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FIDES News Service– 28 February 2009

FIDES SPECIAL FEATURE

Instrumentum mensis Februarii

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI 

pro Evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus V – Numerus II, Februarius A.D. MMIX

During the General Audiences this month, The Holy Father Benedict XVI concluded the cycle of catechesis on St Paul to mark the Year of St Paul and on 11 February he started a presentation of the great Writers of the Church of the East and the West. Also on the 11 , Feast of Our Lady of Lourdes and 17th World Day for the Sick, at the end of a special Mass in St Peter's Basilica, the Holy Father met some sick people. 

Friday 20, eve of the Feast of Our Lady of Trust, Benedict XVI visited the Major Seminary of Rome where he gave a lectio divina for seminarians on St Paul's Letter di San Paolo to the Galatians. On 25th Ash Wednesday the Holy Father went to the Aventine Hill where, after a brief prayer at the church of St Anselmo he went in procession to the Basilica of Santa Sabina, to preside Mass with the blessing and  imposition of ashes.

Among the audiences granted by the Holy Father this month we mention: February 12, members of a delegation of the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organization; February 14,  participant at a study meeting to mark the 80th anniversary of the foundation of Vatican City State; February 19,  the community of the Pio Latino Americano College in Rome; February 21, participants at an international Scientific Congress organised for the general assembly of the Pontifical Academy for Life; February 27, members of the associations Pro Petri Sede and Etrennes Pontificales. The Holy Father also received for their respective ad limina visits the Catholics Bishops of Turkey and Nigeria.

Moreover the Holy Father issued special messages for the 17th World Day of the Sick and for the Season of Lent 2009 on the theme “ "He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was hungry" (Mt 4, 2). He also sent, on 2 February, a message to His Holiness Kirill, Patriarch of Moscow and All Russian on this occasion of his enthronement, and on 25 February a Message to Brazilian Catholics for the Fraternity Campaign 2009

The Holy Father made two special appeals this month: at the end of the General Audience on 4 February for the  situation in Sri Lanka, where civil conflict is ever more serious and after the Angelus on the 8th , for Madagascar, where political tension is high.

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 February 2009 – Angelus

2 February 2009 – Feast of the Presentation – 13th Day for Consecrated Life 

2 February 2009 - Message to His Holiness Kirill, Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia on the occasion of his enthronement 

2 February 2009 – Audience to Catholic Bishops of Turkey on Ad Limina visit

3 February 2009 – Lenten Message 2009

4 February 2009 – General Audience

7 February 2009 – Message for 17th World Day of the Sick 

8 February 2009 – Angelus

11 February 2009 – General Audience

11 February 2009 – Meeting with sick people – 17th World Day of the Sick

12 February 2009 – Audience with delegation Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations 

14 February 2009 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Nigeria on Ad Limina visit 

14 February 2009 – Audience with participants at Study Meeting to mark 80th anniversary of the founding of Vatican City State 

15 February 2009 - Angelus

16 February 2009 – Telegramme of sympathy for the death of Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan

18 February 2009 – General Audience

19 February 2009 – Audience with the community of the Pio Latino Americano College in Rome 

20 February 2009 – Visit to Major Roam Seminary 

21 February 2009 – Audience to Scientific Congress on occasion of General Assembly Pontifical Academy for Life









22 February 2009 – Angelus

25 February 2009 – Message to Brazilian Catholics for the Fraternity Campaign 2009

25 February 2009 – Ash Wednesday Procession and Mass at Santa Sabina Basilica on the Aventine

26 February 2009 – Meeting with clergy of the diocese of Rome 

27 February 2009 – Audience with members of Associations Pro Petri Sede and Etrennes Pontificales
VERBA PONTIFICIS
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QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – AMERICA/CUBA - Celebration of a Congress on Saint Paul: facsimile edition of the 1st Letter of Saint Peter and special edition of the Letter to the Romans
Year of St Paul – ASIA/HONG KONG - An initiative for the Year of Saint Paul: his conversion and missionary travels illustrated in paintings by 30 students (including non-Catholics)
Year of St Paul - ASIA/TAIWAN - Pastoral Letter from the Regional Bishops' Conference of Taiwan for the 150th anniversary of evangelization: imitating Saint Paul, on a mission of evangelization in every area
Year of St. Paul - EUROPE/ITALY - Youth Missionary Congress during the Year of St. Paul on “Paul's secret” and European Youth Missionary Pilgrimage to Rome with theme: “Missionaries like Paul
Economic Crisis - AMERICA/COLOMBIA - CELAM's concern for the serious global financial crisis
Economic Crisis - AMERICA/MEXICO - Bishops' proposals in response to the economic crisis: everyone is responsible and should show greater sensitivity 

Economic Crisis - VATICAN - Economic crisis: Holy See warns of the effects of recession on poor nations and children, need for ethics in economic and financial undertakings

Education - EUROPE/SPAIN - Second National Encounter of “Education for Citizenship” Objectors: thousands of families stand firm in defense of their rights and their children's education
Emergency - AFRICA/MADAGASCAR - Madagascar amidst political crisis, administrative chaos and famine looming on the horizon
Emergency - AFRICA/ZIMBABWE - Southern African Bishops declare February 15 “Zimbabwe Sunday,” in solidarity with the suffering
Emergency - AMERICA/ARGENTINA - The Church shows its solidarity with landslide victims; Ash Wednesday collection will go to families affected
Emergency - ASIA/CHINA - State of emergency declared for the severe drought affecting the larger part of the country, Catholics offering their own contribution in the aid effort

Hunger - AFRICA/KENYA - Over 10 million Kenyans are at risk for hunger; Cardinal Njue says: “we must weed out the culture of corruption and selfishness that has caused an artificial rise in prices.”

Hunger - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - FAO Report: severe food crisis in 32 countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America; worries about the droughts in China and Argentina

Family - ASIA/HONG KONG - Pastoral Commission on Marriage and the Family promotes social commitment to defend the family and marriage, following Meeting of Families in Mexico

Youth - AMERICA/ECUADOR - “Youth Without Borders” missionaries celebrate 30 years of life and service

Youth - ASIA/HOLY LAND - Over 1.5 million youth of the world prayed for peace in the Holy Land; “thank you” from the Holy Father and the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem

Migration - EUROPE/ITALY - The role of the family within the complex phenomenon of migration

Migration - VATICAN - “The results of the policies and projects for tourism will only be successful if they are accompanied by a social and environmental, as well as economic, vision.” Letter from the Pontifical Council for Migrants to the International Tourism Exchange (BIT) Exhibition

Mission - ASIA/INDIA - Final Message from the Goa Mission Congress: “proclaim the love of God in our families, in our wards and to the world.”

Mission – ASIA/MYANMAR - Missionaries of Saint Paul: a strength for evangelization

Mission - EUROPE/SPAIN - Pastoral Instruction “The Present Situation of the Mission Ad Gentes in Spain” encourages generosity in responding to the mission, because it's everyone's mission
Continental Mission - AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Bishops conclude meeting on the Continental Mission
Continental Mission - AMERICA/PANAMA - Sunday, March 1, launching of Great Mission until 2013, 500th anniversary of evangelization
Pontifical Mission Societies -  EUROPE/POLAND - Jubilee Year for 150th anniversary of the Holy Childhood Association celebrated with a Solemn Mass and meeting of the PMS National Council
Pontifical Mission Societies - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Prayer Vigil of PMS throughout the world, for fire victims
Violence - AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Church denounces acts of violence that infringe on fundamental rights and freedoms of the people
Violence - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Trafficking in human persons: the most exploited are women destined for prostitution (79%); in Africa, the primary victims are children (uncertain the number) recruited for forced labor
Life - EUROPE/ITALY - Statement from the Italian Bishops' Conference on the death of Eluana Englaro
SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/MALAWI - The challenge for women running in Malawi's elections, amidst the nation's trials: a missionary offers his testimony
ASIA/MONGOLIA - “A Catholic education system is definitely a priority,” Bishop Padilla tells Fides, announcing the upcoming entrance of the first Mongolian seminarian
AFRICA/CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC - The road to peace continues, even in the most isolated areas of Central Africa: missionary testimony

VATICAN - AVE MARIA: Mgr Luciano Alimandi - The saints: masterpieces of the Holy Spirit!
VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Relationship to suffering, true measure of humanity

AFRICA/SIERRA LEON - Three guerrillas indicted in Sierra Leon for repeated sexual offenses is “a first step towards justice” missionary tells Fides
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 February 2009 – Angelus
VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus reminds faithful that “euthanasia is a false solution to the drama of suffering...The true answer cannot be putting someone to death, however “kindly,” but to bear witness to the love that helps us to face pain and agony in a human way.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, February 1, before reciting the Angelus with faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square, the Holy Father Benedict XVI recalled that in the Sunday celebrations of this liturgical year, the liturgy presents the Gospel of Saint Mark. One of the characteristic marks of this “Messianic secret,” the fact that for the moment, Jesus does not want anyone outside the restricted group of his disciples to know that he is the Christ, the Son of God. “He knows in fact that to liberate humanity from the dominion of sin he must be sacrificed on the cross as the true paschal lamb. The devil, for his part, tries to divert his attention and direct it instead toward a human logic of a powerful and successful messiah. The cross of Christ will be the demon’s ruin, and this is why Jesus does not cease to teach his disciples that in order to enter into his glory he must suffer much, be rejected, condemned and crucified. Suffering is an integral part of his mission.” 

In suffering and dying on the cross for love, Jesus has given meaning to our suffering, “a meaning that many men and women of every age understood and made their own, experiencing profound serenity even in the bitterness of difficult physical and moral trials.” Recalling the Message from the Italian Bishops, on the Day for Life (celebrated in Italy on the first Sunday of February), on the theme: “The strength of life in suffering,” Benedict XVI affirmed: “I wholeheartedly join in their message in which we see the love of pastors for their people, and the courage to proclaim the truth, the courage to state with clarity, for example, that euthanasia is a false solution to the drama of suffering, a solution unworthy of man. The true answer cannot be putting someone to death, however 'kindly,' but to bear witness to the love that helps us to face pain and agony in a human way. We are certain: No tear, whether it be of those who suffer or those who stand by them, goes unnoticed before God.”

After the Angelus, the Holy Father spoke on the liturgical feast of the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, on February 2. “In this event Jesus’ consecration to God the Father is manifested and, linked to it, that of the Virgin Mary.” John Paul II desired that this feast, in which many consecrated persons take or renew their vows, be the Day of Consecrated Life. In the afternoon of February 2, there will be an encounter with the Pope, in the Basilica of Saint Peter, with the consecrated men and women of Rome. 

After announcing this event, the Pope invited everyone “to thank the Lord for the precious gift of these brothers and sisters, and to ask him, through the intercession of the Madonna, for many new vocations, in the variety of charisms with which the Church is rich.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/2/2009)

2 February 2009 –Feast of the Presentation – 13th Day for Consecrated Life 

VATICAN - On the 13th Day of Consecrated Life, the Pope tells religious that imitating Saint Paul in following Christ, is “the best way to respond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Monday, February 2, Feast of the Presentation of the Lord in the Temple and 13th Day of Consecrated Life, Cardinal Franc Rode, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, presided a Mass for the members of Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life in Saint Peter's Basilica.

“I give thanks to my God at every remembrance of you, praying always with joy in my every prayer for all of you, because of your partnership for the gospel from the first day until now” (Phil 1:3-5): with these words, in the setting of the Year of Saint Paul, the Pope addressed the religious gathered in Saint Peter's Basilica, recalling that “in this greeting to the Christians of Philippi, Paul expresses his affectionate memory of those who personally live the Gospel and work to make it known, uniting care for their interior life to the work of the apostolic mission.”

The Holy Father continued: “in the Church's tradition, Saint Paul has always been recognised as father and master of those who, called by the Lord, have chosen to dedicate themselves unconditionally to Him and His Gospel. Various religious institutes have taken the name of Saint Paul and have received their specific charismatic inspiration from him. It could be said that for all the consecrated, he repeats his frank and affectionate invitation: 'Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.' (1 Cor 11:1)...Imitating him by following Jesus is the best way to respond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church.” 

From Saint Paul we learn that “we can live a lifestyle that expresses the substance of a consecrated life inspired by the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience. In the life of poverty he saw a guarantee that the Gospel would be announced gratuitously. At the same time, such a life is an expression of real solidarity towards brothers and sisters in need...Paul is also an apostle who, accepting God's call to chastity, gave his heart to the Lord in an undivided manner, in order to serve his brothers with greater freedom and dedication...As for obedience, we can observe that fulfilling God's will, under daily pressure because of his anxiety for all the churches, "inspired, shaped and consumed his life, making it a sacrifice agreeable to God."

Another fundamental aspect of the consecrated life of Paul that the Pope focused on is the mission: “He was entirely for Jesus in order to be, like Jesus, for everyone. ... In him, so closely bound to the person of Christ, we recognize a profound capacity to unite spiritual life and missionary activity. In him, these two dimensions support one another. And thus, we could say that he belonged to that group of 'mystical builders,' whose lives are a blend of contemplation and action, open to God and brethren, in order to carry out an effective service to the Gospel.”

Lastly, citing the recent Instruction on “The Service of Authority and Obedience,” Benedict XVI expressed his hope that the Year of St. Paul may further encourage the consecrated to “welcome the witness of St. Paul, meditating daily upon the Word of God through the faithful practice of 'lectio divina'...May the Apostle help you to accomplish your apostolic service in and with the Church, with an unreserved spirit of communion, making a gift of your charisms to others and bearing witness to the greatest charism of all, which is charity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/2/2009)

2 February –Message to His Holiness Kirill, for his enthronement as Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia 

VATICAN - The Holy Father Benedict XVI's Message to His Holiness Kirill, Patriarch of Moscow and of All Russia, upon his enthronement

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, February 1, in Moscow, in the Cathedral of Christ Savior, there was a special ceremony of enthronement for the new Patriarch of Moscow and of All Russia, His Holiness Kirill. The Holy Father, who had congratulated the new Patriarch on his election and assured him of his prayers (see Fides 29/1/2009), sent a delegation led by Cardinal Walter Kasper, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, to whom he confided his Message and the gift of a chalice for Patriarch Kirill, sign of his desire to enter into full communion soon. In his message, the Holy Father writes:

“I greet Your Holiness with joy as you undertake the great responsibility of shepherding the venerable Russian Orthodox Church. I readily recall the good will which characterized our meetings at the time of your service as President of the Department of External Church Relations. On the occasion of your enthronement I wish, therefore, to reaffirm my esteem and my spiritual closeness. I pray that our heavenly Father will grant you the abundant gifts of the Holy Spirit in your ministry and enable you to guide the Church in the love and peace of Christ.

You are now the successor of our beloved brother of revered memory, His Holiness Alexy II, who left his people a deep and abiding inheritance of ecclesial renewal and development, as he led the Russian Orthodox Church out of the long and difficult period of suffering under the totalitarian and atheistic system to a new, active presence and service in today’s society. Patriarch Alexis II worked assiduously for the unity of the Russian Orthodox Church and for communion with the other Orthodox Churches. He likewise maintained a spirit of openness and cooperation with other Christians, and with the Catholic Church in particular, for the defence of Christian values in Europe and in the world. I am certain that Your Holiness will continue to build on this solid foundation, for the good of your people and for the benefit of Christians everywhere.

As President of the Department of External Church Relations, you yourself played an outstanding role in forging a new relationship between our Churches, a relationship based on friendship, mutual acceptance and sincere dialogue in facing the difficulties of our common journey. It is my earnest hope that we will continue to cooperate in finding ways to foster and strengthen communion in the Body of Christ, in fidelity to our Saviour’s prayer that all may be one, so that the world may believe (cf. Jn 17:21).

Conscious of the enormous responsibilities which accompany the spiritual and pastoral ministry to which the Holy Spirit has called you, I renew to Your Holiness the assurance of my prayers and fraternal good will. I ask Almighty God to bless you with his love, to watch over the beloved Russian Church, and to sustain the Bishops, priests and all the faithful in the unfailing hope which is ours in Christ Jesus. From the Vatican, 28 January 2009. Benedictus PP. XVI (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/2/2009)

2 February 2009 – Audience with the Catholic Bishops of Turkey on Ad Limina visit

VATICAN - Pope tells Bishops of Turkey it is important “for Christians and Muslims to work together to promote humanity, life, peace and justice, The distinction between the civil and the religious sphere is clearly a value that deserves to be protected.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Your visit, that is providentially taking place in the year dedicated to St. Paul, assumes particular importance as you are pastors in the land where the Apostle of the Gentiles was born and where he founded many communities,” the Holy Father Benedict XVI told the Bishops of Turkey, whom he received in their Ad limina apostolorum visit on February 2. “I know that in your country you have given particular emphasis to this Jubilee Year, and that many pilgrims are visiting the sites so dear to the Christian tradition. My wish is that they may find easier access to those places which are so significant for the Christian faith, and to liturgical celebrations. I am also greatly delighted by the ecumenical dimension given to the Year of St. Paul, thus showing the importance of this initiative for the other Christian communities and Churches. May this year be one of new progress on the path towards the unity of all Christians!”

After recalling the long and rich history of the local Church in Turkey, which dates back to the times of the first Christians, the Pope wished “to also remember all the Christians, priests and laity, who have borne witness to Christ's charity, at times to the point of giving the highest gift of their own life, as did Father Andrea Santoro. May this prestigious history be for your communities - the vigour of whose faith and abnegation under trial I am well aware - not only a reminder of a glorious past, but also a stimulus to continue with generosity along the journey you have begun, bearing witness among your brothers and sisters to God's love for all human beings.”

The Holy Father thus showed the importance of “deepening the Church's faith and living in an ever more intense and lasting hope. In ecclesial communion the people of God will find an effective support for their faith and hope.” After mentioning how the Bishops are primarily responsible for the concrete realization of the community's unity, the Pontiff highlighted that communion must reign among them, and in the diversity of rites, it “is expressed above all in the true fraternity and mutual collaboration that enables them to carry out their ministry in a collegial spirit, strengthening the body of Christ. This unity finds a vital source in the Word of God, which the recent Synod of Bishops showed has great importance in the life and mission of the Church.” The then encouraged them to form the faithful “so that Sacred Scripture may not remain a Word of the past, but it may enlighten their existence and allow them to truly come in contact with God.”

The Holy Father offered encouragement to the priests and religious, many of whom come from other countries and must face an often tiring task of trying to integrate themselves into the local Churches, “ in order to offer all Catholics the pastoral attention they need, without forgetting the weakest and most isolated.” The number of priests, which is often not enough, should lead them to “the development of an intense vocations ministry.” Benedict XVI thus mentioned the commitment to youth ministry, which is important so that they can acquire “a Christian formation that will help them to strengthen their faith and to live it in an often difficult situational context,” and the formation of the laity, which should “allow them to use competence and efficiency in carrying out their responsibility in the heart of the Church .”

In concluding his address, the Holy Father affirmed: “The Christian community in your country, lives in a nation governed by a constitution that affirms the lay nature of the State, but where the majority of the population is Muslim. For this reason it is very important for Christians and Muslims to work together to promote humanity, life, peace and justice, The distinction between the civil and the religious sphere is clearly a value that deserves to be protected. It is up to the State to provide effective guarantees that all citizens and all religious communities may enjoy freedom of worship and religion, making any violence against believers, whatever their religion may be, unacceptable. In this context, I am well aware of your desire and readiness to open a sincere dialogue with the authorities in order to find a solution to the various problems your communities have to face, such as recognition for the juridical status of the Catholic Church and her property. Such recognition cannot but have positive consequences for everyone. It would be appropriate for permanent contacts to be established, for example through a bilateral commission, in order to study as-yet unresolved questions.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/2/2009)

3 February 2009 –  Message for Lent 2009
VATICAN - In his Lenten Message, the Pope recalls that fasting for believers “is, in the first place, a “therapy” to heal all that prevents them from conformity to the will of God.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his Message for Lent 2009, entitled: “He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was hungry” (Mt 4:1-2), the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on the meaning and value of fasting. “Lent recalls the forty days of our Lord’s fasting in the desert, which He undertook before entering into His public ministry,” the Pope wrote. “We might wonder what value and meaning there is for us Christians in depriving ourselves of something that in itself is good and useful for our bodily sustenance.”

The Holy Father, quoting various passages of the Old Testament, beginning with the Book of Genesis, points out the fact that “since all of us are weighed down by sin and its consequences, fasting is proposed to us as an instrument to restore friendship with God.” In the New Testament, Jesus explains the deeper meaning of fasting, “condemning the attitude of the Pharisees, who scrupulously observed the prescriptions of the law, but whose hearts were far from God. True fasting...is rather to do the will of the Heavenly Father, who 'sees in secret, and will reward you' (Mt 6:18). He Himself sets the example, answering Satan, at the end of the forty days spent in the desert that 'man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God' (Mt 4:4). The true fast is thus directed to eating the 'true food,' which is to do the Father’s will (cf. Jn 4:34)...and open in the heart of the believer a path to God. Moreover, fasting is a practice that is encountered frequently and recommended by the saints of every age.”

Today, the practice of fasting “in our own day, fasting seems to have lost something of its spiritual meaning, and has taken on, in a culture characterized by the search for material well-being, a therapeutic value for the care of one’s body,” the Pope said, pointing out that “fasting certainly bring benefits to physical well-being, but for believers, it is, in the first place, a 'therapy' to heal all that prevents them from conformity to the will of God.” Benedict XVI then made reference to the Apostolic Constitution “Pænitemini” of Servant of God Paul VI, in order to appreciate the “authentic and perennial significance of this long held practice may be rediscovered, and thus assist us to mortify our egoism and open our heart to love of God and neighbor.” 

The practice of fasting also contributes “to conferring unity to the whole person, body and soul, helping to avoid sin and grow in intimacy with the Lord...Denying material food, which nourishes our body, nurtures an interior disposition to listen to Christ and be fed by His saving word. Through fasting and praying, we allow Him to come and satisfy the deepest hunger that we experience in the depths of our being: the hunger and thirst for God. At the same time, fasting is an aid to open our eyes to the situation in which so many of our brothers and sisters live...By freely embracing an act of self-denial for the sake of another, we make a statement that our brother or sister in need is not a stranger.”

The Holy Father then encouraged parishes and communities to “ intensify in Lent the custom of private and communal fasts, joined to the reading of the Word of God, prayer and almsgiving. From the beginning, this has been the hallmark of the Christian community, in which special collections were taken up, the faithful being invited to give to the poor what had been set aside from their fast.” 

The Message concludes by pointing out that “fasting represents an important ascetical practice, a spiritual arm to do battle against every possible disordered attachment to ourselves,” and “the ultimate goal of fasting is to help each one of us, as the Servant of God Pope John Paul II wrote, to make the complete gift of self to God. May every family and Christian community use well this time of Lent, therefore, in order to cast aside all that distracts the spirit and grow in whatever nourishes the soul, moving it to love of God and neighbor. I am thinking especially of a greater commitment to prayer, lectio divina, recourse to the Sacrament of Reconciliation and active participation in the Eucharist, especially the Holy Sunday Mass.”

Benedict XVI invokes the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Causa nostrae laetitiae, asking that she “accompany and support us in the effort to free our heart from slavery to sin, making it evermore a 'living tabernacle of God.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

4 February 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - The Pope concludes his Catecheses on Saint Paul: “there remains luminous before us the figure of an extremely fruitful and deep apostle and Christian thinker, from whose closeness, every one of us can benefit” - Appeal for Sri Lanka

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his General Audience on February 4, the Holy Father Benedict XVI concluded his series of catecheses on the Apostle Saint Paul, focusing on his death and his legacy. “Ancient Christian tradition testifies unanimously that the death of Paul came as a consequence of martyrdom suffered here in Rome,” the Pope mentioned in his catechesis, highlighting that the writings of the New Testament do not take up this fact. The Acts of the Apostles ends its report indicating the Apostle's condition as a prisoner. The Pope explained that “the first explicit testimony about the end of St. Paul comes to us from the middle of the 90s of the first century, and therefore, something more than 30 years after his death took place. It comes precisely from the letter that the Church of Rome, with its bishop, Clement I, wrote to the Church of Corinth. In that epistolary text, the invitation is made to have the example of the apostles before our eyes” and that is where there is mention of the martyrdom of Peter and immediately following, that of Paul. The Pope then observed that “it is very interesting, in the letter from Clement, the succession of the two names of Peter and Paul...Though no ancient source speaks of a contemporary ministry of theirs in Rome, the successive Christian awareness, on the basis of their common burial in the capital of the empire, will also associate them as founders of the Church of Rome.”

