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FIDES News Service– 31 January 2009
FIDES SPECIAL FEATURE

Instrumentum mensis Ianuarii
pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI 

pro Evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus V – Numerus I, Ianuarius A.D. MMIX
At the General Weekly Audiences during the month of January, Benedict XVI continued his cycle of catechesis on St Paul, in this Year of St Paul, except for the Audience on 21 January, when he dwelt on the theme of the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. On the first day of the Year in St Peter's Basilica the Holy Father presided a Eucharistic Celebration on the solemnity of Mary Mother of God and also to mark the 42nd World Day for Peace on the theme this year: "Fighting poverty, to build peace". Again in St Peter's, he celebrated Mass on January 6, the solemnity of the Epiphany. To mark the end of the week of Prayer for Christian Unity, on Sunday January 25, at St Paul's Basilica, the Pope presided Second Vespers of the Feast of the Conversion of St Paul in the presence of members of other Christian churches and communities present in Rome, and he preached on the theme of the week: That they may be one in your hand (Ez 37,17).

Among the private audiences granted by the Holy Father, we mention: 8 January, Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See for the exchange of New Year wishes; 12 January, Administrators of Lazio Region and Rome City and Province; 19 January, an Ecumenical Delegation from Finland on the occasion of the feast day of Saint Henry; 29 January, the Tribunal of the Roman Rota on the occasion of the inauguration of the new Judiciary Year; 30 January, participants at a meeting of the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches; January 31, Directors of the Italian Confederation of Workers Unions, Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori (CISL). 

The Holy Father received on occasion of their respective ad limina visits the following Bishops: the Chaldean Bishops, the Catholic Bishops' Conference of Iran and the Catholic Bishops of Russia. On the occasion of the 6th World Meeting of Families held in Mexico City from 14- 18 January, Benedict XVI sent as his Representative, Cardinal Secretary of State Tarcisio Bertone; on 17 January, he sent a Message to participants in the recitation of the Rosary as part of the event, and, the following day, delivered a Video Conference at the end of the World Meeting of Families Mass. 

Other messages this month included: 23 January to mark the 43rd World Communications Day; 24 January Message to the president of the Union of Catholic Press in Italy celebrating its 50th anniversary. The Holy Father granted a request from the Superior General of the Priestly Society of Saint Pio X, on behalf of three other Bishops of the Society, for  the revocation of the excommunication on the four bishops ordained without pontifical mandate.

After the Angelus prayer on Sunday 25 January, the Holy Father sent greetings to various Asian countries preparing to celebrate Lunar New Year. Lastly we recall that after the Angelus prayer on Sunday 18 January the Holy Father appealed for the conflict in the Gaza Strip to cease and for peace to return to the Holy Land.
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 January 2009 – Mass on the solemnity of Mary Mother of God and the 42nd World Day for Peace January 2009 – Angelus

4 January 2009 – Angelus

6 January 2009 – Papal Mass on the solemnity of the Epiphany of the Lord 

6 January 2009 – Angelus

7 January 2009 – General Audience

8 January 2009 – Audience with the Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See 

10 January 2009 – Meeting with members of the Neocatechumenal Way of the diocese of Rome

11 January 2009 – Mass in the Sistine Chapel with the administration of the Sacrament of Baptism  

11 January 2009 – Angelus

12 January 2009 – Telegram of condolence for the death of Cardinal Pio Laghi

12 January 2009 – Audience with administrators of Rome Municipality, Rome Province and Lazio Region 

13 January 2009 –Funeral Mass for Cardinal Pio Laghi

14 January 2009 – General Audience

15 January 2009 – Audience with the Inspectorate General for Public Security at the Vatican  

16 January 2009 – Audience with the Catholic Bishops of Iran on ad limina visit

17 January 2009 – Message to participants at the recitation of the Rosary at 6th World Meeting of Families in Mexico City 

18 January 2009 – Angelus

18 January 2009 – Video Conference at the end of World Meeting of Families Mass in Mexico City 

19 January 2009 – Audience with Ecumenical Delegation from Finland

20 January 2009 – Telegram to the Honorable Barack Obama, 44th President of the United States of America

21 January 2009 – General Audience

23 January 2009 – Message for the 43 World Communications Day 

24 January 2009 – Revocation of ‘Latae sententiae’ excommunication of Bishops of St Pius X Priestly Society 

24 January 2009 – Message to president of the Union of Catholic Press in Italy 

24 January 2009 – Audience with Catholic Chaldean Bishops on ad limina visit 

25 January 2009 – Angelus

25 January 2009 – Celebration of Vespers on Feast of Conversion of St Paul to close the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 

28 January 2009 – General Audience

28 January 2009 – Telegram to His Holiness Kirill elected Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia 

29 January 2009 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Russia on ad limina visit

29 January 2009 – Audience with Roman Rota Tribunal inauguration of new Judiciary Year 

30 January 2009 – Audience with participants at the meeting of the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches 

31 January 2009 – Directors of the Italian Confederation of Workers Unions Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori (CISL)
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QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul - AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - “We need imitators of Christ like Saint Paul, capable of building a new society in which the cultural values are enlightened by the Gospel”: Pastoral Letter from the Bishops in preparation for the launching of the Continental Mission on January 25

Year of St Paul - ASIA/BANGLADESH - “Bible Week” in Satkhira: the first ever in the country, on the occasion of the Year of St. Paul

Year of St Paul - ASIA/CHINA - Missionary spirit of St. Paul was the theme of the Third Theological Seminar on the Year of St. Paul in the Diocese of Nan Chong

Year of St Paul - ASIA/TAIWAN - For the Year of St. Paul, the Diocese of Tainan will make a pilgrimage to the parish dedicated to Saint Paul, which holds an image of the Apostle in the native dress of the Pai Wan

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/POLAND - “The conversion and evangelizing mission of Saint Paul”: Archdiocese of Czestochowa's pilgrimage for the Year of St. Paul

Education - EUROPE/SPAIN - Supreme Court decides that the right to conscientious objection does not exist in the case of Education for Citizenship; parents who object say “the Government cannot ignore over 52,000 objections”

Emergency - AFRICA/DR CONGO - Attack on the Salesian community in Goma, eastern Congo, in the heart of the civil war, result of “the atmosphere of instability and insecurity that persists in the city of Goma,” Fr. Lacedonio of ANS tells Fides

Emergency - AFRICA/SUDAN - More signs of war on the horizon in Darfur, as the UN-African Union peacekeeping forces await reinforcements

Emergency – ASIA/SRI LANKA – With conflict ever fiercer, the Church calls for protection and assistance for displaced persons

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (3) - “In every person and migrant there should be a missionary in words and actions, bearing witness to the truth of the Gospel.”

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (6) - “Making the family the main teacher of human and Christian values”: Concluding Message from the Theological-Pastoral Congress

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (7) - Closing Mass: “Formation in human and Christian values requires a family founded in a monogamous matrimony and open to life; it requires a united and stable family.”

Youth - DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - National Youth Day on January 31: “The youth need missionaries that carry out their apostolate with normality, energy, and joy.”

Youth - EUROPE/ITALY - January 31 - youth in 400 cities worldwide will spend 24 hours in prayer for peace in the Holy Land: celebrations in Rome, Jerusalem, Africa, Asia, America

Youth - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - “Young Christian Workers” on the rise: yet another fruit of WYD

Migration - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Chairman of US Conference of Catholic Bishops' Committee on Migration urges Mexico and US to work together to “ensure that policies are adopted that permit migrants to migrate and work in a safe and controlled manner.”

Migration - ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - “Family and migration”: Seminar sponsored by the Bishops' Commission on the Family

Mission - ASIA/HONG KONG - Father Quirino De Ascaniis, PIME missionary for 75 years in Hong Kong, dies at the age of 100, known and loved for his dedication and complete openness to God's will.

Mission – ASIA/INDIA – With Church/government collaboration Catholic Center cares for 'today's lepers”: persons suffering from AIDS

Continental Mission – AMERICA/COSTA RICA – The Continental Mission “is not an option, it is a necessary duty to be assumed by every ecclesial community” says Bishops' Conference President, calling for a “rediscovery of the decisive importance of the laity”

Continental Mission - AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Bishops officially launch the Great Continental Mission in the country: “a great plan of renewal in our institutional, pastoral, personal, and community life.”

Pontifical Mission Societies - AFRICA/ZAMBIA - “You should strive to venture into activities that will help to awaken, enliven and support the missionary efforts of the Church,” Apostolic Nuncio tells the PMS National Assembly in Zambia

Pontifical Mission Societies -  ASIA/VIETNAM - Caring for the newborns in Vietnam: the PMS of Australia's effort to counteract abortion

Pontifical Mission Societies - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies of Australia supporting those of Nigeria who are “forgotten by mankind”

Christian Unity - ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - Prayer Encounter for the Week for Christian Unity: faithful praying for the “divided nation”

Life - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Hispanic Alliance for Life and Family founded to provide pro-life information and educational material for Hispanics in the USA

Life - EUROPE/POLAND - Third “window of life” in Poland inaugurated in Czestochowa, where mothers can place their newborns that they do not want to or cannot care for

Life - EUROPE/SPAIN - Spanish Bishops declare 2009 the “Year of Prayer for Life” beginning February 2

SUPER QUAESTIONES

ASIA/HONG KONG - Archbishop Sarah, Secretary of the Missionary Dicastery, tells his experience during his visit to Hong Kong

ASIA/INDIA - “Prayer and action: united Christians are the true peacemakers in Northeast India,” Archbishop Thomas Menamparampil of Guwahati tells Agenzia Fides, during the Week for Christian Unity

VATICAN - AVE MARIA Mgr. Luciano Alimandi - Drawn towards Jesus

EUROPE/BELGIUM - Interview with a missionary priest - from a Asian country … to Belgium

(correspondence from Belgium, Luca De Mata - 12)

OCEANIA/FIJI ISLANDS - “The new technologies are helping to break the isolation and foster communion”: Agenzia Fides interviews Fr. Roger McCarrick, Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Bishops' Conference (CEPAC)

AFRICA/MADAGASCAR - “We're trying to avoid the worst,” one local Church source from Antananarivo tells Fides, after yesterday's chaos

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello - Revocation of excommunication: an act of real ecumenism.
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 January 2009 – Mass on the Solemnity of Mary Mother of God, and 42nd  World Peace Day 

VATICAN – “On the first day of the year, divine Providence brings us together for a celebration that moves us each time because of the riches and beauty of its correspondence: the civil New Year converges with the culmination of the Octave of Christmas on which the divine Motherhood of Mary is celebrated, and this gathering is summed up felicitously in the World Day of Peace”: Benedict XVI presides Mass on January 1 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the first day of the year 2009, the Holy Father presided Mass on the solemnity of Mary Mother of God. The day was also the 42nd World Day for Peace. After expressing new year wishes to Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino and his collaborators at the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, and to the Vatican secretary of state, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, and the entire secretariat of state, and the Ambassadors, Benedict XVI spoke about the ancient Jewish tradition according to which the priests of Israel blessed the people “putting the Lord's Name upon them”, and he said: “to be able to walk on the way of peace, men and women and peoples need to be illumined by the "Face" of God and to be blessed by his "Name". Precisely this came about definitively with the Incarnation: the coming of the Son of God in our flesh and in history brought an irrevocable blessing, a light that is never to be extinguished and offers believers and people of good-will alike the possibility of building the civilization of love and peace”.

Then, referring to what Vatican II affirmed about the Incarnation of the Son of God – "Human nature", the Council reaffirms: "by the very fact that it was assumed... in him, has been raised in us also to a dignity beyond compare"– the Holy Father said: “For this reason the earthly history of Jesus that culminated in the Paschal Mystery is the beginning of a new world, because he truly inaugurated a new humanity, ever and only with Christ's grace, capable of bringing about a peaceful "revolution". This revolution was not an ideological but spiritual revolution, not utopian but real, and for this reason in need of infinite patience, sometimes of very long periods, avoiding any short cuts and taking the hardest path: the path of the development of responsibility in consciences.”.

Announcing the theme chosen for his World Pace Day message, ‘Fighting poverty to build peace', Benedict XVI explained that the theme " lends itself to a dual order of considerations… On the one hand the poverty Jesus chose and proposed and on the other, the poverty to be combated in order to bring the world greater justice and solidarity. ”. With regard to the former he highlighted God's decision to experience “God chose poverty for himself in coming among us” to the point of death and, commenting the Christmas Canticle composed by Alfonso Maria de’ Liguori, the Pope explained that it was “love for us” that impelled Jesus “to become not only man but also poor ”. The Pope mentioned St Francis of Assisi: “the Franciscan charism, in the history of the Church and of Christian civilization, constitutes a widespread trend of evangelical poverty which has done and continues to do such great good for the Church and for the human family. ”.

Secondly, commenting the Letter to the Corinthians, the Holy Father spoke or another aspect of poverty, “is a poverty, a deprivation, which God does not desire and which should be "fought" […];a poverty that prevents people and families from living as befits their dignity; a poverty that offends justice and equality and that, as such, threatens peaceful co-existence. This negative acceptation also includes all the non-material forms of poverty that are also to be found in the rich and developed societies: marginalization, relational, moral and spiritual poverty”. Benedict XVI, referring to the considerations in his Message for World Peace Day about “the complex phenomenon of globalisation” continued: “I have unfortunately had to return to denouncing the unacceptable arms race. On the one hand the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is being celebrated, and on the other, military expenditure is increasing, thereby violating the Charter of the United Nations, which endeavours to reduce this expenditure to the minimum (cf. art. 26). Furthermore, globalization eliminates certain barriers but it can build others”. He stressed the necessity to “to seek to establish a "virtuous circle" between the poverty "to be chosen" and the poverty "to be fought". ”, continuing his reflection on the poverty of Saint Francis of Assisi, the Pope said: “in the Church, the vow of poverty is the commitment of some, but it reminds all of the need to be detached from material goods and of the primacy of spiritual riches. This is therefore the message for us today: the poverty of Christ's Birth in Bethlehem, as well as being the subject of adoration for Christians, is also a school of life for every man. It teaches us that to fight both material and spiritual poverty, the path to take is the path of solidarity that impelled Jesus to share our human condition.”.

