authority and an exchange of gifts, a Farewell Ceremony was held in the Presidential Palace.

“I thank you for the great kindness you have shown me throughout this day that I have spent in your company, here in the Palestinian Territories,” the Pope said at the beginning of his address. “I am grateful to the President, Mr Mahmoud Abbas, for his hospitality and his gracious words. It was deeply moving for me to listen also to the testimonies of the residents who have spoken to us about the conditions of life here on the West Bank and in Gaza. I assure all of you that I hold you in my heart and I long to see peace and reconciliation throughout these tormented lands.”

“It has truly been a most memorable day,” the Pope mentioned in recalling the day. He then mentioned the wall that separates neighbors and divides families, saying: “Although walls can easily be built we all know that they do not last for ever. They can be taken down. First, though, it is necessary to remove the walls that we build around our hearts, the barriers that we set up against our neighbors. That is why, in my parting words, I want to make a renewed plea for openness and generosity of spirit, for an end to intolerance and exclusion. No matter how intractable and deeply entrenched a conflict may appear to be, there are always grounds to hope that it can be resolved, that the patient and persevering efforts of those who work for peace and reconciliation will bear fruit in the end.” 

Concluding his address, the Pope mentioned his commitment to take every opportunity “to urge those involved in peace negotiations to work towards a just solution that respects the legitimate aspirations of Israelis and Palestinians alike.” As an important step in this direction, the Holy See looks forward to establishing shortly, in conjunction with the Palestinian Authority, the Bilateral Permanent Working Commission that was envisioned in the Basic Agreement, signed in the Vatican on 15 February 2000. “May God look down in love upon each one of you, upon your families and all who are dear to you. And may he bless the Palestinian people with peace.” 

At the close of the Farewell Ceremony, the Holy Father crossed the border between the Palestinian Territories and Israel, and returned to the Apostolic Delegation of Jerusalem. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

14 May 2009 – Holy Land – Address to religious leaders in Galilee

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (23) - Meeting with the religious leaders of Galilee: “Our different religious traditions have a powerful potential to promote a culture of peace”

Nazareth (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of May 14, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met with the Prime Minister of Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu, in a private discussion in the Franciscan Convent in Nazareth. He then traveled to the Auditorium of the Shrine of the Annunciation to meet with religious leaders from Galilee, including Christians, Muslims, Jews, and Druze.

“I feel particularly blessed to visit this city revered by Christians as the place where the Angel announced to the Virgin Mary that she would conceive by the power of the Holy Spirit,” the Pope said in his address. “The conviction that the world is a gift of God, and that God has entered the twists and turns of human history, is the perspective from which Christians view creation as having a reason and a purpose. Far from being the result of blind fate, the world has been willed by God and bespeaks his glorious splendor.”

Benedict XVI then highlighted that “at the heart of all religious traditions is the conviction that peace itself is a gift from God, yet it cannot be achieved without human endeavor. Lasting peace flows from the recognition that the world is ultimately not our own, but rather the horizon within which we are invited to participate in God’s love and cooperate in guiding the world and history under his inspiration.” The Pope then recalled that Galilee “is home to a people who know well the efforts required to live in harmonious coexistence,” he said. “Our different religious traditions have a powerful potential to promote a culture of peace, especially through teaching and preaching the deeper spiritual values of our common humanity. By molding the hearts of the young, we mold the future of humanity itself. Christians readily join Jews, Muslims, Druze, and people of other religions in wishing to safeguard children from fanaticism and violence while preparing them to be builders of a better world.”

The Holy Father concluded his address by encouraging those present “to continue exercising mutual respect as you work to ease tensions concerning places of worship, thus assuring a serene environment for prayer and reflection here and throughout Galilee.” He assured that the Catholic Church “in cooperation with men and women of good will, [she] will seek to ensure that the light of truth, peace and goodness continue to shine forth from Galilee and lead people across the globe to seek all that fosters the unity of the human family.”

At the end of the meeting, the Pope visited the Grotto of the Annunciation in the Shrine of Nazareth. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

14 May 2009 – Holy Land – Celebration of Vespers at the Shrine of the Annunciation, Nazareth

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (24) - Vespers in the Shrine of the Annunciation: “Have the confidence to be faithful to Christ and to remain here in the land that he sanctified with his own presence!”

Nazareth (Agenzia Fides) – At 5:30 on May 14, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided the Celebration of Vespers with the Bishops, priests, religious, and religious movements of Galilee, in the Upper Basilica of the Shrine of the Annunciation in Nazareth.

“It is profoundly moving for me to be present with you today in the very place where the Word of God was made flesh and came to dwell among us,” the Pope said in his homily. “How fitting that we should gather here to sing the Evening Prayer of the Church, giving praise and thanks to God for the marvels he has done for us!”...What happened here in Nazareth, far from the gaze of the world, was a singular act of God, a powerful intervention in history, through which a child was conceived who was to bring salvation to the whole world. The wonder of the Incarnation continues to challenge us to open up our understanding to the limitless possibilities of God’s transforming power, of his love for us, his desire to be united with us. Here the eternally begotten Son of God became man, and so made it possible for us, his brothers and sisters, to share in his divine sonship.”

Mentioning the Gospel passage of the Annunciation, the Pope highlighted that “when our Lord Jesus Christ was conceived in Mary’s virginal womb through the power of the Holy Spirit, God united himself with our created humanity, entering into a permanent new relationship with us and ushering in a new Creation.” God “does not impose himself, he does not simply pre-determine the part that Mary will play in his plan for our salvation: he first seeks her consent. In the original Creation there was clearly no question of God seeking the consent of his creatures, but in this new Creation he does so. Mary stands in the place of all humanity. She speaks for us all when she responds to the angel’s invitation.” 

Mary's affirmative response began “a new and definitive chapter in world history,” the Pope said. “And the Word of God became flesh. When we reflect on this joyful mystery, it gives us hope, the sure hope that God will continue to reach into our history, to act with creative power so as to achieve goals which by human reckoning seem impossible. It challenges us to open ourselves to the transforming action of the Creator Spirit who makes us new, makes us one with him, and fills us with his life. It invites us, with exquisite courtesy, to consent to his dwelling within us, to welcome the Word of God into our hearts, enabling us to respond to him in love and to reach out in love towards one another.”

The Holy Father then reflected on the current situation of the Christian minority in the State of Israel and the Palestinian Territories, as it “calls to mind that of the young virgin Mary, who led a hidden life in Nazareth, with little by way of worldly wealth or influence.” He continued: “Draw strength from Mary’s canticle, which very soon we will be singing in union with the whole Church throughout the world! Have the confidence to be faithful to Christ and to remain here in the land that he sanctified with his own presence! Like Mary, you have a part to play in God’s plan for salvation, by bringing Christ forth into the world, by bearing witness to him and spreading his message of peace and unity...Your unity in faith, hope and love is a fruit of the Holy Spirit dwelling within you, enabling you to be effective instruments of God’s peace, helping to build genuine reconciliation between the different peoples who recognize Abraham as their father in faith.” At the end of the Vespers Celebration, the Holy Father returned to the Apostolic Delegation in Jerusalem. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Meeting with the Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate, Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (25) - Ecumenical Meeting at the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate: “I pray that the aspirations of the Christians of Jerusalem will be understood as being concordant with the aspirations of all its inhabitants, whatever their religion...”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – On May 15, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate in Jerusalem for an ecumenical meeting with the representatives of the Christian community in the Holy Land. After greeting His Beatitude Patriarch Theophilus III, the Holy Father recalled the “historic meetings” that have taken place in Jerusalem between Pope Paul VI and the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I, and also between Pope John Paul II and His Beatitude Patriarch Diodoros. “These encounters, including my visit today, are of great symbolic significance. They recall that the light of the East has illumined the entire world from the very moment when a 'rising sun' came to visit us and they remind us too that from here the Gospel was preached to all nations,” the Pope said.

Contemplating the holy places, the Holy Father prayed that the encounter would “give new impetus to the work of theological dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches, adding to the recent fruits of study documents and other joint initiatives.” Benedict XVI then recalled the participation of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, His Holiness Bartholomew I, at the recent Synod of Bishops in Rome: “The warm welcome he received and his moving intervention were sincere expressions of the deep spiritual joy that arises from the extent to which communion is already present between our Churches. Such ecumenical experience bears clear witness to the link between the unity of the Church and her mission.” The Pope then mentioned the need “to redouble our efforts to perfect our communion, to make it complete, to bear united witness to the love of the Father who sends the Son so that the world may know his love for us.”

The question that was posed to Philip some two thousand years ago, ““Sir, we should like to see Jesus” (Jn 12:21), is a request made again of us today, here in Jerusalem, in the Holy Land, in the region and throughout the world. “It is imperative therefore that Christian leaders and their communities bear vibrant testimony to what our faith proclaims: the eternal Word, who entered space and time in this land, Jesus of Nazareth, who walked these streets, through his words and actions calls people of every age to his life of truth and love.”

In concluding his address, the Holy Father encouraged all to “proclaim joyfully the Risen Lord,” recognizing “the work to this end of the Heads of Christian communities, who meet together regularly in this city.” He then concluded: “It seems to me that the greatest service the Christians of Jerusalem can offer their fellow citizens is the upbringing and education of a further generation of well-formed and committed Christians, earnest in their desire to contribute generously to the religious and civic life of this unique and holy city. The fundamental priority of every Christian leader is the nurturing of the faith of the individuals and families entrusted to his pastoral care...I pray that the aspirations of the Christians of Jerusalem will be understood as being concordant with the aspirations of all its inhabitants, whatever their religion: a life of religious freedom and peaceful coexistence and - for young people in particular - unimpeded access to education and employment, the prospect of suitable housing and family residency, and the chance to benefit from and contribute to economic stability.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/5/2009)

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit Holy Sepulchre Basilica, Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (26) - Visit to the Holy Sepulchre: “The empty tomb speaks to us of hope, the hope that does not disappoint because it is the gift of the Spirit of life. This is the message that I wish to leave with you...”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – Having concluded the ecumenical meeting, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre. After remaining in prayer in front of the Stone of Anointing and visiting the empty Tomb of the Resurrection, the Holy Father addressed those present. “Saint John’s Gospel has left us an evocative account of the visit of Peter and the Beloved Disciple to the empty tomb on Easter morning. Today, at a distance of some twenty centuries, Peter’s Successor, the Bishop of Rome, stands before that same empty tomb and contemplates the mystery of the Resurrection...Here Christ died and rose, never to die again. Here the history of humanity was decisively changed. The long reign of sin and death was shattered by the triumph of obedience and life; the wood of the Cross lay bare the truth about good and evil; God’s judgement was passed on this world and the grace of the Holy Spirit was poured out upon humanity. Here Christ, the new Adam, taught us that evil never has the last word, that love is stronger than death, that our future, and the future of all humanity, lies in the hands of a faithful and provident God.” 

Benedict XVI continued: “The empty tomb speaks to us of hope, the hope that does not disappoint because it is the gift of the Spirit of life (cf. Rom 5:5). This is the message that I wish to leave with you today, at the conclusion of my pilgrimage to the Holy Land. May hope rise up ever anew, by God’s grace, in the hearts of all the people dwelling in these lands! May it take root in your hearts, abide in your families and communities, and inspire in each of you an ever more faithful witness to the Prince of Peace! The Church in the Holy Land, which has so often experienced the dark mystery of Golgotha, must never cease to be an intrepid herald of the luminous message of hope which this empty tomb proclaims. The Gospel reassures us that God can make all things new, that history need not be repeated, that memories can be healed, that the bitter fruits of recrimination and hostility can be overcome, and that a future of justice, peace, prosperity and cooperation can arise for every man and woman, for the whole human family, and in a special way for the people who dwell in this land so dear to the heart of the Saviour.”

Encouraging all to “ look once again with the eyes of faith upon the face of the crucified and risen Lord, the Pope expressed his hope that the contemplation of this mystery “spur our efforts, both as individuals and as members of the ecclesial community, to grow in the life of the Spirit through conversion, penance and prayer. May it help us to overcome, by the power of that same Spirit, every conflict and tension born of the flesh, and to remove every obstacle, both within and without, standing in the way of our common witness to Christ and the reconciling power of his love.”

Benedict XVI concluded his address, assuring of his prayer that “the Church in the Holy Land will always draw new strength from its contemplation of the empty tomb of the Savior. In that tomb it is called to bury all its anxieties and fears, in order to rise again each day and continue its journey through the streets of Jerusalem, Galilee and beyond, proclaiming the triumph of Christ’s forgiveness and the promise of new life.” The last word of encouragement from the Pope was directed towards the Bishops, priests, and religious “serve the beloved Church in the Holy Land,” encouraging them to rekindle the enthusiasm of your consecration to Christ and your commitment to loving service of his mystical Body: “Jesus asks each of us to be a witness of unity and peace to all those who live in this City of Peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/5/2009)

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Visit Armenian Patriarchal Apostolic Church in Jerusalem

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (27) - Visit to the Armenian Patriarchal Church of St. James: “that all the Christians of the Holy Land will work together with generosity and zeal in proclaiming the Gospel of our reconciliation in Christ.”

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – After his visit to the Holy Sepulchre, on May 15, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Armenian Patriarchal Church of St. James. “Our meeting today, characterized by an atmosphere of cordiality and friendship, is another step along the path towards the unity which the Lord desires for all his disciples. In recent decades we have witnessed, by God’s grace, a significant growth in the relationship between the Catholic Church and the Armenian Apostolic Church,” the Pope said in his address. “In a spirit of gratitude to the Lord, I wish also to express my appreciation of the unwavering commitment of the Armenian Apostolic Church to the continuing theological dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Churches. This dialogue, sustained by prayer, has made progress in overcoming the burden of past misunderstandings, and offers much promise for the future.” 

Among the various “signs of hope” the Pope mentioned the recent document on the nature and mission of the Church produced by the Mixed Commission and presented to the Churches for study and evaluation, and invited all to join in entrusting the work of the Mixed Commission “to the Spirit of wisdom and truth, so that it can bear abundant fruit for the growth of Christian unity, and advance the spread of the Gospel among the men and women of our time.”

Recalling the illustrious history of the Armenian community in Jerusalem, “marked not least by an extraordinary flourishing of monastic life and culture linked to the holy places and the liturgical traditions which developed around them,” the Pope said: “I pray that your community will constantly draw new life from its rich traditions, and be confirmed in its witness to Jesus Christ and the power of his resurrection in this Holy City. I likewise assure the families present, and particularly the children and young people, of a special remembrance in my prayers. Dear friends, I ask you in turn to pray with me that all the Christians of the Holy Land will work together with generosity and zeal in proclaiming the Gospel of our reconciliation in Christ, and the advent of his Kingdom of holiness, justice and peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/5/2009)

15 May 2009 – Holy Land – Farewell ceremony from Israel

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Holy Land (28) - Farewell Ceremony: “No more bloodshed! No more fighting! No more terrorism! No more war!”

Tel Aviv (Agenzia Fides) – At the Ben Gurion International Airport in Tel Aviv, on May 15 at 1:30pm local time, a Farewell Ceremony was held for the Holy Father Benedict XVI as he took his leave of the Holy Land. In his address, the Pope recalled some of his strongest impressions from his pilgrimage in the Holy Land, and added: “This land is indeed a fertile ground for ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue, and I pray that the rich variety of religious witness in the region will bear fruit in a growing mutual understanding and respect.”

Benedict XVI then recalled how he an the President of Israel had planted an olive tree at his residence on the day of his arrival: “is an image used by Saint Paul to describe the very close relations between Christians and Jews...We are nourished from the same spiritual roots. We meet as brothers, brothers who at times in our history have had a tense relationship, but now are firmly committed to building bridges of lasting friendship.” Then, “one of the most solemn moments” mentioned by the Pope was that of his visit to the Holocaust Memorial at Yad Vashem, where he also met survivors of the Shoah. “Those deeply moving encounters brought back memories of my visit three years ago to the death camp at Auschwitz, where so many Jews - mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, friends - were brutally exterminated under a godless regime that propagated an ideology of anti-Semitism and hatred. That appalling chapter of history must never be forgotten or denied. On the contrary, those dark memories should strengthen our determination to draw closer to one another as branches of the same olive tree, nourished from the same roots and united in brotherly love,” the Pope said.

Thanking the President for his warm hospitality, Benedict XVI said: “I came to visit this country as a friend of the Israelis, just as I am a friend of the Palestinian people. Friends enjoy spending time in one another’s company, and they find it deeply distressing to see one another suffer. No friend of the Israelis and the Palestinians can fail to be saddened by the continuing tension between your two peoples. No friend can fail to weep at the suffering and loss of life that both peoples have endured over the last six decades. Allow me to make this appeal to all the people of these lands: No more bloodshed! No more fighting! No more terrorism! No more war! Instead let us break the vicious circle of violence. Let there be lasting peace based on justice, let there be genuine reconciliation and healing. Let it be universally recognized that the State of Israel has the right to exist, and to enjoy peace and security within internationally agreed borders. Let it be likewise acknowledged that the Palestinian people have a right to a sovereign independent homeland, to live with dignity and to travel freely. Let the two-state solution become a reality, not remain a dream. And let peace spread outwards from these lands, let them serve as a 'light to the nations', bringing hope to the many other regions that are affected by conflict.” 

Lastly, the Holy Father defined the wall as “one of the saddest sights”: “As I passed alongside it, I prayed for a future in which the peoples of the Holy Land can live together in peace and harmony without the need for such instruments of security and separation, but rather respecting and trusting one another, and renouncing all forms of violence and aggression. Mr President, I know how hard it will be to achieve that goal. I know how difficult is your task, and that of the Palestinian Authority. But I assure you that my prayers and the prayers of Catholics across the world are with you as you continue your efforts to build a just and lasting peace in this region.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/5/2009)

17 May 2009 – Regina Cæli

VATICAN - At the Regina Caeli, Benedict XVI recalls his pilgrimage to the Holy Land, which “was also a pastoral visit to the faithful who live there, a service to Christian unity, to dialogue with the Jews and Muslims,” and launches appeal for Sri Lankan refugees

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Although, as is customary, the Holy Father Benedict XVI wished to wait to speak about his pilgrimage to the Holy Land at greater length in the General Audience on Wednesday, he did express his gratitude to the Lord for granting him the possibility “of completing this very important apostolic voyage” in his address prior to the recitation of the Regina Caeli on Sunday, May 17.

“This pilgrimage to the holy places was also a pastoral visit to the faithful who live there, a service to Christian unity, to dialogue with the Jews and Muslims, and to the building up of peace,” the Holy Father said. “The Holy Land, symbol of God’s love for his people and for the whole of humanity, is also a symbol of the freedom and the peace that God wants for all his children. In fact, however, the history of yesterday and today shows that precisely that Land has become the symbol of the opposite, that is, of divisions and interminable conflicts between brothers.” The Pope encouraged the faithful to ask the question, “How is this possible?...since we know that God has a mysterious plan for that Land.” 

Benedict XVI mentioned that the Holy Land “has been called a 'fifth Gospel,' because here we see, indeed touch, the reality of the history that God realized together with men -- beginning with the places of Abraham’s life to the places of Jesus’ life, from the incarnation to the empty tomb, sign of his resurrection.” The Pope then observed that “the Holy Land, because of its very history, can be considered a microcosm that recapitulates in itself God’s arduous journey with humanity. A journey that implicates even the cross with sin, but -- with the abundance of divine love -- the joy of the Holy Spirit too, the resurrection already begun, and it is the journey, through the valley of our suffering, to the Kingdom of God.”

“Salvation history begins with the election of one man, Abraham, and of people, Israel, but its aim is universality, the salvation of all nations,” the Pope said, recalling that “salvation history is always marked by this intersection of particularity and universality.” He then concluded: “Fear God and practice justice and in this way you will open the world to the Kingdom of God: this is the deeper purpose of every interreligious dialogue.” 

