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AGENZIA DELLA CONGREGAZIONE PER L'EVANGELIZZAZIONE DEIPOPOLI




FIDES New Service – 31 December 2008

FIDES SPECIAL FEATURE

Instrumentum mensis Decembris

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI 

pro Evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus IV – Numerus XII, December A.D. MMVIII

During the General Audiences this past month, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI continued his cycle of catechesis on St Paul, in this special Year of St Paul. On 22 December, Benedict XVI received the Roman Curia in audience for the traditional presentation of Christmas greetings. On Christmas Eve Benedict presided Midnight Mass in St Peter's Basilica. The next morning, he delivered his Christmas Message and gave his Urbi et Orbi Blessing. On 31 December in St Peter's he presided First Vespers of the solemnity of Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God, which concluded with the singing of the Te Deum of thanksgiving at the end of the civil year.

Among the audiences granted by the Holy Father, we mention: 1 December students and teachers of Parma University; 5 December participants at the International Theological Commission plenary; 12 December, participants at the plenary of the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity; 18 December directors and employees of the Centro Televisivo Vaticano; 20 December a delegation of Catholic Action children and on the same day, docents and students of the Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology.

The Holy Father received the Bishops of Chile and the Bishops of Taiwan making their respective ad limina visits. On 9 December the Supreme Pontiff sent a message to the president of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the president of the Pontifical Council for Culture on occasion of a Study Day on the theme: “Cultures and religions in dialogue”. Of great importance, a Message sent on 5 December expressing condolence for the death His Holiness Alexis II, Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia

Lastly we mention the Holy Father's special prayers in his Christmas Message for the people of the Holy Land, Lebanon, Iraq and the whole Middle East region; Zimbabwe, Democratic Republic of Congo, especially the regions of Kivu, and of Darfur, in Sudan, and Somalia. 

On  26 December after the Angelus prayer, the Holy Father called for the release of Italian consecrated women Maria Teresa Oliviero and Caterina Giraudo, members of "Padre de Foucauld" contemplative missionary movement, take hostage in Somalia, almost two months ago and for all those held hostage whether for political or other reasons in Latin America, in the Middle East and in Africa.

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 December 2008 – Audience with docents and lecturers of Parma University 

3 December 2008 – General Audience

4 December 2008 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Chile on ad limina visit

5 December 2008 – Audience with participants at International Theological Commission Plenary

5 December 2008 – Message of sympathy for death of Alexis II, Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia 

7 December 2008 - Angelus

8 December 2008 - Angelus

8 December 2008 – Act of veneration in front of statue of Immaculate Mary,  in Piazza di Spagna

9 December 2008 – Message on the occasion of a study day on “Cultures and religions in dialogue” 

10 December 2008 – Discourse for 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights

10 December 2008 – General Audience

11 December 2008 – Meeting with Rome's university students 

12 December 2008 – Audience with Plenary Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity 

12 December 2008 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Taiwan on visit ad limina

13 December 2008 – Visit to the Italian Embassy to the Holy See

14 December 2008 -  Angelus

17 December 2008 – General Audience

18 December 2008 – Discourse to new Ambassadors to the Holy See and presentation of credentials

18 December 2008 – Audience with Vatican Television directors and employees 

20 December 2008 – Audience with a delegation of Catholic Action children 

20 December 2008 – Audience with Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology docents and students

20 December 2008 – Letter for 7th hundredth anniversary of the death of Blessed John Duns Scotus

21 December 2008 – Angelus

22 December 2008 – Audience with the Roman Curia for exchange of Christmas greetings 

24 December 2008 – Midnight Mass on the Solemnity of the Nativity

25 December 2008 – Christmas Message and Urbi et Orbi Blessing

26 December 2008 – Angelus 

28 December 2008 – Angelus 

31 December 2008 – Vespers and Te Deum of thanksgiving for 2008
VERBA PONTIFICIS

Year of St Paul

Eucharist

Family 

Incarnation 

Natural Law

Martyrdom 

Christmas

Original sin

Christian roots of Europe 

Hope

Theology

University

QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – AFRICA/MORROCO - At the command of the Apostle Paul: 8 outlines on the Bible for holding group encounters on the First Letter to the Thessalonians and the First Letter to the Corinthians

Year of St Paul – ASIA/CAMBODIA - The Word of God is at the center of life, in the footsteps of Saint Paul: Advent Pastoral Letter from the Apostolic Vicar of Phnom Penh

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/ITALY –Scalabrini Missionaries Meeting: the message and the method of St Paul offer a wealth of proposals for the Christian of the third millennium and for the promotion of intercultural dialogue

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/SPAIN - “SANPA”: a new form of youth evangelization and testimony on city streets, during the Year of St. Paul

Emergency – AFRICA/DR CONGO - Talks underway for the crisis in eastern Congo, as missionaries organize a solidarity campaign in Rome in support of the Congolese people

Emergency – AFRICA/NIGERIA - “Who are the ones encouraging the violence, through a cynical manipulation of religion?,” Archbishop of Abuja asks Nigerian authorities

Emergency – AMERICA/BOLIVIA - The aggressions against the Passionist Fathers reveals “the state of insecurity and vulnerability in which citizens are living; the lost of the values of honesty and respect for life”

Ethics – EUROPE/ITALY - Ethics and Communication: “Consciences are not only informed, but also formed.”

World Meeting of Families – AMERICA/MEXICO - Cardinal Norberto Rivera asks everyone to take an active role in the 6th World Meeting of Families

Youth – ASIA/HONG KONG - Over 300 youth participate in the Encounter promoted by the Salesian Youth Pastoral Ministry make the commitment to observe Christian teachings on chastity and spousal fidelity

Migration – AFRICA - “The stranger is not to be seen as a threat, but as our brother in Christ,” Bishops of Africa and Europe state at the close of the Liverpool Seminar on Migration

Migration – AMERICA/COLOMBIA - Conclusions from the First Latin American Meeting For Pastoral Care of the Road/Street, organized by the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, in collaboration with the Latin American Bishops' Council

Mission – AMERICA/EL SALVADOR - Final Message of the Bishops' Secretariat of Central America (SEDAC) “There can be no person, group, or institution in the Church whose formation and activity are not geared towards the mission.”

Mission – ASIA/CHINA - “Here I am Lord, send me”: Parish of Fu Cheng (Diocese of Heng Shui) working on giving evangelization effort a boost at the close of 2008

Mission – ASIA/PAKISTAN - Catholics giving new life to missions in the country: conclusions from the First Missionary Congress in Pakistan

Continental Mission– AMERICA/PARAGUAY - Continental Mission launched at the closing of the celebration of Our Lady of Caacupé

Continental Mission– AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Continental Mission launched in Caracas “to strengthen the faith and Christian life of our people, through a new evangelization effort.”

Violence – ASIA/INDIA - Fear of anti-Christian attacks and violence during Christmas: Christians in Tamil Nadu express their concerns to the police and civil authorities

Pontifical Mission Societies  – EUROPE/POLAND - Day of Prayer for the Missions; Christmas Campaign for children in Papua New Guinea

Pontifical Mission Societies - VATICAN - Fraternal gathering for all those working in International Secretariats of the Pontifical Mission Societies

SUPER QUAESTIONES

ASIA - “There is a need to prepare formators and clergy in the smaller Churches”: testimony of participants in the Course for Spiritual Directors, organized by CIAM

AFRICA - Vocations are growing in Africa: Spiritual Directors in Africa's seminaries tell Fides their experiences

AFRICA/SIERRA LEONE - “There are encouraging signs, but the country is in need of aid from all of us,” a missionary from Sierra Leone says
VATICAN - AVE MARIA by Mgr Luciano Alimandi - Life is expectation
VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Anyone who does not know God is without hope

VATICAN - The Instruction “Dignitas personae”: a great “yes” to human life

ASIA/MYANMAR - “The fruits of the mission in Myanmar include an increase in baptisms and vocations. The Church is growing, praying and working for peace.” Interview with Archbishop Charles Maung Bo of Yangon

AFRICA/CONGO DR - An uncertain Christmas in East Congo, where hundreds of thousands of refugees are living in make-shift camps. Reflections from a missionary.

EUROPE/GERMANY - Agenzia Fides interviews an illegal immigrant in Germany on the tariffs and the fears of someone trying to enter Europe (Luca de Mata writes from Germany)
AFRICA/EGYPT – “Perhaps if the Lord had chosen to be born in this epoch, given God's way of acting, He would not have disdained this place”: says a missionary working in the rag-picker district of Cairo
VATICAN – Suffering for Christ amidst the indifference of the world
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 December 2008 – Audience with lecturers and students of Parma University

VATICAN - The Pope tells teachers and students from the University of Parma: “Truly free, according to the Gospel and the tradition of the Church, is the person, community or institution that fully responds to its own nature and goals, and the vocation of the University is the scientific and cultural formation of the person for the progress of the entire community.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The Holy Father Benedict XVI focused on the spiritual inheritance left by the great reformer Saint Peter Damian in his address to teachers and students from the University of Parma, whom he received in an audience on December 1, to commemorate the ancient roots of the School of Parma,” being inspired by Saint Peter Damian, whose 1,000th anniversary of his birth was recently celebrated, and who was a student and later a teacher at the schools in Parma. 

Quoting a letter sent to the Camaldolese Congregation of the Order of St. Benedict last year, the Pope recalled how he had mentioned that it is “the central characteristic of his personality is of particular value for our time: that happy blend of hermit life and ecclesial activity, the harmonious tension between the two fundamental poles of human existence: solitude and communion.” In our day, which is dominated by the new information technologies, the new generations run the risk of “ growing reduction in their capacity for concentration and mental application on an individual level; on the other, that of isolating themselves individually in an increasingly virtual reality. In this way the social dimension is dispersed in a thousand fragments, while the individual dimension turns in on itself and tends to close off to constructive relations with others. The University, by nature, lives according to the balance between the individual moment and that of the community, between the research and reflection of each person and the open exchange and dialogue with others, in a horizon that is tendentially universal.”

Benedict XVI then highlighted the “lack of unifying principles” present even in our day, challenging the academic studies in the effort to “contribute to the quality of education in society, not only in terms of scientific research in the strict sense, but also in a more general sense, in offering the youth the possibility of maturing intellectually, morally, and civilly, confronting the great questions that concern modern man.”

Saint Peter Damian is counted among the great “reformers” of the Church after the year 1,000, and questioning as to the “genuine concept of reform,” the Pope pointed out that “every authentic reform should above all be spiritual and moral, and thus, be rooted in the conscience. Oftentimes today, including in Italy, people speak of university reform. I believe that, within reason, this lesson is always valid: structural and technical changes are efficient to the degree in which they are accompanied by a serious examination of conscience on the part of those responsible on all levels, by every teacher, every student, by every technical and administrative aid.” If we want a human environment to improve, “we must first of all ensure that each person begins by reforming him or herself, correcting that which can harm the common good or hinder it in any way,” the Pope said.

Benedict XVI linked the concept of reform to that of freedom. Saint Peter Damian wanted the Church to be freer, on both a spiritual and historical plain. “In the same way, the validity of university reform finds its confirmation in freedom. Freedom to teach, freedom to pursue research, freedom of the academic institution from economic and political power. This does not mean isolating the university from society ... nor pursuit of private interests by profiting from public resources. This is certainly not Christian freedom. Truly free, according to the Gospel and the tradition of the Church, is the person, community or institution that fully responds to its own nature and goals.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/12/2008)

3 December 2008 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at the General Audience: “Christ crucified and risen, the new Adam, opposed the filthy river of evil with a river of light. And this river is present in history.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI, at his General Audience held on Wednesday, December 3, focused on the relationship between Adam, the first man, and Christ in the preaching of Saint Paul. “Paul reviews the history of salvation from Adam to the Law and from the latter to Christ,” the Pope explained. “Adam is not at the center of the scene with the consequences of sin on humanity, but Jesus Christ and grace that, through him, was poured in abundance on humanity.” The gift received in Christ surpasses the sin of Adam and its consequences on humanity “Hence, the encounter Paul traces between Adam and Christ brings to light the inferiority of the first man vis-à-vis the prevalence of the second.” “If, in the faith of the Church the awareness matured of the dogma of original sin it is because it is indissolubly connected with the other dogma, that of salvation and freedom in Christ.”

Thus, the Holy Father posed several questions: What is this original sin? What does St. Paul teach, what does the Church teach? Is this doctrine still tenable today? Many think that, in the light of the history of evolution, “there is no longer a place for the doctrine of a first sin, which then spread to the whole history of humanity. And, consequently, the question of the Resurrection and of the Redeemer would also lose its foundation.” On the existence of original sin, the Pope indicated two aspects: empirical and mystical. “Every man knows that he must do good and he profoundly wants to do so. However, at the same time, he also feels the other impulse to do the contrary, to follow the path of egoism, violence, of doing only what pleases him even while knowing that he is acting against the good, against God and against his neighbor...This interior contradiction of our being is not a theory. Each one of us experiences it every day. And above all we always see around us the prevalence of this second will...As a consequence of this power of evil in our souls, a filthy river has developed in history, which poisons the geography of human history.” This contradiction of the human soul still provokes even today, the desire for redemption, the desire that the world change, and “it is precisely this expression of the desire that there be a liberation from the contradiction we experience in ourselves.”

Demonstrating the power of evil in the human heart and in human history, the Holy Father affirmed that “in the history of thought, except for the Christian faith, there is a principal model of explanation, with several variations. This model says: being itself is contradictory, it bears within it good and evil. In ancient times this idea implied the opinion that two equally original principles existed: a good principle and an evil principle. This dualism was insurmountable.” In the evolutionist, atheist vision of the world, being itself is not simply good, “but open to good and evil. Evil is equally original as good...That which we Christians call original sin is in reality only the mixed character of being, a mixture of good and evil, according to this theory, it belonged to the very fabric of being. Deep down, it is a despairing vision: If it is so, evil is invincible.” 

According to the faith, witnessed to by St. Paul, the competition between the two natures is confirmed, however “faith tells us that there are not two principles, one good and one evil, but only one principle, the creator God, and this principle is good, only good, without a shadow of evil. As well, being is not a mixture of good and evil; being as such is good...Then a mystery of darkness, of night follows. Evil does not come from the source of being itself, it is not equally original. Evil comes from a created liberty, from an abused liberty...Evil is not logical. Only God and the good are logical, are light. Evil remains mysterious.” 

Referring to chapter 3 of the book of Genesis, with the vision of the two trees, the serpent, sinful man, the Holy Father explained that this great image “makes us guess, but it cannot explain how much in itself is illogical.” “Evil comes from a subordinate source. With his light, God is stronger and, because of this, evil can be overcome. Therefore, the creature, man, is curable...God has introduced healing. He entered in person into history. To the permanent source of evil he has opposed a source of pure good. Christ crucified and risen, the new Adam, opposed the filthy river of evil with a river of light. And this river is present in history: We see the saints, the great saints but also the humble saints, the simple faithful. We see that the river of light that comes from Christ is present, is strong.” 

The Pope concluded his catechesis by recalling the two-fold meaning of the season of Advent that the Church is living. Advent is present as “the light is present, Christ is the new Adam, he is with us and in our midst. The light already shines and we must open the eyes of the heart to see the light and to enter the river of light. Above all to be grateful for the fact that God himself has entered history as new source of goodness. But Advent also means expectation. The dark night of evil is still strong. And that is why we pray in Advent with the ancient people of God: 'Rorate caeli desuper.' And we pray with insistence: Come Jesus; come, give force to light and goodness; come where falsehood, ignorance of God, violence and injustice dominate; come, Lord Jesus, give force to the good of the world and help us to be bearers of your light, agents of peace, witnesses of truth. Come Lord Jesus!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2008)

4 December 2008 – Audience with Bishops of Chile on ad limina visit

VATICAN - The Pope tells Chilean Bishops: “...mankind today feels the urgent need for examples of truly evangelical and coherent life. For this reason the saintliness of all members of the Church, and especially of her pastors, is one of the most precious gifts you can offer your brothers and sisters.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “I encourage you to cultivate intense interior life and profound faith so that, through the intimate relationship with the Master in prayer, may arise the pastoral initiatives that best respond to the spiritual needs of the faithful, and thus, rooted in God we can reach out to our brothers and sisters with an effective word of hope.” This was the exhortation presented by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the Bishops of Chile, whom he received in an audience on December 4, on the occasion of their Ad Limina Apostolorum visit. 

The Pope emphasized in his discourse that “there are certainly many difficulties and obstacles,” and yet, trusting in the presence of Our Lord until the end of the world and the power of the Holy Spirit, “we can launch ourselves with enthusiasm in the great task of bringing Christ to all men with the same zeal as the Apostles.”

Expressing his satisfaction for the pastoral orientations drafted by the Chilean Bishops, for the coming four years, in an effort to “inspire in all the faithful the joy of following Christ, as well as a greater missionary awareness that allows the entire Church in Chile to face the present challenges with true apostolic motivation,” the Holy Father mentioned that this great task of evangelization “demands a particular effort of purification and charity from everyone.” He continued, saying: “You know well that mankind today eels the urgent need for examples of truly evangelical and coherent life. For this reason the saintliness of all members of the Church, and especially of her pastors, is one of the most precious gifts you can offer your brothers and sisters.” The testimony of faith and service offered to the faithful on the part of so many saints and blessed of this land, “are a patrimony not only for the Catholic Church, but for all Chilean society,” the Pope said, inviting the Bishops to “never cease to present the universal call to holiness.” 

The Holy Father entrusted the priests to the Bishops, in a special manner, asking that they transmit his gratitude to them “for their fidelity to the ministry received and for their work that is constant and self-less,” and encouraged the Bishops to be “very close to them in their difficulties,” and to help them to make prayer and the celebration of the Holy Eucharist a priority. He also recommended that they pay close attention to the human, intellectual, and spiritual formation of seminarians and vocational ministry with the youth. Praising the great work they have done in promoting the role of the laity in the Church's mission, Benedict XVI encouraged the Bishops of Chile to continue on this path, offering them an adequate education in the faith and a more assiduous reading of the Word of God, “that will lead them to a greater missionary commitment in their lives. They have received a specific vocation to holiness in the world, transforming it from within according to God's design.” Among those areas of society that can be illumined by the light of the faith, the Holy Father mentioned the world of culture, science, and politics, the promotion of the family, creation of more just working conditions, help to those most in need, protecting the environment, the defense of human life, and the right of parents to decide on the moral and spiritual education of their children. 

Lastly, Benedict XVI recalled the charitable activity carried out in their dioceses, in support of the poor: “we should make the Church, as the family of God, a place of mutual assistance.” In concluding his address, the Pope encouraged the Chilean Bishops' Conference to “continue to cultivate the spirit of communion with the Roman Pontiff and with brother bishops, especially with the Bishops' Conference and ecclesiastical provinces. For everyone, be true models and instruments of communion.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2008)

5 December 2008 – Audience with participants at International Theological Commission plenary 

VATICAN - “The real task of theology is to enter into the Word of God, to seek to understand it and to make it understood in our world, and thus to find the answer to our great questions,” the Pope addresses the International Theological Commission

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – At the close of the annual Plenary Assembly held by the International Theological Commission, which this year coincides with the close of their seventh five-year mandate, the Holy Father Benedict XVI expressed his gratitude to all its members, whom he received in an audience on December 5. 

Mentioning the concrete fruits of this last five-year term, the Holy Father made reference to the publication of the document entitled, “The Hope of Salvation for Infants who Die Without Being Baptized,” and the upcoming publication of another document entitled “In Search of a Universal Ethic: New Look on Natural Law.” “As I have already affirmed on previous occasions, I would like to mention the urgent need in the current situation of culture and of civil and political society, to create the conditions necessary to raise awareness of the indispensable value of natural moral law...Natural law is the authentic guarantee everyone has to live free and respected in their dignity as human beings, and to feel they are defended from any form of ideological manipulation and all abuses perpetrated on the basis of the law of the strongest.” From the moment in which the present world “the metaphysical concept of the natural law is almost completely absent and unintelligible,” and being of fundamental importance for our society and for human life in general, “it needs to be once again presented and made understandable within the context of our thought. Thus, the fact that being in itself carries a moral message and an indication for the path of righteousness.” 

Thus, the Pope spoke of a third subject studied by the Commission in this five-year term: “Meaning and Method of Theology,” highlighting the relevance and the pertinence it has for us today. Today, in fact, the public expects theologians to “promote dialogue among religions and cultures and to contribute to the development of an ethic that is based upon peace, justice, the defense of the natural environment,” which are fundamental goods, however, “a theology that limits itself only to these noble objectives would not only lose its own identity, but the very foundation of these goods,” the Pope said. “The first priority of theology, as is indicated by its name, is to speak of God, think of God. And theology speaks of God not simply as a hypothesis of our thought. It speaks of God, because God Himself has spoken to us. The real task of theology is to enter into the Word of God, to seek to understand it and to make it understood in our world, and thus to find the answer to our great questions. In this task, we see that not only is faith not contrary to reason, but it opens the eyes of reason, broadening our horizons and allows us to find the necessary responses to the challenges of the various time periods.”