Before imploring the heavenly Mother for the gift of peace for the Holy Land and the whole of humanity Benedict XVI, concluded his reflection: “I believe that the Virgin Mary must have asked herself this question several times: why did Jesus choose to be born of a simple, humble girl like me? […]Mary received her answer in full at the end, having laid in the tomb the Body of Jesus, dead and wrapped in a linen shroud. She must then have fully understood the mystery of the poverty of God. She understood that God made himself poor for our sake, to enrich us with his poverty full of love”. (Agenzia Fides 1/1/2009)

1 January 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN – The Holy Father's new year greetings to all the faithful, “wishes that the Christian faith renders, so to speak, "reliable", anchoring them in the event that we are celebrating in these days: the Incarnation of the Word of God, born of the Virgin Mary”. 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the first day of the new year 2009, Benedict XVI offered new year wishes to the faithful, “wishes that the Christian faith renders, so to speak, "reliable", anchoring them in the event that we are celebrating in these days: the Incarnation of the Word of God, born of the Virgin Mary”. He explained: “In effect, with and only with the grace of the Lord can we always hope anew that the future will be better than the past. [...]In Jesus Christ the road to salvation has been shown to all people a salvation that is first of all spiritual redemption but that involves the entire human, including the social and historical, dimensions”. 

On the occasion of World Peace Day, and in keeping with a tradition started by the servant of God, Pope Paul VI, the Holy Father recalled the theme for his special Message intended once again to establish dialogue “with the leaders of nations and of international institutions, offering the Catholic Church's contribution for the promotion of a world order worthy of man”: “Fighting poverty to build peace”. Referring to the present  economic crisis, the Pope said “It is not enough as Jesus would say to sew new patches onto an old garment (cf. Mk 2: 21). To put the poor in first place means to decisively implement that kind of global solidarity that John Paul II had already indicated as necessary, uniting market potential with that of civil society, in constant respect for the law and always in view of the common good.”. “ Jesus Christ – he added –did not organize campaigns against poverty, but he proclaimed the Gospel to the poor, providing an integral redemption from moral and material misery. The Church does the same, with its tireless work of evangelization and of human advancement”. Benedict XVI concluded: " Let us invoke the Virgin Mary, Mother of God, so that she may help all peoples to walk together on the Way of peace.”. (Agenzia Fides 1/1/2009)

4 January 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN – The Pope at the Angelus: “Every man and every woman needs to find a profound meaning for their life. And this is why books do not suffice, not even the Sacred Scriptures. The Child of Bethlehem reveals and communicates to us the true "Face" of a good and faithful God, who loves us and even in death does not abandon us. ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Looking out over St Peter's Square for the usual recitation of the midday Angelus, Benedict XVI commented the Sunday Gospel on 4 January, the same gospel as Christmas day,  “a wonderful text that offers an impressive synthesis of the whole of the Christian faith”: “‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God" (Jn 1: 1); and this is the unheard of and humanly inconceivable news: "the Word became flesh and dwelt among us" (Jn 1: 14a). It is not a rhetorical figure but a lived experience! And it is John, an eyewitness, who tells of it. "We have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father... full of grace and truth"”. “For a true Israelite who knows the Sacred Scriptures, this is not a contradiction; on the contrary, it is the fulfilment of the whole of the old Covenant. The mystery of a God who speaks to men and women as his friends, who reveals himself to Moses in the Law, to the wise and the prophets, reaches fulfilment in Christ. In knowing Jesus, in being with him, hearing his preaching and seeing the signs he performed, the disciples recognized that all the Scriptures were fulfilled in him. ”. “ Every man and every woman – the Holy Father added –needs to find a profound meaning for their life. And this is why books do not suffice, not even the Sacred Scriptures. The Child of Bethlehem reveals and communicates to us the true "Face" of a good and faithful God, who loves us and even in death does not abandon us. "No one has ever seen God," concludes John's Prologue; "the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known”. Benedict XVI concluded: Like the Apostle John, each one of us is invited to "[take] her to his own home" (Jn 19: 27), to know Jesus deeply and to experience his faithful and inexhaustible love. And this is my wish for each one of you, dear brothers and sisters, at the beginning of this new year”. (Agenzia Fides 4/1/2009)

6 January 2009 –Papal Mass on the solemnity of the Epiphany 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI on the solemnity of the Epiphany in the Year of St Paul: “What was the life of St Paul after his conversion, if not a 'race’ to carry the light of Christ to the nations and viceversa, to lead people to Christ? The grace of God made Paul a ‘star' for the nations. His ministry is an example and an encouragement for the Church to rediscover that she is essentially missionary and to renew her commitment to announce the Gospel”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Tuesday 6 January, the solemnity of the Epiphany, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, celebrated Mass in St Peter's Basilica. In his homily the Pope dwelt first of all on the “ multiform mystery” of the Epiphany, the "manifestation" of Our Lord Jesus Christ, which takes on different connotations in the Latin and Eastern traditions. “And what should we say dear brothers and sisters, - said the Pontiff - especially those of us who are priests of the new Covenant, every day witnesses and ministers of the ‘epiphany’ of Jesus Christ in the Holy Eucharist? The Church celebrates all the mysteries of the Lord in this most holy and most humble Sacrament, in which He both reveals himself and hides His glory”. 

Recalling that the year 2009, the 4th centenary of the first observations of Galileo through a telescope, is dedicated in a special way to astronomy, the Holy Father reflected on the symbol of the star, “so important in the Gospel narration of the Three Wise Men”, who were probably astronomers. They “ noted the appearance of a new star and interpreted this heavenly phenomenon as the announcement of the birth of a king, and precisely, according to Sacred Scripture, the King of the Jews. The Church Fathers saw in this singular episode told by Saint Matthew, also a sort of cosmological 'revolution', caused by the entrance of the Son of God into the world … whereas pagan theology divinised the elements and forces of the cosmos, Christian faith, bringing Biblical revelation to completion, contemplates one God, Creator and Lord of the entire universe … Therefore cosmic elements are not to be divinised, indeed on the contrary, in everything and above everything there is a personal will, the Spirit of God, who in Christ revealed himself as Love”. In this reality, the Holy Father explained, human beings are not slaves of the "elements of the cosmos", they are free persons, capable of relating to the creative freedom of God, who is at the origin of everything “and governs everything, not like a cold and anonymous motor, but as a Father, Spouse, Friend, Brother, as Logos, ‘Word-Reason’ who united himself with once and for all our mortal flesh and shared to the full our conditions, revealing the superabundant power of his grace”. 

The Holy Father continued his homily recalling that Christian thought likens the cosmos to a “book”, “considering it the work of an Author who expresses himself through the ‘symphony’ of creation”. In this symphony there is, at a certain point, a "solo", a theme entrusted to one instrument or one voice so important that on it depends the significance of the whole opera. This "solo" is Jesus, “likened by the early Christian writers to a new sun … the earthly Jesus is the culmination of creation and history, but the Risen Christ is even more: the passage, through death, to eternal life, brings forward the ‘recapitulation’ of all things in Christ… and with the resurrection of the dead he obtained ‘primacy over all things’… no shadow, however dark, can obscure the light of Christ. This is why believers in Christ never lose hope, even today, in the face of the serious social and economic crisis which travail humanity, in the face of hatred and destructive violence which continues to shed blood in many regions of the world, in the face of the selfishness and arrogance of man who makes of himself a god, and doing so tends to dangerously thwart the divine plan with regard to human life and human dignity, the family and the harmony of creation ”. 

Benedict XVI went on to recall that “Christ exercises his universal Lordship in a special way over the Church” and therefore the “the Epiphany is the manifestation of the Lord and as a reflection, the manifestation of the Church, since the Body cannot be separated from the Head… The Church knows that her humanity, her limits and poverty, highlight the working of the Holy Spirit. She can boast of nothing except her Lord: the light comes not from her, hers is not the glory. And precisely this is her joy, which no one can take from her”.

The Holy Father concluded his homily with a call to live the missionary dimension of the Epiphany in the light of the testimony of St Paul the Apostle, in this special Year of St Paul: “What was the life of St Paul after his conversion, if not a 'race’ to carry the light of Christ to the nations and viceversa, to lead people to Christ? The grace of God made Paul a ‘star' for the nations. His ministry is an example and an encouragement for the Church to rediscover that she is essentially missionary and to renew her commitment to announce the Gospel, especially to those who have yet to hear it.” Lastly, contemplating St Paul Paolo and his preaching nourished by Scripture, the Pope reaffirmed “ the Church and individual Christians can be light which leads to Christ, only if they nourish themselves with the Word of God assiduously and profoundly. It is the Word which illuminates, purifies and converts, certainly not us.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 7/1/2009; righe 56, parole 852)

6 January 2009 – Angelus

VATICAN - In his Angelus reflection on the Epiphany the Holy Father says that Jesus “desires to reign in love and truth and urges us to put aside our bad deeds and take decisively the path of goodness ”, he appeals for the Holy Land, for the Democratic Republic Congo, and mentions Missionary Childhood Day

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The total contrast between the attitude of the Three Wise Men on the way to adore the Infant Jesus and that of Herod and the Jews, was the subject of Pope Benedict XVI's reflection before leading the recitation of the midday Angelus on January 6, the solemnity of the Epiphany. “Herod is alarmed – the Holy Father explained - , because he sees in the infant sought by the Three Wise Men, a rival for himself and his sons. Whereas the leaders and the people of Jerusalem appear to be more surprised than anything, as if awakening from lethargy ”.

Describing the unrest in Jerusalem, Benedict XVI continued, “it would appear that the Evangelist almost foresees the position of the high priests and the Sanhedrin, and of the people, with regard to Jesus in his public life. Certainly it is clear that knowledge of the Scriptures and the messianic prophecies does not lead everyone to accept Him and his word”. A crucial point in the theology of history was highlighted by the Pope: “the tragedy of the faithful love of God in the person of Jesus” and the attitude of hostility, or ambiguity, or superficiality which represents that of every person and the "world" – in the spiritual sense –, who rejects the mystery of the true God, who comes to us in the disarming meekness of love. “Jesus, the ‘king of the Jews, is the God of mercy and fidelity; he desires to reign in love and truth and calls us to conversion, to put aside our bad deeds and take decisively the path of goodness. In this sense therefore, we are all ‘Jerusalem’!”.

After the Angelus the Holy Father expressed Christmas greetings to “the brothers and sisters of the Eastern Churches who follow the Julian Calendar and celebrate the Nativity of Christ, tomorrow”. Visiting in spirit the Holy Land and the Middle East, the Pope said: “I follow with deep concern the violent armed conflict in the Gaza Strip. And as I reaffirm that hatred and rejection of dialogue lead only to war, today I encourage the initiatives and efforts of those who are concerned for peace and strive to help Israelis and Palestinians to sit around a table and talk. May God sustain these courageous ‘builders of peace!”

The Pope then addressed a “special thought” “to children who are the treasure and the blessing of the world and above all those who are denied a happy childhood”. He mentioned “dozens of children in recent months, and even in this Christmas season, in the eastern province of Democratic Congo, who have been captured by armed gangs in attacks on villages in which many were killed and wounded. I appeal to the perpetrators of this inhuman brutality, to return the children to the families and to a future of security and development, to which they and all the beloved people of that country have a right. At the same time I express my spiritual closeness to the local Churches in the area, affected in persons and structures, and I urge the bishops, clergy and lay faithful to be strong in hope”.

Lastly recalling that 2009 is the year of the 20th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, “a commitment which the international community is called to renew to protect and promote childhood all over the world”, Benedict XVI entrusted to the Lord those who “work every day at the service of the new generations, helping them to build their own future. Moreover, Missionary Childhood Day, celebrated on the Feast of the Epiphany, is an opportune occasion to show how children can play an important part in spreading the Gospel and showing solidarity towards the peers in need. May the Lord reward them!” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 7/1/2009; righe 45, parole 665)

7 January 2009 – General Audience 

VATICAN - “Paul sees in the cross of Christ, a historic turning point, which radically transforms and renews the reality of worship ”: at the first general Audience of the new year, Pope Benedict XVI reflects on Christian worship

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – After expressing new year greetings to visitors gathered in the Paul VI Audience Hall, - “only if we are united with Jesus, the new year will be good and happy ” – the Holy Father Benedict XVI devoted his teaching during the first general audience of 2009, on Wednesday 7 January, to Christian worship, according to the teaching of St Paul. “ Paul sees in the cross of Christ, a historic turning point, which radically transforms and renews the reality of worship” the Pope said and reflected on three parts of the Letter to the Romans where we find this new vision of worship.

In the first passage (Romans 3,25) Saint Paul refers to the rite in which on the great day of reconciliation, the cover of the Arc of the Covenant, considered the point of contact between God and man, was aspersed with the blood of the sacrificed animals, “blood which – the Pope explained - symbolically brought the sins of the past year into contact with God and so the sins thrown into the abyss of divine goodness were almost absorbed by God's power, forgotten, forgiven. Life began all over again. Saint Paul mentions this rite and says: "the rite was an expression of the desire that our faults could be flung into the abyss of divine mercy and so disappear. But this process cannot be achieved with the blood of animals. What was necessary was truer contact between human faults and divine love. This contact happened in the cross of Christ ”. The Holy Father went on to recall that according to the Apostle, “With the cross of Christ – the supreme act of divine love – the old worship with the sacrifice of animals in the temple in Jerusalem came to an end. That symbolic worship of desire, was replaced with true worship: God's love incarnate in Christ and brought to completion in death on the cross … the cross of Christ, his love with flesh and blood is the true worship, corresponding to the reality of God and of humanity”.