Before reciting the Regina Caeli, Benedict XVI directed his thoughts to Sri Lanka, “to assure those civilians who find themselves in the combat zone in the northern part of the country of my affection and spiritual nearness.” He continued: “There are thousands of children, women, and elderly there from whom the war has taken away years of life and hope. In this respect, I would like once again to address an urgent invitation to the opposing sides to facilitate the evacuation [of the civilians] and join my voice to that of the United Nations’ Security Council which just some days ago asked for guarantees of their safety and security. Furthermore, I ask the humanitarian organizations, including Catholic ones, to do all they can to meet the refugees urgent food and medical needs. I entrust that dear country to the maternal protection of Holy Virgin of Madhu, loved and venerated by all Sri Lankans, and I lift up my prayers to the Lord that he will hasten the day of reconciliation and peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/5/2009)

18 May 2009 – Message for 4th centenary of the death of Fr Matteo Ricci, S.I.

VATICAN - Holy Father Benedict XVI's letter for the beginning of celebrations in honor of Jesuit missionary Father Matteo Ricci, “model of the effective encounter between European and Chinese civilizations”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI has sent a message to Bishop Claudio Giuliodori of Macerata, on the occasion of the celebrations marking the 400th anniversary of the death of Jesuit missionary Father Matteo Ricci, a native of Macerata. The following is a complete copy of the text: 

To the Venerable Brother Claudio Giuliodori

Bishop of Macerata, Tolentino, Recanati, Cingoli, and Treia 

I am deeply gratified that in this Diocese, various initiatives have been planned to commemorate, both on an ecclesial and civil level, the 400th anniversary of the death of Fr. Matteo Ricci, of the Company of Jesus, who came to Beijing on May 11, 1610. The occasion of the opening of this special jubilee year, I gladly send you and the entire diocese my cordial greeting.

Born in Macerata on October 6, 1552, Jesuit Father Matteo Ricci was gifted with a deep faith and an extraordinary cultural and scientific knowledge. He dedicated years of his life to establishing effective dialogue between the East and West, while he also performed a great work of sowing the Gospel in the culture of the great Nation of China. His example remains even today a model of the effective encounter between European and Chinese civilizations. 

I am therefore greatly pleased to join all those who recall this generous son of your land, obedient minister of the Church, and intrepid and intelligent messenger of the Gospel of Christ. Considering his intense scientific and spiritual work, we are positively amazed by the innovative and unique capacity he had in bringing together Chinese cultural and spiritual traditions in conjunction. That was in fact the characteristic aspect of his mission to find possible harmony between the ancient and noble Chinese civilization and the newness of Christianity, which leads to freedom and true renewal within every society, as the Gospel is the universal message of salvation to the whole world, regardless of their cultural or religious context. What also remains a unique or prophetic aspect of his apostolate was the surely his profound appreciation for the Chinese people, for their history, their culture, and their religious traditions. We can simply remember his Treatise on Friendship (De amicitia – Jiaoyoulun), which was met with great success from the moment of its first edition in print in Nanchino in 1595. Model of dialogue and respect for other beliefs, this fellow compatriot of yours made friendship the trademark of his apostolate in his 28 years in China. 

The friendship that he offered was returned by the local people thanks to this climate of respect and esteem that he cultivated, in a constant effort to learn more about the Chinese traditions of the time. In spite of the difficulties and misunderstanding he faced, Father Ricci wished to remain faithful unto death to this form of evangelization, using what we could call a scientific methodology and a pastoral strategy based on both respect of the healthy customs of the place that the newly baptized Chinese would need not abandon when they embraced the Christian faith, and the awareness that Revelation could give them a fuller meaning. It was precisely through these convictions that he, like the Fathers of the Church in the Gospel's encounter with the Greco-Roman culture, carried out his far-sighted service of inculturation of Christianity in China, seeking a constant harmony with the scholars of the country.

I sincerely hope that the jubilee festivities in his honor – encounters, publications, expositions, conventions, and other cultural events in Italy and China – offer an opportunity for deeper knowledge of his person and activity. Following his example, may our communities of persons of diverse cultures and religions grow in a spirit of acceptance and mutual respect. May the memory of this noble son of Macerata be a source of motivation for your Diocese to imitate that missionary zeal that should characterize every authentic disciple of Christ.

Venerable Brother, with a fervent desire for the success of the jubilee celebrations scheduled to begin May 11, I assure you of my prayers and invoke the maternal intercession of Mary, Queen of China, imparting my heartfelt Blessing to you and all those entrusted to your pastoral care.

From the Vatican, May 6, 2009

Benedict XVI 

(Agenzia Fides 18/5/2009)

18 May 2009 – Audience with Bishops of Peru on ad limina visit

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells Bishops of Peru on their Ad Limina visit: “a Church in mission puts its own problems in perspective and looks towards the future with hope and enthusiasm”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Even today, as in the entire history of the Church, cultivating a spirit of communion, appreciating the qualities of each of the brothers and sisters that Divine Providence has placed at our side, is necessary. In this manner, the various members of Christ's Body can help each other mutually in carrying out their daily activity.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the Peruvian Bishops' Conference, whom he received in an audience on May 18, on their Ad Limina Apostolorum visit.

After highlighting that “the authentic unity of the Church is always an inexhaustible source of evangelizing spirit,” the Holy Father expressed his delight for the fact that the missionary impulse promoted in the Fifth General Conference of Bishops of Latin America and the Caribbean in Aparecida and the Continental Mission within the various pastoral plans. “Certainly, a Church in mission puts its own problems in perspective and looks towards the future with hope and enthusiasm,” the Pope said. “This means relaunching the missionary spirit, not out of fear of the future, but because the Church is a dynamic presence, and the true disciple of Jesus Christ takes pleasure in freely transmitting His divine Word to others and sharing with them the love that flowed from His open side on the cross. When the beauty and truth of Christ conquer our hearts, we experience the joy of being His disciples and we convincingly assume the mission of proclaiming His redemptive message.” 

Following the example of Saint Toribio of Mogrovejo and so many other holy Pastors, the Pope encouraged the Bishops to “daring disciples and missionaries of the Lord”: “Assiduous pastoral visits to ecclesial communities (including the most remote and humble), prolonged prayer, careful preparation of preaching, paternal concern for priests, families, young people, catechists and other pastoral care workers, are the best ways to instill in everyone an ardent desire to be messengers of the Good News of salvation, and will at the same time open the hearts of those around you, especially the sick and those most in need.” 

The Holy Father then exhorted the Bishops of Peru to “offer fraternal accompaniment and encouragement to the religious men and women present in the Dioceses, so that “living the evangelical counsels according to their own charism, they may continue their robust witness of love for God, unshakable adherence to Church Magisterium and willing collaboration with diocesan pastoral programs.”

The Pope's final thought was for the Peruvians who are without work or adequate educational and healthcare provisions, and those who live in the suburbs of the great cities or in isolated areas, as well as those who have fallen pray to drug addiction and violence: “We cannot ignore these our weakest brothers and sisters, beloved unto God, as Christ's charity urges us on.” 

In concluding his address, Benedict XVI asked that the Lord illumine the Bishops in their pastoral service to the People of God, helping them to overcome moments of discomfort, encouraging them to pass along his affectionate greeting to the Emeritus Bishops, priests, deacons, seminarians, religious communities, and faithful of Peru. “May Mary Most Holy, Our Lady of Evangelization, protect us all with Her Motherly love!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/5/2009)

20 May 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at the General Audience, on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land: “Despite the vicissitudes that through the centuries have marked the holy sites, despite the wars, the destruction and unfortunately, the conflicts among Christians, the Church has continued her mission, moved by the Spirit of the Risen Lord.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “I pause today to speak about the apostolic journey that I made May 8-15 to the Holy Land, for which I do not cease to give thanks to the Lord, because it has shown itself to be a great gift for the Successor of Peter and for the whole Church.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in beginning his address during the General Audience held on May 20 in Saint Peter's Square. After thanking the religious and civil authorities, along with all those who collaborated in making his visit a success, the Pope highlighted that “it was, above all, a pilgrimage, even more, a pilgrimage par excellence to the fount of the faith. At the same time, it was a pastoral visit to the Church that lives in the Holy Land: a community of singular importance, since it represents a living presence there, where [the Church] finds its origin.”

The first part of the pilgrimage, from May 8-11, was in Jordan, where the Pope visited Mount Nebo, where Moses contemplated the Promised Land and died without being able to enter it, and later “Bethany beyond the Jordan,” where according to the Fourth Gospel, Saint John the Baptist baptized from the beginning. Benedict XVI recalled the blessing of the first stone of two churches to be build on the site where Saint John baptized: “This fact is a sign of the openness and the respect of the Hashemite Kingdom for religious liberty and the Christian tradition, and this merits great appreciation... How important it is that Christians and Muslims coexist peacefully with mutual respect! Thanks be to God and the commitment of the government, this happens in Jordan. I have prayed a lot so that it could be this way as well in other places, thinking above all of the Christians who live a difficult situation in Iraq.”

The Pope then highlighted how the Christian community has “a significant and valued presence in society because of their educational and social works, attentive to the person, regardless of their ethnic or religious belonging.” He thus recalled Regina Pacis Rehabilitation Center in Amman, the blessing of the cornerstone of the University of Madaba, of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem, “because it manifests in a tangible way that the Church promotes the search for truth and the common good and offers a high-quality, open space to those who want to dedicate themselves to this search, the indispensable premise for a true and fruitful dialogue between civilizations.”

On the afternoon of May 11, the second part of the pilgrimage: “I arrived in Israel, where from the beginning I presented myself as a pilgrim of faith, in the Land in which Jesus was born, lived, died and rose again, and at the same time, as a pilgrim of peace to implore from God that in the place where he became man, all men would live as his children, that is, as brothers.” This second aspect was especially noted in his meetings with the civil authorities, and in speaking with representatives of the religious communities, the Pope mentioned that “faith in the one God, just and merciful... should pour forth its treasure of respect, reconciliation and collaboration.” Jerusalem, crossroads for the three great monotheistic religions, in its name “city of peace,” “expresses the design of God for humanity: to make of it a great family...All believers therefore, should leave behind prejudices and a will to dominate and practice in harmony the fundamental commandment: to love God with all of our being and to love our neighbor as ourselves. It is to this that Jews, Christians and Muslims are called to give witness, to honor with deeds the God to whom they pray with their lips.” Benedict XVI, recalling his visit to the Yad Vashem Memorial, erected in Jerusalem in honor of the victims of the Shoah, mentioned: “The tremendous tragedy of the Shoah must never be forgotten! It is necessary for it to always be in our memory as a universal admonition to the sacred respect for human life that always has an infinite value.” 

The Pope then recalled the encounters with the Catholics of the Holy Land in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nazareth. “In the Valley of Josaphat, in Jerusalem, we meditated on the resurrection of Christ as a force of hope and peace for this city and for the entire world. In Bethlehem, in the Palestinian Territories, Mass was celebrated before the Basilica of the Nativity, with the participation of faithful from Gaza, who I had the joy of personally consoling, assuring them of my particular closeness. Bethlehem, the place where the heavenly hymn of peace for man resounded, is the symbol of the distance that continues separating us from the fulfillment of that proclamation: insecurity, isolation, uncertainty, poverty. All of that has led so many Christians to leave there. But the Church carries on, sustained by the force of the faith and giving witness to her love with concrete works at the service of the brothers, such as the Caritas Baby Hospital of Bethlehem, supported by dioceses of Germany and Switzerland, and the humanitarian activity in the refugee camps. In the one I visited, I was able to assure the families that dwell there of the closeness and encouragement of the universal Church, inviting all to seek peace with nonviolent means, following the example of St. Francis of Assisi. The third and final Mass with the people, I celebrated last Thursday in Nazareth, the city of the Holy Family. We prayed for all families so that they rediscover the beauty of matrimony and family life, the value of domestic spirituality and education, and attention to children, who have the right to grow in peace and serenity.”

At the close of his address, the Holy Father said: “It is a pleasure to go over the whole itinerary that I was able to fulfill precisely with the sign of the resurrection of Christ: Despite the vicissitudes that through the centuries have marked the holy sites, despite the wars, the destruction and unfortunately, the conflicts among Christians, the Church has continued her mission, moved by the Spirit of the Risen Lord. She is on the path toward full unity so that the world believes in the love of God and experiences the joy of his peace. On my knees, on Calvary and at the Holy Sepulcher, I invoked the strength of love that arises from the Paschal mystery, the only force capable of renewing man and orienting history and the cosmos toward its end.” 

After greeting the pilgrims in various languages, the Pope launched this brief appeal for the World Communications Day: “This coming Sunday, the Church celebrates World Communications Day. In my message this year, I am inviting all those who make use of the new technologies of communication, especially the young, to utilize them in a positive way and to realize the great potential of these means to build up bonds of friendship and solidarity that can contribute to a better world. The new technologies have brought about fundamental shifts in the ways in which news and information are disseminated and in how people communicate and relate to each other. I wish to encourage all those who access cyberspace to be careful to maintain and promote a culture of respect, dialogue and authentic friendship where the values of truth, harmony and understanding can flourish.

Young people in particular, I appeal to you: bear witness to your faith through the digital world! Employ these new technologies to make the Gospel known, so that the Good News of God’s infinite love for all people, will resound in new ways across our increasingly technological world!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/5/2009)

23 May 2009 - Audience with the Pontifical Diplomatic Academy

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Pontifical Ecclesiastical Academy: “The Lord wants us to be saints, not concerned with building a career that is interesting and comfortable in human terms, but entirely dedicated to the good of souls, ready to do our duty unto the end.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The service in the Apostolic Nunciatures can be considered to some extent, as a specific vocation to the priesthood, a pastoral ministry that involves insertion into a particular world and its problems are often very complex, both socially and politically. Thus, it is important that that you learn to decipher them, aware of the fact that your 'code' for analysis and understanding of these things should be the Gospel and the perennial Magisterium of the Church.” This is what the Holy Father Benedict XVI said in addressing the members of the Community of the Pontifical Ecclesiastical Academy, whom he received in an audience on May 23, at the end of the morning. 

“You should be attentive to the human and social realities, beginning with a certain personal sensitivity that every person who serves the Holy See should have, taking advantage of your particular experience during these years. The dialogue with the modern world that is asked of you, as well as your contact with people and the institutions they represent, require an inner strength and a spiritual firmness capable of safeguarding - indeed of giving ever more prominence to - your Christian and priestly identity. Only in this manner will you be able to avoid the negative effects of the worldly mentality and not allow yourselves to be attracted or contaminated by an overly earthly logic.”

The Holy Father highlighted that “it is the Lord Himself who should be always and above all your reference,” recalling that “it is vital and fundamental for the priestly ministry, however practised, to maintain a personal bond with Christ.” “The Lord wants us to be saints, in other words entirely 'His', not concerned with building a career that is interesting and comfortable in human terms, not seeking success and the praise of others, but entirely dedicated to the good of souls, ready to do our duty unto the end, aware of being 'useful servants' and happy to offer our poor contribution to the spreading of the Gospel.”

In his address, Benedict XVI told the members of the Pontifical Ecclesiastical Academy to be first and foremost “men of intense prayer who cultivate a communion of love and life with the Lord...Those who work in the Lord's vineyard in this way know that what is achieved with dedication, with sacrifice and for love, is never lost. And if at times we are permitted to drink of the chalice of solitude, of misunderstanding, and suffering, if our service seems at times a burden and it becomes difficult to carry the cross, may we find strength and comfort in the certainty that God can make everything fruitful.”

The Pope concluded with an exhortation, asking them to take full advantage of the Year of the Priest, which will begin this coming June 19, Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and Day for the Sanctification of Priests, “to be priests in accordance with the dictates of Christ's heart, like St. Jean Marie Vianney, 'Cure of Ars', the 150th anniversary of whose death we are preparing to celebrate.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Holy Mass in Piazza Miranda

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at Montecassino: We too “must not remain looking up at the sky, but, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we must go everywhere and proclaim the salvific message of the death and resurrection of Christ”

Cassino (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, May 24, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made a pastoral visit to Cassino and Montecassino. At 10:15am he presided the Eucharistic Celebration of the Solemnity of the Lord's Ascension in Cassino (Italy), in Piazza Mirando, which will be named after him following his visit. “The historical character of the mystery of the resurrection and ascension of Christ helps us to recognize and to understand the transcendent and eschatological condition of the Church, which was not born and does not live to take the place of the Lord who has 'disappeared' but which finds its reason for being in his mission and in the invisible presence of Jesus working with the power of his Spirit. In other words, we could say that the Church does not carry out the function of preparing for the return of an 'absent' Jesus, but, on the contrary, lives and works to proclaim his 'glorious presence' in an historical and existential manner,” Pope Benedict XVI said in his homily.

At the beginning of his homily, the Pontiff reflected on the Scripture readings for the day, to show the meaning of the solemnity. “Christ's ascension thus means, in the first place, the installation of the crucified and risen Son of Man in God's royal dominion over the world,” the Pope explained. “In Christ ascended into heaven, man has entered in a new and unheard of way into the intimacy of God; man now finds space in God forever...today's Solemnity of the Ascension invites us to a profound communion with Jesus dead and risen, invisibly present in the life of each of us.” Referring to the Gospel, the Holy Father highlighted that Jesus' ascent into Heaven, did not begin His “temporary absence from the world but inaugurated instead the new, definitive and insuppressible form of his presence, by virtue of his participation in the royal power of God.” Thus, this solemnity “should fill us also with serenity and enthusiasm like the Apostles, who returned from the Mount of Olives 'full of joy.' Like them, we too, accepting the invitation of the two men 'dressed in white garments,' must not stay looking up at the sky, but, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we must go everywhere and proclaim the salvific message of the death and resurrection of Christ,” the Pope said.

Addressing the diocesan community, the Holy Father mentioned the need to “reinvigorate our faith in the real presence of Jesus; without him we cannot do anything of value in our life or apostolate,” and recalled the main objective of his visit: “encourage you constantly to 'build, found and rebuild' your diocesan community on Christ. How? St. Benedict himself points the way, recommending in his Rule to put nothing before Christ.”

Later, commenting the main points of Benedictine spirituality, synthesized in the motto: ora et labora et lege (prayer, work, and culture), the Pope said that prayer “is the most beautiful legacy that St. Benedict left the monks,” and to the entire Church: “Prayer -- to which grave peals of the bell of St. Benedict calls the monks every morning -- is the silent path that leads us directly to the heart of God; it is the breath of the soul that gives us peace again in the storms of life.” Then, mentioning the great care in studying the Bible, the Holy Father commented “May attentive listening to the divine Word nourish your prayer and make you prophets of truth and love in a joint commitment to evangelization and human promotion.”

The Pontiff then reflected on another aspect of Benedictine spirituality of work, in relationship to the situation today. “Humanizing the world of work is typical of the soul of monasticism, and this is also the effort of your community that seeks to be at the side of the many workers in the great industry present in Cassino and the enterprises linked to it. I know how critical the situation of many workers is. I express my solidarity with those who live in a troubling precariousness, with those workers who on unemployment assistance and those who have been laid off. May the wound of unemployment that afflicts this area lead those who are responsible for the 'res publica,' the entrepreneurs and those who are able, to seek, with everyone's help, valid solutions to the employment crisis, creating new places of work to safeguard families.” The Holy Father then highlighted that “ the family has an urgent need to be better protected” and encouraged the youth to make every effort to find jobs that allow them to build a family: “Do not be discouraged, dear friends, the Church will not abandon you!” 

Attention to the world of culture and education also belongs to the Benedictine tradition. The Archive and Library of Montecassino “contain innumerable testimonies of the commitment of men and women who meditated on and researched ways of improving the spiritual and material life of man,” Benedict XVI said. “In your abbey one can touch with one's hands the "quaerere Deum," the fact that European culture has been constituted by the search for God and availability to listen to him. And this is important for our time as well.” Lastly, the Holy Father mentioned the effort to make the university and schools “workers of knowledge, research, passion for the future of new generations,” without overlooking “attention to the fragility, weakness of man, to disabled persons and immigrants,” as is seen in the “House of Charity” which the Pope inaugurated on this visit. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Regina Cæli

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at Montecassino: At the Regina Caeli, the Holy Father highlights the commitment to peace and the Day of Prayer for the Church in China: “May our common prayer obtain an effusion of gifts of the Holy Spirit, so that unity of all Christians, the catholicity and the universality of the Church always will be deeper and more visible.”