The Holy Father Benedict XVI later reflected on this thought, mentioning how “from an objective point of view, the truth is the Revelation of God in Christ Jesus, which calls for a response of obedience to the faith, in communion with the Church and her Magisterium...from a subjective point of view, that is to say, from the point of view of the person who 'does' theology, the fundamental virtue of theologians is that of seeking obedience to the faith, the humility of the faith that opens our eyes – this humility that makes them collaborators of truth...obedience to truth does not mean giving up research or the effort of thought. Restiveness of thought, which in the life of believers can certainly never be fully placated because they too are searching for and studying the Truth, will nonetheless be a restiveness that accompanies and stimulates them on their pilgrimage of thought towards God, and in this way it will bear fruit.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/12/2008)

5 December 2008 – Message of sympathy for the death of Alexis II, Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia  

VATICAN - Message from the Holy Father Benedict XVI upon the death of His Holiness Alexis II

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI has sent the following telegram of condolence to the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church for the death of His Holiness Alexis II, Patriarch of Moscow and All the Russias, which occurred on December 5.

"I was profoundly saddened to receive news of the death of His Holiness Alexis II, Patriarch of Moscow and of All the Russias, and with fraternal affection I wish to convey to the Holy Synod and to all the members of the Russian Orthodox Church my most sincere condolences, assuring you of my spiritual closeness at this very sad time. In my prayer I beseech the Lord to welcome into His Kingdom of eternal peace and joy this tireless servant, and to grant consolation and comfort to all those who mourn his passing, Mindful of the common commitment to the path of mutual understanding and co-operation between Orthodox and Catholics, I am pleased to recall the efforts of the late Patriarch for the rebirth of the Church, after the severe ideological oppression which led to the martyrdom of so many witnesses to the Christian faith. I also recall his courageous battle for the defense of human and gospel values, especially in the European continent, and I trust his commitment will bear fruit in peace and genuine progress, human, social and spiritual. At this sad time of loss, as his mortal remains are consigned to the earth in the sure hope of the resurrection, may the memory of this servant of Gospel of Christ be a support for those who are now in sorrow and an encouragement for those who will benefit from his spiritual legacy as leader of the venerable Russian Orthodox Church. With fraternal affection in the Risen Lord. BENEDICTUS PP. XVI” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/12/2008)

7 December 2008 - Angelus

VATICAN - On the Second Sunday of Advent, the Holy Father mentions that “in the Advent liturgy there resounds a message full of hope, which invites us to lift up our gaze to the ultimate horizon, but at the same time to recognize the signs of God-with-us in the present.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the Second Sunday of Advent, December 7, the Holy Father Benedict XVI spoke prior to the recitation of the Angelus, explaining that the liturgical season of Advent is “a time of openness to God's future, a time of preparation for Christmas,” and that “in the Advent liturgy there resounds a message full of hope, which invites us to lift up our gaze to the ultimate horizon, but at the same time to recognize the signs of God-with-us in the present.”

Reflecting on the readings for the day, the Pope mentioned how the Lord, during Advent, wishes to “speak to the heart of his people and, through them, to the whole of humanity, to proclaim salvation.” Even today, the Church “is as a sentinel on the mountain of faith” and she announces the Lord's coming to a people that is worn out by misery and hunger, for throngs of refugees, for those who suffer grave and systematic violations of their rights. 

Jesus Christ, through His preaching and later with his death and resurrection, “fulfilled the ancient promises...He inaugurated an exodus that was no longer a merely earthly, historical, and as such provisional, exodus, but one that was radical and definitive: the passage from the kingdom of evil to the Kingdom of God, from the dominion of sin and death to that of love and life. Because of this, Christian hope transcends the legitimate desire for a social and political liberation, because that what Jesus began is a new humanity that comes 'from God,' but that at the same time germinates on our earth, to the extent that it lets itself be impregnated by the Spirit of the Lord. It is thus a matter of entering fully into the logic of faith: believing in God, in his plan of salvation, and also working for the building up of his Kingdom. Justice and peace, in fact, are God's gift, but they require men and women who are "good soil," ready to receive the good seed of his Word.” 

Mary, the Virgin Mother, “is the 'way' that God himself prepared for his coming into the world,” and to her maternal presence, the Pope entrusted “the desire for peace and salvation of the men of our time.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/12/2008)

8 December 2008 - Angelus

VATICAN - The Pope at the Angelus: “In Mary Immaculate, we contemplate the reflection of the Beauty that saves the world: the beauty of God that shines on the face of Christ.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The mystery of Mary's Immaculate Conception, which today we solemnly honor, reminds us of two fundamental truths of our faith: firstly, original sin, and then, the victory of the grace of Christ over it, this victory that shines in a sublime manner in Mary Most Holy.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on the meaning of the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception with faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square for the Angelus on December 8. 

The Pope reflected on the “overwhelming evidence” of what the Church calls “original sin,” which we can all see, “if we only look around ourselves, and above all within ourselves.” He then explained the origin of this evil. God, in His absolute Goodness, made everything, creating man in his own image, however he did not create death, which “entered the world through the envy of the devil, who, rebelling against God, also drew men into deceit, inducing them to rebel. This is the drama of freedom, which God accepts completely for the sake of love, while promising that there will be a son of woman who will crush the head of the ancient serpent.”

Then, “the Woman predestined to become the mother of the Redeemer, the mother of Him who humbled himself to the utmost, in order to restore in us our original dignity,” is the “new Eve, spouse of the new Adam, destined to be mother of all the redeemed.” “In Mary Immaculate, we contemplate the reflection of the Beauty that saves the world: the beauty of God that shines on the face of Christ. In Mary, this beauty is absolutely pure, humble, free from any pride or presumption. This is how the Virgin Mary revealed herself to Saint Bernadette, 150 years ago, in Lourdes, and this is how she is honored in many shrines.” Before reciting the Angelus, the Holy Father mentioned his afternoon event of going to pay homage to the Immaculate Mother at the monument dedicated to her in Piazza di Spagna (Rome). (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/12/2008)

8 December 2008 – Act of Veneration of Immaculate Mary in Piazza di Spagna

VATICAN - The Holy Father Benedict XVI entrusts Immaculate Mary with “the children, particularly those who are seriously ill, disadvantaged or suffering because of serious family problems... elderly people living alone, for the sick, for immigrants struggling to build a new life in a new country, for families who barely make ends meet and especially for people who cannot find a job or have lost their jobs”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Nearly three months ago, I had the great joy of traveling on a pilgrimage to Lourdes, on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the apparition of the Virgin Mary to Saint Bernadette,” the Holy Father Benedict XVI said during the act of veneration of Immaculate Mary, made at the pillar dedicated to her in Piazza di Spagna (Rome), on the afternoon of Monday, December 8. The celebrations of this Jubilee Year of Lourdes came to a close on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, the name with which the Virgin revealed herself in the Massabielle Grotto. “ 'Immaculate Conception': we too repeat this mysterious name,” the Pope said. “We repeat it here, at the feet of this monument located in the heart of Rome; and a countless multitude of our brothers and sisters do so in the thousands of other shrines and chapels throughout the world, as well as in the homes of Christian families. Wherever a Catholic community is present, there Our Lady is honored with this amazing and wonderful name: Immaculate Conception...Like a child looking up at his mother, and seeing her smile forgets every fear and pain, so too, in turning our gaze to Mary, we recognize in her the smile of God, the immaculate reflection of divine light, and we find new hope even in the midst of the problems and dramas of our world.”

After mentioning that “to Mary we present our joys, but also our concerns, sure to find in her the comfort needed to avoid discouragement and the support to keep on going,” the Holy Father prayed the following prayer: “Oh Immaculate Virgin, at this time I would like to especially entrust to you the 'little ones' of our City: the children, particularly those who are seriously ill, disadvantaged or suffering because of serious family problems. Watch over them and let them feel, in the affection and assistance around them, the warmth of God's love! Oh Mary, I entrust to you the elderly people living alone, for the sick, for immigrants struggling to build a new life in a new country, for families who barely make ends meet and especially for people who cannot find a job or have lost their jobs. Mary, teach us to be in solidarity with those who are in difficulty, to bridge the increasingly vast social disparities; help us cultivate a livelier sense of the common good, respect for what is public, help us to see this city – especially our City of Rome – as a patrimony for all people, and to all make an effort to build a more just and helpful society. 

Oh Immaculate Mother, you who are for all of us a sure sign of hope and consolation, help us to let ourselves be drawn in by your immaculate purity. Your beauty – Tota Pulchra, we sing to you today - assures us that the victory of love is possible; in fact, it is certain. It assures us that grace is stronger than sin and therefore it is possible to be redeemed from any form of slavery. Yes, Oh Mary, you help us to believe with greater trust in the good, to count on graciousness, service, non-violence, the power of the truth; you encourage us to remain awake, not to give in to the temptation of easy escapes, but to face reality with all its problems with courage and responsibility. That is how you lived, fair maiden, called to risk everything upon the Lord's Word. Be a loving mother to our youth, so they may have the courage to be 'sentinels of the morning,' and give this virtue to all Christians, that they may be a source of life for the world in this difficult moment in history. Immaculate Virgin, Mother of God and Our Mother, Salus Populi Romani, pray for us!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/12/2008)

9 December 2008 – Message to the president of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the president of the Pontifical Council for Culture on occasion of a Study Day on the theme: “Cultures and religions in dialogue”. 

VATICAN - Message of the Holy Father Benedict XVI: “Intercultural and interreligious dialogue emerges as a priority for the European Union...Once diversity is received as a positive fact, it is necessary to make persons accept not only the existence of the other's culture, but also the desire to be enriched with it.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the occasion of the Study Day dedicated to the theme “Cultures and Religions in Dialogue,” (during the year dedicated to intercultural dialogue promoted by the European Union) that took place on December 4, the Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a Message to the President of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, and the President of the Pontifical Council for Culture, Archbishop Gianfranco Ravasi.

In his Message, the Holy Father mentioned that “Contemporary Europe, peering into the third millennium, is the fruit of two millennia of civilization. The latter sinks its roots both in the enormous and ancient patrimony of Athens and Rome, as well as above all in the fruitful terrain of Christianity...Thus, Europe appears to us today as a precious fabric, whose weave is made up of the principles and values of the Gospel, while the national cultures have been able to address an immense variety of perspectives which manifest the religious, intellectual, technical, scientific and artistic capacities of 'Homo Europeus.'” With these motives, Europe has had still has a cultural influence on the totality of the human species, and cannot fail to feel particularly responsible not only for its own future, but also that of the whole of humanity.

From the moment in which, in an effort to respond to the fundamental questions of contemporary man, on the meaning of life and its value, it seems more important than ever to reflect on the ancient roots from which has flowed an abundant sap for centuries. The Holy Father continues: “Intercultural and interreligious dialogue emerges as a priority for the European Union and is of interest transversally to the sectors of culture and communication, of education and science, of migrations and minorities, youth and labor. Once diversity is received as a positive fact, it is necessary to make persons accept not only the existence of the other's culture, but also the desire to be enriched with it.”

In this so-called “pluralistic world” in which we live, characterized by the speed of communications, the mobility of peoples and their economic, political and cultural interdependence, Europe's Christian roots are always alive, although many Europeans seem to ignore them, and they “should trace the path and nourish the hope of millions of citizens who share the same values.”

In the concluding part of his Message, the Holy Father Benedict XVI exhorts believers to “always be willing to promote initiatives of intercultural and interreligious dialogue, to stimulate collaboration on topics of mutual interest, such as the dignity of the human person, the quest for the common good, the building of peace and development,” mentioning that “to be authentic, dialogue must avoid yielding to relativism and syncretism and be animated by sincere respect for others and by a generous spirit of reconciliation and fraternity.” 

Lastly, the Pope encouraged “all those dedicated to the building of a friendly and sympathetic Europe ever more faithful to its roots” and, in particular, exhorted believers “to contribute not only to zealously protecting the cultural and spiritual heritage that distinguishes them and forms an integral part of their history, but also to commit themselves increasingly to seek new ways to adequately address the great challenges that mark the post-modern age.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/12/2008)

10 December 2008 – Discourse at commemorative Act to mark Universal Declaration of Human Rights 60th anniversary 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI, at the close of the Concert for the 60th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “The rights of man are, therefore, ultimately founded in God the Creator, who has given each one the intelligence and freedom. If one ignores this solid ethical base, human rights remain fragile because deprived of a solid foundation.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Universal Declaration of Human Rights “still today constitutes a very high point of reference in the intercultural dialogue on liberty and the rights of man. The dignity of every man, really guaranteed only when all his fundamental rights are recognized, protected and promoted.” This is what was affirmed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the close of the Concert promoted by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, on the 60th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was held in the Paul VI Audience Hall on the afternoon of December 10.

The Pontiff affirmed that “The Church has always confirmed that the fundamental rights, beyond the different formulations and the different weight they might carry in the realm of the different cultures, are a universal fact, because they are inscribed in the very nature of man. The natural law, written by God in the human conscience, is a common denominator for all men and for all peoples; a universal guide that all can know and on the basis of which all can understand one another. The rights of man are, therefore, ultimately founded in God the Creator, who has given each one the intelligence and freedom. If one ignores this solid ethical base, human rights remain fragile because deprived of a solid foundation.”

The 60th anniversary of the Declaration is the opportunity to verify “in what measure the ideals, accepted by the greater part of the community of Nations in 1948, are respected today in the different national legislations and, even more so, in the conscience of individuals and of the collectivity.” For the Holy Father, it has been a long path, although a long track remains to be completed: “Hundreds of millions of our brothers and sisters still see their rights to life, liberty, and security threatened; the equality of all and the dignity of each is not always respected, while new barriers are raised for reasons linked to race, religion, political opinions or other convictions.” Thus, the Pope expressed his hope that “the common effort to promote and better define the rights of man, therefore, does not cease, and the effort is intensified to guarantee this respect.” 

At the beginning of his address, the Pope offered his greetings to the authorities present, and expressed his appreciation to the Brandenburgisches Staatsorchester of Frankfurt, led by Maestro Mrs. Inma Shara. He then thanked the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace and the St. Matthew Foundation in Memory of Cardinal Francois Xavier Van Thuan for having promoted the concert, which was preceded by the commemorative ceremony for the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, by the bestowal of the Cardinal Van Thuan prize on Mr. Cornelio Sommaruga, president of the International Committee of the Red Cross, and the awarding of the prizes "Solidarity and Development" to Father Pedro Opeka, missionary in Madagascar; Father Jose Raul Matte, missionary among lepers of Amazonia; to the recipients of the Gulunap Project, for the realization of a Faculty of Medicine in Northern Uganda; and to those responsible for the Village of the Ercolini project, for the integration of Rom infants and children in Rome. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)

10 December 2008 –  General Audience

VATICAN - Pope at the General Audience speaks of Saint Paul's teachings on the sacraments: “through the Word and the Sacraments, the Lord is near in every aspect of our life”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In beginning the catechesis held during the General Audience on December 10, the Holy Father Benedict XVI repeated what he had spoke of the week before, on the beginnings of human history, “polluted by the abuse of created freedom, which tries to separate itself from the Divine Will,” and then spoke of the “new beginning of history and history in Jesus Christ, Who is man and God. With Him...while the first history begins, so to speak, with biology, the second begins with the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the Risen Christ. This Spirit created at Pentecost the beginning of the new humanity, the new community, the Church, the Body of Christ.”

The Pope then explained how the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit, becomes “my Spirit.” “The Spirit of Christ knocks on the doors of my heart, it touches me from within,” Benedict XVI said. “But, as the new humanity must be a true body, as the Spirit must unite us and truly create a community, since it is a characteristic of the new beginning that capacity to overcome divisions and build bridges among the dispersed, this Spirit of Christ uses two visible elements of union: the Word of announcement and the Sacraments, especially Baptism and the Eucharist...The faith is not a product of our own thought, our reflection; it is something new that we cannot invent, but can only receive as a gift, as something entirely new, made by God. Faith comes not from reading but from listening. It is not only an interior experience but a relationship with Someone. It implies an encounter with what is announced, and implies the existence of another who announces and creates communion.”

In regards to the announcement, the Holy Father mentioned that “he who announces does not speak of himself, but is sent. He enters into a plan of mission that begins with Jesus' being sent by the Father, passing along to the Apostles – the word 'apostle' means 'one who is sent' – and continues with the minister, in the missions handed down by the Apostles. The new fabric of history appears in this plan of mission, in which in the end we hear of God Himself, His personal Word, the Son speaks to us, comes to us. The Word has become flesh, Jesus, in order to truly create a new humanity. Thus, the Word of announcement becomes Sacrament in Baptism, which is rebirth by water and the Spirit.”

Taking up what Saint Paul affirms regarding Baptism in the Letter to the Romans (6:3-4), Benedict XVI said, “No one can baptize himself, he needs another person. No one can become Christian by himself. Becoming Christian is a passive process. Only by another person's intervention can we become Christians. And this 'other' that makes us Christians, that gives us the gift of faith, is in the first place, the community of believers, the Church...A Christianity that is autonomous, self-produced, is a contradiction in itself...The community must live in the same passive process: only Christ can build the Church. Christ is the true giver of the Sacraments...The second thing is this: Baptism is more than a washing. It is death and resurrection...A new life truly begins in that moment. Becoming Christian is more than a cosmetic operation that adds on a little something more to an already more or less complete life. It is a new beginning, it is rebirth: death and resurrection. Obviously, in the resurrection all the goodness of the previous life re-emerges. The third thing is: the matter forms a part of the Sacrament. Christianity is not a purely spiritual reality. It implies the body. It implies the cosmos. It extends towards the new heavens and new earth.”

Taking into consideration the Sacrament of the Eucharist, the Holy Father mentioned “with what profound respect Saint Paul verbally transmits the tradition of the Eucharist that he has received from the testimonies of those the Last Supper,” and observed that: “In giving us the chalice, the Lord offers us the true sacrifice. The only true sacrifice is the love of the Son. With the gift of this love, this eternal love, the world enters into the new covenant. Celebrating the Eucharist means that Christ offers us Himself, His love, in order to conform us to Himself and thus create a new world.” The second important aspect of the doctrine of the Eucharist concerns “the personal and social character of the Sacrament of the Eucharist. Christ unites Himself to each one of us in a personal manner, and the same Christ also unites Himself with the man and the woman I have at my side. The bread is for me and for the others. Thus, Christ unites us all to Himself and unites us all with one another. We receive Christ in communion. And yet, Christ likewise unites Himself to my neighbor: Christ and our neighbor are inseparable in the Eucharist. Thus, we are one bread, one body. A Eucharist without solidarity with others is an abuse of the Eucharist...Christ gives us His Body in the Eucharist, He gives Himself in His Body and thus makes us His Body, uniting us to His risen body...We are truly united to the risen body of Christ, and thus united to one another. The Church is not simply a corporation like the State, she is a body. She is not a mere organization, but an authentic organism.” 

The Pope's final comments were on the Sacrament of Marriage, that Paul defines as a “great mystery.” The mutual submission should adopt a vocabulary of love, taking the love of Christ for the Church as its model. This Christ-Church relationship makes the theological aspect of matrimonial love a priority, and elevates the affective relationship between spouses. People will enjoy a rewarding experience of true marriage if a constant human and emotive development remains united to the effectiveness of the Word and the significance of Baptism.” Benedict XVI then concluded his catechesis by affirming that “through the Word and the Sacraments, the Lord is near in every aspect of our life,” and encouraged all to pray “that we may be increasingly more touched in the intimacy of our very being by this nearness, so that joy may come forth – the joy that comes forth when Jesus is truly near.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)

11 December 2008 – Meeting with Rome's university students

VATICAN - The Pope presents Roman university students with Saint Paul's Letter to the Romans: “May this be substantial nourishment for your faith, leading you to believe more and better and also to reflect upon yourselves so that you might come to a ‘mature’ faith and, at the same time live this faith.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In the afternoon of December 11, at the close of the Eucharistic Celebration presided by Cardinal Agostino Vallini, for Rome's university students, in preparation for Christmas, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made an appearance in the Vatican Basilica, where he greeted the students and presented them with Saint Paul's Letter to the Romans. 

The Pope mentioned that “the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Gentiles is helping the entire Church to rediscover its proper and fundamental missionary vocation and, at the same time, to make full use of the inexhaustible theological and spiritual treasure of the Pauline letters...I am convinced that for you, from a personal as well as the communal and apostolic point of view of the university, studying the person and message of St. Paul is a very enriching opportunity.”

Benedict XVI highlighted that this text “is without a doubt one of the most important cultural texts of all time. It is and continues to be principally a living message for the living Church, and thus I place it this evening in your hands. May this text, which arises from the heart of the Apostle, be substantial nourishment for your faith, leading you to believe more and better and also to reflect upon yourselves so that you might come to a ‘mature’ faith and, at the same time live this faith, putting it into practice according to the truth of Christ’s commandment. Only in this way can the faith that one professes become ‘credible’ for others as well, who are conquered by the eloquent testimony of our deeds.” 