The second part of the Letter to the Romans on which the Pope dwelt during his catechesis, was verse one, chapter 12: " I urge you, then, brothers, remembering the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, dedicated and acceptable to God; that is the kind of worship for you, as sensible people ". “The encouragement to ‘offer your bodies' – Pope Benedict XVI explained - refers to the whole person… it is a question of honouring God in our daily concrete life, facts of relational and perceptible visibility. This behaviour is described by Paul as a ‘living sacrifice, dedicated and acceptable to God’.” Correctly used the word “sacrifice” means the slaughtering of an animal in a sacred context. Whereas Paul applies it to the life of the Christian using three adjectives: "living" expressing vitality; "dedicated" recalls Paul's idea of holiness not connected with places or objects, but with the Christian's own person; "acceptable to God" recalls perhaps the frequent biblical expression of a sacrifice "of soave odour”. Immediately after this, Paul describes this new way of living "your spiritual worship". Despite difficulties and incompleteness in the translation, the Pope concluded, we can say that “whatever the case, this sort of worship rather than less real or even metaphoric, is instead more concrete and realistic – worship in which the whole human person, gifted with reason, becomes adoration, glorification of the living God”.

Describing some aspects of religious experience in the centuries before Christ, the Pope mentioned strong criticism in the Prophets and many Psalms with regard to bloody sacrifices in the Temple. “In the destruction of the sanctuary and worship, in a situation of privation of all signs of God's presence, the believer offers as a true holocaust, a contrite heart – his longing for God. We note an important development, beautiful but dangerous. There is a spiritualisation, a moralisation of worship: worship belongs only to the heart, to the spirit. But the body, the community, is missing”. Saint Paul “is the heir to these developments, of a longing for true worship, in which man becomes the glory of God, living adoration with all his being… But here there is also a danger of misunderstanding: this new worship could easily be interpreted in a moralistic sense: offering our life we offer true worship. In this way worship with animals would be replaced with moralism: man would act on his own, with his moral force. This was certainly not the intention of Saint Paul”. Paul always holds that we are "one in Christ Jesus ", we died in baptism and we now live with Christ, for Christ, in Christ. “In this union – and only in this union – we become in Him and with Him, a ‘living sacrifice', offering ‘true worship'. Sacrificed animals were meant to take the place of man, the gift of self. Jesus Christ, with his donation of self to the Father and to us, is not a replacement, within himself he truly carries the human person, our faults and our longing; he truly represents us, he assumes us into himself. In communion with Christ, achieved in faith and in the sacraments, despite all our failings, we become a living sacrifice: this is "true worship"… The Church knows that in the Most Holy Eucharist, the self-giving of Christ, his sacrifice is truly present. But the Church prays that the celebrating community may be truly united to Christ, transformed; she prays that we may become something which we cannot become with our own strength alone: a "rationable" offering pleasing to God.”

The last passage of the Letter to the Romans examined by the Holy Father, was taken from chapter 15, and the Pope dwelt on two aspects: “Firstly, Saint Paul interprets his missionary activity among the peoples of the world in order to build up the universal Church as a priestly activity. Announcing the Gospel to unite the nations in communion with the Risen Christ, is a 'priestly' action. The apostle of the Gospel is a true priest, acting at the centre of the priesthood, he prepares the true sacrifice. The second aspect: the goal of missionary activity is– we might say – a cosmic liturgy: that all peoples united in Christ, may, as such, become the glory of God … Christ's self giving implicates the tendency to draw everyone into the communion of his Body, to unite the world. Only in communion with Christ, the exemplary Man, one with God, can the world become as we all desire it to be: a reflection of divine love”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 8/1/2009; righe 68, parole 1.076)

8 January 2009 – Audience with Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See to exchange good wishes for the new year

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI addresses the Diplomatic Corps: “ In this sensitive phase of the history of humanity, marked by uncertainties and questioning, many people expect the Church to exercise clearly and courageously her mission of evangelisation and her work of human promotion”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – During an audience granted on January 8th to members of the Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See for the exchange of good wishes for the new year, the Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI traced a panorama of the present state of the world highlighting areas of suffering and poverty, and begging God for the “gift of a year rich in justice, serenity and peace”.

The Pontiff began by recalling those who had suffered in the past year, “ whether as a result of grave natural catastrophes, particularly in Vietnam, Myanmar, China and the Philippines, in Central America and the Caribbean, and in Columbia and Brazil; or as a result of violent national or regional conflicts; or again as a result of terrorist attacks which have sown death and destruction in countries like Afghanistan, India, Pakistan and Algeria.”. Underlining that “ Despite so many efforts, the peace we so desire still remains distant! ”, the Holy Father said “ we must not grow discouraged or lessen our commitment to a culture of authentic peace, but rather redouble our efforts on behalf of security and development.”. The Holy See has continued to reaffirm “ peace cannot be built when military expenses divert enormous human and material resources from projects for development, especially the development of the poorest peoples” the Pope said.

Benedict XVI went on to speak of the “too many poor people on our planet ”, citing his Message for World Day of Peace 2009. “ To build peace, we need to give new hope to the poor” exclaimed the Holy Father, referring to the present world financial and economic crisis, the food crisis and climate warming. “ There is an urgent need to adopt an effective strategy to fight hunger and to promote local agricultural development, all the more so since the number of the poor is increasing even within the rich countries…this goal will only be reached by implementing an ethics based on the innate dignity of the human person” affirmed the Pontiff.

The fight against poverty includes investing in young people, “ setting before them an ideal of authentic fraternity” the Holy Father affirmed, recalling the 23rd World Youth Day in Sydney, Australia. “My apostolic journeys, beginning with my visit to the United States, - the Pontiff continued -, also allowed me to assess the expectations of many sectors of society with regard to the Catholic Church. In this sensitive phase of the history of humanity, marked by uncertainties and questioning, many people expect the Church to exercise clearly and courageously her mission of evangelisation and her work of human promotion”. 

“ Acts of discrimination and the very grave attacks directed at thousands of Christians in this past year show to what extent it is not merely material poverty, but also moral poverty, which damages peace. Such abuses, in fact, are rooted in moral poverty.” said Benedict XVI, reaffirming “ the lofty contribution which religions can make to the struggle against poverty and the building of peace”, recalling that “ Christianity is a religion of freedom and peace, and it stands at the service of the true good of humanity”. The Pontiff went on to assure the victims of violence especially in Iraq and in India, of his paternal affection and he asked civil and political authorities to be “ actively committed to ending intolerance and acts of harassment directed against Christians, to repairing the damage which has been done, particularly to the places of worship and properties; and to encouraging by every means possible due respect for all religions, outlawing all forms of hatred and contempt”. He said he hoped that in the western world “ prejudice or hostility against Christians will not be cultivated simply because, on certain questions, their voice causes disquiet.”. 

Looking towards the Middle East, the Holy Land first of all , “ where, in these days, we have witnessed a renewed outbreak of violence”, the Holy Father repeated that “ military options are no solution and that violence, wherever it comes from and whatever form it takes, must be firmly condemned”. He said he hoped coming elections in the region would produce leaders able to “ guide their people towards the difficult yet indispensable reconciliation”, and stressed the need to make every effort to find a solution to the conflict between Israel and Palestine, to support dialogue between Israel and Syria and consolidation of institutions in Lebanon. He encouraged the people of Iraq to “ turn the page and to look forward in order to rebuild without discrimination on the basis of race, ethnic group or religion”, and said that with regard to Iran, “ tireless efforts must be made to seek a negotiated solution to the controversy concerning the nation’s nuclear programme, through a mechanism capable of satisfying the legitimate demands of the country and of the international community.”. 

On the great continent of Asia, “ while in certain countries acts of violence continue, and in others the political situation remains tense, some progress has been made, enabling us to look to the future with greater confidence” said the Pope, mentioning new peace talks in Mindanao, in the Philippines and “ and the new direction being taken in relations between Beijing and Taipei.”. “ The Christian communities living in Asia are often numerically small, yet they wish to contribute in a convincing and effective way to the common good, stability and progress of their countries, as they bear witness to the primacy of God which sets up a healthy order of values and grants a freedom more powerful than acts of injustice” the Pontiff affirmed.

In view of his first “greatly desired”, pastoral visit to Africa, the Holy Father called attention to the situation of Africa's children: “ Many children have the tragic experience of being refugees and displaced persons in Somalia, Darfur and the Democratic Republic of Congo. There are waves of migration involving millions of persons in need of humanitarian assistance and who above all have been deprived of their elementary rights and offended in their dignity”. Then Benedict XVI called for the restoration of government in Somalia, he mentioned the critical situation in Zimbabwe and the hope sparked by a peace agreement reached in Burundi, adding “ I ask that it be applied fully, and thus become a source of inspiration for other countries which have not yet found the path of reconciliation.”. 

With regard to Latin America, the Holy Father said he hoped “ the needs of emigrants need to be taken into consideration by legislation which would make it easier to reunite families, reconciling the legitimate requirements of security with those of inviolable respect for the person”. He praised the efforts made by some governments “ towards re-establishing the rule of law and waging an uncompromising battle against the drug trade and political corruption”. He recalled successful mediation on the part of the Holy See in talks on the southern areas between Argentina and Chile, and the agreement established between the Holy See and Brazil, hoping it will “ facilitate the free exercise of the Church’s mission of evangelization and further strengthen her cooperation with the civil institutions for an integral human development. ”.

Lastly, referring to countries nearer to Rome, Benedict XVI greeted Christian communities in Turkey recalling that “ during this special Holy Year marking the two-thousandth anniversary of the birth of the Apostle Paul, numerous pilgrims are making their way to Tarsus, his native city, a fact which once more indicates how closely this land is linked to the origins of Christianity”. He mentioned the resuming of talks in Cyprus to find a fair solution to problems connected with the division of the Island, and recalled, with regard to the Caucasus, “ conflicts involving the states of the Region cannot be settled by recourse to arms; ”, thinking of Georgia, he expressed the hope that “ all the commitments subscribed to in the ceasefire of last August – an agreement concluded thanks to the diplomatic efforts of the European Union – will be honoured, and that the return of the displaced to their homes will be provided for as quickly as possible. ”. The Holy See continues its efforts to promote stability in south east Europe “ and hopes that conditions will continue to be created for a future of reconciliation and of peace between the populations of Serbia and Kosovo, with respect for minorities and commitment to the preservation of the priceless Christian artistic and cultural patrimony which constitutes a treasure for all humanity” the Pope concluded. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 9/1/2009; righe 95, parole 1336)

10 January 2009 – Meeting with members of the NeoCatechumenal Way of the Diocese of Rome

VATICAN - The Holy Father tells the Neocatechumenal Way in the Diocese of Rome: “Your apostolic activities, already highly praiseworthy in themselves, will be even more effective in the degree to which you constantly strive to cultivate that desire for unity which Jesus communicated to the Twelve at the Last Supper.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “How can we not bless the Lord for the spiritual fruits which, through the methodology of evangelization that you apply, have been harvested in these years? The Pope, Bishop of Rome, thanks you for the generous service you make in the evangelization of this City and for the dedication with which you spread the Christian message in all its areas.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed members of the NeoCatechumenal Way of the Diocese of Rome, gathered in the Vatican Basilica on the afternoon of January 10, for the 40th anniversary of their foundation in Rome. 

“Your presence bears witness to the prodigies wrought by the Lord over the last four decades. It is also a sign of the commitment with which you intend to continue down the path you have begun, a path of faithful adherence to Christ and of courageous witness to His Gospel, not only here in Rome, but wherever Providence takes you; a path of humble acceptance of the guidance of pastors and of communion with all other components of the People of God. You wish to do this, well aware that helping the men and women of our time to meet Jesus Christ, Redeemer of man, is a mission for the Church and for all the baptised. The Neo-Catechumenal Way is part of this ecclesial mission, as one of the numerous 'ways' brought into being by the Holy Spirit at Vatican Council II for the new evangelization.” 

The Holy Father also mentioned the recent approval of the Statutes of “The Way,” by the Pontifical Council for the Laity, and continued saying: “Your apostolic activities, already highly praiseworthy in themselves, will be even more effective in the degree to which you constantly strive to cultivate that desire for unity which Jesus communicated to the Twelve at the Last Supper...The unity of the disciples of the Lord is part of the essence of the Church, and an indispensable condition if her evangelizing activity is to prove fruitful and credible. I know with what great zeal the communities of the Neocatechumenal Way are working in 103 of Rome's parishes. While I encourage you in this commitment, I exhort you to intensify your adhesion to all the guidelines given by the Cardinal Vicar, my direct collaborator in the pastoral government of the diocese. The organic integration of the Way in the diocesan pastoral ministry and its unity with the other ecclesial movements will be of great benefit to the entire Christian people and will make the diocesan effort to renew the proclamation of the Gospel in our city more fruitful.”

The Pope then mentioned the need for a “vast missionary action involving the various aspects of the Church which, each conserving the originality of its own charism, must work harmoniously,” and addressing the members of the Neocatechumenal Way he said: “And you, placing yourselves - as your Statues say - with complete willingness at the service of bishops, can become an example for many local Churches which rightly look to Rome as a model to which to refer.”