Focusing on the figure of Paul, Benedict XVI mentioned that “His martyrdom comes recounted for the first time in the Acts of Paul, written toward the end of the second century. These report that Nero condemned him to death by beheading, carried out immediately afterward. The date of the death varies according to the ancient sources, which place it between the persecution unleashed by Nero himself after the burning of Rome in July of 64 and the last year of his reign, in 68...Successive traditions would pin down two other elements. One, the most legendary, is that the martyrdom took place on the Acquae Salviae, on the Via Laurentina, with a triple bounce of the head, each one of which caused a current of water to spring out, due to which even today the place is called 'Tre Fontane.' The other...is that the burial occurred 'not only outside of the city, in the second mile of the Via Ostiense,' but more precisely 'in the field of Lucina,' who was a Christian matron. There in the fourth century, the emperor Constantine erected a first church, later enormously amplified after the fourth and fifth century by Emperors Valentinianus II, Theodosius and Arcadius. After the fire of 1800, there was erected the current Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls.”

Benedict XVI then highlighted the “extraordinary spiritual heritage” left by Paul: already in the book of Acts of the Apostles, there appears a great veneration for the Apostle Paul and his Letters soon enter to form part of the Liturgy; “it is obvious that the fathers of the Church and afterward all the theologian have drawn form the Letters of St. Paul and his spirituality. He has remained during the centuries, until today, as true teacher and apostle to the Gentiles.”

The historical-critical studies of the last 2 centuries have above all focused on how the concept of freedom is central to Pauline thought. “Above all in the last 200 years, the convergences between Catholic and Protestant exegesis also grow, thus bringing about a notable consensus precisely in the point that was at the origin of the greatest historical dissent. Therefore a great hope for the cause of ecumenism, so central for the Second Vatican Council.”

The Pope concluded his catechesis by speaking of the legacy left behind by Saint Paul especially in the various religious movements, “arising in the modern age in the heart of the Catholic Church, that refer back to St. Paul” and explained that “there remains luminous before us the figure of an extremely fruitful and deep apostle and Christian thinker, from whose closeness, every one of us can benefit...To tend toward him, as much to his apostolic example as to his doctrine, would be therefore a stimulus, if not a guarantee, to consolidate the Christian identity of each one of us and for the renewal of the whole Church.”

After greeting the people in various languages, Benedict XVI launched an appeal for Sri Lanka with these words: “The situation in Sri Lanka continues to cause worry. News of a worsening of the conflict and the growing number of innocent victims moves me to offer a pressing appeal to the combatants to respect humanitarian law and people's freedom of movement. May they do everything possible to guarantee assistance for the wounded and security for civilians, and permit their urgent food and medical needs to be satisfied. May Our Lady of Madhu, so venerated by Catholics and also by members of other religions, hasten the day of peace and reconciliation in that dear country.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/2/2009)

7 February 2009 – Message for 17th World Day of the Sick 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI's Message for the 17th World Day of the Sick: “our attention turns particularly to children, the most fragile and defenseless of all, especially sick and suffering children...A silent cry of pain is heard from all these children; it is a cry that reaches our conscience as persons and believers.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Within the mark of the Year of St. Paul, the Message of the Holy Father Benedict XVI for the 17th World Day of the Sick, February 11, 2009 (celebrated on a diocesan level), invites the faithful to meditate with the Apostle Paul on the fact that “for as Christ's sufferings overflow to us, so through Christ does our encouragement also overflow” (2 Cor 1:5) and on the “spiritual link to Lourdes.” 

“This year our attention turns particularly to children, the most fragile and defenseless of all, especially sick and suffering children,” the Pope writes in his Message. “There are young human beings whose bodies bear the consequences of incapacitating illnesses, and others who struggle against sicknesses with cures yet unbeknown to medicine... There are children who have been injured in body and mind by wars, and other innocent victims of the mindless hatred of adults. There are street children who are denied the warmth of family life and left to themselves, and minors profaned by sordid individuals who wish to violate their innocence, inflicting psychological wounds which will stay with them for the rest of their lives. Nor must we forget the countless minors who die of thirst, hunger and lack of healthcare, and the young exiles who emigrate from their own land with their parents in search of better living conditions. All these children raise a silent cry of pain that appeals to our conscience as human beings and believers.”

The Pope then observed that the Christian community “cannot remain indifferent in the face of such dramatic situations,” expressing his hope that “the World Day of the Sick may give parish and diocesan communities the opportunity to become ever more aware of being the 'family of God', encouraging them to become a visible presence in their towns, neighborhoods, and cities of the Lord's love. From its early days, “the testimony of charity was a part of the life itself of every Christian community,” and today, the Message continues, “given the conditions of health care, there is a need for closer collaboration between healthcare professionals in the various institutions and the ecclesial community present in the area. In this regard, an institution linked to the Holy See, the 'Bambino Gesu' Children's Hospital – which this year celebrates its 140th anniversary - is confirmed in its valuable contributions.” The Pope then called for the need to help not only these sick children, but also “the families struck by the sickness of a son or daughter,” offering them “the support of our real solidarity,” creating “a climate of serenity and hope, and making them feel part of a larger family of brothers and sisters in Christ.”

In his Message, Benedict XVI affirmed the “supreme dignity of each human life” and the teaching of the Church, who will always proclaim that “human life is beautiful and must be lived to the full even when it is weak and enveloped by the mystery of suffering. It is to Christ Crucified that we should direct our gaze: dying on the Cross, He has shared in the suffering of all humanity. In His suffering out of love, we can perceive the ultimate co-participation in the sufferings of sick children and their parents.”

In the final part of the Message, the Pontiff expresses his “"appreciation and encouragement to the international and national organizations that care for sick children with generosity and self-sacrifice, especially in poor countries,” asking the leaders of nations to “promote laws and procedures in favor of sick children and their families.” He also expresses his spiritual closeness to all our brothers and sisters who suffer any kind of illness, and offers his affectionate greeting to all those who assist them. Lastly, he addresses sick children, saying: “My very special greetings to you dear children who are sick and suffering. The Pope embraces you, your parents and your families with paternal affection, and assures you of a special mention in his prayer, inviting you to trust in the maternal assistance of Mary Immaculate, whom this past Christmas we have once again contemplated, lovingly holding the Son of God become a child in her arms.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/2/2008)

8 February 2009 – Angelus
VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus says: “man's truest and deepest illness is the absence of God, who is the fount of truth and love. And only reconciliation with God can give us true healing, true life” - Appeal for Madagascar

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, February 8, in his brief address prior to the recitation of the Angelus, the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on the Gospel proclaimed in the liturgy of the day (cfr Mk 1:29-39), which presents several miraculous healings performed by Jesus. “The experience of the healing of the sick occupies a good portion of the public mission of Christ and it invites us once again to reflect on the meaning and value of illness in every situation in which the human being can find himself. This opportunity comes also because of the World Day of the Sick, which we will celebrate next Wednesday, Feb. 11, liturgical memorial of the Virgin Mary of Lourdes.”

The Holy Father then mentioned how, despite the fact that illness is part of human existence, we never manage to get used to it, not only because sometimes it comes to be burdensome and grave, but essentially because we are made for life, for complete life...When we are tested by sickness and our prayers seem in vain, doubt wells up in us and, filled with anguish, we ask ourselves: What is God's will? It is precisely to this question that we find an answer in the Gospel...Jesus does not leave room for doubt: God -- whose face he himself has revealed -- is the God of life, who frees us from all evil. The signs of this, his power of love are the healings that he carries out: He thus shows that the Kingdom of God is near, restoring men and women to their full integrity in spirit and body. I refer to these healings as signs: They guide toward the message of Christ, they guide us toward God and make us understand that man's truest and deepest illness is the absence of God, who is the fount of truth and love. And only reconciliation with God can give us true healing, true life, because a life without love and without truth would not be a true life.” 

Before reciting the Angelus, the Pope emphasized once more that “thanks to the action of the Holy Spirit, the work of Jesus is prolonged in the mission of the Church. Through the sacraments, it is Christ who communicates his life to the multitude of brothers and sisters, as he cures and comforts innumerable sick people through so many activities of health care service that Christian communities promote with fraternal charity, thereby showing the face of God, his love.” In concluding, he encouraged all to pray “for all the ill, especially for those who are most grave, and who can in no way take care of themselves, but depend entirely on the care of others,” so that each of them may experience in the solicitude of those who are near to them, the power of the love of God and the richness of his grace that saves us.” 

After the Angelus, the Holy Father encouraged everyone to pray for Madagascar, saying: “In these weeks, strong political tensions are taking place in Madagascar, which have also provoked popular disturbances. Because of this, the bishops of the island have convoked for today a day of prayer for national reconciliation and social justice. Intensely concerned by the particularly critical moment that the country is going through, I invite you to unite yourselves to the Catholics of Madagascar to entrust to the Lord those who have died in the manifestations and to invoke from him, through the intercession of Most Holy Mary, the return of harmony of thought, social tranquility and civil co-existence.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/2/2009)

11 February 2009 – General Audience 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI begins a new series of catechesis on John Climacus and his treatise on the spiritual life, the “Scala” with its thirty steps

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - After 20 catecheses dedicated to the Apostle Paul, as it is the Year of St. Paul, the Holy Father Benedict XVI once again took up the presentation of the great writiers of the Church of East and West, introducing the figure of John called Climacus, in the General Audience held on Wednesday, February 11. He was born in 575 and his life unfolded in the years in which Byzantium, capital of the Roman Empire of the East, experienced the greatest crisis of its history. At 16 years of age, John became a monk in Mount Sinai and at age 20 chose to live as a hermit in a cave at the foot of the mountain. But solitude did not keep him from meeting people who desired a spiritual guide, or from visiting certain monasteries close to Alexandria. After 40 years of hermitic life, “in the love of God and for others, years in which he cried, prayed and fought against the demons, he was named abbot of the great monastery of Mt. Sinai and thus returned to the cenobitic life in the monastery. But a few years before his death, nostalgic for the hermitic life, he transferred to a brother, a monk of the same monastery, the guidance of the community. He died after the year 650.” John became famous for (and owes his name to) the work he wrote: “Scala” (klimax), in the West called the “Ladder of Paradise.” As the Holy Father explained, the work “is a complete treatise of the spiritual life, in which John describes the path of a monk, from the renunciation of the world till the perfection of love. It is a path that -- according to this book -- takes place through 30 steps, each one of which is united to the one that comes after. The path can be summarized in three successive phases: the first shows the rupture with the world with the aim of returning to the state of Gospel childlikeness...The voluntary separation from dear people and places permits the soul to enter into deeper communion with God. This renunciation leads to obedience, which is the path of humility through humiliations -- which are never lacking -- on the part of humans...The second phase of the path is made up of spiritual combat against the passions. Each step of the ladder is united with a principal passion, which is defined and diagnosed, indicating as well the therapy and proposing the corresponding virtue. The whole of these steps undoubtedly constitutes the most important treatise of the spiritual strategy that we possess...Of the three first ones -- simplicity, humility and discernment -- John, in line with the desert fathers, considers the latter the most important, that is, the capacity to discern. Every action should be submitted to discernment, everything depends in fact on deep motives, which it is necessary to explore. Here one enters into the depths of the person and tries to awaken in the hermit, in the Christian, the spiritual sensitivity and the 'sense of the heart,' gifts of God: 'As guide and rule of all things, after God, we should follow our conscience'. In this way, one arrives to the tranquility of the soul, the 'esichía,' thanks to which the soul can peer into the abyss of divine mysteries.”

“The state of tranquility, of interior peace, prepares the "esicasta" for prayer, which in John is double: 'corporal prayer' and 'prayer of the heart.' The first is proper to one who must avail of postures of the body: extend the hands, express groans, strike the chest, etc.; the second is spontaneous, because it is an effect of awakening the spiritual sensitivity, gift of God to whom is dedicated the corporal prayer. In John, this takes the name of 'Jesus prayer' and it is made up of the invocation of the name of Jesus, a continuous invocation like breathing...In the end, prayer becomes something very simple, simply the word 'Jesus' becomes one with our breathing.” 

The final step of the ladder is dedicated to the supreme "trinity of virtues": faith, hope and above all, charity. “Regarding charity, John speaks also of eros (human love), figure of the matrimonial union of the soul with God. And he chooses yet again the image of fire to express the ardor, light and purification of love by God... But charity is seen as well in direct relation with hope.” 

Concluding his catechesis, Benedict XVI emphasized the fact that this work “written by a hermit monk who lived 1,400 years ago” could say something to us today: “such a monastic life is only a great symbol of the life of the baptized, of Christian life. It shows, to say it one way, in large letters what we write every day with little letters. It is a prophetic symbol that reveals what is the life of the baptized, in communion with Christ, with his death and resurrection. For me, it is of particularly importance the fact that the culmination of the scale, the last rungs are at the same time the fundamental, initial, simplest virtues: faith, hope and charity. These are not virtues accessible only to moral heroes, but are the gift of God for all the baptized. In them our life too grows. The beginning is also the end; the starting point is also the arriving point: The whole path goes toward an ever more radical fulfillment of faith, hope and charity. In these virtues, the ladder is present...Let us use, therefore, this ladder of faith, of hope and of charity, and we will thus arrive to true life.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

11 February 2009 – Meeting with the sick on the feast of Our Lady of Lourdes– 17th World Day of the Sick 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the 17th World Day of the Sick: “for us Christians, the reply to the enigma of suffering and death is in Christ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “This Day invites us to make sick people more intensely aware of the spiritual closeness of the Church...At the same time, today we have the opportunity to reflect on the experience of sickness and pain, and more generally on the meaning of life which must be lived to the full, even in suffering.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI as he met with the sick gathered in the Vatican Basilica on February 11, feast of Our Lady of Lourdes and 17th World Day of the Sick. After the Mass for the sick and pilgrims of UNITALSI (Italian National Union for Transport of the Sick to Lourdes and International Shrines) and of Opera Romana Pellegrinaggi, celebrated by Cardinal Javier Lozano Barragan, President of the Pontifical Council Health Pastoral Care, the Pope visited the Basilica and gave an address in which he recalled the words of his message written for this Day, focusing on sick children. “If we remain speechless before the suffering of adults, what can we say when sickness strikes a young and innocent child? How can we, even in such difficult situations, see the merciful love of God, Who never abandons His children at their time of trial?"

Such questions, the Pope said, “are frequent and sometimes disquieting, and the truth is that on a merely human level they do not find adequate answers, because the significance of suffering, sickness and death remains unfathomable to our minds. However, the light of faith comes to our aid. The Word of God reveals to us that these evils are also mysteriously 'embraced' by the design of salvation. Faith helps us to uphold the belief that human life is beautiful and worthy to be lived to the full, even when undermined by sickness. God created man for happiness and for life, while sickness and death came into the world as a consequence of sin. But the Lord has not left us to ourselves. He, the Father of life, is doctor par excellence to man and never ceases His loving attentions to humanity.” 

The conditions that Jesus presents in the Gospel, for obtaining healing of soul and body are conversion and faith. “However Jesus has not only spoken: He is the Word incarnate. He has suffered with us, and died. With His Passion and death, He has completely assumed and transformed our weakness. And this is why – according to what Servant of God John Paul II writes in his Apostolic Letter 'Salvifici doloris' - 'to suffer means to become particularly susceptible, particularly open to the working of the salvific powers of God, offered to humanity in Christ' (no. 23).”

Benedict XVI then continued: “ "We are achieving an ever greater awareness of the fact that the life of man is not a disposable product, but a precious casket to keep and safeguard with all possible care, from beginning to final and natural conclusion. Life is a mystery which, of itself, calls for responsibility, love, patience and charity on the part of each and every individual. Even more so, then, it is necessary to surround the sick and suffering with care and respect. This is not always easy, but we know where we can draw the courage and patience to face the vicissitudes of earthly life, in particular sickness and suffering of all kinds. For us Christians, the reply to the enigma of suffering and death is in Christ.”

The Pontiff then mentioned that “every Eucharistic Celebration is the perpetual memorial of Christ crucified and risen, who has overcome the power of evil with the omnipotence of His love. It is in the 'school' of the Eucharistic Christ that we are able to love life always and to accept our apparent impotence in the face of sickness and death.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

12 February 2009 –Audience with delegation of Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations: “The Church is profoundly and irrevocably committed to reject all anti-Semitism and to continue to build good and lasting relations between our two communities.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The two-thousand-year history of the relationship between Judaism and the Church has passed through many different phases, some of them painful to recall. Now that we are able to meet in a spirit of reconciliation, we must not allow past difficulties to hold us back from extending to one another the hand of friendship.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI as he addressed members of the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations, whom he received in audience on February 12. The Pontiff emphasized that the Vatican II Declaration “Nostra aetate” has been “a milestone in the journey towards reconciliation,” and added: “The Church is profoundly and irrevocably committed to reject all anti-Semitism and to continue to build good and lasting relations between our two communities.”

Recalling the images of Pope John Paul II at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, “pleading for God’s forgiveness after all the injustice that the Jewish people have had to suffer,” Benedict XVI quoted a passage of his prayer and mentioned that “The hatred and contempt for men, women and children that was manifested in the Shoah was a crime against God and against humanity. This should be clear to everyone, especially to those standing in the tradition of the Holy Scriptures...It is beyond question that any denial or minimization of this terrible crime is intolerable and altogether unacceptable...This terrible chapter in our history must never be forgotten. Remembrance — it is rightly said — is memoria futuri, a warning to us for the future, and a summons to strive for reconciliation. To remember is to do everything in our power to prevent any recurrence of such a catastrophe within the human family by building bridges of lasting friendship. It is my fervent prayer that the memory of this appalling crime will strengthen our determination to heal the wounds that for too long have sullied relations between Christians and Jews.

At the beginning of his address, Benedict XVI recalled his encounters last year with the Jewish communities in Washington and New York, which “were experiences of fraternal esteem and sincere friendship. So too was my visit to the Synagogue in Cologne, the first such visit in my Pontificate. It was very moving for me to spend those moments with the Jewish community in the city I know so well, the city which was home to the earliest Jewish settlement in Germany, its roots reaching back to the time of the Roman Empire. A year later, in May 2006, I visited the extermination camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau. What words can adequately convey that profoundly moving experience? As I walked through the entrance to that place of horror, the scene of such untold suffering, I meditated on the countless number of prisoners, so many of them Jews, who had trodden that same path into captivity at Auschwitz and in all the other prison camps...The entire human race feels deep shame at the savage brutality shown to your people at that time.” 

The Holy Father made reference, in his speech, to his upcoming trip to Israel, with these words: “I too am preparing to visit Israel, a land which is holy for Christians as well as Jews, since the roots of our faith are to be found there. Indeed, the Church draws its sustenance from the root of that good olive tree, the people of Israel, onto which have been grafted the wild olive branches of the Gentiles (cf. Rom 11: 17-24). From the earliest days of Christianity, our identity and every aspect of our life and worship have been intimately bound up with the ancient religion of our fathers in faith.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/2/2009)

14 February 2009 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Nigeria on Ad Limina visit

VATICAN - Pope tells Nigerian Bishops: “Expansion in the Church calls for special care in diocesan planning and the training of personnel through ongoing activities of formation in order to facilitate the necessary deepening of the faith of your people.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The extensive spread of the Church in Nigeria in recent years, the many new baptized Christians, the abundance of priestly and religious vocations are all reasons to give thanks to God and express appreciation to the Bishops, priests, religious, and catechists that have been working in the Lord's vineyard. At the same time, the expansion of the Church calls for specific care in planning formative activities for a necessary deepening in the faith. This was what the Holy Father Benedict XVI pointed out in his address to the Bishops of Nigeria, whom he received in audience on February 14, on the occasion of their Ad Limina apostolorum visit. 

“From your reports,” the Holy Father said, “I see that you are well aware of the basic steps involved: teaching the art of prayer, encouraging participation in the liturgy and the sacraments, wise and relevant preaching, catechetical instruction, and spiritual and moral guidance. From this foundation faith flourishes in Christian virtue, and gives rise to vibrant parishes and generous service to the wider community. You yourselves, together with your priests must lead by humility, detachment from worldly ambitions, prayer, obedience to the will of God and transparency in governance. In this way you become a sign of Christ the Good Shepherd.” Reflecting on the theme of the liturgical celebration, the Pope praised their efforts “ to maintain the proper balance between moments of contemplation and external gestures of participation and joy in the Lord. To this end attention must be given to the liturgical formation of priests and the avoidance of extraneous excesses.” 

Among the topics of discussion for the Synod of Bishops for Africa is the that of ethnic unrest. Thus, the Holy Father encouraged the Nigerian Bishops to “to confront the challenge of ethnic conflict wherever present, even within the Church” and expressed his appreciation for “those of you who have accepted a pastoral mission outside the limits of your own regional or linguistic group.” “Your readiness to adapt to others is an eloquent sign that...there is no place in the Church for any kind of division. Catechumens and neophytes must be taught to accept this truth as they make their commitment to Christ and to a life of Christian love. All believers, especially seminarians and priests, will grow in maturity and generosity by allowing the Gospel message to purify and overcome any possible narrowness of local perspectives.” Thus, Benedict XVI recommended a “wise and discerning selection of seminarians” and to assure their personal formation “through regular spiritual direction, sacramental reconciliation, prayer and meditation on Sacred Scripture.”

Another pastoral priority that the Pope mentioned in his address was “the Bishop’s task of sustaining the important social and ecclesial reality of marriage and family life.” With the cooperation of well prepared priests and lay people, experts and married couples, the Pope encouraged the Bishops to promote Courses for engaged couples and general catechetical teaching on the value of human life, marriage, and the family, which help the faithful to face “the challenges presented to them by changes in society.” They should also encourage “associations or movements that validly assist married couples in living their faith and marriage commitments.”

In the concluding part of his address, the Holy Father mentioned the Bishops' commitment in interreligious dialogue, especially with Islam, which has led to “strong relations of respect, friendship and practical cooperation are being forged with other religious people .” He also expressed his appreciation for their “dedication to derive from Catholic principles enlightened comments on current national problems.”

“With confidence in the Lord, continue to exercise your Episcopal authority in the struggle against unjust practices and corruption and against all causes and forms of discrimination and criminality, especially the degrading treatment of women and the deplorable practice of kidnapping. By promoting Catholic Social Doctrine you offer your loyal contribution to your country and assist in the consolidation of a national order based on solidarity and a culture of human rights,” the Pope said.

Benedict XVI concluded his address by exhorting the Nigerian Bishops with the words of Saint Paul: “be watchful, stand firm in your faith, be courageous, be strong; let all that you do be done in love" (1 Cor 16:13-14) and encouraged them to communicate his greetings to the many faithful “bear witness to Christ in hope through prayer and suffering” and to all those who “serve in the family, in parishes and mission stations, in education, health care and other spheres of Christian charity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

14 February 2009 – Audience to participants at study meeting to mark 80th anniversary of the foundation of Vatican City State 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI: from the heart of the Vatican State, “where the Pope lives near the tomb of St. Peter, an incessant message rises of genuine social progress, of hope, of reconciliation and of peace.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Vatican State, contains treasures of faith, of history and of art, is custodian to a precious heritage for all humanity. From within it, where the Pope lives near the tomb of St. Peter, an incessant message rises of genuine social progress, of hope, of reconciliation and of peace.” Now, this our State, after a solemn commemoration of the 80th anniversary of its founding, goes on its way with ever greater apostolic zeal. May Vatican City become a real 'city on a hill,' resplendent thanks to the conviction and generous dedication of those who work to serve the ecclesial mission of the Successor of Peter.” This was what the Holy Father Benedict XVI told participants in the Study Session held in honor of the 80th anniversary of the foundation of the Vatican City State, whom he received in an audience on February 14.