The Christian message had the strength to destroy “the wall of separation” between the Jews and pagans, the Pope said. And it “maintains this ever-new strength, capable of destroying other walls that are built up in every context and age. The fount of this strength is in the Spirit of Christ, to which Paul makes a conscientious appeal.” Thus, Benedict XVI, highlighted the fact that “salvation is a gift that is always open to personal acceptance,” and this is the essential content of Baptism, which is being presented this year to the university students as the Sacrament to rediscover and, for some, to be received. “Being 'baptized in Christ' means being spiritually immersed in the death that is the act of the infinite and universal love of God, capable of rescuing every person and creature from slavery to sin and death.” 

At the close of his address, the Pope mentioned that what he was presenting to the university students “is a message of faith, yes, but at the same time, a truth that illumines the mind, opening it according to God's horizons; it is a truth that guides our lives, because the Gospel is the way to reach fullness of life. This way has been set by Jesus, moreover He Himself is the Way, who from the Father has come to us, so that through Him we could reach the Father. This is the mystery of Advent and Christmas.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2008)

12 December 2008 – Audience with Plenary Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity

VATICAN - The Pope addresses the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity: “ecumenism calls us to a generous fraternal exchange of gifts, aware that full communion in the faith, in the sacraments, and in ministry continues to be the objective and goal of the entire ecumenical movement.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Reception and Future of Ecumenical Dialogue” was the theme for the Plenary Assembly held by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and was defined by the Holy Father, who received the participants in an audience on December 12, as “an argument that presents two essential dimensions: on the one hand the discernment of the path taken up to now and, on the other, the identification of new paths to follow, seeking to overcome together the differences that unfortunately persist in the relationships between the disciples of Christ.”

In his address, Benedict XVI mentioned that the sessions of the Plenary Assembly had examined the relationship between the first four international bilateral dialogues attended by the Catholic Church since the Second Vatican Council: with the World Lutheran Federation, the World Methodist Council, the Anglican Communion, and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. The Pope commented: “while you have determined, with God's help, all that has been accomplished in terms of reciprocal comprehension and elements of convergence, you have not failed to use great honesty in pointing out all that is still left to be done. We could say that we are on our way, in an intermediate stage, where it is certainly useful and convenient that we make an objective examination of the outcomes of our efforts.” 

The Pope then reflected on how in many regions, the ecumenical situation has changed and is changing, as there are new communities and groups, there are at times tensions among communities. The Holy Father continued: “Charity will help Christians to cultivate that 'thirst' for full communion in the truth, and in continuing to be docile to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit, we can hope to promptly arrive at the unity we seek, the day the Lord wishes. This is why ecumenism calls us to a generous fraternal exchange of gifts, aware that full communion in the faith, in the sacraments, and in ministry continues to be the objective and goal of the entire ecumenical movement. For this vast labor, spiritual ecumenism, as Vatican II clearly affirmed, is the beating heart.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/12/2008)

12 December 2008 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Taiwan on visit ad limina

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Bishops of Taiwan on their Ad Limina visit: “You and the Christian faithful in Taiwan are a living sign that, in a justly ordered society, one need not fear to be a faithful Catholic and a good citizen.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Your celebration of the 150th Anniversary of Catholic Evangelization in Taiwan is an occasion to manifest ever more eagerly your oneness with each other and with our Lord as you together promote the Church’s common apostolate. This unity of mind and heart is evidenced by your desire to cooperate more closely in spreading the Gospel among non-believers and forming those already initiated into the Church through Baptism and Confirmation.” This was what the Holy Father Benedict XVI mentioned in his address to the Bishops of Taiwan, whom he received in an audience on the morning of December 12, on the occasion of their Ad Limina Apostolorum visit.

Recalling the role and task of the Bishops, the Pope mentioned the importance of placing great attention on priestly formation through adequate programs that “are to be ongoing so that priests may continually refocus on the meaning of their mission and embrace it with fidelity and generosity. Such programmes must also be designed with due consideration for the variety of ages, life conditions and duties found among your clergy.” Catechists should also receive a proper preparation, taking into consideration the various different circumstances the array of settings in which they work and furnishing them with the necessary resources, “so that they may follow the example of Jesus in speaking the truth straightforwardly and in a way readily accessible to all.”

The Holy Father then addressed the Bishops on the subject of vocations and the family. “Effective catechesis inevitably builds stronger families, which in turn give birth to new priestly vocations,” Benedict XVI said. “The Church, at every level, must cherish and foster the gift of priesthood so that young men will generously respond to the Lord’s call to become laborers in the vineyard. Parents, pastors, teachers, parish leaders, and all the members of the Church must set before young people the radical decision to follow Christ, so that in finding him, they find themselves.” Quoting the recent Pastoral Letter “Social Concern and Evangelization,” which underscores the Church in Taiwan's need to engage actively in the promotion of family life, the Holy Father exhorted the Bishops: “Never tire in promoting just civil legislation and policies that protect the sacredness of marriage. Safeguard this sacrament from all that can harm it, especially the deliberate taking of life in its most vulnerable stages.” 

Another issue that the Church in Taiwan should place particular attention on is that of immigration. The Pontiff expressed his satisfaction for the various recently-published pastoral letters, in which the Bishops indicated “the essential role of the parish in serving migrants and raising awareness of their needs,” as well as for the letters' “advocating laws and policies that protect the human rights of migrants.” He continued, saying: “I encourage you to continue welcoming them with affection so that they may receive the assiduous pastoral care that will assure them of their belonging to the 'family of the faith.'” 

At the close of his address, the Pope reminded the Bishops of their apostolic bond with the Successor of Peter, which implies a pastoral responsibility for the universal Church throughout the world. “This particularly means, in your case, a loving concern for Catholics on the mainland, whom I constantly hold in prayer. You and the Christian faithful in Taiwan are a living sign that, in a justly ordered society, one need not fear to be a faithful Catholic and a good citizen. I pray that as part of the great Chinese Catholic family, you will continue to be spiritually united with your brethren on the mainland.” While the obstacles they face can seem overwhelming, there are also “many clear signs of the Gospel’s power to convert, heal and save,” Benedict XVI mentioned, entrusting the Church of Taiwan to the maternal protection of Mary, Help of Christians. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/12/2008)

13 December 2008 – Visit to the Italian Embassy to the Holy See

VATICAN - In addressing the Italian Embassy to the Holy See, the Pope mentions the distinction and autonomy between Church and State: “the Church not only acknowledges and respects it, but rejoices, as it is a great progress in humanity and a fundamental condition for its freedom and fulfillment of its universal mission of salvation among all peoples.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the morning of Saturday, December 13, the Holy Father Benedict XVI payed a visit to the Italian Embassy to the Holy See. In the Embassy's Chapel, which has been recently restored, in the presence of the Embassy workers and their family members, after a brief moment of adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, the Pope gave an address in which he recalled the figure of Saint Charles Borromeo, to whom the chapel is dedicated. He, along with his brother Federico, received the entire palace as a gift from their uncle, Pope Pius IV. The Pope reflected on the young Saint's process of maturing in the faith, which led him to a profound conversion, marked by his option for a life dedicated to evangelization. He said: “The human and spiritual closeness of Saint Charles Borromeo show how divine grace can transform man's heart and make him capable of a love for his brethren, to the point of self-sacrifice.” 

Later, in the Embassy Hall, there was an official meeting. In his address, Benedict XVI recalled the visits made by three of his predecessors: Servants of God Pius XII, Paul VI, and John Paul II. After having mentioned the recent meetings with the President of the Italian Republic, the Pontiff revisited what he had affirmed in his visit to the Quirinale, namely that “in the City of Rome, the Italian State and the Apostolic See coexist in peace and fruitful collaboration.”

The Holy Father the recognized the important role “that the Italian Embassy has had and has in the intense and particular relations that are maintained between the Holy See and the Italian Republic.” He also recalled that this coming February will mark the 80th anniversary of the signing of the Lateran Pacts, and the 25th anniversary of the amendment to the Concordat, and lastly, he once more mentioned the “fruitful relationship between Italy and the Holy See. It is a harmony that is more than ever important and significant in the present world situation, in which the continuous conflicts and tensions between peoples makes for an ever-growing need for collaboration among all those who share the same ideals of justice, solidarity, and peace.”

He continued: “This brief visit is an opportunity to mention how the Church is well aware of the fact that 'part of the fundamental structure of Christianity is the distinction between what is of Caesar and what is of God, that is, the distinction between State and Church.' The Church not only acknowledges and respects it, but rejoices, as it is a great progress in humanity and a fundamental condition for its freedom and fulfillment of its universal mission of salvation among all peoples. At the same time, however, the Church sees it as her duty, in accord with the mandates of her own social doctrine, which is argued from 'that which is in conformity with the nature of every human being,' to awaken the moral and spiritual forces in society, contributing to the opening of wills to the authentic demands of the good. Thus, recalling the value that many fundamental ethical principals have for not only private life but for public life as well, the Church in fact contributes to guaranteeing and promoting the dignity of the human person and the common good of society, and in this sense, an authentic cooperation between Church and State can exist.” 

The Pope concluded his address by encouraging all those who work in the Embassy to find in Saint Charles Borromeo, “a constant protector, and at the same time, a model to inspire them in carrying out their daily duties.” He also wished a blessed Christmas “to the Italian authorities, beginning with the President of the Republic, and to the entire people of this beloved peninsula. My greatest desire is for peace in all the nations of the earth... And my wishes for light and authentic human progress, prosperity, and harmony, all of which we aspire to with trusting hope, because they are gifts that Jesus has brought into the world by His birth in Bethlehem.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/12/2008)

14 December 2008 - Angelus

VATICAN - The Pope at the Angelus says that “no one can know the moment of the Lord's return...the "nearness" of God is not a question of space and time, but rather a question of love: Love is near!”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the Third Sunday of Advent, December 14, which is called “Gaudete Sunday” - that is “rejoice” because the Lord is near - before praying the Angelus, the Holy Father Benedict XVI explained how we should “understand this 'nearness' of God.” 

The Pope continued, saying: “The Apostle Paul, writing to the Christians of Philippi, is obviously thinking about Christ's return, and he invites them to rejoice because this return is certain. Nevertheless, the same St. Paul, in his first Letter to the Thessalonians, warns that no one can know the moment of the Lord's return and puts them on guard against all alarmism, as if the Lord's return were imminent. Thus, already at that time, the Church, enlightened by the Holy Spirit, understood more and more that the "nearness" of God is not a question of space and time, but rather a question of love: Love is near! Christmas will come to remind us of this fundamental truth of our faith and, before the crèche, taste Christian joy, contemplating in the face of the newborn Jesus the God who drew near to us for love.”

The Pope then gave the blessing for the “Bambinelli,” the statues of Baby Jesus to be placed in the mangers of nativity scenes, which the boys and girls of Rome's parishes and schools had brought with them. Benedict XVI then invited everyone to pray the Angelus, “calling upon the intercession of Mary, so that Jesus, who in his birth brings God's benediction to men, be welcomed with love in all the homes of Rome and the world.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/12/2008)

17 December 2008 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at the General Audience emphasizes the need to prepare for Christmas “with humility and simplicity, readying ourselves to receive the gift of light, joy and peace that irradiates from this mystery. Let us welcome the nativity of Christ as an event capable of today renewing our existence.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Catechesis given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI during his General Audience on Wednesday, December 17, was dedicated to the mystery of Christmas. “We are now in the Novena of Christmas,” the Pope said, “which in many Christian communities is celebrated with liturgies rich in biblical texts, all oriented toward nourishing hope for the birth of the Savior. The entire Church, in effect, turns its gaze of faith toward this approaching feast...”

The Holy Father then reflected on the “universal” value of the feast of Christmas, including for those who do not profess the faith, as they can perceive “something extraordinary and transcendent, something intimate that speaks to the heart.” “It is the feast that sings of the gift of life. The birth of a child moves us and causes tenderness. Christmas is the encounter with a newborn who cries in a miserable cave. Contemplating him in the manger, how can we not think of so many children who even today see the light from within a great poverty in many regions of the world? How can we not think of the newborns who are not welcomed and are rejected, of those who do not survive because of a lack of care and attention? How can we not think, too, of the families who desire the joy of a child and do not see this hope fulfilled? Under the influence of a hedonistic consumerism, unfortunately, Christmas runs the risk of losing its spiritual significance to be reduced to a mere commercial occasion to buy and exchange gifts. In truth, nevertheless, the difficulties and the uncertainties and the very economic crisis that in these months so many families are living, and which affects all of humanity, can be a stimulus to discover the warmth of simplicity, friendship and solidarity -- characteristic values of Christmas. Stripped of consumerist and materialist incrustations, Christmas can thus become an occasion to welcome, as a personal gift, the message of hope that emanates from the mystery of the birth of Christ.”

These are not the only reasons behind the true meaning of Christmas, which celebrates the central landmark event of history: the Incarnation of the Divine Word for the redemption of the world, which is reflected on by Saint Leo the Great in his many Christmas homilies, Saint Paul in his Letters, and especially Saint John in the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel, which long formed a part of the Christmas liturgy. 

“At Christmas, then, we are not limited to commemorating the birth of a great personality; we do not celebrate simply and in the abstract the mystery of the birth of man or in general, the birth of life; neither do we celebrate only the beginning of a great season. At Christmas, we remember something very concrete and important for man, something essential for Christian faith...It is a historical event that the Evangelist Luke concerns himself with situating in a very determined context: in the days in which the decree of the first census of Caesar Augustus was issued, when Quirinius was already governor of Syria (cf. Luke 2:1-7). It is therefore a night dated historically, in which was verified the salvation event that Israel had been awaiting for centuries.”

In order to open our hearts to the truth of “a good God...who has made himself close to us and to our neighbor, who has time for each one of us and who has come to stay with us...it is necessary to yield the mind and recognize the limits of our intelligence. In the cave at Bethlehem, God shows himself to us as a humble 'infant' to overcome our pride. Perhaps we would have submitted more easily before power, before pride; but he does not want our submission. He appeals, rather, to our heart and to our free decision to accept his love. He has made himself little to free us from this human pretension of greatness that arises from pride; he has incarnated himself freely to make us truly free, free to love him.”

The Holy Father concluded his Catechesis by recalling that “Christmas is a privileged opportunity to meditate on the meaning and value of our existence” and inviting all people to prepare for this feast “with humility and simplicity, readying ourselves to receive the gift of light, joy and peace that irradiates from this mystery. Let us welcome the nativity of Christ as an event capable of today renewing our existence. May the encounter with the Child Jesus make us people who do not think only of ourselves, but rather open to the expectations and necessities of our brothers. In this way we too become testimonies of the light that Christmas radiates over the humanity of the third millennium.” 

At the end of the greetings to the pilgrims, in various languages, the Pope addressed the importance of the nativity scene with these words: “In just a few days, it will be Christmas and I assume that in your homes you already putting the finishing touches on the nativity scene, which is one of the best reminders of the Mystery of Christ's Birth. I hope that this reality that is so important not only for our faith, but also in culture and Christian art, will continue forming a part of this great Solemnity. It is truly a simple and eloquent means of remembering Jesus, who in becoming Man, has come to 'dwell among us,' and through the nativity scene, He truly dwells among us.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/12/2008)

18 December 2008 – Discourse to new Ambassadors to the Holy See and presentation of credentials VATICAN - Pope tells 11 new ambassadors: “Peace is not just a political or military situation without conflict; rather it is the sum of conditions that allow concord among all and the personal development of each.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the morning of Thursday, December 18, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the Letters of Credence of 11 new ambassadors to the Holy See from Malawi, Sweden, Sierra Leon, Iceland, Luxembourg, Madagascar, Belize, Tunisia, Kazakhstan, Bahrain, and the Fiji Islands. 

“The diversity of your provenance", said the Pope, "gives me cause to thank God for His creative love and for the multiplicity of His gifts, which never cease to surprise humanity. It is a teaching. At times diversity causes fear, which is why it is not to be wondered at if human beings prefer the monotony of uniformity. Some political-economic systems, claiming pagan or religious origins, have afflicted humanity for too long, attempting to render it the same through demagogy and violence. Those systems have reduced and continue to reduce the human being to a wretched slavery at the service of a single ideology or of an inhuman and pseudo-scientific economy. We all know that there is no single political model, an ideal to be followed in every detail, and that political philosophy evolves in time and in its expression through the fine-tuning of human intelligence and the lessons learned from political and economic experience. Each country has a characteristic genius and some 'demons', and each progresses along a path, which is at times painful but its own, toward a future that seems bright.”

The Holy Father then mentioned that one of the essential aspects of the mission of the ambassador is the quest for and promotion of peace. The ambassador, therefore, “should be a peacemaker...which is not just a person with a calm and reconciling character that wishes to live in harmony with everyone and avoid conflict as much as possible, but he is also a person that dedicates himself completely to the service of peace and takes an active role in bringing about peace, sometimes even at the cost of his own life...peace is not just a political or military situation without conflict; rather it is the sum of conditions that allow concord among all and the personal development of each. God desires peace for mankind and He offers it as a gift.”

In his address, the Pontiff then reflected on the fact that “true peace is not possible unless justice reigns” and that “our world thirsts for peace and justice.” Recalling the Note of the Holy See on the eve of the Doha Conference on the current financial crisis and its repercussions on society and individuals, the Pope highlighted that such reflections are an opportunity to “promote dialogue on various ethical aspects that should guide relations between finance and development, and encourage governors and economic actors to find solid and lasting solutions for the good of all people, especially for those who are most vulnerable to the dramatic consequences of the crisis.” He then mentioned that justice “does not just refer to the social or even ethical spheres. It does not just refer to what is equitable or in conformity with the law...God's justice...puts all things in their place, all things in order, so that the world might be adjusted to God's plan and His order. The noble mission of the ambassador, therefore, consists in employing your art so that all 'might be adjusted', so that the nation you serve might live not only in peace with others but also in accordance with the justice that it shows in the equity and solidarity of its international relationships and in which its citizens, enjoying peace, might live their beliefs freely and serenely and thus achieve God's 'justness.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/12/2008)

18 December 2008 – Audience with Vatican Television directors and employees

VATICAN - The Holy Father tells Vatican Television (CTV), on its 25th anniversary, to “seek paths to spread, in new ways, the voices and images of hope through the electronic network that envelops our planet in an increasingly encompassing web.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – "Videre Petrum, to see the Pope, is a desire that has brought uncountable pilgrims to Rome. This desire can be fulfilled, at least in part, thanks to radio and television, which have allowed so many, first through voice and now also through images, to participate in the ceremonies and events of the Vatican and the other places visited by the Pope in carrying out his ministry. Your effort is, above all, a precious service for communion in the Church.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the Staff members, contributors, and advisors of Vatican Television (CTV), whom he received in an audience on December 18, for the 25th anniversary of their foundation.

After recalling the origin of CTV, which was created in 1983 by John Paul II, “in the awareness that the Holy See, in adding on to the instruments of communication it already had, should also create its own television, so that the Pope's service to the Universal Church and humanity could make use of this means,” the Pope highlighted that “Television, however, is not seen only by Catholics.” Thus, in offering their images to the major television stations of the world and the main state or commercial channels, CTV assists “the proper and timely dissemination of information on life and the teaching of the Church in today's world.” 

The Holy Father then recalled the dedication of the Center to record and distribute images of the liturgical celebrations, which are at the heart of Christianity: “Following the liturgical event through the attentive eye of the camera, which allows those who cannot be physically present to participate spiritually, is an arduous and noble task which demands your serious preparation and true spiritual harmony with that for which you are – in a certain way – intermediaries.” 

In concluding, the Pontiff exhorted them to “seek paths to spread, in new ways, the voices and images of hope through the electronic network that envelops our planet in an increasingly encompassing web,” making use of the connections between the various forms of mass media that are taking shape in today's world: “Even the instruments of social communication used at the service of the Holy See naturally experience this evolution and should integrate themselves with awareness and in active participation...Today the Internet calls for an ever-growing integration of communication that is written, heard, and seen, and presents the challenge of increasing and intensifying forms of collaboration among the media that are at the service of the Holy See.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/12/2008)

20 December 2008 – Audience with a delegation of Catholic Action children
VATICAN - “You can pray to the Lord that he will change the hearts of those who make weapons, bring terrorists to their senses, convert the heart of those who think always of war and help humanity to build a better future for all the children of the world.” The Pope addresses the youth of Italy's Catholic Action (A.C.R.)

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – According to custom, on December 20, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received a group of youth representing Italy's Catholic Action (A.C.R.), in an audience to wish them a blessed Christmas. “Many say that young people are capricious, that nothing satisfies them, that they are consumed by games, one after the other, without ever being content,” the Pope told the youth. “But you say to Jesus: you are enough for me! This means: You are our best friend, who is with us when we play and when we go to school, when we are at home with our parents, our grandparents, our little brothers and sisters and when we go out with our friends. You open our eyes so we can see how our friends are sad, and how many children of the world suffer from hunger, sickness and war. You give us true joy, joy that never ends, like our games do. You come into our souls and make us good.” 