Many priests and consecrated persons have arisen from the communities of the Way. Many priests work in the parishes and in other areas of the diocesan apostolate, while many travel as missionaries to various different countries. Thanking the Rector and his collaborators at the Redemptoris Mater Seminary  in Rome, the Pope encouraged them to continue on in this mission, “adopting the formative guidelines proposed by both the Holy See and the Diocese. The objective of all the formators should be that of preparing priests who are well integrated in the diocesan clergy and in both the parochial and diocesan pastoral ministry.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/1/2009)

11 January 2009 – Mass in the Sistine Chapel with the administration of the Sacrament of Baptism 

VATICAN - On the Feast of the Lord's Baptism, Benedict XVI baptizes 13 newborns: “when...we baptize children, bringing them into God's light and his teachings, we are not doing violence to them; rather we are giving them the wealth of divine life in which true freedom is rooted, which is that of being children of God.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “And if Christmas and Epiphany serve above all to make us capable of seeing, to opening our eyes and hearts to the mystery of a God who comes to be with us, the feast of the baptism of Jesus introduces us, we could say, to the everydayness of a personal relationship with him. In fact, through the immersion in the waters of the Jordan, Jesus united himself to us. Baptism is, so to speak, the bridge that he has built between him and us, the road by which he is accessible to us; it is the divine rainbow over our life, the promise of the great yes of God, the gateway to hope and, at the same time, the sign that indicates the road we must take in an active and joyous way to meet him and feel loved by him.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the Mass he presided in the Sistine Chapel on Sunday, January 11, Feast of the Baptism of Our Lord, during which he baptized 13 newborns. 

“The child is not the parents' property, but is rather entrusted by the Creator to their responsibility, freely and in an ever new way, so that they help him to be a free child of God. Only if the parents cultivate such an awareness will they succeed in finding the right balance between the pretence of being able to dispose of their own children as if they were a private possession, forming them according to their own ideas and desires, and the liberal attitude that expresses itself in giving them total freedom, satisfying all their desires and aspirations, seeing that as the right way to develop their personality. If, with this sacrament, the newly baptized infant becomes an adoptive child of God, object of his infinite love that safeguards and defends him, then he must be taught to recognize God as his Father and to know how to relate to him with a filial attitude. For this reason, when, following the Christian tradition, as we do today, we baptize children, bringing them into God's light and his teachings, we are not doing violence to them; rather we are giving them the wealth of divine life in which true freedom is rooted, which is that of being children of God; a freedom that must be educated and formed with the passing of years, so that it become capable of responsible personal choices.”

Offering a special greeting to parents and godparents, the Pontiff exhorted them to be “conscious of the gift that has been received” and not cease to thank the Lord who, with this sacrament, introduces the children into “a new family, greater and more stable, more open and numerous than your own: I am talking about the family of believers, the Church, a family that has God for Father and in which all gather as brothers in Jesus Christ...Concern yourselves with educating them in the faith, with teaching them to pray and to grow as Jesus did and with his help, 'in wisdom, age and grace before God and men'.” 

Returning once more to the Gospel passage of the Lord's Baptism, Benedict XVI highlighted that “with Baptism we do not merely immerse ourselves in the waters of the Jordan to proclaim our commitment to conversion, but there is poured out upon us the redemptive blood of Christ that purifies us and saves us. It is the beloved Son of the Father, in whom he is well pleased, which reacquires for us the dignity and the joy of calling ourselves and truly being 'children' of God. Soon we will relive this mystery evoked by today's solemnity; the signs and symbols of the sacrament of baptism will help us to understand that which the Lord works in the hearts of these little ones of ours, making them 'his' forever, a dwelling place chosen by his Spirit and 'living stones' for the building up of the spiritual edifice which is the Church. May the Virgin Mary, Mother of Jesus, beloved Son of God, keep watch over them and their families, always be with them, so that they may realize the project of salvation that baptism accomplishes in their lives. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/1/2009)

11 January 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN - At the Angelus, the Pope recalls that Baptism is a “gift, joy, but also responsibility,” as parents and godparents “must bring up their children according to the Gospel,” and asks for prayers for the 6th World Meeting of Families

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – After having administered the Sacrament of Baptism to several children in the Sistine Chapel, the Holy Father Benedict XVI went to the window of his study on January 11, to recite the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square. Recalling the feast of the Lord's Baptism, the first event in Jesus' public life, which is celebrated on the first Sunday after the Epiphany, the Pope highlighted the words the Gospel writer says came from a voice in heaven: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Mk 1:10-11), saying that in them, “the nature of eternal life is revealed: It is the filial relationship with God, as Jesus lived, revealed, and gave it to us.” 

The Holy Father continued, recalling the Baptismal Rite: “Through Baptism the human person is brought into Jesus' unique and singular relationship with the Father, in such a way that the words that are spoken from heaven about the only-begotten Son become true for every man and woman who is reborn from the water of the Holy Spirit: You are my sons and daughters, my beloved. Dear friends, how great is the gift of baptism! If we make ourselves fully aware of it, our life will become a continual 'grace.' What a joy for Christian parents, who have seen a new creature blossom from their love, who have brought this child to the baptismal font and seen the child be reborn in the womb of the Church, for a life that will never end! Gift, joy, but also responsibility! The parents, in fact, together with the godparents, must bring up their children according to the Gospel.”

Benedict XVI then recalled the theme for the 6th World Meeting of Families in Mexico City: “The Family as Educator in Human and Christian Values.” The event will be divided into three main parts: first the theological and pastoral congress, a moment of celebration and testimony, and the solemn Eucharistic celebration, as a thanksgiving to the Lord for the gifts of marriage, the family and life. He said: “I have asked Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone to represent me, but I myself will also follow the extraordinary event with lively participation, accompanying it with prayer and through a televised talk. Until then, dear brothers and sisters, I invite you to implore an abundance of divine grace for this important international meeting of families. Let us do so invoking the maternal intercession of the Virgin Mary, Queen of the Family.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/1/2009)

12 January 2009 – Telegram of condolence for the death of Cardinal Pio Laghi

VATICAN - Holy Father's condolences for the death of Cardinal Pio Laghi

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - Benedict XVI has sent a telegram of condolence for the death of Cardinal Pio Laghi, Prefect Emeritus of the Congregation for Catholic Education and Patron of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta, died on the morning of January 11. In the text, the Pope recalled his “long and generous service” to the Holy See, “in particular as pontifical representative in various countries and as prefect of the Congregation for Catholic Education.” Expressing his sincere participation in the mourning, “that has afflicted all those who knew and respected the late cardinal,” the Holy Father concluded by saying: “while raising fervent prayer to God to grant him the prize promised to faithful servants of the Gospel, I send my heartfelt apostolic blessing to all those who grieve his passing.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/1/2009)

12 January 2009 – Audience with Administrators of the Region of Lazio, the City of Rome, and the Province of Rome 

VATICAN - In the face of the world economic crisis, “connected to a crisis in structure, culture and values,” Benedict XVI reminds the Administrators of the Region of Lazio, the City of Rome, and the Province of Rome, that there must be a “joint desire to react, overcoming the divisions and organising strategies.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Hopes and concerns” were the topics of discussion in the audience that the Holy Father Benedict XVI granted on January 12, to the Administrators of the Region of Lazio, the City of Rome, and the Province of Rome, as part of their traditional exchange of New Year's greetings. “There is no doubt", said the Pope in his remarks to them, "that the world community is passing though a time of serious economic crisis, yet this is also connected to a crisis in structure, culture and values. The difficult situation involving the world economy brings inevitable consequences to all areas, and hence also hits Rome, its province and the cities and towns of the Lazio region. Such an arduous challenge – which comes forth in your words as well - must be met by a joint desire to react, overcoming the divisions and organising strategies that not only meet today's emergencies, but also seek to design an organic strategic plan for years to come, inspired by those principles and values that form a part of the ideal patrimony of Italy and, more specifically, that of Rome and Lazio. At difficult moments in their history, people are able to rediscover unity of intent and courage around the wise guidance of illuminated administrators whose fundamental concern must be the universal good.” 

The Holy Father then mentioned that the Catholic communities “neither seek nor boast any privileges but want their spiritual and social mission to continue to garner appreciation and co-operation,” and highlighted that “although the diocesan Caritas, the parishes, and the Catholic associations spare no efforts to bring help to those in need, it is vital to create a synergy between all institutions in order to offer concrete answers to people's growing needs.” In particular, Benedict XVI said he thought of “families, especially those with small children who have the right to a tranquil future; and of the elderly, many of whom live alone and in difficult circumstances; of the housing crisis, of the lack of work and youth unemployment, of the difficult coexistence between different ethnic groups, and of the great question of immigration and nomads.”

On these issues, “the Church, in the light of her social doctrine, is called to make her own contribution, stimulating reflection and forming the consciences of the faithful and of all citizens of good will.” The Pontiff then explained how the public powers should guarantee the rights of their inhabitants, “making sure that they are clearly defined and that each one does his duty,” and as a mandatory priority, he mentioned “the formation in respect for laws, in assuming one's own responsibilities, in way of life that reduces individualism and the defense of one's own interests, so as to work together in favor of the universal good, keeping in mind the needs of the weakest in the population, not considering them a burden but rather a valuable resource.”

Continuing on with his address, the Pope highlighted the Church's commitment to education, expressing his gratitude for the collaboration established in “all that concerns the construction of new parish complexes in the neighborhoods that have been indicated,” trusting that in the future, this mutual support will continue. He thought especially of the children and youth, and the educational emergency “that today requires the widest range of collaboration possible.” He recalled that “in response to the nihilism that is increasingly pervading the world of the youth, the Church invites everyone to more seriously dedicate themselves to the youth, not to abandon them to their own devices and exposed to the school of 'malevolent teachers,' but to offer them serious initiatives that allow them to understand the value of live in a stable family built on marriage. Only in this manner can we offer them the possibility of looking ahead to their future with confidence.”

The last issue that the Holy Father addressed was healthcare, in which “the ecclesial community, heir to a long tradition of caring for the sick, continues amidst the many sacrifices to offer its work.” “In this year we have just begun, the Region of Lazio has given positive signs of seeking to help Catholic healthcare structures. I hope that, continuing on this path, this collaboration may be encouraged so that people may continue offering this valuable service that renowned institutions carry out with competence, professionality, and prudence in financial affairs, as well as with care towards the sick and their families.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 13/1/2009)

13 January 2009 – The Pope at the Funeral Mass for Cardinal Pio Laghi 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI at the funeral Mass for Cardinal Laghi: “We give thanks to God for the gift of this friend and brother of ours, and for all the good that with the help of divine grace he was able to carry out in the various areas in which he offered a valuable pastoral and diplomatic activity.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “We give thanks to God for the gift of this friend and brother of ours, and for all the good that with the help of divine grace he was able to carry out in the various areas in which he offered a valuable pastoral and diplomatic activity. Especially noteworthy is his zeal in promoting vocations and in priestly formation. We trust that he will now be contemplating face-to-face this Jesus that he tried to love and serve in his brothers.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the funeral mass held for Cardinal Pio Laghi, celebrated on January 13 in the Vatican Basilica. The Holy Mass was celebrated by Cardinal Angelo Sodano, Dean of the College of Cardinals, along with other Cardinals. At the end, the Holy Father presided the Funeral Rite. 

Commenting on the Gospel passage of the Beatitudes, proclaimed during the ceremony, the Pope affirmed that, “today, as well, the Lord Jesus continues teaching his disciples with these instructions which are always valid, as they form the 'magna carta' of an authentic Christian life. It was with great frequency that our dear Cardinal Pio Laghi paused to meditate on these words of the Gospel and with great frequency he explained them to the faithful!...God has created us for Him and in Him we find our happiness. Conforming ourselves to His Word, we can become a source of peace and joy even in the midst of trials and sufferings that inevitably form a part of our earthly pilgrimage. Let us ask the Lord that He may give our Brother the grace to participate in the eternal beatitude.” Pope Benedict XVI then recalled that “the entire priestly mission of Cardinal Pio Laghi was consumed in his direct service to the Holy See.” He was always inspired by the words of Jesus to Peter, on the occasion of the miraculous catch of fish: “In verbo tuo laxabo rete” (Lk 5:5), which he chose as the theme of his ministry as a Bishop. In his family, he received a solid human and Christian formation, and it was there that the seed of his priestly vocation was planted. Then, recalling the various stages of his life, the Holy Father recalled his elementary and secondary school studies in Faenza, in the Salesian school in the city, and later his philosophy studies in the diocesan seminary and theology studies in Rome, where he attended the Pontifical Major Seminary until his priestly ordination on April 20, 1946. He was then called to serve the Holy See and in March of 1952, after earning Licentiates in Theology and Canon Law from the Pontifical Lateran University, he began his long diplomatic and pastoral ministry in Nunciatures in various countries. 

John Paul II appointed him Prefect of the Congregation for Catholic Education and made him Cardinal in the Consistory held on June 28, 1991, assigning him from May 1993 to be Patron of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta. The Pope continued, saying: “With gratitude we should also recall the special missions that were entrusted to him: in May 2001, in Israel and with Palestinian authorities, to present a signed Pontifical Message with the goal of encouraging both parties to cease fire and to take up dialogue; two years later in March 2003, he was in charge of going as a special envoy to Washington to present the President of the United States with a pontifical message and explain the position and initiatives taken by the Holy See in contributing to the disarmament and peace in the Middle East.”

