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FIDES News Service – 31 March 2009

FIDES SPECIAL ISSUE

Instrumentum mensis Martii

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI 

pro Evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus V – Numerus III, Martius A.D. MMIX

On 9 March, the Holy Father Benedict XVI paid a visit to the Mayor of Rome and then stopped at the nearby Convent of the Oblate Sisters of Saint Francesca Romana, who were celebrating the 4th centenary of the Saint's canonisation. On 16 March, addressing participants at the plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy, Benedict XVI announced the indiction of a 'Year for Priests'' from 19 June 2009 to 19 June 2010, on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the death of St Jean Marie Vianney, known as the Cure d’Ars. From the 17th to the 23rd he made an Apostolic Journey Africa, visiting Cameroon and Angola, and consigning to the Bishop presidents of national and regional  Catholic Bishops' Conference the Instrumentum laboris for the 2nd Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops.
Among the special audiences granted by the Holy Father this month we mention: 12 March, to the delegation of the Grand Rabbinate of Israel; 13 March, to the plenary of the Congregation for Divine Worship; 16 March to the plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy;  28 to young volunteers  of the Italian Civil Service. The Holy Father also received in audience on the occasion of the ad limina Visit to Rome the Catholic Bishops' Conference of Argentina. 

The Pope sent a particularly important Letter dated 10 March, made public March 12, to the Bishops of the Catholic Church concerning the remission of the excommunication of the four bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre; the Pope also sent  Messages on March 12 to Cardinal Stafford and participants in a Course offered by the Apostolic Penitentiary Corso; and his annual Message for World Day of Prayer for Vocations was made public on March 31.

The Holy Father made two appeals: one on the 11th for the difficult situation in Northern Ireland  following the assassination of two British soldiers and an Irish policeman; and on the 31 a Holy See statement calling for the release of three Red Cross workers taken hostage in the Philippines on the Island of Jolo.
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 March 2009 – Angelus

4 March 2009 – Message for 24th World Youth Day 

7 March 2009 – Address to members of the Roman Curia at the end of the annual spiritual exercises 

8 March 2009 – Angelus 

9 March 2009 – Visit to the Campidoglio – Address to Municipal Administrators

9 March 2009 – Visit to the Campidoglio – Greetings to people of Rome gathered at the Campidoglio

9 March 2009 – Visit to the Convent of Saint Francesca Romana at Tor de’ Specchi

11 March 2009 – General Audience

12 March 2009 – Letter to Catholic Bishops concerning the remission of the excommunication

of the four Bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre

12 March 2009 – Audience to a delegation of the Grand Rabbinate of Israele

12 March 2009 – Message to Cardinal Stafford and participants at apostolic penitentiary course 

13 March 2009 – Audience with plenary of the Congregation for Divine Worship

14 March 2009 – Audience with Bishops of Argentina on Ad Limina visit

15 March 2009 – Angelus

16 March 2009 – Audience with plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy

17 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Arrival a Yaoundé 
18 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Bishops

18 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Celebration of 1st Vespers for the Feast of St Joseph 

19 March 2009 –Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with local Muslim community
19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass and presentation of Instrumentum laboris

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Visit to the Centre National de Réhabilitation des Handicapés

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Special Council for the Synod of Bishops for Africa 

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Farewell at Apostolic Nunciature

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Arrival in Angola 

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Address to political and civil authorities and diplomatic corps

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with the Bishops of Angola

21 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass at the church of São Paolo

21 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with youth at Stadio dos Coqueiros

22 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass with Bishops of IMBISA

22 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Catholic Movements for the promotion of women 

23 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Farewell ceremony from Angola

28 March 2009 – Audience with young volunteers of the Italian Civil Service

29 March 2009 – Angelus 

29 March 2009 – Pastoral Visit to the Roman parish Santo Volto di Gesù

31 March 2009 – Message for the  46th  World Day of Prayer for Vocations
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QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul - AFRICA/BURKINA FASO - In the Year of Saint Paul, a new parish in Moaaga dedicated to the Apostle is “overflowing with missionary zeal”
Year of St Paul - ASIA/INDIA - Biblical Convention dedicated to Saint Paul in honor of the Jubilee Year, in Dharmapuri
Year of St Paul - EUROPE/ITALY - “Gospel and culture for a new Humanism”: St. Paul’s Jubilee of University Students
Year of St Paul - ASIA/CHINA - “It is when I am weak that I am strong.” Pauline spirit at the heart of the Lenten Retreat and III Seminar of the Year of St. Paul, in the Diocese of Fu Zhou
Family – ASIA/VIETNAM – Catholic Bishops focus Lenten Pastoral letters on the Family
Mission – AMERICA/ARGENTINA - Campaign for Supporting the Church in Lent, to encourage every Catholic in taking up his role in the work of evangelization

Mission - AMERICA/ECUADOR - Diocese of Loja drafts its Missionary Project 2009, for a missionary church par excellence, in “permanent missionary status”

Mission – ASIA - 40 years of Radio Veritas, the voice of the Gospel in Asia
Mission – ASIA/CAMBODIA – New Pastoral Centre named after Benedict XVI 

Mission – ASIA/INDIA - Young religious evangelise in North East India
Continental Mission–AMERICA/COLOMBIA - Latin American Bishops' Conferences reflect on the Continental Mission and the social and political situation

Continental Mission – AMERICA/PANAMA - Launching of the Continental Mission in the country: “we should recover our missionary identity, our missionary zeal”
Pontifical Mission Societies - AMERICA/ARGENTINA - National Assembly of PMS Diocesan Directors concludes: “May God grant us the missionary zeal to transmit the joy and enthusiasm of knowing Jesus to others
Pontifical Mission Societies - AMERICA/ARGENTINA - PMS in Argentina celebrates the Day for Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs for the first time

Pontifical Mission Societies -  EUROPE/POLAND - Celebration of a Day of Prayer for the Missions in Archdiocese of Czestochowa, including collections for funding missionary projects

Pontifical Mission Societies -  OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies offer support to faithful in Pakistan

Pontifical Mission Societies -  AMERICA/ECUADOR - First National Congress for Directors of the Holy Childhood Association in July: the Christian, missionary, and human qualities of a director, in the spirit of Saint Paul

Prayer - ASIA/CHINA - Intense moments of spiritual preparation and charitable works among Chinese Catholics living Lent in communion with the Pope and the Universal Church

Prayer – OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA – Archbishop Wilson calls on Catholics to “pray for the Holy Father and for the unity of the Church ”

Apostolic Journey - AFRICA/CAMEROON - Bishops of Cameroon regret that the media ignored the essential aspects of the Holy Father's message for Africa on poverty, reconciliation, justice, and peace

Apostolic Journey – AFRICA/ANGOLA - Angolan Bishops express their gratitude to the Holy Father for his recent visit and congratulate local media on their coverage of the event

Violence - AFRICA - Three Catholic priests murdered in one week: two in South Africa and one in Burundi

Violence  - AMERICA/BRAZIL - Spanish priest shot to death, after 34 years of working with street children

Life - AMERICA- March 25: “National Day for the Unborn Child” in all Latin America, an international campaign for a culture of life

Life - AMERICA/BRAZIL - Bishops indignant for the threats that seek to “silence the Church's voice in the constant battle in defense of life”

Life - AMERICA/PUERTO RICO - Bishop of Ponce calls on Catholic youth to “be courageous witnesses of life” and participate in Pro-Life Day on March 25

Life - EUROPE/POLAND - Nationwide celebration on March 25, for the “Day for the Sanctity of Life”

Life - EUROPE/SPAIN - Bishops' Conference launches pro-life campaign: “our society is adopting a severe perversion of the truth about abortion”
SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/GUINEA BISSAU - Assassination of Vieira: “the end of a twenty-year struggle between two protagonists in the life of the country or drug-trafficking,” a missionary tells Fides

ASIA/BANGLADESH - Missionary tells of the “days of national mourning”
AFRICA/NIGERIA - “A growing Church that participates in the nation's progress”: Nigerian Bishops comment

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “We are anxiously awaiting the Holy Father's words of peace and reconciliation,” Fides hears from the Bishop of Cabinda, President of the Committee for the Papal Visit

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Mission: contents and method coincide.

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “An assessment that has surpassed our highest expectations,” Nuncio in Angola tells Fides, following the visit of Benedict XVI

VATICAN - AVE MARIA : Mgr Luciano Alimandi - The 'yes' of Jesus entwined with the 'yes' of Mary

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “The Pope was a missionary of the Gospel and wanted to be nothing else. This ought to be the first thing to think about.” Reflections on Benedict XVI's visit.
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

See full texts of the Pope's homilies and addresses www.fides.org
1 March 2009 – Angelus

VATICAN - On the first Sunday of Lent, the Pope encourages faithful to invoke the angels frequently, “that they sustain us in the task of following Jesus to the point of identifying ourselves with him.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the first Sunday of Lent, March 1, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square for the recitation of the Angelus, reflecting on the Gospel of Mark that introduces us into this liturgical time period: “At once the Spirit drove him out into the desert, and he remained in the desert for forty days, tempted by Satan” (Mk 1:12). “In the desert, the place of trial -- as the experience of the people of Israel shows -- there appears the dramatic reality of the 'kenosis,' the emptying of Christ, who is stripped of the form of God. He, who did not sin and cannot sin, submits himself to trial and thus can have compassion for our infirmities. He lets himself be tempted by Satan, the adversary, who had opposed himself to God's salvific plan for men from the very beginning.” 

Benedict XVI then reflected on another point in the Gospel: the angels, luminous and mysterious figures that “served” Jesus; “They are the counterpoint to Satan.” After explaining that “Angel” means “one who is sent,” the Holy Father mentioned that “We find these figures throughout the Old Testament who help and guide men in the name of God...On the threshold of the New Testament, Gabriel is sent to announce to Zachariah and Mary the joyous happenings that are the beginnings of our salvation; and an angel, whose name is not mentioned, warns Joseph, directing him in that moment of uncertainty. A chorus of angels reports the glad tidings of Jesus' birth to the shepherds, as the glad tidings of his resurrection will also be announced by angels to the women. At the end of time the angels will accompany Jesus in his glorious return.”

Before reciting the Marian prayer of the Angelus, the Holy Father emphasized the fact that “we would take away a significant part of the Gospel if we left aside these beings sent by God to announce his presence among us and be a sign of that presence.” He then exhorted the faithful to call upon them often, “that they sustain us in the task of following Jesus to the point of identifying ourselves with him,” and in particular, that they watch over Pope and the Roman Curia during their Spiritual Exercises this week. 

After the Angelus, the Pope greeted a group of workers who had come to Saint Peter's Square to show their concern for the future of their jobs, and reflecting on the many similarly difficult situations, in Italy and other countries, he said: “I unite myself to the Bishops and the respective local Churches in expressing my closeness to the families affected by the problem and I entrust them in prayer to the protection of the Most Blessed Mother Mary and Saint Joseph, patron of workers. I also wish to express my encouragement to both the political and civil authorities, as well as business owners, that through the collaboration of all involved, they may respond to this delicate situation. There is a need, in fact, for a firm shared effort in recalling that the priority should be the workers and their families.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/3/2009)

4 March 2009 – Message for 24th World Youth Day

VATICAN - Pope's Message to the youth: “If you find your sustenance in Christ, my dear young people, and if you live profoundly in him as did the Apostle Paul, you will not be able to resist speaking about him and making him known and loved by many of your friends and contemporaries.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “If you find your sustenance in Christ, my dear young people, and if you live profoundly in him as did the Apostle Paul, you will not be able to resist speaking about him and making him known and loved by many of your friends and contemporaries...The Church depends on you for this demanding mission. Do not be discouraged by the difficulties and trials you encounter.” This was the message that Pope Benedict XVI sent out to the youth of the world in his Message for the XXIV World Youth Day, which will be celebrated on Palm Sunday, April 5, 2009, on a diocesan level.

“My dear friends, follow the example of Paul and be witnesses to the Risen Christ! Make Christ known, among your own age group and beyond, to those who are in search of “the great hope” that would give meaning to their lives. If Jesus has become your hope, communicate this to others with your joy and your spiritual, apostolic and social engagement. Let Christ dwell within you, and having placed all your faith and trust in him, spread this hope around you.” The Pope exhorts the youth to make choices that demonstrate their faith, and not let themselves be attracted by “false illusions,” and not to give in to the “ rationale of selfish interests...True Christians are never sad, even if they have to face trials of various kinds, because the presence of Jesus is the secret of their joy and peace.” 

After recalling the encounter held in Sydney in July of last year, the journey towards the international encounter in Madrid in 2011, which will bear the theme from the words of Saint Paul: “Rooted and built up in Jesus Christ, firm in the faith” (cf. Col 2:7), he mentioned the reflection for 2009, on the affirmation of Saint Paul: “We have set our hope on the living God” (1 Tim 4:10), and in 2010, on the question put to Jesus by the rich young man: “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mk 10:17).

In making reference to the theme chosen for this year, Benedict XVI highlighted that “The question of hope is truly central to our lives as human beings and our mission as Christians, especially in these times. We are all aware of the need for hope, not just any kind of hope, but a firm and reliable hope, as I wanted to emphasize in the Encyclical Spe Salvi. Youth is a special time of hope because it looks to the future with a whole range of expectations.” In this time of our lives, we face certain existential questions and obstacles that sometimes seem insurmountable and we ask ourselves: “where can I obtain and how can I keep alive the flame of hope burning in my heart?”

“As I wrote in the Encyclical Spe Salvi, politics, science, technology, economics and all other material resources are not of themselves sufficient to provide the great hope to which we all aspire. This hope 'can only be God, who encompasses the whole of reality and who can bestow upon us what we, by ourselves, cannot attain' (no. 31). This is why one of the main consequences of ignoring God is the evident loss of direction that marks our societies, resulting in loneliness and violence, discontent and loss of confidence that can often lead to despair,” the Pope said, noting that “the crisis of hope is more likely to affect the younger generations. In socio-cultural environments with few certainties, values or firm points of reference, they find themselves facing difficulties that seem beyond their strength.” 

In light of this aspect, the Pope makes reference to the many youth who are “have been wounded by life. They often suffer from personal immaturity caused by dysfunctional family situations, by permissive and libertarian elements in their education, and by difficult and traumatic experience. For some – unfortunately a significant number – the almost unavoidable way out involves an alienating escape into dangerous and violent behavior, dependence on drugs and alcohol, and many other such traps for the unwary.” To speak of hope to these young people, we need “a new evangelization aimed at helping younger generations to rediscover the true face of God, who is Love.” To the youth “in search of a firm hope,” Benedict XVI addressed the very words that Saint Paul wrote to the persecuted Christians in Rome at that time: 'May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit' (Rom 15:13). During this Jubilee Year dedicated to the Apostle of the Gentiles on the occasion of the two thousandth anniversary of his birth, let us learn from him how to become credible witnesses of Christian hope.”

Reflecting on Saint Paul, “witness to hope,” the Pope mentioned that he “found himself immersed in difficulties and trials of various kinds” however he never lost hope, which had come from his encounter with the Risen Jesus on the road to Damascus, where “he was inwardly transformed by the Divine Love he had met in the person of Jesus Christ...For Paul, hope is not simply an ideal or sentiment, but a living person: Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”

“Just as he once encountered the young Paul, Jesus also wants to encounter each one of you, my dear young people,” Benedict XVI said, recalling that “when we express our faith in prayer, we find him even in times of darkness because he offers himself to us. Persevering prayer opens the heart to receive him.” The Pope then exhorted the youth to “Make space for prayer in your lives! To pray alone is good, although it is even more beautiful and fruitful to pray together, because the Lord assured us he would be present wherever two or three are gathered in his name. here are experiences, groups and movements, encounters and courses in which to learn to pray and thus grow in the experience of faith. Take part in your parish liturgies and be abundantly nourished by the word of God and your active participation in the Sacraments.” 

The Message concludes by recalling that also on the path is the Virgin Mary, Mother of Hope: “She who incarnated the hope of Israel, who gave the world its Saviour, and who remained at the foot of the Cross with steadfast hope, is our model and our support. Most of all, Mary intercedes for us and leads us through the darkness of our trials to the radiant dawn of an encounter with the Risen Christ.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/3/2009)

7 March 2009 – Address to members of the Roman Curia at the end of the annual spiritual exercises

VATICAN - Conclusion of the Spiritual Exercises at the Vatican: “You have shown us where Jesus dwells: in His Church, His Word, the Most Holy Eucharist.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Spiritual Exercises held in the presence of the Holy Father Benedict XVI, ended at 9am on Saturday, March 7, in the Redemptoris Mater Chapel of the Vatican's Apostolic Palace, with the singing of Laudes and the Final Meditation. This year, the meditations were given by Cardinal Francis Arinze, Prefect Emeritus of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, on the theme of: “The priest meets Jesus and follows Him.”

At the conclusion of the Exercises, the Holy Father briefly addressed those present, thanking Cardinal Arinze. “At this time, I would like to – on behalf of all of us and all of you, offer you my heartfelt thank you, to Your Eminence, to these meditations that you have given us,” the Holy Father said. “You have guided, enlightened, and helped renew us in our priesthood. You have not given us theological acrobatics, but you have given us sound doctrine, the good bread of our faith."

Quoting a prophesy from the Prophet Ezekiel, where “the Lord, God the Shepherd, tells the people: 'I will lead my sheep upon the hills of Israel, in green pastures',” Saint Augustine asks himself where these hills of Israel are, and what are these green pastures. “And he says: the hills of Israel, the green pastures are the Sacred Scripture, the Word of God that gives us true sustenance.” The Holy Father continued: “Your preaching has been permeated by Sacred Scripture, with a great familiarity with the Word of God read in the context of the living Church, by the Fathers up to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, always contextualized in reading, in the liturgy. This is how the Scripture has been present in complete relevance. Your theology, as you have told us, has not been an abstract theology, but has been one marked by a healthy realism. I have admired and enjoyed this concrete experience of your 50 years of priesthood, which you spoke of and at the light of which you have helped us to concretize our faith. You have given us the right, concrete words for our lives, for our manner of acting as priests. And I hope that many others will also read these words and take them to heart.”

Lastly, Benedict XVI highlighted the need to “walk and follow Jesus, who always precedes us. Only in walking and following Jesus can we see. You have shown us where Jesus dwells: in His Church, His Word, the Most Holy Eucharist.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/3/2009)

8 March 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN - “Jesus' transfiguration was essentially an experience of prayer,” the Pope said at the Angelus, asking “to find in this time of Lent moments of prolonged silence”; the Pope's prayer for “ for all women, that they be evermore respected in their dignity and valued in their positive possibilities,” Holy Land trip announced

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The experience of the spiritual exercises and the Gospel of the Lord's Transfiguration were the main theme of the address given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square on Sunday, March 8, the Second Sunday of Lent. The Spiritual Exercises were “a week in silence of silence and prayer: the mind and heart heart were able to dedicate themselves entirely to God, to listening to his Word, to meditation on the mysteries of Christ,” the Pope said, and he continued: “In a certain way, it was little like what happened to the apostles Peter, James and John when Jesus took them away with him up the mountain alone, and while he prayed was "transfigured": his face and his person appeared luminous, shining...Jesus wanted his disciples, especially those who would have the responsibility of leading the newborn Church, to directly experience his divine glory, to be able to face the scandal of the cross.”

Benedict XVI then explained that “that Jesus' transfiguration was essentially an experience of prayer. Prayer, in fact, reaches its culmination -- and thus becomes the source of interior light -- when the spirit of man adheres to that of God and their wills join almost to form a single will. When Jesus ascends the mountain he immerses himself in the contemplation of the Father's plan of love, who sent him into the world to save humanity. Elijah and Moses appear alongside Jesus, signifying that the Sacred Scriptures were in agreement in announcing the paschal mystery: that Jesus had to suffer and die to enter into his glory. In that moment Jesus sees the cross outlined before him, the extreme sacrifice necessary to liberate us from the reign of sin and death. And in his heart he once again repeats his 'Amen.' He says yes, here I am, let your will of love be done, Father. And, as happened after the baptism in the Jordan, the signs of God's pleasure came from heaven: the light that transfigured Christ and the voice that proclaimed him 'my beloved Son' (Mk 9:7).” 

Prior to the recitation of the Marian prayer, the Pope once again recalled that “prayer forms the essential structure of our spiritual life. Dear brothers and sisters, I exhort you to find in this time of Lent moments of prolonged silence, perhaps a retreat, to reflect again on your life in the light of heavenly Father's plan of love. Let the Virgin Mary, teacher and model of prayer, be your guide in this more intense listening to God. Even in the deepest darkness of Christ's passion she did not lose but safeguarded the light of the Divine Son in her soul. For this reason let us call upon Mary with confidence and hope!”

After the Angelus, the Pope recalled International Women's Day (March 8), which “invites us to reflect on the condition of women and to renew our commitment, that always and everywhere every woman can live and fully manifest her particular abilities, obtaining complete respect for her dignity...” Recalling that “this is the sense in which the Second Vatican Council and the pontifical magisterium,” Benedict XVI highlighted the testimony of the Saints, especially in this era, that of Mother Teresa of Calcutta. “How many other women work in a hidden way every day for the good of humanity and for the Kingdom of God! Today I pledge my prayer for all women, that they be evermore respected in their dignity and valued in their positive possibilities.”

The Holy Father then asked the faithful to prayer for his upcoming apostolic journeys: March 17-23 to Africa, Cameroon and Angola, “to show my concrete nearness and that of the Church to the Christians and peoples of that continent, which is particularly dear to me,” and May 8-15, in the Holy Land, “to ask the Lord, while visiting the places sanctified by his life on earth, for the precious gift of unity and peace for the Middle East and for all of humanity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/3/2009)

9 March 2009 – Visit to the Campidoglio – Address to Municipal Administrators

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Rome's Town Hall: “Rome must rediscover its most profound soul, its civil and Christian roots, if it wishes to promote a new humanism which focuses upon man, recognized in the fullness of his truth.”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – On the morning of Monday, March 9, the Holy Father Benedict XVI went to visit Rome's Town Hall. He was welcomed by the City's Mayor Gianni Alemanno and later entered the Mayor's Study where he went out to the balcony that looks out to the Roman Forum. The Pope then greeted the functionaries and workers of the Palace who had come to see him in the Hall of Tapestries. Later, in the Hall of Flags, he signed the “Golden Book” of Rome. Then, in the “Julius Caesar” Hall, the President of the City Council opened the extraordinary meeting to take place.

After the greeting from the Mayor, the Holy Father gave a speech directed to the City Administrators, recalling above all the visits of his Predecessors, Blessed Pius IX on September 16, 1870, Pope Paul VI on April 16, 1966, and Pope John Paul II on January 15, 1998. “These visits are a testament to the affection and respect Peter's Successors, pastors of the Catholic community of Rome and of the universal Church, have always nourished for Rome, the center of Latin and Christian civilization", he said, while thanking the Mayor for his invitation and cordially greeting all those present.

“I am here today,” the Pope continued, “to encourage you in your difficult work as Administrators of this unique City; to share the hopes and expectations of the inhabitants and hear of the worries and problems that you become interpreters of in this Palace, which constitutes the natural and dynamic center of the projects that affect Rome in the third millenium...the Catholic Church, as always, will not fail to provide her active support for all cultural and social initiatives that seek to promote the authentic good of all people and of the city as a whole. As a sign of this collaboration, I wish to present the gift of the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church that I present to the mayor and to the civic leaders of the city.”

Recalling how Rome has always been a welcoming city and has opened its doors to the universities and research centers, civil and church institutions, students from all over the world,” Benedict XVI reflected on the fact that “like Italy and the whole of mankind, it currently finds itself facing unprecedented cultural, social and economic challenges caused by the profound transformations and numerous changes of the last few decades.” Rome has come to be a multi-ethnic and multi-religious metropolis “in which integration is at times demanding and complex,” the Pope said, recognizing the Catholic community's “contribution in protecting the fundamental rights of individuals, while respecting the law... giving new life to the roots of its history, in the ancient law and the Christian faith, Rome will find the strength to ensure that everyone abides by the laws of civil coexistence, and to reject all forms of intolerance and discrimination.” 

In his address, the Holy Father mentioned the recent episodes of violence that “deeper malaise. They are, I would say, a sign of the real spiritual poverty afflicting the heart of modern man. Eliminating God and His law, as a way of achieving man's happiness, has not in fact achieved its goal. On the contrary it deprives man of the spiritual certainties and the hope necessary to face the difficulties and challenges of everyday life...Rome must rediscover its most profound soul, its civil and Christian roots, if it wishes to promote a new humanism which focuses upon man, recognised in the fullness of his truth. Man, detached from God, loses his transcendent vocation. Christianity carries a shining message of the truth about man; and the Church, which is the depository of that message, is aware of her responsibility towards contemporary culture.”

As Bishop of Rome, the Holy Father showed his concern for those who, as a result of the present economic crisis, have lost their jobs and are living amidst precarious conditions. He called for “a harmonic effort among the various institutions in order to meet the needs of those living in poverty...the values of solidarity and generosity, which are rooted in the hearts of Rome's people, should be sustained by the light of the Gospel, so that all can take up responsibility for meeting the needs of the underprivileged, making them feel part of one and the same family.” He then spoke on the themes of the family, children, and the youth, who “can hope for a brighter future in so far as individualism makes room for fraternal collaboration among all the components of civil society and the Christian community.”

Concluding his speech, the Holy Father entrusted all those present to the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Divine Child, the image that has, for centuries, watched over the City's Administrators with a mother's love. “To her I entrust each one of you, your work, and the good intentions that inspire you. May you always work in harmony at the service of this beloved City, in which the Lord has called me to exercise my episcopal ministry.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/3/2009)

9 March 2009 – Visit to the Campidoglio – Greetings to people of Rome gathered at the Campidoglio 

VATICAN - The Pope's greeting to the people of Rome: “Rome is beautiful above all for the generosity and sanctity of so many of its sons and daughters, who have left eloquent signs of their passion for the beauty of God, the beauty of love that never fades or grows old.”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – On Monday, March 9, at the close of his visit to Rome's Town Hall, the Holy Father went out on the balcony of the Senate's Palace to greet the citizens who were gathered in the Plaza of the Town Hall. There were representatives from various Roman volunteer services, immigrants, and guests of the City Centers. “Having lived in Rome for so many years, I feel I have become a little Roman myself; yet it is as your bishop that I feel most Roman. With even more lively participation, therefore, through you I direct my thought towards all of 'our' fellow citizens, which in a certain manner you represent today: the families, communities and parishes, children, youth and elderly, the sick and disabled, volunteers and social workers, immigrants and pilgrims.”