Then, Benedict XVI mentioned how the youth of ACR have “a big heart that is attentive to the needs of others,” and the instructors help them to get along with one another, to pray and grow in their knowledge of the Gospel, as Catholic Action's goal is to help the youth to become saints: “that is why it encourages you to meet Jesus, and to love His Church and take interest in the world's problems.” At the end of his address, the Pope addressed the youth with this invitation: “you can pray to the Lord that he will change the hearts of those who make weapons, bring terrorists to their senses, convert the heart of those who think always of war and help humanity to build a better future for all the children of the world. I am also sure that you pray for me, thus helping me in the difficult task that the Lord has entrusted to me.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

20 December 2008 – Audience with Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology docents and students

VATICAN - Pope tells Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology: “Every man, every society, needs a culture that is open to the anthropological, moral, and spiritual dimension of its existence.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The diffusion of artistic and historical culture in all sectors of society provides the men and women of our age with means to rediscover their own roots and extract cultural and spiritual elements that help them in establishing a society with truly human dimensions. Every man, every society, is in need of a culture open to the anthropological, moral, and spiritual dimension of its existence. Thus, my fervent desire is that, thanks to the work of your Institute, research on Christian roots of society may continue and intensify.” With this exhortation, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the students and teachers of the Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology, whom he received in an audience on December 20.

Greeting the authorities, collaborators, and students of the Institute, the Pope expressed his great appreciation for their “valuable and fruitful cultural, literary, and academic activities” carried out at the service of the Church and, more in general, of the culture, recalling that the main goal of the Institute “is that of studying the remains of the life of the Church over the centuries.” 

The Pope explained that “in describing the history of the Church, which is a 'sign and instrument of intimate union with God and unity among all peoples,' the patient research of the archaeologist cannot avoid delving into the supernatural realities, without renouncing the rigorous analysis of archaeological finds...A complete vision of the reality of the Christian community, whether it be ancient or recent, cannot be held if one is not aware of the fact that the Church is composed of a human element and a divine element. Christ, her Lord, dwells in her and has made her a 'community of faith, hope, charity, a visible entity, through which truth and grace is offered to all people.' In this theological premise, the foundational criteria can be none other than that of letting oneself be conquered by truth, sought in its authentic sources, with a spirit free of passions and prejudice, thus making Christian archaeology an historical science, and as such, one based on the methodical study of its sources.” 

In his address, the Pope mentioned that “the study of archaeology, especially of the paleo-Christian monuments, allows for a deepening in the awareness of the truth of the Gospel that has been communicated to us, and offers an opportunity to follow in the footsteps of the masters and witnesses of the faith, who have gone before us. Being familiar with the inheritance we have from past Christian generations allows the ones that follow to remain faithful to the depositum fidei of the first Christian community and, following this same path, to continue making the unchanging Gospel of Christ known in every age and place.”

Pope Benedict XVI concluded by asking the Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology to continue promoting “the conservation and in-depth insight into the extremely vast archaeological inheritance of Rome and the various other regions of the ancient world,” thus completing their mission “to serve history and art, giving importance to the many signs to Western civilization, as well as Catholic culture and spirituality, held in the 'eternal city.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

20 December 2008 – Apostolic Letter on occasion of the 7th hundredth anniversary of the death of Blessed John Duns Scotus
VATICAN - Apostolic Letter of the Holy Father, on the occasion of the 8th Centenary of the death of Blessed John Duns Scotus: “Solid as he was in the Catholic Faith, he made all efforts to understand, explain, and defend the truths of the faith through the light of human reason.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent an apostolic letter to the Archbishop of Cologne, Cardinal Joachim Meisner, and the participants in the International Scientific Congress, on the occasion of the 8th Centenary of the death of Blessed John Duns Scotus. In the Letter, the Pope recalls his important contribution to progress in the Church's teachings and in human science. 

The Pope writes: “We desire, therefore, to call all learned men and women as well as all believers and non believers to the path trodden by Scotus, a path that underscores the harmony between faith and reason; a path that defines the nature of theology, which is oriented toward life and love, rather than mere speculation. When doing this work, he allowed himself to be guided both by the Magisterium of the Church and from a healthy critical sense in the knowledge of the truth. He was convinced that science has value insofar as it is realized in deeds. Solid as he was in the Catholic Faith, he made all efforts to understand, explain, and defend the truths of the faith through the light of human reason. Therefore, he did nothing except exert himself to show the harmony between natural and supernatural truths which issue from one and the same Source.” 

Next to Sacred Scripture, which is divinely inspired, John Duns Scotus places the authority of the Church, and he frequently underscores especially the supreme authority of the Successor of St. Peter. “Therefore, the Catholic Church – who was entrusted by Christ, her invisible head, to the Vicars in both the blessed Peter and his successors, and guided by the Spirit – is the authentic custodian of the deposit and rule of faith. The Church is a solid and stable criterion of the canonicity of Sacred Scripture.”

In the concluding part of the apostolic letter, Benedict XVI mentions that “what he underscores most of the primacy of the will is that God is, first of all, charity. Duns Scotus has this charity, this love, before him when he wants to lead theology to one goal, that is, to a practical theology...Faithful disciple of Saint Francis of Assisi that he was, Blessed John contemplated and preached assiduously the Incarnation and salvific Passion of the Son of God. Yet, the charity or love of Christ is manifested in a special way not only on Calvary, but also in the Most Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist...This Sacrament, moreover, is a sacrament of unity and love. By means of it, we are induced to love one another mutually and to love God as the supreme good. And just as this love, this charity was the beginning of all things, so in heaven our beatitude consists in love and charity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

21 December 2008 – Angelus

VATICAN - The Pope at the Angelus recalls that in the Christmas mystery of salvation, “beyond the historical dimension... there is a cosmic dimension: Christ is the sun of grace who, with his light, transfigures and inflames the universe with expectation,” and greets participants in the initiatives underway for the world Year of Astronomy

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “With the feast of Christmas just a few days away, we are invited to fix our gaze upon the ineffable mystery that Mary carried for nine months in her virginal womb: the mystery of God who becomes man. This is the first hinge of Redemption. The second is Jesus' death and resurrection, and these two inseparable hinges manifest a single divine plan: to save humanity and its history, assuming it to the very end by completely taking on all the evil that oppresses it.” With these words, recalling the Gospel of the day, which reminds us of the Annunciation of the angel to the Virgin Mary, the Holy Father Benedict XVI offered a reflection prior to the recitation of the Angelus on Sunday, December 21, Fourth Sunday of Advent.

The Pope mentioned that “Beyond the historical dimension of this mystery of salvation, there is a cosmic dimension: Christ is the sun of grace who, with his light, 'transfigures and inflames the universe with expectation.' The time of the Christmas feast is linked with the winter solstice, when the days of the northern hemisphere begin to get longer again.” Benedict XVI then focused his reflection on the giant obelisk in Saint Peter's Square, which functions as a meridian, reminding us of the function of astronomy in marking the times of prayer: “The Angelus, for example, is recited in the morning, at noon and in the evening. The meridian, which in the past served for helping one to know " true noon," was the standard for clocks.”

The Holy Father then greeted “all those who are participating in various ways in the events of the International Year of Astronomy, 2009, marking the 4th centenary of Galileo Galilee's first observations with his telescope,” and recalled that among his Predecessors, there have been practitioners of this science, concluding by stating that “even the laws of nature, which in the course of centuries many men and women of science have helped us to understand better, are a great stimulus to contemplating the works of the Lord with gratitude.” 

Finally, he invited the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square to pray the Angelus, “contemplating of Mary and Jesus, who await the birth of Jesus, and learn from them the secret of recollection for tasting the joy of Christmas. Let us prepare to welcome with faith the Redeemer who comes to be with us, the Word of God's love for humanity of every age.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

24 December 2008 – Midnight Mass

VATICAN –  “ God’s glory is in the highest heavens, but his high state is now found in the stable – what was lowly has now become sublime. God’s glory is on the earth, it is the glory of humility and love ”: the Holy Father, Benedict XVI celebrates Midnight Mass in St Peter's Basilica.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his homily during Midnight Mass on 24 December in St Peter's Basilica, referring to the song of Israel in one of the Psalms, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, said: “God dwells on high, yet he stoops down to us… God is infinitely great, and far, far above us. This is our first experience of him. The distance seems infinite. The Creator of the universe, the one who guides all things, is very far from us”. 

However – the Pope continued – then “ comes the surprising realisation: The One who has no equal, who "is seated on high", looks down upon us. [...]God’s looking is active. The fact that he sees me, that he looks at me, transforms me and the world around me.”. Part of God's 'looking' is His “prophetic word”: “ That night in Bethlehem, it took on a completely new meaning. God’s stooping down became real in a way previously inconceivable. He stoops down – he himself comes down as a child to the lowly stable, the symbol of all humanity’s neediness and forsakenness. God truly comes down. He becomes a child and puts himself in the state of complete dependence typical of a newborn child. The Creator who holds all things in his hands, on whom we all depend, makes himself small and in need of human love. God is in the stable. ”. 

Reflecting on the cloud of God's glory – which rested over the Temple in the Old Testament – the Pope said: “ Now it stands above the stable. God is in the cloud of the poverty of a homeless child: an impenetrable cloud, and yet – a cloud of glory! How, indeed, could his love for humanity, his solicitude for us, have appeared greater and more pure? The cloud of hiddenness, the cloud of the poverty of a child totally in need of love, is at the same time the cloud of glory. For nothing can be more sublime, nothing greater than the love which thus stoops down, descends, becomes dependent. The glory of the true God becomes visible when the eyes of our hearts are opened before the stable of Bethlehem.”.

Then referring to the image of the shepherds keeping watch, to whom “ God first raised the veil of his hiddenness ”, the Holy Father commented: “This phrase reminds us of a central theme of Jesus’ message, which insistently bids us to keep watch, even to the Agony in the Garden – the command to stay awake, to recognise the Lord’s coming and to be prepared”.

The Pontiff then explained – in the light of the Fathers of the Church – the song of angels, heard by the shepherds: “‘ the song of praise: "Glory to God in the highest heavens and peace on earth to people of his good will"’. [...] Until then [...]the angels had known God in the grandeur of the universe, in the reason and the beauty of the cosmos that come from him and are a reflection of him. [...].But now something new had happened, something that astounded them. The One of whom the universe speaks, the God who sustains all things and bears them in his hands – he himself had entered into human history, he had become someone who acts and suffers within history. [...]From the joyful amazement that this unimaginable event called forth, from God’s new and further way of making himself known [...]a new song was born, ”. God’s glory is in the highest heavens, but his high state is now found in the stable – what was lowly has now become sublime. God’s glory is on the earth, it is the glory of humility and love ”. 

The Holy Father added, that this glory is peace: “Wherever He is, there is peace. He is present wherever human beings do not attempt, apart from him, and even violently, to turn earth into heaven. He is with those of watchful hearts; with the humble and those who meet him at the level of his own "height", the height of humility and love. To these people he gives his peace, so that through them, peace can enter this world.”.

The Pope continued " In every child we see something of the Child of Bethlehem" … "This night, then, let us think especially of those children who are denied the love of their parents. Let us think of those street children who do not have the blessing of a family home, of those children who are brutally exploited as soldiers and made instruments of violence, instead of messengers of reconciliation and peace. Let us think of those children who are victims of the industry of pornography and every other appalling form of abuse, and thus are traumatised in the depths of their soul.”, and he stressed the need to “ to do everything in our power to put an end to the suffering of these children. [...] only through the conversion of hearts,  [...]can the cause of all this evil be overcome, only thus can the power of the evil one be defeated. Only if people change will the world change; and in order to change, people need the light that comes from God, the light which so unexpectedly entered into our night”. 

Benedict then turned his attention to “ land in which Jesus lived, and which he loved so deeply ”, praying that  “hatred and violence may cease ”. As in Bethlehem, “This silent coming of God’s glory continues throughout the centuries. Wherever there is faith, wherever his word is proclaimed and heard, there God gathers people together and gives himself to them in his Body; he makes them his Body”. The Pope concluded his homily mentioning the Christmas tree in St Peter's Square. The tree, he said “ speaks of him, it wants to reflect his splendour and to say: Yes, he has come, and the trees of the wood acclaim him.”, and he concluded: “ In the Sacrament of the Eucharist he gives himself to us – he gives us a life that reaches into eternity. [...] Yes, Lord, help us to see something of the splendour of your glory. And grant peace on earth. Make us men and women of your peace. Amen.” (Agenzia Fides; 25/12/2008).

25 December 2008 – Christmas Message and Urbi et Orbi Blessing
VATICAN – The Holy Father's Message on Christmas Day: “in the words of the Apostle Paul, I once more joyfully proclaim Christ’s Birth. Today "the grace of God our Saviour" has truly "appeared to all"!'”!

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Before imparting his Urbi et Orbi blessing on Christmas Day, Benedict XVI reminded the crowds gathered in St Peter's Square, of the reason for the celebration: God's Grace “ "appeared", it was manifested in the flesh, it showed its face” through a new born child, “the Son of the Virgin Mary. In him the grace of God our Saviour has appeared. And so that Child is called Jehoshua, Jesus, which means: "God saves".”. 

The Holy Father then described the light of this holy day, “Christmas is a feast of light. Not like the full daylight which illumines everything, but a glimmer beginning in the night and spreading out from a precise point in the universe: from the stable of Bethlehem, where the divine Child was born”. “Indeed, ,– he added – he is the light itself, which begins to radiate [...] He is the light whose appearance breaks through the gloom, dispels the darkness and enables us to understand the meaning and the value of our own lives and of all history. ”. Referring to Christmas Cribs, “a simple yet eloquent invitation to open our hearts and minds to the mystery of life”, the Pope spoke of the “encounter with the immortal Life which became mortal in the mystic scene of the Nativity”. In that encounter the grace of God appeared to all; indeed, as the Pontiff underlined, if “in the simple and lowly dwelling of Bethlehem few persons encountered him”, nevertheless “supernatural grace, by God’s will, is meant for every creature”, taking into consideration, in this, human freedom, so that the “heart can be illumined by a ray of that divine light.”. “ It was Mary and Joseph who that night welcomed the incarnate Word, awaiting it with love, along with the shepherds who kept watch over their flocks (cf. Lk 2:1-20). A small community, in other words, which made haste to adore the Child Jesus; a tiny community which represents the Church and all people of good will"– the Holy Father continued ”. 

Benedict XVI then said that today as then “ those who await him, who seek him in their lives, encounter the God who out of love became our brother  -  all those who turn their hearts to him, who yearn to see his face and to contribute to the coming of his Kingdom. Jesus himself would say this in his preaching: these are the poor in spirit; those who mourn, the meek, those who thirst for justice; the merciful, the pure of heart, the peacemakers, and those persecuted for righteousness’ sake (cf. Mt 5:3-10). They are the ones who see in Jesus the face of God and then set out again, like the shepherds of Bethlehem, renewed in heart by the joy of his love.”. 

The Pope then appealed for the “ many people who continue to dwell in darkness and the shadow of death ”, and said:  “ May the divine Light of Bethlehem radiate throughout the Holy Land, where the horizon seems once again bleak for Israelis and Palestinians. May it spread throughout Lebanon, Iraq and the whole Middle East. May it bring forth rich fruit from the efforts of all those who, rather than resigning themselves to the twisted logic of conflict and violence, prefer instead the path of dialogue and negotiation as the means of resolving tensions within each country and finding just and lasting solutions to the conflicts troubling the region. This light, which brings transformation and renewal, is besought by the people of Zimbabwe, in Africa, trapped for all too long in a political and social crisis which, sadly, keeps worsening, as well as the men and women of the Democratic Republic of Congo, especially in the war-torn region of Kivu, Darfur, in Sudan, and Somalia, whose interminable sufferings are the tragic consequence of the lack of stability and peace. This light is awaited especially by the children living in those countries, and the children of all countries experiencing troubles, so that their future can once more be filled with hope.”. The Holy Father then prayed “ Wherever the dignity and rights of the human person are trampled upon; wherever the selfishness of individuals and groups prevails over the common good; wherever fratricidal hatred and the exploitation of man by man risk being taken for granted; wherever internecine conflicts divide ethnic and social groups and disrupt peaceful coexistence; wherever terrorism continues to strike; wherever the basics needed for survival are lacking; wherever an increasingly uncertain future is regarded with apprehension, even in affluent nations: in each of these places may the Light of Christmas shine forth and encourage all people to do their part in a spirit of authentic solidarity”.

Benedict XVI concluded “ Let us adore him in silence, while he, still a mere infant, seems to comfort us by saying: Do not be afraid, "I am God, and there is no other" (Is 45:22). Come to me, men and women, peoples and nations, come to me. Do not be afraid: I have come to bring you the love of the Father, and to show you the way of peace.”. (Agenzia Fides 25/12/2008)

26 December 2008 – Angelus 

VATICAN – At the Angelus on 26 December Benedict XVI recalls Saint Stephen, in whom “we see materialising the first fruits of salvation that the Nativity of Christ brought to humanity: the victory of life over death, of love over hate, of the light of truth over the darkness of falsehood.”.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his Angelus reflection on 26 December the Pope spoke of Saint Stephen, the first Christian martyr, “a young man "full of faith and of the Holy Spirit", ”, who was arrested and stoned  “ because of his passionate and courageous preaching ”. 

The Holy Father also mentioned the figure of Paul who appears for the first time during Stephen's martyrdom: “Here, with his Hebrew name of Saul, St Paul appears for the first time in the guise of a zealous persecutor of the Church (cf. Phil 3: 6), which he then perceived as a duty and as something to boast. It could be said a posteriori that precisely Stephen's witness was decisive for his conversion.”. In this Year of St Paul, Benedict, XVI  retraced St Paul's steps towards Damascus, “shortly after the martyrdom of Stephen […]still driven by zeal against the Christians”. “Saul – the Pontiff said –had been persecuting the Church and had also taken part in the stoning of Stephen; he had seen Stephen die, pelted by stones, and above all he had seen the way in which Stephen died: in all things like Christ, that is, praying and forgiving those who killed him (cf. Acts 7: 59-60). On the road to Damascus Saul realized that in persecuting the Church he was persecuting Jesus who had died and was truly risen; Jesus, alive in his Church and alive in Stephen who he had indeed seen dying but who now certainly lived together with his Risen Lord. We could almost say that in Christ's voice he recognized Stephen's, and also that through Stephen's intercession divine grace touched his heart. This is how Paul's life changed radically. From that moment, Jesus became his righteousness, his sanctification, his redemption (cf. 1 Cor 1: 30), his all. And one day he too was to follow Jesus in Stephen's very footsteps, shedding his own blood in witness to the Gospel, here, in Rome. ”. 

Meditating on the significance of Christmas the Holy Father affirmed “in St Stephen we see materializing the first fruits of salvation that the Nativity of Christ brought to humanity: the victory of life over death, of love over hate, of the light of truth over the darkness of falsehood”. 

Following the recitation of the Angelus, Pope Benedict said "My thoughts go, among others, to two consecrated Italian women: Maria Teresa Olivero and Caterina Giraudo, members of the contemplative missionary Movement of Father de Foucauld who were kidnapped more than a month ago, together with a group of their local collaborators in the village of El Waq, in the north of Kenya. I would like them to feel in this moment the solidarity of the Pope and of the whole Church. May the Lord, who in being born came to give us the gift of his love, move the hearts of the kidnappers and grant that these Sisters of ours be released as soon as possible so that they may continue their selfless service to our poorest brothers and sisters”. (Agenzia Fides 26/12/2008)

28 December 2008 – Angelus 

VATICAN – Introducing the Angelus prayer the Pope recalled the Holy Family of Nazareth: “Jesus' family truly deserves the title "Holy", for it was fully engaged in the desire to do the will of God, incarnate in the adorable presence of Jesus.”.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday 28 December, Benedict XVI spoke of the Feast of the Holy Family of Nazareth  affirming that “Christmas is the Feast of the family par excellence. This is demonstrated by numerous traditions and social customs, especially the practice of gathering together as a family for festive meals and for greetings and the exchange of gifts”. In the light of this, il the Holy Father reflected on the Family of Jesus: “On the one hand, it was a family like all others and as such, it is a model of conjugal love, collaboration, sacrifice and entrustment to divine Providence, hard work and solidarity in short, of all those values that the family safeguards and promotes, making an important contribution to forming the fabric of every society. At the same time, however, the Family of Nazareth was unique, different from all other families because of its singular vocation linked to the mission of the Son of God. With precisely this uniqueness it points out to every family and in the first place to Christian families God's horizon, the sweet and demanding primacy of his will, the prospect of Heaven to which we are all destined”.

The Pope then greeting thousands of families gathered in Madrid on this Holy Family Sunday “to express the beauty and value of the family”, a grace of God through which transpires what God himself is: Love”. Successively he recalled the VI World Meeting of Families which will take place 14 - 18 January 2009, in Mexico City. 

Following the Angelus prayer, Benedict XVI turned his attention to the Holy Land, “ the centre of the thought and affection of the faithful in every part of the world”, once again being devastated by an outbreak of unprecedented violence, entrusting it to the Holy Family: “‘"O family of Nazareth, expert in suffering, give peace to the world". Give it today to the Holy Land especially!”. (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2008) 

31 December 2008 – Celebration of Vespers and Te Deum of Thanksgiving for the past year 

VATICAN – “ The year that is ending and that which is approaching on the horizon are both under the blessed gaze of the Most Holy Mother of God”: Benedict XVI says at New Year's Eve Vespers of thanksgiving.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his homily on December 31 during the celebration in St Peter's of the First Vespers of the solemnity of the Mary, Mother of God, the Holy Father commented the prayer of the psalms in the light of the Marian solemnity: “ Thus everything this evening invites us to turn our gaze to the one who "received the Word of God in her heart and in her body and gave Life to the world".” Contemplating the Mother of God celebrated on the first day of the year, the Holy Father spoke of the Nativity Scene: “while we pause at the manger to contemplate the Child, our gaze cannot fail to turn in gratitude also to his Mother, who with her "yes" made possible the gift of Redemption. This is why the Christmas Season brings with it a profoundly Marian connotation; the birth of Jesus as God and man and Mary's divine motherhood are inseparable realities; the mystery of Mary and the mystery of the Only-Begotten Son of God who was made man form a single mystery, in which the one helps to better understand the other.”.