Cassino (Agenzia Fides) – After the Mass celebrated in Piazza Miranda, in Cassino (Italy), the Holy Father Benedict XVI led the recitation of the Regina Caeli. Prior to the prayer, the Pope mentioned the value of peace, “the paschal gift par excellence,” with these words: “How much the Christian community and the whole of humanity need to taste completely the riches and the power of Christ's peace! St. Benedict was a great witness, because he welcomed it in his existence and fructified it in works of authentic cultural and spiritual renewal.” Recalling his recent pilgrimage to the Holy Land, a land marked by the Benedictine charism, the Pope mentioned that “peace is in the first place a gift of God, and therefore its power is in prayer. It is a gift given, however, to human care. Even the energy that is needed to actualize it is drawn from prayer. So, it is essential to cultivate an authentic prayer life to assure the social progress of peace...Only in learning, with the grace of Christ, to combat and defeat the evil within ourselves and in relationships with others, can we become authentic builders of peace and civil progress.”

Benedict XVI continued: “Today, March 24, liturgical memorial of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Help of Christians -- who is venerated with great devotion at the shrine of Sheshan in Shanghai -- we celebrate the Day of Prayer for the Church in China. My thoughts turn to all the people of China. In particular I greet the Catholics of China with great affection and I exhort them to renew on this day their communion of faith in Christ and of fidelity to the Successor of Peter. May our common prayer obtain an effusion of gifts of the Holy Spirit, so that unity of all Christians, the catholicity and the universality of the Church always will be deeper and more visible.” 

Greeting the pilgrims in various languages, in French the Holy Father mentioned his hope that the spiritual testimony of Saint Benedict “help nations who live on this continent to remain faithful to their Christian roots and to build a more united Europe, founded on the quest for justice and peace.” Then, in English, the Pope recalled the many soldiers who lost their lives here in the Second World War, inviting all to pray “especially for the souls of the fallen, commending them to God's infinite mercy, and we pray for an end to the wars that continue to afflict our world.”

Addressing German-speaking pilgrims, the Holy Father assured them of their prayers for their intentions at the tomb of Saint Benedict, Patron of Europe, “for peace on this continent and throughout the world.” He also mentioned the 100th anniversary of the death of Abbot Franz Pfanner, Founder of the Marianhill Missionaries: “We can take a phrase from this monk and missionary with us this week: 'Let the flame of joy and happiness burn bright and conserve it in your soul.' Yes, may this light of Christ never be extinguished in us! May the Lord accompany along your way.” 

In Polish, the Holy Father said: “This afternoon I will go to the Polish cemetery to honor the memory of all the soldiers and of different nations that gave valorous testimony and lost their life here. Through the intercession of St. Benedict we ask God that, in prayer and work, we will discover the new dimensions of freedom, and that peace endures in Europe and in the whole world. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

24 May 2009 – Montecassino – Celebration of Vespers with the Monastic Community of Montecassino

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at Montecassino - “Human beings cannot achieve full self-realization or ever be truly happy without God. It is your special responsibility, dear monks, to be living examples of this interior and profound relationship with him.”

Cassino (Agenzia Fides) – After the Mass and the Regina Caeli in Piazza Miranda in Cassino, the Holy Father Benedict traveled to the Abbey of Montecassino. In the afternoon, the Holy Father met with the monastic community and greeted several of his trip's organizers. He later traveled to the Basilica for the celebration of Vespers, attended by the Abbots and Communities of Benedictine Monks and Nuns. 

“To live no longer for themselves but for Christ: this is what gives full meaning to the lives of those that let themselves be conquered by him. The human and spiritual journey of St. Benedict attests to this clearly, he who, leaving all things behind, dedicated himself to the faithful following of Jesus. Embodying in his own life the reality of the Gospel, he has become the founder of a vast movement of spiritual and cultural renaissance in the West,” the Pope said in the homily. Recalling this extraordinary event of the “mystical experience” of Benedict, referred to by biographer Saint Gregory the Great, which occurred on the night of October 29, 540, the Pope said: “Of course, similar to what happened to Paul after his heavenly rapture, St. Benedict, following this extraordinary spiritual experience, also found it necessary to start a new life. If the vision was transient, the effects were lasting, his very character -- the biographers say -- was changed, his appearance always remained calm and his behavior angelic, and even while he was living on earth, he understood that in his heart he was already in heaven.” This divine gift was granted him because “the charism with which God had endowed him had the ability to reproduce in the monastery the very life of heaven and reestablish the harmony of creation through contemplation and work.” 

Continuing on with his homily, the Pontiff mentioned how “Benedict was a shining example of holiness and pointed the monks to Christ as their only great ideal; he was a master of civility, who proposed a balanced and adequate vision of the demands of God and of the final ends of man; he also always kept well in mind the needs and the reasons of the heart, in order to teach and inspire a genuine and constant brotherhood, so that in the complexity of social relationships the unity of spirit capable of always building and maintaining peace was never lost sight of.” The Pope then recalled how the word “Pax” is what greets pilgrims and visitors on the door of this Abbey, which “stands as a silent reminder to reject all forms of violence in order to build peace: in families, within communities, between peoples and all of humanity.”

Under the guidance of Benedict, the monasteries became “centers of fervent dialogue, encounter and beneficial union of diverse peoples, unified by the evangelical culture of peace. The monks have known how to teach by word and example the art of peace, implementing in a concrete way the three 'ties' that Benedict identifies as necessary to maintain the unity of the Spirit among men: the cross, which is the very law of Christ, the book which is culture, and the plow, which indicates work, the lordship over matter and time,” the Pope said.

The Pope recalled that through the activities of the monasteries, “populations of Europe have experienced a genuine redemption and a beneficial moral, spiritual and cultural development, learning in the spirit of continuity with the past, of concrete action for the common good, and of openness to God and the transcendent aspect of the world.” He then asked for prayers that Europe may “always exploit this wealth of principles and Christian ideals, which constitutes an immense cultural and spiritual wealth” and this is possible “only if the constant teaching of St. Benedict is embraced, the 'quaerere Deum,' to seek God, as the fundamental commitment of man. Human beings cannot achieve full self-realization or ever be truly happy without God. It is your special responsibility, dear monks, to be living examples of this interior and profound relationship with him, implementing without compromise the program that your founder summarized in the 'nihil amori Christi praeponere' [put nothing before the love of Christ.] (Rule 4.21). In this holiness consists, a valid proposal for every Christian, more than ever in our time, in which the need to anchor life and history to solid spiritual principles is felt. Therefore, dear brothers and sisters, your vocation is as timely as ever, and your mission as monks is indispensable.”

After the celebration of Vespers, the Pope venerated the relics of Saint Benedict and Saint Scholastica, inside the main altar of the Basilica, and he then traveled by car to the nearby Polish Military Seminary, where he lighted a candle and said a prayer for those from all over the world who have fallen in battle. He then left by helicopter, to return to the Vatican. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

26 May 2009 – Opening of Rome Diocese's Ecclesial Meeting

VATICAN - Holy Father opens Congress for the Diocese of Rome: “First and foremost, there is a need to renew our efforts to offer a formation that is more attentive and conformed to the perspectives of the Church, on the part of priests, religious, and laity.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of May 26, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Basilica of Saint John Lateran to inaugurate the annual Congress for the Diocese of Rome. This year’s theme is: “Church Membership and Pastoral Co-responsibility.” Here are several passages from the Pope’s address:

“In an effort to transmit the doctrine of the Church - which has developed over 2,000 years - in a pure and integral manner, the Second Vatican Council has given it a “more meditated definition,” illustrating above all its mysterious nature, that is to say, of “a reality that is filled with divine presence, and therefore, is always capable of new and more profound penetration” (Paul VI, beginning of the Second Session of the II Vatican Council, September 29, 1963). The Church, whose origin is the Triune God, is thus, a mystery of communion. As communion, the Church is not only a spiritual reality, but she also lives in history, in flesh and bone so to speak…We have said that the Church is a communion, a communion of persons that, by virtue of the Holy Spirit, form the People of God, which is also the Body of Christ. Let us reflect a bit on these two key words. The concept ‘People of God’ arose and developed in the Old Testament. In entering into human history, God chose a certain people, the people of Israel, to be His People. The aim of this special election is that of reaching out from a few to many, and from many to all. The aim, in other words, of the particular choice is that of universality. And this openness to universality has been reached in the Cross and the Resurrection of Christ. Saint Paul says that in the Cross, Christ destroyed the walls of separation. In giving us His Body, He unites us to His Body to make us one…Thus, we see that these two concepts – ‘People of God’ and ‘Body of Christ’ – compliment one another and form one sole New Testament concept of Church. And while ‘People of God’ expresses the continuity of the history of the Church, ‘Body of Christ’ expresses the universality inaugurated with the Lord’s Cross and Resurrection.”

“After the Council, this ecclesiological doctrine was widely received, and thanks be to God, many favorable fruits have matured in the Christian community. However, we should also recall that the reception of this doctrine in the praxis and subsequent assimilation within the Church’s conscience has not taken place always and everywhere without difficulty and with the correct interpretation…the notion of “People of God” was interpreted by some as a purely sociological vision, with an almost exclusive horizontal understanding that excluded the vertical reference to God…Secondly, it should be observed that the awakening of spiritual and pastoral energies over the years has not always produced the desired growth and development…Also, there continues to be an overlying tendency to unilaterally identify the Church with the hierarchy, ignoring the common responsibility, the common mission of the People of God, which we all are in Christ. Likewise, there is a tendency to view the People of God, as I mentioned earlier, as a merely sociological or political idea, ignoring the novelty and specific nature of this people that can only become a people in communion with Christ.”

“Dear brothers and sisters, we can ask ourselves: What is the situation of our Diocese of Rome? To what degree is the pastoral co-responsibility of all, especially the laity, recognized and promoted? In past centuries, thanks to the generous witness of many baptize who have dedicated their lives to educate new generations in the faith, care for the sick, and assist the poor, the Christian community has proclaimed the Gospel to Rome’s inhabitants. This same mission is entrusted to us today, in different situations, in a city in which many baptized have lost sight of the Church and non-Christians have not known the beauty of our faith.”

“There are too many baptized faithful who do not feel a part of the ecclesial community and live distanced from her, visiting the parishes only in certain circumstances to participate in religious services. There are even less lay persons, in proportion to the number of inhabitants assigned to each parish who, although they profess the Catholic faith, are willing to work in various apostolic fields… First and foremost, there is a need to renew our efforts to offer a formation that is more attentive and conformed to the perspectives of the Church, on the part of priests, religious, and laity. We need to understand more what this Church is, this People of God in the Body of Christ. It is also necessary that the pastoral style is improved in such a manner that, in regards to vocations and the role of the consecrated and laity, there is a gradual promotion of the co-responsibility of all the members of the People of God. This demands a change of mentality especially in regards to the laity, moving from only considering them “collaborators” of the clergy to acknowledging them as truly “co-responsible” for the being and action of the Church, promoting the formation of a mature and committed laity…These communities should not lack the awareness that they are “Church” because Christ, the Eternal Word of the Father, calls them together and makes them His People.”

“Thus, the Church, is not the result of a sum of individuals, but a unity among those who are fed by the one Word of God and the one Bread of Life. The communion and unity of the Church, which finds its origin in the Eucharist, are the one reality which we should always be aware of…We should continue learning how to protect and defend this unity from all rivalry, competition, and envy that could arise in the ecclesial communities. In particular, I would like to ask the movements and communities begun after the Second Vatican Council…to be attentive in assuring that their formation programs lead members to an authentic awareness of their membership within the parish community. The center of the parish, as I have said, is the Eucharist, especially the Sunday Mass. If the Church’s unity arises from the encounter with the Lord, primary importance must be given to adoration and celebration of the Eucharist, allowing those who participate in them to experience the beauty of the mystery of Christ.”

“Therefore, make every effort to give new life to the parish, as in the times of the City Mission, to the small groups and centers for faithful that preach Christ and His Word, places where it is possible to experience the faith, exercise charity, build hope…It is of great importance that this pastoral method finds an effective application in work areas, which nowadays should be evangelized with a pastoral context that is well-thought, as the population spends the larger part of their day in the workplace.”

“Finally, we should not ignore the testimony of charity, which unites hearts and opens people to their ecclesial membership…Living charity is the primary form of missionary work. The Word announced and lived is credible if it incarnates acts of solidarity, generosity, gestures that reveal the face of Christ as man’s true friend.”

“Moreover, I think of you, dear young people. I encourage you to place yourselves at the service of Christ and the Gospel with your enthusiasm and creativity, becoming apostles among your peers, willing to respond to the Lord with generosity, as He calls you to follow Him more closely in the priesthood or consecrated life.”

“Dear brothers and sisters, the future of Christianity and the Church in Rome also depends on the commitment and testimony of each one of you.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 28/5/2009)

27 May 2009 –General Audience

VATICAN - “Love for the incarnated Lord and for his visibility in the liturgy and in icons. Fidelity to baptism and commitment to live in the communion of the Body of Christ...Spirit of poverty, of sobriety, of renunciation”: the teachings of Saint Theodore the Studite, explained by Benedict XVI

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The saint that we find today, St. Theodore the Studite, brings us to a period that from the religious and political point of view was rather turbulent,” said the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the beginning of his catechesis during the General Audience on May 27. Offering an overview of the fundamental stages of his life, the Pope mentioned that Saint Theodore was born in 759 to a noble and pious family. He embraced the monastic life at the age of 22. He was ordained a priest by the patriarch Tarasios, but afterward he broke communion with him and was later exiled to Thessalonica in the year 796. Reconciliation with the imperial authority came about the next year under Empress Irene, whose benevolence brought Theodore and Plato to be transferred to the urban monastery of Studios, together with the majority of the community of the monks of Sakkudion, to avoid the invasions of the Saracens. Theodore became the leader of the resistance to the iconoclasm of Leo V the Armenian, and thus, between 815 and 821, Theodore was flogged, jailed and exiled in various parts of Asia Minor. In the end, he was able to return to Constantinople. Thus, he established himself with his monks on the other side of the Bosphorus. He died, it seems, on Pringipos on Nov. 11, 826.

“Theodore is distinguished in Church history for being one of the great reformers of monastic life and also as a defender of sacred images during the second iconoclast phase,” Benedict XVI highlighted, revealing that “Theodore had understood that the issue of the veneration of icons implicated the very truth of the Incarnation...To abolish the veneration of the icons of Christ would mean cancelling his very redemptive work, since in assuming human nature, the invisible Word has appeared in visible human flesh, and in this way has sanctified the entire visible cosmos.”

Theodore gave a new spirit to cenobitic life: “In his writing, he insists on the urgency of a conscious return to the teaching of the fathers...The characteristic contribution of Theodore consists in his insistence on the necessity of order and submission on the part of the monks. During the persecutions, the monks had dispersed, accustoming themselves to living according to each one's personal judgment. When it was possible to reconstruct common life, it was necessary to deeply commit himself to again make of the monastery an authentic living community, an authentic family, or as he said, an authentic 'Body of Christ.' In a community like this, the reality of the Church as a whole is concretely fulfilled,” the Holy Father said. 

Theodore teaches that “with respect to laypeople, monks take on the commitment of observing Christian duties with greater rigor and intensity.” There characteristic is “the commitment of poverty, chastity and obedience,” Benedict XVI continued. “Addressing the monks, Theodore speaks in a concrete way, occasionally almost picturesque, of poverty, but in the following of Christ this is from the beginning an essential element of monasticism and indicates as well a path for us. Renunciation of private poverty, freedom from material things, as well as sobriety and simplicity, are only valid in their radical form for monks, but the spirit of this renunciation is the same for everyone...When he illustrates the temptations against chastity, Theodore does not hide his personal experiences and shows the path of interior fight to find self-control and in this way, respect for one's own body and the body of others as a temple of God.”

But the principal renunciations are, for Theodore, those demanded by obedience: “after original sin, the tendency for man is to do one's own will, the first principle is the life of the world, and everything else remains submitted to the personal will. But in this way, if each one only follows himself, the social fabric cannot work,” the Holy Father explained. For Theodore the Studite, an important virtue, together with obedience and humility, is love for work: “One who is fervent in material commitments, who works assiduously, he maintains, is the same in the spiritual realm. In this regard, he does not allow that with the pretext of prayer and contemplation, the monk dispenses with work, including manual work, which in reality is, according to him and to the monastic tradition, the means to encounter God.”

If indeed he carried out an enormous exterior activity, Theodore “did not allow himself to be distracted from what he considered intimately linked to his function as superior: to be the spiritual father of his monks,” said Benedict XVI, recalling the importance he gave to spiritual direction, even with those outside the monastery. His Rule, codified after Theodore's death, “becomes something exceedingly relevant.”

At the close of the audience, the Holy Father addressed some of the main elements of spiritual doctrine of Theodore, showing their relevance: “Love for the incarnated Lord and for his visibility in the liturgy and in icons. Fidelity to baptism and commitment to live in the communion of the Body of Christ, understood also as communion of Christians among themselves. Spirit of poverty, of sobriety, of renunciation; chastity, self-control, humility and obedience against the primacy of one's own will, which destroys the social fabric and the peace of souls. Love for material and spiritual work. Spiritual friendship born in the purification of one's conscience, of one's soul, of one's life. Let us try to follow these teachings that truly show us the path of the true life.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 28/5/2009)

28 May 2009 – Audience with members of the general assembly of the Italian Bishops' Conference

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Italian Bishops' Conference: the urgent task of education “must be rooted in the Word of God and requires spiritual discernment, cultural and social programs, and gratuitous and united witness.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “At a time in which relativistic and nihilistic concepts of life exercise a powerful enticement, a time in which the very legitimacy of education is placed in doubt, the principal contribution we can make is that of bearing witness to our trust in life and in man, in his reason and in his capacity to love. This is not the fruit of a naïve optimism, but comes from a 'trustworthy hope' (Spe salvi, 1), that is given to us by faith in the redemptive work of Christ.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI on May 28, as he met in the Vatican's Synod Hall with members of the General Assembly of the Italian Bishops' Conference (CEI).

He said: “Your assembly visibly expresses and promotes this communion in which the Church lives, and which is carried out in harmony with the initiatives and pastoral activity. With my presence, I with to confirm this ecclesial communion that I have seen grow and strengthen over time.” Benedict XVI thanked the Italian Bishops for their testimonies of “fraternal adhesion” and “cordial communion with the Magisterium and pastoral service of the Successor of Peter, thus reaffirming the singular unity that unites the Church in Italy with the Apostolic See,” proofs of which he has seen in recent months. 

The central theme of the General Assembly of the CEI was the fundamental task of education. 

“As I have affirmed several times, this is a constitutive and permanent demand of the life of the Church, which today has become urgent, indeed – an emergency.” In the school of the Divine Master, we need to “rediscover the task of education as among the highest calling of every member of the faithful, to which they are called in different manners.”

After recalling the upcoming conclusion of the “Agorà dei giovani italiani,” dedicated to pastoral animation of the youth in missionary awareness, the Holy Father encouraged them to “analyze the current educational path and take on new projects for those who have not been reached, for the new generations, which is extremely wide-ranging and important for the educational responsibilities of our Church communities and society as a whole.” The educational work, however, also includes adults, “who are not excluded from a real responsibility in permanent education.”