The Holy Father then mentioned the fact that “Rome is beautiful for its ancient remains, for its cultural institutions, for the monuments that tell its history, for the churches and their many artistic masterpieces. But Rome is beautiful above all for the generosity and sanctity of so many of its sons and daughters, who have left eloquent signs of their passion for the beauty of God, the beauty of love that never fades or grows old.” Benedict XVI then mentioned the Apostles Peter and Paul, the long list of martyrs of early Christianity, and the “many men and women - Roman by birth or adoption - who over the centuries gave their lives in the service of young people, of the sick, the poor and all those in need.” Among them he mentioned Saint Lawrence, Saint Francis of Rome, Saint Philip Neri, Saint Gaspare del Bufalo, Saint Giovanni Battista De Rossi, Saint Vincent Pallotti, Blessed Anna Maria Taigi, and the married couple, Blesseds Luigi and Maria Beltrame Quattrocchi. “Their example shows that, when people encounter Christ, they do not close in on themselves but open up to the needs of others and, in all areas of society, place the common good before their own interests.”

“We also have need of such men and women in our own time", he added, "because no small number of families, no small number of young people and adults, are living in precarious, even dramatic, situations; situations that can only be overcome by working together, as is clear of from the history of Rome, which has seen much more difficult moments than these.” At the close of his address, before imparting the blessing through the intercession of Saints Peter and Paul, Saint Francis of Rome (Co-Patroness of Rome), and Maria Salus populi romani (Mary, health of the people of Rome), the Holy Father asked those present to assure everyone of his “understanding, spiritual closeness, and prayer,” especially to those who are sick, suffering, or in difficulty. “May God bless and protect Rome and all its inhabitants always!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/3/2009)

9 March 2009 – Visit  to Convent of Oblate Sisters of Santa Francesca Romana a Tor de’ Specchi

VATICAN - Holy Father's visit to the Convent of the Oblate Sisters of Santa Francesca Romana, highlighting the need to “bring the spiritual dimension back to the heart of civil living, to give full meaning to the many activities of the human person”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – After his visit to Rome's Town Hall, a little after 12 noon, on March 9, the Holy Father Benedict XVI travelled to the nearby Convent of the Oblate Sisters of Santa Francesca Romana at Tor de'Specchi. The sisters and the young women, students and guests of the University Housing Center, had gathered in the Choir Chapel. After a brief moment of adoration before the Blessed Sacrament and veneration of the body of Saint Francis of Rome, opened by an address from Mother Maria Camilla Rea (President of the Monastery), the Holy Father gave an address in which he expressed his gratitude to the Lord for having been able to pay homage to the “most Roman of saints,” on the feast of Saint Francis of Rome and in the 400th anniversary of his canonization, which took place on May 29, 1608. 

Recalling Saint Francis of Rome's complete dedication to God and neighbor, which led to the community of Tor de' Specchi, the Holy Father affirmed that: “Contemplation and action, prayer and the service of charity, the monastic ideal and social commitment: all these things have found here a 'workshop' that has brought abundant fruit, in close union with the Olivetan Brothers of Santa Maria Nova.” The central position of the monastery, in the heart of the city, is almost symbolic of the “need to bring the spiritual dimension back to the heart of civil living, to give full meaning to the many activities of the human person,” the Pope observed, saying that “our community, along with all other communities of contemplative life, is called to be a kind of spiritual 'lung' of society, so that all the activities and all the activism of a city may not lack spiritual 'breath': the reference to God and His plan of salvation. This is the service that can be offered especially by convents, places of silence and meditation of the Divine Word, places that assure that that earth is always opened up towards heaven.”

Benedict XVI then mentioned the unique character of the Convent of Tor de'Specchi, which naturally reflects the charism of Saint Francis of Rome. “Here, a special balance is lived between religious and lay life, between life in the world and life outside the world,” the Pope said. “This is a model that has not come about from plans written on paper, but from the concrete experience of a young Roman woman, which we could say was written by God Himself in the extraordinary life of Francis, in the story of her childhood, adolescence, very young wife and mother, mature woman, conquered by Jesus Christ, as Saint Paul would say. This is why the walls of this place are decorated with images from her life, to show that the real building that God loves to build is the life of the saints.”

In concluding his address, the Holy Father highlighted the fact that “Also in our own time, Rome has need of women entirely dedicated to God and entirely dedicated to others; women capable of prayer and of generous and discreet service; women who know how to obey pastors but also to support and stimulate them with suggestions that arise from their intimacy with Christ and from direct experience in the field of charity, assistance to the sick, the marginalized and young people in difficulties. This is the gift of maternity which is an inseparable part of religious oblation, following the model of Mary Most Holy.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/3/2009)

11 March 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI dedicates his General Audience to the “great missionary who spread Christianity in Central Europe,” Saint Boniface, and launches an appeal for Northern Ireland

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Today we pause to consider a great missionary of the 8th century, who spread Christianity in Central Europe, precisely in my homeland as well: St. Boniface, who has been recorded in history as the 'apostle of the Germans.'” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in opening his catechesis at the General Audience on Wednesday, March 11, held in Saint Peter's Square. Making reference to the abundant information available on his life, the Pope recalled that Boniface was born in an Anglo-Saxon family in Wessex around 675 and was baptized with the name Winfred. He entered the monastery as a young boy. Possessing notable intellectual capacities, he became a professor of Latin grammar, wrote a few treatises, and also composed some poems in Latin. Ordained a priest at close to 30 years of age, he felt called to the apostolate among the pagans of the European continent. In 716, Winfred, with some companions, headed to Friesland (in present day Holland), but the attempt at evangelization failed and he had to return to his homeland. Two years later, he went to Rome to speak with Pope Gregory II and after having been warmly received and heard at length, he entrusted him with the mission to preach the Gospel among the peoples of Germany.

Boniface dedicated himself to the preaching of the Gospel in those lands, “fighting against the pagan cults and strengthening the bases of Christian and human morality,” the Pope said. “With his tireless activity, with his organizational gifts, with his flexible and amiable character despite its firmness, Boniface obtained great results.” The Pope himself wished to consecrate him “Regional Bishop” of all Germany. Boniface “revived his apostolic efforts in the territories entrusted to him and extended his action as well to the Church of Gaul. With great prudence, he restored ecclesiastical discipline, convoked various synods to ensure the authority of the sacred canons, and reinforced the necessary communion with the Roman Pontiff, a point that he carried especially in his heart.” Even Pope Gregory II's successors held him in great esteem. Amidst his great work of evangelization, he did not fail to favor the foundation of various monasteries, masculine and feminine. “From the Benedictine cenobites of his homeland, he had called men and women monks who lent a most valuable and precious service in the task of announcing the Gospel and spreading the human sciences and arts among the populations. He considered in fact that the work for the Gospel should be also work for a true human culture,” Pope Benedict XVI said, mentioning the monastery at Fulda, which “was the heart and center of the irradiation of the spirituality and the religious culture.”

The Pope then highlighted that “thanks to Boniface, to his men and women monks -- the women too had a very important part in this work of evangelization -- this human culture also flourished, which is inseparable from the faith and reveals its beauty. Boniface himself has left us significant intellectual works.” In spite of his nearly 80 years of age, Boniface “prepared himself for a new evangelizing mission: With some 50 monks, he returned to Friesland, where he had begun his work...While he was beginning the celebration of Mass in Dokkum (in present day North Holland), on June 5, 754, he was assaulted by a band of pagans.” He came forward and prohibited his companions to fight, recalling the words from Scripture. He then fell beneath the blows of his attackers. His remains were taken to the monastery of Fulda, for burial.

The Holy Father then invited those present to reflect on what message we can gather from “this great missionary and martyr?” First on all, the centrality of the Word of God, lived and interpreted in the faith of the Church, a Word that he lived, preached and gave testimony to unto the supreme gift of himself in martyrdom. He was so impassioned by the Word of God that he felt the urgency and the duty of taking it to others, even at his personal risk.” Thus, “his faithful communion with the Apostolic See, which was a firm and central point in his missionary work. He always conserved that communion as a rule of his mission and he left it almost as a testament.” In addition, “he promoted the encounter between the Roman-Christian culture and the Germanic culture. He knew in fact that to humanize and evangelize the culture was an integral part of his mission as a bishop. Transmitting the ancient patrimony of Christian values, he implanted in the German peoples a new style of life that was more human, thanks to which the inalienable rights of the person were better respected. As an authentic son of St. Benedict, he knew how to unite prayer and work (manual and intellectual), pen and plow.” 

In concluding his catechesis, the Pope exhorted all present to reflect on the testimony of St. Boniface, “to welcome in our life the Word of God as an essential point of reference, to passionately love the Church, to feel that we are co-responsible for its future, to seek unity around the Successor of Peter.” He thus expressed his admiration for his zeal for the Gospel: “Comparing this ardent faith of his, this zeal for the Gospel, to our faith so often lukewarm and bureaucratic, we see that we have to renew our faith and how to do it, so as to give as a gift to our times the precious pearl of the Gospel.”

After greeting pilgrims in various languages, Benedict XVI made the following appeal for Northern Ireland: “It was with deep sorrow that I learned of the murders of two young British soldiers and a policeman in Northern Ireland. As I assure the families of the victims and the injured of my spiritual closeness, I condemn in the strongest terms these abominable acts of terrorism which, apart from desecrating human life, seriously endanger the ongoing peace process in Northern Ireland and risk destroying the great hopes generated by this process in the region and throughout the world. I ask the Lord that no one will again give in to the horrendous temptation of violence and that all will increase their efforts to continue building - through the patient effort of dialogue - a peaceful, just and reconciled society.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/3/2009)

12 March 2009 – Letter to Catholic Bishops concerning the remission of the excommunication

of the four Bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre

VATICAN - The Holy Father Benedict XVI's Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church concerning the remission of the excommunication of the four Bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Today, the Holy See Press Office published the Letter of His Holiness Benedict XVI to the Bishops of the Catholic Church, on the remission of the excommunication of the four Bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre. Here we publish a few extracts from the letter.

“The remission of the excommunication of the four Bishops consecrated in 1988 by Archbishop Lefebvre without a mandate of the Holy See has for many reasons caused, both within and beyond the Catholic Church, a discussion more heated than any we have seen for a long time...I therefore feel obliged to offer you, dear Brothers, a word of clarification, which ought to help you understand the concerns which led me and the competent offices of the Holy See to take this step. In this way I hope to contribute to peace in the Church.

An unforeseen mishap for me was the fact that the Williamson case came on top of the remission of the excommunication. The discreet gesture of mercy towards four Bishops ordained validly but not legitimately suddenly appeared as something completely different: as the repudiation of reconciliation between Christians and Jews, and thus as the reversal of what the Council had laid down in this regard to guide the Church’s path...I have been told that consulting the information available on the internet would have made it possible to perceive the problem early on. I have learned the lesson that in the future in the Holy See we will have to pay greater attention to that source of news. 

Another mistake, which I deeply regret, is the fact that the extent and limits of the provision of 21 January 2009 were not clearly and adequately explained at the moment of its publication. The excommunication affects individuals, not institutions. An episcopal ordination lacking a pontifical mandate raises the danger of a schism, since it jeopardizes the unity of the College of Bishops with the Pope. Consequently the Church must react by employing her most severe punishment – excommunication – with the aim of calling those thus punished to repent and to return to unity. Twenty years after the ordinations, this goal has sadly not yet been attained. The remission of the excommunication has the same aim as that of the punishment: namely, to invite the four Bishops once more to return...In order to make this clear once again: until the doctrinal questions are clarified, the Society has no canonical status in the Church, and its ministers – even though they have been freed of the ecclesiastical penalty – do not legitimately exercise any ministry in the Church.

In light of this situation, it is my intention henceforth to join the Pontifical Commission "Ecclesia Dei" – the body which has been competent since 1988 for those communities and persons who, coming from the Society of Saint Pius X or from similar groups, wish to return to full communion with the Pope – to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. This will make it clear that the problems now to be addressed are essentially doctrinal in nature and concern primarily the acceptance of the Second Vatican Council and the post-conciliar magisterium of the Popes...The Church’s teaching authority cannot be frozen in the year 1962 – this must be quite clear to the Society. But some of those who put themselves forward as great defenders of the Council also need to be reminded that Vatican II embraces the entire doctrinal history of the Church. Anyone who wishes to be obedient to the Council has to accept the faith professed over the centuries, and cannot sever the roots from which the tree draws its life.

I hope, dear Brothers, that this serves to clarify the positive significance and also the limits of the provision of 21 January 2009. But the question still remains: Was this measure needed? Was it really a priority?...In our days, when in vast areas of the world the faith is in danger of dying out like a flame which no longer has fuel, the overriding priority is to make God present in this world and to show men and women the way to God...The real problem at this moment of our history is that God is disappearing from the human horizon, and, with the dimming of the light which comes from God, humanity is losing its bearings, with increasingly evident destructive effects.

Leading men and women to God, to the God who speaks in the Bible: this is the supreme and fundamental priority of the Church and of the Successor of Peter at the present time. A logical consequence of this is that we must have at heart the unity of all believers...That the quiet gesture of extending a hand gave rise to a huge uproar, and thus became exactly the opposite of a gesture of reconciliation, is a fact which we must accept...Can we be totally indifferent about a community which has 491 priests, 215 seminarians, 6 seminaries, 88 schools, 2 university-level institutes, 117 religious brothers, 164 religious sisters and thousands of lay faithful? Should we casually let them drift farther from the Church?...

Certainly, for some time now, and once again on this specific occasion, we have heard from some representatives of that community many unpleasant things – arrogance and presumptuousness, an obsession with one-sided positions, etc. Yet to tell the truth, I must add that I have also received a number of touching testimonials of gratitude which clearly showed an openness of heart. But should not the great Church also allow herself to be generous in the knowledge of her great breadth, in the knowledge of the promise made to her? Should not we, as good educators, also be capable of overlooking various faults and making every effort to open up broader vistas? And should we not admit that some unpleasant things have also emerged in Church circles? At times one gets the impression that our society needs to have at least one group to which no tolerance may be shown; which one can easily attack and hate. And should someone dare to approach them – in this case the Pope – he too loses any right to tolerance; he too can be treated hatefully, without misgiving or restraint.

Dear Brothers, during the days when I first had the idea of writing this letter, by chance, during a visit to the Roman Seminary, I had to interpret and comment on Galatians 5:13-15. I was surprised at the directness with which that passage speaks to us about the present moment: "Do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’. But if you bite and devour one another, take heed that you are not consumed by one another." I am always tempted to see these words as another of the rhetorical excesses which we occasionally find in Saint Paul. To some extent that may also be the case. But sad to say, this "biting and devouring" also exists in the Church today, as expression of a poorly understood freedom... And so I would like to offer heartfelt thanks to all the many Bishops who have lately offered me touching tokens of trust and affection, and above all assured me of their prayers. My thanks also go to all the faithful who in these days have given me testimony of their constant fidelity to the Successor of Saint Peter. May the Lord protect all of us and guide our steps along the way of peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/3/2009)

12 March 2009 – Audience to a delegation of the Grand Rabbinate of Israele

VATICAN - Benedict XVI addresses representatives of the Chief Rabbinate of Israel: “that Jews and Christians and also Muslims may live in peace and harmony in this Holy Land!”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “As you know, I am preparing to visit the Holy Land as a pilgrim. My intention is to pray especially for the precious gift of unity and peace both within the region and for the worldwide human family. As Psalm 125 brings to mind, God protects his people: "As the mountains are round about Jerusalem, so the Lord is round about his people, from this time forth and for evermore". May my visit also help to deepen the dialogue of the Church with the Jewish people so that Jews and Christians and also Muslims may live in peace and harmony in this Holy Land!” This was the wish expressed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI on March 12, in an audience with a delegation from the Chief Rabbinate of Israel and the Holy See's Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews.

“The important dialogue in which you are engaged is a fruit of the historical visit of my beloved predecessor Pope John Paul II to the Holy Land in March 2000. It was his wish to enter into a dialogue with Jewish religious institutions in Israel and his encouragement was decisive to attaining this goal...During these seven years not only has the friendship between the Commission and the Chief Rabbinate increased, but you have also been able to reflect on important themes which are relevant to the Jewish and Christian traditions alike.”

The Holy Father recalled that “because we recognize a common rich spiritual patrimony a dialogue based on mutual understanding and respect is, as Nostra Aetate (n. 4) recommends, necessary and possible.” The joint declarations issued at the close of each of the 7 encounters held in Rome and Jerusalem, testify to the fact that on such circumstances, “our respective religious convictions have been highlighted, while the differences of understanding have also been acknowledged. The Church recognizes that the beginnings of her faith are found in the historical divine intervention in the life of the Jewish people and that here our unique relationship has its foundation. The Jewish people, who were chosen as the elected people, communicate to the whole human family, knowledge of and fidelity to the one, unique and true God.” At the close of the audience, thanking them for the visit, the Pope affirmed his desire to “renew my personal commitment to advancing the vision set out for coming generations in the Second Vatican Council's declaration Nostra Aetate.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/3/2009)

12 March 2009 – Message to Cardinal Stafford and participants at apostolic penitentiary course

VATICAN - Holy Father's Message: “one pastoral priority of our own times is the correct formation of believers' consciences, because in the extent to which the idea of sin is lost, so unfortunately the sense of guilt increases, which it is then sought to eliminate through inadequate palliative remedies.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “One pastoral priority of our own times is the correct formation of believers' consciences, because in the extent to which the idea of sin is lost, so unfortunately the sense of guilt increases, which it is then sought to eliminate through inadequate palliative remedies.” This is what the Holy Father Benedict XVI wrote in his March 12th Message to Cardinal James Francis Stafford, Penitentiary Major, and the participants of the 20th course on the "internal forum," organized by the Apostolic Penitentiary. “Many valuable spiritual and pastoral instruments, which should be increasingly more appreciated, contribute to the formation of consciences,” the Pope said, naming things like catechesis, preaching, the homily, spiritual direction, the Sacrament of Reconciliation, and the celebration of the Eucharist.

“Like all the Sacraments, the Sacrament of Penance requires a previous catechesis and a mystagogical catechesis for deepening in the understanding of the sacrament 'per ritus et preces' as the liturgical Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium from Vatican II (cf. 48) states. An adequate catechesis offers a concrete contribution in the educating of consciences, leading them to a better perception of the sense of sin, which today has become somewhat faded or, worse still, obfuscated by an 'etsi Deus non daretur' way of thinking and living, an expression taken from Grotius but highly relevant in our time, denoting a relativism closed to the true meaning of life.” 

“Catechesis must be accompanied by a wise use of preaching, which in the Church's history has taken on different forms, according to the mentality and pastoral needs of the faithful,” Benedict XVI, who observes that today, among the various kinds of communication, there is an increased use of telematic instruments: “In fact, the present mass media, while it is a challenge to be met, it also offers Providential opportunities to announce the timeless and immutable Word of Truth that the Divine Master has entrusted to His Church, in new ways which are more closely geared towards modern sensibilities.” The homily “is without doubt the most widespread form of preaching with which the consciences of millions of faithful are educated every Sunday. In the recent Synod of Bishops, dedicated to the Word of God in the Church, a number of Synod Fathers rightly stressed the value and importance of homilies, which must be adapted to the modern mentality.”

The Pope then mentioned the value of “spiritual direction” in forming consciences. “It is an important service to the Church, which requires interior vitality, to be implored as a gift of the Holy Spirit through intense and prolonged prayer, and through carefully-acquired training.

In order to administer the divine mercy in the Sacrament of Penance, “each priest must nourish his own spiritual life and ensure his own ongoing theological and pastoral 'aggiornamento.' Finally, believers' consciences are purified through devout and conscientious participation in Mass, which is the sacrifice of Christ for the remission of sin.”

Concluding his Message, the Holy Father exhorted the course participants “to treasure all they have learned on the Sacrament of Penance,” and “in the various contexts in which each one lives and works, maintain an awareness of the need to be worthy ministers of divine mercy and responsible educators of consciences, May you draw inspiration from the saintly confessors and masters of the spirit, among whom I particularly wish to mention St. Jean Marie Vianney, 'Cure of Ars', the 150th anniversary of whose death is being commemorated this year.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

13 March 2009 – Audience with plenary of the Congregation for Divine Worship

VATICAN - Pope tells participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for Divine Worship: “in the Eucharist, adoration must become union: union with the living Lord and with His mystical Body”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On March 13, the Holy Father received participants in the plenary assembly of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, who have been meeting to consider the question of Eucharistic adoration. “In your Plenary Assembly, you reflected on the Mystery of the Eucharist, especially Eucharistic Adoration,” the Pontiff said, later recalling the recent Magisterial documents on the topic, especially the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, “Sacramentum caritatis,” that also demonstrated the concerns of the Synod Fathers “for a certain confusion that arose following the II Vatican Council, regarding the relationship between the Mass and adoration of the Blessed Sacrament,” as an echo of what Pope John Paul II “had already expressed on the deviances that have perhaps marked the post-conciliar liturgical renewal” in his encyclical “Ecclesia de Eucharistia.” 

“The Second Vatican Council has revealed unique role of the Eucharistic mystery in the life of the faithful,” the Pontiff said, recalling that the Eucharist “is at the heart of the Church's origins and is the source of grace, being an incomparable occasion for the sanctification of humanity in Christ and the glorification of God. In this sense, all of the Church's activity is ordained towards the Mystery of the Eucharist and it is by virtue of the Eucharist that 'the Church continually lives and grows.' Our task is to perceive the most valuable treasure we have in this ineffable mystery of faith 'both in the celebration of the Mass, as well as in the worship of the consecrated hosts, which are conserved after the Mass, to extend the grace of the Sacrifice.'”

The Pontiff recalled the various meanings of the word “adoration” in the Greek and Latin. “The Greek word 'proskynesis' indicates a gesture of submission, acknowledging God as our true measure, whose norms we accept and follow. The Latin term 'ad-oratio' implies physical contact, a kiss, embrace, which is implicit in the idea of love. The aspect of submission anticipates a relationship of union, become the One to whom we submit ourselves is Love. In fact, in the Eucharist, adoration must become union: union with the living Lord and with His mystical Body.” The Pope recalled words he had pronounced at World Youth Day 2005 in the German city of Cologne, at Marienfeld: “God no longer simply stands before us as the One who is totally Other. He is within us, and we are in Him. His dynamic enters into us and then seeks to spread outwards to others until it fills the world, so that His love can truly become the dominant measure of the world.”

Pope John Paul II, in his Apostolic Letter “Spiritus et Sponsa,” on the 40th anniversary of the Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium, on the Sacred Liturgy, “exhorted us to take the necessary steps in deepening the experience of renewal,” Benedict XVI recalled. “This is also important in terms of Eucharistic adoration. Such deepening will only be possible through a greater awareness of the mystery in full fidelity to sacred Tradition and the increase of liturgical life within our communities.”

The Holy Father then expressed his particular appreciation for the fact that the Plenary Assembly also reflected on the theme of faith formation for the entire People of God, with special attention on seminarians, “to favor their growth in a true spirit of Eucharistic Adoration.” Lastly, in recalling the three penitential practices of Lent, particularly dear to Biblical and Christian tradition, he exhorted all “to rediscover and practice fasting with renewed fervor, not only as a form of asceticism but also as a preparation for the Eucharist and as a spiritual weapon to fight against any disordered attachment to ourselves.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

14 March 2009 – Audience with Bishops of Argentina on Ad Limina visit

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells Bishops of Argentina: “The episcopal ministry is at the service of the unity and communion of the entire Mystical Body of Christ. The Bishop is called to promote and defend the integrity of the faith and the common discipline of the entire Church.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The episcopal ministry is at the service of the unity and communion of the entire Mystical Body of Christ. The Bishop is called to promote and defend the integrity of the faith and the common discipline of the entire Church, as well as teaching the faithful to love all their brothers and sisters.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in addressing the Argentinean Bishops' Conference, whom he received in an audience on March 14, on the occasion of their “ad Limina Apostolorum” Visit. The Pope acknowledged the Bishops' “decided effort in maintaining and strengthening unity within the Episcopal Conference and among the diocesan communities,” and continued, saying: “This unity, which you should intensely promote and in a visible manner, will also be a source of consolation in the serious task entrusted to you. Thanks to this affective and effective collegiality, no Bishop is ever alone, because he is always tightly united to Christ, the Good Shepherd, and by virtue of his episcopal ordination and the hierarchical communion, to his brother bishops and to him whom the Lord has chosen as Successor of Peter.”

The Holy Father then exhorted the Bishops to live “this spirit of communion” in particular in relationship with the priests, encouraging them and showing “loving concern as fathers and brothers” for their spiritual, intellectual, and material condition, as well as “showing charity and prudence” in correcting the teachings, events, or behaviors that do not befit the priestly condition and that “can be damaging or confusing to the Christian faith and life of the faithful.” 

The Pope then called the Argentinean Bishops “to make a great effort to promote priestly vocations,” through “a more intense marital and familial pastoral care” and “a more audacious youth ministry that helps young people to respond with generosity to the call that God makes to them.” It is also necessary to “intensify the formation of seminarians in all their dimensions, human, spiritual, intellectual, affective, and pastoral, carrying out an efficient and demanding work in the discernment of candidates for Holy Orders.”

Among the other priorities mentioned by Pope Benedict XVI were “the great importance of recognizing, valuing and encouraging the participating of religious in evangelization activity in the diocese, who offer an enrichment in the contributions through their various charisms.” Likewise, “the faithful also, by virtue of their baptism, are called to cooperate in the edification of the Body of Christ. To achieve this end, they need to be offered the chance to have a more palpable experience of Jesus Christ and the mystery of His Love. The constant contact with the Lord through an intense prayer life and adequate spiritual and doctrinal formation will lead all Christians to a greater appreciation in believing and celebrating their faith and the joy of belonging to the Church, encouraging them to actively participate in the mission to proclaim the Good News to all men.”

The Pope concluded his address by assuring the Argentinean Bishops of his closeness and daily prayers: “May the Lord grant you the joy of serving Him, guiding in His Name the flock entrusted to you! May the Virgin Mary, under the advocation of “Nuestra Señora de Luján,” accompany you and always protect you and the faithful of your dioceses!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

15 March 2009 – Angelus

VATICAN - “I depart for African with the awareness of having nothing else to propose and give to those whom I will meet if not Christ and the Good News of His Cross”; at the Angelus, Benedict XVI asks all to accompany him on his missionary journey with their prayers

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Just before setting off for his first apostolic journey to Africa (March 17-23), in which he will visit Cameroon and Angola, the Holy Father Benedict XVI dedicated his address prior to the Angelus on Sunday, March 15, to this visit, with which he hopes to “embrace the whole African continent: its thousands of differences and profound religious soul; its ancient cultures and its toilsome road to development and reconciliation; its grave problems, its painful wounds and its enormous possibilities and hopes. I intend to confirm the African Catholics in faith, to encourage the Christians in their ecumenical commitment, and bring to all the announcement of peace that the Risen Lord has entrusted to his Church.”