“They were delicate missions which he always tried to fulfill with faithful dedication to Christ and His Church,” the Holy Father said, encouraging all in the hope “that illumined the priestly and apostolic life of Cardinal Pio Laghi and that now finds its fullness and final realization in the divine call to participate in the heavenly banquet.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/1/2009)

14 January 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - The Letters to the Colossians and the Ephesians “are a great catechesis, from which we can learn not just how to be good Christians, but also how to come to be truly persons”: the Pope's catechesis at the General Audience

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his catechesis given at the General Audience on January 14, the Holy Father Benedict XVI spoke of the two “twin” letters of Saint Paul: the Letter to the Colossians and the Letter to the Ephesians. “Both have ways of speaking that are only found in those two,” the Pope explained, in addition to the fact that that both offer a so-called “domestic code,” “a series of recommendations directed to husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and slaves.” 

“Even more important is to see that only in these two letters is confirmed the title 'head,' kefalé, given to Jesus Christ. And this title is used on two levels. In the first sense, Christ is understood as the head of the Church. This means two things: above all, that he is the governor, the director, the one in charge who guides the Christian community as its leader and lord,” the Pope said. “And the other meaning is that it is as the head that he raises and vivifies all the members of the body of which he is head...That is, he is not just one who directs, but one who is organically connected to us, from whom comes also the strength to act in an upright way. In both cases, the Church considers itself submitted to Christ, both to follow his superior leading -- the commandments -- and to welcome all of the vital flow that come from him. His commandments are not just words, mandates, but are vital forces that come from him and help us...That's why, if we are united to Christ, we should fear no enemy and no adversity; but, this also means that we should remain closely united to him, without letting go!” 

Continuing his explanation, the Holy Father recalled that for the pagan world, the world was full of spirits, many of them being dangerous and against which one had to defend himself, “the proclamation that Christ is the only victor and that he who is united to Christ did not have to fear anyone, appeared as a true liberation.” “The same is true also for the paganism of today, because also the current followers of these ideologies see the world as full of dangerous powers. To these people, it is necessary to announce that Christ is the conqueror, such that one who is with Christ, who remains united to him, should not fear anything or anyone...Even the whole cosmos is submitted to him, and to him it converges as to its own head...Therefore, there is not, on one hand, a great material world and on the other hand, this small reality of the history of our land, the world of people: Everything is one in Christ. He is the head of the cosmos; also the cosmos has been created by him, it has been created for us insofar as we are united to him. This is a rational and personalistic vision of the universe.” In this perspective, “the Church recognizes that Christ is greater than she is, given that his lordship also extends beyond her limits, and...only the Church is classified as the body of Christ, not the cosmos. All of this means that we should consider positively earthly realities, because Christ recapitulates them in himself, and at the same time, we should live our specific ecclesial identity in plenitude, which is the most homogeneous to the identity of Christ himself.” 

One of the typical concepts that arises in these two Pauline letters is that of “mystery,” which “makes reference to the inscrutable divine design over the destiny of man, of peoples and of the world.” The Holy Father explained that the two Epistles tell us that in Christ is found the fulfillment of this mystery. “If we are with Christ, even though we cannot intellectually understand everything, we know that we are in the nucleus and on the path of truth. He is in his totality, and not only one aspect of his person or one moment of his existence, he who gathers in himself the plenitude of the unsearchable divine plan of salvation...Mere intellectual categories here prove insufficient, and recognizing that many things are beyond our rational capacities, we should trust in the humble and joyful contemplation, not just of the mind, but also of the heart. The fathers of the Church, on the other hand, tell us that love understands much more than reason alone.”

In the final part of the catechesis, the Pope returned to the concept of the Church as the Spouse of Christ. “The Church is not just a fiancé, but the real spouse of Christ. He, we could say, has conquered her for himself, and he has done this with the price of his life...But moreover, he is concerned for her beauty, not just that already acquired in baptism, but also that which should grow each day thanks to a blameless life...From here to the common experience of Christian marriage, the step is a small one; conversely, it's not even clear what is the author's point of initial reference -- whether it is the relationship Christ-Church, from whose light the union between man and woman should be conceived; or if instead it is the datum of the experience of conjugal union, from whose light the relationship between Christ and the Church should be conceived. But both aspects mutually enlighten one another.”

Benedict XVI concluded by recalling that these two Letters of the Apostle Paul “are a great catechesis, from which we can learn not just how to be good Christians, but also how to come to be truly persons. If we begin to understand that the cosmos is the footprint of Christ, we learn our right relationship with the cosmos, with all of the problems of its conservation. We learn to see [the problems] with reason, but with reason moved by love, and with the humility and the respect that permits acting in a correct way. And if we think that the Church is the body of Christ, that Christ has given himself for her, we learn how to live with Christ in reciprocal love, the love that unites us to God and that makes us see the other as an image of Christ, as Christ himself.”

Greeting the pilgrims present in various languages, the Pope especially named the French pilgrimage that accompanied the relics of Blessed Louis and Zelie Martin, the parents of Saint Therese of Lisieux, recently beatified on World Mission Sunday, and then asked all to join in praying for the 6th World Meeting of Families which is taking place during these days in Mexico City: “May this important event in the Church once again manifest the beauty and value of the family, filling everyone with a new energy to work in favor of this irreplaceable fundamental cell of society and of the Church.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/1/2009)

15 January 2009 – Audience with General Inspectorate for Public Security in the Vatican 

VATICAN - Pope tells the General Inspectorate for Public Security in the Vatican: “our daily work, whatever it may be, takes on a different value and meaning, because we base it on perennial human and spiritual values that make are lives more serene and more useful to our brothers.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On January 15, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the General Inspectorate for Public Security in the Vatican for the exchange of New Year's greetings. The Pope expressed his “most heartfelt appreciation” to them for the work that they carry out each day, “with noteworthy professionality and great dedication,” offering an affectionate greeting to all those that “the Italian state sends in for the special service as policemen or security guards,” linked to his mission as Pastor of the Universal Church.

The Pope said: “Considering the work you are called to complete – I remember running in to you every day as a Cardinal, making my way through Saint Peter's Square – I am reminded of the sacrifices that accompany your service. They are sacrifices that you make, but that are also made by your family members, because of the shift-work required in order to maintain constant watch over the area around St. Peter's Square and the Vatican.” In expressing his gratitude, the Holy Father also included the families, with a special recognition of the recently married and those preparing to do so. 

“A new year is beginning and we have many expectations and hopes. Yet we cannot hide the fact that many threatening clouds are gathering on the horizon that worry mankind,” Benedict XVI said. “We must not, however, lose heart, rather we must keep the flame of hope alive in our hearts. For us as Christians the true hope is Christ, the Father's gift to humanity. This announcement is for all mankind...the Church continues to proclaim today to all mankind, so that every person and every human situation can experience the power of God's saving grace, which is the only one that can transform evil into good.”

The Pope then recalled that at the light of hope, daily work “whatever it may be, takes on a different value and meaning, because we base it on perennial human and spiritual values that make are lives more serene and more useful to our brothers...a service to others through order and security and, at the same time, a form of individual asceticism; what we may call constant internal vigilance which requires harmony between discipline and cordiality, between self-control and attentive welcome of the pilgrims and tourists who come to the Vatican. If undertaken with love, such service becomes prayer, a prayer even more welcome to God when your work seems unpleasing, monotonous and tiring, especially during the night and in bad weather. It is by doing their duty well", he concluded, "that each of the baptized achieves his or her vocation of sanctity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/1/2009)

16 January 2009 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Iran on ad limina visit

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Bishops of Iran on their Ad limina visit: “The road before you is long and requires perseverance and patience. The example of God, patient and merciful with His people, will serve you as a model and help you find the space necessary for dialogue.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “You are the ordinaries of the Armenian, Chaldean and Latin Churches. Therefore, dear brothers, you represent the richness of unity in the diversity that exists in the bosom of the Catholic Church, to which you bear daily witness in the Islamic Republic of Iran...Today, as in the past, the Catholic Church never ceases to give encouragement to those concerned for the common good and peace among nations. For its part neither will Iran, a bridge between the Middle East and sub-continental Asia, cease to fulfill this vocation.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the Bishops of Iran, whom he received in an audience on January 16, for their Ad limina apostolorum visit. 

The Pope expressed his gratitude for the service carried out by the Bishops “in a land with a very ancient Christian presence,” manifesting his appreciation towards the priests and religious of the area as well: “I know how much your presence is needed and how much spiritual and human assistance you offer the faithful, through your direct and daily contact, which is valuable and offers a beautiful testimony to all.” Speaking more specifically, the Pope mentioned their care for the elderly and the aid offered to the various social categories, especially those most in need. He also mentioned the collaboration of the Catholic Church, through Caritas in particular, in rebuilding work in the region of Bam, recently struck by an earthquake. “Nor do I wish to forget the Catholic faithful", he said, "whose presence in the land of their ancestors brings to mind the biblical image of the yeast in the dough, which makes the bread rise and gives it flavor and texture. Through you, dear brothers, I wish to thank them all for their constancy and perseverance and encourage them to continue steadfast in the faith of their fathers and to remain rooted in their land, so as to collaborate in the development of the nation.”

Benedict XVI then exhorted the different communities “to develop harmonious relations with public institutions which, with the grace of God, will certainly become more profound and enable those communities better to carry out their ecclesial mission, while upholding mutual respect and for the good of all.” He then encouraged them to promote a greater awareness through two paths: “cultural dialogue, which is the centuries-old richness of Iran, and charity. The latter enlightens the former and serves as its source of strength.” 

The Pope then offered special encouragement for the local vocations, so needed in the spiritual growth of the faithful. “The difficult mission of the priests and religious leads them to have to travel long distances to reach the various Christian communities spread across the country. In order to help alleviate this concrete difficulty and others, there is a need to establish a bilateral commission with the authorities - which is already at the planning stage - so as to enable the improvement of relations and mutual understanding between the Republic of Iran and the Catholic Church.”

In the conclusive part of his address, the Pope mentioned another aspect of daily life: “At times, the Christians of your communities go beyond their own frontiers in search of more favorable possibilities for their professional lives and the education of their children. This legitimate desire is present among inhabitants of many countries and is linked to the human condition that always seeks a better future. This situation leads you, as shepherds of your flock, to give particular help to the faithful who live in Iran, inviting them to remain in contact with relatives who have chosen a different destiny, that they may maintain their identity and their ancestral faith. The road before you is long and requires perseverance and patience. The example of God, patient and merciful with His people, will serve you as a model and help you find the space necessary for dialogue.”

“Your Churches are heirs to a noble tradition and to a long Christian presence in Iran", Pope Benedict concluded. "They have, each it its own way, contributed to the life and development of the nation, and they wish to continue their efforts in the service of Iran, while conserving their own identity and freely living their faith. I do not forget to pray for your country and for the Catholic communities present in that land and I ask God to bless them and assist them.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

17 January 2009 – Message during the Rosary at the 6th World Meeting of Families

VATICAN - The Pope's Message during the Rosary at the 6th World Meeting of Families: “the family is in the heart of God, Creator and Savior. Working for the family means working for a bright and dignified future for humanity and for the building of the Kingdom of God”

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) - “In light of its essential social function, the family has the right to be recognized in its own identity and to not be confused with other forms of coexistence, as well as the right to count on the proper cultural, juridical, economic, social, and sanitary protection and, in a particular manner, on support that takes into account the number of children and the available economic resources and is sufficient to allow a freedom of education and in choosing schools.” This is what the Holy Father Benedict XVI said in his video-message sent to the participants in the praying of the Rosary at the Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City, on January 17, during the 6th World Meeting of Families.

During the meditation on the Joyful Mysteries of the Rosary, there were also testimonies given from Christian families from all over the world, as “an echo and reflection in our time of the story of Jesus and His family,” the Pope said, commenting that these testimonies “have shown us how the seed of the Gospel continues to grow and bear fruit amidst the various situations in today's world.”

Reflecting on the theme of the 6th World Meeting of Families - “The family, teacher of human and Christian values” - in his video-message, the Pope spoke of the fact that “the domestic environment is a school of humanity and Christian life for all its members, with beneficial results for individuals, the Church, and society.” The family is where one learns to live and cultivate mutual love and truth, respect and justice, loyalty and collaboration, service and care for the least among us. “The Christian family should be filled with the presence of God, placing in His hands the daily events and asking for His help to carry out their irreplaceable mission,” the Pope said, highlighting the “utmost importance” of family prayer and listening to and meditating on the Word of God. “In this manner, personal and family life is transformed and improved gradually, dialogue is enriched, faith is transmitted to the children, the desire to be one grows, and the family becomes more and more united and strong, like a house built on the rock.”

Thanks to the power of prayer, “the family becomes a community of disciples and missionaries in Christ. It is in the family where the Gospel is received, communicated, and lived,” the Pope said, stressing the importance of the testimony of life and the explicit profession of the faith by members of the family in their various environments and calling for a more active participation in the pastoral activities of their own parish communities, especially those having to do with catechesis for children, marriage preparation, or directly linked to the family life.

The values lived in an authentic family setting (including freedom, solidarity, the common good, justice, and forgiveness) can be a useful reference point in social relations, in the establishment of a “civilization of love.” In fact, “the family is also the vital cell of society, first and decisive resource in its development, and many times the final refuge for people for whom the established structures are not sufficient in meeting their needs.”