Expressing his delight for the celebrations and the various commemorative acts that have taken place, which help to “penetrate into the history and physiognomy of the “Civitas Vaticana, and make it more widely known,” the Pope highlighted that “for the person who works on a daily basis for the Holy See or lives in the City, they may take it for granted that within Rome there is a little sovereign state, however perhaps not all are aware of the fact that this is thanks to a quite turbulent historical process which led to its formation, on motives of faith ideals and farsighted awareness of the finality it was designed to meet.”

Recalling February 11, 1929, and “he who was the main architect and protagonist in the Lateran Pacts,” Pope Pius XI, the Pope pointed out that “with his farsightedness and invincible will, he was the true founder and first builder in the Vatican City State. As for the rest, the historical studies which continue underway allow us to heighten our perception of the greatness of Pope Pius XI, who guided the Church in the difficult years between the two world wars.” Benedict XVI then mentioned the strong impulse that Pius XI gave to ecclesial activity in its many dimensions. During his pontificate as well, “he had to confront the difficulties and persecutions that the Church suffered in countries like Mexico and Spain, and with the struggle against totalitarianisms – national socialism and fascism – strong and influential at that time. In Germany, his great Encyclical Mit brennender Sorge, as a strong sign against Nazism, is unforgettable.

The Vatican City State “was also considered by Pius XI as an instrument to guarantee the necessary independence from all human authority, to give the Church and her supreme Pastor the possibility to fully comply with the mandate received from Christ the Lord. The usefulness and benefit of this small but complete reality for the Holy See, for the Church, as well as for Rome and the whole world, was seen just 10 years later, when World War II broke out, a war whose violence and sufferings reached the doors of the Vatican.” 

In these 80 years of life, “the Vatican State has demonstrated that it is a flexible instrument and that it has always measured up to the needs posed and that continue to be posed both in the mission of the Pope and the needs of the Church, as well as the ever changing conditions of society.” The Pope thus expressed his gratitude to the Lord, “who guides the fortunes of his Church in the often turbulent vicissitudes of the sea of history, and assists his Vicar on earth in carrying out his office of Christianae religionis summus Antistes.” He also thanked “all those who in the past have been and are today protagonists of the life of Vatican City State,” and encouraged those who work in various offices and Vatican services “to carry out their tasks with honesty and professional competence, but also with an ever more lively awareness that their work constitutes a precious service to the cause of the Kingdom of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

15 February 2009 – Angelus

VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus mentions that “we might see in leprosy a symbol of sin, which is the true impurity of heart, distancing us from God” and to rediscover the “value and importance” of the Sacrament of Confession

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “We might see in leprosy a symbol of sin, which is the true impurity of heart, distancing us from God. It is not, in effect, physical malady that distances us from him, as the ancient norms supposed, but sin, the spiritual and moral evil.” This was what was said by the Holy Father Benedict XVI prior to the recitation of the Angelus on Sunday, February 15, reflecting on the Gospel from the Mass, which told of Jesus curing the leper (cf Mk 1:40-45). 

The Pope explained that Jesus told the leper “Be clean!” and “according to the ancient Jewish law, leprosy was not only considered a sickness but the gravest form of 'impurity.' It was the duty of the priests to diagnose it and declare the person afflicted with leprosy unclean. This person then had to keep his distance from the community and stay away from towns until he was certified to be healed. Leprosy thus constituted a kind of religious and civil death, and its healing was a kind of resurrection... This miracle thus has powerful symbolic value. Jesus, as Isaiah prophesied, is the servant of the Lord...In his passion he will become like a leper, made impure by our sins, separated from God: He will do all this for love, with the aim of obtaining reconciliation, forgiveness and salvation for us. In the Sacrament of Penance Christ crucified and risen, through his ministers, purifies us with his infinite mercy, restores us to communion with the heavenly Father and our brothers, and makes a gift of his love, joy and peace to us.” 

Benedict XVI closed by encouraging everyone to make “frequent recourse to the Sacrament of Confession, the Sacrament of Forgiveness, whose value and importance for our Christian life needs to be rediscovered today.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

16 February 2009 – Telegram for the death of Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan, Archbishop emeritus of Seoul

VATICAN - The Holy Father's condolences for the death of Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan, Archbishop Emeritus of Seoul, first Korean Cardinal

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a telegram of condolence to the Archbishop of Seoul (Korea), Cardinal Nicholas Cheong Jinsuk, immediately following the death of Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan, Archbishop Emeritus of Seoul, on Monday, February 16. In the telegram, the Holy Father writes: “Deeply saddened to learn of the death of Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan, I offer heartfelt condolences to you and to all the people of Korea. Recalling with gratitude Cardinal Kim’s long years of devoted service to the Catholic community in Seoul and his many years of faithful assistance to the Holy Father as a member of the College of Cardinals, I join you in praying that God our merciful father will grant him the reward of his labors and welcome his noble soul into the joy and peace of the heavenly kingdom. To Cardinal Kim’s relatives and all assembled for the Solemn Mass of Christian burial I cordially impart my apostolic blessing as a pledge of consolation and strength in the Lord. Benedictus PP. XVI.”

Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan died in the Catholic hospital of St. Mary's in Gangnam, Seoul. He was 86 years old. He was born in Taegu on May 8, 1922 and was ordained a priest on September 15, 1951. Appointed to the residential see of Masan on February 15, 1966, he received the episcopal ordination on May 31 of the same year. Transferred to Seoul on April 9, 1968, he was created Cardinal by Paul VI in the Consistory on April 28, 1969. He was noted for his pastoral guidance of the Archdiocese of Seoul at the age of 46 and when he was appointed Cardinal by Paul VI, he was the first Korean to be raised to the dignity of Cardinal and the youngest Cardinal in the world. On April 3, 1998, he resigned from pastoral government of the Archdiocese. From June 10, 1975 to April 3, 1998 he was also apostolic administrator of Pyong-yang.

Cardinal Kim's pastoral work was that of instilling the spirit of the Conciliar renewal in the diocesan structures and intensifying evangelization activity, especially with the collaboration of the laity. He place special attention on dialogue with non-Christians and on coordinating common efforts in charitable works and assistance. Being courageous as he was – amidst the difficult internal political situations – he made declarations and initiatives in defense of human rights, workers, and democracy. Having served as President of the Korean Bishops' Conference, from 1973-77 he served as President of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC) and for many years he was a member of the Council of the General Secretary of the Synod of Bishops. Cardinal Kim was also delegated President of the Special Assembly for Asia of the Synod of Bishops, which took place in the Vatican, April 19-May 14, 1998. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/2/2009)

18 February 2009 – General Audience
VATICAN - Benedict XVI speaks on the contribution of Saint Bede “to the making of a Christian Europe” and asks for prayers “that all of us are willing to rediscover our common roots, to be builders of a profoundly human and genuinely Christian Europe”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Venerable Bede was “one of the most illustrious figures of erudition of the High Middle Ages” was the argument of the catechesis of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the General Audience held on Wednesday, February 18, held in Saint Peter's Square. As the Pope recalled in his brief biographical sketch of the saint, Bede was born in Northeast England, in Northumbria, in 672-3. At the age of seven, his parents entrusted him to the Abbot of the local Benedictine Monastery, for his education. Thus “Bede was one of the most illustrious figures of erudition of the High Middle Ages because he was able to make use of many precious manuscripts that his abbots, who went on frequent trips to the Continent and to Rome, were able to bring back to him.” Even when he fell ill, he did not cease to work. He died on May 26, 735, the feast of the Ascension that year.

The Pope continued: “Sacred Scriptures were the constant source of Bede's theological reflection...he commented on the Bible, reading it in a Christological vein, namely, re-uniting two things: On one hand, he listened to what the text was saying exactly, he really wanted to listen and understand the text itself; on the other hand, he was convinced that the key to understanding sacred Scripture as the unique Word of God is Christ and with Christ, in his light, one understands the Old and the New Testament as "a" sacred Scripture. The events of the Old and New Testament go together, they are together the path toward Christ, though expressed in different signs and institutions ...thus apostles and masters not only from ancient Hebrew, Greek and Latin stock contributed to the building of the Church, but also new peoples, among which Bede is pleased to enumerate the Iro-Celts and the Anglo-Saxons. St. Bede witnessed the universality of the Church grow, which is not restricted to a certain culture, but is made up of all the cultures of the world which must open themselves to Christ and find in him their point of arrival.” 

Another topic loved by Bede is the history of the Church. “After having taken interest in the period described in the Acts of the Apostles, he reviewed the history of the Fathers of the Church and the councils, convinced that the work of the Holy Spirit continues in history,” the Pope pointed out. “The characteristic traits of the Church that Bede loved to evidence are: a) its catholicity, as fidelity to tradition together with openness to historical developments, and as the pursuit of unity in multiplicity, in the diversity of history and cultures, according to the directives that Pope Gregory the Great gave to the apostle of England, Augustine of Canterbury; b) its apostolicity and Romanness: In this regard he considers of primary importance to convince the whole Iro-Celtic Churches and that of the Picts to celebrate Easter uniformly according to the Roman calendar. The calculation elaborated scientifically by him to establish the exact date of the Easter celebration, and thus of the entire cycle of the liturgical year, became the text of reference for the whole Catholic Church.”

In his catechesis, the Holy Father recalled that “Bede was also an illustrious teacher of liturgical theology. In the homilies on the Sunday Gospels and those of feast days, he develops a true mystagogy, educating the faithful to celebrate joyfully the mysteries of the faith and to reproduce them consistently in life, while expecting their full manifestation of the return of Christ.” Interlacing the Bible, the liturgy and history, Bede has a timely message for the different "states of life": “a) For scholars (doctores ac doctrices) he recalls two essential tasks: to scrutinize the wonders of the Word of God to present it in an attractive way to the faithful; to show the dogmatic truths avoiding the heretical complications and keeping to the "Catholic simplicity," with attention to the small and humble to whom God is pleased to reveal the mysteries of the Kingdom. b) For pastors, that for their part, must give priority to preaching, not only through the verbal or hagiographic language, but also valuing icons, processions and pilgrimages. Bede recommends to them the use of the vernacular, as he himself does...c) For consecrated people who are dedicated to the Divine Office...Bede recommends to take care of the apostolate -- no one has the Gospel just for himself, but must regard it as a gift also for others -- either by collaborating with the Bishops in pastoral activities of various types in favor of the young Christian communities, or being available to the evangelizing mission to the pagans, outside their own country.”

Because of his fame of holiness and wisdom while he was still alive, Bede was given the title of “Venerable” and Benedict XVI, in finishing his catechesis, recalled that “with his works, Bede contributed effectively to the making of a Christian Europe, in which the different populations and cultures amalgamated among themselves, conferring on them a uniform physiognomy, inspired by the Christian faith. Let us pray that also today there be personalities of Bede's stature, to keep the whole Continent united; let us pray so that all of us are willing to rediscover our common roots, to be builders of a profoundly human and genuinely Christian Europe.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/2/2009)

19 February 2009 – Audience with the community of the Collegio Pio Latino Americano in Roma
VATICAN - Benedict XVI exhorts members of the Pius Pontifical Latin American College to participate in the “Continental Mission,” “that will facilitate the start of catechetical and pastoral programs destined to the formation and development of evangelized and missionary Christian communities.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The memory of days spent in Aparecida, for the Fifth General Conference of Latin American Bishops and the invitation to join in the “Continental Mission” (an initiative from Aparecida) with enthusiasm, were the main topics of the address given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to superiors, religious, and students of the Pius Pontifical Latin American College, received in an audience on February 19, on the school's 150th anniversary of foundation.

“Nov. 27, 1858, marked the beginning of the fruitful course of this college as a valuable center of formation, first of seminarians and, for just over three decades, of deacons and priests,” the Pope said at the beginning of his address. “Today, more than 4,000 students feel themselves members of this great family...You, dear students of the Latin American Pius College, are heirs of this rich human and spiritual patrimony, which must be perpetuated and enriched with a serious cultivation of the various ecclesiastical disciplines and by the joyful living of the universality of the Church...You yourselves are the fruit of that wonderful sowing of Christ's redeeming message in the course of history. In fact, you come from different countries, in which, more than 500 years ago, some courageous missionaries made Jesus our Savior known. Thus, through baptism, those peoples were opened to the life of grace that made them children of God by adoption and received, in addition, the Holy Spirit, which fertilized their cultures, purifying them and developing the seeds that the Incarnate Word had put in them, thus orienting them on the paths of the Gospel.” 

Benedict XVI then reflected on the privileged opportunity given to the students of the College, to forge their hearts as authentic apostles, “in which your whole being and endeavor is firmly anchored in the Lord,” the possibility of “to share your human and priestly experience fraternally and gives you a favorable occasion to be open permanently to knowledge of other cultures and ecclesial expressions.” All this will help them “be genuine disciples of Jesus Christ and intrepid missionaries of his Word, with longsighted and greatness of soul.” The Pope then exhorted the students to take advantage of their time in Rome: “Constancy in study and rigorous research, in addition to making you inquire into the mysteries of the faith and the truth about man in the light of the Gospel and of the Tradition of the Church, will foster a spiritual life in you rooted in the Word of God and always nourished by the incomparable wealth of the sacraments.”

After pointing out that “love and adherence to the Apostolic See is one of the most striking characteristics of the peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean,” Benedict recalled his days spent in Aparecida, where he went “to encourage the bishops in their reflection on something fundamental to enliven the faith of the pilgrim Church in those beloved lands: to lead all our faithful to be 'disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ, so that, in Him, our peoples have life.'” Thus, the Holy Father exhorted them to “associate yourselves with enthusiasm to that spirit, demonstrated in the dynamism with which all those dioceses have initiated, or are doing, the 'Continental Mission,' promoted in Aparecida, an initiative that will facilitate the start of catechetical and pastoral programs destined to the formation and development of evangelized and missionary Christian communities. Accompany these intentions with your fervent prayer, so that the faithful will know, dedicate themselves and increasingly imitate Jesus Christ, taking part frequently in the Sunday celebrations of each community and witnessing to Him, so that they become effective instruments of that 'New Evangelization,' to which the Servant of God John Paul II, my venerated predecessor, repeatedly convoked.” The Pope concluded his address by thanking all those present and entrusting them to Our Lady of Guadalupe. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/2/2009)

20 February 2009 – Visit to the Major Seminary of Rome      
VATICAN - Holy Father's “lectio divina” on the Letter of Saint Paul to the Galatians at Rome's Major Seminary: “Paradoxically, freedom is achieved through service; we become free, we become servants of one another.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On February 20, Vigil of Our Lady of Confidence, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made a visit to the Roman Major Seminary, where he held a “lectio divina” for seminarians on the Letter of Saint Paul to the Galatians, reflecting on the phrase: “You are called to freedom.” 

“Freedom in every epoch has been the great dream of humanity, from the very beginning, but especially in modern times,” the Pope said, revealing that “Saint Paul helps us understand this complex reality of freedom, seeing it within the context of fundamental anthropological and theological perspectives.” Saint Paul affirms: “This freedom should not become a pretext for living according to the flesh, but through charity you should place yourselves at each others' service,” and the Pope explained that: “The absolute ego, which depends on nothing and no one, seems to possess complete freedom. I am free if I do not have to depend on anyone, if I can do anything I want. However, this absolutization of the ego is...degrading to man. This is not the triumph of freedom: libertarianism is not freedom; rather, it is freedom's failure.”

Paul then proposes a strong paradox: “freedom is achieved through service; we become free, we become servants of one another. Thus, Paul places the entire problem of freedom in light of the truth about man,” the Pope said. "Our truth is that we are, first and foremost, creatures, creatures of God, and we live in a relationship with the Creator. We are relational beings, and only by accepting this fact do we enter the truth. Otherwise we fall into lies and there, in the end, we destroy ourselves.” This God and Creator is not a tyrant, like the human tyrants, and “He loves us and our dependence is to be in His love, in which case dependence is freedom. In this manner, in fact, we are in the charity of the Creator, united to Him, to His entire being and power. Hence, this is the first point: being a creature means being loved by the Creator, entering into this relationship of love that He gives us, and with which He precedes us. This is from whence we derive our truth which is also a call to charity.”

Benedict XVI then focused on the second kind of relationship: “We are in relationship with God but, at the same time, as human family, we are also in relationship with one another. In other words, human freedom is, on one hand, to be in the joy and great realm of the love of God, but it also implies being only one thing with the other and for the other. There is no freedom in being against the other. If I absolutize myself, I become the other's enemy, we can no longer coexist on earth and the whole of life becomes cruelty and failure. Only a shared freedom is human freedom; in being together we can enter the symphony of freedom. Hence, this is another point of great importance: Only by accepting the other, by accepting also the apparent limitation that respect for the other implies for my freedom, only by inserting myself in the network of dependencies that makes us, finally, only one human family, will I be on the way to common liberation.”

“Man needs order and law, to be able to realize his freedom, which is a freedom lived in common,” the Pope said. “And how can we find this just order, in which no one is oppressed, but each one can make his own contribution to form this sort of concert of freedom? If there is no common truth of man as it appears in the vision of God, only positivism remains and one has the impression of something imposed even in a violent manner. Hence the rebellion against order and law as if it was a question of slavery.”

Continuing with his “lectio divina,” the Pope quoted Saint Paul: “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' After this affirmation the mystery of the Incarnate God appears, the mystery of Christ appears who in his life, Death and Resurrection becomes the living law. Immediately, the first words of our reading -- 'You were called to freedom' -- point to this mystery. We have been called by the Gospel, we have really been called in baptism, to participate in the death and resurrection of Christ, and in this way we have passed from the 'flesh,' from egoism, to communion with Christ. And so we are in the fullness of the law...By participation in the sacraments, by listening to the Word of God, the Divine Will, the divine law really enters our will, our will identifies with his, they become only one will and thus we are really free, we can really do what we will, because we love with Christ, we love in truth and with truth. Therefore, let us pray to the Lord that he will help us on this path that began with baptism, a path of identification with Christ that is always realized again in the Eucharist.”

Lastly, the Holy Father made reference to the difficult situation of the community of Galatians, in the “controversies that arise when faith degenerates into intellectualism and humility is substituted by the arrogance of being better than the other.” He added: “Today there are similar things when, instead of being inserted in communion with Christ, in the Body of Christ which is the Church, each one wants to be better than the other and with intellectual arrogance wants to be regarded as the best. And thus controversies arise which are destructive, born is a caricature of the Church, which should be one soul and one heart. In St. Paul's warning we should find today a reason to examine our conscience: not to think of being better than the other, but to meet one another in the humility of Christ, in the humility of the Virgin, to enter into the obedience of the faith. Precisely in this way the great realm of truth and freedom in love is really opened also for us.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/2/2009)

21 February 2009 – Audience with participants at international Scientific Congress on the occasion of the 15th general assembly of the Pontifical Academy for Life 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Pontifical Academy for Life: “every discrimination exercised by any power in regard to persons, peoples or ethnic groups on the basis of differences that stem from real or presumed genetic factors is an act of violence against all of humanity.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Every human being, then, is much more than a singular combination of genetic information that is transmitted to him by his parents. The generation of man can never be reduced to the mere reproduction of a new individual of the human species, as is the case with all other animals. Every appearance of a person in the world is always a new creation. If we want to enter into the mystery of human life, then it is necessary that no science isolate itself, pretending to have the last word.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in his audience on February 21, in which he met with participants in the International Scientific Congress “New Frontiers of Genetics and the Danger of Eugenics,” sponsored by the Pontifical Academy for Life on the occasion of their 15th General Assembly.

In his address, the Pope recalled that since the mid 19th century, when Augustinian abbot Gregor Mendel discovered the laws of heredity, “his science has truly taken giant steps in understanding the language at the basis of biological information, which determines the development of a living being...This knowledge, the fruit of the genius and toil of countless scholars, make it possible to more easily arrive at not only a more effective and early diagnosis of genetic maladies, but also to create therapies to alleviate the contraction of illnesses and, in some cases, to restore, in the end, the hope of regaining health.” 

The Pontiff then pointed out the “work of researchers” in these complex areas of science, which requires a collaboration among the different sciences: “This complementarity makes it possible to avoid the danger of a genetic reductionism that would identify the person exclusively with his genetic information and his interaction with his environment.” The Pope then mentioned that “man is greater than all of that which makes up his body; in fact, he carries with him the power of thought, which is always drawn to the truth about himself and the world.” 

Reflecting on the theme of the Congress, Benedict XVI mentioned the risks of eugenics: “The disapproval of eugenics used with violence by a regime, as the fruit of the hatred of a race or group, is so rooted in consciences that it found a formal expression in the 'Universal Declaration of Human Rights.' Despite this, there are appearing in our days troubling manifestations of this hateful practice, which present themselves with different traits... a new mentality is insinuating itself that tends to justify a different consideration of life and personal dignity based on individual desire and individual rights. There is thus a tendency to privilege the capacities for work, efficiency, perfection and physical beauty to the detriment of other dimensions of existence that are not held to be valuable. In this way the respect that is due to every human being -- even in the presence of a defect in his development or a genetic illness that could manifest itself in the course of his life -- is weakened, and those children whose life is judged unworthy of being lived are punished from the moment of conception.”

The Pope then mentioned that “every discrimination exercised by any power in regard to persons, peoples or ethnic groups on the basis of differences that stem from real or presumed genetic factors is an act of violence against all of humanity. What must be forcefully reemphasized is the equal dignity of every human being according to the fact itself of having life. Biological, psychological or cultural development or state of health can never become an element of discrimination. It is necessary, on the contrary, to consolidate a culture of hospitality and love that concretely testifies to solidarity with those who suffer, razing the barriers that society often erects, discriminating against those who are disabled and affected by pathologies, or worse - selecting and rejecting in the name of an abstract ideal of health and physical perfection. If man is reduced to an object of experimental manipulation from the first stage of development, that would mean that biotechnologies would surrender to the will of the stronger.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 23/2/2009)

22 February 2009 – Angelus

VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus asks that we accompany him with our prayers, “so that I may faithfully carry out this great task, entrusted to me by Providence, as successor to the Apostle Peter.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Gospel passage of the paralitic who was forgiven and healed (Ml 2:1-12) “Jesus has the power not only to heal the sick body but also to forgive sins; and indeed, the physical healing is a sign of the spiritual healing that his forgiveness produces.” This is what the Holy Father Benedict XVI mentioned prior to the recitation of the Angelus on Sunday, February 22, in reflecting on the Gospel from the Sunday Liturgy with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square. “In effect, sin is a kind of paralysis of the spirit, from which only the power of the merciful love of God can liberate us, allowing us to pick ourselves up and set out again along the path of goodness.”

Thus, recalling that February 22 is also the feast of the Chair of Peter, which symbolizes “ the authority of the Bishop of Rome, who is called to perform a special service for the whole People of God,” Benedict XVI mentioned that “this feast provides me with the occasion to ask you to accompany me with your prayers, so that I may faithfully carry out this great task, entrusted to me by Providence, as successor to the Apostle Peter. We invoke the Virgin Mary, whom we celebrated yesterday, here in Rome, under the title of Our Lady of Confidence. We ask her to help us to enter into the Lenten season -- which will begin on Wednesday with the evocative Rite of Ashes -- with devout dispositions of soul. May Mary open our hearts to conversion and to a docile listening to the Word of God.”

(S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 23/2/2009)

25 February 2009 –  Message to the Church in Brazil, for the Fraternity Campaign 2009
VATICAN - Holy Father's Message to the Church in Brazil, for the Fraternity Campaign 2009: “Lent encourages us to never tire in the fight to do good”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a message to Archbishop Geraldo Lyrio Roch of Mariana, President of the Brazilian Bishops' Conference (CNBB), upon the occasion of the annual Fraternity Campaign that began on Ash Wednesday at the Shrine of Aparecida and whose theme this year is: “Peace is the fruit of justice.” 