However, “an appropriate curriculum that identifies the aim of education in the light of the model to be followed” is not enough; “there is a need for authoritative educators to whom new generations can look with trust,” the Holy Father said. Recalling the invitation of the Apostle Paul in this Pauline Year “be my imitators” (1 Cor 11:1), Benedict XVI affirmed that “A true educator places himself in the front line and knows how to unite authority and exemplariness in the task of educating those entrusted to his care...Thus, it is of particular joy that we are about to celebrate, after this year dedicated to the Apostle of the Gentiles, a Year of the Priest. We are called, along with our pastors, to rediscover the grace and task of the priesthood. This ministry is a service to the Church of the Christian people that demands profound spirituality. In response to the divine vocation, such spirituality should be nourished by prayer and an intense personal union with the Lord, in order to serve Him in our brothers through preaching, the sacraments, an ordered life of community, and service to the poor. In this sense, the importance of the educational commitment stands out from the entire ministry of the priesthood, so that people may grow freely and responsibly as mature and conscientious Christians.”

Benedict XVI later mentioned the “sense of solidarity that is deeply rooted in the heart of the Italian people and is especially expressed in their response to the dramatic circumstances of life in the country, the last of which was the devastating earthquake that affected several parts of the Abruzzo area.” Thus, in the present economic crisis, the Pope expressed his appreciation and encouragement for the solidarity fund “Loans of Hope,” “which is just another among the many initiatives taking place in many dioceses, which echo the collection of the Apostle Paul for the Church in Jerusalem and is an eloquent testimony of the generosity of countries with one another.”

Finally, the Holy Father, recalled the intellectual charity in which the Church in Italy is working very hard: “One significant example is the commitment to promote a widespread mentality in support of life in its every aspect and moment, with particular concern for lives marked by conditions of fragility and precariousness.” Before concluding his address, the Pontiff returned to the urgent task of education, recalling that it “must be rooted in the Word of God and requires spiritual discernment, cultural and social programmes, and gratuitous and united witness,” and entrusted all the “path of the Church in Italy and every person who lives in this beloved country” to the Holy Spirit, the Counselor.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/5/2009)

30 May 2009 – Audience with children of the Pontifical Holy Childhood Mission Society

VATICAN - Benedict XVI holds a dialogue with children from the Holy Childhood Association gathered in Rome for a pilgrimage for the Year of St. Paul: “sharing, knowing Jesus, prayer, mutual listening, and solidarity are missionary tasks, because they help the Gospel become a reality in our world.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the occasion of the Year of St. Paul, the International Secretariat of the Pontifical Holy Childhood Association (POSI) and the National Secretariat of Italy of the HCA (POIM) have organized the Pauline Pilgrimage to Rome for the Missionary Children from Italy and other European nations (see Fides 10/2/2009; 29/5/2009). At noon on Saturday, May 30, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the nearly 5,000 children who had participated in the pilgrimage and their chaperones. Following a greeting from Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, and two children, the Pope spontaneously responded to questions from three children. Below is the transcription of the questions and the Pope's answers.

First Question: My name is Anna Filippone. I am twelve years old and am an altar server. I am from Calabria, from the Diocese of Oppido Mamertina-Palmi. Pope Benedict, my friend Giovanni has an Italian dad and an Ecuadorian mom and is very happy. Do you think that the different cultures will be able to live [together] without disputing in Jesus' name?

Holy Father: I think you want to know how we helped one another as children. I should mention that during elementary school, I lived in a small town of 400 inhabitants, very far from the urban centers. We were a bit naïve and in that town there were very rich farmers, others who were not as rich but were well-off, and then, there were the poor workers, artisans. Just before I began elementary school, we moved to the town from another town, so we were a bit like foreigners to them, although they spoke a different dialect. In this school, though, very diverse social situations were found. However, there was a beautiful unity among us. They taught me their dialect, which I had not yet learned. We worked well together, although I have to admit that once in awhile – of course – we argued, but afterwards we made up and we forgot what had happened. I think this is important. Sometimes in life, arguing seems unavoidable. However, the art of reconciliation, forgiveness, of beginning anew and not letting bitterness stay in your soul, is always important. With great fondness, I remember how we all collaborated. We helped one another and walked together on our way. We were all Catholic, and that, of course, was a great help. Thus, we learned the Bible together, starting with creation up until the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross, and then even the early Church. We learned the catechism together. We learned how to pray together and together we prepared for our First Confession and First Communion, which was a splendid day. We knew that Jesus Himself comes to us and that He is not a distant God. He enters in my own life, in my own soul. And if Jesus Himself enters inside each one of us, we become brothers, sisters, friends, and we should treat each other as such. For us, this preparation – both for the First Confession as a purification of our conscience and our life, and that of the First Communion as a concrete encounter with Jesus who comes to me, to each one of us, were contributing factors in building our community. This helped us to walk along together, to learn how to be reconciled with one another whenever it was necessary. We also did little plays. It is important to learn how to participate, to pay attention to one another. When I was 8 or 9 years old, I became an altarboy. At that time, there were not female altar servers, but the girls read better than we did. So, they read the readings at the Mass and we were the altar boys. At that time, there were also a great many Latin texts to learn, so each one had to do their part. As I said, we were not saints. We had our fights, but there was a beautiful harmony among us, where the distinctions between rich and poor, intelligent and less intelligent were not important. It was our communion with Jesus on the path of the common faith and common responsibility in games, in work. We were able to live together and be friends. And even though I have not been back to that town since 1937 – 70 years – we are still friends [today]. So, we learned to accept one another, to share one another's burdens. I think that this is important: in spite of our weakness we accept one another and with Jesus Christ, with the Church, we can find the path to peace together and learn to live well. 

Second Question: My name is Letizia and I would like to ask you a question. Dear Pope Benedict XVI, what did the motto ‘children help children’ mean to you when you were a boy? Did you ever think of becoming the Pope?

Holy Father: To tell you the truth, I never thought of becoming the Pope, because as I have already explained, I was a fairly naïve young boy in a small country town very far away from [urban] centers in a forgotten province. We were happy to be in this province and we did not think about other things. Obviously, we knew, venerated and loved the Pope, at that time Pius XI, but for us he was at an unreachable height, almost another world. He was our father, nevertheless, a reality that was way above all of us. And I must say that even today I have difficulty understanding how the Lord could think of me and choose me for this ministry. But, I receive it from His hands, even if it is something surprising that seems beyond my strength. But the Lord helps me.

Third Question: Dear Pope Benedict, I am Alessandro. I would like to ask you: You are the first missionary, and as children, what can we do to help you preach the Gospel?

Holy Father: I would say that an initial way is by collaborating with the Holy Childhood Association. In this manner, you are part of a great family that brings the Gospel to the world. Thus, you belong to a great network. Here, we see how the family of diverse nations is reflected. You are in this great family: each one does their part and together, you are missionaries, carrying out the missionary work of the Church. You have a beautiful itinerary, which your spokesperson mentioned: listening, praying, knowing, sharing, and solidarity. These are the essential elements that are truly a means of being missionary, of contributing to the growth of the Church and the presence of the Gospel in the world. I would like to highlight some of these points. Above all, prayer. Prayer is a reality: God hears us and, when we pray, God enters our lives and He becomes living and active in us. Prayer is very important. It can change the world, because it makes the power of God present. And it is important to help one another in prayer: we pray together in the liturgy, in the family. And here, I would say that it is important to begin the day with a little prayer and then finish the day with a little prayer. Pray for your parents. Pray before eating lunch, before dinner, and at the Sunday Mass. A Sunday without Mass, the great common prayer of the Church, is not a real Sunday; it lacks what is at the heart of Sunday and thus, what is also the light for the entire week. You can also help others – especially those who perhaps do not pray at home or do not know what prayer is – teaching them how to pray by praying with them and introducing others into communion with God. Then, listen, so as to learn what it is that Jesus truly tells us. In addition, learn Sacred Scripture, the Bible. In the story of Jesus, we learn – as the Cardinal said – of God's face, we see who God is. It is important to have a profound personal knowledge of Jesus. That way, He can enter our lives, and through our life, enter the world. Also, sharing and not wanting things only for oneself, but for everyone; sharing with others; and if we see someone in need, someone who has a harder time, we should help them and thus make the love of God present, without great words, within the small world of our personal realm, which forms a part of the great world. And thus, we come together to form a family, where everyone respects one another: accepting the other person n their otherness, accepting even the mean people, not letting anyone be left out and helping them to enter into the community. All this is the same as simply living in this great family of the Church, this great missionary family: living the essential points of sharing, knowing Jesus, prayer, mutual listening, and solidarity are missionary tasks, because they help the Gospel become a reality in our world.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/6/2009)

30 May 2009 – Address at the end of torchlight  Rosary Procession to close the Marian month of May

VATICAN - Pope concludes Month of Mary in the Vatican Gardens: “In Mary's school we too learn to recognize the Holy Spirit's presence in our life, to listen to his inspirations and to follow them with docility.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the evening of Saturday, May 30, in the Vatican Gardens, there was a procession with the recitation of the Holy Rosary, to conclude the Month of May, Month of Mary. At the end of the celebration. At the close of the celebration, which was presided by Cardinal Angelo Comastri, Vicar General of His Holiness for Vatican City and Archpriest of the Basilica of Saint Peter, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the faithful present, speaking on the connection with Pentecost: “We too, in this penultimate evening of May, from the Vatican hill, ask for the pouring out of the Spirit Paraclete upon us, upon the Church that is in Rome and upon the whole Christian people. The great Feast of Pentecost invites us to meditate upon the relationship between the Holy Spirit and Mary, a very close, privileged, indissoluble relationship.”

“In effect, in the New Testament we see that Mary's faith 'draws,' so to speak, the Holy Spirit,” the Pope explained, recalling the conception of the Son of God, shortly followed by the visit to Elizabeth: “the Holy Spirit made the child jump in the womb of her elderly cousin; and the whole dialogue between the two mothers is inspired by the Spirit of God, above all the 'Magnificat,' the canticle of praise with which Mary expresses her sentiments. The whole event of Jesus' birth and his early childhood is guided in an almost palpable manner by the Holy Spirit, even if he is not always mentioned.”

“We can thus be certain that the most Sacred Heart of Jesus, in his whole hidden life in Nazareth, always found a 'hearth; that was always burning with prayer and constant attention to the Holy Spirit,” Pope Benedict XVI said. “The wedding feast at Cana is a witness to this singular harmony between Mother and Son in seeking God's will. In a situation like the wedding feast, charged with symbols of the covenant, the Virgin Mary intercedes and, in a certain sense, provokes, a sign of superabundant divine grace: the 'good wine' that points to mystery of the Blood of Christ. This leads us directly to Calvary... Together the Mother and the disciple spiritually taken in Jesus' testament: his last words and his last breath, in which he begins to send out the Spirit; and they take in the silent crying out of his Blood, poured out completely for us ...In this way Mary's faith sustains the faith of the disciples until the meeting with the risen Lord, and will continue to accompany them even after his ascension into heaven...At Pentecost, the Virgin Mary appears again as Bride of the Spirit, having a universal maternity with respect to those who are born from God through faith in Christ.” 

The Pontiff concluded his reflection, before imparting his Blessing, with this exhortation: “in Mary's school we too learn to recognize the Holy Spirit's presence in our life, to listen to his inspirations and to follow them with docility. He makes us grow in the fullness of Christ, in those good fruits that the apostle Paul lists in the Letter to the Galatians: 'Love, joy, peace, magnanimity, benevolence, goodness, fidelity, meekness, self-control' (Galatians 5:22). I hope that you will be filled with these gifts and will always walk with Mary according to the Spirit.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/6/2009)

31 May 2009 – Holy Mass for the Solennity of Pentecost

VATICAN - “So that Pentecost renew itself in our time, perhaps there is need -- without taking anything away from God's freedom -- for the Church to be less 'preoccupied' with activities and more dedicated to prayer,” says Benedict XVI in the Mass for Pentecost in Saint Peter's

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Among all the solemnities, Pentecost is distinguished by its importance, because in it that which Jesus himself proclaimed as being the purpose of his whole earthly mission is accomplished...The Holy Spirit, the true fire, was brought to earth by Christ. He did not steal it from the gods -- as Prometheus did according to the Greek myth -- but he became the mediator of the 'gift of God,' obtaining it for us with the greatest act of love in history: his death on the cross.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the Mass on Pentecost, May 31, which he presided in the Vatican Basilica.

In his homily, the Pope highlighted that “God wants to continue to give this 'fire' to every human generation, and naturally he is free to do this how and when he wants,” however the “ordinary way” that God has chosen to “cast fire upon the earth” is Jesus, His only begotten Son, who became incarnate, died, and rose from the dead. “For his part, Jesus constituted the Church as his mystical body, so that it prolongs his mission in history.” Thus, recalling the account of Pentecost in Sacred Scripture, the Pope observed “ how the community must be, how we must be to receive the Holy Spirit”: “the concord of the disciples is the condition for the coming of the Holy Spirit; and prayer is the presupposition of concord.”

“This is also true for the Church today, dear brothers and sisters. It is true for us who are gathered together here. If we do not want Pentecost to be reduced to a mere ritual or to a suggestive commemoration, but that it be a real event of salvation, through a humble and silent listening to God's Word we must predispose ourselves to God's gift in religious openness. So that Pentecost renew itself in our time, perhaps there is need -- without taking anything away from God's freedom [to do as he pleases] -- for the Church to be less 'preoccupied' with activities and more dedicated to prayer,” the Pope continued. “ Mary Most Holy, the Mother of the Church and Bride of the Holy Spirit, teaches us this. This year Pentecost occurs on the last day of May, when the Feast of the Visitation is customarily celebrated. This event was also a little 'Pentecost,' bringing forth joy and praise from the hearts of Elizabeth and Mary -- the one barren and the other a virgin -- who both became mothers by an extraordinary divine intervention.” 

To indicate the Holy Spirit, the account in the Acts of the Apostles uses two great images, the image of the tempest and the image of fire. “In the ancient world the tempest was seen as a sign of divine power, in whose presence man felt subjugated and terrified. But I would like to highlight another aspect: the tempest is described as a "strong driving wind," and this brings to mind the air that distinguishes our planet from others and permits us to live on it. What air is for biological life, the Holy Spirit is for the spiritual life; and as there is air pollution, that poisons the environment and living things, there is also pollution of the heart and the spirit, that mortifies and poisons spiritual existence. In the same way that we should not be complacent about the poisons in the air -- and for this reason ecological efforts are a priority today -- we should also not be complacent about that which corrupts the spirit. But instead it seems that our minds and hearts are menaced by many pollutants that circulate in society today -- the images, for example, that make pleasure a spectacle, violence that degrades men and women -- and people seem to habituate themselves to this without any problem. It is said that this is freedom but it is just a failure to recognize all that which pollutes, poisons the soul, above all of the new generations, and ends up limiting freedom itself.”

Fire is the other image of the Holy Spirit that we find in the Acts of the Apostles. “Taking control of the energies of the cosmos -- 'fire' -- today human beings seem to claim themselves as gods and want to transform the world excluding, putting aside or simply rejecting the Creator of the universe. Man no longer wants to be the image of God but the image of himself; he declares himself autonomous, free, adult... In the hands of man in this condition, 'fire' and its enormous possibilities become dangerous: they can destroy life and humanity itself, as history unfortunately shows. The tragedies of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in which atomic energy, used as a weapon, ended up bringing death in unheard of proportions, remain a perennial warning.” 

The Holy Father's last reflection was on the Holy Spirit who “overcomes fear”: the disciples fled to the Cenacle for fear of suffering the same fate as their Master and it was only at Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came over them, that they left without fear to announce the Good News of Christ crucified and risen, to all people. “Where the Spirit of God enters, he chases out fear; he makes us know and feel that we are in the hands of an Omnipotence of love: whatever happens, his infinite love will not abandon us. The witness of the martyrs, the courage of the confessors, the intrepid élan of missionaries, the frankness of preachers, the example of all the saints -- some who were even adolescents and children -- demonstrate this. It is also demonstrated by the very existence of the Church, which, despite the limits and faults of men, continues to sail across the ocean of history, driven by the breath of God and animated by his purifying fire.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/6/2009)

31 May 2009 – Regina Cæli

VATICAN - Pope at Regina Caeli speaks on the Holy Spirit, “who at Pentecost descended upon the nascent Church and made it missionary, sending it to proclaim to all peoples the victory of divine love over sin and death,” and especially recalls “ecclesial communities that suffer persecution for Christ's name”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Church throughout the world relives to today the Solemnity of Pentecost, the mystery of her own birth, of her own 'baptism' in the Holy Spirit, which took place in Jerusalem, 50 days after Easter, precisely on the Jewish feast of Pentecost,” said Benedict XVI, prior to the recitation of the Regina Caeli with faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square on May 31. “The Holy Spirit, who with the Father and the Son created the universe, guided the history of the people of Israel and spoke through the prophets, who in the fullness of time cooperated in our redemption, who at Pentecost descended upon the nascent Church and made it missionary, sending it to proclaim to all peoples the victory of divine love over sin and death.”

The Holy Father highlighted that “the Holy Spirit is the soul of the Church,” which without Him “would certainly be a great historical movement, a complex and solid social institution, perhaps a kind of humanitarian agency...In reality, however, in its true nature and also in its most authentic historical presence, the Church is unceasingly formed and guided by the Spirit of the Lord. It is a living body, whose vitality is precisely the invisible divine Spirit.”

This year, the Solemnity of Pentecost falls on the last day of the month of May, in which we normally celebrate the Marian feast of the Visitation of Our Lady to Saint Elizabeth, the Pope mentioned. He continued, saying: “The young Mary, who carried Jesus in her womb and, forgetting herself, goes to help her neighbor, is a stupendous icon of the Church in the perennial youth of the Spirit, of the missionary Church of the Incarnate Word, called to bring this Word to the world and to testify to him especially in the service of charity.”

Benedict XVI then invoked the intercession of Mary Most Holy, “that the Church in our time may be powerfully strengthened by the Holy Spirit” and that “the comforting presence of the Holy Spirit is felt in a special way by the ecclesial communities that suffer persecution for Christ's name, so that, participating in his sufferings, they receive the Holy Spirit in the abundance of glory.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/6/2009)

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Church

“ The foundation stone of a church is a symbol of Christ. The Church rests on Christ, is sustained by him and cannot be separated from him. He is the one foundation of every Christian community, the living stone, rejected by the builders but chosen and precious in God’s sight as the cornerstone (cf. 1 Pet 2:4-5, 7). With him, we too are living stones built into a spiritual house, a dwelling place for God (cf. Eph 2:20-22; 1 Pt 2:5). (Holy Land – Visit to Bethany beyond the Jordan, 10 May 2009 )

Interreligious Dialogue 

“ The one who believes is the one who seeks truth and lives by it. Although the medium by which we understand the discovery and communication of truth differs in part from religion to religion,, […] Together we can proclaim that God exists and can be known, that the earth is his creation, that we are his creatures, and that he calls every man and woman to a way of life that respects his design for the world. Friends, if we believe we have a criterion of judgement and discernment which is divine in origin and intended for all humanity, then we cannot tire of bringing that knowledge to bear on civic life.”. ( Holy Land – Meeting with organisers of interreligious dialogue 11 May 2009)

Ecumenism

“ Let us learn from one another and let us go forward along the path of true dialogue, let us each learn from the other, and I am sure and convinced that we will make progress. And this will also help peace, indeed it will help mutual love.”. (Holy Land – Interview in flight 8 May 2009).

Education

“ Indeed, when we promote education, we proclaim our confidence in the gift of freedom. The human heart can be hardened by the limits of its environment, by interests and passions. But every person is also called to wisdom and integrity, to the basic and all-important choice of good over evil, truth over dishonesty, and can be assisted in this task. ”. (Holy Land – Blessing of foundation stone for Madaba University of the Latin Patriarchate 9 May 2009 )

Family

“[…] in the example of Mary, Joseph and Jesus, we come to appreciate even more fully the sacredness of the family, which in God’s plan is based on the lifelong fidelity of a man and a woman consecrated by the marriage covenant and accepting of God’s gift of new life.”(Holy Land – Holy Mass at the Precipice Mount Nazareth 14 May 2009 )

Incarnation   

“[…] the Incarnation was a new creative act. When our Lord Jesus Christ was conceived in Mary’s virginal womb through the power of the Holy Spirit, God united himself with our created humanity, entering into a permanent new relationship with us and ushering in a new Creation.”.(Holy Land – Visit to the Shrine of the Annunciation 14 May 2009 )

Religious freedom

“ Religious freedom is, of course, a fundamental human right, and it is my fervent hope and prayer that respect for all the inalienable rights and the dignity of every man and woman will come to be increasingly affirmed and defended, not only throughout the Middle East, but in every part of the world.