Benedict XVI placed in the hands of the heavenly Mother, in keeping with the desire of the faithful, a hymn of thanksgiving for the past year and a request for forgiveness for time not always used well. Then he said: “By coming into the world, the eternal Word of the Father revealed to us God's closeness and the ultimate truth about man and his eternal destiny; he came to stay with us to be our irreplaceable support, especially in the inevitable daily difficulties. And this evening the Virgin herself reminds us of what a great gift Jesus gave us with his Birth, of what a precious "treasure" his Incarnation constitutes for us. In his Nativity Jesus comes to offer us his Word as a lamp to guide our steps; he comes to offer us himself and we must always affirm him as our unfailing hope in our daily life, aware that "it is only in the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of man truly becomes clear". 

Addressing the faithful, the Holy Father reminded them of the evangelising mission because “ Christ's presence is a gift that we must be able to share with everyone”, aware that “he encounter with Christ  […] renews our personal life” and that “ we as believers can also make a great contribution to overcoming the current educational emergency” in order to “communicate the riches that derive from the encounter with Christ to as many people as possible”. “In our times, marked by uncertainty and concern for the future, –Benedict XVI continued – it is necessary to experience the living presence of Christ. It is Mary, Star of Hope who leads us to him. It is she, with her maternal love, who can guide young people especially who bear in their hearts an irrepressible question about the meaning of human existence to Jesus”. 

Then the Supreme Pontiff addressed young people, urging them not to fear the “apostolic task” which God entrusts to them and with the help of the Holy Spirit, Do not hesitate to choose a lifestyle that does not follow the current hedonistic mindset […]  to witness to the joy of faith and the beauty of being Christian”: “The growing need for evangelisation requires many labourers in the Lord's vineyard; do not hesitate to respond to him promptly if he calls you”.

Recalling the present social and economic crisis, the Pope stressed the necessity of moderation and solidarity “God never abandons us if we entrust ourselves to him and follow his teachings.”.

Benedict XVI concluded, entrusting all to the Blessed Virgin Mary who “offers us the Child who lies in the manger as our sure hope”: “‘In you, Lord, is our hope: and we shall never hope in vain". Yes, Lord, in you we hope, today and for ever; you are our hope. Amen!”. (Agenzia Fides 31/12/2008)

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Year of St Paul

“The Pauline Year is a year of pilgrimage, not only in the sense of an outward journey towards the places associated with Paul. It is also, and above all, a pilgrimage of the heart, with Paul, towards Jesus Christ. In a word, Paul teaches us also that the Church is the Body of Christ, that the Head and the Body are inseparable, and that there can be no love for Christ without love for his Church and her living community.” (Audience with Roman Curia for presentation of Christmas greetings, 22 December 2008 ).

Eucharist

“ man eats ordinary bread, in the digestive process this bread becomes part of his body, transformed into a substance of human life. But in holy Communion the inverse process is brought about. Christ, the Lord, assimilates us into himself, introducing us into his glorious Body, and thus we all become his Body.” (General Audience 10 December 2008 ).
Family 

“[…] the Family of Nazareth was unique, different from all other families because of its singular vocation linked to the mission of the Son of God. With precisely this uniqueness it points out to every family and in the first place to Christian families God's horizon, the sweet and demanding primacy of his will, the prospect of Heaven to which we are all destined” (Angelus  28 December 2008 ) 

Incarnation

“ The cloud of hiddenness, the cloud of the poverty of a child totally in need of love, is at the same time the cloud of glory. For nothing can be more sublime, nothing greater than the love which thus stoops down, descends, becomes dependent. The glory of the true God becomes visible when the eyes of our hearts are opened before the stable of Bethlehem.”. (Midnight Mass 24 December 2008 )

Natural Law

“natural law constitutes the true guarantee offered to each one to live in freedom and in the respect for his dignity as a person, and to feel protected from any ideological manipulation and from all abuse perpetrated based on the law of the strongest.” (Audience with participants at International Theological Commission Plenary 5 December 2008 ).

Martyrdom 

“Saul had been persecuting the Church and had also taken part in the stoning of Stephen; he had seen Stephen die, pelted by stones, and above all he had seen the way in which Stephen died: in all things like Christ, that is, praying and forgiving those who killed him”. (Angelus 26 December 2008 )

The Nativity

“ In the stable of Bethlehem God shows himself to us as a humble "infant" to defeat our arrogance. Perhaps we would have submitted more easily to power and wisdom, but he does not want us to submit; rather, he appeals to our hearts and to our free decision to accept his love. He made himself tiny to set us free from that human claim to grandeur that results from pride. He became flesh freely in order to set us truly free, free to love him. ” (General Audience 17 December 2008 )

Original Sin

“ God […] did not make death but death entered the world through the envy of the devil (cf. Wis 1: 13-14; 2: 23-24) who, rebelling against God, deceived men and women and induced them to rebel as well. This is the drama of the freedom which God accepts to the very end for love, but promises that a woman's son will crush the head of the ancient serpent (Gn 3: 15)” (Angelus 8 December 2008 ).

Christian roots of Europe

“Europe [...]is deeply rooted in the large and ancient patrimony of Athens and Rome and in the fertile terrain of Christianity, which proved capable of creating new cultural heritages while at the same time receiving the original contribution of every civilization. The new humanism that emerged from the dissemination of the Gospel message exalts all the elements worthy of the human person and of his transcendent vocation,” (Message on occasion of a study day on “Cultures and religions in dialogue” 9 December 2008 ) 
Hope

“ human hope goes beyond the legitimate expectations of social and political liberation because what Jesus began is a new humanity that comes "from God" but, at the same, time germinates on our earth, to the extent that it lets itself be fertilized by the Lord's Spirit.” (Angelus 7 December 2008 ).

Theology

“theologians are asked by the public opinion above all to promote dialogue between religions and cultures, to contribute to the development of an ethic that has as its own base network peace, justice and the defence of the natural environment…But a theology limited to these noble objectives would lose not only its own identity, but the very foundation of these goods. The first priority of theology, as already indicated in its name, is to speak of God, to think of God” (Audience with participants at International Theological Commission Plenary, 5 December 2008 ).

University

“Truly free, according to the Gospel and the tradition of the Church, is the person, community and institution that fully respond to their nature and aims, and the vocation of the University is people's scientific and cultural training for the development of the social and civil community as a whole.” (Audience with lecturers and students of Parma University 1 December 2008 ).
QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – AFRICA/MORROCO - At the command of the Apostle Paul: 8 outlines on the Bible for holding group encounters on the First Letter to the Thessalonians and the First Letter to the Corinthians

Rabat (Agenzia Fides) – The Diocese of Rabat has distributed a series of informational sketches on the Bible, entitled “The Year of St. Paul – Bible Studies on the First Letter to the Thessalonians and the First Letter to the Corinthians.” They are outlines for organizing 8 group encounters over the course of the Year of St. Paul, dedicated to study and reflection on these two Letters of the Apostle. The outlines were prepared by the Diocese of Oran (Algeria) and sent out to groups of students living in Magreb, however with the proper adaptations it can also be used for groups of adults in catechetical and biblical formation. 

Each outline contains five parts: reflecting on our life (beginning with reality, experience); listen to the Word of God; illumine our life with the experience of faith transmitted by the Bible; pray (every encounter calls for a certain amount of time of prayer to reflect on all that has been said and discovered by the participants); move on from prayer to life, from reflection to action. As “Ensemble,” the news source of the Diocese of Rabat says, the goal of the editors of the outlines was to spread greater awareness of Saint Paul in this Jubilee Year of the 2,000th anniversary of his birth and offer an opportunity for participants to enter into deeper contact with the Word of God. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2008)

Year of St Paul – ASIA/CAMBODIA - The Word of God is at the center of life, in the footsteps of Saint Paul: Advent Pastoral Letter from the Apostolic Vicar of Phnom Penh

Phnom Penh (Agenzia Fides) – Advent is a time to open the Scriptures and welcome the living Word in one's own life. This is what is affirmed in the Advent 2008 Pastoral Letter written by Bishop Emile Destombes, Apostolic Vicar of Phnom Penh, in accompanying his faithful in preparing for Christmas.

The Vicar uses words from the Final Message from the Synod of Bishops on the Word of God, which was celebrated in October at the Vatican: “Dear brothers and sisters, keep the Bible in your houses, read, deepen and understand fully its pages, transform them into prayers and testimony of life, listen to it with love and faith in the liturgy.” Thus, he invites the faithful to live the time of Advent at the light of the Word of God, reading it, meditating on it, celebrating it, and living it every day.

The Good News of “Christ, the Word who was made flesh and inhabited among us,” the Vicar says, “in 2008 lives, along with Saint Paul, to whom this year is dedicated...

The Letter is also an occasion for the community to participate in the advances made by the local Church, spreading awareness on groups like “The Samuel Group” (for girls discerning a religious vocation), “The Emmanuel Group” (for young men discerning the priesthood), and the various pastoral activities dedicated to the youth, students, catechists, the liturgy, and charitable work...all of which is being carried out in the Diocesan House of Phnom Penh, coordinated by Fr. Olivier Schmmitthaeusler.

Bishop Destombes concludes with the following exhortation: “Brothers and Sisters, may this time of Advent help us to prepare the ways of the Lord by diminishing in order to let appear our Hope: Jesus Christ, Son of God!” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2008)

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/ITALY –Scalabrini Missionaries Meeting: the message and the method of St Paul offer a wealth of proposals for the Christian of the third millennium and for the promotion of intercultural dialogue

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “From proclaiming among cultures to communion among peoples: in the footsteps of Saint Paul”, was the theme of a meeting held at the Pontifical Urban University on 28 November organised by the Scalabrini International Migration Institute and the Centro Studi Emigrazione, to mark the anniversary of the foundation of the Scalabrini or Missionaries of Saint Charles. The purpose of the meeting was to combine celebrations for the 2000th anniversary of the birth of the Apostle of the Nations, with the promotion of 'intercultural dialogue' the theme chosen by the European Union for 2008.

Europe has an estimated 28 million immigrant residents, of whom about 3.7 million live in Italy: the numbers raise the question of how the process of integration can be effective and in keeping with the times. The present situation, mediated by globalisation, is closely connected and therefore similar, to the daily life of Paul of Tarsus, and therefore his message and method offer a wealth of proposals for the Christian of the third millennium.

The meeting was organised in two sessions: the first, “Proclamation in a context of cultural pluralism” offered an opportunity to better understand the activity of Paul in the social and multicultural context of his day. Prof Lucio Troiani, lecturer at the University of Pavia, underlined the originality of the message and method of communication of Paul, a man of three cultures, able to move in different cultural contexts. Closely connected with Paul's missionary work was the presence of diaspora Jewish communities, from which he too stemmed, which guaranteed missionary preaching in every corner of the Mediterranean and which the Apostle of the Nations also addressed.

Prof. Rinaldo Fabris, lecturer at the Studio Teologico Interdiocesano in Gorizia, Trieste, Udine, illustrated how Paul valued the “inter” and “transculturality” of the Gospel: an intrinsic mark, which renders the Gospel a way for all human beings to encounter God.

The second session, “For communion among peoples” fostered reflection on the impact of Paul's message in the world today; on how to build communion; on reciprocal acceptance and assistance for migrants and with migrants. The Scalabrini charisma was inspired by Blessed Giovanni Battista Scalabrini, who lived and worked when a period of emigration from Italy en masse was just beginning. The then Bishop of Piacenza saw with farsightedness the importance the migratory phenomenon would have for the social and cultural fabric. His activity and that of the Congregation, founded in 1887, was fired by a desire to preserve the faith of those forced to emigrate. “To evangelise the children of poverty and labour ”: for Blessed Scalabrini the migratory phenomenon was a call to restore hope and strengthen faith. A commitment still vital today. (P.C.) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

Year of St Paul – EUROPE/SPAIN - “SANPA”: a new form of youth evangelization and testimony on city streets, during the Year of St. Paul

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) - “SANPA”: this is the new form of youth evangelization on the streets, launched by Youth Ministry in Spain. The name of the activity was inspired by the Year of Saint Paul, which the Church is now celebrating...from the Spanish “San Pablo” (Saint Paul), “SANPA.” The Youth Ministry in Spain is hoping to use the activity to encourage the youth to bear witness to their faith in a joyful and serene manner, with courage and without fear, like Saint Paul. 

This coming Saturday, December 20, the first SANPA event will be held in downtown Madrid. On this day, the youth participants will take to the streets in the downtown area, beginning at 6:30pm. Each participant will carry a banner with an image of the Baby Jesus, wishing a Blessed Christmas, and will invite people to participate in the Mass for families to be held on December 28, in Plaza Colón, convoked by Cardinal Antonio Maria Rouco Varela, Archbishop of Madrid, and will end with Christmas carols and a Rosary in Puerta del Sol. 

The invitation sent through the mail says: “Are you up to the SANPA challenge? All you need is faith and the desire to give your testimony.” The SANPA events will be held several times over the course of the year, coinciding with various liturgical events, in order to give Spanish youth the opportunity of bearing witness to their faith and love for Christ, the Church, Mary, and the Pope. Prior to the activity, they will attend a formation course on the meaning of Christmas. 

“Youth and Family Ministry” (in Spanish, Juventud y Familia Misionera) is a program of the Mission Network, and an international apostolate of the movement Regnum Christi, which acts in service to the Church, its Bishops and parish pastors, and is open to all who wish to be missionaries. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 17/12/2008)

Emergency – AFRICA/DR CONGO - Talks underway for the crisis in eastern Congo, as missionaries organize a solidarity campaign in Rome in support of the Congolese people

Kinshasa (Agenzia Fides) – It seems that the moment of democracy has come in the dramatic crisis of North Kivu , in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. In Goma, the capital of the province, in which military and para-military forces, and the rebels of the National Congress for the Defense of the People have all been fighting since this Summer, Congo's Foreign Minister Alexis Thambwe Mwamba is present and in the coming hours will meet with Rwandan Foreign Minister Rosemary Museminali.

Kinshasa accuses Rwanda of supporting the Nkunda rebellion, while Kigali affirms that Congo's authorities should disarm the Rwandan hutu rebels, who have established their bases in eastern Congo. Also present among the Congolese delegation is Fr. Apollinaire Malu, priest and coordinator of the Amani Program, called for by the Goma Agreements, and signed by all parties involved in the crisis, including Nkuda, in January 2008. The Amani Program, which is geared towards pacifying the soldiers and reinserting them into the national army, has come to a standstill since Nkunda's men took up arms once again. Nkunda himself is seeking direct dialogue with the government in Kinshasa, refusing to use the procedures determined by the Amani Program. 

Associated with the initiative of these two countries (of Rwanda and Congo) are their members of Parliament, who met in Kigali, in the Conference of the Parliamentary Forums of the countries belonging to the International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR). This organization is made up of 11 countries who seek a resolution to the conflicts that are tearing apart the region and seek to create an area of economic cooperation. Initially formed by the DRC, Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Tanzania, and Kenya, which border the two great lakes of the area (Victoria and Tanganika), the ICGLR has since extended to include Angola, Congo-Brazzaville, the Central African Republic, Zambia, and Sudan. The ICGLR signed a security and stability agreement to make the region of the Great Lakes one of development, not one of war.

There are conditions, therefore, for peace: what is lacking is the political determination so that the various agreements that have been signed in the past can be placed in effect. In order to keep this commitment in mind, a series of associations (among whom are various missionary orders and Catholic associations), have organized a “Week for Congo,” from December 2-7. On December 7, at noon in the Church of the Congolese, which is dedicated to the Nativity, in Piazza di Pasquino, Rome, there will be a closing celebration. The statement sent to Agenzia Fides by organizers says: “We are coming together to offer our time and effort to unite ourselves with the Congolese people, fasting, keeping ourselves informed, reflecting, placing pressure on authorities to take action, praying...each one in his own way. Fasting, each one in his own way, is a manner to participate in the suffering of the Congolese people and to present ourselves without arms before all whom we encounter, especially the authorities. We want to let the world know that there is a war in Congo, and what this means for the Congolese people and what are its causes and possible solutions. We will try to contact political and religious authorities, as well as the press and the people, whether it be by welcoming them in our church, or going out to find them ourselves.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2008)

Emergency – AFRICA/NIGERIA - “Who are the ones encouraging the violence, through a cynical manipulation of religion?,” Archbishop of Abuja asks Nigerian authorities

Abuja (Agenzia Fides) - “Once again, lives and properties have been destroyed, causing great avoidable damage and misery to many families and communities. Of particularly grave concern is the targeting of places of worship.” With these words, Archbishop John Onaiyekan of Abuja, President of the Christian Association of Nigeria, condemned the violence that has taken place in Jos, the capital of the State of Plateau, in northern Nigeria, in a message sent to Agenzia Fides. The fighting, in the wake of local elections, has led to over 200 dead and 10,000 refugees. 

Archbishop Onaiyekan, who is currently in Rome (Italy), refers to the fighting as a result of religious hate and encourages the political authorities to take up their responsibilities: “we wish to stress, as we have done often in the past, that it is the primary responsibility of government to ensure the security of lives and properties of citizens, especially through vigilance, firm and impartial enforcement of law and order, justice and general good governance.” Otherwise, the Archbishop says, “law abiding Nigerians could be tempted to take alternative measures for self defence if they ever feel that they can no longer trust the state to protect them. This must never be allowed to happen.” Thus, Archbishop Onaiyekan asks the state and federal authorities to “intensify efforts to re-establish peace and tranquillity in the state” and perform an investigation to find out “the real and often faceless planners, promoters and sponsors of these incidents, and hold them accountable, no matter who they may be.” 

“There is a clearly political dimension to this incident,” the Archbishop's message continues. “Unfortunately, there are those who try to gain political mileage by dragging in religion, which they callously manipulate, use, misuse and abuse. This is all the more reason why all genuine religious leaders must join hands to liberate religion from those who seek to highjack it, and give it a bad name. Even from here in Rome, I am in touch with the Sultan of Sokoto, Muhamad Sa’ad Abubakar, the President of the Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, as we seek to jointly promote messages of peace. In our country, there is no viable alternative to efforts to continue working together to encourage mutual respect, peaceful coexistence and positive collaboration.”

The Archbishop of Abuja assures that the “government can count on the prayers of all Nigerian Christians, and many other men and women of good will. In the name of the Christian Association of Nigeria, I offer my sincere sympathies to all who have lost people and properties in this unfortunate incident. We pray especially for the souls of those who have died.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

Emergency – AMERICA/BOLIVIA - The aggressions against the Passionist Fathers reveals “the state of insecurity and vulnerability in which citizens are living; the lost of the values of honesty and respect for life”

La Paz (Agenzia Fides) – The Press Office of the Bolivian Bishops' Conference has issued a statement firmly denouncing the acts of violence that claimed two victims, Passionist Fathers, yesterday afternoon in the Hamacas district of the city of Santa Cruz. “This act reveals, once more, the state of insecurity and vulnerability in which citizens are living; the loss of the values of honesty and respect for life, and the limitations of our security and judicial system, who are called to protect the integrity and security of all people and goods.” Moreover, “in the case of the robbery committed against these priests and their home, it should be noted that their goods and resources were at the service of the community they serve, making the damage inflicted even more serious.” 

Thus, as representatives of the Catholic Church, the Bishops' Conference expresses its closeness and solidarity with the Congregation of Passionist Fathers, victims of this aggression, and encourages them to continue their important work of evangelization, in the midst of difficulties. They conclude by asking that “this criminal act may be sorted out as soon as possible, and that efforts may be increased to prevent and avoid these acts that increase fear and uncertainty among the community.”

The Bishops' Commission for Social Communication of the Bolivian Bishops' Conference, presided by Bishop Cristobal Bialasik of Oruro, has issued a statement entitled “No to abuse of power,” in which it rejects authoritarianism and the abuse of power that is carried out by the highest authority in the country, against the journalists who fulfill their informational task. “The Catholic Church and her Magisterium are vigilant for the adequate and responsible freedom of speech, however they also call for a government in which all its members show respect, consideration, and proper attitudes in fulfilling their public services.” Thus, the Commission expresses its solidarity with journalists, the press, and all forms of mass media that suffer any kind of oppression, noting that “any excessive use of the freedom of speech should be denounced and dealt with accordingly by the means established by the legal code.” 