The Holy Father recalled that in Cameroon's capital,Yaounde, he will present the “'instrumentum laboris'” for the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, which will take place in October in the Vatican. He will then travel to Luanda, the capital of Angola, “a country that, after a long civil war, has found peace again and is now called to rebuild itself in justice.” “As I prepare myself for this missionary journey, in my soul resounds the words of the Apostle Paul that the liturgy proposes for our meditation on this third Sunday of Lent: 'We proclaim Christ crucified,' the Apostle writes to the Christians of Corinth, 'a scandal to the Jews and foolishness to the pagans; but for those who are called, whether Jews or Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God' (1 Corinthians 1:23-24). Yes, dear brothers and sisters! I depart for African with the awareness of having nothing else to propose and give to those whom I will meet if not Christ and the Good News of his cross, mystery of supreme love, of divine love that defeats all human resistance and in the end makes forgiveness and love of enemies possible. This is the grace of the Gospel that is capable of transforming the world; this is the grace that can renew Africa, because it generates an irresistible power of peace and of deep and radical reconciliation. The Church does not pursue economic, social and political objectives; the Church proclaims Christ, certain that the Gospel can touch the hearts of all and transform them, renewing persons and society from within.”

Before reciting the Marian prayer, the Pope recalled the upcoming Solemnity of Saint Joseph, Patron of the Universal Church, and his personal patron, entrusting to this great Saint “this upcoming pilgrimage and the peoples of all of Africa, with the challenges that face them and the hopes that animate them. I think especially of the victims of hunger, disease, injustices, of the fratricidal conflicts and of every form of violence that, unfortunately, continues to strike adults and children, without sparing missionaries, priests, religious, and volunteers. Brothers and sisters, accompany me on this trip with your prayers, invoking Mary, Mother and Queen of Africa. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

16 March 2009 – Audience with plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy

VATICAN - Pope tells participants of the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy: “The centrality of Christ brings with it the correct appreciation of the ministerial priesthood, without which neither the Eucharist nor, consequently, the mission and the Church herself would exist.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the eve of his first apostolic trip to Africa, the Holy Father Benedict XVI held an audience with participants of the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy on March 16. The theme of the Assembly was: “The Missionary Identity of the Priest in the Church, as Intrinsic Dimension of the Exercise of the 'Tria Munera'.” 

“If the entire Church is missionary and if every Christian, by virtue of baptism and Confirmation, receives quasi ex officio the mandate to profess the faith publicly, the ministerial priesthood also from this point of view is distinguished ontologically, and not only by degree, from baptismal priesthood, called also common priesthood. Constitutive of the first, in fact, is the apostolic mandate: 'Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation' (Mark 16:15). We know that this mandate is not a simple charge entrusted to his collaborators; its roots are deeper and must be sought much further afield.

The Holy Father mentioned that “The missionary dimension of the priest is born from his sacramental configuration to Christ the Head: this brings with it, as a consequence, a cordial and total adherence to that which the ecclesial tradition has recognized as the 'apostolica vivendi forma'. The latter consists of participation in a 'new life' understood spiritually, in that 'new style of life' that was inaugurated by the Lord Jesus and which was made their own by the Apostles...In light of this it seems clear how the 'tria munera' are in the first place a gift, and only as a consequence an office, participation in a life and because of this 'a potestas.'” Although the ecclesial tradition has “justly detached the sacramental efficacy of the concrete existential situation of the priest...the indispensable, tension to moral perfection, should dwell in every genuinely priestly heart.”

Here, the Holy Father announced the “Priestly Year,” which will be held June 19, 2009 to June 19, 2010, on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the death of the Holy Cure of Ars, Jean Marie Vianney, “true example of Pastor at the service of Christ's flock,” during which various spiritual and pastoral initiatives will be promoted in order to “make the role and the mission of the priest in the Church and in contemporary society increasingly perceived.” 

Benedict XVI then paused to describe the mission of the priest “in the Church.” “Such an ecclesial, communional, hierarchical and doctrinal dimension is absolutely indispensable for any genuine mission and, on its own, guarantees its spiritual efficacy. The four aspects mentioned must always be recognized as profoundly related: the mission is 'ecclesial' because no one priest proclaims or takes himself, rather within and through his own humanity, every priest must be very conscious of taking another, God himself, to the world...The mission is 'communial' because it takes place in a unity and communion that only in a secondary way also has relevant aspects of social visibility. Moreover, these derive essentially from that divine intimacy of which the priest is called to be expert, to be able to lead, with humility and confidence, the souls entrusted to him to the encounter itself with the Lord. Finally the 'hierarchical' and 'doctrinal' dimensions suggest reaffirming the importance of ecclesiastical discipline (the term is joined to 'disciple') and of doctrinal formation, and not only theological, initial and permanent.” 

Continuing his address, the Pontiff reflected on the importance of forming candidates to the ministry, exhorting Pastors to cultivate “truly paternal human relations” with their priests, being concerned for their permanent formation, especially in the doctrinal and spiritual aspects. “In a special way the mission has its roots in a good formation, carried out in communion with the uninterrupted ecclesial Tradition, free of ruptures and temptations to discontinuity. In this connection, it is important to foster in priests, above all in the young generations, a correct perception of the texts of the Second Vatican Council, interpreted in the light of all the doctrinal baggage of the Church. It also seems urgent to recover that consciousness that drives priests to be present, identifiable and recognizable both by the judgment of faith, or by personal virtues, or also by their dress, in the realms of culture and charity, ever at the heart of the mission of the Church.”

In the concluding part of his address to the participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy, the Pope highlighted once more that “as Church and as priests we proclaim Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ, crucified and resurrected, sovereign of time and history, in the joyful certainty that this truth coincides with the profoundest hopes of the human heart. In the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word, namely, in the fact that God became a man like us, is both the content as well as the method of the Christian proclamation. The mission has here its propellant center: precisely in Jesus Christ. The centrality of Christ brings with it the correct appreciation of the ministerial priesthood, without which neither the Eucharist nor, consequently, the mission and the Church herself would exist. In this connection it is necessary to watch so that the 'new structures' of pastoral organizations are not thought out for a time in which the ordained ministry is 'undervalued,' starting from an erroneous interpretation of the correct promotion of the laity, because in such a case the premises would be established for an ultimate dissolution of the ministerial priesthood and the eventual presumed 'solutions' would coincide dramatically with the real causes of the current problems linked to the ministry.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/3/2009)

17 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Arrival in Yaoundé

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (1) - Arrival in Yaounde: “The saving message of the Gospel needs to be proclaimed loud and clear, so that the light of Christ can shine into the darkness of people’s lives.”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) - “I come among you as a pastor, I come to confirm my brothers and sisters in the faith. This was the role that Christ entrusted to Peter at the Last Supper, and it is the role of Peter’s successors.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI expressed his principle motive in embarking on his apostolic journey to Africa, during the Welcoming Ceremony held at the Nsimalen International Airport in Yaounde (Cameroon), on the afternoon of March 17, in the presence of civil and religious authorities.

In his speech, the Pope recalled the testimonies of the many saints from this continent during the first centuries of Christianity (including Saint Cyprian, Saint Monica, Saint Augustine, and Saint Athanasius), and in our days, “waves of missionaries and martyrs have continued to bear witness to Christ throughout Africa, and today the Church is blessed with almost a hundred and fifty million members.”

It was in Yaoundé in 1995 that Pope John Paul II promulgated the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation “Ecclesia in Africa,” the fruit of the First Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops. Benedict XVI continued: “I have come here to issue the Instrumentum Laboris for the Second Special Assembly, which will take place in Rome this coming October. The Synod Fathers will reflect together on the theme: 'The Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and Peace: You are the salt of the earth...You are the light of the world (Mt 5:13-14).' Almost ten years into the new millennium, this moment of grace is a summons to all the Bishops, priests, religious and lay faithful of the continent to rededicate themselves to the mission of the Church to bring hope to the hearts of the people of Africa, and indeed to people throughout the world.” 

The Pope then named Saint Josephine Bakhita, who offers “a shining example of the transformation that an encounter with the living God can bring to a situation of great hardship and injustice. In the face of suffering or violence, poverty or hunger, corruption or abuse of power, a Christian can never remain silent. The saving message of the Gospel needs to be proclaimed loud and clear, so that the light of Christ can shine into the darkness of people’s lives. Here in Africa, as in so many parts of the world, countless men and women long to hear a word of hope and comfort.” 

Benedict XVI he recalled the many local conflicts that “leave thousands homeless or destitute, orphaned or widowed”... the slave trade of the past has been substituted for the human trafficking of today, especially of women and children; the growing number of Africans falling prey to hunger, poverty, and disease. “They cry out for reconciliation, justice and peace, and that is what the Church offers them,” the Pope said. 

In Cameroon, the Church carries out her mission in the area of healthcare and reconciliation, especially in assisting AIDS patients, and in education: “ we see the efforts of generations of missionary teachers bearing fruit in the work of the Catholic University for Central Africa, a sign of great hope for the future of the region,” the Pontiff commented, recalling that “Cameroon is truly a land of hope for many in Central Africa.” Thousands of refugees from war-torn countries in the region have received a welcome here. It is a land of life, with a Government that speaks out in defense of the rights of the unborn, with dialogue and diplomacy that guarantees peace. It is also a land of the youth, full of vitality and eager to build “a more just and peaceful world,” the Holy Father said. “As I come among you today, I pray that the Church here and throughout Africa will continue to grow in holiness, in the service of reconciliation, justice and peace. I pray that the work of the Second Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops will fan into a flame the gifts that the Spirit has poured out upon the Church in Africa...God bless Cameroon! And God bless Africa!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/3/2009)

18 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Bishops

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (2) - Meeting with Bishops: “In this year dedicated to Saint Paul, it is most opportune to recall the urgent need to proclaim the Gospel to everyone. This mandate, which the Church received from Christ, remains a priority.”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – In the Church of Christ-Roi in Tsinga, Yaounde, on the morning of Wednesday, March 18, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met with the Bishops of Cameroon. After recalling the motive of his visit - “ to meet the peoples of the beloved African continent” - and to present the Instrumentum Laboris of the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, Benedict XVI continued: “In this year dedicated to Saint Paul, it is most opportune to recall the urgent need to proclaim the Gospel to everyone. This mandate, which the Church received from Christ, remains a priority... Together with you, dear Brothers, it is your entire diocesan communities that are sent out to be witnesses of the Gospel...to guide and inspire the People of God in this task, the Pastors themselves, first and foremost, must be preachers of the faith, leading new disciples to Christ.”

In order to carry out this mission of evangelization, in addition to formal meetings, there is a need for a “a profound communion” among the Pastors of the Church, the Pontiff said, underlining the need to “ to search collectively for answers to the many challenges which the Church has to face” and an “effective collaboration between dioceses, particularly with regard to better distribution of priests in your country... so that the proclamation of the Gospel should not suffer through lack of ministers. This apostolic solidarity should also extend generously to meet the needs of other local Bishops, especially those of your continent. Thus it will appear clearly that your Christian communities, following the example of those that brought the Gospel message to you, are likewise a missionary Church.”

The Pope then highlighted the need for “relations of close communion” between Bishops and priests: “ The words and example of their Bishop have a key role in inspiring them to give their spiritual and sacramental life a central place in their ministry, spurring them on to discover and to live ever more deeply the particular role of the shepherd as, first and foremost, a man of prayer. The spiritual and sacramental life is an extraordinary treasure, given to us for ourselves and for the good of the people entrusted to us.” 

In his address, Benedict XVI exhorted the Bishops of Cameroon “ to be especially vigilant regarding the faithfulness of priests and consecrated persons to the commitments made at their ordination or entry into religious life;” to carry out a serious discernment of candidates to the priesthood; “to give priority to the choice and training of formators and spiritual directors;” and to give thanks to God for the contribution to the life of the Church and for the development of the consecrated life; to consider human, spiritual, and doctrinal formation of catechists as “essential,” as “they have had and will continue to have a determining role” in the evangelization of Cameroon.

Among the motives of his pastoral concern, the Pope mentioned first the situation of the family: “The difficulties arising from the impact of modernity and secularization on traditional society inspire you to defend vigorously the essential values of the African family, and to give high priority to its thorough evangelization.” Thus, making reference to the liturgy, he mentioned that the joy manifest during the celebrations should “not obstruct, but rather facilitates dialogue and communion with God, attained through a genuine internalization of the structures and words of the liturgy, so that these express what is taking place in the hearts of believers, in true union with all the other participants. The dignity of the celebrations, especially when they take place in the presence of large crowds, is an eloquent sign of this.” 

In order to respond to the spread of sects and esoteric movements, and the growing influence of superstitious forms of religion, as well as relativism, there is a need for “new impetus to the formation of children and young adults, especially in university settings and intellectual circles.” The Holy Father then expressed his great satisfaction for the commitment of the laity in the life of the Church and society, especially for the active participation of the women's associations, “a genuine recognition of the dignity of women and their particular vocation in the ecclesial community and in society.” After having exhorted the Bishops to persevere in their efforts to give the laity a solid Christian formation, Benedict XVI mentioned the fact that in the present context of globalization, “the Bishop’s mission leads him to be the defender of the rights of the poor, to call forth and encourage the exercise of charity, which is a manifestation of the Lord’s love for the 'little ones.' In this way, the faithful are led to grasp the fact that the Church is truly God’s family, gathered in brotherly love; this leaves no room for ethnocentrism or factionalism, and it contributes towards reconciliation and cooperation among ethnic groups for the good of all.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009)

18 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – First Vespers Feast of St Joseph

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (3) - Celebration of Vespers: the example of Saint Joseph “helps us to understand that it is only by complete submission to the will of God that we become effective workers in the service of his plan”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – The First Vespers of the Solemnity of Saint Joseph were presided by the Holy Father in the Basilica of Marie, Reine des Apôtres in the Mvolyé neighborhood in Yaoundé, in the afternoon of Wednesday, March 18, in the presence of Cardinals and Bishops, Priests and Deacons, consecrated, and members of other Christian denominations. As Benedict XVI mentioned at the beginning of his homily, the Basilica was “raised on the site of the first church built by the Missionaries of the Holy Spirit who came to bring the Good News to Cameroon.”

Recalling all the characteristics of Saint Joseph from the Sacred Scriptures, the Pope focused first of all on the fact that he had been father without fatherhood according to the flesh: “He is not the biological father of Jesus, whose Father is God alone, and yet he lives his fatherhood fully and completely. To be a father means above all to be at the service of life and growth.” Benedict XVI then exhorted the priests to live this fatherhood in their daily ministry, constantly returning to the root of the priesthood, Our Lord Jesus Christ: “In living out this deep friendship with Christ you will discover true freedom and deep joy. The ministerial priesthood entails a profound relationship with Christ who is given to us in the Eucharist. Let the celebration of the Eucharist be truly the center of your priestly lives; in this way it will also be the center of your ecclesial mission.” Aware of the fact that the pastoral ministry of the priest “demands many sacrifices, yet it is also a source of great joy,” the Pope said: “The Successor of Peter thanks you for your generous devotion to the service of the Church, and he urges you not to be troubled by the difficulties you encounter along the way!”

To the brothers and sisters in the consecrated life or in ecclesial movements, the Pope reminded then that “when Mary received the visit of the angel at the Annunciation, she was already betrothed to Joseph. In addressing Mary personally, the Lord already closely associates Joseph to the mystery of the Incarnation,” and highlighted that “Joseph teaches us that it is possible to love without possessing.” He then exhorted those in ecclesial movements to be attentive to those around them and “reveal the loving face of God to the poor, especially by your works of mercy, your human and Christian education of young people, your programmes for the advancement of women, and in so many other ways!” To the consecrated, the Pope reminded them of their “mission of bearing much-needed witness before our world to the primacy of God and of eternal life”: “At all times, and especially whenever your fidelity is put to the test, Saint Joseph reminds you of the value and meaning of your promises. The consecrated life is a radical imitation of Christ...Do not be afraid of living to the full the self-offering that you have made to God, bearing authentic witness to it wherever you find yourselves.”

Returning to the example of Saint Joseph, Benedict XVI highlighted how he “was caught up at every moment by the mystery of the Incarnation. ..In Joseph, faith is not separated from action. His faith had a decisive effect on his actions. Paradoxically, it was by acting, by carrying out his responsibilities, that he stepped aside and left God free to act, placing no obstacles in his way...The life of Saint Joseph, lived in obedience to God’s word, is an eloquent sign for all the disciples of Jesus who seek the unity of the Church. His example helps us to understand that it is only by complete submission to the will of God that we become effective workers in the service of his plan.” Lastly, addressing the members of the other Christian denominations, the Pope mentioned that “this quest for unity among the disciples of Christ represents a great challenge for us. It leads us first of all to be converted to the Person of Christ, to let ourselves be drawn more and more to him. In him, we are called to acknowledge one another as brothers and sisters, children of the same Father.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009)

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with local Muslim community

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (4) - Meeting with the Muslim community: “May the enthusiastic cooperation of Muslims, Catholics and other Christians in Cameroon be a beacon to other African nations of the enormous potential of an interreligious commitment to peace, justice and the common good!”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) - “May the enthusiastic cooperation of Muslims, Catholics and other Christians in Cameroon be a beacon to other African nations of the enormous potential of an interreligious commitment to peace, justice and the common good!” This was the desire expressed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the end of his meeting with representatives from the Muslim community in Cameroon, on the morning of Thursday, March 19, at the Apostolic Nunciature.

“Our encounter is a vivid sign of the desire we share with all people of good will -- in Cameroon, throughout Africa and across the globe -- to seek opportunities to exchange ideas about how religion makes an essential contribution to our understanding of culture and the world, and to the peaceful coexistence of all the members of the human family.”

Recalling the fact that in Cameroon, thousands of Christians and Muslims “often live, work, and worship in the same neighborhood” and “together they bear witness to the fundamental values of family, social responsibility, obedience to God’s law and loving concern for the sick and suffering,” the Pope also highlighted that such virtues foster the full development of the human person and forge bonds of solidarity with one’s neighbors and advance the common good.”

“My friends, I believe a particularly urgent task of religion today is to unveil the vast potential of human reason, which is itself God’s gift and which is elevated by revelation and faith. Belief in the one God, far from stunting our capacity to understand ourselves and the world, broadens it. Far from setting us against the world, it commits us to it. We are called to help others see the subtle traces and mysterious presence of God in the world which he has marvellously created and continually sustains with his ineffable and all-embracing love.” In light of this, the Holy Father exhorted them to “seek all that is right and just, to step outside the restricted sphere of our own self-interest and act for the good of others. Genuine religion thus widens the horizon of human understanding and stands at the base of any authentically human culture. It rejects all forms of violence and totalitarianism: not only on principles of faith, but also of right reason. Indeed, religion and reason mutually reinforce one another since religion is purified and structured by reason, and reason’s full potential is unleashed by revelation and faith.”

Benedict XVI then encouraged “my dear Muslim friends, to imbue society with the values that emerge from this perspective and elevate human culture, as we work together to build a civilization of love.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009)

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass and presentation of Instrumentum laboris

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (5) - Mass on the occasion of the publication of the Instrumentum Laboris: “Sons and daughters of Africa, do not be afraid to believe, to hope, and to love; do not be afraid to say that Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life.”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – On the Solemnity of Saint Joseph (March 19), the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided a special Mass on the occasion of the publication of the Instrumentum Laboris of the Second Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa, in the Amadou Ahidjo Stadium in Yaounde, and began by “wishing a very happy feast day to all those who, like myself, have received the grace of bearing this beautiful name.” The Pope also congratulated the parishes, schools, colleges, and institutions named after Saint Joseph and greeted the representatives of the African Episcopal Conferences who had come to Yaoundé for the promulgation of the Instrumentum Laboris.

“We are asking the Lord to protect the Church always – and he does! – just as Joseph protected his family and kept watch over the child Jesus” the Pope said in his homily, commenting on the day's liturgy. The Gospel (Mt 1:20) highlights the fidelity of Joseph to the words received from God's messenger, inviting them to “to imitate this same loving trust.” The first letter, although it does not make explicit reference to Saint Joseph it teaches us many things about him: “David puts his trust in God. In the same way, Joseph trusts God when he hears his messenger...Throughout all of history, Joseph is the man who gives God the greatest display of trust, even in the face of such astonishing news.”

Addressing fathers and mothers of families, the Holy Father told them: “At a time when so many people have no qualms about trying to impose the tyranny of materialism, with scant concern for the most deprived, you must be very careful. Africa in general, and Cameroon in particular, place themselves at risk if they do not recognize the True Author of Life! Brothers and sisters in Cameroon and throughout Africa, you who have received from God so many human virtues, take care of your souls! Do not let yourselves be captivated by selfish illusions and false ideals!...God alone will give you, dear married couples, the strength to raise your family as he wants.” The Pope then reflected on the “difficult time” being experienced by the families of Cameroon and in the rest of Africa, and mentioned the overturning of many traditional values, the change in relationships between generations, the rural exodus that corrodes family bonds and leads the youth to seek to cure their pain by living in ephemeral and man-made paradises. In facing this situation, Benedict XVI made reference to the “remarkable work done by countless associations that promote the life of faith and the practice of charity,” and made a dynamic appeal to hope: “More than ever, we must 'hope against all hope' (Rm 4:18)...Sons and daughters of Africa, do not be afraid to believe, to hope, and to love; do not be afraid to say that Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life, and that we can be saved by him alone...Africa is called to hope through you and in you! With Jesus Christ, who trod the African soil, Africa can become the continent of hope!” 

The Pope then exhorted all the faithful not to be afraid to love the Church: “Mary, Mother of the Church, will teach you to follow your pastors, to love your bishops, your priests, your deacons and your catechists; to heed what they teach you and to pray for their intentions.” Before concluding his homily, the Holy Father invited married couples to look upon “the love of Joseph for Mary and Jesus;” and to those preparing for marriage, he encouraged them to respect their future spouse as Joseph did; to those consecrated to God in celibacy, to reflect upon the teaching of the Church, to parents, for whom Saint Joesph is a model, he encouraged them to respect and love their spouse and lead their children to God.” 

To all the youth, the Pope offered “words of friendship and encouragement” exhorting them to take courage in facing life's challenges: “Let Christ take hold of you, agree to pledge your love to him, and – why not? – maybe even do so in the priesthood or in the consecrated life!” And “to the children who no longer have a father, or who live abandoned in the poverty of the streets, to those forcibly separated from their parents, to the maltreated and abused, to those constrained to join paramilitary forces that are terrorizing some countries, I would like to say: God loves you, he has not forgotten you, and Saint Joseph protects you! Invoke him with confidence.” 

At the close of the Mass, in presenting a copy of the Instrumentum Laboris to the Presidents of the National and Regional Bishops' Conferences of Africa, Benedict XVI affirmed that “ it reflects the great dynamism of the Church in Africa, but also the challenges that must be faced, which the Synod will have to consider.” He then expressed his hope that “that the work of the Synodal Assembly will contribute to an increase in hope for your peoples and for the entire continent; that it will help to inspire each of your local Churches with new evangelical and missionary zeal in service to reconciliation, justice and peace, according to the programme given us by the Lord himself: 'You are the salt of the earth … you are the light of the world.' May the joy of the Church in Africa at the celebration of this Synod be shared by the universal Church!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009)

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Visit to the Centre National de Réhabilitation des Handicapés

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (6) - Meeting with the sick and suffering: “Every African who suffers, indeed every person who suffers, helps Christ to carry his Cross and climbs with him the path to Golgotha in order one day to rise again with him.”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of March 19, the Holy Father Benedict XVI visited the Cardinal Paul Emile Leger Center - Centre National de Réhabilitation des Handicapés – in Yaounde, where he met with a group of sick persons in representation of all the health care structures in the country. “You are not alone in your pain, for Christ himself is close to all who suffer. He reveals to the sick and infirm their place in the heart of God and in society,” the Pope said in his address.

“This Centre is named after Cardinal Paul-Émile Léger, a son of Canada who came among you to bring relief to bodies and souls. As I stand here today, I am mindful of all the people in hospitals, in specialized health centers or clinics, who suffer from a disability, mental or physical. I also think of those whose flesh bears the scars of wars and violence. I remember too all the sick and, especially here in Africa, the victims of such diseases as AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis. I know how actively engaged the Catholic Church in your country is in the fight against these terrible afflictions, and I encourage you to pursue this urgent task with great determination.”

Benedict XVI recalled that in the face of suffering, sickness and death, “ it is tempting to cry out in pain,” and in these circumstances, “some are tempted to doubt whether God is present in their lives.” “Job, however, was conscious of God’s presence; his was not a cry of rebellion, but, from the depths of his sorrow, he allowed his trust to grow.” The Pope then mentioned how among those who accompanied Jesus on His path of suffering leading towards Calvary, there was an African named Simon of Cyrene, given the task of helping Jesus to carry his Cross. “History tells us, then, that an African, a son of your continent, took part, at the price of his own suffering, in the infinite suffering of the one who ransomed all men, including his executioners. Simon of Cyrene could not have known that it was his Saviour who stood there before him...Only after the resurrection could he have understood what he had done. Brothers and sisters, it is the same for each of us: in the depths of our anguish, of our own rebellion, Christ offers us his loving presence even if we find it hard to understand that he is at our side. Only the Lord’s final victory will reveal for us the definitive meaning of our trials.” 

The Pope continued: “Can it not be said that every African is in some sense a member of the family of Simon of Cyrene? Every African who suffers, indeed every person who suffers, helps Christ to carry his Cross and climbs with him the path to Golgotha in order one day to rise again with him...I pray, dear brothers and sisters, that you will be able to recognize yourselves in 'Simon of Cyrene.' I pray, dear brothers and sisters who are sick, that many of you will encounter a Simon at your bedside.” 

Inviting all present to fix their gaze upon the Crucified one, “with faith and courage, for from him come life, comfort, and healing,” the Pope mentioned the example of the Saints, who lived “lives entirely dedicated to God, our Father.” Then, addressing the hospital personnel, he mentioned how through their work, they “accomplish an act of charity and love that God recognizes;” and to the researchers and doctors, who are called to “practice every legitimate form of pain relief,” he reminded them that their first task is that of being “defenders of life from conception to natural death.”