Lent “is a time of conversion and reconciliation for all Christians, so that the most noble aspirations of the human heart may be satisfied and that true peace may reign among peoples and communities,” the Holy Father wrote, quoting the Message of Pope John Paul II on World Day for Peace 2002, in which he mentioned that “true peace is the fruit of justice” and the Final Document of Aparecida, which refers to the Kingdom of God and the promotion of human dignity, says that “the evident signs of the presence of the Kingdom in our personal and community living out of the Beatitudes, in the evangelization of the poor, in the knowledge and fulfillment of God's will, in martyrdom for the cause of the faith, in our access to the goods of creation, in mutual, sincere, and fraternal forgiveness, accepting and respecting the wealth of plurality, and the fight not to give into the temptation to become slaves of evil.”

“Lent calls us to an unfailing struggle to do good, precisely because we know how difficult it is for us, as human beings, to dedicate ourselves seriously to the practice of justice, a justice more than ever necessary for a coexistence based on peace and love and not on hatred and indifference. Yet we know that, even if we achieve a reasonable distribution of wealth and a harmonious organisation of society, nothing can remove the pain of sickness, misunderstanding, solitude, the death of people we love, or an awareness of our own limitations". 

The Pope then pointed out that: “Our Lord abhors injustice and condemns those who practice it; yet He respects individual liberty and for this reason allows it to exist, because it forms part of the human condition after original sin. Despite this His heart, full of love for human beings, brought Him to shoulder, along with the cross, all our torments: our suffering, our sadness, our hunger, our thirst for justice. Let us ask him for the strength to bear witness to the same feelings of peace and reconciliation that inspired Him on the Sermon on the Mount, in order to achieve eternal Beatitude.” He concluded by invoking the Almighty, “that His helping hand may be extended throughout Brazil and that all people may reach new life in Christ in their personal, family, social, and cultural contexts. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

25 February 2009 – Lenten Station at the Basilica of Santa Sabina on the Aventine Hill

VATICAN - Benedict XVI begins Lent: “Paul had an extraordinary experience of the power of God's grace, the grace of the Paschal Mystery which gives life to Lent itself.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Wednesday, February 25, Ash Wednesday, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Church of Saint Anselm on the Aventine Hill and, after a moment of prayer, he proceeded on the penitential procession towards the Basilica of Santa Sabina. At the end of the procession, inside the Basilica, the Pope celebrated Mass with the rite of blessing and distribution of ashes.

In his homily, the Pope mentioned that the call to conversion is a dominant theme in all the parts of the liturgy on Ash Wednesday, “liturgical door that opens into Lent.” In the commemorative Jubilee Year of the 2,000th anniversary of the birth of Saint Paul, the Holy Father focused on the exhortation in the Second Letter to the Corinthians: “We ask you in Christ's name: be reconciled with God” (5:20). “This invitation of the Apostle resounds as a final petition to take the Lenten call to conversion seriously. Paul had an extraordinary experience of the power of God's grace, the grace of the Paschal Mystery which gives life to Lent itself. He presents himself to us as 'ambassador' of the Lord. Who better than him to help us take full advantage of this path to interior conversion?”

“The Apostle is aware of having been chosen as an example. This exemplarity status concerns conversion, the transformation of his life brought about thanks to the merciful love of God...All his preaching, and even more so, his entire missionary existence was sustained by an interior strength that came forth from his fundamental experience of 'grace'...It is an awareness evident in every one of his writings and that has served as an interior 'lever' with God was able to carry him forward, towards new frontiers, not only geographic ones, but also spiritual ones.”

Benedict XVI then mentioned how “St. Paul recognized that everything in him was the work of divine grace, yet he did not forget the need to accept freely the gift of new life received at Baptism.” From here, we can see the baptismal vision of Lent: “on the one hand, it affirms the victory of Christ over sin, which was gained once and for all times with his death and resurrection; on the other hand, we are called to not offer our members to sin, that is, not to grant any victory to sin. The disciple should make Christ's victory his own, and this occurs above all with Baptism.”

In order to carry out the baptismal vocation, being victorious in the struggle between good and evil, the Holy Father recalled three “useful means” that the Lord indicates in the Gospel passage of Ash Wednesday – prayer, almsgiving, and fasting – of which we find references in the “experience and writings of Saint Paul.”

In the conclusion of his homily, the Pope recalled in what the Christian vocation consists: “risen with Christ, they have passed through death and now their life is hidden with Christ in God. To live this 'new' existence in God, there is a fundamental need to feed off the Word of God. Only in this manner can we really be united to God, live in His presence, if we enter in dialogue with Him...In this as well, the Apostle is above all a witness: his letters are the eloquent proof of the fact that he lived in constant dialogue with the Word of God: in thought, action, prayer, theology, preaching, exhorting, everything in him was fruit of the Word, received when he was a young man in the Jewish faith, fully manifested before his eyes in the encounter with the dead and risen Christ, and which he preached during the rest of his life in his missionary 'career.' He was revealed the fact that God, in Jesus the Word, pronounced His definitive Word, He Himself, the Word of salvation that coincides with the Paschal Mystery, the gift of Himself on the Cross that later becomes resurrection, because love is stronger than death.” 

Benedict XVI concluded his homily with this invitation: “May Lent, marked by more frequent contact with the Word of God, by more intense prayer, and by a severe and penitential lifestyle, be a stimulus to convert and to love our brothers and sisters, especially the poor and needy.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

26 February 2009 –  The Pope's encounter with the clergy of the Diocese of Rome 
VATICAN - Pope's encounter with the clergy of the Diocese of Rome (1) - Role and formation of priests and the necessary criteria for evangelization

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – As is customary at the beginning of Lent, on Thursday, February 26, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met in the Blessings Hall in the Vatican with the parish priests and clergy of the Diocese of Rome. The encounter took place in a question-answer dialogue between the Holy Father and the participants, which was opened by the Vicar, Cardinal Agostino Vallini. We offer several passages on the various themes that the Pope addressed.

Role and formation of priests at the heart of the Church's mission of evangelization 

“...it is not enough to preach or to do pastoral work with the precious cargo acquired in theology studies. This is important, it is essential, but it must be personalized: from academic knowledge, which we have learned and also reflected upon, in a personal vision of my life, in order to reach other people. In this sense, I would like to say that it is important, on one hand, to make the great word of the faith concrete with our personal experience of faith, in our meeting with our parishioners, but also to not lose its simplicity. Naturally, great words of the tradition -- such as sacrifice of expiation, redemption of Christ's sacrifice, original sin -- are incomprehensible as such today. We cannot simply work with great formulas, [although] truths, without putting them in the context of today's world. Through study and what the masters of theology and our personal experience with God tell us, we must translate these great words, so that they enter into the proclamation of God to the man of today.

...we must also keep in mind, free of false simplifications, that the Twelve Apostles were fishermen, artisans, of the province of Galilee, without special preparation, without knowledge of the great Greek and Latin worlds. And yet they went to all the places of the Empire, even outside of it, to India, and proclaimed Christ with simplicity, with the force of simplicity of what is true. And this also seems important to me: Let us not lose the simplicity of the truth. God exists and he is not a distant, hypothetical being, rather, he is close, he has spoken to us, he has spoken to me...And then, in regard to the Roman cultural context, which is absolutely necessary, I would say that the first assistance is our personal experience. We don't live on the moon. I am a man of this time if I live my faith sincerely in today's culture, being one who lives with today's media, with dialogues, with the realities of the economy, with everything; if I myself take seriously my own experience and try to personalize these realities in myself. Thus we'll be on the way to making ourselves understood also by others...And in this sense it seems important to me to be really attentive to today's world, but also to be attentive to the Lord in oneself: to be a man of this time and at the same time a believer in Christ, who in himself transforms the eternal message into a current message. 

And who knows the men of today better than the parish priest? The sacristy is not in the world, but in the parish. And there, to the pastor, men often come normally, without a mask, without other pretexts, but in situations of suffering, infirmity, death, family issues. They come to the confessional unmasked, with their own being. It seems to me that no other profession gives this possibility of knowing man as he is in his humanity, and not in the role he has in society. In this sense, we can really study man in his depth, far from his roles, and we ourselves also learn about the human being, to be a man in the school of Christ.”

The necessary criteria for evangelization 

“I am very happy to hear that there is really a preliminary preaching taking place, which goes beyond the limits of the community of faithful, of the parish, in search of the lost sheep, so to speak; that there is an effort to go out to encounter the man of today who lives without Christ, who has forgotten Christ, to preach the Gospel to him. I am also very glad to hear that there are also many positive and rewarding fruits. I can see, therefore, that you are capable of speaking to those persons in need of a grounding in their faith. For this kind of concrete activity, I cannot offer recipes, because there are as many paths to be taken as there are people, professions, and the various situations. The catechism indicates the essence of what is to be preached. But the one who is familiar with the situations is the one who must apply the directions, finding a way to open hearts and invite them to take the path of the Lord and the Church...

The community of faithful is a precious thing that we should not overlook – even in seeing those who are far from us – the positive and beautiful reality that these faithful represent, those who say yes to the Lord in the Church, try to live the faith and follow in the Lord's footsteps. We should help these faithful, as we said before in the first questions, to perceive the presence of the faith, to understand that it is not something of the past, but that it lights the way and shows us how to live as persons. It is of great importance that they truly encounter in their pastor, someone who loves them and who helps them to listen to the Word of God today; to understand that it is a Word for them and not only for people of the past or the future; that helps them, in sacramental life, in their experience of prayer, in listening to the Word of God and in the life of justice and charity, because Christians should be the yeast of our society with the many problems, dangers, and corruption that exist. 

In this manner, may they also interpret their missionary role “without words,” so they can be people that truly live a just life. And thus, they offer a testimony of how it is possible to live according to the path indicated by the Lord. This is precisely what our society needs, so they can live not only a justice for themselves but also for others...

I come to a second reflection. For preaching, we need two elements: the Word and testimony. As the Lord Himself has told us, the Word that He has given us, that makes the truth of God appear, the presence of God in Christ, the path that opens up before us is necessary...It is absolutely indispensable and fundamental that we give credibility to this Word with our testimony, so that it does not appear merely as a beautiful philosophy or utopia, but above all as a reality...With the Word, we should open places of faith experience to those in search of God. This is what the early Church did with the catechumenate, which was not simply a catechesis, something doctrinal, but a place of progressive experience of the life of faith, in which the Word enters and is made intelligible only if it is interpreted with one's life. 

Therefore, it seems to me important, together with the Word, that there be a place of hospitality of the faith, a place where there is a progressive experience of the faith. And here I also see one of the tasks of the parish: hospitality toward those who do not know this life that is typical of the parish community. We must not be a circle enclosed in ourselves. We have our customs, but nevertheless we must open ourselves and try to create vestibules, that is, venues of closeness...Therefore, we must try to create, with the help of the Word, what the primitive Church created with the catechumens: venues in which to begin to live the Word, to follow the Word, to make it comprehensible and realistic, corresponding to real forms of experience...It seems to me that in theory little can be said, but the concrete experience will show the paths to be followed. And, naturally it is necessary to be always in great communion with the Church -- always an important criterion to follow -- although perhaps still in a somewhat distant interval: that is, in communion with the bishop, with the Pope, thus in communion with the great past and with the great future of the Church. In fact, to be in the Catholic Church does not only imply to be on the great path that precedes us, but it means to be in the prospect of a great opening to the future.” (part 1, to be continued) (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/3/2008)

VATICAN - Pope's encounter with the clergy of the Diocese of Rome (2) - Two aspects of the educational emergency and the role of the ecclesial community in the current economic crisis

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - As is customary at the beginning of Lent, on Thursday, February 26, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met in the Blessings Hall in the Vatican with the parish priests and clergy of the Diocese of Rome. The encounter took place in a question-answer dialogue between the Holy Father and the participants, which was opened by the Vicar, Cardinal Agostino Vallini. We offer several passages on the various themes that the Pope addressed. 

Two aspects of the educational emergency: stability of workers and the urgent need for educator-priests with cultural capacity

“Let us start with the second point. We could say that it is a broader one and, in some sense, easier. A parish hall only used for playing games and serving drinks would be something entirely superfluous. A parish hall should be for cultural, human, and Christian formation of a personality, which should develop into a mature personality...I would say that this is precisely the function of a parish hall: that one not only finds possible activities for recreation, but above all you find integral human formation that makes a person complete. And therefore, the priest as educator should himself be well formed and informed as to today's culture, rich in cultural aspects, in order to help the youth enter into a culture inspired by the faith. I would also of course add that the ultimate orientation of every culture is God, God present in Christ...The heart of all cultural formation, which is so necessary, should undoubtedly be the faith: to come to know the face of God that has been revealed in Christ and thus have a point of reference for the rest of culture, which in any other way would become disoriented and disorienting. A culture without personal knowledge of God and without knowledge of the face of God in Christ is a culture that can also be destructive, because it does not know the necessary ethical orientations. In this sense, I think, we truly have a mission of profound cultural and human formation, which is open to all the riches of the culture of our time, but that also gives criteria, the discernment to test what is true culture and what could become anti-cultural. 

The first question is much harder for me -- the question is also [addressed] to Your Eminence [the vicar, Cardinal Agostino Vallini] -- namely, the permanence of the young priest to give guidance to young people. Undoubtedly, a personal relationship with the teacher is important and must also have the possibility of a certain period to get to know each other. And, in this sense, I can agree that the priest, point of orientation for young people, cannot change every day, because in this way, in fact, he loses this orientation. On the other hand, the young priest must also have different experiences in different cultural contexts, precisely to obtain, in the end, the cultural equipment necessary to be, as pastor, the point of reference for a long time in the parish.

And I would say that in the life of the young person, the dimensions of time are different from those of the life of the adult. The three years, from 16 to 19, are at least as long and as important as the years between 40 and 50. Precisely here is where the personality is formed: It is an interior journey of great importance, of great existential extent. In this sense, I would say that three years for an assistant pastor is a good period of time to form a generation of young people; and in this way, moreover, he can also know other contexts, learn about other situations in other parishes, enrich his human knowledge...In this sense, I think that both aspects can be reconciled: different experiences for a young priest, continuity in the accompaniment of the young people in order to guide them in life.”

The role of the ecclesial community in the emergency situation of the economic crisis

“I would distinguish two levels. Firstly, that of macroeconomics, which is later affects every citizen, who suffers the consequences of a mistaken construction. Of course, denouncing this is one of the Church's duties. As you know, we are preparing an encyclical on these points. In the long run, I see that it is hard to address the issue with competence, because if a certain economic reality is not addressed with competence, it cannot be credible. And on the other hand, it is also necessary to address the situation with great ethical awareness, we could say one that is formed and enlightened by a conscience conformed to the Gospel. Therefore, we need to denounce these fundamental errors that today have come to the light with the fall of the large American banks, the foundational errors. In the end, it is human greed as sin or, as the Letter to the Colossians says, greed as idolatry...Here we are in the central point: Does original sin really exist? If it did not exist, we could appeal to reason, lucidly, with arguments that are accessible to all and incontestable and to the good will of everyone. In this manner, we could simply continue forward and change humanity. However, this is not the case: reason – ours as well – is darkened, we see this every day. Because selfishness, the root of greed, is in the desire to love myself above all things and the world in relationship to myself. This exists in all of us. This is the darkening of reason: it can be very gifted, with extremely profound scientific arguments, and yet be darkened by false premises. This is how one can carry on with a great intelligence, taking giant steps on the wrong path...Without the light of faith, which enters into the shadows of original sin, reason cannot progress. But then, faith finds resistance from our will, which does not wish to see the path, which would also imply a path of self-denial and correction of our own will in favor of others and not ourselves.

Thus, I would say that what is needed is the reasonable and reasoned denunciation of the errors, not with great moralisms, but with concrete reasons that can be understood in the world of economy today. This denunciation is important, it has been a mandate for the Church from the very beginning...Having said this, the Church must always be vigilant, herself making every effort to find the reasons behind the economic world, to enter into this reasoning and to enlighten it with the faith that frees us from the selfishness of original sin. It is the Church's duty to enter into this discernment, into this reasoning process, make herself heard, even on the various international and national levels, to offer assistance and to correct. And this is not an easy task, as there are so many personal and national group interests who are opposed to a radical correction... 

This is the first point. The other is, to be realists. And see that these great goals of macro-science cannot be reached through micro-science – nor those of macroeconomics through microeconomics – if there is no conversion of hearts. Justice cannot come without the presence of just people. We have to admit this. Therefore, education in justice should be a priority; we could even say the priority...Justice cannot come about in a world with only good models, although these are necessary. Justice can only come when there are just people. And there cannot be just people without the humble, daily work of converting hearts. Justice has to be established inside hearts. Only in this way can corrective justice be brought about. This is why the work of the parish pastor is fundamental not only for the parish, but for all humanity...Our humble and daily work is fundamental in order to reach the great objectives of humanity. We have to work together on every level. The Universal Church should denounce, but she should also preach what it is that can be done and how it can be done. The Bishops' Conference and Bishops should act. But all of us must be educators in justice...Therefore, these two points are inseparable. If, on the one hand, we do not preach macro-justice, micro-justicia cannot increase. However, on the other hand, if we do not fulfill the humble task of micro-justice, the macro-justice will not increase either. As I affirmed in my first encyclical, with all the systems that can evolve in the world, in addition to the justice we seek, charity is needed. Opening hearts to justice and charity is educating in the faith, leading people to God. (part 2, to be continued) (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/3/2009)

VATICAN - Pope's encounter with the clergy of the Diocese of Rome (3) - Importance of the liturgy; the Bishop of Rome and the Petrine Ministry

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - As is customary at the beginning of Lent, on Thursday, February 26, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met in the Blessings Hall in the Vatican with the parish priests and clergy of the Diocese of Rome. The encounter took place in a question-answer dialogue between the Holy Father and the participants, which was opened by the Vicar, Cardinal Agostino Vallini. We offer several passages on the various themes that the Pope addressed. 

The importance of the liturgy

“For me, it is important that the sacraments, the celebration of the sacraments, may not be something rare amidst the more common labors of today, such as moral and economic education, and all that we have mentioned. Sacraments can easily be pushed aside and isolated from the more practical events and it becomes something that does not enter entirely into our beings as persons. Thank you for asking this question, because we should really teach people how to be persons. We should teach this great art: how to be a man. This demands, as we have seen, many things: from the great denunciation of original sin in the roots of our economy and in the many aspects of our lives, even concrete guides to justice, preaching to non-believers. However, the mysteries are not something exotic in the realm of the most practical realities. The mystery is the heart that gives us strength and where we return to find this center. And thus, I think that the catechesis – the mistagogy – is really important. Mistagogy also means realism, in reference to the life of men today.

Given that man is not his own measure – as to what is correct or not – but it he finds this measure outside himself, in God, it is important that this God not be distant, but that He be recognizable, real, that He enter in our life and truly become a friend with whom we speak and who speaks to us. We should learn to celebrate the Eucharist, learn to know Jesus Christ, the God with a human face, up close, really enter in contact with Him, learn to listen and learn to let Him enter in us. Because sacramental communion is precisely this interpenetration between two persons. I am not eating a peace of bread or meat. I eat and I open my heart so that the Risen Lord can enter into my being, so that He can be inside me and not only outside me, and then He can speak inside me and transform me, give me a sense of justice, a dynamism of justice, zeal for the Gospel.

This celebration, in which God not only comes close to us, but enters into our very existence, is fundamental in order to truly live with God and for God and bring the light of God to this world. We will not enter into too many details right now. But it is always important that sacramental catechesis be existencial catechesis. Naturally, even accepting and learning more and more about the mystery – where words and rational arguments end – it is totally realistic because it takes me to God and brings God to me. It takes me to the other person because he receives Christ Himself, just as I do. Thus, if Christ Himself is inside me and inside him, neither are the two of us separated individuals. This is where the doctrine of the Body of Christ begins, because we are all incorporated if we receive the Eucharist well, in Christ Himself. Therefore, our neighbor is truly someone at our side. We are not two separated “I's”, but we are united in the “I” of Christ. In other words, Eucharistic and sacramental catechesis should really reach the depths of our existence, be an education in opening my existence in its most profound depths, so that we can become truly just. In this sense, it seems to me that we should all increase in our knowledge of the liturgy, not as something exotic, but as the heart of our being as Christians, which does not easily open itself to a distant person, but is precisely openness to the other side, to the world. We should all collaborate in celebrating the Eucharist with increasing profoundity: not only as a rite, but as an existential process that reaches me in the intimacy of my being, more than anything else, and it changes me, it transforms me. And transforming me, it initiates the transformation of the world that the Lord desires and for which we want to become His instruments.” 

The Bishop of Rome and the Petrine Ministry

“Your question, if I have understood correctly, has two parts. First of all, what corresponds to the concrete responsibility of the Bishop of Rome today. But then, that rightly extends the Petrine privilege to the entire Church of Rome – this is how the early Church considered it as well – and the question is regarding what obligations correspond to the Church of Rome, to respond to her vocation.

There is no need here to explain the doctrine of the primacy, you all know it well. It is important that we reflect on the fact that the Successor of Peter, the ministry of Peter, guarantees the universality of the Church, this transcendence beyond nationalisms and other barriers that exist in mankind today, so as to be truly one Church amidst the diversity and wealth of many cultures.

We can also see how the other ecclesial communities, the other Churches stress the need for a unifying point so as not to fall into the trap of nationalism, in an identification with a certain culture, to be truly open, be all things to all people, and almost force ourselves to always be open towards all other people. I think that this is the fundamental ministry of the Successor of Peter: guarantee this Catholicity that implies multiplicity, diversity, wealth of cultures, respect for diversities and that, at the same time, excludes absolutization and unites all people, obliging them to be open, to emerge from the absolutization of what is their own to enter in communion with the family of God that the Lord wants and for which He places the Successor of Peter as unity in the diversity.

Naturally, the Church of the Successor of Peter should, with its Bishop, carry this weight, this joy of the gift of his responsibility. In the Book of the Apocalypse, the Bishop appears as an angel of his Church, almost the incorporation of his Church, to which the Church itself must respond. Therefore, the Church of Rome along with the Successor of Peter and like the individual Diocese, should guarantee precisely this universality, this openness, this responsibility for the transcendence of love, this preside in the love that makes no distinctions. It should also guarantee fidelity to the Word of the Lord, the gift of the faith, which has not been invented by ourselves, but that is truly a gift that can only come from God Himself. This is and will always be the duty and privilege of the Church of Rome, against trends, particularisms, against the absolutization of certain aspects, against heresies that are always absolutizations of a certain aspect. There is also the duty of guaranteeing unity and fidelity to the integral nature and wealth of the faith, of its path in history that opens towards the future. And along with all this, give testimony to the faith and universality, and of course setting an example of charity... 

The act of presiding the Eucharist is followed by the act of presiding in charity, which only the community itself can give witness. This constitutes, I think, a great task, the great challenge for the Church of Rome: truly become an example and a launching point for charity. The clergy of Rome includes members of all continents, races, philosophies, and cultures. I am glad that the clergy of Rome can express this universality; in the unity of the small local Church, we manifest the presence of the Universal Church. It is also more difficult and demanding to truly be witnesses of charity and unity in the Lord in the midst of the human community. We should simply pray to the Lord that we can count on His help in every parish and community, and that all together we can truly be faithful to this gift, this mandate to preside in charity. (part 3, to be continued) (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/3/2009)

VATICAN - Pope's encounter with the clergy of the Diocese of Rome (4) - The relationship between the Word of God and Marian devotion, indulgences, and other devotions in general

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - As is customary at the beginning of Lent, on Thursday, February 26, the Holy Father Benedict XVI met in the Blessings Hall in the Vatican with the parish priests and clergy of the Diocese of Rome. The encounter took place in a question-answer dialogue between the Holy Father and the participants, which was opened by the Vicar, Cardinal Agostino Vallini. We offer several passages on the various themes that the Pope addressed. 