They conclude their statement by asking public authorities to “respect journalists and the mass media, whose function is a true pillar of democracy, which allows for a healthy coexistence among Bolivians.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2008)

Ethics – EUROPE/ITALY - Ethics and Communication: “Consciences are not only informed, but also formed.”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “Do not affirm anything that is false, nor fail to affirm that which is true.” With this quote from Leo XIII, the Pope who formulated Catholic Social Doctrine, Bishop Rino Fisichella, President of the Pontifical Academy for Life and Rector of the Pontifical Lateran University, summed up his thought on the theme of “ethics and communication” during the encounter organized by the Perseus Foundation and the Association VedRai2016 in collaboration with ENI, which took place on December 17, in the presence of the National Association among Popular Banks.

Upon its opening, a brief introduction was given by Prof. Giorgio Assumma, President of the SIAE, who recalled Antonio Genovesi, priest, economist, and philosopher from Salerno (Italy) who gave courses on Ethical Studies at the University of Naples (Italy). Prof. Assumma mentioned that nowadays, with the wide range of laws on freedom of the press, there has not been an ampliation of norms on correct formation, except for a minimal amount of rules on self-regulation. 

At the beginning of his talk, Bishop Fisichella explained the theories on which he would reflect: the distinction between morals and ethics – especially morals as the Truth for believers of monotheistic religions, which is revealed by God to man, the ethic as a part of philosophy that studies objective and rational foundations that allow us to distinguish good from evil. Based on these theories, the Rector focused mainly on the usefulness of ethics and reason as its principle, in order to effectively enter into discussion on communication, even with non-believers.

“The one who speaks should say what is, how he sees it, how he understands it. He should use words to express what he has inside. It can be difficult in some circumstances, and can lead to frustration, damages, and dangers; however our conscience reminds us that the truth is obliging; that it is something unconditional, something with lofty heights. We cannot say: you can say it when you like it or when it will help you in reaching a certain goal, but rather: you should say the Truth when you speak, without changing it in any manner. You should always say it, with simplicity, even when the situation could make you want to remain silent or when it would be easier for you to blow off a question.” Citing this text from priest and theologian Romano Guardini, Bishop Fisichella introduced the first key concept which one should make reference to in analyzing the relationship between ethics and communication: the “truth.” According to Bishop Fisichella, it is of fundamental importance that the primacy of truth is recognized in referring to communication, given its importance in forming consciences - the Truth that touches on the life of each one of us and on the meaning of life itself. 

The second key concept on which Bishop Fisichella reflected was that of “responsibility,” using several examples, one of them being in relation to what occurred following the speech given by Pope Benedict XVI at the University of Ratisbona in September 2006. In this situation, many news sources selected individual sentences from the Holy Father's address in which he had referred to a dialogue between Byzantine Emperor Manuel II Paleologus with a Persian on Christianity and Islam. The result was that a reverse meaning was attributed to the Holy Father's speech, leading to threats, protests, and anti-Christian violence in various parts of the world. 

The person who communicates, therefore, must do so in an ethic of responsibility, that of a person who will have to respond to the consequences of his actions. The Rector's last reflection was that of the distinction between a person and a consumer, which implies different attitudes on the part of the person working in the communication world. In some cases, in fact, news is selected and reprted according to the characteristics of the audience. In this case, all formative demands – which should be characteristic of the communicator – are left aside. The risk of this attitude is evident: “the people are fed what they are hungry for,” and thus, the debate on the value of truth and responsibility comes into play. “Consciences are not only informed, but also formed,” Bishop Fisichella concluded. (MT) (Agenzia Fides 19/12/2008)

World Meeting of Families – AMERICA/MEXICO - Cardinal Norberto Rivera asks everyone to take an active role in the 6th World Meeting of Families

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) - “Now that this important international Meeting is approaching, in continuity with the Letter I wrote to all the priests of our Archdiocese in preparation for this event (see Fides 21/5/2008), as well as with other exhortations to participate in it, I wish to ask everyone, priests, religious, and laity, and all institutions in our Archdiocese, to take an active role in participating in this important event, which our Archdiocese will host,” says Cardinal Norberto Rivera Carrera, Archbishop of Mexico City, in a letter addressed to all the faithful of the Archdiocese. 

The 6th World Meeting of Families will take place in Mexico City, January 14-18, 2009, with the theme: “The family, teacher of human and Christian values.” A theological-pastoral Congress will be held January 14-16 in the headquarters of Expo-Bancomer, in Santa Fe, and there will be a Testimonial Event in the square in front of the Basilica of Guadalupe on the 17th, at 5pm, concluding with a Mass in the Basilica on the 18th at 9am. 

“Our participation in the entire Meeting is very important,” the Cardinal said. “Thus, I invite everyone to join in helping us on these dates, taking part in both the Congress and the Testimonial Event, as well as in the Closing Event.”

He also recalls the importance of those who work in family ministry, that they may sign-up as soon as possible to reserve their seat. The Cardinal also addressed parish pastors and priests in general, asking them to “spread awareness and encourage the faithful to sign-up for the event and participate actively, in conformity with the programs available on the website.” 

“With my hope for a fruitful participation from everyone in this event, I hope that the Holy Family may guide each and every one of you to the love of Christ this Christmas, in each of your blessed homes,” the text concludes. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 19/12/2008)

Youth – ASIA/HONG KONG - Over 300 youth participate in the Encounter promoted by the Salesian Youth Pastoral Ministry make the commitment to observe Christian teachings on chastity and spousal fidelity

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) - “A beautiful life, a life of happiness,” was the theme for the Prayer Encounter organized by the Salesian Community for Youth Pastoral Ministy in Hong Kong, on November 30, in an effort to counteract the abuses committed regarding human dignity and sexual relations, and to reaffirm the importance of testimony and the Christian teachings in this matter. According to the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin), over 300 youth, both married and single, participated in the Encounter, promising to do all they can to spread the Christian message, which is a positive one, in the midst of a society that is immersed in a culture of sexual irresponsibility and disrespect for human dignity, in order to restore Christian values and chastity. 

In order to emphasize the importance and urgency of this mission, the Salesian Provincial Superior Father Simon Lam, and his secretary, Fr. Andrew Fung, have taken part in the encounter, announcing that the theme of the upcoming Salesian “Youth Day,” scheduled to take place on February 21, 2009, will be Chastity. Fr. Andrew Fung says that “observing chastity before marriage is a return to the original beauty created by God. Thus, when we live it, the world takes on that splendor it had at the beginning of creation.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)

Migration – AFRICA - “The stranger is not to be seen as a threat, but as our brother in Christ,” Bishops of Africa and Europe state at the close of the Liverpool Seminar on Migration

Liverpool (Agenzia Fides) – Migration is a global phenomenon that requires a greater pastoral attention on the part of the Church and her pastors, the European and African Bishops said in their final message issued at the close of the Seminar promoted by the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE) and the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM). The Seminar was entitled: “ 'I was a stranger and you made me welcome': Migration as a new opportunity for evangelization and solidarity,” which took place November 19-23 in Liverpool (England). 

“This worldwide phenomenon covers persons of various categories, such as migrant workers and their families, students, refugees, asylum-seekers, internally-displaced persons, stateless persons, victims of human trafficking, particularly women and children, and others,” reads the document, a copy of which was sent to Agenzia Fides. 

The African and European Bishops highlight the fact that “from these Church documents and the various experiences presented at this seminar, we would like to affirm that the stranger is not to be seen as a threat or a problem, but rather to be seen, through the lens of the Holy Scriptures and the teachings of the Church.”

The document continues, saying: “the migrant or refugee who should be welcomed first and foremost as a child of God, created in his image and likeness, and therefore possessing inalienable dignity and rights that the Church must promote and defend at all cost. Secondly, the migrant is also saved by the blood of the Saviour Jesus Christ, and therefore is heir to the Kingdom of God. Furthermore, he/she is not just anybody, but indeed is a brother/sister in the Lord Jesus Christ.”

In reaffirming the dignity of the migrant, the Bishops recall that he is “an occasion of grace from God and he/she brings with him/herself a new wealth of culture, spirituality, intellect and intelligence, creativity and still more of humanity.” 

In order to make the Church capable of dedicating the maximum amount of attention possible to migrants, the Bishops from the two continents ask “all Episcopal Conferences in Africa and in Europe to put in place, where they are absent, appropriate institutions for the study of migrants, and especially for welcoming them and providing pastoral care for them. As a priority, attention should be given to the phenomenon of itinerant people, especially concentrating on the situation of refugees, migrant workers, women and students, who often are the most vulnerable.”

The care of the most vulnerable is also emphasized in another part of the document: “We recommend that competent priests, deacons and pastoral agents be appointed at various levels...for the pastoral care of migrants, with special attention to women, children and students who are most easily exploited by unscrupulous persons and cartels, which render them victims of immoral practices.” 

The migration phenomenon is a complex reality that needs adequate study. With this in mind, in the document they mention that the “National Episcopal and Regional conferences should give priority to the study of this phenomenon of migration, in order to find solutions to the root causes of what makes someone a migrant, especially the movement of refugees, exiles, asylum-seekers, stateless persons, etc. from Africa to Europe.” 

The next planning meeting for the CCEE/SECAM Seminar on migration will take place in 2009. In 2011, there will be a Worldwide Conference. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 3/12/2008)

Migration – AMERICA/COLOMBIA - Conclusions from the First Latin American Meeting For Pastoral Care of the Road/Street, organized by the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, in collaboration with the Latin American Bishops' Council

Bogota (Agenzia Fides) – The Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People has published the final document of the First Latin American Meeting For Pastoral Care of the Road/Street, which took place October 19-24 at the headquarters of the Colombian Bishops' Conference in Bogota, having been organized by the Pontifical Council or the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, in collaboration with the Section of the Latin American Bishops' Council (CELAM) for Human Mobility (see Fides 16/10/2008 and 21/10/2008). The Meeting took as its theme “‘Jesus himself came up and walked by their side’ (Luke 24:15). The Pastoral Care of the Road/Street: A walk together”. It was attended by representatives from 11 countries (Argentina, The Bahamas, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, Peru and Italy). 

Each one of the days was dedicated to one of the four different categories of Pastoral Care of the Road/Street: those who are on the road often (automobile drivers, truck drivers, etc.), women who are victims of sexual exploitation, children who live on the street, and the homeless.

As for those who are on the road often, the meeting showed that “the road and the street are an arena for the Church’s pastoral action.” Moreover, “given the expansion of the transport of goods and people, the number of lorry drivers and carriers on the roads is increasing” and “as a result of ever keener global competition, the pressure on their living and working conditions will also intensify.” These are people whose lives are continually affected by “variability, instability, insecurity and danger.” In this area, the meeting offered several proposals. Among them were: offer guidance to the faithful and promote activities regarding the main factors relating to road deaths and injuries – as well as their prevention; work with government groups to promote, with all possible media, a corresponding and adequate education; invest in the formation of pastoral ministers in this area, and promote the involvement of trade union representatives, entrepreneurs and authorities. 

As for the pastoral care for the liberation of women on the street, the meeting observed that “people trafficking, especially of women, minors and children, has turned into a powerful global industry, the world’s third most lucrative criminal activity after arms trading and drug dealing.” There are many current difficulties hindering the recognition that people trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation is a crime, especially due to “a certain lack of visibility of the phenomenon, deriving from an attitude that denies that people involved in prostitution are also victims.” 

As for the causes, they mention firstly the origin of many of the victims who “come from dysfunctional homes and, in seeking to escape from their situation, become an easy prey for the criminal recruiters.” Furthermore, the notable number has increased “for economic, social and cultural reasons.” 

Regarding this pastoral care, the work carried out by religious congregations is extremely positive. “However, the intervention of the Church and by governmental bodies has so far been inadequate and insufficient to achieve better results,” the document says. Among the recommendations made in this area are: a renewed solidarity should be promoted in the Church; networks have to be created in order to make dealing with prostitution and people trafficking more efficient; the victims of people trafficking should be given overall assistance; injustice, violence and the actions of criminal gangs have to be prophetically condemned, wherever and in whatever circumstances they occur. 

The third category addresses the children living in the street, among whom there is a difference between children “in” the street and those “of” the street. The former, who constitute the majority, “spend most of the day in the street, maybe carrying out some kind of work, and maintain contact with their families,” while “children 'of' the street, however, are homeless and have no family ties.” “Children who are rejected by their families are more likely to flee to the streets, easily become victims of drug trafficking and criminal organizations and may even end up in prison.” In the meeting, it was observed that n various countries of Latin America important activities for attending to, promoting and defending the rights of young people, adolescents and street children have been developed. However, there is still much left to be done. Among the proposals are: specific pastoral projects should be developed for evangelizing and assisting street children; apostleship in favor of street children should be carried out together with pastoral care of the family; safe and protected homes, as well as health, psychological, therapeutic, spiritual and educational assistance, should be provided for street children; governments have to be urged to implement laws that protect them and recognize their rights; 

the possibility of foster families should be considered when effective conditions for reintegrating street children within their own families do not exist. 

And lastly, regarding the homeless, they are “a mixed group. What they have in common are dire poverty, fragile or broken family ties, not owning a conventional home and making themselves a living space out the street.” The meeting pointed out some of the qualities that should guide the pastoral agent working with these people, given that it is normally a difficult task that includes “the capacity for friendly welcome, integration and perseverance and the force to overcome frequent failures.” Among the recommendations for this pastoral work, the meeting saw that: ties should be established with street people that allow for the creation of relations of trust and ecclesial participation; the participation of street people in Catholic associations, ecclesial movements and the new communities has to be promoted; volunteer service should be promoted; activities must be developed to condemn the phenomenon and raise the awareness of civil society and governments; Collaboration networks should be set up; promote catechetical groups that prepare the homeless and cardboard collectors for the encounter with the Lord through the Sacraments and the Word of God.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

Mission – AMERICA/EL SALVADOR - Final Message of the Bishops' Secretariat of Central America (SEDAC) “There can be no person, group, or institution in the Church whose formation and activity are not geared towards the mission.”

San Salvador (Agenzia Fides) - “The joy of being disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ,” is the title of the Final Message issued by the Bishops' Secretariat of Central America (SEDAC), celebrated on November 24-27 in the city of San Salvador. 

In their message, the Bishops remind everyone of their calling to be disciples and to be sent out, in light of the Great Continental Mission that was called for in Aparecida and that is “more than just a certain event at a given time; it means placing the entire Church in a permanent state of Mission.” This call to the mission, the Message says, “needs the cooperation of people and ecclesial bodies in order to go beyond a merely conservationist pastoral ministry to a decisive missionary action,” which implies that there “can be no person, group, or institution in the Church whose formation and activity are not geared towards the mission.” There is a need, therefore, “to awaken the consciences of our communities, so as to take advantage of this time of grace; live a second Pentecost that enlivens the missionary vocation and action of the baptized.” 

They also recall the fact that every disciple and missionary “should be a promoter of life.” In this sense, they give thanks to all the priests and religious who “serve in our dioceses with fidelity to their vocation and generous surrender to the People of God,” in addition to the catechists, delegates of the Word, those who serve the sick, extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist, all of whom “dedicate their lives so generously to the preaching of the Gospel.” And they ask the laity to “take up their vocation of spreading the spirit of the Gospel in society, in the culture, in economics, and in politics, so that the entire population may be transformed.” 

“We accompany our many brothers and sisters who have been deported from the US and Mexico, who have been treated in a manner that is not in accord with their condition as human persons,” the Bishops say. They also thank the Bishops of the United States for their support, “in finding immigration reform with a human face.” As for the political arena, the Bishops ask that more steps be taken in democratic processes, “not only in the emission and counting of votes, which is necessary, but also in the conducting of campaigns, the drafting of government programs, and in giving an account of public affairs.” They also recall that political power is legitimate when “it is accompanied by the desire to serve the common good, and by an effort to find effective solutions to the problems that afflict the population, especially the poor and marginalized.”

Another theme that worries Bishops is the family, which is suffering a growing deterioration, “caused by the negative messages and attitudes presented to children and youth by the mass media.” In response, they propose that there be “a dynamic family ministry, which invites people to discover the beauty of their vocation to Christian marriage, to defend life from conception until natural death, and to build homes in which children are raised in a love for the truth of the Gospel and for solid human values.” 

Lastly, the Bishops recall the visit they made during their meeting, to the tomb of Archbishop Romero, manifesting their hope that his testimony be officially recognized by the Church. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 2/12/2008)

Mission – ASIA/CHINA - “Here I am Lord, send me”: Parish of Fu Cheng (Diocese of Heng Shui) working on giving evangelization effort a boost at the close of 2008

Heng Shui (Agenzia Fides) – The Parish of Fu Cheng, in the Diocese of Heng Shui, Province of He Bei (mainland China), held an evangelization event on the Solemnity of Christ the King, November 23. The theme was: “Here I am Lord, send me” in order to give the evangelization a boost in these final days of 2008. There were about 200 faithful present, including leaders of the Ecclesial Base Communities and the parish groups. According to Pastor Father Tian Jin Xiang, “we want to encourage a new wave of evangelization and sensibilization in these final days of 2008, because the mission cannot be abandoned – not even when we have more things to do or we have to prepare for the festivities...Each person should do their part, with concrete resolutions and with the task of building the Kingdom of God.” The encounter concluded with the assignation of the solemn missionary “sending” of all those present. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 04/12/2008)

Mission – ASIA/PAKISTAN - Catholics giving new life to missions in the country: conclusions from the First Missionary Congress in Pakistan

Karachi (Agenzia Fides) – The First Missionary Congress in Pakistan (see Fides 27/11/2008), celebrated in the spirit of the Asian Missionary Congress held in Bangkok in 2006, recently concluded in Karachi. One of the main resolutions made during the Congress was: to give a renewed vigor to the missionary activity of the entire people of God, a “Eucharistic people,” ready to give their lives and courageously bear witness to the Gospel of Christ. 

Fides was informed by Fr. Mario Rodriguez, Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Pakistan, that the Congress has been the first step in a new phase of awareness for all the Catholics in the country, in an effort to have them reflect on their own identity, vocation, and mission as a community that bears witness to Christ, in a country of Muslim majority, within the social, cultural, and religious context of Pakistan.

The 210 delegates present, from all of the nation's dioceses, clearly saw the challenge they face. The Final Declaration from the Congress says: “As the People of God on our path, we are a community that places the mystery of the Incarnation in practice: in fact, each day it inspires us to illumine are society with the light of Jesus Christ, especially among the poorest and most marginalized.”

The delegates recalled that the Catholic Church in Pakistan – with nearly one million faithful, out of a population of 160 million inhabitants – suffers difficulties, problems, and sometimes discriminations that come from its situation as a small minority. However, this should not be a cause for discouragement. The Congress pointed out that, in accord with St. Paul's example, “every Christian should become a missionary, who by the grace of the Holy Spirit and the food of the Eucharist, bears witness to Christ in order to bring about an authentic social and cultural change, through the establishment of the Kingdom of God.” 

In the concluding Mass, presided by Bishop Max John Rodriguez of Hyderabad, President of the Bishops' Commission for Evangelization, those present expressed their solemn commitment to be missionaries “fully participating in the life of the Church; participating in the Eucharist with profound fervor; training catechists and laity to offer the Christian testimony in their own environments; living the Gospel of love; bringing hope in times of violence and fear.” 

The assembly asked that “the Spirit of Christ may help the Church in Pakistan to live its mission as a community of love that announces the life of Christ every day.”

Following the celebration of the Congress, on a national level, the event will be once again held by each diocese, with the participation of the parishes, associations, and movements, for a greater missionary awareness among the local communities. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2008)

Continental Mission– AMERICA/PARAGUAY - Continental Mission launched at the closing of the celebration of Our Lady of Caacupé

Asuncion (Agenzia Fides) – Some 300,000 persons participated in a special Mass celebrated on December 8, in honor of Our Lady of Caacupé, in the city of Caacupé, at about 54 kilometers from Asuncion. Catholics from all over the country crowded into the Basilica of Caacupé. Some made the pilgrimage on foot from towns like Ypacarai, Luque; others came on bicycle. It was also the first time in seven years that the celebrations were attended by the President of the Republic, Fernando Lugo. The light was a dominant symbol of festivities in Caacupe and the lay faithful brought candles to be lit prior to the Mass.

The main Mass was presided by Bishop Claudio Gimenez of Caacupé, and concelebrated by various bishops of the country and the Apostolic Nuncio Archbishop Orlando Antonini. Bishop Gimenez, during the homily, called for unity in the government in order to avoid “the dispersion of the people, who are tired of the backbiting.” He also called for a Paraguay with “its own identity.” “We want our country to have its own identity, its own personality, free from any negative influences that do not lead to reconciliation and, instead, lead to a progressive distancing between Paraguayans.” The Bishops also indicated that the government should make every effort to reach full unity, because “if a government is not united, does not come together, the people tend to disperse.” He said that it should be a unity like the unity that exists between Jesus and His Father, which is why the Church founded by Jesus Christ is a school of communion. Bishop Gimenez affirmed that “all this implies a strong sacramental life, a practical, real faith that is lived each day with affection towards my brother, in the form of greater efforts, spirit of community, work as a team and communion and exchange of spiritual and material goods, especially with those most in need of our mercy and solidarity.” 