”. (Holy Land – Welcome ceremony 8 May 2009 )

Mission

“ sent out into the world (cf. Jn 20:21), empowered by the unifying force of the Holy Spirit (ibid. v. 22), proclaiming the reconciliation that draws all to believe that Jesus is the Son of God (ibid. v. 31), we shall find the strength to redouble our efforts to perfect our communion, to make it complete, to bear united witness to the love of the Father who sends the Son so that the world may know his love for us (cf. Jn 17:23).

 (Holy Land –Ecumenical meeting at Greek Orthodox Patriarchate Jerusalem, 15 May 2009 ).

Pentecost 

“ At Pentecost the Virgin Mother appears anew as the Bride of the Spirit, for a universal motherhood of all those who are generated by God through faith in Christ. This is why, for all the generations, Mary is an image and model of the Church which together with the Spirit journeys through time, invoking Jesus' glorious return: "Come, Lord Jesus" (cf. Rev 22:17, 20).  (Address at the end of Torchlight Rosary Procession to close month of May, 30 May 2009 ).

Prayer

“ Prayer is hope in action […]:. we come into loving contact with the one God, the universal Creator, and in so doing we come to realize the futility of human divisions and prejudices and we sense the wondrous possibilities that open up before us when our hearts are converted to God’s truth, to his design for each of us and our world.”( Holy Land – Visit to Regina Pacis Centre, Amman,  8 May 2009)

Priesthood

“To become priests in the Church means to enter into this self-donation of Christ through the Sacrament of Orders and to enter with all of one's being. Jesus gave his life for all, but in a special way he consecrated himself for those the Father had given to him, that they may be consecrated in truth, that is in him, and could speak and act in his name, represent him, continue his saving actions: breaking the Bread of life and remitting sins”. (Priestly ordinations 3 May 2009 )

Vocation

“Yet we trust that, by doing our small part, in fidelity to the vocation each of us has received, we will help to make straight the paths of the Lord and welcome the dawn of his Kingdom. And we know that the God who revealed his name to Moses as a pledge that he would always be at our side (cf. Ex 3:14) will give us the strength to persevere in joyful hope even amid suffering, trial and tribulation.

” (Holy Land – Visit to Basilica of the Memorial of  Moses 9 May 2009).

QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – ASIA/CHINA - Reflecting on the Sacred Scriptures is the best way to close the Year of St. Paul...the success of the Bible Study Course at the parish of Fu An, Diocese of Min Dong

Min Dong (Agenzia Fides) – Learning and reflection in the evangelizing spirit of St. Paul was the goal of the Bible Study Course that took place in this Year of St. Paul in the parish of Fu An, in the Diocese of Min Dong, in the southeastern province of Fu Jian, in mainland China. According to the parish priest, “in this manner the faithful can gain a greater knowledge of the meaning of evangelization through the Letters of St. Paul and they will more easily be able to carry out their mission in the future. Therefore, this is the best way to close the Year of St. Paul.” During this year, the parish has invited priests and religious from all over China to help the parishes learn about and understand Saint Paul, realizing the beauty of the missionary vocation received from the Lord, identifying themselves with Saint Paul, and imitating him in their own parishes.

A hike that took place during the course, helped parishioners to admire the beauty of the Lord's creation. During the initial meetings, at the beginning of the Year of St. Paul, there were less than 10 participants, but now over 100 parishioners have done the course, becoming active workers in the evangelization of their parish and their neighborhood. The parishioners of Fu An, a community with over 100 years' history, today pray and share Sacred Scripture together. As the parish priest explains: “The Bible is a Book that can never be exhausted. It is also a loving letter from an affectionate Heavenly Father who has written to His children on earth, showing us how we should live our earthly pilgrimage.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 15/05/2009)

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/ITALY - May 30: 5,000 Roman children will become “Missionaries like Paul”: European Child Missionaries' Pilgrimage for the Year of St. Paul

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – The entire day of May 30 will be dedicated to Saint Paul and the Mission, which will be carried out by nearly 5,000 children from all over Italy, as well as other European countries: Croatia, Czech Republic, French, German, Ireland, Poland, Spain, and Hungary. In this year of the 2,000th anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Gentiles, the International Secretariat of the Pontifical Holy Childhood Association (POSI) and the National Secretariat of Italy of the HCA (POIM) have organized the Pauline Pilgrimage to Rome for the Missionary Children (see Fides 10/2/2009).

The day will be divided into two parts. In the morning, they will have an audience with the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the Paul VI Audience Hall, following their celebration entitled “Ragazzi, missionari come Paolo” (Youth Missionaries Like Paul). In the afternoon, they will attend a Mass in the Basilica of Saint Paul, presided by Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, during which they will renew their baptismal promises and their missionary commitment.

“We are very excited for the kids, for their being able to meet the Holy Father,” the National Secretary of the POIM, Fr. Pietro Pierobon, SX, and of dialoguing with him. Three children will be chosen to ask the Pope questions. This will also be an opportunity for the children to rediscover the missionary figure of Saint Paul, to see an example of someone who has learned to go beyond their border to dialogue and listen to other cultures, so as to preach Christ.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/5/2009)

Year of the Priesthood – AMERICA/ARGENTINA - Publication of a guide for the Sacrament of Baptism in terms of the Catholic Church's relationship with other Christian Churches and ecclesial communities

Buenos Aires (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops' Commission for Ecumenism, Relationships with Judaism, Islam, and Other Religions, of the Argentinean Bishops' Conference, presented the Pastoral Guide: “The Sacrament of Baptism in relationship to the Catholic Church with the other Churches and ecclesial communities.” The document does not present any new information, as it has all previously been mentioned in Church documents (e.g. Vatican II, Code of Canon Law, Catechism of the Catholic Church, Ecumenical Directory). 

The main objective of its elaboration and publication, according to the Ecumenical Commission, is the intent to “reunite, in the most pedagogical manner possible, the content of all these documents, which make reference to Baptism and its implications, taking into account especially the daily life of our dioceses and parishes.” And all this is because “Baptism, according to the teachings of the Church, especially from the Council onwards, establishes a bond of sacramental communion among all Christians. By the same Baptism, in spite of our divisions we are brothers and sisters in Christ. This reality should be recognized and honored, and it is the starting point for the work of ecumenism.”

They also consider that this document could be helpful in forming the faithful, especially those who have a pastoral responsibility. Secondly, this text is meant to encourage the dioceses to take concrete steps towards mutual acknowledgment of Baptism with the churches and ecclesial communities present in their region. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

Year of the Priesthood – ASIA/HONG KONG - New Bishop's priority: Year of Priestly Vocations in Hong Kong to coincide with the Year of the Priest declared by the Pope

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) – From July 2009 to December 2010, the Diocese of Hong Kong will celebration the Year of Priestly Vocations, uniting itself to the intentions of the Holy Father Benedict XVI, who has declared the Year of the Priest. This was the announcement made by Hong Kong's new Bishop John Jong Tong, in his Installation Mass on April 30 at the Cathedral. According to a report from the Kong Ko Bao, the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin, over 1,500 faithful participated in the liturgy, which was concelebrated by 160 diocesan priests and religious in the diocese, and was attended by members of other Christian communities, as well as the administrator of the territory and his wife. 

In his homily, Bishop Tong recalled his priority commitment to priestly vocations and thanked the Holy Father Benedict XVI and Cardinal Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, for their confidence in him. He said: “The diocese will soon announce the celebration of the Year of Priestly Vocations, from July 1 of this year to the end of next year. I ask all my brother priests to continue following the Pope's indications, taking an active role in the permanent formation of priests. In response to the shortage of vocations, I ask all the parishes to form a group for spiritual support, in search of new vocations.” He also encouraged everyone to follow “in the footsteps of Saint John, taking the Virgin Mary into their homes, so that She may lead the diocese to Jesus.”

Bishop Tong is aware of the urgent need to promote vocations, as he himself confirmed, “because in Hong Kong as well, priestly vocations are threatened by consumerism.” There are currently only 4 local seminarians in the Holy Spirit Diocesan Seminary. According to the Secretary of the Diocesan Vocations' Office, the Diocese had already planned to hold a Year for Vocations immediately following the Year of St. Paul. When the Holy Father announced the Year of the Priest, the Diocese decided to make the year coincide and make it a Year of Priestly Vocations. The same Commission has already distributed suggestions and guidelines for parish initiatives. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 14/5/2009)

Education – AMERICA/COSTA RICA - Church presents new proposal for sexual education as part of her mission of evangelization and integral education of individuals

San Jose (Agenzia Fides) – The Costa Rican Bishops' Conference has presented a new proposal for sexual education, aware of the fact that “for the Church, integral education of persons has always been a priority concern over the course of her history and of course, this includes education as to how to live love and sexuality.” For some years, the Bishops' Conference has published several texts with formative content on the topic, including “Sexual Education for Parents and Teachers” (in 2 parts), and “Sexuality: Gift and Responsibility.” “With these and other texts, we have offered guidelines on issues that are often overlooked on an academic and doctrinal level among the faithful and society at large.” 

These texts are now being proposed “as an instrument of service for the faithful and the Costa Rican citizens in general, in order to place it into practice in the Dioceses, parishes, and communities, as part of the pastoral guidelines for education, with the participation of various pastoral agents.” In this educational project, the focus is on the transcendental dimension of the person as body and soul. 

A text has been drafted for parents, with guidelines and activities on education of affectivity and sexuality for children age 6 and under. In addition, encounters have elaborated for the attention of minors between 7 and 9 years of age, 10-12 years, 13-15, 16-17, and for those 18 and over. 

The text was compiled by people who are specialized in working with children, adolescents, and young adults, and it has been revised by experts. The document is also based on two other documents: “Educational Guidance in Human Love” from the Congregation for Catholic Education, and “The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality,” from the Pontifical Council for the Family, which offers basic principles. The publication of these texts comes in response to a decision made in the Ordinary Assembly held in August 2004. The Bishops' Conference publishes these texts as part of the evangelizing mission of the Church, in a society which is over 90% Christian.

The education of children is the primary responsibility and right of parents. Thus, the Church offers these texts as a useful took in doing so. “It is up to the conscience and work of parents, what kind of education they wish to offer their children in these important areas of love and sexuality. The Church, Mother and Teacher – and therefore, educator – proposes a path that is narrow, but that leads to the Kingdom of Heaven. It is the path indicated by Her Master, Jesus Christ, who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and without whom we cannot reach the Father,” the Bishops conclude. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 27/5/2009)

Education – ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - Message from Korean Bishops' Conference for “Catholic Schools' Week”

Seoul (Agenzia Fides) – A week to focus on reaching out to the youth, offering them values and methods that can help improve the welfare and human, moral, and civil progress of society. This is the goal of the “Catholic Schools' Week,” being promoted by the South Korean Bishops' Conference May 25-31, 2009. The initiative, now the fourth time it is being celebrated, reaffirms the Catholic Church's commitment to education and schooling, indicating the open questions, challenges, long-term objectives that are proposed by the Catholic institutes, schools, and universities present in Korea, in an effort to spread awareness among the population as to the “education emergency” decried by Benedict XVI, which is affecting the entire country. There is an urgent need to place public and private resources at the service of the new generations, which are also the future of the nation.

On the occasion of this special Week, the Bishops' Conference issued a message signed by Bishop Matthias Ri Iong-hoon of the Bishops' Commission for Education, in which he reflects on the growing division between rich and poor in Korean society, which is in turn reflected in the area of education. When children come from families with economic and social problems, it is more likely that they consequences of instability, disorientation, and dissatisfaction, which often lead to delinquency.

The message stresses the need to contribute to the education of children from poorer families, so that they can be offered the same opportunities as their peers. The text indicates that the Catholic schools should aim at providing an integral development for their students, contributing to their psychological, moral, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual growth, becoming areas that offer a special spiritual attention that reinforces Christian formation.

Catholic institutions offer lessons in the Catholic faith, however always with complete respect for the freedom of religion of each student. Catholic education, the message says, is not only important for the Church, but for all Korea, as it offers a patrimony of values that help to build peace, a correctly formed conscience amongst citizens, and a stable personality capable of upholding the common good. The ultimate reason for the Church's commitment in the area of education is to carry out her mission of love to all humanity.

“During Catholic Schools' Week, all Korean faithful should pray for education, that it will lead students to life and salvation, following the example of Jesus Christ, the true Teacher.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

Family – AMERICA/COSTA RICA - Signature campaign to call for a referendum on same-sex civil marriages

San Jose (Agenzia Fides) – The Catholic Church in Costa Rica has launched a signature campaign to solicit a national referendum against same-sex civil marriages. The campaign began on May 10, following the Masses held in various Catholic churches, including the Cathedral of San Jose, in an effort to ask the Electoral Tribunal to hold a referendum.

Archbishop Hugo Barrantes of San Jose says it is a campaign organized by a group of faithful who “defend life, the Church's principles, and marriage” and is not directly affiliated with the Bishops. The campaign hopes that Costa Ricans will at least vote rejecting “gay marriages, even if the lawmakers are not aware of its dangerous and perverse effect on our society,” the Prelate said in referring to the attempt to legalize same-sex unions.

State Representative Ana Helena Chacon says the bill on same-sex civil unions only seeks to “assure property rights to same-sex couples, as in the current situation they are unable to inherit property and have no access to social security and medical visits.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

Family – ASIA/HONG KONG - Hong Kong Family Movement celebrates 15 years of foundation, committed to the mission in defense of the family

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) - “If there is love in a family, the Risen Lord is in their midst.” These were the words of Bishop John Tong, the new Bishop of the Diocese of Hong Kong, in encouraging 38 families who renewed their marriage vows in his presence during a celebration of the 15th anniversary of the foundation of the Hong Kong Family Movement. According to a report from the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the Diocesan bulletin), the ceremony took place on April 15 in Holy Spirit Diocesan Seminary, the same day that Bishop John Tong was installed as Bishop of the Diocese. Fr. G. Giampietro of the PIME, founder of the movement, mentioned that “the growth in the number of members in the families is our greatest success in these past 15 years.” He also thanked th Diocese and Caritas of Hong Kong for their collaboration and help. Among the 38 families in the movement who renewed their marriage vows were several from the mainland. Today, they continue passing on the faith to their children, making them a “new lifeblood” of the great Christian family.

The Hong Kong Family Movement began 15 years ago – in the International Year of the Family – to help Catholic couples live their vocation and educate their children in the faith, with the support of the Catholic community. The Diocesan Office for the Formation of the Laity and Caritas Hong Kong are part of the leadership council of the Movement, founded by missionary Fr. Giovanni Giampietro. Today, there are 29 groups (with some 169 families) in parishes in Hong Kong. They organize formation courses, annual camps, and the Day for Family Unity. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 8/5/2009)

Family – EUROPE/GREAT BRITAIN - May 25-31: National Family Week: “The Home is a Holy Place”

London (Agenzia Fides) – The Catholic Church in Great Britain is celebrating National Family Week from May 25-31. In honor of the event, the Catholic Bishops of England and Wales have prepared a resource pack. 

The Home is a Holy Place resource pack aims to help parishes celebrate the presence of God as love in all loving family relationships and proclaim the holiness of our homes as places of life, love, service, teaching, fellowship, witness and prayer. The pack includes prayer cards, group reflection materials and a DVD featuring interviews with families. It may be used in many different settings, including with parents of children preparing to receive the sacraments, couples preparing for marriage, and parish or school groups. 

Archbishop Vincent Nichols, the Archbishop-elect of Westminster and newly appointed President of the Bishops' Conference of England and Wales, said he hoped that the pack will help families to appreciate the presence of God in their lives: “For most of us, home is the place where the foundations of our faith were laid. Home is the place where we grow in understanding of what faith means in daily practice. Home is the place where we learn how to be patient, forgiving and full of joy. But the home also needs to be the place where we learn how to pray, how to talk to God and how to see ourselves as a family living in God’s presence. ‘Home is a Holy Place’ will help families to appreciate the presence of God in their lives and how an awareness of that presence can build up a life of faith in response to God’s love.” 

Bishop John Hine, Chair of the Bishops’ Committee for Marriage and Family Life, is encouraging parishes across England and Wales to use the resource pack during the Week. “As we celebrate National Family Week, I hope this resource pack will help raise greater awareness of God's presence at home, not only among families but also among all those who serve them within our Catholic community,” he said. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

Day of Prayer for the Church in China – ASIA/CHINA - Sunday, May 24, the Chinese Catholic community throughout the world prays for the Catholic Church in China, in accord with the Holy Father's intentions

Roma (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, May 24, in accord with the “Day of Prayer for the Church in China” established by Pope Benedict XVI in the Letter to Chinese Catholics written May 27, 2007, Chinese Catholics throughout the world prayed for the Church in China, in accord with the Holy Father's intentions.

In Italy, nearly 500 faithful participated in the Mass in the “Duomo” of Naples (Italy), presided by Cardinal Crescenzio Sepe, Archbishop of Naples. There were over 70 priests (Chinese and non alike) concelebrating. The Chinese Catholics came to Naples from all over Italy to join in an intense prayer for the communion of the Chinese Catholic Church. Another group of Chinese Catholics living in Milan made a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Caravaggio, near Milan, to pray in accord with the Holy Father's intentions.

According to information sent to Agenzia Fides, on mainland China, the parish of Lin Zi, in the Diocese of Zhou Cun in the Province of Shan Dong, like other communities throughout the country, followed the Holy Father's indications and prayed this Sunday for the Church in China, celebrating the Solemnity of the Lord's Ascension as well. The faithful made a spiritual pilgrimage to the Marian Shrine of Our Lady of Sheshan in Shanghai to pray for communion and faith for the Church in China. In the homily, the priest said: “we pray for unity, because it is only when we are united that we can have the strength to grow and put out into the deep. The Lord tells us that the best way to obtain unity is through prayer. Let us follow Jesus and the Holy Father.”

In Hong Kong, over 1,300 faithful participated in the procession organized by the parish of Our Lady of Fatima on May 17, in preparation for the “Day of Prayer for the Church in China” on May 24. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 25/5/2009)

Migration – AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA - “Let us help those who are tricked into being brought to our city to be exploited...”: Letter from the Archbishop of Cape Town against human trafficking

Cape Town (Agenzia Fides) - “As the local Church of Cape Town we have a duty to take action.” This was the exhortation made by Archbishop Lawrence Henry of Cape Town (South Africa) to faithful, in asking them to awaken to the reality of the drama lived by millions of people.

Addressing the faithful in a “Letter to raise awareness on human trafficking to all Parishes,” Archbishop Henry defines human trafficking as “an evil in our midst.” In the document, a copy of which was sent to Agenzia Fides, the Archbishop of Cape Town recalls the fact that “over 27 million people were living in forced servitude in 2007. During entire Atlantic Slave Trade, 25 million people were forced into slavery. Today there is an estimate of 12.3 million people that get trafficked annually worldwide.” The Southern African Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC) has even had to establish an office of Counter Trafficking In Persons (CTIP), which recommends the following four steps: prayer, prevention, protection and advocacy.

“As the local Church of Cape Town we have a duty to take action,” Archbishop Henry affirmed. “Central to Jesus’ message is the instruction ‘love your neighbour as yourself’.” The Archbishop notes that “some of our brothers and sisters are tricked into accepting arrangements to be transported to the Mother City with a promise for a job and in-fact are being brought here for other motives such as prostitution, pornography, unpaid domestic work and farm labor etc.”