The Holy Father concluded his Message by encouraging everyone to have great confidence, as “the family is in the heart of God, Creator and Savior. Working for the family means working for a bright and dignified future for humanity and for the building of the Kingdom of God. We humbly unite ourselves in calling upon divine grace to help us to work with determination and joy in the noble cause of the family, called to be evangelized and called to evangelize, to be human and called to humanize.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

18 January 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus reminds immigrants of the words of the Apostle Paul, “in the Church you are not foreigners or guests, but you are part of the family of God,” and invites them “to accompany with your prayers the efforts of numerous persons of good will who are trying to stop the tragedy,” in the Gaza Strip and mentions that “the ecumenical task is even more urgent today, to give to our society, which is marked by tragic conflicts and lacerating divisions, a sign and an impulse toward reconciliation and peace”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the World Day of Migrants and Refugees, Sunday January 18, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made reference to his Message for the occasion during his address prior to the recitation of the Angelus. As this is the Year of Saint Paul, “thinking of St. Paul as the great itinerant missionary of the Gospel,” the theme is “St. Paul Migrant, Apostle of the Gentiles.” “Paul became the "ambassador" of the risen Christ to make him known to all, in the conviction that in him all peoples are called to form the great family of the children of God,” the Pope said before praying the Angelus. “This is also the Church's mission, more than ever in this time of globalization. As Christians it is impossible for us not to feel the need to transmit Jesus' message of love, especially to those who do not know him, or who find themselves in difficult and painful situations.” 

Directing his thought towards immigrants, Benedict XVI mentioned that their situation “in some cases, thanks be to God, it is peaceful and they are well integrated; in other cases, unfortunately, it is painful, difficult and sometimes even dramatic.” He then assured that “the Christian community looks on every person and every family with attention and asks St. Paul for the strength of a renewed dedication to work in every part of the world for peaceful coexistence of men and women of different ethnicities, cultures and religions.” He then mentioned how all Christians, according to their vocation, wherever they live and work, are called to bear witness to the Gospel, “with a greater concern for those brothers and sisters who have come from different countries for various reasons to live among us, giving value to the phenomenon of migration as an occasion of the meeting of civilizations.” The Holy Father encouraged everyone to pray and act “so that this always takes place in a peaceful and constructive way, in respect and dialogue, preventing every temptation to conflict and abuse,” and added “a special word for sailors and fisherman, who for some time have been experiencing great uneasiness. Besides the usual difficulties, they are also suffering from the restrictions of bringing chaplains on board, as well as from the dangers of pirates and the damage of illegal fishing.” 

After the Angelus, the Pope once again addressed the conflict in the Gaza Strip with these words: “I continue to follow the conflict in the Gaza Strip with deep trepidation. Let us also bring before the Lord today the hundreds of children, old people, women who are innocent victims of the inconceivable violence, the wounded, those who are grieving for their loved ones and those who have lost their possessions. I also invite you to accompany with your prayers the efforts of numerous persons of good will who are trying to stop the tragedy. I sincerely hope that it is seen how to profit, with wisdom, from the space opened up to reinstate the truce and move toward peaceful and durable solutions. In this regard, I renew my encouragement of those who, on the one side and on the other, believe that in the Holy Land there is room for all, that they help their people to rise up from the rubble and terror and courageously take up again the thread of dialogue in justice and truth. This is the only way that they can effectively unlock a future of peace for the children of that dear land.” 

Then, recalling the Week of Prayer for the Unity of Christians, which is celebrated January 18-25, the Holy Father mentioned the Biblical theme of this year, proposed by an ecumenical group from Korea: “One in your hand” (Ez 37:17). He then said: “Let us too welcome this invitation and pray with greater intensity that Christians walk in a resolute way toward full communion with each other. I especially address Catholics throughout the world that, united in prayer, they do not tire to work to overcome obstacles that still impede full communion among Christ's disciples. The ecumenical task is even more urgent today, to give to our society, which is marked by tragic conflicts and lacerating divisions, a sign and an impulse toward reconciliation and peace. We will conclude this Week of Prayer in the Papal Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls with the celebration of vespers, next Sunday, the feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, Apostle, who made the unity of the body of Christ an essential nucleus of his preaching.” 

After greeting the pilgrims in various languages, Benedict XVI addressed representatives from the Catholic migrant communities present in Rome: “Dear friends, I repeat the words of the Apostle Paul: In the Church you are not foreigners or guests, but you are part of the family of God. Know how to insert yourselves well in the ecclesial and civil community, with the wealth of your faith and your traditions.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

18 January 2009 – Live televised address at the end of the Closing Mass for the 6th World Meeting of Families,

VATICAN - Pope's live televised Message at the close of the 6th World Meeting of Families: “Today more than ever is needed the testimony and public commitment of all the baptized to reaffirm the dignity and the unique and irreplaceable value of the family founded on the marriage of a man and a woman and open to life”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “I have participated with joy and interest in this World Meeting, above all with my prayer, giving specific guidelines and attentively following its preparation and development. Today, through the communications media, I have spiritually made a pilgrimage to this Marian shrine, heart of Mexico and of all of America, so as to entrust all the families of the world to Our Lady of Guadalupe.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in his live televised address at the end of the Closing Mass for the 6th World Meeting of Families, presided by Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Special Envoy of the Pope, at the Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City.

“ In Mexico, the Gospel has taken deep roots, forging its traditions and culture, and the identity of its noble people,” the Pope said in greeting the Mexican people. “This rich patrimony must be protected so that it continues being a spring of moral and spiritual energies to courageously and creatively face the challenges of today and so that it can be offered as a precious gift to new generations.”

The Pope then mentioned that “The Christian response to the challenges that must be confronted by families and human life in general, consists in intensifying trust in the Lord and the vigor that springs from one's faith, which is nourished by attentive listening to the Word of God...In prayer, especially with the praying of the Rosary...the family contemplates the mysteries of the life of Jesus, interiorizes the values that it meditates and feels called to incarnate them in their lives.”

After recalling that the family “is an indispensable foundation for society and for peoples” and “occupies a primary place in the education of the person,” the Pope continued: “No one has given being to himself. We have received life from others, which is developed and matured with the truths and values that we learn in relation and communion with the rest. In this sense, the family founded on the indissoluble matrimony between a man and a woman expresses this relational, filial and communitarian dimension, and is the realm where man can be born with dignity, grow and develop in an integral way...The true liberty of the human being comes from having been created in the image and likeness of God, and therefore should be exercised with responsibility, always opting for the true good so that it becomes love, gift of self. For this, more than theories, the intimacy and love characteristic of the familial community are needed.” 

In the concluding part of his address, Benedict XVI spoke strongly saying: “Today more than ever is needed the testimony and public commitment of all the baptized to reaffirm the dignity and the unique and irreplaceable value of the family founded on the marriage of a man and a woman and open to life, as well as the [value] of human life in all its stages. Legislative and administrative measures that support families in their inalienable rights, necessary to carry forward their extraordinary mission, should also be promoted.” He then assured them of his closeness in prayer, “for all families that give a testimony of fidelity in especially difficult circumstances,” and encouraged numerous families, “hoping that they may not lack the help they need,” and lastly, he mentioned his thoughts for the “families that suffer poverty, illness, marginalization or emigration. And very especially for the Christian families that are persecuted because of their faith.”

Before concluding his address with a prayer entrusting all the families of the world to the protection of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Holy Father announced that the 7th World Family Encounter will take place in Milan in 2012, and the theme will be: “Family, Work and Celebration.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

19 January 2009 – Audience with Ecumenical Delegation from Finland

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells Ecumenical Delegation from Finland: “Together, let us thank God for all that has been achieved to date in Catholic-Lutheran relations, and let us pray that the Spirit of truth will guide us towards ever greater unity, in the service of the Gospel.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Dear distinguished Friends from Finland, it is with great joy that I welcome all of you on this annual visit to Rome for the feast of your patron, Saint Henrik...These pilgrimages are an occasion for shared prayer, reflection and dialogue in the service of our quest for full communion.” These were the words of welcome given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the members of an Ecumenical Delegation from Finland, whom he received in audience on January 19.

Highlighting the fact that their visit took place during the Week of Prayer of Christian Unity whose theme this year is taken from the Book of Ezekiel: “That they may become one in your hand” (Ez 37:15-23), the Holy Father explained that this vision of the prophet, “in the context of ecumenism, it speaks to us of God who constantly draws us into deeper unity in Christ, by renewing us and liberating us from our divisions.”

The Pope also recalled the 10th anniversary of the Joint Declaration on Justification, “and the Commission is now studying its implications and the possibility of its reception. Under the theme Justification in the Life of the Church, the dialogue is taking ever fuller account of the nature of the Church as the sign and instrument of the salvation brought about in Jesus Christ, and not simply a mere assembly of believers or an institution with various functions.”

“Your pilgrimage to Rome takes place within the Pauline Year - the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Nations, whose life and teaching were tirelessly committed to the unity of the Church. Saint Paul reminds us of the marvellous grace we have received by becoming members of Christ’s body through baptism. The Church is this mystical Body of Christ, and is continuously guided by the Holy Spirit; the Spirit of the Father and the Son...From Paul we also learn that the unity we seek is nothing less than the manifestation of our full incorporation into the Body of Christ.”

Expressing his hope that their visit to Rome “will further strengthen the ecumenical relations between Lutherans and Catholics in Finland, which have been so positive for many years,” the Holy Father concluded his address with this exhortation: “Together, let us thank God for all that has been achieved to date in Catholic-Lutheran relations, and let us pray that the Spirit of truth will guide us towards ever greater unity, in the service of the Gospel.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

20 January 2009 – Telegram to 44th  President of the United States of America, the honourable Barack Obama 

VATICAN - The Holy Father Benedict XVI's telegram to the 44th President of the United States of America, the Honorable Barack Obama

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent a telegram to the 44th President of the United States of America, the Honorable Barack Obama, on the occasion of his inauguration into the White House, in which he offered his congratulations and assured him of his prayers. “Under your leadership may the American people continue to find in their impressive religious and political heritage the spiritual values and ethical principles needed to cooperate in the building of a truly just and free society, marked by respect for the dignity, equality and rights of each of its members, especially the poor, the outcast and those who have no voice. At a time when so many of our brothers and sisters throughout the world yearn for liberation from the scourge of poverty, hunger and violence, I pray that you will be confirmed in your resolve to promote understanding, cooperation and peace among the nations, so that all may share in the banquet of life which God wills to set for the whole human family (cf. Isaiah 25:6-7). Upon you and your family, and upon all the American people, I willingly invoke the Lord’s blessings of joy and peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/1/2009)

21 January 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - “Let us make our own the desire of St. Paul, who dedicated his entire life for the one Lord and for the unity of his mystical body, the Church, giving with his martyrdom, a supreme testimony of fidelity and love for Christ”: the Pope's catechesis dedicated to the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Four times, in His prayer to the Father from the Upper Room – before suffering His Passion – Jesus prays that his disciples may be “one,” and twice, He mentions the reason for this unity: that the world may believe. “Full unity is connected, therefore with the life and the very mission of the Church in the world,” Benedict XVI said during the General Audience on January 21. “[The Church] should live a unity that can only be derived from her unity with Christ, with its transcendence, as a sign that Christ is the truth. This is our responsibility: That the gift of unity be visible for the world, in virtue of which our faith is made credible.” The Holy Father dedicated his catechesis during the Audience to the theme of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, which began January 18 and concluded on January 25, feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul the Apostle.

“Aware that unity is above all a 'gift' of the Lord,” the Pope said, “there is also a need to pray for it with untiring and trusting prayer. Only going out of ourselves and toward Christ, only in this relationship with him can we come to be truly united among ourselves. This is the invitation that, with the present week [of prayer], is directed to believers in Christ of every Church and ecclesial community; to him, dear brothers and sisters, we should respond with generosity.” 

The Week of Prayer this year bears the theme of a verse taken from the Prophet Ezekiel: “That They May Become One in Your Hand” (37:17), chosen by an ecumenical group from Korea. “In the passage of the book of the prophet Ezekiel from which the theme has been taken, the Lord orders the prophet to take two sticks, one as a symbol of Judah and his tribes and the other as a symbol of Joseph and of the whole house of Israel united to him, and he asks him to "join" the two such that they form "just one stick" in his hand. The parable of unity is transparent...The hand of the prophet, which joins the two shoots, is considered as the hand of God himself that gathers and unites his people and finally, the whole of humanity.” The words of the prophet can be interpreted as an exhortation to Christians, “to pray and to work, doing everything possible so that the unity of all the disciples of Christ is fulfilled, to work so that our hand is an instrument of the unifying hand of God. This exhortation appears particularly moving and urgent in the words of Jesus after the Last Supper.”

In the second part of the Biblical reading, the dispersion among the people is recalled. “The Israelites had learned erroneous cults, had assimilated mistaken concepts of life, had taken on customs foreign to divine law.” The Lord then declares the need to free them from sin, purify their hearts, for an interior renewal that is the necessary prerequisite for unity. Ezekiel's vision is particularly eloquent for the whole ecumenical movement because it “makes clear the unavoidable demand of an authentic interior renewal in every component of the People of God, which only the Lord can bring about. We too should be open to this renewal, because we too, dispersed among the peoples of the world, have learned customs very far from the Word of God. The Pope then mentioned the Decree on Ecumenism issued by the Second Vatican Council: “There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of heart. For it is from renewal of the inner life of our minds, from self-denial and an unstinted love that desires of unity take their rise and develop in a mature way" ("Unitatis Redintegratio," 7). 

The Week of Prayer for Unity, is thus for all of us “a stimulant toward a sincere conversion and an ever more docile listening to the Word of God, toward an ever deeper faith,” as well as an “occasion for thanking the Lord for how much he has conceded already 'to join' one to another, divided Christians, and the Churches themselves and ecclesial communities.” Benedict XVI then mentioned the various stages of the ecumenical path which “has progressed with firm conviction and sure hope” in the past year, as the Church has taken on the task of “implementing every effort for the restoration of full unity.” In particular, the Pope recalled the “encouraging signs of spiritual convergence,” between the Churches and the theological dialogues; the encounters held at the Vatican and on apostolic journeys, with “Christians from every horizon”; the three visits made by His Holiness Bartholomew I to the Vatican; the reception of the two Catholicoi of the Armenian Apostolic Church, His Holiness Karekin II of Etchmiadzin and His Holiness Aram I of Antelias; the shared sorrow with the Patriarchate of Moscow at the passing of our beloved brother in Christ, Patriarch His Holiness Alexy II. In addition, he mentioned the encounters with the representatives of the various Christian Churches of the West “with whom continues the dialogue about the important testimony that Christians should give today in harmony, in a world ever more divided and facing so many challenges of a cultural, social, economic and ethical character.” 