“I encourage priests and those who visit the sick to commit themselves to an active and friendly presence in their hospital chaplaincy, or to assure an ecclesial presence in the home, for the comfort and spiritual support of the sick. In accordance with his promise, God will give you a just reward, and he will recompense you in heaven.” Before greeting them personally and taking his leave, the Pope assured each of them of his affection and prayer, with the wish that none of them should ever feel alone: “In fact it is the task of every human person, created in the image of Christ, to be a good neighbor to those around him.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009)

19 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Special Council for the Synod of Bishops for Africa 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (7) - Meeting with the Special Council of the Synod for Africa: “Africa has received a particular vocation to know Christ. Let Africans be proud of this!”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – The final encounter before the Farewell Ceremony in Yaounde was the Holy Father Benedict XVI's meeting with members of the Special Council of the Synod for Africa, on the evening of March 19, at the Apostolic Nunciature. After thanking Archbishop Nikola Eterović, Secretary General of the Synod of Bishops, the Cardinals, Archbishops, and Bishops who form a part of the Special Council for Africa “for their expert collaboration in the drawing up of the Lineamenta and the Instumentum Laboris,” the Pope said: “In this way you have emphasized the great dynamism of the Church in Africa, but you have also evoked the challenges which the Synod needs to examine, so that the growth of the Church in Africa will be not only quantitative but qualitative as well.”

At the beginning of his address, Benedict XVI highlighted that “Africa is where the Son of God was weaned, where he was offered effective sanctuary. In Jesus, some two thousand years ago, God himself brought salt and light to Africa. From that time on, the seed of his presence was buried deep within the hearts of this dear continent, and it has blossomed gradually, beyond and within the vicissitudes of its human history. As a result of the coming of Christ who blessed it with his physical presence, Africa has received a particular vocation to know Christ. Let Africans be proud of this!”

The Pope then recalled several significant moments in the Christian history of the Continent: the evangelist St. Mark “bore witness in Africa to the death of the Son of God on the Cross;” the Good News rapidly spread throughout the northern part of the Continent, where it raised up distinguished martyrs and saints, and produced outstanding theologians. “With the arrival of Europeans seeking the passage to the Indies in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the sub-Saharan peoples encountered Christ...In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sub-Saharan Africa saw the arrival of missionaries, men and women from throughout the West, from Latin America and even from Asia. I wish to pay homage to the generosity of their unconditional response to the Lord’s call, and to their ardent apostolic zeal.” 

The Holy Father then reflected on African catechists, “ the inseparable companions of the missionaries in evangelization.” “Laity in the midst of laity, they were able to find in their ancestral languages the words of God which would touch the hearts of their brothers and sisters. They were able to share the savour of the salt of the word and to give splendour to the light of the sacraments which they proclaimed. They accompanied families in their spiritual growth, they encouraged priestly and religious vocations, and they served as a link between their communities and the priests and Bishops. Quite naturally, they brought about a successful inculturation which yielded wondrous fruit...This was a case of Africans evangelizing other Africans.” Among the many Saints from this land, the Pops recalled the martyrs of Uganda, the great missionaries Anne-Marie Javouhey and Daniele Comboni, as well as Sister Anuarite Nengapeta and the catechist Isidore Bakanja, without forgetting the humble Josephine Bakhita.

In this historical moment, which coincides from the civil standpoint with regained independence and from the ecclesial standpoint with the Second Vatican Council, the Church in Africa has accompanied the construction of the new national identities and has also “sought to translate the identity of Christ along its own ways.” While the Hierarchy became increasingly African, theological reflection began to ferment quickly. “It would be well for your theologians today to continue to probe the depth of the Trinitarian mystery and its meaning for everyday African life...The First Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops helped to point out the directions to be taken, and it brought out, among other things, the need to appreciate more deeply and to incarnate the mystery of the Church-as-Family.”

Referring to the specific theme of the Second Special Assembly for Africa, in regards to reconciliation, justice, and peace, the Pope highlighted that “to carry out her mission well, the Church must be a community of persons reconciled with God and among themselves.” Africa has continued to be “a theatre of grave tragedies which cry out for true reconciliation between peoples, ethnic groups and individuals...if it is true that in Jesus Christ we belong to the same family and share the same life – since in our veins there flows the Blood of Christ himself, who has made us children of God, members of God’s Family – there must no longer be hatred, injustice and internecine war.” 

In addressing the issue of poverty, Benedict XVI said: “The Church, as the Family of God in Africa, made a preferential option for the poor at the First Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops. In this way she showed that the situation of dehumanization and oppression afflicting the African peoples is not irreversible; on the contrary, she set before everyone a challenge: that of conversion, holiness and integrity.”

Recalling the recent Twelfth General Ordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, the Pope highlighted that Jesus, the Son of God, the Word made Flesh, “is the foundation of every life. It is therefore on the basis of this Word that we need to enhance African traditions, and to correct and perfect their concept of life, humanity and the family.” Thus, “it is urgent that Christian communities increasingly become places of profound listening to the word of God and meditative reading of sacred Scripture...As for the Eucharist, it makes the Lord truly present in history. Through the reality of his Body and his Blood, the whole Christ makes himself substantially present in our lives...In the Eucharist, it becomes clearly evident that our life is a relationship of communion with God, with our brothers and sisters, and with all creation. The Eucharist is the source of a unity reconciled in peace.”

In concluding his address and prior to reciting a Marian prayer from the Instrumentum Laboris with those present, Benedict XVI made this appeal: “In the power of the Holy Spirit, I appeal to everyone: “Be reconciled to God!” (2 Cor 5:20). No ethnic or cultural difference, no difference of race, sex or religion must become a cause for dispute among you. You are all children of the one God, our Father, who is in heaven. With this conviction, it will then be possible to build a more just and peaceful Africa, an Africa worthy of the legitimate expectations of all its children.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Farewell at Apostolic Nunciature

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Cameroon (8) - The Farewell: “People of Cameroon, I urge you to seize the moment the Lord has given you!”

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – On Friday, March 20, at 8:45am, the Holy Father Benedict XVI left the Apostolic Nunciature and travelled to the Nsimalen International Airport in Yaounde, where a Farewell Ceremony was held at 10am. After an address given by the President of the Republic of Cameroon, the Pope gave an address thanking everyone for the warm reception - “the warmth of the African sun is reflected in the warmth of the hospitality that has been extended to me.” He especially thanked “all those who have been praying so hard that this pastoral visit will bear fruit for the life of the Church in Africa. And I ask you to continue praying that the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops will prove to be a time of grace for the Church throughout the continent, a time of renewal and rededication to the mission to bring the healing message of the Gospel to a broken world.” 

After recalling the various events that took place during his visit to Cameroon - “Many of the scenes I have witnessed here will remain deeply etched on my memory” - Benedict XVI recalled the principle motive for his trip, “the historic moment of the promulgation of the Instrumentum Laboris for the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops,” and he concluded saying: “Truly this is a moment of great hope for Africa and for the whole world. People of Cameroon, I urge you to seize the moment the Lord has given you! Answer his call to bring reconciliation, healing and peace to your communities and your society! Work to eliminate injustice, poverty and hunger wherever you encounter it! And may God bless this beautiful country, “Africa in miniature”, a land of promise, a land of glory. God bless you all!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Arrival in Angola

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (9) - The arrival: “you must take from your spiritual and cultural heritage the best values that Angola possesses, and go out to meet one another fearlessly”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – At 12:45 on Friday, March 20, the Holy Father Benedict XVI landed in 4 de Fevereiro International Airport of Luanda, Angola's capital, where he was met by civil, military, and religious authorities. “even if it has been necessary to restrict the itinerary to Yaoundé and to Luanda,” the Pope said in his address, “I would like everyone to know, however, that I keep very much in my heart and in my prayers Africa in general and the people of Angola in particular, whom I warmly encourage to continue along the path of peace-building and reconstruction of the country and its institutions.”

Recalling the visit made by John Paul II in June 1992, Benedict XVI said: “A tireless missionary of Jesus Christ to the furthest ends of the earth, he pointed out the way towards God, inviting all people of good will to listen to their own rightly formed consciences and to build a society of justice, of peace and of solidarity, in mutual charity and forgiveness. For my part, I remind you that I come from a country where peace and fraternity are dear to the hearts of all its people, in particular those, like myself, who have known war and division between family members from the same nation as a result of inhuman and destructive ideologies, which, under the false appearance of dreams and illusions, caused the yoke of oppression to weigh down upon the people. You can therefore understand how keenly aware I am of dialogue as a way of overcoming every form of conflict and tension and making every nation – including your own – into a house of peace and fraternity. With this in view, you must take from your spiritual and cultural heritage the best values that Angola possesses, and go out to meet one another fearlessly, agreeing to share personal resources, both spiritual and material, for the good of all.”

The Pope then expressed his spiritual closeness to the people of the province of Kunene, who have been afflicted by torrential rains and floods, and exhorted his “dear Angolans” to use the wealth of their land and the stability of the nation “to build peace and understanding between peoples, based upon loyalty and equality that can promote for Africa the peaceful future in solidarity that everyone longs for and to which everyone is entitled.” Encouraging them not to yield to the law of the strongest, Benedict XVI mentioned that “God has enabled human beings to fly, over and above their natural tendencies, on the wings of reason and faith. If you let these wings bear you aloft, you will easily recognize your neighbour as a brother or sister, born with the same fundamental human rights.” The Pope then encouraged them not to disappoint the expectations of the multitudes of Angolans living below the threshold of absolute poverty, a task which involves all of Angolan civil society. “Before there can be a society that is truly solicitous for the common good, there have to be common values, shared by all. I am convinced that modern Angola will be able to find such values in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, as happened long ago, at the time of your illustrious forebear, Dom Alphonsus I Mbemba-a-Nzinga. Through his efforts, five hundred years ago, a Christian kingdom emerged in Mbanza Congo which survived until the eighteenth century.”

The Holy Father then recalled the motive of his trip to Angola: “ to be together with one of the oldest Catholic communities in sub-equatorial Africa, to strengthen it in its faith in the risen Jesus and to join its sons and daughters in praying that this time of peace in Angola, in justice and fraternity, may prove lasting, allowing the community to carry out the mission that God has entrusted to it for the good of its people within the family of Nations. May God bless Angola!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Address to political and civil authorities and diplomatic corps

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (10) - Address to political and civil authorities: “African men and women themselves, working together for the good of their communities, should be the primary agents of their own development.”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) - “You are the protagonists and witnesses of an Angola which is on the road to recovery. In the wake of the twenty-seven-year civil war that ravaged this country, peace has begun to take root, bringing with it the fruits of stability and freedom.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the political and civil authorities and ambassadors who met with him at the Presidential Palace in Luanda, on the afternoon of March 20. Recalling the efforts of the Government in development and the welfare of society, which have begun to foster hope among citizens, the Pope mentioned as well, “the example of those honest teachers, medical workers, and civil servants who, on meagre wages, serve their communities with integrity and compassion, and there are countless others who selflessly undertake voluntary work at the service of the most needy.”

“Angola knows that the time has come for Africa to be the Continent of Hope!,” the Pope exclaimed, exhorting those present to transform the Continent, “freeing your people from the scourges of greed, violence and unrest and leading them along the path marked with the principles indispensable to every modern civic democracy: respect and promotion of human rights, transparent governance, an independent judiciary, a free press, a civil service of integrity, a properly functioning network of schools and hospitals, and – most pressing – a determination born from the conversion of hearts to excise corruption once and for all.”

Mentioning his Message for the World Day of Peace, Benedict XVI highlighted “ the need for an ethical approach to development.” In fact, more than simply programs and protocols, the people of this continent wish to be accompanied by all those who work in politics, public administration, and international agencies.

In order to ensure the economic and social progress of Africa, there is a need for coordination in the national Government with the regional initiatives and international decisions. All that implies “that African nations be seen not simply as the receivers of others’ plans and solutions. African men and women themselves, working together for the good of their communities, should be the primary agents of their own development,” the Pope said, mentioning several efficient initiatives that would be worthy of support.; “In regard to the international community as a whole, of pressing importance are co-ordinated efforts to address the issue of climate change, the full and fair implementation of the development commitments of the Doha round and likewise the implementation of the oft-repeated promise by developed countries to commit 0.7% of their Gross National Product for official development assistance. This undertaking is all the more necessary in view of the world’s current financial turmoil, and must not become one of its casualties.”

In Africa, the family is the foundation of society, and the Pope expressed his “profound human delight” at being among families. However, “the strains upon families, as we all know, are many indeed: anxiety and ignominy caused by poverty, unemployment, disease and displacement, to mention but a few. Particularly disturbing is the crushing yoke of discrimination that women and girls so often endure, not to mention the unspeakable practice of sexual violence and exploitation which causes such humiliation and trauma. I must also mention a further area of grave concern: the policies of those who, claiming to improve the 'social edifice', threaten its very foundations. How bitter the irony of those who promote abortion as a form of 'maternal' healthcare! How disconcerting the claim that the termination of life is a matter of reproductive health!” Benedict XVI concluded his address by assuring those present that they will always find the Church - in accordance with the will of her divine founder - “standing alongside the poorest of this continent,” doing all she can to “to support families - including those suffering the harrowing effects of HIV/Aids - and to uphold the equal dignity of women and men, realized in harmonious complementarity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

20 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with the Bishops of Angola

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (11) - Meeting with Bishops: “continue to raise your voice in defence of the sacredness of human life and the value of the institution of marriage, as well as in promotion of the family’s proper role in the Church and in society”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – On the evening of Friday, March 20, the Holy Father met with members of the Bishops' Conferences of Angola and São Tomé, in the chapel of the Nunciature. “May our prayer of praise rise up, harmonious and fervent, to God the Father who, by the workings and grace of the Holy Spirit, unceasingly gives birth to the Mystical Body of his Son. Here, in these lands, the Church bears the distinctive features of your native peoples, yet without losing the Jewish, Roman, Portuguese and other characteristics she had acquired earlier” the Holy Father said in his address, exhorting the Bishops with these words: “God will reward you for all the apostolic work which you have accomplished in difficult conditions, both during the war and at the present time, in spite of so many limitations, thus helping to give the Church in Angola and in São Tomé and Principe that dynamism which everyone acknowledges.”

Greeting and thanking those present, and through them their communities, the Holy Father expressed his gratitude for the unified plan to be implemented in the diocesan communities: “as a corrective to a widespread relativism which acknowledges nothing as definitive and, even more, tends to make its ultimate measure the individual and his personal caprice, we hold out another measure: the Son of God, who is also true man. Christ is the measure of true humanism. The Christian marked by an adult and mature faith is not one who is borne along by the waves of fashion and the latest novelties, but one who lives deeply rooted in the friendship of Christ. This friendship opens us up to all that is good, and it provides us with the criterion for discerning between error and truth.” 

In the area of culture, the Church runs renowned academic institutions, “which must make it a point of honour to enable the voice of Catholics to be constantly heard in discussion of cultural issues affecting national life” the Holy Father said, exhorting them to place attention also on communications media, which have a considerable effect on the culture and models of behavior, seeking the instruments need to “to provide everyone with a Christian interpretation of human events, problems and realities.” 

Families, exposed to difficulties and dangers, “are particularly in need of evangelization and practical support, since, in addition to the fragility and lack of inner stability of so many conjugal unions, there is the widespread tendency in society and culture to call into question the unique nature and specific mission of the family based on marriage.” Benedict XVI encouraged the Bishops to “raise your voice in defence of the sacredness of human life and the value of the institution of marriage, as well as in promotion of the family’s proper role in the Church and in society, at the same time demanding economic and legislative measures to support the family in bearing and raising children.”

In concluding, the Pope mentioned with joy the presence of “ a committed laity devoted to many works of the apostolate, and a significant number of vocations to the ordained ministry and the consecrated life, especially the contemplative life. They represent a genuine sign of hope for the future.” “As the clergy becomes increasingly indigenous, I wish to pay homage to the work which has been patiently and heroically carried out by the missionaries in proclaiming Christ and his Gospel and in giving birth to the Christian communities for which you today are responsible.” His final appeal to the Bishops was that of closely following their priests, worrying about their permanent formation, on a theological and spiritual level, and being attentive to the conditions in which they live and exercise their ministry, “so that they can be authentic witnesses of the word they proclaim and the sacraments they celebrate.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

21 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass at the church of São Paolo

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (12) - Mass in Saint Paul's Church: “Today it is up to you, brothers and sisters, following in the footsteps of those heroic and holy heralds of God, to offer the Risen Christ to your fellow citizens. So many of them are living in fear of spirits, of malign and threatening powers.”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – At 10am on Saturday, March 21, the Holy Father Benedict XVI celebrated the Holy Mass in the Church of “São Paolo” in Luanda. In addressing the Bishops, priests, religious, ecclesial movements, and catechists of Angola and São Tome present at the celebration, the Pope said: “Dear brothers and sisters, I feel great joy to be here today with you, my fellow-workers in the Lord’s vineyard, where you labour daily to prepare the wine of divine mercy and to pour it out as balm on the wounds of your people who have suffered so many tribulations.”

At the beginning of his homily, the Pope commented the readings from the Mass. The children of Israel encouraged one another, amidst their many tribulations that had come as a result of their lack of knowledge of God, with these words: “let us make haste to know the Lord.” And the Lord, as a good physician, opened the wounds of their hearts, poor in love, so that the sore might heal. The Gospel passage told of two men who went up to the temple to pray, one “went down to his house justified rather than the other.” The Pope explained: “The latter had paraded all his merits before God, virtually making God his debtor... And yet it was the tax collector who went down to his house justified. Conscious of his sins, and so not even lifting his head – although in his trust he is completely turned towards Heaven – he awaits everything from the Lord...He knocks on the door of mercy, which then opens and justifies him.” 

“Saint Paul, the patron saint of the city of Luanda and of this splendid church built some fifty years ago, speaks to us from personal experience about this God who is rich in mercy. I wanted to highlight the second millennium of the birth of Saint Paul by celebrating the present Pauline Year, so that we can learn from him how to know Jesus Christ more fully...The decisive event in Paul’s life was his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus: Christ appeared to him as a dazzling light, he spoke to him and he won him over...what had earlier seemed essential and fundamental, he now considered nothing more than 'refuse'; no longer 'gain' but loss, for now the only thing that mattered was life in Christ.” 

The Pope explained that “Jesus, perfect man, is also our true God. In him, God became visible to our eyes, to give us a share in his divine life. With him a new dimension of being, of life, has come about, a dimension which integrates matter and through which a new world arises.” This takes place through faith and Baptism, the sacrament of death and resurrection, of transformation in a new life. 

Here, Benedict XVI recalled that from 1506, in these lands, the first sub-Saharan Christian kingdom came about, thanks to the faith and determination of the king, Dom Alphonsus I Mbemba-a-Nzinga. “two quite different ethnic groups – the Bantu and the Portuguese – were able to find in the Christian religion common ground for understanding, and committed themselves to ensuring that this understanding would be long-lasting, and that differences – which undoubtedly existed, and great ones at that – would not divide the two kingdoms! For Baptism enables all believers to be one in Christ.”

The Pope then launched the following appeal: “Today it is up to you, brothers and sisters, following in the footsteps of those heroic and holy heralds of God, to offer the Risen Christ to your fellow citizens. So many of them are living in fear of spirits, of malign and threatening powers. In their bewilderment they end up even condemning street children and the elderly as alleged sorcerers...But if we are convinced and have come to experience that without Christ life lacks something, that something real – indeed, the most real thing of all – is missing, we must also be convinced that we do no injustice to anyone if we present Christ to them and thus grant them the opportunity of finding their truest and most authentic selves, the joy of finding life. Indeed, we must do this. It is our duty to offer everyone this possibility of attaining eternal life...Let us enable human poverty to encounter divine mercy. The Lord makes us his friends, he entrusts himself to us, he gives us his Body in the Eucharist, he entrusts his Church to us...Let this, then, be our common commitment: together to do his holy will: 'Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

21 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with youth at Stadio dos Coqueiros

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (13) - Encounter with young people: “ you are a seed which God has sown in the world, a seed that contains power from on high, the power of the Holy Spirit”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) - “Meeting young people is good for everyone! You may have your share of difficulties, but you are filled with great hope, great enthusiasm and a great desire to make a new beginning. My young friends, you hold within yourselves the power to shape the future.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the crowds of young people gathered in the “Stadio Dos Coquieros” in Luanda, on the afternoon of Saturday, March 21. Recalling the similar encounter held in Luanda on June 7, 1992 with Pope John Paul II, the Pope said: “First of all I want to thank you for this celebration which you have planned for me, for the festive atmosphere which you yourselves generate, for your presence and for your joy...I greet all the young people present, Catholics and others, who are looking for an answer to their questions and difficulties.”

The Pope continued, saying: “Yes, my friends! God makes all the difference… and more! God changes us; he makes us new! This is what he has promised...In ascending to Heaven and entering eternity, Jesus Christ has become the Lord of all ages. So he can walk with us as a friend in the present, carrying in his hand the book of our days. In his hand he also holds the past, the foundation and source of our life. He also carefully holds the future, allowing us to catch a glimpse of the most beautiful dawn we will ever see: the dawn that radiates from him, the dawn of the Resurrection. God is the future of a new humanity, which is anticipated in his Church.” 

The Holy Father then addressed the representatives from among the thousands of young Angolans mutilated by war and mines: “I think of the countless tears that have been shed for the loss of your relatives and friends. It is not hard to imagine the dark clouds that still veil the horizon of your fondest hopes and dreams.” He then exhorted them to take confidence in the Word of the Lord and in the power of the Holy Spirit: “See how Jesus does not leave us without an answer; he tells us one thing very clearly: renewal starts from within; you will receive a power from on high. The power to shape the future is within you. It is within you, but how? Just as life exists within a seed. That is how Jesus explained it at a critical juncture in his ministry...deep within the seed, the future is already present, since the seed contains tomorrow’s bread, tomorrow’s life. The seed seems almost nothing. But it is the presence of the future, the promise already present. When it falls on good soil, it produces fruit, thirty, sixty and even a hundredfold.”

The Pope continued: “My dear friends, you are a seed which God has sown in the world, a seed that contains power from on high, the power of the Holy Spirit. And yet, the only way to pass from the promise of life to actually bearing fruit is to give your lives in love, to die for love...This is what Jesus said, and this is how he acted. His crucifixion seems like complete failure, but it is not!...Thus, once he fell to the earth, he could bear fruit in every time and place. In your midst you have the new Bread, the Bread of future life, the Most Holy Eucharist, which nourishes us and pours out the life of the Trinity into the hearts of all people.” In the concluding part of his address, the Holy Father exhorted the youth to “sprout up before the warmth of the Eucharist, in which the Lord’s testament is fulfilled: he gives himself to us and we respond by giving ourselves to others, for love of him.”

In response to a dominant societal culture that does not help in living out Jesus' word or the practice of self-giving, the Pope exhorted the youth not to be afraid to “make definitive decisions,” whether in marriage or in a life of special consecration. “I say to you: Take courage! Dare to make definitive decisions, because in reality these are the only decisions which do not destroy your freedom, but guide it in the right direction, enabling you to move forward and attain something worthwhile in life. There is no doubt about it: life is worthwhile only if you take courage and are ready for adventure, if you trust in the Lord who will never abandon you. Young people of Angola, unleash the power of the Holy Spirit within you, the power from on high!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

22 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Mass with Bishops of IMBISA

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (14) - Mass with the Bishops of IMBISA: “the Church, in Angola and throughout Africa, is meant to be a sign before the world of that unity to which the whole human family is called, through faith in Christ the Redeemer.”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – In Cimangola Square, in Luanda, on Sunday March 22, at 10am, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided the Eucharistic Celebration of the Fourth Sunday of Lent, concelevrated by the Bishops of IMBISA (Interregional Meeting of Bishops of Southern Africa), with a crowd of hundreds of thousands of faithful, and at the end, led the praying of the Angelus. “Today it is my particular joy, as the Successor of the Apostle Peter, to celebrate this Mass with you, my brothers and sisters in Christ from throughout Angola, São Tomé and Príncipe, and so many other countries,” the Holy Father said at the beginning of his homily.

Reflecting on the readings of the day, the Pope highlighted the particular resonance of the invitation from the first reading, made to the Chosen People while they were in Exile, to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the Lord’s Temple, with the description of the destruction and ruin caused by war, that “echoes the personal experience of so many people in this country amid the terrible ravages of the civil war.” “This experience is all too familiar to Africa as a whole: the destructive power of civil strife, the descent into a maelstrom of hatred and revenge, the squandering of the efforts of generations of good people...The call to return and rebuild God’s Temple has a particular meaning for each of us.”

Benedict XVI then recalled that Angola, on that day, was celebrating a day of prayer and sacrifice for national reconciliation and said: “The Gospel teaches us that reconciliation, true reconciliation, can only be the fruit of conversion, a change of heart, a new way of thinking. It teaches us that only the power of God’s love can change our hearts and make us triumph over the power of sin and division...It is to preach this message of forgiveness, hope and new life in Christ that I have come to Africa...I ask you today, in union with all our brothers and sisters throughout Africa, to pray for this intention: that every Christian on this great continent will experience the healing touch of God’s merciful love, and that the Church in Africa will become 'for all, through the witness borne by its sons and daughters, a place of true reconciliation.'”

The Pope then mentioned the message that he has wanted to bring to Africa: “You have received power from the Holy Spirit to be the builders of a better tomorrow for your beloved country. In Baptism you were given the Spirit in order to be heralds of God’s Kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice, love and peace. On the day of your Baptism you received the light of Christ. Be faithful to that gift...Be grateful for those who brought it, the generations of missionaries who contributed – and continue to contribute – so much to this country’s human and spiritual development. Be grateful for the witness of so many Christian parents, teachers, catechists, priests and religious, who made personal sacrifices in order to pass this precious treasure down to you! And take up the challenge which this great legacy sets before you. Realize that the Church, in Angola and throughout Africa, is meant to be a sign before the world of that unity to which the whole human family is called, through faith in Christ the Redeemer.”

Then, citing the teaching of the Gospel on the light brought by Christ, the Pope mentioned that “tragically, the clouds of evil have also overshadowed Africa, including this beloved nation of Angola,” especially the affliction of war, tribalism, ethnic rivalries, greed, and the spirit of selfishness that inevitably leads to hedonism, “the escape into false utopias through drug use, sexual irresponsibility, the weakening of the marriage bond and the break-up of families, and the pressure to destroy innocent human life through abortion.” In spite of all this, the Word of God is always “a word of unbounded hope...God does not give up on us! He continues to lift our eyes to a future of hope, and he promises us the strength to accomplish it...God created us to live in the light, and to be light for the world around us!” 

The Holy Father then explained how “the work of rebuilding is painfully slow and arduous. Living by the truth takes time, effort and perseverance,” but it “has to begin in our own hearts, in the small daily sacrifices required if we are to be faithful to God’s law, in the little acts by which we demonstrate that we love our neighbours, all our neighbours, regardless of race, ethnicity or language, and by our readiness to work with them to build together on foundations that will endure.” In light of this, he exhorted those present to “let your parishes become communities where the light of God’s truth and the power of Christ’s reconciling love are not only celebrated, but proclaimed in concrete works of charity.”