In order to respond to this situation, Archbishop Henry proposed several guidelines: create awareness of the issue and pray in parishes for the victims of trafficking; welcome strangers and foreigners so that they find a home in the parish community; through Justice & Peace Parish groups advocate for legislation on Human trafficking; Form or join groups to oppose the ‘grooming of young people for the 2010 sex industry,’ taking place as part of 'preparations for the World Cup Tournament to be held in South Africa in 2010. 

The Desk in the SACBC that raises awareness on this issue has asked all parishes to say this prayer at the end of the Sunday Masses so that the issue can be given priority....Prayer to End Human Trafficking: “O GOD we cannot express what our minds barely comprehend and our hearts feel when we hear of men, women and children deceived, transported to unknown places for the purpose of sexual exploitation or forced labour, and abused because of human greed and profit. We can only lift our voices and cry to you, 'strengthen the broken-hearted'.

Our hearts and spirits are saddened when the dignity of all those who are trafficked is violated. Lord 'Heal the broken-hearted'.

Help us stand in solidarity with those trafficked so that together we may find ways to nurture that freedom which you give us all. We will be there howsoever we will be there.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 6/5/2009)

Migration – AMERICA/GUATEMALA - Church calls for migration reform that respects the rights and dignity of migrants

Guatemala City (Agenzia Fides) - “We unite ourselves to the migrants and their families, who are currently suffering from the restrictions established by migration policies. May they count on our prayers and our struggle to improve the situation.” This is what is stated in a document released by the Office for the Pastoral Care of Migrants, of the Guatemalan Bishops' Conference. The department is chaired by Bishop Alvaro Razzini Irmei of San Marcos.

The Church, through this document, is working toward migration reform and “ in response to the dramatic situation of the migrant population, wishes to express its profound solidarity for those who are victims of the round-ups and deportations that have taken place in recent years.”

Firstly, they show their concern for the growing migration, “a result of heightened poverty and a lack of employment opportunities.” They also recall that all people “have an intrinsic right not to migrate, to live and seek employment in their homeland,” however, they also “have the right to migrate in order to provide fore themselves and their families, when their most basic rights are denied.” Thus, they should be protected by governments and their dignity and rights should be respected. They also express their rejection of “attitudes such as discrimination, racism, and xenophobia,” because “immigrants are children of God; people with names, faces, hopes, and fears...human beings that deserve to be treated with dignity.”

Bishop Ramazzini explains that “ in recent times, the laws and norms on immigration have become stricter and more repressive in relationship to the immigrants,” especially in the United States, with an increase in round-ups and deportations. In fact, according to the official data, as of April 24, 8,661 Guatemalan migrants have been deported from the United States, including 7,558 men, 887 women, 185 male minors, and 31 female minors. Thus, as the Church, “we ask that an authentic migration reform be established for the millions of illegal immigrants,” the text says. This would aid in the “legalization of the over 12 million immigrants without papers, the majority of whom are Latin Americans living and working in the United States.” 

Certainly, according to a statement, “a migration reform in these difficult times is complex,” and will find “serious resistance among certain political and economic sectors.” However, they also consider it as “a great opportunity, especially in these difficult times, which would benefit the families that are separated and falling apart by the lack of clear policies.” This reform, Bishop Ramazzini explains, “should take into account the moral and practical implications for all people, respecting the dignity and rights of migrants.”

As part of the Catholic Church, the Office for the Pastoral Care of Migrants offers several recommendations for migration reform, such as: simplification and redesign of a legal system; establishing a practical and efficient means to obtain permission for permanent legal residence for illegal immigrants living in the USA; create a policy of ample legal opportunities for reunification of families; create a Permanent Immigration Commission in charge of implementation of migration policies; create a National Office for Integration of Immigrants; take measures in increasing the number of immigrants who can work and live in the USA.

Lastly, they make an appeal to the government of Guatemala and the governments in the region, “that they come together in working for migration reform, i.e. that Central America and Mexico unite as one common block for common interest ...so that the new migration law can truly come to pass, and be a benefit to all illegal immigrants.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 05/05/2009)

Migration – AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Bishops continue call for immigration reform in the country, on the first anniversary of the worksite raid in Iowa that led to great suffering and division

Washington (Agenzia Fides) - To commemorate the first anniversary (today, May 12) of the Postville, Iowa, immigration worksite enforcement action, Bishop John C. Wester, chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) Committee on Migration released a statement recalling the humanitarian cost of such actions and calling, once again, for the reform of national immigration policies.

“Since that raid in Postville, Iowa, larger raids have occurred, but the precedent set at Postville and the accompanying compassionate response by that small Iowa community and its people of faith underscore the humanitarian costs of workplace immigration raids as well as the need for reform of our nation’s immigration policies,” Bishop Wester affirms in his statement.

The Bishop, in union with all the Catholic Bishops of the country recall that the government certainly has the right and responsibility to enforce laws, however, “worksite enforcement raids do not solve the challenge of illegal immigration.” On the contrary, “they lead to the separation of U.S. families and the destruction of immigrant communities.” In fact, the Iowa raid resulted in “family separation, immense suffering, denial of due process rights and community division.”

“Our religious and social response to such harm to our God-given human dignity is based on Scriptures, which call believers to welcome the newcomers among us, to treat the alien with respect and charity, and to provide pastoral and humanitarian assistance to individuals and their families,” the President of the US Bishops' Committee on Migration said. The Postville episode last year is “a disturbing reminder of the need to repair the nation’s broken immigration policies.”

The Bishop concludes his message with an appeal to all Catholics and members of other faiths, and all persons of good will “to commemorate the Postville raid of May 12, 2008, by remembering in their prayers those hurt by the raid and to work for comprehensive immigration reform so that others will not face similar pain and cruelty in the future.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

Migration – VATICAN - Five years after the Instruction “Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People to hold World Congress in November

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the occasion of the fifth anniversary of the approval and publication of the Instruction “Erga migrantes caritas Christi” (The love of Christ towards migrants), the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People has issued the following statement. 

“The love of Christ towards migrants urges us (cf. 2 Co 5:14)to look afresh at their problems, which are to be met with today all over the world. In fact nearly all countries are now faced with the eruption of the migration phenomenon in one aspect or another; it affects their social, economic, political and religious life and is becoming more and more a permanent structural phenomenon.” (“Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” 1).

These words are the opening words of the Instruction “Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” which was approved by Pope John Paul II on May 1, 2004, Feast of Saint Joseph the Worker, and published by the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People the following May 3. The document was an attempt to “update the pastoral care of migration, thirty-five years after the publication of Pope Paul VI’s Motu Proprio Pastoralis migratorum cura and the Congregation for Bishops’ related Instruction De pastorali migratorum cura” (EMCC, Introduction).

Five years after its promulgation, our Pontifical Council has seen it right to recall this event with a World Congress for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, the six to be held, on the specific theme: “A Pastoral Response to a Migratory Phenomenon in the Era of Globalization (Five Years After 'Erga migrantes caritas Christi').” It will take place at the Vatican, this coming November 9-12.

Also scheduled to attend are representatives from the Bishops' Commissions for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People from many countries on various continents, so that the reflections and the drafting of future projects can be an authentic expression of those who are working in this area in whatever part of the earth they come from. There will also be experts in the matter present, in addition to delegates from religious congregations, Church movements, and lay associations, in light of the challenge that these situations present. There will also be an ecumenical taste to the event, with the presence of members of other Christian Churches, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, the Anglican Church, and the World Lutheran Federation. 

During the Congress, there will be various questions addressed in reference to the migration phenomenon, both internationally and nationally, and therefore globalization, urbanization, cooperation between the Church and migrants and refugees, their acceptance and integration, ecumenical, interreligious, and intercultural dialogue, cooperations between Churches and Religions, as well as among Church and civil institutions for migrants and, consequently, of the local people. Special attention will be given to the situations lived by these people in shelters and in jails. 

Among the speakers are: Cardinals Jean-Baptiste Pam Minh Mân of Vietnam, John Njue of Kenya, and Odilo Pedro Scherer of Brazil, and Prof. Stefano Zamagni of the Department of Economic Studies of the University of Bologna. The high point of the Congress will be an audience with Pope Benedict XVI who, on the occasion of the last Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People on May 15 of last year, said: “ It escapes no one that in today's globalized world human mobility represents an important frontier for the new evangelization. I encourage you, therefore, to persevere in your pastoral task with renewed zeal while, for my part, I assure you of my spiritual closeness.” 

For more information on the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, please see our recent “Fides Dossier” of April 25, 2009. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/5/2009)

Mission – AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA - Marianhill Missionaries celebrate one hundred years of missions in Africa and throughout the world: the Benedictine charism as an instrument in freeing mankind from poverty, ignorance, and marginalization

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – On July 28, 1909, Pope Pius X separated the Trappist monastery of Marianhill, in South Africa, from the Order of Reformed Cistercians. The Congregation of the Marianhill Missionaries was founded. Today, this community is formed by some 400 members and present in 22 countries throughout the world. Father Damian Weber, CMM, Superior General, says: “When our founder, Abbot Franz Pfanner, founded the monastery in 1882, his objective was to promote integration of native Zulus in white society through a call to dignity in work and the spiritual example of the Trappist monks. This was how the Benedictine charism of 'ora et labora' became an instrument in freeing mankind, any race, color or religion, from poverty, ignorance, and marginalization.”

In honor of this Jubilee Year, the Congregation has planned a series of initiatives in the various local communities, in honor of Abbot Franz Pfanner and to recall the history of the Institute. The main celebration, presided by the President of the South African Bishops' Conference, will take place on May 24 in Emmaus (South Africa), where Abbot Pfanner died a century ago, two months before the decree approving the new Congregation was published.

In 1907, the Marianhill Monastery, divided into a series of “mission farms” in the Vicariate of Natal, which included schools, shops, and health clinics, had 19 affiliates and a Congregation of religious sisters, the Missionaries of the Precious Blood. Actively committed to social apostolate, the Trappists of Marianhill needed a new juridical configuration and thus, on February 2, 1909, Pope Pius X approved the separation of the Trappist Order and the birth of the new religious Congregation of Pontifical Right. The Holy Father's decision was to be made public on July 28, 1909 (anniversary of the priestly ordination and first journey to Africa of Abbot Pfanner), however the elderly missionary died on May 24 of the same year.

The social works and notable progress in the educational field accompanied the new Congregation in its first steps. Father Weber commented that today, “an important development has taken place thanks to the number of African members within our community, now one third of the entire part. In 1981, the first African Bishop was consecrated for the Diocese of Marianhill, Bishop Paul Themba Mngoma, and our Africa brother Bishop Paul Khumalo was recently made Archbishop of Pretoria. Beginning about ten years ago in Zambia, our African Provinces have begun sending missionaries to the rest of the world.”

Agenzia Fides will publish a Dossier on the history and missionary commitment of the Congregation on May 16, featuring an interview with the Superior General. (AM) (Agenzia Fides 14/5/2009)

Mission – AMERICA/NICARAGUA - Plenary Assembly of the Latin American Bishops' Council begins, with the theme of the mission: “Our time, marked by the decay of values, requires strength and great courage.”

Managua (Agenzia Fides) – The Latin American Bishops' Council (CELAM) began its 32nd Plenary Assembly on May 12 (yesterday). The Assembly will last until May 16 and is taking place at the “Virgen de Fatima” Seminary in the outskirts of Managua. The Assembly is being attended by around 60 Bishops, including the directors of CELAM, the presidents of the 22 Bishops' Conferences of Latin America, delegates, CELAM center directors, special guests, and a small support team of the General Secretariat. Among the special guests are Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, Prefect of the Congregation for Bishops and President of the Pontifical Commission for Latin America, Archbishop Octavio Ruiz Arenas, Vice-President of the Pontifical Commission for Latin America, and Archbishop Henryk Josef Nowacki, Apostolic Nuncio in Nicaragua. 

Archbishop Leopoldo Brenes of Managua, President of the Nicaraguan Bishops' Conference (CEN), inaugurated the Assembly, welcoming all the attendants. “For us it is a great pleasure to have you here, and I welcome you to this cathedral on behalf of our priests and faithful,” Archbishop Brenes said. “Your presence in Nicaragua, and here in the Archdiocese of Managua, strengthens our faith and pastoral activity in a special manner in the spirit of Aparecida (Brazil), which invites us to become authentic disciples and missionaries.” He also thanked the Prefect of the Congregation for Bishops and Pope Benedict XVI's delegate for the CELAM Assembly, Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, for his presence, also on behalf of the priests and faithful of Nicaragua.

“May the protection of Our Mother, Mary Most Holy, bless CELAM's workshops and our activity being carried out in each of our dioceses,” Archbishop Brenes concluded.

Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re presided an Inaugural Mass for the Assembly in the afternoon in the Cathedral of Managua, in which he exhorted the Latin American prelates to bear witness to the truth with courage. “Our time, marked by the decay of values, requires strength and great courage,” said Cardinal Re. He also recalled the fact that today Bishops must maintain a clear vision of the present challenges and have the strength and courage to face them. “Fortitude is needed to announce the truth of the faith and even more so, the Bishop needs great fortitude in governing the diocese, in which he should enter in direct contact with the people,” the prelate added. In this sense, he affirmed that the Apostle Paul is for all priests, religious, and laity an example that can inspire us and give us strength to carry out our tasks and responsibilities. The CELAM Assembly will focus on the missions. On the first day, Auxiliary Bishop Jose Leopoldo Gonzalez of Guadalajara (Mexico) was elected as the new Secretary General of the organization. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

Mission – ASIA/INDIA - Missionary Congress in Western India: listening and prayer are the basis of the mission and the antidote to violence

Goa (Agenzia Fides) – Relaunching the challenge of formation and mission in Western India, for Christian community that is more alive and aware of the spirit it has...this was the conclusion of the recent Missionary Congress which was recently held in Goa, bringing together delegates from 15 dioceses of Western India.

The event was attended by nearly 500 people, including Bishops, theologians, priests, religious, and laity who discussed the challenges of the mission, in light of the Indian Missionary Congress scheduled to take place in Bombay, October 14-18, 2009.

Among the arguments that came out of the assembly was the urgent need to form the clergy, religious, and laity in order to strengthen the work of evangelization in India, as this is its task given by Christ Himself. 

Numerous suggestions also came in regarding interreligious dialogue and relationships between Catholics and members of other religions, and fundamentalist groups who often carry out violence and aggression. Listening and prayer were indicated by the delegates as the basis of the mission, antidote to violence and instruments capable of building peace and harmony in society.

The Church of Western India has thus marked out the path of preparation for the first Missionary Congress. All the dioceses are working to offer reflection, suggestions, and projects to be included in the preparatory document for the Congress, which will mark out the challenges and proposals for the mission in the vast Indian nation. Each diocese has a Commission for the Missions which will meet to review the relationship between the clergy and the mission, religious and the mission, and the laity and the mission. 

The initiative will be entitled “Yesu Mahotsav (Jesus Festival) – Let your light shine.” The Congress was held in the wake of the Asian Missionary Congress and has tried to update and contextualize the indications and challenges that have emerged in the great event celebrated by the Churches on the Asian continent in Thailand in 2006. (PA) (7/5/2009)

Mission – EUROPE/POLAND - A symposium on missiology, in honor of the 25th anniversary of the Missionary Formation Center in Warsaw, which has trained 804 missionaries for evangelizing the world

Warsaw (Agenzia Fides) – May 5-6, a jubilee celebration for the 25 anniversary of the Missionary Formation Center was held in Warsaw (Poland), according to a report sent to Agenzia Fides from Monsignor Jan Piotrowski, National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) in Poland. The event, which took place at the center itself, was attended by the leaders of the center in addition to many missionaries and seminarians from all over Poland. The first day of the encounter was especially dedicated to the participants' spending time together especially in prayer, creating an environment of prayer. On the second day, there was a symposium on missiology at Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University (UKSW) in Warsaw. After the inauguration, there was an initial talk given by Fr. Alberto Brignioli, Director of the Latin American Sectrion of the Missionary Center in Verona (Italy) on the method for preparing missionaries in Italy there. Later on, Fr. Tomasz Szyszka, SVD spoke on the experiences of missionary formation of the Church in Poland. Monsignor Jan Wnek, current Director of the Missionary Formation Center, presented the book written about the Center by Anna Sobiech. The author works at the National PMS Office in Poland as National Secretary of the Holy Childhood Association. This part was presided by Fr. Jaroslaw Rozanski, OMI, professor of the same university (UKSW). The symposium concluded with talks from Cardinal Jozef Glemp, Primate of Poland, and Archbishop Henryk Hoser, SAC, Bishop of Warsaw-Praga.

The Mass, which was widely attended by students and guests, was presided by Bishop Wiktor Skworc, President of the Bishops' Committee for the Missions and Bishop of Tranow. The Mass was concelebrated by the Bishop (Apostolic Administrator) of Atyrau (Kazakhstan) and Bishop Jan Ozga of Cameroon, along with other Bishops of Poland and former directors of the CFM. There were also many missionary priests.

Upon the decision of the Polish bishops, the doors of the Missionary Formation Center were opened in 1984 in Warsaw. The main objective of the center was to transmit the spirit of Vatican II and the doctrine from the missionary decree “Ad Gentes” within the context of the Church in Poland and as a response to the great missionary challenges of a Church that had undergone the Communist establishment in Poland. They also sought to offer a new and organized formation for Polish Fidei Donum priests, religious, and lay missionaries. 

During these 25 years, 804 people have passed through the center: 371 diocesan Fidei Donum priests; 101 religious priests; 234 religious, 23 brothers, and 75 lay missionaries in search of a spiritual, linguistic, and missiological formation. Missionaries for every corner of the world have left the center to bring the Good News to all the earth. Among them are: Bishop Jan Ozga in Cameroon (Africa) and Bishop Jozef Slaby, CSSR in Argentina. Many work with great generosity in many countries throughout the world, including in Poland itself. One of them the attended CFM, Fr. Jan Czuba, was killed in the Republic of Congo (Brazzaville) in 1998.

“They are 25 years of history, of the history of so many people who have felt the Lord's calling. All of them have been privileged witnesses of the Gospel, whose lives remind us that it is worth every sacrifice to go out into the entire world and preach the Gospel. We hope that the coming years will also be fruitful ones for CFM and the number of missionary vocations to the Church in our country may continue to grow. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 7/5/2009)

Continental Mission – AMERICA/ANTILLES - Final Message at the close of the Plenary Assembly on the Continental Mission: “this is our time as Church, a time of grace and a New Pentecost. We cannot miss this opportunity.”

Martinique (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of the Antilles Episcopal Conference (AEC) issued a message to the entire People of God at the close of their Plenary Assembly held in late April. The Message is entitled: “Disciples and Missionaries of Jesus Christ, so that our peoples may have Life in Him.” In the Message, the Bishops recall the V General Conference of Bishops held in May 2007 in Aparecida (Brazil), which brought together over 200 Bishops from Latin America and the Caribbean, along with numerous priests, religious, and laity, “in an effort to build communion and solidarity among our local Churches and to develop a common vision for the Church.” Moreover, the Message says, “the Bishops wished to give a new impulse to evangelization to ensure the continued growth and maturity in faith of our people.” 

The Bishops of the Antilles affirm that “the Church in the Caribbean today, in pastoral solidarity and communion with the Church in Latin America, has accepted the challenge to form disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ, so that our peoples may have life in Him.” They also recall that every member of the Church is called to be disciple and missionary, which requires “a new way of thinking, seeing and acting. It requires formation for clergy, religious and all of God’s people in order to fulfil this task with responsibility and boldness.”

The Bishops note that “Aparecida is a new starting point of the New Evangelization of our Peoples. It reinforces the preferential and evangelical option of the Church for the poor, its preferential option for youth and commits itself to defend those who are weak.” They also consider the fact that Aparecida is a call to leaders to “defend the truth, respect life and the dignity of each person,” and offer a contribution to “the promotion of a culture of honesty that will heal the root of all forms of violence, illegal enrichment and generalized corruption.”