In concluding his catechesis, the Holy Father recalled that in the context of the Year of St. Paul, “what the Apostle Paul left written for us regarding the unity of the Church” and made an exhortation: “Let us make our own the desire of St. Paul, who dedicated his entire life for the one Lord and for the unity of his mystical body, the Church, giving with his martyrdom, a supreme testimony of fidelity and love for Christ. Following his example and counting on his intercession, may each community grow in the determination for unity, thanks to the diverse spiritual and pastoral initiatives and the assemblies of common prayer, which tend to become more numerous and intense in this week, bringing us to already foretaste, in a certain way, the joy of full union. Let us pray so that between the Churches and ecclesial communities, dialogue in the truth continues, indispensable for resolving divergences, and [dialogue] in charity, which conditions the theological dialogue and helps to live united for a common testimony.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

23 January 2009 – Message for the 43rd  World Communications Day

VATICAN - Pope entrusts the youth with the task of evangelizing the “digital continent” in his Message for the 43rd World Communications Day

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The new digital technologies are, indeed, bringing about fundamental shifts in patterns of communication and human relationships. These changes are particularly evident among those young people who have grown up with the new technologies...In this year’s message, I am conscious of those who constitute the so-called digital generation...” This is how the Holy Father Benedict XVI opens his Message for the 43rd World Communications Day which, in many countries, will be celebrated on May 24, feast of the Ascension, with the theme: “New Technologies, New Relationships: Promoting a culture of Respect, Dialogue and Friendship.”

The Pope mentioned that “these technologies are truly a gift to humanity and we must endeavor to ensure that the benefits they offer are put at the service of all human individuals and communities, especially those who are most disadvantaged and vulnerable.” The many different new means of sending words and images, including to those who are farthest away from us, through cellular phones and computers, has been taken up in use by the youth who use these instruments “as means of communicating with existing friends, of meeting new friends, of forming communities and networks, of seeking information and news, and of sharing their ideas and opinions.” There are many benefits that flow from this new culture of communications, the Holy Father says in his Message, for families and for students and researchers, as well as for social progress. 

The popularity and rapid spread of the new technologies “respond to a fundamental desire of people to communicate and to relate to each other,” the Pope said, recalling that “This desire for communication and friendship is rooted in our very nature as human beings and cannot be adequately understood as a response to technical innovations. In the light of the biblical message, it should be seen primarily as a reflection of our participation in the communicative and unifying Love of God, who desires to make of all humanity one family...In reality, when we open ourselves to others, we are fulfilling our deepest need and becoming more fully human. Loving is, in fact, what we are designed for by our Creator. Naturally, I am not talking about fleeting, shallow relationships, I am talking about the real love that is at the very heart of Jesus’ moral teaching.”

The Holy Father thus places emphasis on the quality of the contents that are offered by the new technologies, encouraging all people of good will working in the world of digital communications “to commit themselves to promoting a culture of respect, dialogue and friendship.” 

In reference to these three themes, the Pope affirms: “If the new technologies are to serve the good of individuals and of society, all users will avoid the sharing of words and images that are degrading of human beings, that promote hatred and intolerance, that debase the goodness and intimacy of human sexuality or that exploit the weak and vulnerable.”

“The dialogue must be rooted in a genuine and mutual searching for truth if it is to realize its potential to promote growth in understanding and tolerance. Life is not just a succession of events or experiences: it is a search for the true, the good and the beautiful...We must not allow ourselves to be deceived by those who see us merely as consumers in a market of undifferentiated possibilities, where choice itself becomes the good, novelty usurps beauty, and subjective experience displaces truth.”

“True friendship has always been seen as one of the greatest goods any human person can experience. We should be careful, therefore, never to trivialize the concept or the experience of friendship. It would be sad if our desire to sustain and develop on-line friendships were to be at the cost of our availability to engage with our families, our neighbors and those we meet in the daily reality of our places of work, education and recreation. If the desire for virtual connectedness becomes obsessive, it may in fact function to isolate individuals from real social interaction.” 

In his Message, the Pope says he is glad to see “the emergence of new digital networks that seek to promote human solidarity, peace and justice, human rights and respect for human life and the good of creation,” and mentions the need for the digital world to become truly accessible to all people. “It would be a tragedy for the future of humanity if the new instruments of communication, which permit the sharing of knowledge and information in a more rapid and effective manner, were not made accessible to those who are already economically and socially marginalized, or if it should contribute only to increasing the gap separating the poor from the new networks that are developing at the service of human socialization and information.” 

In concluding his Message, Benedict XVI specifically addressed young Catholics, “to encourage them to bring the witness of their faith to the digital world”; “the proclamation of Christ in the world of new technologies requires a profound knowledge of this world if the technologies are to serve our mission adequately. It falls, in particular, to young people, who have an almost spontaneous affinity for the new means of communication, to take on the responsibility for the evangelization of this 'digital continent'.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/1/2009, righe 62, parole 860)

24 January 2009 – Remission of the excommunication “Latae sententiae” of Bishops of the Fraternity of Saint Pius X 

VATICAN - Remission of the excommunication “Latae sententiae” of Bishops of the Fraternity of Saint Pius X

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI, “following a process of dialogue between the Fraternity of St. Pius X and the Holy See,” has accepted the request made once again by the Superior General of the Fraternity, Bishop Bernard Fellay, as well as in the name of the other three Bishops of the Fraternity (Bishops Bernard Tissier de Mallerais, Richard Williamson, and Alfonso de Galarreta), to lift the excommunication imposed on them upon their episcopal ordination on June 30, 1988 without pontifical mandate. 

As a press release from the Holy See Press Office states, Bishop Bernard Fellay, in his letter on December 15, 2008, clearly expressed to the Holy Father that “We are always fervently determined in the will to be and to remain Catholics and to place all of our strength at the service of the Church of Our Lord Jesus Christ, which is the Roman Catholic Church. We accept all of her teachings with a filial spirit. We firmly believe in the primacy of Peter and in his prerogatives and because of this, the present situation makes us suffer so much.” 

His Holiness Benedict XVI, who has followed the process closely from its beginning, has always sought to mend the break with the Fraternity, even meeting personally with Bishop Bernard Fellay on August 29, 2005. On that occasion, the Pontiff expressed his desire to gradually proceed on the path and now, it is with great pastoral solicitude and paternal compassion, through a Decree issued by the Congregation of Bishops on January 21, 2009, that he lifts the censure of excommunication from the above mentioned Prelates. The Holy Father was inspired to make this decision by his desire for a complete reconciliation and full communion as soon as possible.

In the Decree from the Congregation of Bishops, with which the censure of the excommunication latae sententiae, which was declared by the same Congregation on July 1, 1988, it mentions that “This gift of peace, at the end of the celebrations of Christmas, also aims to be a sign for the promotion of unity in charity of the universal Church, and with this means, come to remove the scandal of division. It is desired that this step be followed by the solicitous fulfillment of full communion with the Church of the Society of St. Pius X, thereby witnessing to authentic fidelity and a true recognition of the magisterium and the authority of the Pope, with the proof of visible unity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

24 January 2009 – Message to President of Catholic Union of the Italian Press

VATICAN - Pope tells President of Catholic Union of the Italian Press: “not to give in to compromises of such important values, but to have the courage of consistency, even at personal cost: A serene conscience has no price.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Firmly foundered on principles rooted in the Gospel, your work as Catholic journalists is increasingly more challenging: along with a sense of responsibility and a sense of the spirit of service that is your trademark, you should in fact have always more notable professionalism and a greater capacity for dialogue with the atheist world, in search of shared values. The more consistent is the witness of your life, the larger your audience will grow.” This is part of the message that the Holy Father Benedict XVI sent to the President of the Catholic Union of the Italian Press, Massimo Milone, on the occasion of the National UCSI Congress held in honor of the 50th anniversary of its foundation.

The Pope recalled “the valuable service that the UCSI has offered the Church and the country, over the course of its 50 years in existence,” as well as the profound transformations that have taken place in this time in all sectors, including the culture, in which the respect for the dignity of the person, along with the sense of values like justice, freedom, and solidarity – essential in the survival of a society – seem remarkably weakened.”

“Not few of your non-believing colleagues privately expect from you the silent witness, without ostentation but with substance, of a life inspired by the values of the faith.” Concluding, Benedict XVI, aware of the ever more demanding task of Catholic journalists, in which “the spaces of freedom are often threatened and economic and political interests often overcome the spirit of service and the criteria of the common good,” and he exhorted them “not to give in to compromises of such important values, but to have the courage of consistency, even at personal cost: A serene conscience has no price.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

24 January 2009 – Audience with Bishops of the Chaldean Church on ad limina visit 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI reminds Bishops of the Chaldean Church, in their Ad Limina visit, of their fundamental role “in the establishment of a new society in which each person can live in harmony and mutual respect”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI opened his address to the Bishops of the Chaldean Church, whom he received in audience on January 24 upon their “Ad limina Apostolorum” visit, with the moving memory of the victims of violence in Iraq over the past several years and with an appeal for peace in this region. “I am reminded of Archbishop Paul Faraj Rahho of Mossul, Fr. Ragheed Aziz Ganni, and the many other priests and faithful of your Patriarchal Church,” the Pope said. “Their sacrifice is a sign of their love for the Church and for their country. I ask God that the men and women of peace in that beloved region may unite their efforts to put an end to violence and enable everyone to live in security and mutual harmony!”

After recalling the origins of the Chaldean Church, which dates back to the first centuries of the Christian era, “long and noble tradition,” “the vital contribution she makes to the Universal Church,” the Pope mentioned that today the Chaldean Church, “which occupies an important place among the various institutions of your countries, must continue this mission at the service of human and spiritual development.” In light of this goal, “there is a need to promote a high cultural level among the faithful, especially in the youth.” Benedict XVI then spoke of the “vital moderating role” that the Chaldean Church is called to carry out, in its relations with other communities, “in the building of a new society where everyone can live in harmony and reciprocal respect. I know that coexistence between the Muslim and Christian communities has gone through various vicissitudes,” he said. “The Christians who have always lived in Iraq are full citizens of the country with the same rights and duties as everyone else, without any religious distinction. I wish to offer my support for the efforts in understanding and maintaining good relationships, which you have chosen as the common means to dwell in the one and the same sacred land for all.”

In order to continue in her mission, “the Church needs to reinforce its communion with the Lord, who calls her together and sends her out among all men,” the Holy Father said, and “this communion should be lived above all in the Church...Therefore, the Word of God should be always at the center of your projects and pastoral activity! It is on the fidelity of this word that the unity among the faithful can be built, in communion with their Pastors.”

The Holy Father then made reference to the “undoubted contribution” of the Synod, “which must be used as a means to help make ties of communion stronger and more effective, and to experience inter-episcopal charity...Furthermore the Chaldean Church, above all in Iraq where it is the largest [Christian community], has a particular responsibility to promote the communion and unity of the mystical body of Christ.” 

Benedict XVI then showed his admiration for the courage and tenacity of the faithful in the face of the ordeals and dangers to which they are subject, especially in Iraq: “The witness they bear to the Gospel is an eloquent sign of the vivacity of their faith and the strength of their hope. I strongly encourage you to support the faithful, so they can overcome the present difficulties and fortify their presence, making a special appeal to the responsible authorities, that they may recognize their human and civil rights, and inviting them to love the land of their ancestors to which they remain so deeply rooted.” 

The Pope expressed his gratitude to the Pope for all those who, in various countries, with a fraternal spirit, receive those people who have had to flee Iraq. He also expressed his hope that the Chaldean faithful who live outside national borders maintain ties with their Patriarch: “The faithful should conserve their cultural and religious identity and the youth should discover and appreciate the wealth of the inheritance of their patriarchal Church.” 

The Pope expressed his affectionate greetings to the priests, deacons, seminarians, and religious, and all those who dedicate their lives to preaching the Gospel, inviting them to grow more deeply in their relationship with Christ and continue their service and mission in the Church with courage.” The Holy Father called the Bishops to be “fathers, brothers, and friends” for their priests, taking special care of their initial and permanent formation, encouraging them to work with those in need or in difficulties, the sick and the suffering. “The Church's witness of charity towards all those in need, without distinction of origin or religion leads all people of good will to expressions of solidarity. Thus, it is important to progress in works of charity, so that the greatest number of faithful possible can make a concrete commitment at the service of those most in need.”

Benedict XVI concluded his address by encouraging his “dear brothers in the Episcopate” to continue on with courage and hope in their mission: “May the prayers and assistance of your brothers and sisters in the faith, and of so many people of good will, accompany you, that God's loving gaze may continue to illuminate the long-suffering Iraqi people. In the eyes of the believer, this suffering united to Christ's sacrifice becomes a means to unity and hope. Likewise, the blood of the martyrs of this land is an eloquent intercession before God. Pass along the affectionate encouragement and greetings from the Successor of Peter to your dioceses.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/1/2009)

25 January 2009 – Angelus 

VATICAN - The experience of the Apostle Paul “can be a model of every authentic Christian conversion” the Pope mentions at the Angelus, recalling the importance of the ecumenical process and World Leprosy Day; greetings to the Asian populations celebrating the lunar New Year

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Gospel reading that tells of the Jesus' words in the first preaching in Galillea - “This is the time of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mk 1:15) – and the feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul, which the Church celebrates on January 25, is a “happy coincidence -- especially in this Pauline year -- which allows us, as we contemplate the experience of the Apostle, to understand the true meaning of evangelical conversion – 'metanoia,'”said the Holy Father Benedict XVI prior to the recitation of the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square on Sunday, January 25.