Benedict XVI especially thought of the youth of Angola and all of Africa: “Dear young friends: you are the hope of your country’s future, the promise of a better tomorrow! Begin today to grow in your friendship with Jesus, who is 'the way, and the truth and the life': a friendship nurtured and deepened by humble and persevering prayer...The Church needs your witness! Do not be afraid to respond generously to God’s call, whether it be to serve him as a priest or a religious, as a Christian parent, or in the many forms of service to others which the Church sets before you.” 

At the close of his homily, the Pope made an appeal to all the People of God in Angola and in all of southern Africa, to arise and “look to the future with hope, trust in God’s promises, and live in his truth. In this way, you will build something destined to endure, and leave to future generations a lasting inheritance of reconciliation, justice and peace.” 

Before reciting the Angelus, at the close of the Mass, the Pope invited the men and women throughout the world to fix their gaze on this Continent, “so filled with hope, yet so thirsty for justice, for peace, for a sound and integral development that can ensure a future of progress and peace for its people.” He then asked everyone to pray for the preparation for the coming Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, with the hope that all the Catholics on this Continent may become more “fully a leaven of evangelical hope for all people of good will who love Africa,” and lastly, he invoked the intercession of the Virgin Mary, Queen of Peace, that she may “continue to guide Angola’s people in the task of national reconciliation following the devastating and inhuman experience of the civil war. May her prayers obtain for all Angolans the grace of authentic forgiveness, respect for others, and cooperation which alone can carry forward the immense work of rebuilding...Here in Southern Africa, let us ask our Lady in a particular way to intercede for peace, the conversion of hearts, and an end to the conflict in the neighboring Great Lakes region.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

22 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Meeting with Catholic Movements for the promotion of women 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (15) - To the movements for the promotion of women: “ Church and society have been - and continue to be - enormously enriched by the presence and virtues of women.”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Sunday, March 22, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met with Catholic movements for the promotion of women in Saint Anthony Parish in Luanda. “I extend greetings of great affection and hope to all women, to whom God has entrusted the wellsprings of life: I invite you to live and to put your trust in life, because the living God has put his trust in you!” the Pontiff said in his speech, exhorting all to “an effective awareness of the adverse conditions to which many women have been – and continue to be – subjected, paying particular attention to ways in which the behavior and attitudes of men, who at times show a lack of sensitivity and responsibility, may be to blame.”

Benedict XVI then recalled the Creation account: “the divine Creator, looking upon all he had made, saw that something was missing: everything would have been fine if man had not been alone!...We must therefore recognize, affirm and defend the equal dignity of man and woman: they are both persons, utterly unique among all the living beings found in the world. Man and woman are both called to live in profound communion through a reciprocal recognition of one another and the mutual gift of themselves, working together for the common good through the complementary aspects of masculinity and femininity... In a world like ours, dominated by technology, we feel the need for this feminine complementarity, so that the human race can live in the world without completely losing its humanity. Think of all the places afflicted by great poverty or devastated by war, and of all the tragic situations resulting from migrations, forced or otherwise. It is almost always women who manage to preserve human dignity, to defend the family and to protect cultural and religious values.”

Continuing on with his address, the Holy Father recalled that “history records almost exclusively the accomplishments of men, when in fact much of it is due to the determined, unrelenting and charitable action of women.” Among “all the many extraordinary women,” he named two: Teresa Gomes and Maria Bonino. The first, an Angolan woman, died in 2004 in the city of Sumbe after a happily married life in which she gave birth to seven children. “she was a woman of unswerving Christian faith and exemplary apostolic zeal. This was particularly evident during the years 1975 and 1976 when fierce ideological and political propaganda invaded the parish of Our Lady of Grace of Porto Amboim, almost forcing the doors of the church to close. Teresa then became the leader of the faithful who refused to bend under pressure...Her love for the Church made her indefatigable in the work of evangelization, under the direction of the priests.” Maria Bonino, an Italian paediatrician who worked as a volunteer in various missions in Africa, was the head of the paediatric ward in the provincial hospital at Uíje during the last two years of her life. “Caring for the daily needs of thousands of children who were patients there, Maria paid the ultimate price for her service by sacrificing her life during the terrible epidemic of Marburg Haemorrhagic Fever, to which she herself succumbed. She was transferred to Luanda for treatment, but she died and was laid to rest here on 24 March 2005.” “Church and society have been – and continue to be – enormously enriched by the presence and virtues of women, and in a particular way by consecrated religious who, relying on the Lord’s grace, have placed themselves at the service of others.”

The Holy Father then mentioned the full right of women, “since their dignity is equal to that of men,” to become actively involved in all areas of public life without detracting from their “unique role within the family.” “The presence of a mother within the family is so important for the stability and growth of this fundamental cell of society, that it should be recognized, commended and supported in every possible way. For the same reason, society must hold husbands and fathers accountable for their responsibilities towards their families.”

Then, addressing all families, the Holy Father reminded them that “no human couple, alone and on its own strength, can adequately offer children love and a genuine understanding of life...For this reason, the building up of every Christian family takes place within the larger family, the Church, which sustains the domestic family and holds it close to her heart, giving it the assurance that it is protected, now and in the future, by the 'yes' of the Creator.” 

Recalling the words of the Virgin Mary at the wedding at Cana, the Holy Father concluded his address by inviting Angolan women to take her as their Advocate before the Lord: “If we stay close to her, we can all – men and women alike – recover that sense of serenity and deep trust that makes us feel blessed by God and undaunted in our struggle for life. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 24/3/2009)

23 March 2009 – Apostolic Journey to Cameroon and Angola – Farewell ceremony from Angola

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in Angola (16) - The Farewell: “Dear Brothers and Sisters, friends from Africa, dear Angolans, take heart! Never tire of promoting peace, making gestures of forgiveness and working for national reconciliation.”

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – On March 23, at 10am, at the 4 Fevereiro International Airport in Luanda, there was a Farewell Ceremony held as the Holy Father said good-bye to Angola. After thanking the President, the civil, military, and ecclesiastical authorities, and all those who had worked for the success of his visit, Benedict XVI said: “I thank God that I have found the Church here to be so alive and full of enthusiasm, despite the difficulties, able to take up its own cross and that of others, bearing witness before everyone to the saving power of the Gospel message. She continues to proclaim that the time of hope has come, and she is committed to bringing peace and promoting the exercise of fraternal charity in a way that is acceptable to all, respecting the ideas and sensitivities of each person...Despite the problems and obstacles, the people of Angola intend to build their future by travelling along paths of forgiveness, justice and solidarity.”

The Pope then made an appeal to all those in public office, that they may make “the just realization of the fundamental aspirations of the most needy peoples” their priority, because “Our hearts cannot find peace while there are still brothers and sisters who suffer for lack of food, work, shelter or other fundamental goods. If we are to offer a definite response to these fellow human beings, the first challenge to be overcome is that of building solidarity: solidarity between generations, solidarity between nations and between continents, which should lead to an ever more equitable sharing of the earth’s resources among all people.”

Benedict XVI then confirmed the appointment with all of Africa, for the Second Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops dedicated to this continent, for the coming month of October in Vatican City, praying to God “to grant his protection and assistance to the countless refugees who have fled their country, and are now at large, waiting to be able to return home.” His final exhortation was: “Dear Brothers and Sisters, friends from Africa, dear Angolans, take heart! Never tire of promoting peace, making gestures of forgiveness and working for national reconciliation, so that violence may never prevail over dialogue, nor fear and discouragement over trust, nor rancour over fraternal love. This is all possible if you recognize one another as children of the same Father, the one Father in Heaven. May God bless Angola! May he bless each of her sons and daughters! May he bless the present and the future of this beloved nation. May God be with you!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 24/3/2009)

28 March 2009 – Audience with young volunteers of the Italian Civil Service

VATICAN - Holy Father tells Italian Civil Service Youth Volunteers: “May you be persons willing to dedicate their lives to others and even suffer for what is good and just.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Dear Friends, what can the Pope have to say to youth working in national civil service?” This was the question that Benedict XVI used in addressing the Italian Civil Service Youth Volunteers, whom he received in an audience on March 28, in the Paul VI Audience Hall. “First of all, he can congratulate you for your enthusiasm and for your generosity in carrying out your mission of peace,” the Pope said. He then quoted the II Vatican Council Constitution “Gaudium et spes,” which in its final sections mentions that “Peace is never attained once and for all, but must be built up ceaselessly.” 

“Unfortunately, wars and violence never cease to occur,” the Pope explained. “And the quest for peace is always tiresome. In the years marked by dangers of a possible global conflict, the Second Vatican Council strongly denounced – in this text – the arms race...With this concern, the Council Fathers said: 'New approaches based on reformed attitudes must be taken to remove this trap and to emancipate the world from its crushing anxiety through the restoration of genuine peace.' (GS, 81)...Then and now, authentic conversion of heart is the right path, the only one through which each of us and all of humanity will find peace. It is the path indicated by Jesus...the path has not only been followed and is followed by disciples of Christ, but also by many men and women of good will, courageous witnesses to the power of non-violence.” 

The Pontiff then exhorted the youth to be “instruments of peace always and everywhere, firmly rejecting selfishness, injustice, indifference, and hate, so as to build and – with patience and perseverance – work in spreading justice, equality, freedom, reconciliation, acceptance, and forgiveness in every community.” Then, renewing his invitation made in the Message issued January 1, on the World Day for Peace, Benedict XVI exhorted the youth to “open their hearts to the needs of the poor and do all they possibly can to come to their aid.” The main objective of national civil service, the Pope said, is one of formation: “educating the younger generations and cultivating a sense of responsible care for people in need and for the common good.”

Recalling Jesus' example, Benedict XVI reminded the youth that “life is a mystery of love and the more we give of our life, the more it is ours; the more we give of ourselves, our time, our resources and qualities for the good of others...” He then concluded his address by telling the youth to be “persons willing to dedicate their lives to others and even suffer for what is good and just,” not only now in their youth, but also when they take on more significant roles in society and have their own families. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 30/3/2009)

29 March 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus recalls his trip to Africa: “There where, like Jesus, missionaries gave, and continue to spend, their lives for the Gospel, abundant fruit is harvested. I would like to express my gratitude for the good that they do.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The visible joy in the faces of the people, the joy of feeling part of the family of God” and “the strong sense of the sacred that one breathes in the liturgical celebrations” are the two aspects that most left an impression on the Holy Father Benedict XVI during his recent apostolic journey in Africa, as he said prior to the recitation of the Angelus on Sunday, March 29. Saying that he would speak at greater length of his trip during the General Audience this coming Wednesday, the Pope wanted to “thank God, and those who helped in various ways, for the success of the apostolic trip,” invoking “the abundance of the blessings of heaven.” He then recalled “the deep emotion” he experienced in meeting the Catholic communities and the people of Cameroon and Angola, thanking the Lord “for having been able to share moments of simple choral and faith-filled celebration with great numbers of our brothers and sisters.” “The visit permitted me better to see and understand the reality of the Church in Africa in the variety of the experiences and challenges that she finds before her at this time.” 

Benedict XVI also highlighted the relevance of the Gospel from the 5th Sunday of Lent, in which Jesus - with His Passion drawing near – says: “If the grain of wheat that falls to the earth does not die, it remains alone; but if it dies, it brings forth much fruit” (Jn 12:24). “The decisive hour has arrived, the hour for which the Son of God has come into the world, and despite his troubled soul, he makes himself available to accomplish the Father’s will to the end. And this is God’s will: To give eternal life to us who have lost it. But that this be realized Jesus must die, like a grain of wheat that God the Father has sown in the world. Only in this way can a new humanity sprout and grow, free from the domination of sin and able to live in fraternity, as the sons and daughters of the one Father who is in heaven. In the great feast of faith that was experienced together in Africa, we saw that this new humanity is alive, even with its human limitations. There where, like Jesus, missionaries gave, and continue to spend, their lives for the Gospel, abundant fruit is harvested. I would like to express my gratitude for the good that they do. These missionaries are men and women, religious and lay. It was beautiful to see the fruit of their love for Christ and observe the deep thankfulness that the Christians have for them. Let us give thanks to God and pray to Mary Most Holy that Christ’s message of hope and love be spread through whole world.” 

After the Angelus, the Holy Father offered a special greeting to the Africans present, saying: “I greet with affection the numerous Africans who live in Rome, among whom there are many students, who are here today with Monsignor Robert Sarah, secretary of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples. Dear friends, you wanted to come to manifest your joy for my apostolic trip to Africa. I thank you from my heart. I pray for you, for your families and your homelands. Thank you!” Lastly, Benedict XVI made an invitation, especially to the youth of Rome, to the Mass on Thursday, April 2, for the 4th anniversary of the death of Servant of God John Paul II, in preparation for World Youth Day, which will be celebrated on a diocesan level, on Palm Sunday. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 30/3/2009)

29 March 2009 – Pastoral Visit to the Roman parish Santo Volto di Gesù

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Parish of the Holy Face of Jesus: “Let yourselves be illuminated by the splendor of Christ's Face, and your young community will continue forward in unity, united in the task of proclaiming and testifying to the Gospel in this neighborhood.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Dear brothers and sisters, thank you for coming out to meet with me on this beautiful Sunday. Unfortunately it is raining, but the sun is on its way. Perhaps it is symbolic of this time before Easter, in which we feel the suffering of the Lord and all the problems of our world today, each one in his own way. But, we know that the sun, though it may be hidden, exists; that God is near, that He helps us and accompanies us.” These were the words with which the Holy Father Benedict XVI greeted the faithful gathered in front of the Parish of the Holy Face of Jesus in Magliana, in the western sector of Rome's Diocese, where he made a pastoral visit on Sunday, March 29. 

In his homily, the Holy Father reflected on the Gospel passage read on the Fifth Sunday of Lent, in which a group of Greeks tell Philip, “We want to see Jesus.” “In the request made by these anonymous Greeks,” Benedict XVI explained, “we see the thirst that exists in the heart of every man to see and know Christ; and Jesus' response leads us towards the Paschal Mystery, the glorious manifestation of His saving mission...Yes! The hour is coming for the glorification of the Son of Man, but this brings with it the painful path through the passion and death on the Cross. Only in this manner, in fact, will the divine plan of salvation, which is for all – Jews and Pagans – come to pass.”

The Pope highlighted the opportunity of meditating on this text from the Gospel of John as the days of the Passion of the Lord draw near: “It is as though the Church is encouraging us to share in Jesus' state of mind, wishing to prepare us to relive the mystery of His crucifixion, death, and resurrection, not as mere spectators, but as protagonists with Him, participators in the mystery of His Cross and Resurrection.”

In speaking of His glorious death, the Lord uses the image of the grain of wheat that falls in the earth and that only bears fruit if it dies. The Pope commented: “It was not enough for the Son of God to become incarnate. In order to fulfill the divine plan of universal salvation, He had to be put to death and buried: only in this manner would all humanity be included and, through His death and resurrection, the triumph of Life and Love would be manifest. It would show that love is stronger than death.” Jesus “told of the weight of the trial and the bitter sadness for the tragic end that awaited him...At the same time, however, his filial adhesion to the divine plan was no less, as he knew that for this reason His hour had come...He transforms his human will and identifies it with that of God. This is the great event that takes place on the Mount of Olives, the same trajectory that should take place in all our prayers: transform, allow grace to transform, our selfish will and open it to full communion with the divine will.” 

The Pope continued his reflection, recalling that Jesus points out the way of the Cross to all His disciples: “there is no other alternative for the Christian who wishes to fulfill his vocation...there is no other path for experiencing the joy and true fruitfulness of love: the path is that of giving of oneself, consecrating oneself, losing oneself to find oneself.” Later, greeting the faithful of the Parish dedicated to the Holy Face of Jesus, the Pope told them: “Let yourselves be illuminated by the splendor of Christ's Face, and your young community will continue forward in unity, united in the task of proclaiming and testifying to the Gospel in this neighborhood.” He then invited the youth: “Allow yourselves to be attracted by Jesus. Looking at His Face with the eyes of faith, ask Him: Jesus, what do You want me to do with You and for You? Listen to Him and, guided by His Spirit, accept the plans He has for each one of you.” The Holy Father concluded his homily by inviting everyone to pray “that all those we meet may always perceive, in our words and actions, the pacifying and consoling goodness of His Face.”

After the Mass, Benedict XVI met with the children preparing to make their First Communion. He told them: “Today we heard in the Gospel that people from Greece said: We want to see Jesus. We all want to see and know Jesus, who is present among us. Now you are on this path of preparation and after you receive your First Communion, He will be at your side, you will be able to perceive Him with you. At Easter, with the beauty of the feast, we will more easily perceive the joy that the presence of the Risen Christ brings to our hearts.”

In addressing the Pastoral Council, the Holy Father expressed his gratitude for all they do for building up the living Church in that area of Rome and commented: “I think that one of the gifts of the II Vatican Council is the existence of these Pastoral Councils, where lay representatives of each community meet with their parish pastor and priests, to confront the problems of the local Church, helping to edify the Church, make the Word of God present and spread awareness of the presence of Christ in the Sacraments. At this time when secularism is so strong and all the impressions that surround us seem to oppose the presence of God in some way, oppose this capacity to perceive His presence, it is even more important not to leave a priest on his own, but to surround him with believers who, with him, bear the seed of the Word and help it to grow in our day.”

Highlighting the importance of “consoling, helping, and assisting people in their suffering,” the Holy Father recalled his recent visit to Yaounde, Cameroon, to the Center started by Cardinal Leger, a Canadian, who “following the Council, in 1968, felt the need to not only preach and govern but to be a simple priest in order to help those who suffer.” He then exhorted those present to “always be sensitive towards those who suffer, those in pain, the poor, those people who suffer from every form of poverty, spiritual poverty as well, in whom the Lord awaits us.” “According to tradition, counsel is a gift of the Holy Spirit and a parish priest, even more so a Pope, needs counsel. He needs to be assisted in making decisions. Therefore, the Pastoral Councils also carry out the work of the Holy Spirit and bear witness to His presence in the Church.”

In his final greeting to the faithful before returning to the Vatican, the Pope recalled Africa once more: “Dear friends, I would like to thank you for your enthusiasm. It reminds me of Africa, where I also saw many people who were filled with joy to be Catholic, to form part of the great family of God. Thank you, because I see this joy in you as well.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 31/3/2009)

31 March 2009 – Message for the  46th  World Day of Prayer for Vocations

VATICAN - Benedict XVI's Message for Vocations Day: “Pray! Pray! The urgent call of the Lord stresses that prayer for vocations should be continuous and trusting.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the occasion of the yearly World Day of Prayer for Vocations to the priesthood and religious life, which will be celebrated on the Fourth Sunday of Easter (this year, May 3), the Holy Father Benedict XVI in his Message invites the faithful to reflect on the theme: “Faith in the divine initiative - the human response.” “The exhortation of Jesus to his disciples: 'Pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest' (Mt 9:38),” the Pope says, “has a constant resonance in the Church. Pray! The urgent call of the Lord stresses that prayer for vocations should be continuous and trusting. The Christian community can only really 'have ever greater faith and hope in God's providence' (Sacramentum Caritatis, 26) if it is enlivened by prayer.” 

Benedict XVI highlights that “The vocation to the priesthood and to the consecrated life constitutes a special gift of God which becomes part of the great plan of love and salvation that God has for every man and woman and for the whole of humanity,” and recalling what Saint Paul said to the Ephesians, affirms that “in the universal call to holiness, of particular relevance is God’s initiative of choosing some to follow his Son Jesus Christ more closely, and to be his privileged ministers and witnesses.” Just like the Apostles, who were directly called by the Master, “responding to the Lord’s call and docile to the movement of the Holy Spirit, over the centuries, countless ranks of priests and consecrated persons placed themselves totally at the service of the Gospel in the Church.” While it is undoubtedly true that a worrisome shortage of priests is evident in some regions of the world, and “the Church encounters difficulties and obstacles along the way, we are sustained by the unshakable certitude that the one who firmly guides her in the pathways of time towards the definitive fulfilment of the Kingdom is he, the Lord, who freely chooses persons of every culture and of every age.”

Our first duty, Benedict XVI says, “is to keep alive in families and in parishes, in movements and in apostolic associations, in religious communities and in all the sectors of diocesan life this appeal to the divine initiative with unceasing prayer. We must pray that the whole Christian people grows in its trust in God, convinced that the 'Lord of the harvest' does not cease to ask some to place their entire existence freely at his service so as to work with him more closely in the mission of salvation. What is asked of those who are called, for their part, is careful listening and prudent discernment, a generous and willing adherence to the divine plan, and a serious study of the reality that is proper to the priestly and religious vocations, so as to be able to respond responsibly and with conviction. The Catechism of the Catholic Church rightly reminds us that God’s free initiative requires a free response on the part of men and women.”

The mystery of the Eucharist “expresses in a sublime way the free gift of the Father in the Person of his Only Begotten Son for the salvation of mankind, and the full and docile readiness of Christ to drink to the dregs the 'cup' of the will of God...It is priests who are called to perpetuate this salvific mystery from century to century until the Lord’s glorious return, for they can contemplate, precisely in the Eucharistic Christ, the eminent model of a 'vocational dialogue' between the free initiative of the Father and the faithful response of Christ...The awareness of being saved by the love of Christ, which every Mass nourishes in the faithful and especially in priests, cannot but arouse within them a trusting self-abandonment to Christ who gave his life for us.” 

In his Message, the Pope highlights that “Jesus is the model of complete and trusting adherence to the will of the Father, to whom every consecrated person must look. Attracted by him, from the very first centuries of Christianity, many men and women have left families, possessions, material riches and all that is humanly desirable in order to follow Christ generously and live the Gospel without compromise, which had become for them a school of deeply rooted holiness. Today too, many undertake this same demanding journey of evangelical perfection and realise their vocation in the profession of the evangelical counsels.”

The Pope then poses the questions: “Who can consider himself worthy to approach the priestly ministry? Who can embrace the consecrated life relying only on his or her own human powers?” and responds: “the response of men and women to the divine call, whenever they are aware that it is God who takes the initiative and brings His plan of salvation to fulfilment, is never patterned after the timid self-interest of the worthless servant who, out of fear, hid the talent entrusted to him...Without in any sense renouncing personal responsibility, the free human response to God thus becomes “co-responsibility”, responsibility in and with Christ, through the action of his Holy Spirit; it becomes communion with the One who makes it possible for us to bear much fruit.”

In the conclusion of his Message, he recalls the example of the generous and unmitigated “Amen” of the Virgin of Nazareth, “emblematic human response, full of trust in God’s initiative.” To Mary, who is Mother of all Mankind, the Pope especially entrusts “ all those who are aware of God’s call to set out on the road of the ministerial priesthood or consecrated life.” Lastly, Benedict XVI exhorts the faithful not to become discouraged in the face of difficulties and doubts: “trust in God and follow Jesus faithfully and you will be witnesses of the joy that flows from intimate union with him.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/4/2009)

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Year of St Paul

“ For Paul, hope is not simply an ideal or sentiment, but a living person: Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Profoundly imbued with this certainty, he could write to Timothy: “We have set our hope on the living God” (1 Tim 4:10). The “living God” is the Risen Christ present in our world. He is the true hope: the Christ who lives with us and in us and who calls us to share in his eternal life.”. (Message for 24th World Youth Day 4 March 2009 )

Women

“ Moreover, a woman’s personal sense of dignity is not primarily the result of juridically defined rights, but rather the direct consequence of the material and spiritual care she receives in the bosom of the family. The presence of a mother within the family is so important for the stability and growth of this fundamental cell of society, that it should be recognized, commended and supported in every possible way. ” (22 March 2009 Meeting with Catholic Church Movements for the promotion of women,)

Ecumenism

“ Leading men and women to God, to the God who speaks in the Bible: this is the supreme and fundamental priority of the Church and of the Successor of Peter at the present time. A logical consequence of this is that we must have at heart the unity of all believers. Their disunity, their disagreement among themselves, calls into question the credibility of their talk of God. ”. (12 March, Letter to Catholic Bishops with regard to the remission of excommunication of four Bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre 2009 )
Eucharist

“ The aspect of submission foresees a relationship of union because the one to whom we submit is Love. Indeed, in the Eucharist, worship must become union: union with the living Lord and then with his Mystical Body. «"God no longer simply stands before us as the One who is totally Other. He is within us, and we are in him. His dynamic enters into us and then seeks to spread outwards to others until it fills the world, so that his love can truly become the dominant measure of the world".[…]» (Insegnamenti, vol. I, 2005, pp. 457 s.)”. (13 March Audience with Plenary of the Congregation for Divine Worship)
Priestly Formation

“ It is essential that serious discernment should take place. With this in mind, I encourage you [...] a to give priority to the choice and training of formators and spiritual directors. They must have a personal and profound knowledge of the candidates for the priesthood, and must be capable of offering them a solid human, spiritual and pastoral formation so as to make them mature and balanced men, well prepared for priestly life.” (Meeting with Catholic Bishops of Cameroon 18 March 2009 ).

Young people

“ The seed seems almost nothing. But it is the presence of the future, the promise already present. When it falls on good soil, it produces fruit, thirty, sixty and even a hundredfold. My dear friends, you are a seed which God has sown in the world, a seed that contains power from on high, the power of the Holy Spirit. And yet, the only way to pass from the promise of life to actually bearing fruit is to give your lives in love, to die for love.” (Meeting with young people in Angola 21 March 2009 ).
Matrimony

“ God alone could grant Joseph the strength to trust the Angel. God alone will give you, dear married couples, the strength to raise your family as he wants. Ask it of him! God loves to be asked for what he wishes to give. Ask him for the grace of a true and ever more faithful love patterned after his own.” (Mass at ‘Amadou Ahidjo’ sports stadium in Yaoundé, 19 March 2009 ).

Mission

“ As Church and as priests, we proclaim Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ, Crucified and Risen, Sovereign of time and of history, in the glad certainty that this truth coincides with the deepest expectations of the human heart. In the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word, that is, of the fact that God became man like us, lies both the content and the method of Christian proclamation.” (Audience to plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy, 16 March 2009 ).

Paternity

“ Yet man, created in the image of God, has been granted a share in this one paternity of God (cf. Eph 3:15). Saint Joseph is a striking case of this, since he is a father, without fatherhood according to the flesh. He is not the biological father of Jesus, whose Father is God alone, and yet he lives his fatherhood fully and completely. To be a father means above all to be at the service of life and growth. ” (Vespers at Marie Reine des Apôtres Basilica , Yaoundé 18 March 2009 ).