The conclusion of the Message reads: “Sisters and Brothers, this is our time as Church, a time of grace and a New Pentecost. We cannot miss this opportunity. The vision must become a reality. From now on you will hear many references being made to Aparecida and to what it means to us in our forward march as Church in your own (Arch) dioceses and in the region.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 11/5/2009)

Continental Mission – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Bishops' document on the Continental Mission: “more than a pastoral plan of action, it is God's call to the Church to embrace her identity as community of missionary disciples of Jesus Christ”

Florida (Agenzia Fides) - “The Continental Mission for a Church in Permanent State of Mission” is the title of the document issued by Uruguay's Bishops' Conference at the close of their Plenary Assembly held last week (see Fides 30/4/2009), on the theme of the Continental Mission in the country.

In the document, the Bishops recall the fact that “the Mission, more than a pastoral plan of action, is God's call to the Church to embrace her identity as community of missionary disciples of Jesus Christ.” Taking texts from the Final Document of Aparecida, the Bishops respond to the question: “What is the Continental Mission?” which they describe as “a missionary impulse charged by the Holy Spirit, in the entire Church of Latin America and the Caribbean” and whose fundamental objective is to “place the Church and all her members in a permanent state of mission.” This implies “going from a pastoral plan of mere conservation to a pastoral plan that is truly missionary” (DA, 370) and helping all those in the Church to become authentic servants of Life.”

The Bishops say that the most important part is to “go out more than stay inside of our churches, waiting for the people to come to us” and remind them that “the task of evangelization is not only about transmitting doctrine, but giving real life testimonies.” Thus, the Mission implies “ a personal, pastoral, and ecclesial conversion” and “profound changes in our manner of living the faith, organizing pastoral activity, serving the world, leaving aside 'outdated structures'” (DA, 365). In order to carry out this mission, the Bishops are making several concrete proposals. Among them, they recall that “the Continental Mission embraces Aparecida and applies the Pastoral Guidelines, etc. of each diocese.” One special aspect will be that of “cultivating the attitude of going out to meet people, families, environments, willing to discover and appreciate what God has done in them.”

On a national level, the Bishops' Conference will encourage the Mission with “a poster to be placed in parishes, chapels, schools, halls, etc.; a prayer and a song to characterize our celebrations and encounters.” They also propose a celebration of Pentecost (May 31) with greater missionary emphasis; celebrating the various national celebrations (Catechesis Day, Youth Day, Consecrated Life Day, Catholic Education Day, Family Week, etc.), with an explicitly missionary dimension. Hold another Missionary Symposium on July 22, as a reflection; live well the Month of the Missions (October), as an opportunity to cultivate the missionary dimension of our faith and make us aware of the commitment to evangelize all peoples; celebrate the feast of Our Lady “de los Treinta y Tres” (November 8) with a special missionary spirit; make Family Pastoral Care a missionary priority, promote the family as small domestic church, making dioceses and parishes houses of the great family of the Church. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 7/5/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies  – EUROPE/SPAIN - National Days for Diocesan Mission Delegates and the National Assembly of National Directors of the PMS - “Growing in the missionary vocation is the challenge presented by the Year of Saint Paul.”

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – On May 19-21, the National Days for Diocesan Mission Delegates and the National Assembly of National Directors of the PMS were held in Madrid. In addition to the National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Spain, Archbishop Francisco Perez and Subdirector, Fr. Anastasio Gil Garcia, the Bishops of the Missions and Church Cooperation Committee, also present were members of the National Missions Council and the Secretary General of the Pontifical Society for the Propagation of the Faith in Rome, Fr. Timothy Lehane Barrett, SVD.

The Day were presented by Bishop Ramon del Hoyo Lopez of Jaen, President of the Bishops' Missions and Church Cooperation Committee, who pointed out the importance of these Days during the Year of Saint Paul. “Growing in the missionary vocation is the challenge presented by the Year of Saint Paul, especially for the participants of the Days and the Assembly Delegates for the Missions, and the Directors of the PMS from across Spain,” the President of the Bishops' Missions Committee. 

During the first day, the Bishop of Bilbao and Vice-President of the Spanish Bishops' Conference (CEE), Bishop Ricardo Blazquez, reflected on the Pastoral Instruction “The Actuality of the Mission Ad Gentes in Spain,” which was approved by the CEE's Plenary Assembly in November 2008 (see Fides 27/2/2009), and Bishop Ramon del Hoyo presented the Plan from his Committee for the 2008-2011 term, which responds to the suggestions for activity that the Bishops presented in the Instruction. 

On May 20, at 12 noon, the National Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies was inaugurated by Archbishop Francisco Perez of Pamplona-Tudela, National Director of PMS in Spain. Fr. Anastasio Gil, presented the Records from the 2008-2009 academic year. In the afternoon, there was a presentation of the Economic Records and then Missions Delegate from Merid-Badajoz, Juan Antonio Calderon, spoke on the “Reflection and Missionary Animation. Academic Year 2009-2010.”

The PMS Director thanked the “generous dedication and fidelity” of all the directors and collaborators, which are “a sign of a job well done” and encouraged them to continue showing this zeal for the mission and the Holy Spirit to society. Fr. Anastasio Gil commented on the most important aspects of the PMS activities, arranged in 4 groups: animation, information, formation, and cooperation.

As for animation, the Vice-Director mentioned the “positive experience” of the days held in the different areas and the positive response that the National Days for DOMUND, Native Vocations, and Holy Childhood, and others continue to witness, and how the various other activities “continue growing.” As for the III National Encounter of the Holy Childhood Association (see Fides 16/4/2009; 5/5/2009), recently celebrated, he pointed out the importance of the 5-year program for the children in the years to come.

He also mentioned the work carried out by the PMS in promoting the activities through news services and the web page, as well as on Radio Maria, etc.

Within the area of formation, the PMS has carried out various activities for youth ministers, priests and seminarians, religious, the elderly, young people, children, and families. In collaboration with the Missions' Committee, there are various works such as Missions Manuals, etc. that have been published.

Lastly, in the part dedicated to cooperation, the PMS Records show spiritual cooperation through the Mass for Evangelization of Peoples, the Missionary Rosary, the “Prayers for the Missionary Child” and other activities. Among the initiatives at the service of economic cooperation, there are the scholarships for the native vocations, donations, etc. to help missionaries. 

At the close of the National Assembly, the participants showed their firm adhesion to the Holy Father, Benedict XVI and showed the positive communication and communion present among the Bishop-members of the Missions' Committee. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 22/5/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies  – EUROPE/SPAIN - National Days for Diocesan Mission Delegates and the National Assembly of National Directors of the PMS - “Growing in the missionary vocation is the challenge presented by the Year of Saint Paul.”

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – On May 19-21, the National Days for Diocesan Mission Delegates and the National Assembly of National Directors of the PMS were held in Madrid. In addition to the National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Spain, Archbishop Francisco Perez and Subdirector, Fr. Anastasio Gil Garcia, the Bishops of the Missions and Church Cooperation Committee, also present were members of the National Missions Council and the Secretary General of the Pontifical Society for the Propagation of the Faith in Rome, Fr. Timothy Lehane Barrett, SVD.

The Day were presented by Bishop Ramon del Hoyo Lopez of Jaen, President of the Bishops' Missions and Church Cooperation Committee, who pointed out the importance of these Days during the Year of Saint Paul. “Growing in the missionary vocation is the challenge presented by the Year of Saint Paul, especially for the participants of the Days and the Assembly Delegates for the Missions, and the Directors of the PMS from across Spain,” the President of the Bishops' Missions Committee. 

During the first day, the Bishop of Bilbao and Vice-President of the Spanish Bishops' Conference (CEE), Bishop Ricardo Blazquez, reflected on the Pastoral Instruction “The Actuality of the Mission Ad Gentes in Spain,” which was approved by the CEE's Plenary Assembly in November 2008 (see Fides 27/2/2009), and Bishop Ramon del Hoyo presented the Plan from his Committee for the 2008-2011 term, which responds to the suggestions for activity that the Bishops presented in the Instruction. 

On May 20, at 12 noon, the National Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies was inaugurated by Archbishop Francisco Perez of Pamplona-Tudela, National Director of PMS in Spain. Fr. Anastasio Gil, presented the Records from the 2008-2009 academic year. In the afternoon, there was a presentation of the Economic Records and then Missions Delegate from Merid-Badajoz, Juan Antonio Calderon, spoke on the “Reflection and Missionary Animation. Academic Year 2009-2010.”

The PMS Director thanked the “generous dedication and fidelity” of all the directors and collaborators, which are “a sign of a job well done” and encouraged them to continue showing this zeal for the mission and the Holy Spirit to society. Fr. Anastasio Gil commented on the most important aspects of the PMS activities, arranged in 4 groups: animation, information, formation, and cooperation.

As for animation, the Vice-Director mentioned the “positive experience” of the days held in the different areas and the positive response that the National Days for DOMUND, Native Vocations, and Holy Childhood, and others continue to witness, and how the various other activities “continue growing.” As for the III National Encounter of the Holy Childhood Association (see Fides 16/4/2009; 5/5/2009), recently celebrated, he pointed out the importance of the 5-year program for the children in the years to come.

He also mentioned the work carried out by the PMS in promoting the activities through news services and the web page, as well as on Radio Maria, etc.

Within the area of formation, the PMS has carried out various activities for youth ministers, priests and seminarians, religious, the elderly, young people, children, and families. In collaboration with the Missions' Committee, there are various works such as Missions Manuals, etc. that have been published.

Lastly, in the part dedicated to cooperation, the PMS Records show spiritual cooperation through the Mass for Evangelization of Peoples, the Missionary Rosary, the “Prayers for the Missionary Child” and other activities. Among the initiatives at the service of economic cooperation, there are the scholarships for the native vocations, donations, etc. to help missionaries. 

At the close of the National Assembly, the participants showed their firm adhesion to the Holy Father, Benedict XVI and showed the positive communication and communion present among the Bishop-members of the Missions' Committee. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 22/5/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies  – VATICAN - Pontifical Mission Societies begin annual General Assembly

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – On May 11, the Superior Council of the Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) began their General Assembly, which is being held in the Salesianum's Congress Center in Rome (see Fides 8/5/2009). Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, began the assembly, with a welcoming address to the National Directors in which he invited them to reflect on the charism and spirit of the PMS. He then read a Message to the National Directors from the Holy Father Benedict XVI, who is on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. The Pope reminded them that the secret to evangelization is the search for holiness, contemplation of the face of Christ, and the desire to give Him to others. This “face” is present in children, in the poor, and in the marginalized.

Prayer and contemplation are the basis of the mission and the key to the mission. Every Christian has received the task of announcing Christ's love. And the world needs holy missionaries. Particular attention, the Holy Father says, should be given to the formation of priests and religious. The PMS should be especially attentive to the formation of candidates for the missions and the support for permanent formation of formators. The celebration of the Year of the Priest is an occasion for creating initiatives and offering opportunities in the area of formation and missionary cooperation. 

Cardinal Dias, in echoing the Pope's words, highlighted the need for a more profound, attentive, and thorough formation. He also mentioned the importance of the Congregation's schools in Rome, which should offer a quality education that is open to the meaning of universality. He then mentioned Cardinal Newman, who studied in the Urban College and was ordained a priest precisely in the Chapel of the Propaganda Fide Palace, where the international Secretariats of the Pontifical Mission Societies are located. The Secretary Adjunct of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples and President of the Pontifical Mission Societies, Archbishop Piergiuseppe Vacchelli, thanked everyone for their arduous labor carried out at the service of evangelization and preaching the Kingdom of God. He also affirmed that the PMS are at the service of Jesus' Gospel. This is a service that is enriching to all, because it opens our heart to the entire world. They are at the service of the dioceses in their evangelization. They take on the poverty and suffering of peoples, not only in the economic arena, but in the spiritual and religious dimension. Archbishop Vacchelli also mentioned several issues and difficulties that will be the focus for reflection by the National Directors, and introduced the assembly to the new National Directors appointed this year. (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies  – VATICAN - General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies continues: training future evangelizers and encouraging child missionaries to evangelize their peers and families

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – The sessions of the General Assembly of the Pontifical Mission Societies continued on May 12, with a talk by Monsignor Jan Dumon, Secretary General of the Pontifical Society of Saint Peter the Apostle, who exhorted participants to collaborate in helping the Society carry out its important work of training future evangelizers. Two main objectives were mentioned: give new life to the Society through new ideas for gathering funds and embarking on a serious and profound formative and spiritual path for the youth in our seminaries.

After mentioning the importance of making seminarians more aware of the great gift they receive, Monsignor Dumon pointed out that given the economic support needed for just one seminarian, it would be good that the donations be given to the entire seminary community and not only as an adoption of one single person, to avoid the case that the seminarian who leaves the seminary to return to the state of layman deprives the rest of the community of the much-needed support. 

Several proposals were placed in discussion: promoting a collection campaign for formation of seminarians and male and female novices; promote a fruitful exchange of experiences among seminaries; and encourage each one to provide for himself in economic affairs.

The afternoon session began with a talk given by Father Patrick Byrne, SVD, Secretary General of the Pontifical Society of the Holy Childhood, who spoke of his ten year-long experience of working in the Secretariat and the much-appreciated work of his collaborators. He also mentioned the vitality that the Society has maintained (after 165 years) and the continual importance of its presence among the nations. This fact is also confirmed by the economic support and participation in the activities geared towards meeting the various needs of children.

The life of minors is exposed to constant threats: forced labor, prostitution, trafficking of organs...thus, Father Byrne encouraged those present to make the Society known to Bishops, dioceses, and local religious communities. The role of the ecclesial community is important, as it is where the children live out their own role and at the same time come to understand the gift of the faith they have received and to uphold the value of the human person. Thus, they become more aware of their need to be missionaries among their peers and in their own families. (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

Violence – ASIA/PAKISTAN - Thousands of Christians and Sikh among Swat Valley Refugees

Islamabad (Agenzia Fides) – There are thousands of Christian and Sikh families among the refugees who have had to abandon their homes, lands, businesses, and towns in the Swat Valley to flee the conflict that has broken out between the Pakistani Army and Taliban soldiers. 

Agenzia Fides has learned that civil organizations working for the protection of religious minorities in Pakistan are monitoring the exodus of refugees that in have in recent days increased. There is a large presence of Christian and Sikh families, who have been forced to flee the districts of Swat, Buner, Shangla, and Lower Dir, all in the North-West Frontier Province, where Pakistani soldiers have launched attacks against the Taliban. 

The area is now undergoing a humanitarian crisis (see Fides 11/5/2009) that is worsening and according to international organizations, could turn into a tragedy. 

Many Christian families had already fled the area following intimidations and threats from Islamic fundamentalist groups that in the past two years have gained greater influence and place in the society, imposing Islamic laws and customs, forcing schools and Christian businesses to close their doors, taking control of the streets and the bureaucracy (see Fides 6/11/2008 and 11/9/2007). The situation worsened when the Pakistani government approved the imposition of the Sharia in the Province (see Fides 16/4/2009).

Today, there is a rising number of Christian refugees: the Swat Valley has been emptied and it will be unlikely that families now in exile return to their lands. This would only be possible if the Pakistani army gained absolute and definitive control of the territory, establishing a constitutional state and the fundamental freedoms for all citizens, including non-Islamic citizens, many of which have lived in the area over 60 years.

Hundreds of Christian families in past days have reached Rasalpur, giving first-hand accounts of their difficulties, threats, and the violence they suffer at the hands of the Taliban. The women, for example, were forced to cover their entire face or face a punishment of beatings and abuse. Nearly 2000 Sikh refugees in the past days have reached towns in the province of Punjab, where they are taking refuge until hostilities end.

According to government calculations, in the Swat and in surrounding districts, there are nearly 5,000 well-armed Taliban who are resisting Pakistani artillery, thanks to their strategic strongholds in the mountains.

According to several local civil leaders, the Taliban do not hesitate in using civilians as human shields in an effort to create enmity between the population and the Pakistani Army. The government's activity thus far has been supported by the majority of the Pakistani people, who are calling for a return to a constitutional state in the entire country. Only some political formations of fundamentalist Islamic tendencies have criticized governmental actions. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

Life – AMERICA/CANADA - National March for Life, May 14: “supporting healthy families founded on marriage, we build a society that is better prepared to welcome, respect and value unborn human life”

Ottawa (Agenzia Fides) – The Catholic Organization for Life and Family has issued a statement on the occasion of the National March for Life which will be held on May 14 in Ottawa. The Message is entitled “40 Years of Abortion: Urgent Time for a Public Debate” and recalls the fact that in these 40 years since abortion was decriminalized in Canada, and over the more than 20 years since the Supreme Court of Canada created a juridical void that makes abortion possible through all nine months of pregnancy, “what arguments have not yet been made to show the evil and illogic of destroying the most innocent and vulnerable of human beings, our future citizens?”

In the Message, the authors ask how long this situation will last, given that “the arguments used to defend it have been disproved by scientific evidence,” and moreover, “unlimited abortion has not gathered the support of a majority of Canadians.” And yet, it continues to persist on account of “public indifference and silence.” 

Thus, the members of the organization are calling on all faithful to participate in the National March for Life that will take place in Ottawa on May 14. And, to those who cannot make it to Ottawa, they invite them to participate in one of the many Marches for Life which will be held in various cities throughout the country. 

The Message concludes by recalling that “building a culture of life can never be separated from efforts to cultivate a civilization of love. Therefore, there is also today a great need in our society for a new recognition of the value and importance of the natural institutions of marriage and the family.” This is why “in supporting healthy families founded on marriage, we build a society that is better prepared to welcome, respect and value unborn human life.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

Life – AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - Bishops' Letter to Assembly members who voted in favor of life: “Do not fear pressures, because our people appreciate all those who have acted in favor of their country.”

Santo Domingo (Agenzia Fides) – The Dominican Republic Bishops' Conference sent a letter signed by all the Bishops to the Members of the National Assembly for the Revision of the Constitution, congratulating them on having supported life. The National Assembly of the Dominican Republic (DR) passed a decision upholding Article 30 of the Constitution, which establishes the sacredness of innocent human life from conception until natural death (see Fides 23/4/2009), in a sweeping victory of 167-32. 

The letter reads: “We know that you are subject to a large quantity of national and international pressure that labels you as old-fashioned, opportunists, two-faced, among other things, on the part of those who do not recognize that the sacred character of their position should always respond to the truth and the interests of the Nation.” Many claim that “with the approval of Article 30, we have returned to the Dark Ages, to an age of religion without science, violating the rights of women to decide about their bodies.”

However, the Bishops express their conviction that this has truly been an advancement and that the Assembly members “have voted for a modern and humanist Constitution that respects the rights of all human beings,” as “no Constitution in the world has recognized the most recent discoveries in the area of genetics, embryology, and cellular biology, which are the ones who have scientifically proven that life begins from conception.”

The Bishops consider that “being unaware of the value of life from the moment of conception and approving abortion implies going backwards 1,000 years.”

Moreover, the Bishops say that the Assembly “has shown itself to be advanced and open-minded” in its reception of delegates from international organizations that have given their opinion “on internal matters of our nation.” They also reflect on the word-play used to mask intentions of imposing a global plan of demographic control on the Constitution, using terms like “gender equality,” gender perspective,” and “sexual and reproductive rights.” 