The relationship between the Word of God and Marian devotion

“Mary is truly the woman who listens: we see this in her encounter with the Angel, and we see it again throughout the events in her life, from the wedding at Cana, to the Cross, and to the day of Pentecost, when she is in the midst of the Apostles precisely in order to receive the Spirit. She is the symbol of openness, of the Church that awaits the coming of the Holy Spirit.

In the moment of the annunciation, we can already perceive the attitude of listening – of a true listening, a listening that should be cultivated in our interior, that does not simply say yes, but assimilates the Word, takes the Word – and then true obedience follows, as a Word assimilated inside me, that is to say, that it becomes Word in me and for me, almost my way of life. This seems very beautiful to me: see this active listening, a listening that attracts the Word in a such a way that it enters and becomes Word in me, reflecting on it and accepting it in the most intimate corner of my heart. This is how the Word becomes incarnate.

We see the same in the Magnificat. We know that it is a fabric woven with words from the Old Testament. We saw that Mary is truly the woman who listens, who knew Scripture by heart. She was not simply familiar with a few passages. Rather, she was so identified with the Word that the words of the Old Testament, resumed, become a song in her heart and on her lips. We see that her life was penetrated by the Word; she had entered into the Word, she had assimilated it, and it had become life in her, transforming itself once more into a Word of praise and of proclamation of God's grandeur. 

I believe Saint Luke, in referring to Mary, says at least 3 or 4 times that she assimilated and kept the Words in her heart. For the Fathers, she is the model of the Church, the model of the believer who conserves the Word, carrying the Word within her; not only reading it, but interpreting it with her intellect, to know what it was at that time, what the philological problems are. All this is interesting and important, however it is even more important to perceive the Word that should be kept and that should become Word in me, life in me and presence of the Lord. Therefore, I find the connection between Mariology and theology of the Word very important and it is a topic that has been addressed as well by the Synodal Fathers and one that we will address in the post-synodal document.” 

Indulgences and devotions

“They are realities that the Council has not addressed, but that exist within the Church. They live in the Church and develop. Now is not the moment to enter into the expansive area of indulgences. Paul VI has explained the topic and given us the clues to understand it. I would say that it is simply an exchange of gifts, that is to say, in that the Church exists for the good of all men. With this key of the indulgence, we can enter into this communion of goods of the Church. Protestants oppose, affirming that the only treasure in Christ. But I find that the wonderful thing is that Christ, who is really more than enough in His infinite love, in his divinity and humanity... He does not only consider us objects of His mercy, but He makes us subjects of His mercy and love, together iwht Him, almost as though – although not quantitatively, at least in a mysterious sense – He would like to include us in the great treasure of the Body of Christ. He wishes to be the Head with the Body. And He desires that the body complete the mystery of His Redemption. Jesus desires the Church as His Body, in which the wealth of all He has done, can be carried out. From this mystery comes the “tesaurus ecclesiae,” which the Body, as well as the Head, gives so much and we can give ourselves to one another. 

This is also true for the other things, as well. For example, the Fridays of the Sacred Heart. This is a very beautiful thing in the Church. They are not necessary, but arise from the rich meditation of the mystery. Thus, the Lord offers us these possibilities to us in the Church. I do not think now is the time to enter into all kinds of details. Each one can more or less understand what is more important that something else; however, no one should despise these treasures, which have arisen over the centuries as an offering and as a multiplication of lights within the Church. The light of Christ is One. It appears in all of its colors and as multiplication of the wealth of His gift, the interaction between the Head and the Body, the interaction between the members, in such a way that we can truly be united in a living organism, in which each one gives of himself to everyone and everyone gives themselves to the Lord, the One who has given of Himself entirely. (4th and final part) (SL) (Agenzia Fides 6/3/2009)

27 February 2009 – Audience with members of the Associations Pro Petri Sede and Etrennes Pontificales
VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells “Pro Petri Sede” and “Etrennes Pontificales” associations: “Nourished by the same Eucharistic Bread, the baptized cannot be indifferent when bread is lacking on men's tables.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Pauline year offers us the occasion, through meditation on the word of the Apostles to the Gentiles, to be acutely conscious that the Church is a Body, through which the very life of Jesus circulates -- hence the fact that every member of the ecclesial body is united in a very profound way to all the others, and cannot ignore their needs. Nourished by the same Eucharistic Bread, the baptized cannot be indifferent when bread is lacking on men's tables.” These are the words with which the Holy Father addressed members of the associations “Pro Petri Sede” and “Etrennes Pontificales” (from Belgium), whom he received in an audience on February 27, during their pilgrimage that they make every two years to the tombs of the apostles. 

“Again this year you have accepted the call to enlarge your hearts to the needs of the disinherited, so that the members of the Body of Christ affected by poverty are alleviated and thus become more alive and free to give witness of the Good News,” the Pope said. He then thanked those present for the possibility they give to the Successor of Peter to “enable him to exercise concrete and active charity, which is the sign of his solicitude for all the Churches, for all the baptized, and for all men,” Benedict XVI concluded his address by highlighting that “by combating poverty we give greater possibility to peace so that it will enter and take root in hearts.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/3/2009)

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Year of St Paul 

“ Well, in all this Paul represents a sound pedagogical mediation: imitating him in the following of Jesus, dear friends, is the privileged way to correspond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church.”. (Address to men and women Religious on the Feast of the Presentation and the  13th Day of Consecrated Life, 2 February 2009)

Cross  

“ Indeed, he knows that to liberate humanity from the dominion of sin he will have to be sacrificed on the Cross as the true Paschal Lamb. The devil, for his part, seeks to dissuade him so as to divert him instead toward the human logic of a powerful and successful Messiah. The Cross of Christ will be the devil's ruin, and this is why Jesus always taught his disciples that in order to enter into his glory he must suffer much, he must be rejected, condemned and crucified (cf. Lk 24: 26), for suffering is an integral part of his mission.”. (Angelus 1 February 2009)

Fasting 

“ The true fast is thus directed to eating the “true food,” which is to do the Father’s will (cf. Jn 4,34). If, therefore, Adam disobeyed the Lord’s command “of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat,” the believer, through fasting, intends to submit himself humbly to God, trusting in His goodness and mercy”. (Message for Lent, 3 February 2009)

Education

“[…] Therefore, of course, the priest as an educator must himself have received a good training and must fit into today's culture, and be deeply cultured if he is to help young people to enter a culture inspired by faith. I would naturally add that in the end, the central point of orientation in every culture is God, God present in Christ. ”. (Meeting with the clergy of Rome 26 February 2009 )

Eucharist

“ We must learn to celebrate the Eucharist, to learn to know intimately Jesus Christ the God with the human face and really come into contact with him. We must learn to listen to him and learn to let him enter into us. Sacramental Communion is precisely this interpenetration between two persons. I do not take a piece of bread or meat, I take or open my heart so that the Risen One may enter the context of my being. […]”. (Meeting with the Clergy of Rome, 26 February 2009 )

Eugenics

“ Every human being, therefore, is far more than a unique combination of genetic information that is transmitted by his or her parents. Human generation can never be reduced to the mere reproduction of a new individual of the human species, as happens with any animal. The arrival of each person in the world is always a new creation”. (Audience to participants at Scientific Congress on occasion of General Assembly Pontifical Academy for Life 21 February 2009)

Freedom  

“ We are creatures, therefore dependent on the Creator. In the Age of Enlightenment, to atheism especially this appeared as a dependence from which it was necessary to free oneself. In reality, however, it would be only a fatal dependence were this God Creator a tyrant and not a good Being […].If, instead, this Creator loves us and our dependence means being within the space of his love, in that case it is precisely dependence that is freedom. In this way we are in fact within the charity of the Creator; we are united to him, to the whole of his reality, to all of his power.”. (Visit to Major Seminary of Rome on the Feast of Our Lady of Trust 20 February 2009)

Mission 

“ Another fundamental aspect of Paul's consecrated life is the mission. He belongs wholly to Jesus in order, like Jesus, to belong to all; indeed, to be Jesus for all: "I have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some" (1 Cor 9: 22). In him, so closely united to the person of Christ, we recognize a profound capacity for combining spiritual life and missionary action. In him the two dimensions refer to each other reciprocally”. (Address to men and women Religious on the Feast of the Presentation and 13th Day of Consecrated Life 2 February 2009)

Reconciliation 

“ Only reconciliation with God can give us true healing, true life, because a life without love and without truth would not be life. The Kingdom of God is precisely the presence of truth and love and thus is healing in the depths of our being. One therefore understands why his preaching and the cures he works always go together: in fact, they form one message of hope and salvation. ( Angelus 8 February 2009)

Science 
“ Consequently, if one wishes to enter into the mystery of human life, no branch of science must isolate itself, claiming to have the last word. Rather, it must participate in the common vocation to reach the truth, though with the different methodologies and subject matter proper to each science..” (Audience to participants at Scientific Congress on occasion of General Assembly Pontifical Academy for Life 21 February 2009 )
Suffering

“ For us Christians, it is in Christ that the answer is found to the enigma of pain and death […]Every Eucharistic celebration is the perennial memorial of the Crucified and Risen Christ, who defeated the power of evil with the omnipotence of his love. It is therefore at the "school" of the Eucharistic Christ that we are granted to learn and to love life always and to accept our apparent powerlessness in the face of illness and death.”. (Feast of Our Lady of Lourdes Meeting with sick people – 17th World Day of the Sick 11th  February 2009)
“ euthanasia is a false solution to the drama of suffering, a solution unworthy of man. Indeed, the true response cannot be to put someone to death, however "kindly", but rather to witness to the love that helps people to face their pain and agony in a human way. We can be certain that no tear, neither of those who are suffering nor of those who are close to them, is lost before God. ” (Angelus 1 February 2009 )

Life  

“ In fact, it is necessary to assert vigorously the absolute and supreme dignity of every human life[…]human life is beautiful and should be lived to the full, even when it is weak and enveloped in the mystery of suffering. We must turn our gaze to the Crucified Jesus: in dying on the Cross he wished to share in the suffering of all humanity. We may discern in his suffering for love a supreme sharing in the plight of little ones who are ill and of their parents”. (Message for 17th World Day of the Sick dated 7 February 2009 )

QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul – AMERICA/CUBA - Celebration of a Congress on Saint Paul: facsimile edition of the 1st Letter of Saint Peter and special edition of the Letter to the Romans

Santa Clara (Agenzia Fides) – On Saturday, January 31, a Congress on Saint Paul was organized by the Cultural Commission, in the Library of the Bishop's Residence in Santa Clara. After the welcoming address given by the Diocesan Vicar General Msgr. Arnaldo Fernandez Berroa, there were conferences: “The great biblical-theological themes of Saint Paul” (Fr. Juan Miguel Diaz Rodelas of the Theological School in Valencia, Spain); “Christian spirituality and Pauline thought” (Sr. Carmina Rossello, Sacred Heart Sister from Havana); “Peter and Paul, pillars of the Church” (Fr. Juan Diaz of the “San Carlos y San Ambrosio” Seminary in Havana). 

After the conferences, there was a time for discussion among participants and speakers on several topics including the exclusion within communities, how to transmit the experiences from this Congress to the communities, how to relate to our brother Protestants, unity, and plurality.

The Congress finalized the presentation of a facsimile edition of the 1st Letter of Saint Peter and a special edition of Saint Paul's Letter to the Romans, by Fr. Wilfredo Leiter. The letter was drawn up upon the request of Pope Paul VI in 1968, on the 1900th anniversary of Saint Paul's death. A copy of this edition is preserved in the Library of the Bishop's Residence in Santa Clara, published in Latin and Italian. The facsimile copy of the First Letter of Saint Peter, whose papyrus manuscript in Greek is the most ancient document of the New Testament conserved in the Vatican (from the 3rd Century), was first published in 1950. The present edition is from 2003, with 980 numbers. The copy presented bears the Act of Authenticity. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 04/02/2009)

Year of St Paul – ASIA/HONG KONG - An initiative for the Year of Saint Paul: his conversion and missionary travels illustrated in paintings by 30 students (including non-Catholics)

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) – An art exhibit entitled: “The missionary travels of Saint Paul depicted by a child paintbrush,” located in the parish hall of Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal in the Diocese of Hong Kong, will be open to visitors until June 28. The initiative forms part of the celebrations taking place for the Year of Saint Paul in the parish. According to the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin), the parish felt inspired by the Pauline spirit to invite two schools in the area to participate in the initiative. Thus, over 30 students (Catholics and non alike) from the Hong Kong Tang King Po College founded by Salesians in 1965 and the St. Francis' Canossian College founded by Italian Canossians in 1869 participated in painting 10 drawings depicting the conversion of St. Paul and his three most important trips. During the project's making, which began last November, the priests offered their suggestions and explanations on the story of St. Paul. Thus, the children were able to learn more about the Catholic and missionary meaning of St. Paul's life, using their youthful imagination. According to the exhibit's organizers, “over half of the students are non-Christians, however they have learned about the Christian faith through their paintbrushes.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/TAIWAN - Pastoral Letter from the Regional Bishops' Conference of Taiwan for the 150th anniversary of evangelization: imitating Saint Paul, on a mission of evangelization in every area

Tai Nan (Agenzia Fides) – Authentic improvement in Christian formation, creative evangelization, a thorough work in neighborhoods, reaching out to the mainland, praying with devotion...these are the 5 main guidelines for the Jubilee Year of Evangelization, offered by the Bishops of Taiwan to Catholics on the island, in their Pastoral Letter. In the Letter, dated January 11, 2009, Feast of the Lord's Baptism, and entitled: “Celebrating the 150th Anniversary of Evangelization, imitating Saint Paul on a mission of evangelization in every area.” The Bishops analyze the present social and ecclesial situation in four chapters: 1. Pain and concern, joys and hopes of the people of Taiwan; 2. The Year of Saint Paul and the Jubilee Celebration of the Evangelization of the Church of Taiwan; 3. Guidelines for the Celebration of the Jubilee Year of Evangelization; 4. Conclusion.

In the first part, which analyzes the aspects of the present situation, the Bishops highlighted the importance of the “return to the Gospel of Christ, which is the only way for the world to reach its fullness according to God's plan.” The teachings of Saint Paul are the response par excellence to a world which is increasingly more multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, and globilized. Furthermore, “reconciling oneself with God, with Creation, with mankind, is the objective way to proceed.” In the second part, in which they refer to the Year of Saint Paul and the jubilee for the evangelization of the Church in Taiwan, they also recall the great contribution of the missionaries, especially the Dominicans. Today, volunteers, the lay faithful, should take an active role in the Church's life, inspiring a greater openness of the community, which “is relatively closed.” The Bishops also mentioned 5 main guidelines for the Jubilee Year of Evangelization, which we mentioned above.

Lastly, the Pastors of Taiwan have asked all the faithful to link the mission of the Church with the traditional celebration of Chinese New Year. They encouraged the faithful to follow the example of Saint Paul - “cast into the deep with courage to fish” - and called on the intercession of Our Lady, Help of Christians, “model of all disciples and bright Star of Evangelization” (Ecclesia in Asia, 51), so that with her intercession and our effort “the fruits of evangelization will blossom in Taiwan.” As it was nearing the celebration of the Chinese New Year, in concluding their Letter, they wished “everyone a good year, full of the Lord's Grace.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 2/2/2009)

Year of St. Paul - EUROPE/ITALY - Youth Missionary Congress during the Year of St. Paul on “Paul's secret” and European Youth Missionary Pilgrimage to Rome with theme: “Missionaries like Paul.”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – In this, the year of the 2,000th anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Gentiles, the Youth Missionary Movement has organized a Youth Missionary Congress to be celebrated April 30 – May 3 in Assisi, in conjunction with the Religion Missio Foundation, the Pontifical Mission Societies, the Diocesan Missionary Centers, the Missionary Institutes, and the Missionary Communities and Associations. As Rocco Negri, Secretary of the Youth Missionary Movement, explains “through the times of prayer, discussion, group study, testimonies, etc., our youth – in the words of St. Paul – will be invited to discover that Christ is the criteria for evaluating everything, the aim of every effort to preach the Gospel, the great passion that supports on our path in this world.” Registrations end on February 28 and can be filled-out on the website. 

“Youth, Missionaries like Paul” is another event of the Year of St. Paul promoted by the International Secretariat and the Holy Childhood Association, with the goal of inspiring the youth to make a serious commitment in preaching the Gospel in their daily life. This Pauline pilgrimage, which will meet in Rome on Saturday, May 30 for an audience with the Holy Father Benedict XVI and celebrate Mass in the Basilica of Saint Paul, is for children from 8-14 years of age who are involved in a missionary activity (a religious institute, catechesis, etc.) Registrations should be made no later than February 28 online. Beginning February 2009, all those signed-up will be sent material on Saint Paul's mission, in preparation for the pilgrimage. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/2/2009)

Economic Crisis - AMERICA/COLOMBIA - CELAM's concern for the serious global financial crisis

Bogota (Agenzia Fides) – At the close of the meeting held by the Bishops in charge of the various Departments and Commissions in CELAM (Latin American Bishops' Council), which took place in Bogota, February 5 and 6, a statement was released showing their “concern and solidarity in response to the present global financial crisis which is so serious.” The Bishops also recalled the responsibility of all members of society, “in promoting the humanization of the political, economic, and developmental structures so that they may be at the service of the common good, the priority of work over profit and production over finance.”

Making reference to the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI on January 1, 2009, the Bishops recall that “really, the present crisis is not the result of immediate financial difficulties, but the consequence of the state of the planet's ecological wellbeing and, above all, the cultural and moral crisis in which we live, whose symptoms have been evident in the world for some time.”

According to the Bishops, this crisis involves us all and should lead us to “express our solidarity in actions and concrete works to find solutions to the problems of unemployment, hunger, obligatory migration, decline in health, and the loss of a standard of living for the poor, who as always are the most hurt by the crisis.” It should also be a reason to “combine efforts from Catholic universities and institutions, investigators and agents of the pastoral-social ministry, in order to contribute to the formulation of a new development model for Latin America and the Caribbean, and an economic system for a world with better regulations that can eliminate poverty and promote justice and solidarity on our Continent.”

They also recall the urgent need for “globalization to be guided by ethics, placing everything at the service of the human person,” as this crisis “has unveiled the excessive desire for profit over and above the value of work and employment, converting it into an end in itself.” This inversion of values “perverts human relationships, substituting them for financial transactions that should be used to meet human needs.” They also decry the fact that “the international economy has left power and riches in the hands of an elite few, excluding the underprivileged and augmenting inequality.”

In light of this situation, the Bishops mention the need to “establish a basis for a new international order, founded on new game rules that should take into account the values of the Gospel and the social teachings of the Church.” And in order for this to take place, “we need the presence and collaboration of all men and women of good will, without any discrimination of religion, culture, politics, or ideology.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

Economic Crisis - AMERICA/MEXICO - Bishops' proposals in response to the economic crisis: everyone is responsible and should show greater sensitivity

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of Mexico have issued a press statement in which they ask all the sectors of Mexican society to reach a joint agreement in facing the economic crisis that is affecting the country, as is the case for the majority of the countries of Latin America, and call for hope and solidarity in this moment of crisis and as electoral campaigns begin.

The Bishops consider the fact that the crisis “should lead all parts of the government to find prompt solutions and not allow the situation to worsen, as there is already so much poverty, unemployment, rise in the prices of goods and services, school drop-outs, and social despair experienced by the majority of the Mexican families.”

All are responsible and all should show “greater sensibility before this fact, and in addition, show the necessary maturity for affronting all the financial problems of the country” and should make a greater effort in “stopping violence, the spread of drug trafficking, corruption, inequality, economic waste, and infringements on ethical, social, and family values.” 

The Bishops also denounce the fact that precisely now that the new electoral campaign is opening, there is excessive budget-spending and waste that can only “lead to greater mistrust among citizens.” Thus, they call on candidates to “avoid promises to the electorate that cannot be fulfilled,” and to avoid “offenses and aggression among themselves and their parties” and “working for the good of the nation instead of fighting for power.”

They conclude their statement with a call to all the baptized to be faithful and to bear witness in the world through a coherent Christian life and to prepare themselves for the Mexican Bishops' renewal of the country's consecration to the Holy Spirit on Monday, April 20. During the press conference held on the statement, the Bishops announced that the Church will participate in the electoral process through a message calling on all citizens to participate in the elections. The document will be issued by the Bishops' Commission for Social Ministry following their Plenary Assembly in April. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

Economic Crisis - VATICAN - Economic crisis: Holy See warns of the effects of recession on poor nations and children, need for ethics in economic and financial undertakings
Geneva (Agenzia Fides) – The severe economic crisis, whose effects are being felt worldwide, is especially hitting developing nations and as a consequence runs the risk of placing the UN-established Millennium Goals for fighting poverty out of reach. And that is not all: the world's children are among those who must suffer the consequences of this financial “earthquake,” and therefore, according to the Magisterium of Benedict XVI, there is a need to integrate ethics at the basis of all economic and financial undertakings.

Highlighting the various consequences that derive from this difficult and persistent state of the economy, was Archbishop Silvano Tomasi, Permanent Observer of the Holy See to the UN in Geneva (Switzerland). The Archbishop recently gave an address during the special session of the Human Rights Council on the world economic crisis. Archbishop Tomasi mentioned the risks that the crisis, extended in so many regions of the world, presents to democracies and human rights: “All too often, periods of severe economic hardship have been characterized by the rise in power of governments with dubious commitments to democracy.” “The Holy See prays that such consequences will be avoided in the present crisis, since they would result in a serious threat for the diffusion of basic human rights for which this institution has so tenaciously struggled,” he added. The Archbishop mentioned that the risks to democracy and human rights are “another consequence of the global economic crisis that could be particularly relevant for the mandate of the United Nations.” The Holy See's Observer then expressed the hope that the most devastating consequences of the crisis underway could be headed off, as they are a serious threat to the Millennium Goals against poverty and are having drastic effects especially on children. The human rights of countless persons, he said, are already in jeopardy, including the rights to food, water, health, and decent employment. “The last fifty years have witnessed some great achievements in poverty reduction,” the Holy See representative mentioned in his speech. He then added: “these achievements are at risk, and a coherent approach is required to preserve them through a renewed sense of solidarity, especially for the segments of population and for the countries more affected by the crisis.” “Old and recent mistakes will be repeated, however, if concerted international action is not undertaken to promote and protect all human rights and if direct financial and economic activities are not placed on an ethical road that can prioritize persons, their productivity and their rights over the greed that can result from a fixation on profit alone.” As for the origins of the present economic and financial crisis, Archbishop Tomasi mentioned that: “the crisis was caused, in part, by problematic behavior of some actors in the financial and economic system, including bank administrators and those who should have been more diligent in monitoring and accountability systems; thus they bear much responsibility for the current problems. The causes of the crisis, however, are deeper.” “There are economic, juridical and cultural dimensions of the present crisis. To engage in financial activity cannot be reduced to making easy profits, but also must include the promotion of the common good among those who lend, those who borrow, and those who work,” the Archbishop continued. Then, quoting Benedict XVI, he added: “The lack of an ethical base has brought the crisis to low, middle and high income countries alike. The Delegation of the Holy See calls for renewed 'attention to the need for an ethical approach to the creation of positive partnerships between markets, civil society and States.'” 

Among the statistics released in these days, which are cause for particular concern, are those issued by Geneva, by the International Labor Organization which registers a total of 325,000 layoffs since August 2007. Nearly 40% of them, 130,000 workers, were laid off between October 2008 and February 12, 2009. Thus, the crisis is being felt not only in the industrial/manufacturing companies, but among the weakest in society, such as the immigrant workers. In the financial sphere, there has been a staggering drop in unemployment. The especially hard-hit areas have been the world financial hubs such as London and New York. Worldwide, there are over 20 million people working in the sector, today at risk for losing their jobs. (Mtp) (Agenzia Fides 25/2/2009)

Education - EUROPE/SPAIN - Second National Encounter of “Education for Citizenship” Objectors: thousands of families stand firm in defense of their rights and their children's education

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – Representatives from 60 platform groups of parents objecting to the course “Education for Citizenship” (EpC) will meet on February 28 in Pozuelo de Alarcon (Madrid), in the Second National Encounter of Objectors to EpC, an encounter that has been highly anticipated following the Supreme Court decision, whose actual content remains unknown. The Encounter will be a family fest with the theme: “A matter of freedom.”