Prayer  

“ Precisely in this perspective your community, […]of contemplative life, is called to be a sort of spiritual "lung" of society, so that all that is to be done, all that happens in a city, does not lack a spiritual "breath", the reference to God and his saving plan. This is the service that is carried out in particular by monasteries, places of silence and meditation on the divine word, places where there is constant concern to keep the earth open to Heaven.”.(Visit to Convent of Santa Francesca Romana, Tor de’ Specchi, Rome, 9 March 2009 )
Religion and Reason

“ Genuine religion thus widens the horizon of human understanding and stands at the base of any authentically human culture. It rejects all forms of violence and totalitarianism: not only on principles of faith, but also of right reason. Indeed, religion and reason mutually reinforce one another since religion is purified and structured by reason, and reason’s full potential is unleashed by revelation and faith.” (Meeting with representatives of the Muslim community in Cameroon 19 March 2009 ).

Priesthood

“ The missionary dimension of the priesthood is born from the priest's sacramental configuration to Christ. As a consequence it brings with it a heartfelt and total adherence to what the ecclesial tradition has identified as apostolica vivendi forma. […]"new way of life" which the Lord Jesus inaugurated and which the Apostles made their own.”. (Audience to the plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy, 16 March 2009 )
QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul - AFRICA/BURKINA FASO - In the Year of Saint Paul, a new parish in Moaaga dedicated to the Apostle is “overflowing with missionary zeal”

Moaaga (Agenzia Fides) – Saint Paul's Parish in Moaaga is the most recent addition to the Archdiocese of Koupela (Burkina Faso). It was erected by Archbishop Seraphin Francois Rouamba of Koupela, in a decree dated July 1, 2008, just days prior to the inauguration of the Year of St. Paul and was given its name in honor of the Saint. The territory of the parish includes nearly 4,000 Catholics and is subdivided into 7 large sectors, entrusted to five catechists. The Parish Pastor, Fr. Pierre Celestin Bangre and his Associate Pastor Fr. Herman Guiatin, began their pastoral service in the new parish at the end of September, where they received a warm welcome from the local people.

As Fr. Herman commented in the Diocesan Bulletin “Unir,” in the days following their arrival, various groups of people from catechists to Protestant pastors, to the Imam of Malenga and other Muslims, came to welcome them and express their great joy at seeing a Catholic mission in Moaaga. “This young parish, overflowing with missionary zeal, counts on the dynamism and support of its older siblings to proceed with confidence on the path of faith, under the generous patronage of the Apostle to the Nations.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/3/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/INDIA - Biblical Convention dedicated to Saint Paul in honor of the Jubilee Year, in Dharmapuri

Dharmapuri (Agenzia Fides) – In Tamil Nadu, located in the Diocese of Dharmapuri, priests, religious, and faithful are studying and reflecting on the Letters of Saint Paul. In honor of the Year of St. Paul, in the Diocesan Pastoral Center, led by Fr. Adiruben Nolse, a 4-day Bible Convention on the Apostle to the Gentiles was organized. 

After three months of intense preparation, the recently established St. Paul's Seminary hosted professor and expert in Sacred Scripture, Fr. J. Raja, SJ, who offered talks and presentations. The Jesuit focused on the figure of Saint Paul, his calling, especially in his relationship with the laity.

The Convention days also featured catechesis, group reflection, moments of prayer and dialogue, and liturgical celebrations.

The Seminary was packed with people: priests, religious, and lay faithful, and was a great opportunity for celebrating the Year of St. Paul in the Dharmapuri area, Fr. Nolase told Agenzia Fides.

The reflection on the life and work of the Apostle to the Gentiles will be an inspiration in the evangelization of the territory, where the first missionaries arrived in 1650. The Diocese of Dharmapuri was established in 1997 and the current Bishop of the Diocese is Bishop Joseph Anthony Irudayaraj. Amongst the total population of 2.8 million inhabitants, there are 53,000 Catholics. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 10/03/2009)

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/ITALY - “Imprisoned for Christ, Free to Love”: 17th  Day of Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs on March 24, in the spirit of Saint Paul

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – March 24 marks the anniversary of the murder of Archbishop Oscar A. Romero of San Salvador (1980) and the Youth Missionary Movement of the Pontifical Mission Societies of Italy has organized for this date to be honored in memory of all the missionaries who are killed throughout the world. The initiative, which began in 1993, has since extended to other countries. There are now many dioceses and religious institutions that organize various events in honor of these missionary martyrs and, with them, all those who shed their blood for the Gospel. 

In the Year of Saint Paul, the theme chosen for the 17th Day of Prayer and Fasting in memory of the missionary martyrs is an invitation to reflect on the missionary experience of the Apostle to the Gentiles: “In his writings, Paul recalls having undergone various forms of suffering for Christ and at the same time, of having also felt 'concern for all the Churches,' for which he invoked the Lord in an almost physical suffering, the gift of fidelity to the Gospel received,” writes Fr. Gianni Cesena, National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Italy, in presenting the Day.

He continues: “We believe that with every missionary, whether they are martyred, kidnapped, or suffer persecutions, they bear in themselves the suffering of their communities, the daily struggle for survival, the threats to so many humble witnesses to the Gospel, lay men and women, whose only support are the missionaries who share in their fate, motivated by the sole inspiration of love. Imprisoned for Christ, free to love: Saint Paul is not only the author but also the great example of this message. It calls for solidarity with the suffering communities, a demand for each person to pray, to fast...Jesus reserves a mysterious word for those who are despised by the word, but beloved in the eyes of God: 'Blessed are you when they insult you and persecute you, and when they utter every kind of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven. Thus they persecuted the prophets who were before you.' (Mt. 5:11-12).” 

Among the guidelines for the celebration, the Youth Missionary Movement reminds all that “prayer and fasting, in the Christian tradition, are acts of love and communion with God and with the Church; living them on the Day of Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs means praying to God that He sustains missionaries and Christian communities that continue to live today amidst discrimination and persecution.”

The parish communities and consecrated life, seminaries, novice houses, are all invited to use the guidelines for the Vigil: Stations of the Cross, Eucharistic Adoration, ecumenical services, all prepared for this occasion, not only on March 24, but on the days preceding and following it. There are also ideas like set apart a corner of the Church for Martyrs, using a cross, a red cloth (that could also be on the front door as well), and an olive branch with the names of missionaries who have been killed; ring the bells at 3:00pm on March 24, inviting the people to meditate on Christ’s sacrifice and on the many men and women who have offered their lives; and plant a tree in memory of those who have given everything for love. Families can place lit candles in their windows or place a red cloth on display, as a visible sign of the commemoration; take part in an act of reconciliation: between the husband and wife, between children and parents, and between siblings or between neighbors, or members of the extended family; and offer a donation from fasting, in support of the help project proposed for this year.

The sick are encouraged to offer their suffering in memory of the missionary martyrs and for the spread of the Gospel, and to sustain missionaries and to ask the Lord for the gift of new holy missionary vocations. The young people are encouraged to give blood and visit those in the hospital, those who are alone, in prison, the elderly alone in their homes, etc.

This year, the suggested help project is a center for young girls, including those who have abandoned by their own families, run by the Brigoline Sisters in India, in the state of Kerala. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/ITALY - “Gospel and culture for a new Humanism”: St. Paul’s Jubilee of University Students
Rome (Agenzia Fides) – March 12-15, Rome will host the St. Paul’s Jubilee of University Students, promoted and organized by the Vicarage of Rome – Office for University Pastoral Care, Congregation for Catholic Education, the Pontifical Council for Culture, in cooperation with the Ministry of Education, University and Research, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the Ministry for Economic Development, the Region of Latium, the Province of Rome, and the Municipality of Rome. The main event of the Jubilee will be the Mass presided by Cardinal Zenon Grocholewski, Prefect of the Congregation for Catholic Education, with the university students' profession of faith, on Sunday, March 15 at 10:30 in the Basilica of Saint Paul Outside the Walls.

During the Jubilee, from March 12-14, there will be an International Forum of Universities on the theme: “Gospel and culture for a new Humanism.” The inaugural ceremony will take place on the 12th at 4:30pm in the Protomoteca Hall at Campidoglio. After greeting civil and religious authorities, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Vatican Secretary of State, the Minister of Education, University, and Research, Maria Stella Gelmini and Cesare Mirabelli, President Emeritus of the Constitutional Court, will introduce the sessions. The Magisterial Speeches will be given by Archbishop Gianfranco Ravasi, President of the Pontifical Council for Culture – on “The Gospel meets Cultures” - and Eric Mcluhan, Professor Emeritus University of Toronto (Canada), on “The Gospel in the Contemporary Aeropagus.”

On Friday, 13th and Saturday, 14th, the Convention will continue at the European University of Rome. There will be parallel sessions subdivided into four areas of reflection: Human being: genealogy, biology, biography; Society, environment, economy; The point of view of sciences and technologies; Memory and creativity: history, language, literature and arts. The African Session on Saturday, March 14 at 11:30am, will consider two main themes: University Pastoral Care in Africa; and the relationship between the Gospel and scientific and technological culture in Africa: what problems are there?

Upon the conclusion of the sessions, on the 14th at 8:30, in the Auditorium Parco della Musica - Sala Sinopoli, there will be a concert entitled “The Musical Interculture for a New Humanism.” During the jubilee days, there is also an international convention organized: “Ad ulteriores gentes - The Christianity in the Middle East from I to VII cent” at the Italian Institute for Africa and the Orient, and a convention entitled “The University Cooperation for an Economic Sustainable Development,” promoted along with the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and Economic Development, which will take place on Thursday, 12th, at 10am in the Conference Hall of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/3/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/CHINA - “It is when I am weak that I am strong.” Pauline spirit at the heart of the Lenten Retreat and III Seminar of the Year of St. Paul, in the Diocese of Fu Zhou
Fu Zhou (Agenzia Fides) – “It is when I am weak that I am strong” was the theme for the Lenten Retreat that took place March 19-23, led by Fr. Larry Lewis, of the Maryknoll Missionaries, invited by the Diocese of Fu Zhou. There were 28 priests and 42 religious of the diocese who participated in the retreat at Rosary Village, along with the priests and religious of the Diocese of Min Bei. According to Fr. Lewis, who has long-time experience as a spiritual director, “only when one is capable of recognizing their own weakness and incapacity, can they mature and grow like Saint Paul.” “Spirituality implies trying to discover the Lord's Love for us. Expectation is the door to spirituality. And all prayer involves expectation.” After this “spiritual boost” in Pauline spirit, on March 24 there was a III Seminar on Saint Paul, as part of the celebrations taking place in the Diocese of Fu Zhou for the Year of Saint Paul. There were 110 participants, including priests and laity from the 5 parts of the diocese, who shared in this experience of evangelization in the spirit of St. Paul. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 27/3/2009)

Family – ASIA/VIETNAM – Catholic Bishops focus Lenten Pastoral letters on the Family  
Hanoi (Agenzia Fides) – Putting God back at the centre of the family, always a privileged place for encountering the Lord and handing on the faith: this is the recurrent theme in Lenten Pastoral Letters issued by Catholic Bishops  in Vietnam.

Archbishop Joseph Ngo Quan Kiet of Hanoi, urged the faithful to take the opportunity of the special graces offered in the season of Lent, and to “live forgiveness and reconciliation in the family ”, rebuilding relations on reciprocal love and respect, fostering harmony and living in a spirit of humility, prayer and penance.

Also Bishop Paul Bui Van Doc, Bishop of My Tho, in his Letter for Lent,  encouraged the faithful to “strengthen family ties”, with family prayer, and reading, reflection and sharing the Word of God . Bishop Paul urged the faithful to pray in families especially for the Church, for the country and for the whole world, in the grip of economic crisis.

For his part, the Bishop of Vinh, Bishop Paul Cao Dinh Thuyen, called every Christian family to live in a spirit of poverty and to perform works of charity which render open up family so it goes beyond the domestic walls, showing solidarity and reaching out to all in need.

Reducing consumption, individual responsibility and charity in every family nucleus, was the theme of the Lenten Letter written by Cardinal Jean Baptiste Pham Minh Man, Archbishop of Ho Chi Minh, who announced the imminent creation of new Fund for the Jubilee which the Church in Vietnam is preparing to celebrate in 2010, the year of the 50th anniversary of the creation of the first Apostolic Vicariates in the country and the establishment of the Catholic Hierarchy in Vietnam  

The Cardinal also stressed the important role of the family in handing on the faith and witnessing by living Gospel values and decisions, ensuring religious education for children who, in the family, learn the basic contents of the faith, how to pray and how to love Jesus Christ and the Gospel.

(PA) (Agenzia Fides 6/3/2009 righe 27 parole 275)

Mission – AMERICA/ARGENTINA - Campaign for Supporting the Church in Lent, to encourage every Catholic in taking up his role in the work of evangelization

Buenos Aires (Agenzia Fides) - “We are all Church. It is time to share.” This will be the theme for Saturday, March 21 and Sunday, March 22, in the 5th Campaign for Supporting the Church, promoted by the Bishops' Conference. 

Having seen the fruits of the campaign in the past years, the Bishops have decided to continue holding it and this year will be the 5th Campaign for Supporting the Church, to be held during Lent 2009. The main goals of the Campaign are to encourage every Catholic to participate more fully in supporting the evangelization effort and to inform the faithful about how the Catholic Church currently supports itself. 

In the Letter that the Bishops have sent out to all the parish pastors in the country, they remind them that although “the dioceses and parishes have a variety of different circumstances, we also share the need to inform and educate the people of God on these issues.” Likewise, they also ask that the Campaign be adapted according to the local circumstances. “Rediscover the responsibility we have implies that each one of us does his own part in the Church, dedicating the talents, time, and money that we know we can offer,” the text says. 

The Bishops also consider the use of the mass media, “so that it may be more widely known and publicized,” and they remind them that “in order to reach a progressive change of mentality on the support of the Church's work of evangelization, its pastors and laity, we must make the commitment to walk along the path of personal and pastoral conversion.” “We believe that the Campaign is a great opportunity to reach out to our people. To tell them about what activities go on in the parish, why and how we do them, how we support the many pastoral activities, and what is needed,” the text concludes.

The Economic Affairs Council of the Argentinean Bishops' Conference, presided by Auxiliary Bishop Joaquin Sucunza of Buenos Aires, has prepared extensive material for carrying out the campaign, including the Letter to Pastors, a letter to each and every Catholic, a guide to how to carry out the Campaign, a pamphlet, radio advertisements, and more. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 3/3/2009)

Mission - AMERICA/ECUADOR - Diocese of Loja drafts its Missionary Project 2009, for a missionary church par excellence, in “permanent missionary status”
Loja (Agenzia Fides) – The Diocese of Loja, located in southern Ecuador, has drafted its “Missionary Project 2009,” under the guidance of the Diocesan Offices of the Pontifical Mission Societies led by Fr. Wilson Cango. The Project is a result of the CAM 3 conference and is an effort to respond with joy and enthusiasm to the challenges of the mission in today's world. They have been working intensely on the installation of the missionary project for the Church in Loja and hope to reach the objectives they have placed. The missionary project is also supported by Bishop Julio Parrilla of Loja, who himself has a great missionary spirit and has given a strong thrust to the diocesan missionary challenge. 

The General Objective of the Loja Missionary Project is “Opening ourselves to the thrust of the Holy Spirit” for a conversion to living in a permanent state of mission, so that our nation may have life in Him. In regards to reaching this goal, there are four main points: The mission belongs to the entire Church; The preaching of the Kerigma; A mission for humanity; Relevance for today's world.

Among the specific objectives are: make Loja a missionary diocese, offer methodologies and take advantage of new technologies to announce the Gospel to today's world; implement the missionary dimension in all the pastoral areas of the diocese...etc. To achieve these ends, various activities have been planned: celebration of the day of the Holy Childhood Association and special Easter celebrations for children, Easter activities for youth, support for the Youth Missionary Movement “Saint John Vianney; formation courses for missionary animators, continual visits and distribution of missionary material to the parishes in the Diocese; a weekly radio show, and more. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 30/3/2009)

Mission – ASIA - 40 years of Radio Veritas, the voice of the Gospel in Asia

Manila (Agenzia Fides) – For the past 40 years Radio Veritas has been the 'voice of the Gospel' in Asia: it is the only short wave radio on the continent and in the world which offers a unique contribution towards evangelisation all over the vast continent of Asia, broadcasting in 17 different languages to dozens of Asian countries, spreading light and hope also where Christian communities are marginalised or even persecuted.

Radio Veritas first began to broadcast on 11 April 1969 and the upcoming 40th anniversary will be celebrated with enthusiasm and gratitude by the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences   (FABC), as well as by the individual local Churches.

In view of the event FABC, promoter and publisher of Radio Veritas, has organised a Symposium for media experts, operators, directors, on the theme 'Catholic Radios in Asia'. Participants will discuss experience in view of intensifying the presence of Catholic voices on the air over the continent. A Jubilee Celebration, on 16 April, on the theme “Crossing Borders and Sharing Christ Cristo”, will be honoured with the presence of Archbishop Claudio Celli, President of the Pontifical Council for Social Communications, from Rome. Also present the Nuncio to the Philippines Archbishop Edward Admas, and numerous other leading members of the Church and the civil society.

Radio Veritas has its studios in Quezon City, Metro Manila, from where  Radio Veritas programmes are beamed over a radius of 6,000 km, reaching as far as Indochina, and south and east Asia. The programmes are broadcast in 17 languages, including Chinese, Vietnamese, Urdu, Hindi, Indonesian, Russian and Hmong. One of the countries which benefits from Radio Vertias programmes in the local language is Bangladesh, where like the majority of the people, most local Catholics are extremely poor but they nourish their faith and hope thanks to Radio Veritas. Catholics in Laos of Hmong origin, many of them living in remote, mountainous areas difficult to reach, are enthusiastic listeners. Radio Veritas helps them reflect on the Gospel and pray the Rosary. The Hmong programmes, produced by Father Daniel Taillez, Oblate Missionary of Mary Immaculate, with the assistance of priests, religious and lay people, offers a major contribution towards the evangelisation of Asia. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009 righe 27 parole 272)
Mission – ASIA/CAMBODIA – New Pastoral Centre named after Benedict XVI

Phnom Penh (Agenzia Fides) – A new Benedict XVI Pastoral Centre  recently opened in Phnom Penh. In the presence of over 130 priests, men and women religious and many lay people, from all over Phnom Penh Vicariate Apostolic, Archbishop Salvatore Pennacchio, Apostolic Nuncio in Cambodia, inaugurated the structure with the assistance of Bishop Emile Destombes, Vicar Apostolic of Phnom Penh.
Archbishop Pennacchio spoke on the theme “ Now Christ's body is yourselves, each of you with a part to play in the whole. ” (1 Cor 12,27). The Nuncio underlined that in this year dedicated to St Paul, Catholics are called to become familiar with the ecclesial experience of Paul and to assimilate it: there are many different charisma, but all are at the service of the community. Recalling the catechesis of the Holy Father Benedict XVI, Archbishop Pennacchio encouraged the bishops, clergy, religious and lay faithful to share responsibility and to cooperate with generosity for the good of the entire community.

The conference was followed by the inauguration ceremony. The Benedict XVI Pastoral Centre will host essential diocesan pastoral activities: youth pastoral, charitable activities, catechesis on the Sacraments and on the Liturgy. The Centre's coordinator is  Fr. Olivier Schmitthaeusler, a member of the Paris Foreign Missions, who is very happy to accept this charge and says he hope the Centre will “improve community synergy,  stimulate all the members to share experience and responsibility, to build up the unity of the Church”. With this Centre, “we hope to give new impulse to pastoral activity and evangelisation in the Vicariate of Phnom Penh, and to be increasingly a sign of God's love in Cambodia and promote fruitful dialogue between faith and culture”. The hall of the Centre has been embellished with a marble bust of 

Benedict XVI. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009 righe 26 parole 263)

Mission – ASIA/INDIA - Young religious evangelise in North East India 

Guwahati (Agenzia Fides) – It all began with a call from the Archdiocese of Guwahati for  'mission to the people'  in tribal villages anxious to hear the good news of Christ. More than 250 young men and women religious, candidates, postulants, novices and newly professed - of eleven different congregations, male and female - responded enthusiastically, forming teams of evangelisers. They set out to visit the villages over the past few weeks to speak about Jesus and proclaim the Gospel values of love, peace, reconciliation and brotherhood.

Many of them,  trained teaches, nurses, medical doctors, farming technicians, experts in childcare besides mission work also put their expertise at the service of the people, by whom they were warmly received. "We were deeply touched by the people's hospitality and simple way of life, their happy faces and the embraces of the children", the young evangelisers reported.

The experience was  important opportunity for families to hear the good news of Christ and come into contact - some for the first time- with God's love for all men and women, with the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his message of hope and love for neighbours and even for enemies. However the young religious themselves  also benefited, overcoming difficulties and experiencing the joy of being missionaries. “We see now what it means to be the living Church, a community of communion and mission”, they said.

The leaders of the different congregations say this sort of experience is bound to foster more vocations, already abundant in the difficult situation, geographical, social and cultural of North East India.

The archdiocese of Guwahati is guided by Archbishop Thomas Menamparampil, a personality highly appreciated all over the area for his commitment by Christians and non Christians as a man of peace and mediator in conflict.

The region suffers from isolation from the rest of the country; the people belong to numerous different ethnic groups each with their own culture and traditions and for the children there is little access to education. Fides learned from Archbishop. Menamparampil, “in this situation Christian communities offer good example as they strive to be peace-builders, enriching tribal cultures with Christian values. The ears and hearts of our tribal people are open and ready to welcome the Good News. The Catholic Church is renowned and appreciated for what she does in the fields of peace-building, development promotion, education and charitable work”. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 20/3/2009 righe 29 parole 291)
Continental Mission–AMERICA/COLOMBIA - Latin American Bishops' Conferences reflect on the Continental Mission and the social and political situation

Bogota (Agenzia Fides) – On March 10-12, the city of Bogota (Colombia) hosted an Encounter for Secretary Generals and Delegates from Bishops' Conferences, on the Continental Mission.

The convention organized by Secretary General of CELAM (Latin American Bishops' Council), Archbishop Victor Sanchez of Puebla, Mexico (recently appointed), was aimed at sharing experiences of what is happening all over Latin American in relation to the Continental Mission called for at Aparecida. The last day of the Encounter was dedicated to reflecting on the social and political situation, as well as the situation of the Church, in each of the 22 countries, in light of the evangelization promoted by the Bishops' Conferences.

On the theme of the Continental Mission, each of the 22 Bishops' Conferences presented its plans and methods of acting, all of them aimed at carrying out what was expressed in the guidelines from the 5th General Conference of Latin American Bishops in Aparecida (Brazil).

This Mission hopes to give a missionary boost to the entire Church in Latin America and the Caribbean, placing her in a permanent state of mission, which implies moving from a “pastoral activity centered on conservation to a pastoral activity that is decisively missionary in character.” It means going out more than staying inside our churches. It is not proselytism, but an awakening of the Christian in his missionary identity. 

All the Bishops' Conferences mentioned that in their country, the Continental Mission implies a personal, pastoral, and ecclesial conversion, which means it demands deep changes in our way of living the faith, organizing pastoral activities, administering the Church, and serving the world, leaving behind the old ways that have marked our path. There is a great insistence on the fact that the Continental Mission is a path of ecclesial and social transformation. 

Several Conferences have proposed general guidelines for the dioceses, parishes, and Catholic schools, and form part of preparations for the celebration of the Bicentennial Anniversary of Independence, which will be taking place in the majority of the countries, recalling the foundational and important role of the Catholic Church in the birth of the new free nations.

The second theme of the Encounter focused on the social and political situation of each country. Social problems emerge such as violence in connection with drug trafficking, the threat of democracy in mainly socialist countries, such as Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Nicaragua. The impact of globalization, poverty, unemployment, and violence. There is a common interest among legislators to legalize abortion, permit homosexual marriages, and promote gender ideology and so-called reproductive health care. These and other challenges were presented during the talks given by the various Secretary Generals of Bishops' Conferences.

Lastly, there was an evaluation on CELAM in relation to promoting ecclesial communion, communication, and pastoral services. The responses all affirmed that CELAM is meeting its objectives and that it is an extremely important in ecclesial coordination and communion for the life of the Catholic Church in Latin America. Several suggestions have been made for improving teamwork and to distribute more pastoral materials among the 22 countries. Lastly, they observed that in spite of the persecutions suffered in several countries, by totalitarian regimes or with secularism or anti-Catholic perspectives, and in spite of the little funds available for carrying out the Mission, the Catholic Church is alive and with great humility offers the wealth of Life, announcing and bearing witness to Jesus Christ, the Way, the Truth, and the Life. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

Continental Mission – AMERICA/PANAMA - Launching of the Continental Mission in the country: “we should recover our missionary identity, our missionary zeal”

Panama City (Agenzia Fides) – The Church in Panama declared itself to be in a “permanent state of mission” this past March 1, with the official launching of the Continental Mission, at the foot of the statue of Christ in Atalaya, where hundreds of faithful gathered along with the country's Bishops. The Basilica of Saint Michael the Archangel, in the Diocese of Santiago de Veraguas, was the site chosen by the Panamanian Bishops' Conference, for the launch. The Eucharist was presided by Bishop Jose Luis Lacunza of the Diocese of David, President of the Panamanian Bishops' Conference, who mentioned three main points in his homily: Why the mission? What is the purpose of the mission? How is a mission carried out?

Why the mission? “Because we are the Church of Jesus Christ, the one who was 'sent,' the 'missionary' of the Father,” the Bishop said. “And He Himself chose and sent the Apostles, that is, the Church, to continue His mission.” Thus, the Bishop recalls, “the Church of Jesus is missionary by its nature, full time, and in all its structures.” However, the Bishop said, “in some moment in our history, we lose sight of the mission and we stop feeling the urgency of the mission that was expressed by Saint Paul: 'Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel.” Thus, we must “recover our missionary identity, our missionary zeal.” And this is precisely the fundamental goal of the Continental Mission.

The second question that the Bishop responds to in his homily was: “What is the purpose of the mission?” in which he recalled that the most important is to preach the Good News, “which consists in that no one be excluded from the Father's love.” “The fruit of the mission is 'life,'” the Bishop said, “but not just any life, but the life of Jesus Christ” and therefore, “just as we cannot be Christ's disciples without being missionaries, neither can we do so without being promoters of life.” In this sense, he made an appeal to defend life in all its stages and to fight to promote a decent life for all people, regardless of their class. Thus, we should “fight for policies that are at the service of the common good; for an economic solidarity that distributes the State's recourses with equality; for an inclusive society that opens opportunities to all people, especially for those most in need; for an education in values, one that promotes culture and a respect for consciences and parental rights; for an administration of impartial and expedite justice; for a public security that respects human rights; for more careful attention to social problems; for a coexistence without rancor or violence, with differences but without division and with tolerance.” This missionary attitude will lead to a new society.