The Bishops conclude their message to the Assembly members who voted in favor of life in spite of threats from those who encouraged them to vote against it: “Do not fear pressures, because our people appreciate all those who have acted in favor of their country.” They assured them of their prayers and blessing, in the hopes that they will “always work in favor of laws for the common good of our people of the Dominican Republic.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 15/5/2009)

Life – EUROPE/SPAIN - Citizen groups protest the sale of “morning after” pill over the counter: “a human and medical aberration” that “implies the establishment of unrestricted abortion”

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – The statement issued on the morning of May 11 by Health Minister Trinidad Jimenez and Equality Minister Bibiana Aido, establishing the over-the-counter sales of the “morning after” pill (in Spanish, PDD), has been received with protests from a large number of citizen groups and associations. Until now, the PDD was restricted to the exclusive use in hospitals and “family planning” facilities. From now on, no medical prescription will be required for its purchase, nor will there be restrictions for minors. Jimenez estimates that within three months' time, the PDD will be available in all pharmacies. The decision is part of a governmental sexual and reproductive health plan. In fact, the new law for unrestricted abortion – which is entitled the “Sexual and Reproductive Health Law” - includes a clause on the prevention of unwanted pregnancies: formation, contraceptives, and the PDD.

According to the Minister of Health, the decision was made upon the consent of a “committee of experts and scientists,” who have discovered that the consummation of the pill “has no secondary effects nor contraindications,” although “its use should not be abused.” As to the age, she affirmed that “as it will enter into the area of over-the-counter medicines, no age restrictions are necessary.” Moreover, she affirmed that “there will be no problem with pharmacists,” in distributing them in the pharmacies and mentioned that “once the government authorizes their sales, the pharmacies will be obliged to make them available.” She likewise commented that “this question has no relation whatsoever to conscientious objection.”

“Right to Live” (“Derecho a Vivir”) spokesman Dr. Gador Joya immediately issued a statement recalling that “the so-called 'morning after' pill has the effects of an abortifacient” and therefore, this declaration “implies the establishment of unrestricted abortion” and “facilitates abortion in this manner for young girls, with neither parental knowledge nor consent,” which is “ a human and medical aberration.” She also affirmed that the pill “does in fact have extremely serious secondary effects and contraindications,” to the contrary of what the Ministers have commented. Thus, “over-the-counter distribution, to any age group, is a threat to women's health that will expose millions of teenage girls to a severe health risk, without their parents' knowledge.” Dr. Gador says that not only will this not diminish the number of unwanted pregnancies, but it will increase them, as it will be used mainly by women of younger age groups as another contraceptive. It will also increase the number of sexually transmitted diseases, as the abortifacient will be used as a solution to prevent pregnancy. Thus, the association “Right to Live” is making an appeal to pharmacists “asking that they exercise their right to conscientious objection to the over-the-counter distribution of an abortifacient, and moreover, to any age group.”

Manuel Cruz, Director of the “Fundacion Vida” (Life Foundation), has protested the act, saying that it “seeks one sole objective: promote the new Abortion Law. The goal is to reduce the registered cases of interventions and assume that the legal changes have helped reduce the termination of pregnancies, when the truth is that this [pill] is an abortifacient.”

Dr. Jose Zamarriego, President of the Committee of Bioethics and the Spanish Society of Gynecology, has warned that the over-the-counter sale of the “morning after” pill shows “grave imprudence,” as it will only serve to open the door to doctors, who will no longer have to prescribe medicines, but it also ignores the fact that the “morning after” pill should always be submitted to prescription as a result of the health risks involved in its consumption. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/5/2009)

SUPER QUAESTIONES

VATICAN - Holy Father Benedict XVI's Letter to the Church in China in Compendium format, to facilitate understanding and respond to most common question on the life of the Church in China

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the second anniversary of the “Letter to the Bishops, priests, consecrated persons and lay faithful of the Catholic Church in the People's Republic of China” of the Holy Father Benedict XVI, published on May 27, 2007, Solemnity of Pentecost, the Holy See is offering the Church in China a new pastoral instrument that once again presents the contents of the Pope's Letter, in the form of a Compendium, with questions and answers.

As a statement from the Holy See Press Office points out, the Compendium uses the catechetical literary genre of questions and answers, thus making the basic elements of Pope Benedict XVI's Letter more widely accessible to all people, with many extracts and references to the text.

Organized in 22 questions and two appendices, in its Introduction the Compendium recalls the structure and basic contents of the “Letter to the Bishops, priests, consecrated persons and lay faithful of the Catholic Church in the People's Republic of China” of 2007, highlighting that the Letter is “not only intelligent and reasonable,” but it also expresses his “true feelings of a pastor and a father.”

The first questions of the Compendium – published in English and Chinese, in simplified and traditional characters – address to whom the letter was written, the purpose, and the structure of the Pope's Letter to the Church in China, following the articulation of the Letter itself, there are questions on the present situation of the Church and the visions of dialogue between the Holy See and the Chinese government. There is a large portion of the Compendium that is dedicated to questions on the Catholics in China who suffer for the cause of the faith, highlighting the Pope's deep appreciation for their testimony, expressed in several parts of the 2007 Letter.

The guidelines indicated by the Pope for the life of the Church in China, and in particular the effort to overcome divisions and tensions in the past, including in the nomination of Bishops, are arguments that have been a focus of several of the questions, whose responses are extensive in their explanation.

The last series of questions addresses the administration of dioceses and parishes, the formation of young priests, priestly and religious vocations, laity and the family, and missionary vocations.

The first Appendix of the Compendium is on the revoked faculties, establishing that whenever particular situations so require, the Diocesan Bishop or whoever is temporarily governing the diocese “may ask for new and updated faculties from the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.” The Congregation shall examine the requests and, if necessary, submit them for the Holy Father’s consideration. The second Appendix is on the celebration of the Holy Mass. In case of necessity, in accord with what is affirmed in the Code of Canon Law, the priest “may celebrate the Eucharist in the houses of the faithful.” As for the number of Holy Masses that each priest can celebrate each day, what is written in the Code of Canon Law is affirmed, with the possibility of making requests for exceptional cases. Lastly, the indications from the Congregation for the Clergy in “Mos iugiter,” and the rules from the Conciliar Decree “Presbyterorum Ordinis” remain valid, containing what concerns the application of the Holy Mass for determinate intentions. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/5/2009)

VATICAN - AVE MARIA: Mgr. Luciano Alimandi - The Word of God: a bath which purifies

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - Jesus said to her: “'Have I not told you that if you believe you will see the glory of God?' (Jn 11, 40). Jesus' words to Martha, the sister of Lazarus, who had been dead for four days, challenge the faith of every believer. In view of a personal act of faith they become life of our life. Faith in Christ puts us in direct communication with every word from his mouth and makes us exclaim, with Simon Peter, “you have words of eternal life” (Jn 6, 68). 

Yes, the experience of authentic disciples of Jesus, down through two thousand years of Christianity, is extraordinary: the word of Jesus is accomplished in their lives! If we trust in him his word never disappoints us, everything is accomplished as Jesus promises in the Gospel. 

Faith must be “living” because the true Christian believes, not in someone of the past, but in Someone, Jesus Christ, who “is the same yesterday, today and forever” (Heb 13, 8). With an act of living faith, in the living Lord in the Church living in time, we share in the eternal life of God, we are, as it were, projected into eternity where everything is in the present. With this faith, the Gospel becomes today's history. We read it not as we would read a story of the past! This is a story which is never past, it is continually present with Jesus working in our midst as he worked two thousand years ago. Thanks to his resurrection, He is ever present,

“Lo, I am with you always, until the end of the world” (Mt 28, 20). With these words, before ascending into Heaven, the Risen Lord promised that he will never leave us. If we believe in Him, we too, like the Apostles will see his glory: we will understand his work, enjoy his presence, even though a totally spiritual presence. His love, divine love, and therefore more active than any earthly love, will transform us! 

The present Easter Season is a good time for asking the Lord to strengthen us in our faith. Like the apostles our faith must grow because Jesus is worthy of ever stronger faith. How wonderful to be able to say at the end of life, I am on my way to Jesus and I know he is coming to meet me!

A true disciple of Christ at the moment of death is never desperate. Although we see from the lives of the saints that as death draws near so does temptation and trial, but no saint ever died without God! Jesus promised this when he said: “I am the resurrection and the life, Anyone who believes in me, even though that person dies, will live,” (Jn 11, 25).

Christians must be engaged with the Gospel. Because every word of the Gospel must be believed with the simple faith of a child who obeys. 

For priests first of all, acceptance of every word of Jesus must be an unmistakable mark of personal love for the Lord. During the Chrism Mass this year, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, speaking to priests about the significance of being “consecrated in the truth”, said: “The disciples are drawn deep within God by being immersed in the word of God. The word of God is, so to speak, the bath which purifies them, the creative power which transforms them into God’s own being. So then, how do things stand in our own lives? Are we truly pervaded by the word of God? Is that word truly the nourishment we live by, even more than bread and the things of this world? Do we really know that word? Do we love it? Are we deeply engaged with this word to the point that it really leaves a mark on our lives and shapes our thinking? Or is it rather the case that our thinking is constantly being shaped by all the things that others say and do? Aren’t prevailing opinions the criterion by which we all too often measure ourselves? Do we not perhaps remain, when all is said and done, mired in the superficiality in which people today are generally caught up? Do we allow ourselves truly to be deeply purified by the word of God? (…) “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth”: this word of inclusion in the priesthood lights up our lives and calls us to become ever anew disciples of that truth which is revealed in the word of God.” (Benedict XVI, homily, 9 April 2009).

Those who truly believe in Jesus, trust him, and strive to live according to the Gospel. This is what Jesus expects of every true disciple: unswerving faith in his Gospel. Faith makes every believer say: I place my life in the hands of Jesus and he will make it a masterpiece of grace. 

When an artist prepares to paint a picture, at first only an outline can be seen, the subject is difficult to discern, but the artist sees it, because it is in his soul. With every stroke of the brush, the work is created and what seemed initially indecipherable, becomes a masterpiece. 

Our life is similar to a picture which must be painted. If we entrust it to the hands of the Divine Artist, he will gradually make it a unique work of grace; but if instead we choose to follow our own desires, the result will be only scribble. It all depends on our faith in Jesus! 

The Apostle of the Nations, urges us, more than ever in this Year of St Paul, to trust in God's marvellous grace which we call mercy: “Because it is by grace that you have been saved, through faith; not by anything of your own, but by a gift from God; not by anything that you have done, so that nobody can claim the credit. We are God's work of art, created in Christ Jesus for the good works which God has already designated to make up our way of life. ” (Eph 2, 8-10). (Agenzia Fides 6/5/2009; righe 65, parole 994)

ASIA/NEPAL - “Nepal is a country experiencing a leadership crisis,” Pro-Vicar Apostolic tells Fides

Kathmandu (Agenzia Fides) - “The country is experiencing a time of uncertainty and tension. However, I do not think there is anyone who would want to return to the dark ages of chaos and crisis. Nepal is experiencing a leadership crisis,” Fr. Pius Perumana, Pro-Vicar Apostolic of Nepal told Agenzia Fides in commenting the events that have been taking place in the nation's capital in recent days. “We continue to pray that everything will turn out for the best, for the good of Nepal's society, which is in need of harmony and stability. We are in the Lord's hands. The problem is that too many political leaders are only worried about their own private interests or those of their party, and place the interests of the nation on the back-burner. No one is really concerned about the people's needs, the real needs of the population. Many suffer from hunger and misery. There are social and development policies for everyone. They talk about a government of national unity, but we do not know how things will evolve. We are hoping for the best.”

Some of the people have, in recent days, gone out into the streets in response to Nepal President Ram Baran Yadav's violation of the Constitution in refusing to remove the Chief of Staff General Rukmanga Katawal upon the request of the government. In fact, Prime Minister Prachanda, leader of the Maoist party, has resigned as a result. The Maoists have encouraged their people to organize protests throughout the country. The demonstrators have launched slogans against the “autocratic president,” calling him a “new monarch.” The police prohibited any demonstrations in the area surrounding the Presidential Palace in Kathmandu. Tension is extremely high. Members of the Maoist Party in the lawmaking assembly have decided, after a meeting, to block and boycott sessions.

The clash between the two highest state institutions has led to confusion, manifestations, and disorder. The initial cause of the contrast is the refusal of Katawal to insert former Maoist rebels in the national army. There is a high risk of fighting and violence in many areas. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 8/5/2009)

AFRICA - “The Pope's visit has enkindled our hope in Christ,” African Bishops say, in expressing their support for the Holy Father

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “The Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa (SECAM) wishes to add its voice to numerous ones that have declared their support on the position of Pope Benedict XVI regarding the use of condoms as a way of preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS,” says a statement sent to Agenzia Fides and signed by Cardinal Polycarp Pengo, Archbishop of Dar-es-Salaam (Tanzania) and President of SECAM.

“Pope Benedict’s position on condom use is not new. He was only reaffirming the Church’s position with regards to the use of condoms in the fight against AIDS. His predecessor, Pope John Paul II, often said that sexual abstinence, not condoms, was the best way to prevent the spread of the disease. It is also clear that the Catholic Church has always been at the forefront of the battle against AIDS and she is most probably the largest private provider of HIV care in the world,” the statement affirms. 

As Pope Benedict XVI said, the problem of the spread of the HIV virus cannot be resolved with the distribution of condoms. “On the contrary, it increases the problem.” This therefore calls for a responsible and moral attitude toward sex as the only sure way of succeeding in the fight against the disease. The Catholic Church advocates fidelity in marriage, chastity and abstinence from premarital sex as key weapons in the fight against AIDS. 

“Indeed, the only solution as the Pope pointed out is two-fold: the first is a humanisation of sexuality, a human, spiritual renewal which brings with it a new way of behaving among people and, secondly, a true friendship, especially for those who are suffering, a willingness to make personal sacrifices,” the document says. 

“It is very clear that those who want to understand the meaning of the Pope’s message will, and those who do not want to, will never understand it.”

The Holy Father's message the Bishops of SECAM say that “in spite of various media brouhahas on the condoms saga the Pope’s message continues to resonate with very many people in our beloved continent as elsewhere, who do appreciate the Pope's teaching and understand he is saying things that are important for today's world, no matter how unpleasant they may sound.”

SECAM regrets that, due to the reaction from members of the press, the “main highlight of the Pope's visit to Africa for the presentation of the Instrumentum Laboris - a working document for the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, scheduled for October this year and all the good messages addressed to different groups of people on the continent were more or less relegated to the background.”

“In conclusion, we wish to commend the Pope’s boldness to state the best way HIV/AIDS can be stopped. It is regrettable that his courageous statements have been misinterpreted as out of touch with modern day realities. But we members of the Family-of-God in Africa are appreciative of the Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI. We are deeply grateful to him for his pastoral visit to our beloved continent as well as his messages to us and all the people of the continent. His visit has enkindled our hope in Christ and we are energized for more commitment to our Christian faith.”

“May Mary Queen of Africa continue to intercede for the Pope in order for him to continue to be a good shepherd who is ready to lay down his life for his flock. May she also intercede for all his daughters and sons in Africa so that we can all live in peace and unity everywhere on the continent,” the message concludes. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 11/5/2009)

ASIA/PAKISTAN - Humanitarian crisis of the Swat refugees on the outskirts of Islamabad and Rawalpindi; Fides learns of the alert from the local Church

Islamabad (Agenzia Fides) – The exodus of refugees from the Swat Valley, where fighting continues to take place between the Pakistani Army and Taliban forces, has taken its toll on two of Pakistans largest cities located near the area. At least 2,000 families, divided into 8 makeshift camps, are living on the outskirts of the capital city of Islamabad and in Rawalpindi. “An authentic humanitarian crisis is underway, as the refugees are living in absolute misery, completely dependent on health-sanitary aid, food, and medicine,” Fides was told by local Church sources that wish to remain anonymous.

Thousands of people have in fact surpassed the limit of the camps erected by the UNHCR in the areas surrounding the Swat Valley, which are now overcrowded and at their maximum capacity, and thus they have continued on to Islamabad and Rawalpindi, where they hope to encounter a better fate.

“But the situation is serious: this is a sudden emergency that has caught the local authorities and citizens unprepared. There was no place prepared for them...The main threat, which has been mentioned by the national health authorities, is that of an outbreak of diseases, due to the lack of hygienic services,” Fides sources say.

“The civil authorities in the two cities are trying to establish shelters and provide minimum services. The local citizens are not happy with this onslaught of people without anything, forced to beg. Appeals for solidarity, for food, shoes, clothing, etc. continue. There are no NGOs currently taking care of these crowds of people.”

The network of movements and Catholic associations is organizing itself to offer humanitarian aid. Missionaries of Charity, Caritas, the Focolare Movement and other Church groups are working to offer basic supplies to the refugees. “We will try to practice Christian charity with these poor people, who are for the most part Muslim,” our source commented. The hope is that the violence in the Swat may soon cease, that the army can regain control of the territory, and the refugees can return to their homes and villages. All they have is a little house, a small field, and perhaps a few cattle, which they hope to return to as soon as possible. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/5/2009)

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE : Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello – 
The necessary and sufficient reason for the Pope's visit to the Holy Land

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - Over the past few months no few experts and commentators expressed doubts about the Holy Father's Apostolic Visit to the Holy Land. Some even suggested, better not go: such a complicated situation with the Palestinians after the fighting in Gaza and with the Israelis after the Williamson story and with the ongoing diatribe over Pius XII. Nevertheless Pope Benedict XVI, who has a lofty vision of the mystery of God which the Church has the duty to announce to the world, went, led simply by the Holy Spirit and not for any 'political' reason, however real. St Paul recalls in fact that “ reality is Christ” (Col 2,17).
His vision turned the journey into a triumph, despite glum forecasts, even from certain journalists who still see the things of the Church according to “progressist” that is good schemas, to counter “conservative”, that is bad, schemas. We need to ask ourselves: what logic should guide any Catholic bishop anywhere in the world, the Pope, first of all? Solely the logic of announcing the Gospel of Jesus Christ, who became man in order to bear witness to the truth, who died for our sins and who rose from the dead to save and to justify all mankind.
This would appear simple, but it is bracketed not only in the world - and this is obvious - but even in the Church. It is no new thing, that some would remove from the life of Christ any value of truth, from his death any expiatory value, and from his resurrection any historic relevance. Yet Christ died “propter”, that is for us and in our place, since he alone could make reparation for the offence committed against God with sin, as the doctrine of the Church states. No other human, finite and a sinner, could do it. Being true man and true God, He could.
In his encyclical Spe salvi the Holy Father Benedict XVI writes about "the figure of Christ as the true philosopher, holding the Gospel in one hand and the philosopher's travelling staff in the other. With his staff, he conquers death; the Gospel brings the truth that itinerant philosophers had searched for in vain. In this image, which then became a common feature of sarcophagus art for a long time, we see clearly what both educated and simple people found in Christ: he tells us who man truly is and what a man must do in order to be truly human. He shows us the way, and this way is the truth. He himself is both the way and the truth, and therefore he is also the life which all of us are seeking. He also shows us the way beyond death; only someone able to do this is a true teacher of life. The same thing becomes visible in the image of the shepherd. As in the representation of the philosopher, so too through the figure of the shepherd the early Church could identify with existing models of Roman art. There the shepherd was generally an expression of the dream of a tranquil and simple life, for which the people, amid the confusion of the big cities, felt a certain longing. Now the image was read as part of a new scenario which gave it a deeper content: “The Lord is my shepherd: I shall not want ... Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, because you are with me ...” (Ps 23 [22]:1, 4). The true shepherd is one who knows even the path that passes through the valley of death; one who walks with me even on the path of final solitude, where no one can accompany me, guiding me through: he himself has walked this path, he has descended into the kingdom of death, he has conquered death, and he has returned to accompany us now and to give us the certainty that, together with him, we can find a way through. The realization that there is One who even in death accompanies me, and with his “rod and his staff comforts me”, so that “I fear no evil” (cf. Ps 23 [22]:4)—this was the new “hope” that arose over the life of believers. ” (cf. Spe Salvi n. 6).
Christ did not find in his expiatory death simply a reason for hope, because he himself is Hope: ‘Surrexit Christus spes mea’, as the Easter sequence sings . This and none other then, is the necessary and sufficient reason for the Pope's visit to the Holy Land where Jesus Christ became man in Nazareth, was born in Bethlehem, preached in Galilee and Judea, died and rose from the dead in Jerusalem. (Agenzia Fides 14/5/2009; righe 43, parole 692)
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