He also recalled that the family is where one begins to live this communion. “There, in that domestic Church, we all learn to live as brothers. In the family, we learn to forgive, suffer, pray, and celebrate life; we learn to work, play, study, and love. The mission of the family is to show its members how to live on a small-level the Church's unity at its roots, as well as the love for one's nation.” Other areas where communion should be lived are in the various different groups, movements, religious communities, parish councils, and in the diocese...each giving his best. In this respect, the Bishop mentioned that they “have the noble and delicate mission of being a good shepherd, a uniting principle.” The clergy, the ecclesial movements, the diocesan councils, and the parishes and institutes of consecrated life “all have the duty to offer their own specific contribution,” in order to help the faithful to live as members of the Church.

At the close of the Mass, the Archbishop of Asuncion and the President of the Paraguayan Bishops' Conference, Archbishop Pastor Cuquejo launched the Continental Mission that will take place in the country in 2009.

The feast of Our Lady of Caacupé is considered one of the greatest religious celebrations in Paraguay, and it dates back to the 17th Century, when a legend says that “one morning a group of Mbayaes Indians were chasing a Guarani with the intention of killing him. In an act of desperation, the indian took refuge behind a huge tree” and asked Our Lady, under the invocation of the Immaculate Conception, to save him, promising that in exchange he would carve her image out of the wood of that tree. The would-be killers lost sight of the young indian, who later fulfilled his promise and carved two statues: one for a nearby Church and the other, a bit smaller, for popular devotion. The smaller one, now called “Our Lady of the Miracles” is what is venerated in the city of Caacupé. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 10/12/2008)

Continental Mission– AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Continental Mission launched in Caracas “to strengthen the faith and Christian life of our people, through a new evangelization effort.”

Caracas (Agenzia Fides) – The Archdiocese of Caracas is making intense preparations for the realization of the Continental Mission, which is “a program of intense pastoral activity to strengthen the faith and Christian life of our people, through a new evangelization effort,” said Cardinal Jorge Urosa Savino, in a meeting with clergy and religious from the Archdiocese. 

The purpose behind the mission is “to go out and meet all the inhabitants of Caracas, especially those who have most distanced themselves or are abandoned, in order to tell them of the Good News of Jesus Christ, that they may have life in Him, and our Archdiocese may be an evermore lively, united, and missionary Church.”

With this in mind, they will try to: promote the personal encounter with Christ through the proclamation of the Gospel and catechesis, in order to renew the faith of all Caracas' population; promote missionary awareness and activity in our Church communities to bring the Good News to those who are most distanced from the Church; strengthen the family apostolate, so as to renew family life and place emphasis on the value of the sacrament of marriage; intensify youth and vocational ministry, so as to present the message of the Gospel to the new generations and incorporate them into the Church's life and action; renew the preferential attitude towards the poor, to communicate the fact that life in Christ is a gift and a service to society and all people; develop communities, movements, and apostolic associations to form authentic disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ in the Church and society. 

The themes that will be presented over the course of the mission are: “The Truth about Jesus Christ,” “The Truth about the Church,” and “The Truth about Man.” These themes will be developed by the Archdiocesan Commission for the Mission and will serve as the basis for preparing the materials to be used over the course of the mission.

The Mission will be divided into 4 stages. The first stage will be for creating awareness (January 24, 2009 – April 11, 2009) and will be a time of intense work with the pastoral ministers, in order to make sure the information reaches them...It will also be a time of motivation, to see what is it that needs to be done and how to go about doing it. The second stage will be that of formation (April 12, 2009 to November 2009) and will seek to communicate the fact that it is an intense time of work with the current and new pastoral ministers, in regards to how to carry out the mission, what content and method to use, and the goals that should be reached. The third part is the local mission (First Sunday of Advent 2009 to Holy Week 2010), which is a strictly missionary time period, meant for specific groups of people and areas of society in Caracas. Lastly, there is the territorial mission (Easter 2010 to December 2010) which will be a strictly missionary time, directed to the various sectors of Caracas society. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2008)

Violence – ASIA/INDIA - Fear of anti-Christian attacks and and violence during Christmas: Christians in Tamil Nadu express their concerns to the police and civil authorities

Kottar (Agenzia Fides) – Christians in Tamil Nadu are asking for protection and are seriously concerned for the possibility of anti-Christian aggression and attacks during Christmas time. This is what has been expressed by the local parishes in the Diocese of Kottar (Tamil Nadu) in dialogue with the police and civil authorities, requesting that they take necessary measures in preventing violence.

According to reports from the local Church, the statement written by the Christians sends out an alert: the Hindu extremist groups like “Vishwa Hindu Parishad” and the RSS are supposedly organizing a “Violence Week,” for this Christmas 2008, targeting innocent Christians of various denominations, present in Tamil Nadu. For several days now, there have been open threats and intimidation against Christian families in the Diocese of Kottar and they are afraid that what has occurred in Orissa could be repeated there.

The local Church has informed the local police of the situation, asking that they provide adequate protection. The Hindu extremists are already on the offensive: for the week of Christmas, they are organizing a giant Hindu festival for hundreds of activists. The Church is extremely concerned and is afraid that Christmas could become an event filled with destruction and bloodshed. 

In the meantime, the central government in India has presented a means to fighting terrorism through prevention. The Church in India has asked that within the term of terrorism, they may include violence committed by extremist groups against certain communities, as is the case of the anti-Christian violence in Orissa. “This appalling violence undermines the civil and democratic foundations of the nation, depriving citizens of their inalienable rights” and thus, it should be considered “terrorist activity,” they affirm. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 18/12/2008)

Pontifical Mission Societies  – EUROPE/POLAND - Day of Prayer for the Missions; Christmas Campaign for children in Papua New Guinea

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) – Since 1900, Jasna Gora (Czestochowa) has celebrated a Day of Prayer for the Missions on a date near the feast on Saint Francis Xavier, Patron of the Missions. Agenzia Fides learned of this tradition from Msgr. Jan Piotrowski, National Director of the PMS in Poland. This year, the act was attended by over 500 people and took place on Saturday, December 6 (First Saturday in Advent) with the theme: “That they may have life and have it to the full” (Jn 10:10). 

After the welcoming address given by Msgr. Piotrowski, the first talk was on “The missionary face of Saint Paul,” given by Fr. Piotr Labuda, a young Biblical scholar from Tarnow. Then there was a Mass celebrated in the Basilica of Jasna Gora, presided by Fr. Piotr Boraca, National Secretary of the Pontifical Missionary Union in Poland. The homily was given by the National Director of the PMS. Concelebrating were the future missionaries from the Center for Missionary Formation in, CDs, and posters for all the dioceses, which will help prepare the children for this event. Although this Christmas activity for children has been held since 1993 in Poland, it has still not been promoted on a large scale in all the dioceses, which is why the PMS is seeking to give it greater attention, with the goal of benefiting not only the children receiving but also those participating in the activity, in addition to the group leaders and families. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)
Pontifical Mission Societies - VATICAN - Fraternal gathering for all those working in International Secretariats of the Pontifical Mission Societies Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Saturday, December 20, at the CIAM (International Center for Missionary Animation) headquarters, a Christmas gathering was held for all the personnel working in the International Secretariats of the Pontifical Mission Societies. The event took place not only in light of the upcoming celebration of Christmas, but also as a welcoming ceremony for the new President of the Pontifical Mission Societies, Archbishop Piergiuseppe Vacchelli, and the new Secretary General of the Pontifical Society for the Propagation of the Faith, Fr. Timothy Lehane, SVD. Fr. Vito del Prete, PIME, Secretary General of the Pontifical Missionary Union, gave the welcoming address to all present, as Director of CIAM. 

After the celebration of Lauds, Archbishop Vacchelli gave his “impressions and perspectives on this new task,” sharing his experience of missionary charity services and highlighting the importance of spirituality in missionary activity and the support of Divine Grace as the secret to success. The new Secretary General of the Pontifical Society for the Propagation of the Faith, Fr. T. Lehane, affirmed that he was “delighted to be in Rome and grateful for all that God has given me over the course of my life.” In these three initial months of his work, his main task has been “observing and listening.” The missionary activity carried out by the Society is “a wonderful work,” Fr. Lehane said, because “not only are we walking on missionary soil, but we also have the possibility, through our work, of helping the missions.”

In his address, Fr. Patrick Byrne, SVD, Secretary General of the Holy Childhood Association, recalled the Holy Father's address given on the feast of Epiphany 2008, which centered in the hope that the children have given us through their suffering caused by the war and illnesses, such as AIDS. He then told some of his impressions of his many missionary trips, which have allowed him to become more familiar with these children, and he concluded by affirming that “we are people with hope,” and therefore, we should try to find a way to help these children and pray for this upcoming year.

The Secretary of the Pontifical Society of Saint Peter the Apostle, Msgr. Jan Dumon, spoke of his recent trip to Kenya. There, he mainly visited the Seminaries, having the opportunity to speak with several Bishops, who are very concerned about the formation of their priests. “What most impresses me, in a very positive way, is that I saw the desire of the Church in that country to be self-sufficient, or at least administrate well their resources,” Msgr. Dumon said, highlighting the importance of the trips to various mission countries as an aid in “getting to know their perspectives and problems.”

Fr. Vito del Prete recalled this past year as Director of CIAM, focusing mainly on the commitment to coordinate missionary activities and formation through the courses organized by the PUM and the CIAM. “All the Societies have one soul, one living spirit,” Fr. Vito said, highlighting the fact that the missionary is the one who can act in Christ's name. If this is the task of the mission, in order to meet this demand the servants in this mission need to be well formed.”

Speaking from the point of view of the administration, Msgr. Silvano Rossi made “an invitation to an improved collaboration among ourselves” and to “live Christ's love in the workplace,” with an effort “to understand one another.” The exhortation was made to remind everyone that “we have little time to live, but a lot of work to do,” aware of the fact that “many of our brethren count on our work.”

In the Closing Mass, Archbishop Vacchelli asked everyone to work “for our salvation and that of the world,” because “the Wisdom and Omnipotence of God, through our faith, can do wonders.” (MS/NZ) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

SUPER QUAESTIONES

ASIA - “There is a need to prepare formators and clergy in the smaller Churches”: testimony of participants in the Course for Spiritual Directors, organized by CIAM

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In Asia and in other continents, there is a great need to give formation to future priests. Spiritual direction is an essential part of their preparation: this allows for better priests and pastors. Many of the problems that the Churches find with local clergy depend on the quality of the formation they received in the seminary,” Agenzia Fides was informed by Fr. Joselin Gonda, Spiritual Director of the Seminary in Lipa City, in south Manila (Philippines). Fr. Gonda was among the participants in the Course for Spiritual Directors organized in recent days at the Vatican, by the CIAM (International Center for Missionary Animation), in which 20 priests from missionary countries gathered to reflect on the methods of spiritual direction and formation in seminaries. 

Fr. Gonda told Fides: “In the Philippines, as well, in an Asian country with a large Catholic majority, we have less vocations than 20 years ago. The Church, in reflecting on this situation, has seen that it is something that depends on the quality of the formation. Thus, there is a need for programs of spiritual direction with a higher quality for seminarians. In the formation, it is important that there is an openness to new issues and problems, human formation, family and cultural background, values, and psychology. The future priest should be prepared on a spiritual level, but he should also be capable of understanding the social, economic, and political realities.”

“As the smaller Churches, in regards to the formation of local clergy, we hope to receive a great support from the Church of Rome, especially in all that concerns the preparation of formators, counselors, Bishops, spiritual directors, administrators, so as to improve our ecclesial personnel. The Course organized by the CIAM has been very useful and fruitful for all the participants, as well as for the laity...it is very important that they receive specific formation, especially in the area of missionary activity.”

Another testimony Fides was obtained was that of Fr. Dominicus An Gyu-Do, of the Diocese of Incheon (Korea), Spiritual Director of the College linked to Incheon Catholic University. “The Course organized by CIAM has been very useful,” he said. “I felt encouraged in my work and I am happy to have been able to deepen in many themes and problems related to formation. I felt how the Mother Church truly watches after me and all the Spiritual Directors in seminaries. I have been able to learn many things on spiritual direction and the need for better preparation of those who play this delicate role.” Referring to the situation in Korea, Fr. Dominicus said: “Vocations in recent years have been fairly high. We should continue forward with the evangelization of the faithful, in order to increase the number of vocations. The programs for vocational discernment and spiritual direction seem useful, especially for the youth and seminarians. They need to be prepared in the spirit of the mission which, I think, needs to be re-launched in Korea. Candidates for the priesthood should be expected to offer an authentic commitment of their lives, with the faith, with Christ, and with the Church's mission.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

AFRICA - Vocations are growing in Africa: Spiritual Directors in Africa's seminaries tell Fides their experiences

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “ We have many vocations, including to the religious life, both masculine and feminine. In relation to the formation of diocesan priests, we have decided to improve resources by creating provincial seminaries that can welcome candidates from all over a certain area. Among our main concerns is that of guaranteeing a formation that is spiritual and theological as well as social, keeping in mind the particular situation in our country,” Fr. Otu Andrew Adeiza of St. Thomas Aquinas Major Seminary in Makurdi (central Nigeria), told Fides. Fr. Otu is one of the participants in the Course for Spiritual Directors organized in recent days, at the Vatican, and sponsored by CIAM (the International Center for Missionary Animation), which was attended by about 20 priests from missionary countries, in order to reflect more deeply on the means of spiritual direction and formation for seminarians.

“Nigeria is a country were the dominant religions are Christianity and Islam,” Fr. Andrew mentioned. “Among the Christians, the majority are Catholic or Anglican. Ecumenical and interreligious dialogue play an important role. Christians have recently published joint statements on national issues, addressing all Nigerians in a single voice. Dialogue with the Muslims continues, although always with the problems of radical groups and the use of the Sharia (Islamic law) for political ends. In my diocese, the relationship between the various religions is very good, also because there are families in which various members are of different religions. The Catholic Church is very respected by all Nigerians, especially for her firm position in defense of life in all its forms.” 

Theophilus Anyanwu, of the Provincial Seminary of Enugu (southern Nigeria) says: “We have between 50-60 seminarians. We try to instill the missionary dimension in them. We have seen positive results. Our diocese has sent priests on missions in Nigeria, as well as in Africa, Europe, Asia, and America.” “The Catholic Church is very appreciated in Africa, as many times it is the only concrete point of reference amidst the dramatic crisis that affect many nations on our continent.” 

Fr. Peter Mwangi Mathu, Spiritual Director of the Mother of Apostles Seminary in Eldoret (Kenya), tells Fides how during the dramatic days of violence in Kenya in January-February of this past year, his seminary “gave refuge to over 200 people.” “As an educator and member of the Church, I feel the responsibility to promote peace and reconciliation, beginning with people's spirit. The Catholic Church of Kenya is actively working to avoid a reprisal of the violence of recent months,” Fr. Peter said. His own family was forced to live in a refugee camp for several months. In the area, there are over 300,000 internal refugees.

Fr. Thaddeus Kasmir Mattowo, Spiritual Direcotr of the St. Charles Lwanga Senior Seminary in Dar el Salaam (Tanzania), describes the path taken by a young man on the way to the priesthood: “We have 96 students in our seminary. We offer them a complete formation program, not only theological and spiritual, but also on culture in general, because not all the students will become priests. Our educational program has three years of philosophy and four of theology, plus a year of pastoral experience. Several of the students are sent to Rome to complete their formation in Pontifical Universities.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 3/12/2008)

AFRICA/SIERRA LEONE - “There are encouraging signs, but the country is in need of aid from all of us,” a missionary from Sierra Leone says

Freetown (Agenzia Fides) - “After the peaceful and democratic elections of last year, it is evident that all Sierra Leone is making an effort to change the bad habits and negative aspects of the past and build a better, more livable world,” Agenzia Fides was told by Fr. Gerardo Caglioni, Javerian missionary, who knows well the history of Sierra Leone, where he has lived for several years now. In September 2007, Ernest Koroma was elected President (see Fides 17/9/2007). “President Koroma, a Christian, is making an effort to improve the country, which is still at the bottom of the list of the world's nations, as far as development and progress is concerned,” Fr. Caglioni said. 

“You can just imagine the difficulties and obstacles that there are in trying to change the country, even just a little bit...And now, there is the Latin American drug-trafficking lobby, which is trying to establish itself in Sierra Leone, as well, as it is a strategic location for Western Africa, in order to transport these lethal products to our beloved Europe. It should also be noted all that occurred this past summer, when in July, in the airport of Lungi, a shipment of 700 kg of drugs was found, coming from South America” (see Fides 21/7/2008).

Since last September, as well, the UN contingent has concluded its peace-keeping mission in Sierra Leone and has definitively left the country.

“There will probably be a long wait, with great impatience, as it is only through baby steps that we can make a common effort to build a better nation. Thus, we will be able to see a great improvement in the decency of life and a society that is a bit more just. The government and the President appear to be making serious efforts to make the necessary changes, however it is also evident that they are in need of foreign partnerships, in order to maintain a positive tension of reform and fight against the drug traffickers.”

The missionary continued: “At the same time, we cannot forget the great world crisis, especially as it affects the prices of general food products and fuel. It has especially affected the lives of the people of Sierra Leone, who have no social recourses or pension. In this case, it is only our charity that can be of help to them. Even if it is a small amount, it is essential and necessary. This seems to be the message that Christmas is echoing in our hearts. God-who has shared in our human nature-gives us this possibility: to share in the 'nature' of the poor, so as to imitate this power and ability of God to come to us.” 

“This year, in December, we will also be celebrating the birth of the Javerian Bishop Augusto F. Azzolini, who founded (with another three great pioneers: Fr. Calza, Stefani, and Oliviani) the Catholic mission in northern Sierra Leone. Bishop Azzolini, along with his collaborators, carried out a work of human and Christian promotion among the Muslims of Sierra Leone and thus established the first group of Christians and the first Church among them. He established schools, in the midst of a simple culture, and made them accessible to everyone...in a new method and style, to place people in contact with the Gospel and gave them the dignity of sons of God, through Christianity. In Parma (Italy), the land of his origin, they are spreading word of this man who was so important in the history of this African nation,” Fr. Caglioni concluded. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 10/12/2008)

VATICAN - AVE MARIA by Mgr Luciano Alimandi - Life is expectation

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “ I am the voice of one that cries in the desert: Prepare a way for the Lord.” (Jn 1, 23). During Advent we hear once again the 'voice' of the Lord's precursor provoking and prodding us, in order to rekindle our longing, which may have subsided, for closeness with God. This “voice” reminds us, first of all, that nothing can be purified or 'straightened' without humility. 

Haughtiness and pride, render the way to the Lord impossible. We know that haughtiness is like a “ super I syndrome ”, driving us to think we are better and more important than others. This “syndrome” can only be cured if, like children, we throw ourselves with all our might into the arms of God, humbly acknowledging that without Him man has no consistency. Pride is a leprosy of the soul, which must be cured in haste or it will spread and contaminate even the most pious and generous of deeds.

John the Baptist was well aware of this and in the desert he practised the best way of preparing a way for the Lord who comes: intense and continual exercise of humility, the virtue of virtues! He learned “to take a step backwards”, he chose to be with the least of men, he learned not to exalt himself, but rather to humiliate himself, he learned not to appear but to hide himself, not to be one who “counts" but to be simply a “voice”. 

When the priests and Levites came from Jerusalem to ask who he was, “he declared, he did not deny but declared, 'I am not the Christ.' So they asked, 'Then are you Elijah?' He replied, 'I am not.' 'Are you the Prophet?' He answered, 'No.' So they said to him, 'Who are you? We must take back an answer to those who sent us. What have you to say about yourself?' So he said, 'I am, as Isaiah prophesied: A voice of one that cries in the desert: Prepare a way for the Lord. Make his paths straight!' ” (Jn 1, 20-23). Jesus loved him deeply, seeing in him God's true servant who sought nothing for himself, but only the glory of his Lord. John the Baptist lived in that state of beatitude of which the Lord was one day to preach: “blessed are the poor in spirit: the kingdom of heaven is theirs … blessed are the pure in heart: they will see God…” (Mt 5, 3). 

Happy are you John, because you did not sit at table to be served, you served always and then in the end, you disappeared. You wore a garment of camel-hair, but although you did not know it, you progressively put on Christ, taking off the old "I". This was your programme: “He must grow greater, I must grow less” (Jn 3, 30). 

It was not difficult for the disciples of John the Baptist, like Andrew and John to follow Jesus, to be drawn by his “voice”, because they had learned from another “voice”, to recognise the Truth. John did not overshadow Jesus, he did not stand in front of him or at his side to be “seen” and “considered” with Him. He was always behind Jesus! 

John gave everything to the Lord: himself, his disciples and followers, his mission… his very life, dying for the sake of Truth! He achieved to the full the words Jesus would say one day: “Anyone who wants to save his life will lose it; but anyone who loses his life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mk 8, 35). 

Our “I”, the eternal prisoner of our heart, can only be defeated with humility which brings us to lose ourselves. To decide to follow Jesus is not enough; if we want to be like Him, to be his true friends, we must “learn to lose ”. Day after day we must practice the difficult 'art' of forgetting self, in order to contemplate Him, to look where He looks. 

If we learn this art we will stop judging others, we will stop thinking we are better, we are right, we matter, we are seen, we will stop being envious, complaining … 

The way of humility involves taking off the old person and becoming like a child, the child we once were. That “once" is not so far away, yet it takes much time and effort to return to it because a proud heart and mind, make the "I" swell and become heavy and cumbersome like a stone which refuses to move.