As for the third question, that is, “How is a mission carried out?”, he assures that “it is not simply about doing a mission, but placing ourselves in a state of mission.” At the same time, he recalled that in order to carry out this mission of disciple-missionary of Jesus, we must be people of prayer who read the Word of God with frequency and is fed by and sustained by the power of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist and Reconciliation. “We are not disciple-missionaries upon our own will or strengths, but by God's election and His Grace.”

He concluded his homily with a brief reference to the political situation in the country, expressing his regret for the fact that the politicians have not responded to the appeal made by the Bishops calling for the signing of an Electoral Ethics Accord (see Fides 12/01/2009), which leads them to fear that the political campaign could become a power struggle at any cost. On behalf of all the Bishops, Bishop Jose Luis Lacunza decries all use of physical, psychological, or verbal violence and demands that competent authorities take the necessary measures in these cases. And to all Panamanians, he asks that “they may not be led to violence or name-calling, but that they may analyze the proposals made by the government and, when election day arrives, exercise their right and duty to vote in Christian concience and responsible citizenship.”

“We came to Atalaya as pilgrims; we return to our homes and communities as missionaries,” the Bishop concluded in his homily. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 6/3/2009)
Pontifical Mission Societies - AMERICA/ARGENTINA - National Assembly of PMS Diocesan Directors concludes: “May God grant us the missionary zeal to transmit the joy and enthusiasm of knowing Jesus to others
Buenos Aires (Agenzia Fides) – After four days of prayer and hard work, the National Assembly of Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) Diocesan Directors of Argentina has finally come to a close, with a Mass held in the chapel of the National Headquarters. This is what Agenzia Fides learned in a report from Juan Carlos Repik, Secretary General of the PMS. In the encounter, which was celebrated March 10-13, there were 48 dioceses represented.

The Closing Mass was presided by Monsignor Horacio Suarez, member of the Bishops' Commission for the Missions, who in his homily said he was glad he could “share this time with those who have a responsibility of working in the vineyard, perhaps not in collecting the fruits, but in the arduous work of preparing the ground and planting.” He concluded by recalling that God wishes all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth, and therefore, “we should work on cultivating the vine, so that it bears fruit and not be satisfied with doing any less...There is an urgent need to evangelize through an open proclamation of Christ: there is no evangelization without an explicit proclamation of the Gospel.”

The Assembly was also attended by Fr. Walter Von Holsen, SVD, National Director in Paraguay, who talked on the theme: “Charism and Mission of the Pontifical Mission Societies.” 

Among the various activities during the Assembly, on the 12th there was a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of Lujan, Patroness of Argentina, where the Diocesan Directors and Secretaries, and the National Director met with the Shrine's Rector, Fr. Jose Daniel Blanchoud. The celebration began with an entrance procession led by the four National Secretaries of PMS, who carried the Triptych presented at CAM3, for the Continental Mission. The Mass was presided by National Director Fr. Osvaldo Leone, who recalled in his homily that “participating in Jesus' mission, no one like His mother committed herself so much in the lives of people and nations.” Therefore, she is “here in her Home, and she invites us to go and commit ourselves, too, with our lives.”

“As Directors of the Pontifical Mission Societies, gathered in Assembly,” Fr. Osvaldo said, “in close communion and service to each of our dioceses, we are sent from Lujan, from this capital of faith, whose greatest joy is the love of God.” He concluded by asking all to make the commitment of “continuing to implore with her a stronger love and audacity from the Holy Spirit, to remain united and share our joy of being Jesus' missionaries with all those who have a thirst for life, thirst for brotherhood, and thirst for God.”

At the end of the Mass, the Shrine's Rector presented an image of Our Lady of Lujan to the National Director of the PMS, to be enthroned in their chapel.

The delegation then went in procession to the tomb where the remains of Cardinal Pironio are laid to rest. There they prayed for his intercession for the fruits of the assembly.

“May God grant each one of us and our community the missionary zeal to transmit the joy and enthusiasm of knowing Jesus to others...” Fr. Osvaldo Leone said at the close of the Assembly. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 17/3/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies - AMERICA/ARGENTINA - PMS in Argentina celebrates the Day for Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs for the first time
Buenos Aires (Agenzia Fides) – For the first time ever, this year the Pontifical Mission Societies will join in participating in the important initiative promoted by the PMS Youth Movement in Italy: the Day of Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs. In a statement they especially ask each diocese, parish, family, consecrated person, young person, sick, elderly, etc. to join in this day of prayer and fasting for missionary martyrs and to pray especially for all the missionaries throughout the world.

They remind all people that prayer and fasting, in the Christian tradition, are acts of love in communion with God and with the Church; living them on the Day of Prayer and Fasting for Missionary Martyrs means praying to God that He sustains missionaries and Christian communities that continue to live today amidst discrimination and persecution.

In the statement, they invite parishes and religious houses, seminaries and novitiates to carry out initiatives like vigils, Stations of the Cross, Eucharistic Adoration, ecumenical services, all prepared for this occasion, not only on March 24, but on the days preceding and following it. There are also ideas like set apart a corner of the Church for Martyrs, ing the bells at 3:00pm on March 24, inviting the people to meditate on Christ’s sacrifice and on the many men and women who have offered their lives for the Gospel. Families can place lit red candles in their windows or place a red cloth on display, as a visible sign of the commemoration; offer a donation from fasting. The sick are encouraged to offer their suffering in memory of the missionary martyrs and for the spread of the Gospel, and to sustain missionaries and to ask the Lord for the gift of new holy missionary vocations. The young people are encouraged to give blood and visit those in the hospital, those who are alone, in prison, the elderly alone in their homes, etc. and to offer their own lives for love of Christ and the Gospel, even if this implies discrimination or persecution. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 24/3/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies -  EUROPE/POLAND - Celebration of a Day of Prayer for the Missions in Archdiocese of Czestochowa, including collections for funding missionary projects

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, March 8, the Second Sunday of Lent, the Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) of the Archdiocese of Czestochowa organized a Day of Prayer for the Missions of the Church in all the parishes, with collections to help support missionaries and fund missionary projects. The collection of donations took place along with the “Ad gentes” Missionary Society that began in Poland in 2005, as a response to the appeal launched by the Holy Father Benedict XVI.

“The prayer and the collection are our way of helping the missionaries who want to organize projects of evangelization, charity, and education,” Fides was told by Fr. Jacek Gancarek, Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies of the Archdiocese of Czestochowa. “For three years now, all of Poland has been celebrating the “Ad gentes” Day on the Second Sunday of Lent. We, as the Pontifical Mission Societies of the Archdiocese of Czestochowa, should participate in an active way in this beautiful initiative. We should bear witness to the faithful of the missionary necessities and helping our missionaries is an important aspect of the Church's activity and of daily Christian life.” 

There are currently 13 priests and 3 lay missionaries of the Archdiocese of Czestochowa working in various countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Cameroon, Zambia, Argentina, Papua New Guinea, Brazil, Ecuador, Philippines, Tunisia), as well as Eastern Europe (Belarus and the Ukraine). In the parishes of Czestochowa, there are many groups and movements of the Pontifical Mission Societies. Also, in the schools, during religion class they address the missionary theme. The Pontifical Mission Societies in Czestochowa also organize “missionary workshops” during the year, with the main purpose of informing people on the missions. The workshops are attended by priests, religious, catechists, mission group leaders, and all leaders in the Pontifical Mission Societies in the parishes of the Archdiocese. During the workshops, several missionaries give their testimonies, presenting the situation of the missions and the Church's challenges in the area of evangelization. In the Archdiocese of Czestochowa, there are “Missionary Rosary” groups for children and young people in nearly 70 parishes and 50 schools. (MF/SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/3/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies -  OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies offer support to faithful in Pakistan

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – The Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) of Australia are making an effort to provide support, solidarity, encouragement, and prayer for the Catholics in Pakistan. For years now, they have been working on projects in the areas of education and solidarity for the community in Pakistan.

PMS of Australia has heightened its effort at a time in which growing social tensions are being perceived in Pakistan: the recent attack on the Sri Lankan cricket team has brought attention to the danger of terrorism, the weak policies of President Zardari are preparing the ground for further social instability, and the strengthening of the Pakistani Taliban in the north is creating serious difficulties for Christian religious minorities. 

“We will continue doing all we can to support the small Catholic community in Pakistan, which has nearly 1.3 million faithful living in a population of 163 million inhabitants, affirmed Martin Teulan, lay National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Australia. “We know that our support can make a difference, especially for the children,” he added.

The Australian faithful are also showing their encouragement and are praying for the Catholics of Pakistan, as they are spiritually close to them, sharing in their sufferings.The PMS is currently active in supporting various projects in Pakistan, in the areas of education and healthcare. Here is a list of what they are providing: medical expenses for 42 children at the Miss Haq Home for Crippled Children run by the Dominican sisters of St Catherine of Siena in Faisalabad; education and healthcare for 50 orphaned, rural children attending St Pius Girls’ Hostel run by the Dominican sisters of St Catherine of Siena in Chak Jhumra;uniforms and library materials for 206 children of poor families at St Josephs School, Quetta, run by the same sisters; Education and spiritual formation for 40 disadvantaged, rural children at La Salle Boys’ Home run by the La Salle Brothers in Khushpur; a Christian education for 200 disadvantaged children at St Isidore Elementary School run by the Franciscan Sisters of the Heart of Jesus in Padri-Jo-Goth; a secondary, Christian education for 50 poor children at St Catherine Boarding School run by the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary in Lalkurti; classroom materials and toilets for six village primary schools run by the Oblates of Mary Immaculate to serve 650 children in Derekabad; medicine and educational materials for 110 children at St Joseph’s Orphanage in Khanewal. The PMS has also supported education for 250 children at Bishop John Joseph School in Yuhannabad. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 5/3/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies -  AMERICA/ECUADOR - First National Congress for Directors of the Holy Childhood Association in July: the Christian, missionary, and human qualities of a director, in the spirit of Saint Paul

Quito (Agenzia Fides) – The Pontifical Mission Societies in Ecuador, via the National Secretariat of the Holy Childhood Association, according to a report sent to Agenzia Fides from Osvaldo Fierro Teran, Secretary General of the Pontifical Mission Societies in the country. The goal of the congress is to “determine the Christian, missionary, and human qualities that a director of the Holy Childhood Association should have in working with children,” as the children who are members of the Association need someone to guide them and educate them on their missionary path, which demands certain characteristics that make each director a missionary disciple of Jesus Christ.

The theme of this Congress is “Missionary like Saint Paul; You are the Messenger,” in the spirit of the Year of Saint Paul, looking to him as the “untiring apostle, the missionary of Jesus that brought the Gospel to the ends of the Earth.” The Congress will take place in the city of Ambato (two hours south of Quito), July 10-12, and will be attended by 400 group directors of the Holy Childhood Association. At the Congress, participants will receive a “HCA Directors' Manual,” material that will serve as a complement to the great abundance of material the the PMS in Ecuador already offers for the formation of children in this Pontifical Association. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 4/3/2009)

Prayer - ASIA/CHINA - Intense moments of spiritual preparation and charitable works among Chinese Catholics living Lent in communion with the Pope and the Universal Church

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – According to information released to Agenzia Fides, Catholics in China are living Lent in communion with the Pope and the Universal Church, in intense spiritual preparation and charitable works. Here we indicate some of the many activities taking place during this liturgical time of the year, in preparation for Easter.

The faithful of the parish of Ji Ning Li, in the Diocese of Yan Zhou (Province of Shan Dong) led by their parish pastor, visited the Center for Lepers in Tai An, with the hope of bringing love this Lent to these marginalized brethren. Over 600 faithful participated in the Lenten retreat at the parish of Nan Qiao, Diocese of Shang Hai, which was held on March 11-13. Concentrating on the theme: “How to be a Mature Christian – wholesome prayer life, charitable works, using all my strengths to evangelize,” the retreat leader spoke on three main topics: the meaning of life; the benefits of conversion, forgiveness, and confession; the commitment to evangelization to confront every difficulty and challenge.

The Parish of Saint Joseph, also in Shang Hai, organized a two-day retreat for 220 faithful of the parish on March 13 and 14. There were also youth and students who, after school and work, were able to attend the Mass, spiritual direction, Rosary, the Stations of the Cross, and Eucharistic Adoration. The main theme of the retreat was “the 10 Commandments.” 

Since the beginning of Lent, the faithful of the parish of Xiao Shi He in the Diocese of Tai Yuan continue their commitment to daily adoration accompanied by readings of the Sacred Scripture and the commitments proposed by the priests to help the faithful in preparing for the Lord's Resurrection.

“You are my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased,” was the theme chosen by Fr. Joseph Yim Tak Lung for over 800 participants in the Lenten retreat at the parish of Saint Francis in KowLong, Diocese of Hong Kong. During the retreat, Fr. Joseph invited the faithful to become “fans of Christ” instead of the other many famous “VIPs” in the world. 

In Taiwan, 36 faithful in the parishes of the Diocese of Chia Yi participated in a Lenten retreat on “The Thirst on the Cross.” The 32 catechists from the Diocese of Hsin Chu learned how to “Encounter the Lord” in life, listening to the preaching of Fr. Wang Bing Jun. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 26/03/2009)

Prayer – OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA – Archbishop Wilson calls on Catholics to “pray for the Holy Father and for the unity of the Church ”

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – A call for special prayers during Lent for the Holy Father, the Pope, and for the unity of the Catholic Church has been issued by Archbishop Philip Wilson, President of the Australian Bishops' Conference. The Archbishop emphasised that Benedict XVI in a recent Letter to Catholic Bishops all over the world, assured them of his commitment to work to promote Church unity and reconciliation.

All the faithful, said Archbishop Wilson, should be united with the Holy Father in this effort to create harmony in the Catholic community itself, in relations with other Christian Churches and with believers of other religions. The Archbishop wrote “During this season of Lent, a time for cleansing of heart and conversion to God, I call on Catholics to pray for the Holy Father: in this way we offer him support in his enormously demanding ministry”.

“I ask you also to pray – the Archbishop said – for the unity of the Church: we too must reach out in a gesture of reconciliation towards brothers and sisters who, for various reasons, are outside the loving embrace of the Church, but who have genuine love for Christ. In this manner minds and hearts can be changed”.

Archbishop Wilson told Catholics that he has written to the Pope on behalf of Australian Bishops, assuring him of the solidarity and closeness of the Catholic community of Australia and expressing full support for his efforts to promote reconciliation and unity. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 17/3/2009 righe 26 parole 256)
Apostolic Journey - AFRICA/CAMEROON - Bishops of Cameroon regret that the media ignored the essential aspects of the Holy Father's message for Africa on poverty, reconciliation, justice, and peace

Yaounde (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of Cameroon are “profoundly dismayed” for the press' partial presentation of the response given by Pope Benedict XVI to a journalist on the Church's commitment to fighting the spread of AIDS in Africa, as it has “ignored the Church's work in the fight against AIDS and in caring for the sick.”

“It is simply astonishing,” says the note sent to Agenzia Fides from the Cameroon Bishops' Conference, that the press wants to make people believe that there was a general discontent among the public in Cameroon during the Holy Father's visit, as a result of his declarations.”

“The Bishops of Cameroon strongly affirm that the people of Cameroon have received Pope Benedict XVI with joy and enthusiasm, thus confirming their legendary hospitality. He does not deny the reality of AIDS, not its devastating effects on families in Cameroon.”

The Bishops highlight that: “The Holy Father places mankind at the heart of his concerns and recalls that teachings of Christ and the Church.” This concern is present in the life of the Church in Cameroon, as is shown “in the commitment of the Catholic Church with those who suffer from the AIDS virus, the HIV-positive and the sick are among the Catholic Church's priorities.” It is a task that seeks to give importance to “the dignity of the adoptive children of God,” and that “obliges us to renew our perception of others and of the world. Instead of seeking momentary solutions, the Church offers man values that are eternal.” 

“The Catholic Church works on a daily basis in the fight against AIDS. She has created structures designed for accommodating, assisting, and treating people with the HIV virus. This assistance is at the same time moral, psychological, nutritional, medical, and spiritual. This is the Holy Father's primary message on AIDS,” the Bishops say. 

“Along with this multi-form and constant action the Church, as a moral force, has the duty of reminding Christians that all sexual practice that is outside of marriage or disordered is dangerous and favors the spread of AIDS. Thus, the Church preaches abstinence to those who are single and conjugal fidelity to couples. It is her duty and she cannot deny it. This is the second message from the Holy Father.”

This message has been misunderstood and therefore, “the Bishops of Cameroon regret the fact that the media, especially in the Western countries, has ignored the other aspects that are, in fact, essential to the Holy Father's message for Africa, i.e. on poverty, reconciliation, justice, and peace. This is a serious situation, especially considering the number of people who have died from other diseases in Africa, and are not given publicity and considering the number of people who die in Africa as a result of internal conflicts, as a result of injustice and poverty.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 25/3/2009)

Apostolic Journey – AFRICA/ANGOLA - Angolan Bishops express their gratitude to the Holy Father for his recent visit and congratulate local media on their coverage of the event
Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops' Conference of Angola and Sao Tome and Principe (CEAST) thanks Pope Benedict XVI for his visit to Angola on March 20-23 and congratulate local media on their coverage of the event.

In a statement sent to Agenzia Fides, on the occasion of their Plenary Assembly of the Bishops of Angola and Sao Tome and Principe, the Bishops express their satisfaction at the “responsible and exemplary manner with which the national, public, and private media covered the visit and transmitted the message of Pope Benedict XVI in Angola, distinguishing themselves from the unfortunately reductionist view offered by some groups in the mass media, especially those in the Western world and those of certain institutions, during the Holy Father's visit to Cameroon.”

The Bishops express their “acknowledgment and gratitude for the noble mission carried out by Benedict XVI” and declare their solidarity with the Holy Father and the Bishops of Cameroon.

The Bishops of Angola end by “encouraging all national, public, and private mass media to do all they can in defending the truth, life in its integrity, and the fundamental values that should ennoble our society.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 30/3/2009)

Violence - AFRICA - Three Catholic priests murdered in one week: two in South Africa and one in Burundi

Johannesburg (Agenzia Fides) - Fr Lionel Sham, Parish Priest of Mohlakeng (Johannesburg Archdiocese) was killed on Saturday 7th March 2009, after being abducted from his home in Mohlakeng. This is what Agenzia Fides learned from a statement issued by Fr. Chris Townsend, spokesman for the Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference (SACBC).

The body of Fr Lionel Sham, 66 years old, has been recovered by the Police on Sunday, few hours after the priest disappeared from his parish. Fr Lionel Sham was well known to be open to all and generous with people in the need. 

“All we can do now is pray with the family, the parish of Mohlakeng and the many people who loved and knew Lionel” said Archbishop Buti Tlhagale of Johannesburg, shortly following the discovery of the priest's body. “I wish to express my own gratitude to the countless people who have looked for Fr Lionel and who have prayed for his safe return.”

He was the second catholic priest to be murdered in one week in South Africa. Father Daniel Matsela Mahula, from Klerksdorp Diocese, was killed on 27th February while driving his car, by four hitch-hikers, near Bloemhof. Father Matsela was a young priest, born on the 6th of June 1975 and ordained to the Priesthood on 22 December 2002. He ministered at St. Peter’s Catholic Church in Jouberton at the time of his death. 

On March 8, in Burundi, Fr. Revocat Gahimbare was killed. He had served as pastor of a parish in Karuzi. The priest was killed by 4 bandits dressed up as policemen who broke into the monastery of the “Bene Maria” Sisters. Having learned of the attack, Fr. Gahimbare went to defend the sisters, but the bandits had laid a trap for him on the way. He was found along with the bullet that killed him. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 10/3/2009)

Violence - AMERICA/BRAZIL - Spanish priest shot to death, after 34 years of working with street children

Recife (Agenzia Fides) – Police sources have informed that 64 year-old Father Ramiro Ludeña, a native of Toledo (Spain) was killed yesterday, March 20, in Recife, in northeastern Brazil where he had been working 34 years in an association for children living on the streets. Fr. Ludeña was shot to death as he was getting out of his car in a parking lot. He was struck in the arm and another bullet passed through his thorax. The priest was taken to Hospital “Portugues,” where nothing could be done to save his life. 

Brazilian police have a 15 year-old boy in custody who has confessed to the crime and say that they have found the weapon used in the crime: a 12-caliber rifle. The adolescent explained that he had tried to rob the 64 year-old priest, when he was in his car, and that he shot him because he thought the priest was looking for a weapon to defend himself. 

The Spanish priest had lived in Brazil for 34 years and worked with the Movement “Apoyo a los Meninos de Rua (Mamer),” at the service of the youth in Jaboatao dos Guarapes, in the metropolitan area of Recife. According to friends of the priest, Fr. Ludeña was very loved and appreciated and had never received threats. He is described as tranquil, but “energetic and determined,” in promoting the work of the NGO. “He got along well with everyone; I can't imagine any reason why anyone would want to kill him,” the coordinator of the Mamer Project, Fernando Sergio Gomes, said. The President of Mamer, Rose Guareschi, also affirmed that he had no enemies: “We cannot be lead to believe that anyone who did so much good has been killed out of hate; there would be no reason for that,” she said. She also mentioned that the priest had worked for the past twenty years with 180 youth between the ages of 15 and 21 and had never received threats. “Working with teenagers is always tough, but in spite of this, he had never received threats,” she added. 

Bishop Genival Saraiva of Palmares, the Diocese where the priest was working, described him as “a priest gifted with a great social sensibility, who worked to rescue children and youth from poverty and the temptation to take up a life of crime.”

Antonio Polidura, General Consul of Spain in Salvador de Bahia, has said that they are “trying to clarify the details of what occurred, as soon as possible. He was a person known here for his great work with the children living on the street.”

Once the autopsy has been performed on the priest's body, a wake was planned to be held at the Mamer Headquarters, beginning at 7pm local time and the burial is scheduled for 5pm local time today March 21, in the Saudade Cemetery, in Jaboatao, as he himself had expressed his wish to be buried in Brazil. A niece of the priest is expected to attend, coming over from Spain. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 21/3/2009)

Violence - AMERICA/COLOMBIA - Bishops' Conference denounces with profound grief the murder of two religious, an act that “goes against all the desires for reconciliation and peace that the Church has been preaching”

Bogota (Agenzia Fides) – In a statement of profound grief, the Bishops' Conference of Colombia denounced the murder of two members of the Redemptorist Order: Gabriel Fernando Montoya Tamayo (40 years) y Jesús Ariel Jiménez (45 years), which took place on the night of March 16 in La Primavera (Vichada). 

“In condemning these crimes that once more grieve the Catholic Church and the entire country,” the text says, “we trust that the perpetrators of this violent sacrilegious act will be discovered. This act has gone against all the desires for reconciliation and peace that the Church has been preaching.”

The Bishops show their solidarity with Fr. Francisco Antonio Ceballos Escobar, Pro-Apostolic Vicar of Puerto Carreño, as well as the family members of the victims, the Redemptorist Missionaries, and the communities where the two religious served. They also exhort all the faithful “to pray for the two murdered priests and to ask the Lord, the Prince of Peace, to change the hearts of those who sow death in Colombia.”

The events took place in the sector of La Pascua, in La Primavera (Vichada), at over 500 km from Bogota, on the border with Venezuela, says the Superior of the Provincial House in Colombia's capital, Fr. Luis Carlos Jaime. The double murder was committed by a man who broke into the residence of the two priests at the Boarding School of La Pascua, and fired on the two while they were working on the Internet. 

Fr. Gabriel Fernando Montoya had been the Director of the boarding school for a little over seven years and was in the process of handing over the reigns to Fr. Jesus Ariel Jimenez, who had recently arrived as the new Director. “We do not know the motives or if it was the act of an illegal armed group,” the Provincial Superior said, observing that neither the priests nor the community in the region had received previous threats. Authorities are currently investigating the circumstances of the deaths.

The Redemptorists, an order originally from Italy, have run the La Pascua Boarding School for 10 years, when they took over management from its founders, the French Monfortian Missionaries. In the establishment, there are 120 students of indigenous origin from the forests of eastern Colombia. Moreover, as the Congregation explained, they were already mourning the death of Bishop Ramon Mantilla Duarte, Bishop Emeritus of Ipiales (on the southern border with Ecuador), who died on Monday at 84 years of age in a clinic in Bogota after suffering from a serious illness.

The bodies of the two religious will be transferred to Aranzuzu Caldas and Manizales, their hometowns. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 18/3/2009)

Life - AMERICA- March 25: “National Day for the Unborn Child” in all Latin America, an international campaign for a culture of life

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – On March 25, the “National Day for the Unborn Child” will be celebrated in many countries. In Latin America, the practice is becoming more common in response to the attack being made on the unborn child. 

The Colombian Bishops' Conference, through its Family Department, has been promoting the event and each year takes part in the international campaign that the Church has begun in favor of a culture of life. This Day recalls the unborn child as human being, a child of God deserving of care and attention from the parents that have conceived him and from society at large, which is enriched by each new member.

“In response to a generalized culture that seeks to rid itself of the most defenseless of beings,” the promotional material states, “we are called to fight so that the lives of the unborn children can develop and reach their plenitude in a home that receives them with sincere love and fidelity of spouses and parents, in a society that recognizes their fundamental rights and facilitates their chances of reaching personal maturity.”

The themes for reflection for this year are: reaffirming the value of every human life from conception until natural death; promoting a culture of life; awakening solidarity: accompanying pregnant mothers; praying for respect for every human life in our country.

The Bishops' Conference also proposes a series of initiatives with social, cultural, and religious ends, to help celebrate this Day. Among them are: family assemblies, to study the themes from March 24-31; formational workshops on responsible parenting; videos on abortion; encounters and get-togethers for healthcare personnel from hospitals and clinics; formation workshops for public directors and healthcare personnel on conscientious objection and informed consent; promotion of the Day through the mass media; marches and cultural activities in defense of human life; a Mass and Blessing for Pregnant Mothers.

In Chile, there will be a Mass on March 24, at 7pm, in the Santiago Cathedral, celebrated by Auxiliary Bishop Fernando Chomali and Father Marcos Burzawa, MSF, organized by the Department for the Family, along with the Network for Life and the Family. During the celebration, there will be a presentation of an image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the great intercessor and defender of human life, reaffirming the commitment of the Church in Chile for the cause.

“The idea is to celebrate the beautiful act of love that is that gives new life and with it, promote a culture of life in our society,” Fr. Marcos said. 

During the celebrations this year, the Network for Life will present an award to Patricia Mondaca, Director of a Center for Young Pregnant Mothers “Maria Ayuda,” and to “El Conquistador” Radio host Luis Muñoz, for their work in defending life. The act will take place on March 25 at 1pm in Puente Alto.