Organized by Professionals for Ethics and the State Confederation of Educational Centers (CECE), the Encounter is also being sponsored by the platform group “Hazteoir.org” and will be attended by 60 platform and parent groups of objectors from all over Spain. Several of the special guests include: Maria Rosa de la Cierva (member of the State School Council), Jaime Urcelay (President of Professionals for Ethics), Isabel Bazo (CECE), Benigno Blanco (President of the Spanish Family Forum), Luis Carbonel (President of the CONCAPA), Alfredo Dagnino (President of the “Fundación Universitaria San Pablo CEU”), and Ignacio Arsuaga (President of HazteOir.org).

Over the course of the day, there will be talks given by lawyers, parents, and representatives from objector's platforms from all over Spain. There will also be an awards ceremony for the presentation of the 2008-2009 Freedom Awards to eleven entities and persons, in acknowledgment of the constancy, enthusiasm, and spirit of sacrifice of thousands of families who are standing firm in defense of their rights and their children's education. 

A new addition this year are the workshops and activities that will be available for student objectors (high school and middle school ages). “It is very enriching for the youth to explain their reasons for objecting,” said Leonor Tamayo, event coordinator. “It is a use of their citizenship and an act of maturity that will help them in the future.” 

Leonor Tamayo hopes that there will be at least a thousand objectors attending the event, which is open to the entire movement in Spain and Portugal. Parents from Panama, Argentina, Colombia, Peru, Canada, and France have also joined the movement.

“The Supreme Court ruling has not resolved the EpC matter,” Tamayo said. “We're going to continue working, harder than ever. The battle continues until a victory is reached, and this victory is still worth fighting for. However, it is not only a battle in the courts. We have to make it an issue in society. The enthusiasm, the willpower, and the strength of the parent objectors, their tenacity and audacity, are our most powerful weapons.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 13/2/2009)

Emergency - AFRICA/MADAGASCAR - Madagascar amidst political crisis, administrative chaos and famine looming on the horizon

Antananarivo (Agenzia Fides) - “The city is experiencing administrative chaos, however at least is no fighting,”Agenzia Fides was told by sources at Radio Don Bosco in Antananarivo, the most important Catholic radio in Madagascar, where the country has been suffering from a serious political crisis since 2002.

After days of protests, on February 3, the leading political adversary of President Marc Ravalomanana, Andry Rajoelina, who was Mayor of Antananarivo, was fired by the Prefect of the capital. Rajoelina, however, rejected the action and said that he would resign, asking his collaborator Michele Ratsivalaka to take over management of the city (see Fides 4/2/2009), in opposition to the provisional mayor Guy Rivo Randrianarisoa, who had been appointed by the Prefect. The administration in the capital, therefore, does not no who to obey and the chaos is spreading. “It is a chaos that was in part already present before the crisis,” Fides sources say. “The local newspapers are denouncing the fact that the city trash is not being picked up. But this happened beforehand, as well. The provisional mayor has promised to take care of the city's trash problem, but how does he expect to do it if there are no means and there aren't even city dumps?”

In the meantime, Rajoelina's supporters continue in protest. They have been in the May 13 Square for days now. “The demonstrators tried to enter the area of the Ministries, to occupy the seats with the Ministers appointed by the opposition, but they were turned away,” Fides sources say.

On February 10, Rajoelina announced the appointment of the first 4 Ministers of his “government,” which would substitute that of the present President, adding a few more in the days that followed.

In the mean time, a British humanitarian aid organization has launched an alert on the food situation on the southern part of the island. “The truth is that every year during this time, there are less food products in that area of Madagascar, as the food stored up from the previous year's harvest is all used up. The present crisis, however, is worsening the problem by blocking the aid vehicles,” the sources explained.

On the political field, some of the highest in command of the Armed Forces have affirmed that they “desire a rapid solution to the crisis and the army is ready to fulfill its duty.”

“The politicians have been warned: figure out an agreement as soon as possible or we will have to intervene,” Fides sources commented. Senegalese President Abdoulaye Wade says that he is willing to mediate talks between Ravalomanana and Rajoelina.

Since the crisis broke out in mid-January, at least 125 people have died in the fighting between demonstrators and police forces. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 18/2/2009)

Emergency - AFRICA/ZIMBABWE - Southern African Bishops declare February 15 “Zimbabwe Sunday,” in solidarity with the suffering

Harare (Agenzia Fides) – The Southern African Conference of Catholic Bishops (SACBC) has declared February 15 “Zimbabwe Sunday,” a special day for prayer and support for the population of the country, which is suffering from hunger, cholera, and the economic crisis. Promoting the initiative are the Bishops of South Africa, Botswana, and Swaziland (the three countries that form a part of the Southern African Conference), who at the Sunday Masses will encourage the faithful to show their closeness to their brethren in Zimbabwe with prayer and acts of solidarity: the food and medicine collected in the Masses will be distributed to those in need through the network of Caritas Zimbabwe. 

In light of this initiative, Caritas Internationalis Secretary General Lesley-Anne Knight is sending a message of solidarity to the people and Church of Zimbabwe, on behalf of all 162 national Caritas members.

“Half of Zimbabweans rely on food aid to survive, a cholera epidemic has killed 3,500 so far out of 71,000 cases, and the country’s economic, health, educational infrastructure has collapsed,” says a statement sent to Agenzia Fides from Caritas Internationalis. 

Lesley-Anne Knight has affirmed that “the people of Zimbabwe need our solidarity in this time of crisis and tragedy. Reports from Caritas staff on the ground are of acute need among the majority of people. The lack of food will be peaking over the next few weeks, a cholera epidemic has already killed too many, and the suffering is deepening.” 

“Catholics and people of good will around the world will be seeing the tragic events unfold in Zimbabwe and wondering what they can do to help. We can follow the example of the Southern African bishops by marking 15 February as Zimbabwe Sunday with our thoughts and prayers.”

Cardinal Wilfrid Napier, Archbishop of Durban, explained the reasons that led to the declaration of “Zimbabwe Sunday”: “There was a delegation of two bishops that came to address the bishop’s conference and one of them put it, I think, in the most graphic way anyone could put it. He said it was ‘passive genocide’ for the world to be standing by and watching what’s going on in Zimbabwe.”

Cardinal Napier says he hopes to accomplish two things on Zimbabwe Sunday: “The first one is simply to express our Christian solidarity with our brothers and sisters, who are suffering...And secondly…to do something towards alleviating some of their suffering by collecting funds, food, clothing and medicines.”

There has been a sign of hope for change in the recent formation of a government of national unity led by opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai, who was recently sworn into office (see Fides 12/2/2009) and who is hoped to bring in aid to Zimbabwe from the countries who had cut relations off with the regime of President Robert Mugabe. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 13/2/2009)

Emergency AMERICA/ARGENTINA - The Church shows its solidarity with landslide victims; Ash Wednesday collection will go to families affected

Salta (Agenzia Fides) – Caritas Argentina is supporting the refugee families from the city of Tartagal, which one week ago were hit by a landslide that officials say has killed at least two people and left severe damages to the infrastructures. “One of our main tasks has been to organize centers for the refugees in several parishes and schools, where there are many women and children that have lost everything in the heavy rains,” members of Caritas Oran (the Diocese where Tartagal is situated).

In a statement entitled “Tartagal' tragedy is our tragedy,” the Archbishop Mario Antonio Cargnello of Salta exhorted all the faithful to lend a hand to those affected by the landslide: “the families of Tratagal are suffering after the flooding, as they witness their home, their security, everything swept away. The Lord comes to us and knocks on the door of our hearts, asking us to make Him present at their side, to be witnesses of hope and show fraternal solidarity.” After visiting the evacuees, along with Diocesan Administrator Monsignor Andres Buttu, the Bishop asked that a collection be taken up on Ash Wednesday, February 25, the proceeds of which will all go towards Tartagal. The parishes, Vicariates, and the churches with Masses on that day will all send in their collections to the Archdiocesan Caritas Office or the Archdiocese.” “We are united in prayer, which comforts and sustains our hope. The Lord will help us to come out of this great difficulty. May we grow in fraternity.”

The National University of Cordova has also begun a campaign of solidarity and asked all the students and all the academic community to “collaborate with the town of Tartagal, to accompany them in this difficult situation.”

The Bishops of Northwestern Argentina (NOA, formed by the Archdiocese of Salta and Tucuman, and the Dioceses of Añatuya, Concepción, Santiago, Cafayate, Catamarca, Humahuaca, Jujuy, and Orán) are holding a meeting February 16-18 in San Salvador de Jujuy, to evaluate the situation and travel to the area to express their closeness to the victims.

According to Bishop Marcelino Palentini of Jujuy, during the meeting they will try to address important topics “linked to the mission asked of us in the Aparecida Document, analyze how we are carrying out in the Dioceses of NOA.” They will also address the Synod on the Word of God held in the Vatican this past October and the upcoming Ad Limina Visit of the Argentinian Bishops in March-April of this year.

The meeting will also be attended by Monsignor Andres Buttu, Diocesan Administrator of San Ramon of Nueva Oran, in whose jurisdiction Tartagal is situated. He will inform those present of any updates on the situation and “we will see what we can do to help them.” Bishop Marcelino Palentini has also invited all those living in the region to “contribute however they can in helping our brethren in Tartagal.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 17/2/2009)

Emergency - ASIA/CHINA - State of emergency declared for the severe drought affecting the larger part of the country, Catholics offering their own contribution in the aid effort

Beijing (Agenzia Fides) – Due to the lack of precipitation in the last few months in the majority of the northern part of the continent, where the majority of the winter grain is produced, a state of emergency has been declared in 7 provinces. According to information gathered by Agenzia Fides, from October 2008 to February 5, 2009, the arable lands affected by the drought cover an area of 155 million Mu (1 Mu is 666,66667mq), affecting 4.29 million people, over 130,000 people have had difficulty in accessing drinking water, and 2.07 million head of cattle have been hit by the drought. The economic damages are estimated to be around 1.6 billion Yuan (nearly 160 million Euros). Efforts are being made to fight the drought using irrigation waters.

“Fighting the drought begins with me” is the name of the campaign launched by Jinde Charities, the charitable service entity of the Chinese Catholic community, at the end of their meeting held on February 10, calling for protection and respect for Creation. On the same occasion, an Emergency Aid Office was formed to assist the area seriously suffering from drought. The website of the Catholic Jinde Charities has opened a special web page to provide updates on the situation, with concrete suggestions on a daily basis as to how to save water through protection and respect for Creation. They have also presented a series of facts that can help people to realize the importance of saving every drop of water possible. For example, if someone brushes their teeth or washes their hands with the faucet running for 30 seconds, they will use 6 liters of precious water. If, instead, they use a glass or close the faucet while they soap-up their hands, they only consume 0.6 liters of water. That means that twice a day, a family of 3 could save up to 486 liters of water. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 12/02/2009)

Hunger - AFRICA/KENYA - Over 10 million Kenyans are at risk for hunger; Cardinal Njue says: “we must weed out the culture of corruption and selfishness that has caused an artificial rise in prices.”

Nairobi (Agenzia Fides) - “While we acknowledge the fact that there have been inadequate rains in many parts of the country, we are also conscious that had we all taken proper measures, planned in advance, curbed the vice of greed, selfishness, and have the political will to weed out the culture of corruption, no life could be endangered or lost to hunger," said Cardinal John Njue, chairman of the Kenya Episcopal Conference. “The wanton loss of lives and the high poverty levels in this country are a matter of great concern to the Catholic Church in Kenya.” According to the government there are over 10 million Kenyans at risk for hunger. The Church in Kenya has for some time now denounced the speculation that has caused an artificial rise in food prices (see Fides 26/11/2008). Caritas has launched an urgent program for helping over 4 million people, those most in danger.

The new protest being made by Cardinal Njue has taken place during the presentation of the 5-year national plan of the Kenyan Bishops' Conference. The ceremony was attended by several Bishops. The Cardinal said: “I wish to emphasize that this strategic plan is not just about objectives, activities, performance indicators target and deliverables. It is about an encounter between the recipient and the church that leads the recipient to feel loved, cared for, respected and dignified as a person created in the image and likeness of God and enjoying that freedom, that joy and that peace of the children of God.”

Cardinal Njue assured of the church's commitment to social transformation in Kenya based on Gospel values. In a society that is “prone to violence, corruption, inequality, injustices of all kinds and tribalism, the Catholic Church through its Justice and Peace Commission will continue to form consciences, be on the side of truth, justice and reconciliation.”

Following last year's post-election violence, the unity of Kenya is under threat, the Cardinal said, and assured that “the Catholic Church will continuously work for the unity of our nation and of our people at all costs.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 4/2/2009)

Hunger - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - FAO Report: severe food crisis in 32 countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America; worries about the droughts in China and Argentina

New York (Agenzia Fides) – The problems unleashed as a result of the severe food crisis that has strick entire regions of the planet continue to be of interest to millions of people, especially in the southern hemisphere. There are in fact 32 countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America that are suffering a severe food emergency. Moreover, in spite of the 2008 record, the world's cereal production this year will suffer a considerable decline. At least this is what has been announced in the FAO's latest Crop Prospects and Food Situation report. 

Smaller plantings and adverse weather look likely to bring grain production down in most of the world's major producers, the FAO says. While conditions are generally favorable for winter wheat throughout Europe and the United States, planted area in these countries has declined, reflecting the prospect of sharply reduced returns compared to last year, combined with persisting high input costs, the report said.

In low-income food-deficit countries, prospects for early 2009 cereal crops point to lower output. The early outlook is for a smaller maize crop in southern Africa. Prolonged dry weather is adversely affecting wheat prospects in Asia, with almost half of China's winter wheat area suffering from severe drought. Much will depend on the rice crop yet to be planted in Asia. In South America, 2008 wheat production was halved by drought in Argentina, and persistent dry weather is adversely affecting prospects for the region's 2009 coarse grains (corn, oats, spelt, barley). 

However, based on the latest estimates of cereal production in 2008 and projected utilization in 2008/09, FAO forecasts world cereal carryovers at 496 million tonnes going into the new 2009/10 seasons, the highest level since 2002. 

This implies an easing of the cereal supply and demand situation in the low-income food-deficit countries as a group, following above-average harvests in 2008. However, these same countries as the ones witnessing the fact that domestic food prices remain very high on the local market. In Southern Africa and Central America, prices of main food commodities have continued to rise or have not decreased in recent months. Afghanistan, Pakistan and Sri Lanka are also concerned for the high food prices in Asia.

There are countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, in which the food crisis is a serious cause for concern. In Eastern Africa, more than 18 million people face serious food insecurity due either to conflict, unrest, adverse weather or a combined effect, while in Southern Africa the total number of food insecure is estimated at some 8.7 million. The main causes are the conflicts, internal chaos, and the harsh weather conditions. This is also influenced by the global economic crisis as well. (Mtp) (Agenzia Fides 19/2/2009)

Family - ASIA/HONG KONG - Pastoral Commission on Marriage and the Family promotes social commitment to defend the family and marriage, following Meeting of Families in Mexico

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) – Intensifying the formation of the faithful, making parents aware of their responsibility in raising their children and the laws on the family, increase dialogue with society...these are the tasks of the Pastoral Commission on Marriage and the Family in the Diocese of Hong Kong, determined after their participation in the 6th World Meeting of Families in Mexico. According to a report from the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin), 5 Catholics from Hong Kong participated in the event. During a meeting organized by the Pastoral Commission, a message from the Meeting was presented, in regards to the situation in Hong Kong.

Member of the Commission, Zhang Kai Xian said: “What most impressed me is the need to join forces with everyone in protecting the family and the institution of marriage. In Hong Kong, we should spread awareness in society, of the Christian values on marriage and the family. In light of the debate on the draft bill on domestic violence, we should motivate the faithful and citizens to join in defending the values of the family.”

Another member of the Commission said: “Society and individuals are realizing the importance of protecting the family. And the testimony of Christians is a help in this direction. This is also our mission of evangelization.” As society is complex, Prof. Zheng encouraged Catholics to intensify their dialogue with all people: “We should use the strength of religion well, not to contrast secular values but to guide them, improve them, and transform them into a positive force. Protecting the family, as Christians do, is all part of benefiting society.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 04/02/2009)

Youth - AMERICA/ECUADOR - “Youth Without Borders” missionaries celebrate 30 years of life and service

Quito (Agenzia Fides) – The group “Jovenes sin Fronteras” (Youth Without Borders) of Ecuador celebrated its 30th anniversary of missionary service in the country on February 4, according to a report sent to Agenzia Fides from Osvaldo Fierro Teran, Secretary General of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Ecuador.

“Since February 4, 1979, thousands of youth have formed a part of Youth Without Borders,” Osvaldo said. “All of them had an experience of life that marked their lives and cultivated in them a personal relationship with the Living Christ, opening their mind and heart to the urgency of the mission and they were set on fire with missionary enthusiasm. They began cultivating solidarity and a fraternal spirit with all the peoples and nations of the earth. They now have a 'missionary soul' and a 'global heart.'”

Many of these young people are now professionals, parents, government employees, community leaders, and others entered the religious life and are members of missionary congregations. Some of them are priests who have been on missions in Africa, Europe, and in various parts of Latin America. Right now, there are six young people who have shown their desire to “go on missions” and “wherever they are sent” once they finish college. This is a great sign of hope for the Church.

The formation process during this time has also been very important in giving consistence and perennial spirit to Youth Without Borders. The missionary experiences in the times of Holy Week and Christmas and during summer vacations have been a key in this process of faith formation and in forming the “missionary identification” of each young person. There are also national conventions every November, for evaluation and planning.

Youth Without Borders has a national coordination team, formed by the youth themselves, with the assistance of the National Secretary of Youth from the Pontifical Mission Societies. In each one of the ecclesiastical jurisdictions, there is also a local coordination team and assistant from the Diocesan PMS, and/or representative from the Office.

“The goal of Youth Without Borders is to offer the youth an integral Christian and human formation, so they can respond to Jesus' call to 'go out to all the world and tell the Good News' and offer the Church in Ecuador missionary animation so as to spread awareness of the fact that 'all humanity is God's family.' In order to reach this goal, we start with the personal encounter with Christ and a serious commitment as Christians and missionaries, in order to support the Church in her missionary activity, starting in our own lives, families, and parishes. Later, as a manifestation of our missionary path, we go out beyond our borders.”

It is important to recognize that from the beginning until now, missionary animation has been carried out by the youth and has led to a missionary awareness in the various ecclesial environments, especially among the younger generations in the country. “We give thanks to the Living God for all His blessings over the course of these 30 years of youth missionary service,” Osvaldo Fierro concluded. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 9/2/2008)

Youth - ASIA/HOLY LAND - Over 1.5 million youth of the world prayed for peace in the Holy Land; “thank you” from the Holy Father and the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – Over 500 cities throughout the world and over 1.5 youth joined in prayer in the “International Day of Prayer for Peace in the Holy Land,” celebrated on January 31, which received messages of encouragement from the Holy Father Benedict XVI and the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem. 

The organizers were international youth movements active in the new technologies and Internet: “Papaboys” (www.papaboys.it), Eucharistic Prayer Groups (www.adorazione.org),Youth for Life (www.youthfl.org), and the Perpetual Adoration movement (www.adorazioneperpetua.it). 

Prayers were said in the great world capitals including Rome, Jerusalem, New York, and Moscow. The prayer began in a symbolic manner in Jerusalem, with a Mass at the altar on Calvary, and enveloped the whole world for 24 hours in a row. The initiative received appreciation from the Holy See and the Church in the Holy Land.

The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a message, through the Secretary of State, expressing his “joy at the response to his many petitions for prayer and his appreciation for the motives that inspired this initiative to implore light on consciences and conversion of hearts, as well as reconciliation and fraternal coexistence among the people of the Holy Land.” The Holy Father expressed his hope that “the encounter can inspire in everyone the profound desire to become witnesses of peace and support the efforts of those who work for it.”

The Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, His Excellency Fouad Twal, sent a message to the organizations who coordinated it on an international level. “I am grateful for the many young people who have responded to this call without hesitation,” he wrote, “and who gathered in the silence of prayerful adoration before Christ in the Eucharist, before the Prince of Peace, to make their desire known, aware that true peace must be lasting. On behalf of the entire community of Christians in the Holy Land, I thank all those who promoted this event, the various Congregations and those who on their own or in a group have given of their own time and prayer for this intention.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 04/02/2009)

Migration - EUROPE/ITALY - The role of the family within the complex phenomenon of migration
Milan (Agenzia Fides) – The migration phenomenon in Italy is particularly impressive: of the nearly 28 million immigrants that – according to a Caritas Migrantes Report 2007 - reside in Europe, 3,700,000 are in Italy. Many of them arrive or are later reunited with their families. The reflection on the relational characteristics, on the possible integration and encounter with the migrant families, on their wealth and potentiality has been reflected on in a book entitled ““La migrazione come evento familiare” (Migration as a family event), published by the Center for Family Research and Studies at the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart. The Center, in collaboration with the CEI (Italian Bishops' Conference) also organized an international convention on the family in migration on February 13.

One of the novelties of the convention was that of not only focusing on integration in general, but to hone in on the integration of family groups in particular. “Migration is a kind of magnifying glass that reveals the typical processes of the family,” is an affirmation found in the book. The role of the family is closely tied to the migration phenomenon: not only in Italy, for example, are there an ever greater number of family reunions. In many cases, migration is a family choice and the family decides on who should be the first member to immigrate – as the book shows. This implies a bond of great ethical character: he must demonstrate loyalty and respect, maintaining the relationship, and in confronting the society and culture of the country where he is received, he somehow feels that he is not only responding for himself, but for the entire family that has sent him.

Placing the family at the heart of migration discussions, also implies evaluation of the possibility of encounter and interaction in a longer period, through various generations, thus the possibility of a more solid basis of integration, allowing it to deepen with time. 

The convention began with a presentation of several videos that, through interviews with immigrant families, have reconstructed the stories that led them to immigrate. The shots showed the importance of the trip, filled with hopes and fears; the encounter with other lands and cultures – in short, the “new story” that the immigrant is led to write in their new country.

The convention particularly addressed three new themes: birth in exile and the issues of foreign women, with their different customs, having children in Italy; the use of foreigners as resources for other foreigners, for example, in learning of public or medical services; and the homo-cultural dependence (explained through the presentation of a project from the City of Parma whereby youth who come on their own and with delinquent tendencies are taken in by other families of their same ethnic origin, already integrated into Italian society). (P.C.) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

Migration - VATICAN - “The results of the policies and projects for tourism will only be successful if they are accompanied by a social and environmental, as well as economic, vision.” Letter from the Pontifical Council for Migrants to the International Tourism Exchange (BIT) Exhibition

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Climate change has become a priority concern on a global level. It is a problem that affects all of us who live on this Earth we call home. In fact, we are all responsible in various modes, for the present situation and we all suffer its consequences.” This is what a letter sent from the Church to the Congress participants in the BIT (International Tourism Exchange) Exhibition being held in Milan (Italy) on February 20, 2009, on the theme: “Tourism facing the challenge of climate change.” The Letter was signed by the President of the Pontifical Council for Migrants and Itinerant Peoples, Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, and Secretary Archbishop Agostino Marchetto.

In the Letter, the Dicastery recalls the Message for World Day of Tourism 2008, and points out that tourism is an activity of man “that contributes to climate changes and suffers its effects. With the emission of toxic gases from transportation vehicles (5% on a world level), with the uncontrolled building on natural areas and the wasting of natural resources, tourism has a significant negative effect. It also suffers the effects of this. In fact, as is the case with agriculture, tourism depends heavily on meteorology and climatology, being affected both by daily weather patterns as well as long-term climatic changes.”