Only countless acts of humility, made from the depth of the heart, can move the heavy stone, and “loosen” the strings of pride which bind our will. Only humility of heart chases away the spirit of evil and shows us the joy of possessing nothing, of being truly free, as when we were children, when we knew nothing of the malice of the proud, that “intelligence” at the service of self-interest, which prevents us from entrusting ourselves to God. That “voice” continues to cry out: prepare the way for the Lord, become once again like children, or you will fall instead of running to meet the Lord who comes, he too as a Child, to visit the "little ones" of the earth! (Agenzia Fides 10/12/2008)

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Anyone who does not know God is without hope

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - In these times of the “politically correct”, the statement: “anyone who does not know God…is ultimately without hope”, might sound strange, especially to the ears of those most accustomed to confusion between “dialogue” understood as a means and “dialogue” mis-understood as an end. However the statement was made by Benedict XVI in his Encyclical, Spe salvi, at paragraph 27. 

How does one reach such a conclusion, in the philosophical rather than the moralistic sense of the word? The point of departure is the universal observation of man's structural insufficiency for himself. All the true and good of which man is capable, cannot satisfy his heart, it cannot meet his demand for the “infinite”. In this sense “ those who followed in the intellectual current of modernity… were wrong to believe that man would be redeemed through science. Such an expectation asks too much of science; this kind of hope is deceptive. Science can contribute greatly to making the world and mankind more human. Yet it can also destroy mankind and the world unless it is steered by forces that lie outside it.” (Spe salvi, n. 25). Hope, by nature, to be true hope, able to surpass human structural limits, demands totality and fullness, a demand open to the infinite Mystery, to God.

Any other hope, which is not God, is radically insufficient! And not for any moral or ethical reasons but simply because the heart wants more, it wants everything! The reality of which we are part and of which we are the point of "excellence" , is ready for Hope, indeed it yearns and begs, for infinite Hope.

This need, if adequately heeded and thematised, generates mysterious and powerful solidarity among persons who, sharing the same need, together can “beg for hope”. The basis of respect for human rights must be, even before religious values, knowledge of a correct anthropology, that is, real and not ideological anthropology. Only awareness of the “mystery” of man can forge an authentic relationship with another person. Only the rediscovery of authentic anthropology, never detached from the self-awareness of each individual, will allow a new flourishing of that integral humanism so often invoked by the servant of God, John Paul II.

In this sense, anyone who does not know God is without hope: without the great hope which, precisely because infinite – and paradoxically – historically revealed as love, is the only one “suited” to the human heart, although surpassing its needs and its limited capacity to receive, to know and to imitate. “ God is the foundation of hope: not any god, but the God who has a human face and who has loved us to the end, each one of us and humanity in its entirety. ” (n. 31). Anyone who does not know God, therefore, if he is without hope, in actual fact does not know love either. But this is the logical (and existential) opposite to that a-thematic knowledge of God, which for some should happen through love and existing-for-another. There exists a logical and chronological priority of knowledge of Love who is God over the practice of love, of faith over practice, of ontology over ethics, of dogma over experience. “ His Kingdom is not an imaginary hereafter, situated in a future that will never arrive; his Kingdom is present wherever he is loved and wherever his love reaches us. His love alone gives us the possibility of soberly persevering day by day, without ceasing to be spurred on by hope, in a world which by its very nature is imperfect. His love is at the same time our guarantee of the existence of what we only vaguely sense and which nevertheless, in our deepest self, we await: a life that is “truly” life. ” (ivi). (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)

VATICAN - The Instruction “Dignitas personae”: a great “yes” to human life

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Dignitas personae,” the Instruction published today by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on several bioethical questions - updating information contained in “Donum Vitae” - offers a great “yes” to human life from conception until natural death. The first part makes reference to anthropological, theological, and ethical aspects, while the second and third part address procreation and the problems that are coming into the light as a result of scientific progress. 

Regarding procreation, the techniques of heterologous artificial fertilization, as well as those techniques of homologous artificial fertilization, which substitute the conjugal act, are to be excluded; and “techniques aimed at removing obstacles to natural fertilization” are considered licit, if they are therapeutic; the desire is also expressed that through legislation, the recourse to adoption will be encouraged, as well as research and investment directed at the prevention of sterility. 

As for in vitro fertilization and the deliberate destruction of embryos, there is an emphasis on the immense number of embryos that are discarded (over 80%), as well as on the multiple transfer of embryos, with the goal that at least one of them will implant itself, taking measures to assure that some are done away with, so as to avoid multiple births: “a utilitarian treatment of embryos.” The instruction considers it “ethically unacceptable to dissociate procreation from the integrally personal context of the conjugal act” and defines ICSL, “technique is used with increasing frequency given its effectiveness,” as “intrinsically illicit.” 

Cryopreservation – the freezing of embryos in prevision of a second cycle of treatment – is considered “incompatible with the respect owed to human embryos.” In regards to these embryos, so called “orphans,” the Instruction says that “proposals to use these embryos for research or for the treatment of disease are obviously unacceptable because they treat the embryos as mere 'biological material' and result in their destruction.” Likewise, proposals to thaw them and “without reactivating them, use them for research, as if they were normal cadavers, is also unacceptable.” Also unacceptable are proposals to use them as “treatment for infertility” for infertile couples. Likewise, the proposal of “prenatal adoption” of these embryos presents ethical problems.

The freezing of oocytes is also considered “morally unacceptable.” It is a proposal made to avoid the serious ethical problems presented by the cryopreservation of embryos. Reduction of embryos, which is an intent to reduce the number of embryos or fetuses present in the womb through direct extermination, is defined as “intentional selective abortion.” Preimplantation diagnosis “constitutes an act of abortion.” This form of prenatal diagnosis linked to the techniques of artificial fertilization and is “directed toward the qualitative selection and consequent destruction of embryos.” 

The Instruction also addresses the use of forms of interception (techniques that intercept the embryo before it is implanted on the uterine wall) and contragestation (which provokes the elimination of the embryo that has been recently implanted), placing them within “the sin of abortion.”

As for the “new treatments which involve the manipulation of the embryo or the human genetic patrimony,” among those considered licit are those interventions made through techniques of genetic engineering on somatic cells (tissues and organs of the body) with a strictly therapeutic purpose. However, in the case of gene therapy using stem cells, in the present state of research, “it is not morally permissible to act in a way that may cause possible harm to the resulting progeny.” As for the question of using genetic engineering for purposes other than medical treatment, to manipulate, improve, or strengthen the gene pool, it says that “the attempt to create a new type of human being one can recognize an ideological element in which man tries to take the place of his Creator.”

Cloning is considered intrinsically illicit, as it is an attempt to “it seeks to give rise to a new human being without a connection to the act of reciprocal self-giving between the spouses and, more radically, without any link to sexuality.” As for reproductive cloning, which seeks to determine arbitrarily the genetic characteristics of another person, represents “a grave offense to the dignity of that person as well as to the fundamental equality of all people.” Even more serious yet is therapeutic cloning (which seeks to create embryos with the intention of destroying them, in an attempt to cure illnesses), which is considered as “incompatible with human dignity.”

Adult stem-cell research is encouraged and the use of stem-cells from the umbilical cord at the moment of birth, as well as the use of fetus tissues of those who have died a natural death is considered licit. So-called hybridization, which mixes human and animal genetic elements capable of disrupting the specific identity of man, is an offense to the dignity of the human person. This process uses animal oocytes for reprogramming the nuclei of human somatic cells. 

Experimentation on embryos is a source of serious moral disorder and researchers are asked not to use “biological material” illicitly obtained, produced in a research center or made available commercially. (DQ) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2008)

ASIA/MYANMAR - “The fruits of the mission in Myanmar include an increase in baptisms and vocations. The Church is growing, praying and working for peace.” Interview with Archbishop Charles Maung Bo of Yangon

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Church in Myanmar is growing, in spite of the difficulties. 30 years ago, there were 390,000 Catholics (1978); now there are 650,000 distributed across the 14 dioceses. There is an increase in baptisms and vocations and our future is hopeful.” This is what Archbishop Charles Maung Bo of Yangon told Agenzia Fides in an interview held during a seminar taking place in Rome, organized by Caritas Internationalis. Agenzia Fides asked him several questions on the local Church.

How is the life and mission of the Church in Myanmar?

The Church is active and constantly “giving birth” to new children. The mission is going well in the largest dioceses of Yangon and Mandalay, while in the others it is more difficult, considering the lay of the land. In the past, we had many missionaries who contributed to the spread of the Gospel in Myanmar. Today, the evangelization effort is mainly led, especially in the tribal areas, by the catechists and laity. In addition to the spiritual aspect, we carry out social services, education, and aid for the poor...and many people are asking to be baptized. And the fruits are evident: just 30 years ago, the Catholics of Myanmar numbered 390,000 (1978); now there are 650,000 distributed across the 14 dioceses.

How are relations with the government?

The government respects us: we enjoy freedom of worship and mission. We can carry out pastoral and social activities, however we do have some difficulty with the construction of new churches and missionaries being allowed to enter the country. We respect the authorities and we try to maintain good relations on a local and national level. Sometimes the authorities are afraid that our frequent contact with the Universal Church, outside the country, could lead to an open opposition of the Church against the government. However, in accord with the Social Doctrine of the Church, we do not enter directly into political matters. We try to do all we can to live with this situation and look after the People of God. The Church has always shown herself to be on the people's side, placing her resources at their service, bringing them consolation, aid, and assistance. We are asking the faithful to pray for the nation and we always try to dialogue with civil authorities. 

How is the situation as far as vocations are concerned?

Vocations to the priesthood and religious life are on the rise, enough to meet the needs of the Church in Myanmar and elsewhere, in the missions. The interdiocesan seminary in Yangon, the only one for all the dioceses of the country, currently has 300 seminarians. Every year there are about 4-5 ordinations in each diocese. We are hopeful for the future of the Church.

Could you tell us about the commitment of the laity?

The laity are more and more involved in the pastoral work of the Church, in the government, in the organization of communities, in catechesis, and in the evangelization of the most remote villages. We are very happy with the growth and maturing process of the laity in Myanmar, considering there ever greater involvement in social activities.

How are you living this Year of Saint Paul?

For us, the Year of Saint Paul is an opportunity for strengthening our communion with the Universal Church. We held a solemn inauguration of the Year and we are supporting the faithful with readings and meditation of the texts of the Apostle. This is the most important focus. In the Archdiocese of Yangon we are living 2009 as “the Year of the Word of God” and in this sense, Saint Paul will be our model. It is also an opportunity for mission work, especially through the Congregation of the “Brothers and Sisters of Saint Paul,” an institute of Diocesan Right, who have carried out several evangelization initiatives in the Yangon area.

How do you celebrate Christmas?

We celebrate the Mass in all the dioceses and parishes. Christmas is for us an occasion to give our people a clearer message, to approach new people, to live a time of harmony with members of other religions who visit us. My message this year will focus on love for the poorest of the poor: Christ became poor and we can find Him in the poor. Furthermore, Christ is the Word of God, the Word Made Flesh. Thus, I will be reminding the faithful that today the Word of God is our life and source for the mission. 

How are ecumenical and interreligious relations?

We have very good relations with the other Christian denominations, especially the Baptists, with whom we hold prayer and formation encounters.

With the Buddhists (the majority of the population) and Muslims, there is a mutual respect and esteem. We cooperate on social projects, as was the case in the humanitarian aid effort following Cyclon Nargis last May. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 18/12/2008)

AFRICA/CONGO DR - An uncertain Christmas in East Congo, where hundreds of thousands of refugees are living in make-shift camps. Reflections from a missionary.

Kinshasa (Agenzia Fides) - “What is cause for concern is the situation of absolute uncertainty that continues to weigh heavily on Congo and on the neighboring countries, like a black cloud,” Fr. Antonio Trettel, Javerian missionary, writes from Bukavu, the capital of South Kivu, in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. “Even when the situation seems to have calmed down a bit in recent weeks in Goma and the surrounding areas (at about 200 km from Bukavu, in the to the North of Lake Kivu), there are still armed groups in the area, who continue to use child soldiers. The war could erupt into even more violence at any moment.” 

“The political situation is continually more uncertain and produces inefficient results. The truth is that the government is not only weak, impotent or accomplice, but it is also paralyzed with fear of the various world powers that present themselves as the ones with the perfect solution, more than willing to give advice that no one asked them for, to present their diagnosis (which of course is always impeccable, although it contradicts the the recent solution given by the previous counselor) and to awaken Congo from its coma. The sad part is that it is precisely these powers that have reduced Congo to the state it is now in, as they are the ones financing the various mercenary groups, with the intention of illegally exploiting the country's natural resources. This is the true cause of the situation and it is precisely the part that no one wants to acknowledge nor solve! 

In the meantime, the humanitarian situation is increasingly more catastrophic and tragic, both for the hundreds of thousands of people in Goma and the surrounding areas, who are constantly fleeing violence, as well as for the other 60 million Congolese people...who are without a country, without work, without peace, without dignity, without a true national autonomy, and with the structures and infrastructures (highways, schools, medical services, administrative services) in a state of calamity. 

Fr. Trettel, however, was hopeful in concluding: “And the real Christmas – doesn't it say that 'we will be visited by the sun that rises on high, to lead our steps on the path of peace?' I think that this is really true and I hope so, with all my strength! If you all believe, too, then we should desire with all our hearts, without it being simply a cliché, a formality void of meaning...a merry Christmas.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2008)

EUROPE/GERMANY - Agenzia Fides interviews an illegal immigrant in Germany on the tariffs and the fears of someone trying to enter Europe (Luca de Mata writes from Germany)

Cologne (Agenzia Fides) – An interview with an illegal Filipino immigrant normally involves a gathering of the large Filipino community. All of them want to tell their story. The trip. Humiliations and the debts that have been acquired in the effort to make it here, and which they have still not paid off. Threats and blackmail, and even though the majority of them are now legal, they prefer to remain anonymous. All of them arrived through the so-called “agencies” which are nothing more than criminal terms for the traffic of those wishing to immigrate. 

Agenzia Fides: I have traveled to the Philippines and I am familiar with the poverty and employment difficulties, the struggle to give their children a good education, the corruption and the misery...I understand why you would want to come to Europe. You probably wish to remain anonymous because you still have family members you wish to try to bring over here, even if it means using the “agency,” which will surely demand money, lots of money. The debt continues. Is that the case?

Yes, it is just as you say! Getting here to Germany has been a great sacrifice, being illegal and without documentation. It has been difficult. I have always lived in an honest manner, but even when I found a job, at the beginning they treated me as a slave and I could not speak the language. I did not understand. At times I certainly did make mistakes, because since I didn't understand the language I would sometimes do the opposite of what I had been told. However, I worked on good faith. They also knew that I couldn't understand, but I found no understanding from my owners. I would have gone back, but I had the debt that continued accumulating, as I could not afford to pay it off. In spit of it all, I continued on with the dream of being able to support myself, I thought of my family and my son's future.

Agenzia Fides: And, if you want – I repeat, only if you would like to – why don't you tell us how much you gave the agency and if you know, how much do people pay now?

When I finally found a good job, I still continued having problems on account of my lack of documents, although it was easier than at the beginning because I was able to continue paying back the money to the agency little by little. The constant fear of being sent back and then the fear of threats. I have taken years to find calm once more. Now I hope to reunite myself with my family, because now I am legal. There are people who say I should use the agency again, but I don't want to. It has been a terrible experience. I have recovered thanks to the activities we do in this community, thanks to the faith, the faith that God is great...I continue, we continue walking onward. Now I am happy, because I know that wherever I go, God is always there. 

Agenzia Fides: Yes, and what about the agency....

I paid about 5 or 6 thousand Euros, but now it is more expensive...perhaps 10,000 Euros and it is very dangerous, very dangerous. (Luca de Mata writes from Cologne) (Agenzia Fides 23/12/2008)
AFRICA/EGYPT – “Perhaps if the Lord had chosen to be born in this epoch, given God's way of acting, He would not have disdained this place”: says a missionary working in the rag-picker district of Cairo

Cairo (Agenzia Fides) – “In our very modest structure we try to make sure the small classrooms where we teach our children are kept clean. We insist on the necessity of hygiene and order as a system of life, and we hope that in time we will render our children, adults of tomorrow, able to manage better in the spaces of life”, Fides was told by Italian Comboni missionary Fr. Luciano Verdoscia, who has worked for years among children in Mansheya, Cairo's district of rag-pickers or Zabbaleen. For several weeks now the already difficult living and working conditions, have been worsened by sewage overflowing from blocked drains.

“One of the teachers suggested suspending lessons for a few days because the Centro is difficult to reach. We have to follow stepping stones to keep out of the mud. After consulting others at the Centro, we decided to continue the lessons. It is a little more difficult than usual, but we have so many problems that one more makes little difference. The environment disaster is such that it will be years before any incisive changes are seen ” Fr Luciano told Fides.

The missionary has local and foreign volunteers working with him. “Here at the end of the world not many visitors come to see us. It is not easy to reach this corner of the earth, and even less to think of doing a little volunteer work here and I am always surprised by the courage and perseverance of those who dedicate a few hours of the week to the children of our poor world”.

Perhaps precisely in these situations of difficulty and discomfort, the spirit of Christmas can be better grasped, as Fr. Luciano says: “Our trials and tribulations are many, but we would be ungrateful to God if we failed to tell you that this experience fills us with joy. Thinking about Christmas I asked myself what it means to me to wait for the Lord, or to set out on a journey guided by a star like the Wise Men, or receive the news from the angels like the shepherds. I recall with renewed wonder the crib scenes which my father, my brother and I used to build every Christmas: here are the Three Wise travellers, far away in the distance,  to reach Jesus by 6 January. Reality forces me to look at our overcrowded and disastrous district. Suddenly I remember that Jesus today, as then, is born for us, here in a stable. Do you know…the name of this rag pickers district 'Zaraib' means 'stable'? This is because of the donkeys, goats and pigs which are kept here, and which populate the district  with dogs, cats and thousands of rats. Perhaps if the Lord had chosen to be born in this epoch, given God's way of acting, He would not have disdained this place. Who knows what our slum, overflowing with refuse, would look like on Christmas Eve if the angels were to decorate it with gold and silver lights and sing the heavenly songs:"...Adeste fideles.......Tu scendi dalle stelle Stars…..Glory to God in the Highest. Dearly beloved, God has truly pitched his tent among the derelict of the earth!” (L.M.) (Agenzia Fides 23/12/2008 righe 37 parole 569)
VATICAN – Suffering for Christ amidst the indifference of the world 
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - That today persecuted Christianity on many world scenes is not news, is a fact well known and repeatedly confirmed by the little media attention generally given to the issue of Christians (including Catholics) persecuted for the faith.

Attention in these cases, sad to say ever more numerous, focuses on political, social and ethnic reasons, but hardly ever on merely religious ones. To say that Christians are persecuted because of the cross they adore and which they take as an example for life, is not politically correct and above all for some, a fact to hide, to minimise, to be silent about. But why should one minimise the greatness of ordinary men and women of many different countries who suffer for their faith day after day? Why should compromise, concealment, hypocrisy and cowardice be widely exalted rather than the virtue of the courage and consistency of men and women in the remotest corners of the earth who offer daily witness to a decadent west too forgetful of its identity to be able to preserve or live it?

There emerges from daily news reports an explicit will to reduce violence experienced by Christians in Somalia and Kenya, in Nigeria and Congo, in Kurdistan and in India, to facts detached from the value and significance of following Christ even to the cross. Perhaps the media of half the world which control and channel priority information in a grid of importance and explanation, abhor the image of these crowds letting themselves be beaten and robbed of every right, even killed, in order to be faithful to the Cross.

So, with the assistance of eminent sociologists and political scientists, conflicts are reduced to mere local clashes, determined realities: faith in that Christ  “who is scandal for the Jews and folly for the Greeks”. That folly of martyrdom is undervalued, or better, occulted, because today it is still, for the society of material opulence and spiritual collapse, both “scandal and folly”. While secularised Europe (in Spain) disfigures its historic and spiritual heritage banning in the name of tolerance Crucifixes in public places, so too Christians are banned from newscasts and newspapers: otherwise they might appear to be the only ones who let themselves be persecuted and this could only upset ecumenical and dialoguing harmony.

The truth is that in a world ruled by the stronger man wins and the absolute priority of matter and corporeity, over soul and spirit, Christianity is rapidly becoming once again, as it was named by Nietzsche, “the religion of the feeble”, the religion of a group of fools. So it is better to drown this 'feeble' religion in dialogue and in conciliation. Unfortunately dialoguing and being conciliating only helps, not to bring salvation, but to understand each other better and unfortunately in the various scenes of the world it is not the Christians who fail to make themselves understood … Christianity, however, is not a religion of dialogue, a cowardly and haughty form of defence from enemies and persecutors: it is the religion of forgiveness and of sacrifice in the name of Christ and today, not only are too few ready to sacrifice themselves for Him, but too few understand the reasons for doing so and defend them. On the other hand, why defend or protect thousands of men and women who follow the “scandal” and the “folly” of Christ? (F.C.) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2008)
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