In Chile, the Day has been celebrated since May 18, 1999, the date on which the Senate unanimously passed a bill asking the President to declare March 25 of each year, Day of the Unborn Child. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

Life - AMERICA/BRAZIL - Bishops indignant for the threats that seek to “silence the Church's voice in the constant battle in defense of life”

Para (Agenzia Fides) – The National Conference of Bishops of Brazil of the northern regions (CNBB N2) publicly denounced the threats that were made to Sister Marie Henriqueta Cavalcante, coordinator of the Justice and Peace Commission in the region, in regards to the recent investigations on abuse cases and sexual exploitation of minors. A note signed by Orlanda Rodrigues Alves, Executive Secretary of the CNBB N2, says that “Sister Henriqueta Cavalcante, head of the JPC, and the members of the social and pastoral ministries in this region have been carrying out an important role in the process of denouncing and accompanying the investigations of sexual abuse and exploitation against minors in Para. These are cases that, unfortunately, have involved the participation of influential members of our society.”

On account of this situation, last week a threat was made over the telephone to the coordinator. This occurrence has not stopped the sister, “who continues working untiringly in the accompaniment of the Parliamentary Commission for the Investigation of Pedophilia, created by the Legislative Assembly of the State of Para.” This threat has been an attempt “not only to stop the coordinator of the JPC, but also a manner of silencing the Church's voice in the constant battle in defense of life.” 

However, the note observes, the social and pastoral groups that form a part of the Brazilian Bishops' Conference will – with the entire support of the Bishops - “always support the legitimate fight to defend human rights,” and recalls that the Church is faithful to the teachings of Christ. “She carries out a prophetic role in the defense and promotion of life, denouncing every form of injustice, especially when it is practiced by those who should be fighting for justice.”

The statement concludes: “The North Region of the Bishops' Conference reaffirms its position in favor of the poor, defending the cause of those most in need of justice in our society. This is something that coincides with the response to the call of the Aparecida Conference, which has demonstrated that “the faces of the poor who suffer is the face of Christ who suffers.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 31/3/2009)

Life - AMERICA/PUERTO RICO - Bishop of Ponce calls on Catholic youth to “be courageous witnesses of life” and participate in Pro-Life Day on March 25

Ponce (Agenzia Fides) - “I am counting on the presence of the Catholic youth, who are called to be courageous witnesses of life,” says Bishop Felix Lazaro of Ponce in a statement sent out to all the parishes, apostolic movements, the Pontifical Catholic University, and the Superintendent of Catholic Schools, asking them to participate in Pro-Life Day. The Puerto Rican Bishops' Conference has designated March 25, feast of the Annunciation and “the day on which the Word of God took on human nature,” as the most appropriate feast for celebrating Pro-Life Day. 

Bishop Lazaro explains the reasons that led the Bishops to make this decision: “Alarmed by the many risks that Christian marriages and families are exposed to, and the growing campaign in favor of abortion and the creation of rights without objective foundation in human nature and invented by merely human laws – inhuman, I would say – that call it a mother's right to kill her own unborn child; and as it concerns such an important issue as human life that is in jeopardy...”

This explains why he later goes on to call on various institutions, especially the youth of the parishes, apostolic movements, the Pontifical Catholic University of Puerto Rico, and the Catholic School System, asking that they “participate through their own activities in this event” that will take place at the Cathedral in Ponce on Wednesday, March 25, from 12-1pm, in defense of life and right to life for the unborn.

“Life itself is in jeopardy,” the Bishop says. “And we cannot allow the plague of abortion to continue taking innocent lives. It is time to place an end to the iniquity and as human persons who preach love and peace, we lift our voices in favor of life and no more abortion.”

The Bishop concludes by recalling that “the effort that we all make will be rewarded in Heaven and our names will be written in the Book of Life.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/3/2009)

Life - EUROPE/POLAND - Nationwide celebration on March 25, for the “Day for the Sanctity of Life”

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) – On March 25, Solemnity of the Annunciation of Our Lord, the Church in Poland celebrated the “Day for the Sanctity of Life,” in defense of human life from conception until natural death. According to a report sent to Fides, Archbishop Stanislaw Nowak of Czestochowa presided a Mass in the city's Holy Family of Nazareth Cathedral. Especially active in the day's celebration were the priests working in family apostolate, religious, and members of Catholic pro-life/pro-family groups.

In his homily, Archbishop Nowak spoke of the importance, greatness, and sanctity of human life: “The life of every person is sacred. As Christians, we should defend human life from conception to natural death. The Church should be against abortion, in vitro fertilization, and euthanasia. We should create a culture of life. Today's philosophy and culture are a philosophy and culture of death. We, as Christians, should promote a culture of life and work against ethical relativism,” the Archbishop said.

The most widely read Catholic magazine in Poland, “Niedzela” (based in Czestochowa), March 16-24, worked on promoting pro-life activities entitled “Saving the Sacred,” in collaboration with Polish Catholic websites. In the parishes of Czestochowa, there were prayer vigils held for the defense of human life. (MF/SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/3/2009)
Life - EUROPE/SPAIN - Bishops' Conference launches pro-life campaign: “our society is adopting a severe perversion of the truth about abortion”

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – The Spanish Bishops' Conference has launched a pro-life campaign entitled: “Protect my life!”. The initiative coincides with the celebrations for the Day for Life, which will be celebrated this March 25 in all Spain's dioceses. If the legal changes that have been presented are in fact instated, the unborn will be left even more vulnerable than they are with the current legislation. It also seems that the social consensus to abortion has increased. Thus, in light of this situation, the Bishops' Conference has decided to launch a campaign in which they will distribute the materials that are normally produced each year for the Day of Life (a letter from the Bishops, signs, and prayers) as well as publicity advertisements. From March 16-30, there will be 1,300 ads posted in 37 cities of Spain. There will also be 30,000 posters made for parishes and Catholic centers throughout the country, and the 8 million informational brochures for the dioceses have already begun distribution. 

The campaign ad depicts a person and a lynx because, they say, our society has acquired an increasing awareness on the need to protect the young of various animal species and there are constantly new laws being approved to protect these species in their preliminary stages of development. This is all well and good, however it seems paradoxical that the life of the unborn humans be increasingly endangered. 

These initiatives are all linked to the Year of Prayer for Life that began in all Spanish dioceses this past February 2 (see Fides 28/1/2009). 

In the Message issued on the occasion of the Day for Life, by the Subcommittee for the Family and the Defense of Life of the Bishops' Conference, the Bishops expressed their regret as they witness “this increasing threat to life in our country with the announced abortion reform law, and therefore it is urgent that the Gospel of Life reach the heart of every man and woman and be inserted in every corner of society.” They also lament the fact that “our society is adopting a severe perversion of the truth about abortion, which is being presented as a legitimate choice of a woman that will solve a severe problem that dramatically affects her. Abortion is even placed under the so-called 'reproductive health rights.'” However, the Bishops say, “authentic justice must consider the protection of the unborn child and the integral support of women, so as to help them overcome their difficulties and give birth to their child.” There is also an urgent need to “enlighten consciences with the truth in all its splendor.”

The Bishops conclude their Message by asking all believers to make an active commitment with pro-life and pro-family associations in the Church, along with all those working in their defense. “With our testimony and support, we wish to offer hope to mothers and fathers who find difficulties associated with the birth of their children. In the Church, they should find a home in which they feel protected and where they can find the help they need.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 17/3/2009)

SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/GUINEA BISSAU - Assassination of Vieira: “the end of a twenty-year struggle between two protagonists in the life of the country or drug-trafficking,” a missionary tells Fides.

Bissau (Agenzia Fides) – In Guinea Bissau, in the wake of the deaths of President Joao Bernardo “Nino” Vieira and Chief of Staff Batista Tagme Na Waie (see Fides 2/3/2009), there are questions as to the reasons behind the double murder.

Agenzia Fides asked a missionary with long-time experience in Guinea Bissau to give some hypothetical reasons as to why these serious violent events have occurred. The missionary asked that his name not be disclosed, for security reasons.

“In the country, there are two hypotheses on the death of President Joao Bernardo “Nino” Vieira and Chief of Staff Batista Tagme Na Waie. The first refers to the conclusion of a ten-year quarrel between two men. Vieira and Na Waie were companions as soldier in the war against Portuguese rule. After the independence, Na Waie held various important posts in the army. But the true turn of events came with the coups of 1980, in which Vieira took power. Between 1980 and 1984, Na Waie was in charge of the military police.

In 1988, General Na Waie was removed from office and arrested on accusations of having participated in a supposed coups against Vieira. In jail, he was immediately subject to cruel tortures, with the use of so much electric current that he was left sterile, a real tragedy in the African culture. He spent 7 years in jail before being freed. Ten years later, he joined the coups led by General Ansumae Mane. At that time, I was able to meet him. In fact, I ministered to the prisoners in the military prison. I must say that General Na Waie has given proof of his humanity in that he allowed for an improvement in the hygenic conditions in prisons.

Later, Tagme and Vieira's paths would cross once again. After a long exile in Portugal (1999-2005), Vieira returned to the country, being elected the new President. Na Waie was appointed Chief of Staff, after his predecessor General Verissimo Correira Seabra was killed in a military revolt carried out by soldiers who had not received their pay and awards of recognition after fighting for an African peace force in Liberia. General Na Waie made an oath of fidelity to the President, but the two entered into tense conflict right away. Many in Guinea Bissau view the confrontational attitude between the two as the cause of mysterious events of the past months, such as the attempt to kill the President in November 2008, or Na Waie's claim that he was once victim of a homicide attempt in January of this year. 

Thus, according to this interpretation, the death of the Chief of Staff would be attributed to the President and the soldiers who were faithful to Na Waie would be the ones who took revenge by killing the President. 

The second hypothesis has to do with a struggle for control of cocaine trafficking that comes from Latin America and stops over in Guinea Bissau before making its way to Europe. Both military and police are involved in the drug trafficking. This is no secret. According to this hypothesis, General Na Waie did not respect the agreements and was killed in a bombing ordered by the drug-traffickers. His men then must have gone, in turn, and killed the President, thinking that he had ordered the death of their commander. However, the two hypotheses do not exclude one another.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 03/03/2009)

ASIA/BANGLADESH - Missionary tells of the “days of national mourning”

Dacca (Agenzia Fides) - “In Bangladesh, these are days of national mourning, for the tragic events that took place in Dacca, the capital,” Agenzia Fides learned from missionary Fr. Quirico Martinelli in a moving personal testimony. The revolt of nearly 1,000 rebels of the Bangladesh Rifle (BDR) caused the death of over 160 soldiers and civilians. The event wrought terror among the people and alarm in the institutions, until a military intervention managed to scare off the rebels. Yesterday, in Dacca, funerals were held for many of the victims with the participation of thousands of people. 

“It was a bitter surprise for us all,” the missionary explains. “For many years now, there has been no episode of this nature, such as the various coups that occurred in the country between 1975-1985. These, however, were conducted by the national army, while the revolt was led by the Bangladesh Rifle, a kind of border patrol and rural police.” 

The rebels were protesting delayed payments, but no one thought that they would take up arms. “We still do not exactly understand what has occurred and why. Rescue workers continue in search of the unaccounted for and the number of dead continues to rise.”

The BDR involved in the revolt are a small group, which did not have problems before, as it was controlled by the army. In fact, their Chief Commander and the various commanders in the other districts are generals in the army. Fr. Quirico added: “It was precisely against these commanders and officials that the revolt was conducted in the main camp in Dacca. Later it extended to the other camps in other districts.” The press says that the causes of the revolt seem too trivial to lead to such a drastic reaction: “There were complaints related to the salaries and the officers' treatment of the army. One of the requests of the revolutionaries was that from now on, the leaders be chosen from among the BDR, not from among army officials.” 

“The government has acted with caution, calling for their surrender, using intermediaries, without making the army intervene directly, in an effort to avoid a worse fate.” After an agreement was reached, the soldiers of the army entered the camps, freeing the kidnapped and arresting the revolutionaries. Many, however, managed to escape.

Three days of national mourning have been declared in the country. Sheik Hasina's government recently came into power, following the general elections held in January 2009, after two years of a provisional government during which all Parliamentary and partisan activity was suspended. “We hope that the young democracy is strong enough to overcome this serious crisis,” the missionary concluded. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 3/3/2008)

AFRICA/NIGERIA - “A growing Church that participates in the nation's progress”: Nigerian Bishops comment

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – Nigeria is a “workshop for ecumenical and interreligious dialogue,” however where the religious differences are used for political purposes. This is what Agenzia Fides learned in an interview with several Nigerian Bishops.

“The Church in Nigeria is experiencing a time of growth: we have a lot of vocations to the diocesan clergy, religious life, and we should mention the great many catechists that help the priests in the work of evangelization. The country is developing, from a political, social, and economic point of view and the Church participates in all this, with her contribution to the promotion of the human person,” said Archbishop Felix Alaba Adeosin Job of Ibadan, President of the Nigerian Bishops' Conference.

In the international media, Nigeria is often reported on in regards to religious violence, often described as “fighting between Muslims and Christians.”

The President of the Bishops' Conference describes a more complex scene, where interreligious violence is an exception and not the norm. 

“Nigeria, after Indonesia, is the country with the highest Muslim population. Christians and Muslims live in peace amongst each other. Perhaps a conflict emerges between one group and another. But the interests in this conflict are not so much of a religious nature, but of a political and ethnic nature. Thus, one cannot foresee when violence will explode. For example, last September, the Nigerian Bishops' Conference held a Plenary Meeting in Jos, in northern Nigeria, where there is a Muslim majority, and two months later is when the serious violence broke out in the city. However, the cause of these events is political. The incidents took place right after local government elections, in fact. There are also ethnic tensions. In reporting on the fighting, and according to convenience, the terms 'religious' are used, instead of 'ethnic' or 'political,'” Archbishop Job explained. 

In Nigeria, there are various initiatives for promoting ecumenical and interreligious dialogue. The dialogue among the Christian Churches takes place in the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), an association that includes the major Christian denominations of Nigeria,” says the President of the Nigerian Bishops' Conference. “Through CAN, we try to face problems like the challenge presented to Christianity by new religions. We try to educate the people as a Christian community. We have meetings and prayer time together. In this way, we do not judge things in terms of majority or minority in relationship to the other Christian denominations, because we work together so that all Christians may be one,” added Bishop Camillus Archibong Etokudoh of Ikot Ekpene, in southeast Nigeria.

“As for interreligious dialogue,” Archbishop Job said, the Nigerian Inter-Religious Council (NAIREC) has been created. It is an association formed by Christian and Muslim religious leaders.”

“Archbishop John Olorunfemi Onaiyekan of Abuja is Co-President of NAIREC on a national level. This interreligious association is supported by the State, but it was us as Christians and Muslims who founded it, in order to enter into a common forum where we could enter into dialogue on the difficulties of our communities, as well as collaborate with one another. NAIREC hopes to establish local associations in all the 36 states of Nigeria, including the capital of Abuja. Unfortunately, the association is not yet present in all the Nigerian states, but we are working on that,” the President of the Nigerian Bishops' Conference concluded. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 9/3/2009)

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “We are anxiously awaiting the Holy Father's words of peace and reconciliation,” Fides hears from the Bishop of Cabinda, President of the Committee for the Papal Visit
Luanda (Agenzia Fides) - “All Angola is joyfully awaiting the Holy Father's visit. One can especially perceive the fervor with which the Church, in its many expressions, is preparing for the arrival of Benedict XVI. Everyone from Bishops and priests, religious, to missionaries, catechists, youth...are all working for the success of this visit, amidst joy.” This is what Bishop Filomeno do Nascimento Vieira Dias of Cabinda, President of the Organization Committee for the Holy Father's visit to Angola, said in responding to several questions from Fides.

What are Angola's expectations for the visit of Pope Benedict XVI?

First of all, the visit of Benedict XVI should be a celebration for everyone. We want to receive the Holy Father, making him feel the warmth of the Angolan people, receiving him in the celebrative tradition of Angola. In addition, we anxiously await the Holy Father's words of peace and reconciliation, in a country that is still suffering from the wounds of the civil war. We are in need of his spiritual consolation, of his moral indications on justice, peace, quest for the common good, on civil and spiritual progress.

How is the Church in Angola preparing for this event?

In preparation for Benedict XVI's visit, the Church in Angola has organized times for prayer with a specially prepared text. All the parishes in Angola, every Sunday, has had a special instruction on the Pontiff, focusing on a particular aspect of the Petrine Ministry: being Vicar of Christ, the role of the Pope in the Universal Church, his relationship with the dioceses, etc., to offer the faithful the possibility of fully understanding the importance of the Pope's visit.

And from an organizational standpoint?

Although the visit is only physically taking place in Luanda, the capital, all the dioceses of Angola are involved. At least 4,000 delegates from all the dioceses of the nation are expected, along with the many faithful from all over Angola. In order to accommodate these people, the Church is making a noteworthy effort. Catholic schools in Luanda are getting ready to accommodate pilgrims who will come from outside the capital, and a food drive has been organized to provide them with food during their stay. We are also organizing hygienic services, as well as health assistance and first aid. On the evening of the Holy Father's arrival in Angola, there will be a 4 km procession through the streets of Luanda, concluding with a Prayer Vigil. Organizing all this is a lot of work, but we are doing it all with great joy and fraternal spirit. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 16/3/2009)

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Mission: contents and method coincide.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - In his invaluable address to the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy, held in the Vatican 16-18 March, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, among many important indications, offered one of particular interest with regard to the themes of mission.

Regarding the coincidence, in Christianity, between the contents and the method of proclamation, the Pope says: «As the Church, and as priests, we announce Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ, crucified and risen, Lord of time and history, in the happy certainty that this truth coincides with the deepest longings of the human heart. In the mystery of the incarnation of the Word, that is, in the fact that God became man, lie both the contents and the method of Christian proclamation. Here mission has its true thrust : in Jesus Christ, precisely».

This truth of faith is not fully understood and therefore not concretely lived. It suffices to think of all the energy used to organise "structures", to “arrange ourselves” as an institution, without ever living an authentic personal encounter with Christ, who reveals to man the new horizon of which the human heart has such need.

So the Incarnation is not only a truth of faith to be accepted, it is the method of evangelisation. That is: just as the mystery of the eternal Word chose to assume our human nature in order to reveal to us the face of the Father, so too, still today, again through the human, those who have been changed by an encounter with Christ, reveal to others the beauty and the “convincing convenience”, also human, of following Christ.

The real focal point of mission today, as always, is not to 'invent' new structures and even less to change the language used. These are clichés which keep coming back, but which more serious theological reflection has long put aside. In fact even pastoral experience demonstrates that 'new structures' are often 'empty vessels' which with great effort we strive to fill, never imagining that, if there must be a structure, it must be born of a new life, which, normally we organise and arrange ourselves, and there is no need for anyone to 'put it into plaster' prematurely.

In the indication of the connection between contents and methods of mission, there echoes the thought of H.U. von Balthasar, for whom Christ is both contents and method of proclamation, as the Letter to the Hebrews affirms, indicating in Jesus, unity of person and mission: «Since in Jesus, the Son of God, we have the supreme high priest who has gone through to the highest heaven, we must hold firm to our profession of faith. For the high priest we have is not incapable of feeling our weaknesses with us, but has been put to the test in exactly the same way as ourselves, apart from sin» (Heb 4, 14-15).

The Pontiff's indication needs to be developed and pondered and adequately studied could lead to important consequences for the planning of missionary activity: for example, overcoming the fake distinction between pre-evangelisation and evangelisation, or between human promotion and evangelisation.

God chose the method of entering what is human in order to reveal Himself to mankind. The Church, in her mission, through the members of the mystical Body of Christ, that is all the baptised, simply imitates her Lord, using God's own method. (Fides News Service, 18/3/2009)

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “An assessment that has surpassed our highest expectations,” Nuncio in Angola tells Fides, following the visit of Benedict XVI

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) - “We give thanks to God and to the Holy Father for his visit to Angola,” Fides was told by Archbishop Angelo Becciu, Apostolic Nuncio in Angola, where on March 23, Pope Benedict XVI concluded his visit.

“Benedict XVI's visit has positively marked the history of Angola and that of the local Church. The assessment of this event has far surpassed our highest expectations. First of all, in terms of the truly impressive participation of Angolan faithful. Over 1 million people took part in the Mass on Sunday, March 22. The streets were literally invaded by crowds wanting to greet the Holy Father. Even yesterday, along the road taken by the Holy Father to reach the airport, the 'Pope-mobile' had trouble moving along smoothly because of all the crowds trying to greet Benedict XVI. The joy that we have had as a result of this visit is, therefore, the first gift that the Pope has given us and it is one that is visible on the faces of Angolans. From there, we can find the strength to continue on our mission of announcing the Gospel with a renewed spirit, in communion with the Holy Father,” the Nuncio commented. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 24/3/2009)

VATICAN - AVE MARIA : Mgr Luciano Alimandi - The 'yes' of Jesus entwined with the 'yes' of Mary

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - Well into our Lenten journey, it comes as no surprise to see the whole Church celebrate one of the year's major solemnities: the Annunciation! We are, as it were, led back to the source, from where it all began: to the Incarnation of the Son of God in the womb of the Blessed Virgin Mary through the working of the Holy Spirit. 

We are following Jesus as he turns resolutely towards Jerusalem to live the days of his passion, death and resurrection, and suddenly it is March 25th, and we celebrate this profound mystery: when Mary's 'yes' allowed the God's Word to assume our human nature. 

We cannot fail to see this special grace-filled pause along our Lenten path, as a call to contemplate Mary as she gives her unconditioned assent "Here I am, the handmaid of the Lord" , (Lk 1, 38), and makes possible the birth of Our Lord. Set at the centre of the Incarnation, the Mother of Jesus cooperates with the great mystery of the Lord's death and resurrection. If Jesus had not taken on human flesh how could we have been redeemed? And who welcomed Him, who gave Him to us: the Mother, indissolubly united with the Son? As in Bethlehem, so too on the Hill of Calvary, we find "the Child and his Mother”. 

The mystery of the Incarnation, celebrated every year on March 25, is also pondered in the recitation of the Holy Rosary as the First of the Joyful Mysteries. The Son's mystery entwines itself with the mystery of the Mother: without His “Here I am ” Mary's “here I am” would never have been. God chose her and made her Immaculate, in view of the infinite merits of the Redemption. In Mary grace and freedom, the will of God and the will of the creature, are one, in total harmony. 

This loving meeting of freedoms allowed the Son of God to come on earth and to restore lost freedom to every man and woman who believes in Him. The freedom of the Mother, perfectly in keeping with the Will of God, prepared the way for the Son of God. 

When the Angel Gabriel asked for her free consent, the Blessed Virgin Mary replied 'yes' and that 'yes' has never ceased. That yes enabled the most beautiful flower of creation to blossom in her immaculate womb: the Incarnate Word! “Nel ventre tuo si raccese l’amore per lo cui caldo ne l’eterna pace così è germinato questo fiore” (Paradiso, XXXIII, 7-9).

The Mother, a creature, receives everything from her Son. The Son, as man, chose to receive his human heart from his Mother. This solemnity celebrated during Lent, calls to mind the indissoluble bond between Mother and Son. At the culminating moment of the Passion we will hear once again Jesus' testamentary words to John and to the whole Church: “here is your Mother” (Jn 19, 27). And Jesus says to us too: my Mother is your Mother! The Church made these words of Jesus on the Cross her own: the Son gave John his own Mother, who “pondered all these things in her heart” (Lk 2, 19). Mary is the first and most perfect example of the living Gospel. 

So John was the first to “contemplate” her heart, to “read" the most profound mysteries contained therein. Was it not because he “contemplated” Jesus through the heart of Mary that John wrote such a profound and sublime Gospel? Certainly Mary's presence, the perfume of her holiness, her maternal concern, left a mark on the disciple whom Jesus loved, and the same mark is given to every member of the Church if we accept Mary as our Mother. 

Twenty five years ago, on 25 March 1984 in St Peter's Square, the Servant of God, John Paul II, together with all the Catholic Bishops of the world, solemnly consecrated the world to the Immaculate Heart of Mary entrusting all peoples to Mary. This collegial act of consecration was the response to a request from Our Lady of Fatima, whose statute had been brought to Rome for the occasion at the request of the Pope. Kneeling in front of the statue of Our Lady of Fatima the Pope, as the universal shepherd, placed the intentions of his heart in the heart of the Mother.

Only heaven knows the effects of that consecration to Mary. From what did it protect us? How many gifts of conversion did it obtain? John Paul II concluded his heartfelt prayer with these words: “May the infinite salvific power of the Redemption: the power of God's loving mercy, reveal itself once again in the world! May it put an end to all evil! May it change hearts! May all men and women see the light of Hope coming from your Immaculate Heart!” (John Paul II, Sunday, 25 March 1984). (Agenzia Fides 25/3/2009; righe 57, parole 806)

AFRICA/ANGOLA - “The Pope was a missionary of the Gospel and wanted to be nothing else. This ought to be the first thing to think about.” Reflections on Benedict XVI's visit.

Luanda (Agenzia Fides) - “The Pope was a missionary of the Gospel and wanted to be nothing else. This ought to be the first thing to think about,” said Fr. Filiberto Rodríguez, Superior of the Salesian Vice-Province “Mamá Muxima” (ANG), who through the ANS agency communicated shared his impressions of the visit Pope Benedict XVI made to Angola. 

“In my opinion the Pope’s Visit more than satisfied the expectations there were. Making great sacrifices (walking miles and miles on foot – there are no buses or underground or other means of transport) the people enjoyed it, moving from one place to another enthusiastically accompanying the Pope.

The Church will carry out a serious evaluation of the preparations, the events and the results and will take note of the points it needs to insist on: the Church is the universal sacrament of salvation, since it offers to the world the person of Jesus Christ.

The Government spent a lot of money and I think obtained some results (the journeys of the delegations of all the dioceses were paid for by the provincial governments, roads were asphalted, churches painted...), a positive image of Angola given to the world. The image was clouded by the death of two girls before the meeting of the young people with the Pope in the Coqueiros stadium. It will become clearer where responsibility lies but it remains a cloud.”

Fr. Rodriguez does not hesitate to express his critique of the attacks made by the international press in Africa, on the Pope: “They are only looking for things to sensationalise. They want to sell their own papers and they are not interested in the ordinary people (whom they manipulate considering them museum pieces or market fodder), nor the purpose of the Pope’s journey. Many journalists tell you: ‘we want to report the other visit’. My dear friends the journalists: the Pope’s meeting with the People that is the visit! Come and see and report the other things during the year (you forget us most of the time). In fact no government, no organisation has ever in the course of history been so close to the poor and to those who are suffering as has and is the Church and its Institutions.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/3/2009)
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