We must not forget, however, that “the economic industry brings many benefits to the economy of countries, promoting the creation of jobs, the development of infrastructures, promotion of culture, and protection of natural areas. Therefore, it is a great force in fighting poverty and improving the living standards of individuals and nations.” In order for tourism to be an authentic motor in the growth of the economy, the Letter mentions the need to maintain itself within the parameters of ecological respect, as explained in the Compendium of the Church's Social Doctrine: “the results of the policies and projects for tourism will only be successful if they are accompanied by a social and environmental, as well as economic, vision. Therefore, it will be a continuous source of riches that develops towards a lasting tourism...For many countries with limited resources, tourism is a primary source of income and serious proposal for economic growth, if it respects strategies of constancy, responsibility, and solidarity...This possible benefit can falter in the present environmental crisis, and the poorest countries are the ones who suffer the worst consequences, although they are not responsible for the emission of toxic waste.”

The Letter also reflects on the climate changes in the religious experience: “tourism, which facilitates man's contact with nature, can be an occasion to learn of the wealth of Creation, which shows us the infinite goodness and mercy of its Author. Too often, the destructive hand of man opposes itself to the creative finger of the Creator, as is represented in the impressive image of the Sistine Chapel. Human activity is at the heart of climate change, whose effects are mainly seen in an increase in sea levels and in the receding of coastlines, in the more frequent torrential rains with longer and more instense droughts, and the gradual desertification, in diminishing of biodiversity and the melting of the polar icecaps...the garden has become a desert.”

In the concluding part of the message, there is an emphasis on the “need to take preventive measures and change the course of things,” adopting “a correct conception of the environment,” which considers Creation “a gift from God for all people, an inheritance for all humanity,” a “gift received but that must be transmitted to future generations.” Therefore, “progress in the area of tourism, as in other sectors, must recognize its own limits. This means service towards creation and not vice versa.” After offering several proposals (“cultivate an ethic of responsibility; recuperate the meaning of limits, recognizing the difference between like things and the transcendence of the Creator in relation to the creatures; assume personal responsibility in caring for the planet; fomenting a 'green' culture; develop a culture of tourism that is responsible in relation to climate changes”). The Letter concludes with an invitation to “recuperate the spiritual dimension in relation to creation, not reducing it to a mere object of exploitation, but moving towards what could be called an 'intelligent tourism,' i.e. one that is ethical, 'green,' and of high caliber in every aspect.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/02/2009)

Mission - ASIA/INDIA - Final Message from the Goa Mission Congress: “proclaim the love of God in our families, in our wards and to the world.”

Goa (Agenzia Fides) - “The Love of Christ urges us to proclaim the news of God’s Love (cf 2 Cor. 5:14).” This is the Final Message of the Goa Mission Congress, celebrated February 6-8, a copy of which was sent to Agenzia Fides by Fr. Francisco Caldeira, Director of the Diocesan Center for Social Communications. In the text of the Message, which was read during the Closing Mass for the Congress (presided by Archbishop Filipe Neri Ferrao of Goa and Daman and concelebrated by Archbishop emeritus Raul Nicolau Gonsalves and another 50 priests), it states that God created man for love, sending His Son into the world as “a missionary of love” and that out of love, he saved us through His death and resurrection, later sending the Apostles to the ends of the earth with the mission of salvation through love, and over time an ever greater number of people have come to share in this mission of spreading the message of Jesus' love.

“Five hundred years ago, St, Francis Xavier arrived in Goa with this news of love and we were graced with the life of Jesus,” says the message, recalling that “to share the riches of the received faith, a good number of Goans, Bl. Joseph Vaz and Ven. Fr. Agnelo D’Souza among them, reached out to different places.” From the experience of God's love in the Congress, “our faith deepened and we were newly challenged by Jesus to proclaim the love of God in our families, in our wards and to the world.” 

Thus, the Message focused on three main points: “It is in our families that initially we tasted, experienced the love God and grew up in it. Let our families be ever more loving so as to spread it in our neighbourhood and Small Christian Communities. In this context, let us be specially concerned for the formation of the youth; 2. Every faithful is called for a daily witnessing of Christ. When this witnessing cannot be done there is always a possibility of doing it in deeds. We need to do it in our workplace and in the politico-financial-cultural-social field. We need to create such an atmosphere in our homes and Small Christian Communities. It is particularly imperative that we take other people into confidence in this task and foster dialogue and peace amidst conflicts. 3. In two years time, we shall be celebrating the third centenary of death of Bl. Joseph Vaz (1651-1711). He went to the far off Sri Lanka to proclaim the love of God. Let this celebration be an occasion to pray for and collaborate generously first of all in the mission of proclamation of this same love of God. “Let us work hard, in the footsteps of Bl. Joseph Vaz, to carry the Christian message to the far off countries.”

In the final report, at the close of the Message, it is recalled that the Congress began on February 6, anniversary of the dedication of the Cathedral in Goa and finished on February 8 in Pilar (Goa). The inauguration ceremony was presided by the Archbishop of Goa and Daman, His Excellency Filipe Neri Ferrao, in the presence of 400 people from the 164 parishes of Goa and Daman and a hundred others from the Daman mission. The Archbishop recalled that the gift of faith, proclaimed in Goa by the missionaries coming from the west, completes 500 years next year. This same soil gave Missionaries to the other Eastern Countries; their work contributed towards proclamation of the Good News in those countries.

The theme of the Congress: “Let us spread God’s Love fired by Jesus’ Love,” and was illustrated by Fr. Seby Mascarenhas, Rector of the All India Mission Seminary of Pilar. Fr. Saturnino Dias, President of the Organizing Committee of the Congress mentioned the rich inheritance of faith received from the missionary activity of the last 500 years. “This celebration was a joyous expression of the faith which has inspired generations of the faithful who form the present Archdiocese of Goa and Daman which besides including the territory of Goa, extends Daman, Dadra, Nagarhaveli, Silvassa and Diu. This expression was divided in three parts: Faith received, Faith Lived and Faith shared.” There was also a sessions where people of other faiths were called to share their experience with Christians, explaining the positive and negative aspects of the situation. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/2/2009)

Mission – ASIA/MYANMAR - Missionaries of Saint Paul: a strength for evangelization

Yangon (Agenzia Fides) – The evangelization of Myanmar continues forward with the example of Saint Paul, especially through the Congregation of the “Brothers and Sisters Missionaries of Saint Paul,” an institute of diocesan right with masculine and feminine branches that has begun various initiatives in the country, for the celebration of the Year of Saint Paul.

As Fides was told by Archbishop Charles Maung Bo of Yangon, “the Year of Saint Paul in Myanmar is an opportunity for us to grow in tighter communion with the Universal Church and to do missions. We are accompanying the faithful in the reading and meditation of the texts of St. Paul and in the Archdiocese of Yangon, we are living 2009 as the “Year of the Word of God.” The Archbishop founded the Congregation himself in 1990. Today, the religious continue to spread the charism of Saint Paul throughout the diocese, with a tireless spirit of evangelization.

The feminine branch, that of the Missionary Sisters of Saint Paul today have 80 professed sisters and 12 novices. The religious carry out apostolate with the poor and refugees, in remote areas, working in child care, education, and pastoral work in parishes.

The sisters feel “called to be missionaries of Saint Paul” in a country that continues to be affected by the violence and poverty that greatly affects women and children.

The sisters care for families living in misery or destroyed by the abuse and violence from the war, running homes for orphans as well. The sisters comment: “In spite of the difficulties and desolation that we see each day, our faith in God gives us the strength and hope to continue forward in our mission, giving all we have of ourselves, just like the Apostle Paul.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 9/2/2008)

Mission - EUROPE/SPAIN - Sunday, March 1 is Latin American Missionary Day: “Do not be afraid to be generous in responding to the apostolic mission that presents itself on the horizon.”
Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – This Sunday, March 1, is Latin American Missionary Day, organized by the Bishops' Commission for the Missions and a collaboration among the Dioceses of the Spanish Bishops' Conference. The theme this year is “America with Christ lives the mission” and makes reference to two important events: the American Missionary Congress (CAM 3) that was celebrated this past August in the city of Quito (Ecuador) and the Pauline Year, in the context of the Synod of Bishops on the Word of God in the life and mission of the Church, celebrated in Rome in October 2008. 

With the CAM 3, there has been an attempt made to establish new relations among the particular Churches in America, to place the entire continent in a “state of mission” and promote the new evangelization and the Ad Gentes mission through the Continental Mission. Thus, from Spain “we wish to continue supporting and living out these missionary tasks, side-by-side with our sister-churches in Latin America,” said Bishop Ramon del Hoyo of Jaen, President of the Commission for the Missions, in the Message presenting the event. The Spanish Bishops themselves, during their Assembly in November, “approved the Pastoral Instruction of great missionary relevance for our particular Churches, entitled: “The Mission Ad Gentes in Spain at Present,” in which they mentioned their commitment to the Church's universal mission and the urgent need to announce the Gospel of Jesus Christ, following the example of the Apostle to the Gentiles.”

The Pontifical Commission for Latin America has also issued a Message for Latin American Missionary Day 2009, signed by Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, President of the Pontifical Commission, and Archbishop Octavio Ruiz Arenas, Vice-President, in which they greet all the faithful in Spain, encouraging them to proclaim their faith in Christ with a renewed missionary spirit.

The Commission also recalls that the Day is being celebrated amidst two important ecclesial events. Firstly, the Year dedicated to the figure of Saint Paul the Apostle, “whose example seems particularly enlightening in seeing what the Christian preaching requires.” There is also the recent Synod of Bishops, whose reflections “the Church on the various continents is trying to receive and place in practice in a concrete manner in the pastoral work and the life of the faithful...this bishops' assembly was a privileged occasion to place the Word of God at the center of our lives and to embrace it in the depths of our being.” They are two events that lead us to “reaffirm our awareness of the universality of the missionary call.”

The very celebration itself of this Day invites us “to once more look upon the situation in Latin America, in all its complexity, as it is experiencing drastic changes in political, economic, social, and religious life, which have a considerable influence (which is not always positive) on people's personal lives and therefore, demand careful attention from the Church.” 

The Pontifical Commission says that “the abundance of offers made by technology and the nearly unlimited access to information are realities in our present culture that, although good in themselves as a sign of human progress, have brought with them a deep crisis in meaning and values, and the serious difficulty which is increasingly more common among people: seeing the outside world with objectivity and entering into contact with the Truth.”

The social, economic, and political fabric of Latin America is also marked by misery and the growing rift between rich and poor, in which there seems to be ideological models that have been shown to be ineffective in responding to social problems.”

The text also mentioned that “the political and social realities are not the ones that contain the response to the crisis in values.” On the contrary, this response can be obtained only if God is placed in the center. 

Latin America “should reaffirm the Christian values that are in the roots of their culture and their traditions. There is an urgent need to make the light of the Gospel reach public, cultural, economic, and political life.” The Pontifical Commission observes that in light of the present faith crisis in Latin America, “we need to make Christ known and announce His Word with zeal to all people on the continent, and in order to do so, we should establish our missionary work and our entire lives on the rock which is the Word of God.” 

The Message of the Pontifical Commission for Latin America concludes by renewing the invitation “to the missionary commitment on the Continent of Hope” and encourages priests and religious who “feel the zeal and desire in their hearts, to be bearers of the Word 'to the ends of the Earth,' not to be afraid to respond with generosity to the apostolic mission that presents itself on the horizon.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 25/2/2009)

Mission - EUROPE/SPAIN - Pastoral Instruction “The Present Situation of the Mission Ad Gentes in Spain” encourages generosity in responding to the mission, because it's everyone's mission
Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – Yesterday, at the Spanish Bishops' Conference's (CEE) headquarters, a presentation was held for the new Pastoral Instruction “The Present Situation of the Mission Ad Gentes in Spain,” by the Bishop of Jaen and President of the Bishops' Commission for the Missions, Bishop Ramon del Hoyo, and Secretary General of the CEE, Auxiliary Bishop Juan Antonio Martinez Camino of Madrid. It had been 30 years since Spanish bishops approved a document on the missions, however times have changed and thus it is necessary that a new reflection be offered in response to the many questions about the missionary role of the faithful that arise in parishes. The purpose of the document is “to strengthen the missionary responsibility of the faithful and promote the commitment of the Dioceses, parishes, and Church communities.” The text has also been published during this, the Year of St. Paul, on the 50th anniversary of the missionary encyclical of Pius XII “Fidei Donum,” 50th anniversary of Latin American Day, and the 5th anniversary of the National Missionary Congress. 

The four main objectives of the text are: to reaffirm the theological dimension of the mission ad gentes in order to avoid the danger of reducing missionary activity to the cooperation of several “specialists” who go on a mission; to make an analysis of the pastoral ministry of the dioceses in relation to the missionary dimension presented in RCIA and Christian formation courses; to analyze the main problems facing the mission ad gentes, in relation to the leaders of pastoral ministry; open horizons in responding to the questions posed. 

The instruction is structured in four main points. The first part is entitled “The mission in the life of the Church,” which addresses the fact that Spain has been blessed by numerous missionary vocation over the course of its history. Today, there is also motive to thank God for the nearly 17,000 missionaries across the world, vocations that are a sign of vitality in Christian communities. 

The second part is entitled “The theological dimension of the mission,” which affirms that “the missionary activity of the Church springs forth from the mystery of the Trinity and is a response to the right of each person to know God and believe in Him. It is not only the fruit of the missionary mandate of Jesus, but also the reason behind the Church's existence and God's saving plan.”

The third part is on the “The present questions regarding the missions” and is an effort to respond to several questions such as “Why continue the mission ad gentes today? Has it not been substituted by human promotion, interreligious dialogue and respect for the conscience of the individual in living according to his own beliefs? The Instruction points out ten issues that present an urgent need for the Church's missionary action, both in the traditional mission territories as well as in the new frontiers and social and cultural situations. 

Lastly, there is the part entitled “Areas of missionary responsibility,” in which they recall that “no baptized person is exempt from his missionary commitment,” because “some are called by vocation to a specific mission ad gentes, but all the baptized have the mission to be evangelizers.” The Instruction offers several “suggestions for taking action” in light of this responsibility, in order to avoid that it becomes merely a simple economic contribution on a given day or in the case of a natural disaster. With this Instruction, the Plenary Assembly of the CEE seeks to clarify issues for the individual parishes and dioceses, and offer a service especially to those who dedicate their lives with such generosity, working as missionaries. They also wish to encourage all the faithful to be generous in responding to the mission, because it's everyone's mission. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 27/02/2009)

Continental Mission - AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Bishops conclude meeting on the Continental Mission
Cochabamba (Agenzia Fides) – February 4-5, the Bishops' Permanent Council held its Meeting in the city of Cochabamba, in which they discussed the launching of the Permanent Mission in Bolivia, scheduled to take place on April 26, 2009 in the city of Cochabamba. They have been intense days of work, prayer, and fraternal exchange, in which they have also been attentive to the health condition of Cardinal Julio Terrazas, President of the Bolivian Bishops' Conference, accompanying him and giving him support through their prayer. In was for this motive that the Bishops carried out an act of full adhesion and communion with him, concluding their meeting on the 5th, in the city of Santa Cruz, with the Cardinal.

The Bishops were visited yesterday afternoon by the Youth Ministry Coordination Team for Latin America, led by Bishop Jose Parra Sandoval of Ciudad Guayana (Venezuela), President of the Youth Section of CELAM. The objective of the meeting was to discuss preparations for two youth events: the meeting of Youth Ministry leaders, to take place in Cochabamba in October, and the Third Latin American Youth Congress, set to take place in 2010 in Venezuela.

For some months now, a commission of Bishops has been working on the Permanent Mission in Bolivia. Auxiliar Bishop Oscar Aparicio, of the Diocese of La Paz, is a member of the commission and commented that the plan is now being revised. The Permanent Bishops' Council has been presented with the first draft for approval. The launching of the Permanent Mission is scheduled for this April. 

Bishop Oscar Aparicio says the main challenge for this missionary project is trying to reach out to all Bolivians with this good news, so that they may have a life and faith in accord with Jesus Christ. There are also the challenges of logistics, such as the great distances and not finding all the means needed to reach everyone, training the missionaries... “I think that there are many challenges, but we have to place all our enthusiasm in accepting this great challenge and becoming disciples and missionaries of Christ in Bolivia, in our parishes, in our families, so that Christ can be known by all people,” he commented. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 6/2/2009)

Continental Mission - AMERICA/PANAMA - Sunday, March 1, launching of Great Mission until 2013, 500th anniversary of evangelization
Panama City (Agenzia Fides) – This Sunday, March 1, the Catholic Church in Panama will officially launch its Nationwide Mission, in the Basilica of Saint Michael the Archangel, in a Mass for the Feast of the Christ of Atalaya. The ceremony will be presided by Bishop Jose Luis Lacunza, President of the Panamanian Bishops' Conference, and concelebrated by the other Bishops of Panama and priests from several dioceses. 

The Bishops' Conference of Panama will thus unite its efforts to the Great Continental Mission, in which the entire Church is placing itself in a permanent missionary state, with the goal of reaching out to all Catholics, in an effort of bringing the Gospel to all those who do not yet know Christ or have strayed away from the Church.

“This is a call to launch ourselves into the great mission across the Continent, bringing the message of a fuller life, a more dignified life in Christ, to every man and woman in Latin America and the Caribbean, and in our case, Panama,” the Bishops said. 

During the act, there will be a sending-out ceremony, where the Missionary Flyer will be presented to each Bishop and his delegation of missionaries from the diocese. The flyer was presented to the Bishops of Latin America by the Holy Father Benedict XVI, in the launching of the Continental Mission this past August 17, 2008, in Ecuador, in the Third American Missionary Congress (CAM3).

This mission, which implies a commitment on the part of all the faithful, will begin this year and lasts until 2013, in which Panama celebrates its 500th anniversary of evangelization.

The goals of the mission are: promote a profound personal conversion to start again from Christ in a new life in the Spirit; encourage personal formation for those preaching the Good News, in a integral and permanent mode; promote formation in communities; promote the permanent missionary state in all communities, in order to reach every corner of the nation; accompany all the ecclesial jurisdictions in the entire process of the Mission, with its 4 stages: : a) Awareness b) Reflection c) Regional Mission and d) Territorial Mission. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies -  EUROPE/POLAND - Jubilee Year for 150th anniversary of the Holy Childhood Association celebrated with a Solemn Mass and meeting of the PMS National Council
Warsaw (Agenzia Fides) – The Church in Poland has been celebrating various important missionary events in these first several weeks of 2009, as Agenzia Fides has learned from PMS National Director Monsignor Jan Piotrowski.

On January 17, there was a celebration in the Cathedral for the military ordinary of Warsaw, to close the Jubilee Year celebration for 150 years of the Holy Childhood Association in Poland (1858-2008). After a brief encounter in the Church of the Pauline Fathers, the nearly 350 children present at the event went to the Cathedral for a Mass presided by Bishop Jozef Zawitkowski, Auxiliary of the Diocese of Lowicz. The members of the Holy Childhood Association from the Dioceses of Warsaw, Plock, and Warszawa-Praga thanked God for this eventful year in Poland, especially for the National Congress held in Krakow-Lagiewaniki this past month of June. The Missionary Formation Center in Warsaw held a special Mass on February 14, 2009 in honor of the missionary saints and patrons of the Residence – Saints Cyril and Methodius, Apostles to the Slavic Peoples. The celebration was presided by Archbishop Henryk Hoser, SAC, Bishop of the Diocese of Warszawa-Praga, where the center is located. In his homily, he recalled the main challenges faced by those sent to the missions today. In the 25 years of the Center's existence (1984-2009), there have been over 770 people, including fidei donum priests, religious, and laity who have gone to carry out missionary services to the young Churches in difference continents, especially Africa, Latin America, Oceania, and Asia. There are now 31 people preparing to be sent to the missions.

The most recent event was the celebration held by the PMS National Council on January 16 and 17 in Sulejowek, near Warsaw, in the house of the Missionary Sisters of the Holy Spirit (SspS). The first day after the presentation of a pastoral report from the national secretaries of the four societies, National Director Monsignor Jan Piotrowski presented the financial report informing the members of the National Council as to the participation of the Church in Poland in the Universal Solidarity Fund of the PMS. In the second part, Archbishop Henryk Hoser, SAC spoke on the duties of the diocesan directors of the PMS, in light of the guidelines from the “PMS Manual” and the spirituality and missionary activity of Saint Paul. He then presided a Mass for those present. On this day, they also discussed the formation of future missionaries, the role of the Missionary Formation Center and the importance of preparing candidates beforehand, in their native dioceses.

The next day, after the National Secretaries presented reports on the present pastoral activity of the PMS, Missions Professor at the Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University (UKSW), Dr. Wojciech Kluj, OMI presented a talk on Monsignor W. Zaleski (1852-1925), who worked to promote vocations in Sri Lanka and India, presenting him as a living example for a more dynamic promotion of the “POSPA” that have been present in Poland for 80 years already, but have borne little fruits. “Our duty and desire is to bring about a greater promotion of this work that is so valuable and needed in the Church's life today,” the National Director affirmed.

The second talk was given by Professor Jan Gorski, on the Missionary Formation Center, explaining the ecclesial meaning of the Center and the present challenges in the change of mentality in today's world, the lifestyle of those sent on missions and the people who are evangelized. The encounter was also attended by Monsignor Wiktor Skworc, President of the Missionary Commission of the Polish Bishops' Conference, who offered several pointers on the material. The encounter ended with a Mass celebrated by Monsignor Skworc. The jubilee celebration for the Formation Center will take place on May 6, in Warsaw, featuring a special session on missiology. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 18/2/2009)
Pontifical Mission Societies - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Prayer Vigil of PMS throughout the world, for fire victims

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – The Pontifical Mission Societies in Australia (Catholic Mission) have launched a worldwide prayer vigil for the victims of the fires that are sweeping across the nation (see Fides 10/2/2009). The prayer vigil will unite the offices located all over the world, all the volunteers, collaborators, and any one who would like to participate in the event.

The Australian National office of Catholic Mission has been inundated with emails, phone calls and letters from many of the 160 partner countries through Asia, Aftica, Europe, the Pacific and the Americas with expressions of prayer and solidarity.

An estimated million people are expected to join in the prayer, which will take place at different times in different places, depending on the country and coordinated by the local PMS offices. 

Martin Teulan, layman and Catholic Mission’s National Director said: “World Youth Day in Australia showed us the vastness of the Catholic Church and the richness of faith around the world. We are an international community of Catholics who help each in time of need and who will now want to help Australians rebuild their homes and their hearts through solidarity in prayer. We are sure that a Million prayers will lift the spirit of the victims.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

Violence - AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Church denounces acts of violence that infringe on fundamental rights and freedoms of the people

Pando (Agenzia Fides) – Apostolic Vicar Luis Casey of Pando has issued a declaration condemning the acts of violence committed in regards to the arrests made in the towns of El Porvenir and Cobija. According to the Bishop, the testimonies of the relatives and the media “show that the acts of violence have infringed on the fundamental rights and freedoms of people.” Moreover, there has been leveling of houses, physical violence against those detained and their families and attacks on minors, which are even more deplorable acts. 

“We remind the authorities of the government and the military soldiers that there are no exceptions to the law and nothing can justify this manner of proceeding.” They also recall that “in a legally constituted state, these methods are unacceptable” because they do not respect the rights of the person and their dignity.”

The Apostolic Vicar asks the authorities to “respect the physical and psychological integrity of those detained, making sure that their families and the public know where they are and how they are doing.” He also makes a direct appeal to the public entities responsible, “as these events set a grave precedence in the violation of freedoms and rights of every person.” 

“The Catholic Church denounces these acts, as they are offensive to every human being and to God Himself. Human dignity is sacred because as persons, we are God's children, created in His image and likeness,” the statement concluded.

The Bolivian Bishops' Conference, in seconding the Vicar of Pando, showed its rejection of “any attempt on human rights and fundamental freedoms of people.” They recall that in Bolivia, there are laws for “assuring a due process,” etc. 

The Bishops ask authorities to “guarantee the legality if the investigation and claiming responsibilities.” Lastly, they express their solidarity to the families of the detained, with their hope that peace and tranquility may return to the region and that “reconciliation and unity of the people of Pando should be the fruit of authentic dialogue and correct administration of justice and not of measures of imposition and violence that lead to more conflict.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 19/2/2009)

Violence - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Trafficking in human persons: the most exploited are women destined for prostitution (79%); in Africa, the primary victims are children (uncertain the number) recruited for forced labor

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – Sexual exploitation and forced labor constitute the most widely spread forms of trafficking in human persons, according to the first Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, recently presented by the UNODC (UN Office on Drugs and Crime). The main victims in this modern-day slavery are once again women and children. Trafficking for prostitution is 79% of the entire phenomenon of trafficking in persons, involving increasingly younger women. One highly surprising fact that is that in 30% of the countries, the trafficking is carried out by women, oftentimes having been victims of the same treatment. In Eastern Europe and Central Asia, females account for more than 60% of convictions for trafficking in persons. 

The second most common form of human trafficking is forced labour (18%), but this may be a misrepresentation. Forced labor is less frequently detected and reported than trafficking for sexual exploitation. One reason is that forced labor is hidden, far from the naked eye. The general number of prosecutions for trafficking has increased, but only in some countries. In the majority of the others, the percentage of prosecutions rarely exceeds 1.5 for every 100,000 persons. This level is lower than the number for rarer crimes, such as kidnappings in Western Europe. Involved in forms of exploitation like prostitution, slavery, pornography, children are almost 20% of all trafficking victims. However, in many African nations the percentile is rising at an incredible rate, placing them on their way to becoming the most involved in this terrible practice.

Based on statistics from 155 nations, the UN survey sheds light on the complex reality of the modern slave markets. Among the severe problems that are mentioned is that of a lack of collaboration – often total obstruction – of many governments that impede further investigations of these crimes. In fact, in spite of the UN Protocol against Trafficking in Human Persons – the main international accord on the issue, taking effect in 2003 – there are still nations (especially in Africa) that lack the necessary juridical means, that is, the will to create them. Many governments still deny the existence of the phenomenon or ignore the need to prosecute. The number of prosecutions of human traffickers has only gone up in some countries. The report shows that between 2007-2008, 2 out of every 5 (20%) of the world's nations have pronounced a sentence on the issue.

From the Holy See, numerous speeches have been made condemning trafficking and exploitation of human persons on an international level. In many of the world's nations, the Catholic agencies, missionary congregations, and local Churches are working in defense of these children, women, and exploited workers. “The scourge of trafficking in human beings is a multi-dimensional social phenomenon of misery, poverty, greed, corruption, injustice and oppression ,” said Archbishop Dominique Mamberti, Secretary for the Holy See's Relation with States, this past December 4 in an address at the XVI Ministerial Council of OSCE (Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe) in Helsinki (Finland). “The root causes of this phenomenon include economic factors, such as the imbalance between rural and urban wealth levels and the desperate desire to escape poverty. Juridical and political factors also contribute to the problem, such as the absence of legislation, and the ignorance of parents and trafficked persons of their rights under the law,” he continued. “There is a further aspect which must be acknowledged and collectively addressed if this abhorrent human exploitation is to be effectively confronted. I am referring to the trivialization of sexuality in the media and entertainment industries which fuels a decline in moral values and leads to the degradation of men and women and even the abuse of children.” (Mtp) (Agenzia Fides 17/2/2009)

Life - EUROPE/ITALY - Statement from the Italian Bishops' Conference on the death of Eluana Englaro

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – The Press Office of the CEI (Italian Bishops' Conference) has issued the following statement regarding the death of Eluana Englaro.

“At this time of great suffering, we entrust the life of Eluana Englaro to God. The prayers and appeals of so many men of good-will have not succeeded in saving her fragile existence, needful only of loving care. We are grief-stricken at this grave situation, however with a hope that is rooted in the faith and entrusts Eluana, in her body and soul, to the mercy of God the Father. This is the hope that unites us to all those who believe in the dignity of the human persona and the indisputable value of life, especially when it is most defenseless. We make an appeal to everyone, imploring that this true respect for human life, from conception until natural death, may never be lacking.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/2/2009)

SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/MALAWI - The challenge for women running in Malawi's elections, amidst the nation's trials: a missionary offers his testimony

Lilongwe (Agenzia Fides) – In Malawi, May 19 marks the fourth election day since the country's return to democracy in the early 90s. The elections include for president and seats in parliament. 

How is the nation living the event? Fr. Piergiorgio Gamba, Monfortan missionary that has been in Malawi for over a decade now has sent Agenzia Fides a brief note on the hopes and expectations of the people, worn down by the hard economic and healthcare crisis.

“There is hope that these elections bring the trust and progress that are the only way out for the country's situation of hunger, cholera – which has spread all over the country including Balaka (where I am; in the Kankao hospital, in one night 14 people were hospitalized) – the irregular precipitation in various areas which could lead to drought in several regions. The electricity goes out more often each day and for longer periods of time, due to the fluid debris that blocks the electric turbines. These are the daily concerns for the people of Malawi who continue to fill the church with a steadfast loyalty to the faith and the community.”

As for political affairs, Fr. Gamba notes that “of the 15 political parties that had originally entered the race, several have backed out. Some said that the payment of 500,000 kwacha was too much and the local newspaper cartoon artists have taken advantage of the irony: how can you help the country if you are poor? But on the other hand, being rich doesn't guarantee you anything. 

“I should point out something important. Among the candidates is a team of courageous women. Loveness Gondwe is already a member of Parliament and is running for President, with Vice-Presidential candidate Ms. Mwale. This just shows the effort being made by the women who have asked the parties that 50% of the candidates be women. The request was not accepted, however it is evident that the women are taking on more important roles. The fact that there are female Presidential and Vice-Presidential candidates running together is already a challenge to the system, and aware of the fact that 52% of Malawi's population are women...we might just be in for a surprise,” Fr. Gamba concluded. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 12/2/2009)

ASIA/MONGOLIA - “A Catholic education system is definitely a priority,” Bishop Padilla tells Fides, announcing the upcoming entrance of the first Mongolian seminarian

Ulaanbaatar (Agenzia Fides) – Among the priorities for the Church in Mongolia is “the creation of a global Catholic education system.” This is what Agenzia Fides has learned in an interview with Bishop Wenceslao Padilla, Apostolic Prefect of Ulaanbaatar.

The Church would like to give a second wind to the Catholic education in the nation and, in its long-term planning, create an institute “that can accompany children in their growth from elementary school to college,” the Apostolic Prefect explained. “It is a very important step for the Church in Mongolia,” Bishop Padilla told Fides, “for various reasons: first of all, because catholic education contributes to the change of mentality that is needed in order for the Church in Mongolia to take root and grow; secondly, many students who are obliged to seek their higher education studies in other countries could remain in their homeland and continue giving back to the local community; and lastly, for the Church in Mongolia that, with its nearly 500 faithful, is still very dependent on missionaries.” 

The Catholic Church currently runs several elementary schools and kindergartens, however the goal is to work on building institutions of higher education. Among the congregations active in the area of education are the Salesians, who run a professional school in Ulaanbaatar and have plans to start a new elementary school.

Bishop Padilla also mentioned another important event to Fides: the upcoming entrance of the first seminarian of Mongolian origin, in the seminary of Daejeon (South Korea). Enkh Baatar, 21 years of age, has a degree in Biotechnology from the International University of Ulaan Baatar. He discerned his vocation thanks to the guidance of Bishop Padilla and other priests, members of the Scheut Missionary Congregation present in the country. On March 2, he will officially enter the Daejeon Major Seminary, which was chosen for its close vicinity to Mongolia and for the quality of the formation it offers. “The entire Church in Mongolia hopes that this young man may continue his studies, be strengthened in the faith, and reach the priesthood. It would be a historical step for the local Church, which anxiously awaits the ordination of the first Mongolian priest in its history,” Bishop Padilla concluded. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/2/2009)

AFRICA/CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC - The road to peace continues, even in the most isolated areas of Central Africa: missionary testimony

Bangui (Agenzia Fides) - “A small seed of peace, and so much hope.” This is how Fr. Aurelio Gazzera, Carmelite missionary and pastor of the parish of Bozoum (Central African Republic), defined the encounter with a delegation of participants in the “Politically inclusive dialogue” (see Fides 15/12/2008), the forum formed by representatives of the government, political opposition, civil society, and rebel movements, which has led to the creation of a government of national unity just recently (see Fides 20/1/2009). 

“In December 2008, the three of us pastors from the Diocse of Bouar (Fr. Valentino of Ngaundaye, Fr. Cipriano of Bocaranga and Fr. Aurelio of Bozoum) wrote a letter to the parties within the politically inclusive Dialogue,” recalled Fr. Aurelio. The letter was published by Fides (see Fides 15/12/2008).

“In that letter, on behalf of the entire population, victims of the violence and disorder caused by the rebels, bandits, and soldiers, e asked the Government and the rebels not to forget about the rest of the country, and to think of the population and the rebels that are far from Bangui, so that the situation can become stable and peace may return.”

“On Thursday, February 12, a mission finally left for Bangui, formed by Minister Mbango, representatives from several UN agencies and, most importantly including Jean Jacques Demafouth, leader of the rebel movement, APRD (Armée Populaire pour la Restauration de la Démocratie), and by a representative of another movement, UFDR (Union des Forces Démocratiques pour le Rassemblement), of Damane Zacharia. This delegation meant the beginning of the DDR (Démobilissation et desarmement – demobilization and disarmament). 

Arriving in Bocaranga at 8:30, by plane, they were picked-up by civilian and military authorities. After a brief stop at the sub-prefecture, the delegation arrived at the Catholic Mission of Bocaranga, where there was an encounter with missionaries and some of the victims of the war. 

We were able to inform the government and the rebels as to the main difficulties of the area, the violence, economic crisis, sanitary and schooling problems, as well as the hope that this Dialogue will bring peace.

Following the meeting, we all went with several cars to Kosse, a village at 36 km from Bocaranga, on the way to Mann (blocked for months by rebels).

Along the road there were already lots of people lined up, with great expectation for the visit! In one town, Kelle-Claire, we had to stop to greet the people on the road. Once we readhed Kosse, everything was prepared for the reception of the delegation: rebels in their uniforms...slippers, pants, and a t-shirt, and some kind of rifle or club!), women, girls, school students...Everyone was there!

After the welcome address by the local leader, the Minister (representing the Government) spoke on his desire to continue on the road towards peace. The last to speak was Demafouth, who encouraged the people to support APRD and to work for peace and for a better future.

The delegation then handed out cards and began the registration of the rebels, in order to help them return to civil life.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 16/2/2009)

VATICAN - AVE MARIA: Mgr Luciano Alimandi - The saints: masterpieces of the Holy Spirit!

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The Saints, holy men and women, who accompany us through the Liturgical Year as we commemorate them on their feast days, tell us clearly that the Gospel, which they proclaimed not only in words but testified also with their lives, even to the point of martyrdom and bloodshed, has the power to transform this life into a life filled with God. 

The promises of the Gospel are fulfilled because they were made by God and, those who meet his desires, manifested fully in the Lord Jesus, become his children, citizens of his Kingdom and partakers in the life of grace which vivifies his Church, the visible sign of that Kingdom here on earth. Like the promises in the Beatitudes, splendidly lived by the Saints, every one of the Lord's words, echoed in the life of a disciple, bears abundant fruit, thirty, sixty, or a hundred fold (cfr. Mt 13, 8). It all depends on how the believer's behaviour, interior and exterior, is in keeping with the word of the Gospel. Similarity with Jesus is in fact holiness: the greater the imitation of Christ, the greater the holiness. This is why before proclaiming the heroic virtues of a servant of God, the Church investigates the whole of the person's testimony. Evangelical holiness, totally incarnated in life, not in theory but in practice, produces deeds of holiness, some hidden, some visible, but real, as real as virtues themselves! These good works of the saints are the splendid garments of pure linen which adorn the Church, the Bride of the Lamb (cfr. Rev 19, 8-9).

Only those who put the Gospel into practice are recognised as true disciples of the Lamb, and sit at his wedding banquet, that is, share with Him in heaven the glory, honour and power given to Him by the Father. These are the “Servants of God” who illuminate the world just as stars brighten the night, they are humanity's greatest benefactors because “No one can have greater love than to lay down his life for his friends.” (Jn 15, 13). The friends of the Saints are all men and women without distinction! How wonderful to know that in Jesus, St Francis, St Dominica, St Teresa of the Child Jesus…gave their life for us as well, so we too may have the courage to become like them true friends of Jesus: loving Him unreservedly, with unconditioned love which gives all and withholds nothing. Who, except God himself in Jesus Christ, deserves such love?

In order to walk the way to holiness we have an essential relationship with the Holy Spirit so that He become a permanent Guest of our soul! 

Saint Paul tells us that only through the Spirit of Jesus can we call God our Father (cfr. Rom 8, 15; Gal 4, 6). The Holy Spirit should impregnate the life of every true disciple of Jesus striving for holiness. The Holy Spirit illuminates the mind and strengthens the will to better discern good from evil, in order to always choose what is most pleasing to God. No one can win this spiritual battle which involves the whole of life, with the support, sought and welcomed, of the Power from on high. 

When in the Sequence of Pentecost we say “Cleanse our souls from sinful stain, Lave our dryness with Your rain, Heal our wounds and mend our way. Bend the stubborn heart and will, Melt the frozen, warm the chill, Guide the steps that go astray ”, we ask the Holy Spirit to heal us, to free us, to convert us, to change us. Where in fact is there need of washing, healing, bending, warming, straightening, if not in the depths of the human heart, in the soul? The Holy Father, addressing young people in Sydney, gave a brilliant description of the marvellous working of the Holy Spirit to whom he had dedicated the entire World Youth Day 2008:

“The power of the Spirit never ceases to fill the Church with life! Through the grace of the Church’s sacraments, that power also flows deep within us, like an underground river which nourishes our spirit and draws us ever nearer to the source of our true life, which is Christ. Saint Ignatius of Antioch… He spoke of the Spirit as a fountain of living water springing up within his heart and whispering: “Come, come to the Father” (cf. Ad Rom., 6:1-9).Yet this power, the grace of the Spirit, is not something we can merit or achieve, but only receive as pure gift. God’s love can only unleash its power when it is allowed to change us from within. We have to let it break through the hard crust of our indifference, our spiritual weariness, our blind conformity to the spirit of this age. Only then can we let it ignite our imagination and shape our deepest desires. That is why prayer is so important: daily prayer, private prayer in the quiet of our hearts and before the Blessed Sacrament, and liturgical prayer in the heart of the Church. 

Prayer is pure receptivity to God’s grace, love in action, communion with the Spirit who dwells within us, leading us, through Jesus, in the Church, to our heavenly Father. In the power of his Spirit, Jesus is always present in our hearts, quietly waiting for us to be still with him, to hear his voice, to abide in his love, and to receive “power from on high”, enabling us to be salt and light for our world” (Benedict XVI, homily in Sydney, 20th July 2008). (Agenzia Fides 18/2/2009; righe 63, parole 960)

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev. Nicola Bux and Rev. Salvatore Vitiello - Relationship to suffering, true measure of humanity

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The sad and well known case of Eluana Englaro has yet to be “closed”, even now that the earthly life of the woman has ended. The question is still open because still open are the wounds it inflicted on consciences and, above all, still to be assessed are the juridical consequences which a precedent such as this may have for Italy's legislation and not only its legislation.

The overall impression is that nothing was left to chance and that everything followed an unsettling “orchestration of death” the purpose of which was to introduce, in practice if not yet in law, decriminalisation for a person who kills another person, causing him or her to die of hunger and thirst.

Beyond any political debate, it is necessary to reaffirm, with the Holy Father Benedict XVI, that, “ The true measure of humanity is essentially determined in relationship to suffering and to the sufferer. This holds true both for the individual and for society. A society unable to accept its suffering members and incapable of helping to share their suffering and to bear it inwardly through “com-passion” is a cruel and inhuman society. Yet society cannot accept its suffering members and support them in their trials unless individuals are capable of doing so themselves; moreover, the individual cannot accept another's suffering unless he personally is able to find meaning in suffering, a path of purification and growth in maturity, a journey of hope. Indeed, to accept the “other” who suffers, means that I take up his suffering in such a way that it becomes mine also. Because it has now become a shared suffering, though, in which another person is present, this suffering is penetrated by the light of love. The Latin word con-solatio, “consolation”, expresses this beautifully. It suggests being with the other in his solitude, so that it ceases to be solitude. Furthermore, the capacity to accept suffering for the sake of goodness, truth and justice is an essential criterion of humanity, because if my own well-being and safety are ultimately more important than truth and justice, then the power of the stronger prevails, then violence and untruth reign supreme. Truth and justice must stand above my comfort and physical well-being, or else my life itself becomes a lie. In the end, even the “yes” to love is a source of suffering, because love always requires expropriations of my “I”, in which I allow myself to be pruned and wounded. Love simply cannot exist without this painful renunciation of myself, for otherwise it becomes pure selfishness and thereby ceases to be love. ” (Spe Salvi n. 38).

Nothing is more ‘secular’ than com-passion, exclusive to no one and which all can experience measured with one's degree of rationality, of love and of civilisation, and nothing is more Christian, in its origin, historical and theological!

The Englaro case has, according to some, exposed the ethical orientation of our most Catholic Italy. If there was any drifting, in reality and numbers, the drift was not of the people or the nation which, on the contrary, clearly demonstrated a stance for life and for compassion. The drifting was not among the people, it involved a few deadly minority elite groups determined to impose their own desperate vision of life, or better, of death, on public opinion and on the country! Our people are capable of embracing suffering, capable of bearing it with dignity, revealing in this way the measure of our civilisation. (Agenzia Fides 19/2/2009; righe 40, parole 583)

AFRICA/SIERRA LEON - Three guerrillas indicted in Sierra Leon for repeated sexual offenses is “a first step towards justice” missionary tells Fides

Freetown (Agenzia Fides) - “This is a first step towards justice and reparation towards victims, which should be followed by more similar acts,” Agenzia Fides was told by Fr. Gerardo Caglioni, Xaverian missionary present for years in Sierra Leon and author of significant works on the history and evangelization of the country, commenting on the recent sentence issued by the Special Court of Sierra Leon for three of the highest-ranking generals of the United Revolutionary Front (RUF, the main guerrilla group active in the country during the civil war). Issa Hassan Sesay, Morris Kallon, and Augustine Gbao are the first people in the world to be condemned for attacking international peacekeeping forces and for “forced marriages,” which General Prosecutor Stephen Rappo has called “inhumane acts.” 

“These indictments, declared by the Special Court of Sierra Leon, are only the tip of the iceberg in a long process of reparation of the wrongs suffered,” says Fr. Caglioni. Sierra Leon has recently emerged from a great civil war (1991-2002), characterized by unspeakable atrocities (amputation of limbs, repeated sexual offenses, etc.). The Special Court was established in 2002 in order to bring to justice those who were accused of the most atrocious crimes during the war, which left 50,000 victims. Several RUF guerrillas, unfortunately infamous for their practice of recruiting child-soldiers, were condemned in 2007. Also facing a judicial process was the former President of Liberia, Charles Taylor, accused of having contributed to the prolongation of the conflict in Sierra Leone, simultaneous with the conflict in his own country (between 1989-2003), for his involvement with the trafficking of diamonds from Sierra Leon.

“There is still a long road ahead to rebuilding the country. Thanks be to God, we are receiving aid from the international community, without which the national institutions would not be able to get back up on their feet. It is obviously not a disinterested effort, considering how Sierra Leon is a land rich in diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and strategic minerals like bauxite and rutile,” the missionary concluded. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

EUROPE/BELGIUM - Desperate lives. Testimony of an Armenian family who received support from Caritas in Brussels (Luca De Mata correspondence from Belgium - 14)

Brussels (Agenzia Fides) – Caritas is not far from where I am staying. You can go inside and have a seat in a place that is obviously highly effective, clean, and where people work with dedication to assist those who have not been born in this cosmopolitan nation. For the immigrants, the laws of our States are at times confusing. They arrive in despair and with the hope of finally finding peace. A peace that is more of a utopia than an interpretation of values and behaviors. On our planet, there are places that seem more like a concentration camp ruled by religious, political, or military ideologies and that try to pass off as places of peace but are really nothing more than tyrannies that have made death and the oppression of reason their mode of existence and law. Places where the word “no” is a privilege of the man in power. Places of arrogance, culturally and morally incapable of understanding the changes, diversities, and rights of persons. Places where robbers get their hands cut off, with the thought that the example of an inhumane punishment is of some use to the masses. A pedagogy that leaves behind mutilations and the idea that only blood can repair the evil done. It is a downward spiral of ideological cruelty in which the victims end up being entire peoples. Let's return to Caritas in Brussels, where today is a bright sunny day. I am seated outside, in a small but magnificent patch of grass. An Armenian couple is expecting me. The desire to remain anonymous is something to be respected for these desperate lives and the stories they tell. 

Your names are of no importance. We can simply say that you are an Armenian family and that you have only one desire: return. Return to Armenia. Europe? A trip that has cost you all your savings. Here you have found no work and you do not know how to return to your country. Without the help of Caritas, you would not have anything to live on. Is that right?

Yes, that's right. 

The current situation in Europe is not only affecting your people, but it is also the same situation lived by many immigrants who arrived with all their hopes and yet are living in conditions quite different from the ones that inspired them to set off on their journey...

(The man responds) We are Christians like you and this faith has led to many discriminations of our people. From genocide to the diaspora. For those who remained after the dissolving of the Soviet Union, each country wanted to be independent. There was no gas, electricity, or bread. There were people starving all over the place. There was no work. Everyone left, and so did we. In order to make a little money, we sold the car and all we owned. That is when all our misfortune began. 

We have traveled through many countries, but we have not found a place to live anywhere in Europe. Armenia is my country, that is where I know the people. Here, we are alone. I have even worked without pay, like a slave, and now I want to return home to my family. We have nothing. First, I lived on the border between Azerbaijan and Armenia and I saw many people die of hunger. There were days on which we didn't have anything to offer our children. We had 100-200 grams of bread each day for all of us. Here in Europe, we are no better off. We do not have work. Oftentimes, we cannot buy anything to eat nor do we have spare money to save up in order to buy other things like clothing. I just want to go back to my country, to Armenia. There, we are in God's hands and we will live on whatever He wants to give us. Not like here, where we live in desperation. Today, if I have work we will eat. If not, well we won't. What kind of life is that? I think that each person should live in their own country. That is where we were born and that is where we want to live.

But, after making so many sacrifices? How can you want to go back?

(The woman responds) Our first child was born in Armenia. He was a year and 3 months old when we left. I was pregnant. We traveled by bus to Turkey and Yugoslavia. Our second child was born in Belgrade, where we remained several months. When the civil war broke out, we had to flee the country. What did we do? Go from Yugoslavia to Croatia. A few months later and we were once again on the run. The war in Yugoslavia had expanded. Croatia, Slovenia...we were blocked. We asked ourselves what we could do. We were in Slovenia. Where could we find peace? Go back? We didn't have money or clothing and there we were with two small children, with nothing to eat, without even a house. My husband went out every day to find work. At the beginning, they said they would pay him once a week. Then, once every two weeks, and the story continued. In the end, he was there working almost a year without pay. They had lied to us!

The men who had promised us work only gave us a small bit of money for bread and milk for the children. It was impossible to survive and the children continued growing. With the little we had, we arrived in Belgium. We have been here nine months. We have nothing. They promised us a bit of work. But after two weeks, my husband realized they were lying again. It was all just words. Now I am five months pregnant and we have to return home. We don't want our third child to be born in a foreign country. We want to go home. Help us! There we have nothing. We have nothing and we do not know how we will survive. We've barely kept afloat until now and we have nothing for our children, nothing to help them study, live a normal life, or just even be able to eat every day. Although the Armenians always say we should help each other live - when you have nothing, what can you share? (from Brussels, Luca de Mata) (14 – to be continued) (Agenzia Fides 27/2/2009)
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