“The Apostle's experience can be a model of every authentic Christian conversion. Paul's conversion matured in the encounter with the Risen Christ; it was this encounter that radically changed his existence,” the Pope said. “That which Jesus asks in the Gospel today happened to him on the road to Damascus: Saul converted because, thanks to the divine light, 'he believed in the Gospel.' His conversion and ours consists in this: in believing in Jesus dead and risen and in opening up to the illumination of his divine grace...Converting means, for each one of us also, believing that Jesus 'gave himself up for me,' dying on the cross (cf. Galatians 2:20) and, risen, lives with me and in me. Entrusting myself to the power of his forgiveness, letting myself be led by the hand by him, I can get out of the quicksand of pride and sin, of lies and sadness, of selfishness and every false certainty, to know and live the richness of his love.”

The Holy Father then mentioned that “the invitation to conversion, confirmed by the witness of St. Paul, is particularly urgent today, at the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, even at the ecumenical level. The Apostle shows us the right spiritual attitude for progress toward communion.” And he also observed that “we Christians have not yet achieved the goal of full unity, but if we let ourselves be continually converted by the Lord Jesus, we will certainly arrive there.”

After the Angelus, Benedict XVI recalled World Leprosy Day, which was begun 55 years ago by Raoul Follereau. He expressed his joy at the fact that the United Nations recently “asked countries to protect those suffering from leprosy and their families. For my part, I assure them of my prayers and I renew my encouragement of those who struggle with them for complete healing and good social integration.” Then, addressing the people of various countries in Eastern Asia celebrating the lunar new year, the Pope said: “I wish them joy in their celebrations. Joy is an expression of being in harmony with oneself: and that can only come from being in harmony with God and with his creation. May joy always live in the hearts of the citizens of those nations, which are so dear to me, and spread throughout the world!” 

Lastly, he gave a special greeting to the youth of Catholic Action in Rome, who did a “Caravan of Peace” through the streets of Rome, which ended at Saint Peter's, after a month of peace initiatives. “Dear boys and girls, I thank you for your fidelity in the commitment to peace, a commitment not only in word but in decisions and actions,” the Pope said. Then, one of the two young people next to the Holy Father, from the window of his office, read a brief message on the theme of peace. At the end of the greetings in various languages, the Pope released two doves. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

25 January 2009 – Celebration of second Vespers of the Conversion of the Apostle Saint Paul, for the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.

VATICAN - “St. Paul's conversion offers us a model that shows us the way to full unity.” Benedict XVI concludes the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity at the Basilica of St. Paul

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “St. Paul's conversion offers us a model that shows us the way to full unity. Unity in fact requires a conversion: from division to communion, from broken unity to healed and full unity. This conversion is the gift of the Risen Christ, as it was for St. Paul.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the Basilica of Saint Paul Outside the Walls, where on Sunday, January 25, he celebrated the second Vespers of the Conversion of the Apostle Saint Paul, for the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.

“Conversion implies two dimensions. In the first step we recognize our faults in the light of Christ, and this recognition becomes sorrow and repentance, desire for a new beginning. In the second step we recognize that this new road cannot come from us. It consists in letting ourselves be conquered by Christ...Conversion demands our yes, my "pursuit"; it is not ultimately my activity, but a gift, a letting ourselves be formed by Christ; it is death and resurrection...And only in this renunciation of ourselves, in this conforming to Christ are we also united among ourselves; we become "one" in Christ. It is communion with the risen Christ that gives us unity.”

Commenting on the theme for the Week of Prayer this year - “That they may become one in your hand” (Ez 37:17) – the Pope mentioned that this passage of the Bible from the Prophet Ezekiel “is presented by two sticks being joined into one in the prophet's hand, which represents God's future action.” The first part of Chapter 37 contains the famous passage of the dry bones and the resurrection of Israel, by the work of God's Spirit. “There follows from this a theological pattern analogous to that of St. Paul's conversion: God's power is first and he works the resurrection as a new creation by his Spirit. This God, who is the Creator and is able to resurrect the dead, is also able to bring a people divided in two back to unity. Paul -- like Ezekiel but more than Ezekiel -- becomes the chosen instrument of the preaching of the unity won by Christ through his cross and resurrection: the unity between the Jews and the pagans, to form one new people. Christ's resurrection extends the boundary of unity: not only the unity of the tribes of Israel, but the unity of the Jews and the pagans; the unification of humanity dispersed by sin and still more the unity of all who believe in Christ.”

This verse of the Prophet Ezekiel was chosen as the theme of the Week of Prayer 2009, by Koreans, who “in the division of the Jewish people into two kingdoms, saw themselves reflected, the children of one land who, on account of political events, have been divided, north from south. Their human experience helped them to better understand the drama of the division among Christians.” The Pope continued, saying “God allows his people a new unity, which must be a sign and an instrument of reconciliation and peace, even at the historical level, for all nations. The unity that God gives his Church, and for which we pray, is naturally communion in the spiritual sense, in faith and in charity; but we know that this unity in Christ is also the ferment of fraternity in the social sphere, in relations between nations and for the whole human family.”

The prayer for these days, the Pope said, has also become intercession for the various situations of conflict that afflict humanity: “the prophetic power of the Word of God does not weaken and it repeats to us that peace is possible, and that we must be instruments of reconciliation and peace. For this reason our prayer for unity and peace always requires confirmation by courageous gestures of reconciliation among us Christians. Once again I think of the Holy Land: how important it is that the faithful who live there, and the pilgrims who travel there, offer a witness to everyone that diversity of rites and traditions need not be an obstacle to mutual respect and to fraternal charity. In the legitimate diversity of different positions we must seek unity in faith, in our fundamental 'yes' to Christ and to his one Church. And thus the differences will no longer be an obstacle that separates but richness in the multiplicity of the expressions of a common faith.”

In the conclusive part of the homily, the Holy Father mentioned that on January 25, 1959, 50 years ago, Blessed Pope John XXIII first mentioned - in the chapter room of the Monastery of St. Paul, after having celebrated solemn Mass in the Basilica - his desire to convoke “an ecumenical Council for the universal Church.” “From the providential decision, suggested to my venerable predecessor, according to his firm conviction, by the Holy Spirit, there also derived a fundamental contribution to ecumenism...The fruits of theological dialogues, with their convergences and with the more precise identification of the differences that still remain, led to a courageous pursuit in two directions: in the reception of what was positively achieved and a renewed dedication to the future.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

28 January 2009 – General Audience

VATICAN - Pope encourages faithful to pray to the Lord and to Saint Paul, that “as Christians, we can be ever more characterized, in relation with the society in which we live, as members of the 'family of God'...and that the pastors of the Church have increasingly more paternal sentiments, both gentle and strong, in the formation of the house of God, of the community, of the Church.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The final letters of Saint Paul, called the pastoral letters, two sent to Timothy, and one to Titus, his close collaborators, were the focus of the catechesis of the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the general audience on Wednesday, January 28. To Timothy, who later became the first Bishop of Ephesus, the Apostle entrusted important missions and wrote him flattering praise of him. Titus was also placed in charge of very delicate missions in which he comforted Paul. According to the Letter addressed to him, it seems he was Bishop of Crete. The Pope commented that: “It seems to the majority of exegetes today that these letters wouldn't have been written by Paul himself, and that their origin would be in the 'Pauline school' and reflected his inheritance to a new generation, perhaps integrating some brief writing or word from the Apostle himself. For example, some words from the Second Letter to Timothy seem so authentic that they could only have come from the heart and lips of the Apostle.” 

“Undoubtedly the ecclesial situation that emerges in these letters is distinct from that of the central years of Paul's life,” the Holy Father said, also mentioning the new cultural contexts and the appearance of teachings considered totally erroneous or false that anticipate “that successive erroneous orientation we know by the name of Gnosticism.” In contrast to these doctrines, Saint Paul firstly calls for a return to a spiritual reading of sacred Scripture, that is, a reading that considers it truly as 'inspired' and coming from the Holy Spirit, such that with it one can be 'instructed for salvation'...The other call consists in the reference to the good 'deposit': It is a special word from the pastoral letters with which is indicated the tradition of the apostolic faith that must be protected with the help of the Holy Spirit who dwells in us. This so-called deposit should be considered as the sum of apostolic Tradition and as the standard for fidelity to the proclamation of the Gospel...The apostolic proclamation, that is, Tradition, is necessary to introduce oneself in the understanding of Scripture and capture in it the voice of Christ.”

From the Pastoral Letters, one can also see that “ the Christian community goes configuring itself in very clear terms, according to an identity that not only stays distant from incongruent interpretations, but above all affirms its own anchor in the essential points of the faith, that here is synonymous with 'truth'...In any case, it remains as an open community, of universal reach, that prays for all men of every class and condition so they come to know the truth. "God wants everyone to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth...Thus the sense of universality, though the communities are still small, is strong and determinant for these letters...This is a first important component of these letters: the universality of the faith as truth, as the reading key to sacred Scripture, to the Old Testament, and thus it delineates a unity in the proclamation of Scripture and a living faith open to all and witness of the love of God for all.”

As for the ministerial structure of the Church, for the first time the Pastoral Letters present the triple subdivision of the bishops, presbyters and deacons. In fact, in the Pauline letters of the central years of his life, Paul speaks of the “bishops” and “deacons,” according to the structure that was the typical structure of the Church that formed in the epoch of the pagan world. The figure of the apostle himself remains, therefore, dominant, and because of this only little by little are the rest of the ministries developed.” In the Churches formed in the Judeo-Christian world, the presbyters are the dominant structure. “At the end in the pastoral letters, the two structures unite: Now appears the 'episcopo' (the bishop), always in singular, accompanied by the determinant article 'the.' And together with the 'episcopo' we find the presbyters and deacons...Thus is noted initially the reality that will later be called 'apostolic succession'...And thus we have the essential of the catholic structure: Scripture and Tradition, Scripture and proclamation, forming a whole; but to this structure that we could call doctrinal, should be added the personal structure, the successors of the apostles, as witnesses of the apostolic proclamation.”

The Holy Father's final point on the Pastoral Letters of St. Paul was on the fact that “the Church understands herself in very human terms, in analogies with the house and the family.” There are very detailed instructions on how a Bishop should act: he must manage his own household well...for if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how can he take care of the church of God? This, the importance of an attitude of teaching and a special personal characteristic of paternity. “The episcopo in fact is considered as father of the Christian community,” Benedict XVI said, adding at the close of the catechesis the need to pray to the Lord and Saint Paul “as Christians, we can be ever more characterized, in relation with the society in which we live, as members of the 'family of God.' And let us pray also that the pastors of the Church have more and more paternal sentiments, simultaneously gentle and strong, in the formation of the house of God, of the community, of the Church.”

Before greeting Italian pilgrims, the Holy Father made the following three announcements.

First: “I have received with joy the news of the election of Metropolitan Kirill as the new Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia. I invoke upon him the light of the Holy Spirit for a generous service to the Russian Orthodox Church, entrusting him to the special protection of the Mother of God.”

Second: In the homily delivered on the occasion of the solemn inauguration of my pontificate, I said that the "call to unity" is an "explicit" duty of the pastor and I commented on the Gospel passages about the miraculous catch of fish, saying: "Though there were so many fish, the net did not break." I continued after these Gospel words: "Alas, beloved Lord, with sorrow we must now acknowledge that it has been torn!" And I continued, "But no -- we must not be sad! Let us rejoice because of your promise, which does not disappoint, and let us do all we can to pursue the path towards the unity you have promised. … Do not allow your net to be torn, help us to be servants of unity!" Precisely in fulfilling this service to unity, which determines in a specific way my ministry as the Successor of Peter, I decided some days ago to concede the remission of the excommunication incurred by four bishops ordained without pontifical mandate in 1988 by Archbishop Lefebvre. I have carried out this act of paternal mercy because repeatedly these prelates have manifested their sharp suffering in the situation in which they found themselves. I trust that following from this gesture of mine will be the prompt effort on their part to complete final necessary steps to arrive to full communion with the Church, thus giving testimony of true fidelity and true recognition of the magisterium and the authority of the Pope and the Second Vatican Council.”

Third: “In these days in which we remember the Shoah, my memory turns to the images taken in during my repeated visits to Auschwitz, one of the concentration camps in which was carried out the brutal massacre of millions of Jews, innocent victims of a blind racial and religious hate. As I renew with affection the expression of my total and indisputable solidarity with our brother recipients of the First Covenant, I hope that the memory of the Shoah moves humanity to reflect on the unpredictable power of evil when it conquers the human heart.

May the Shoah be for everyone a warning against forgetting, against negating or reductionism, because violence committed against even one human being is violence against all. No man is an island, a well-known poet has written. May the Shoah teach especially, as much the old generations as the new ones, that only the tiring path of listening and dialogue, of love and pardon, leads peoples, cultures and religions of the world to the desired encounter of fraternity and peace in the world. May violence never again humiliate the dignity of man!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

28 January 2009 – Papal telegram to His Holiness Kirill for his election as Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia 

VATICAN - The Holy Father's telegram to the new Patriarch of Moscow and of All Russia, Kirill

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI sent the following telegram to the new Patriarch of Moscow and of All Russia, Kirill. “I have received with gladness the news of your election as patriarch of Moscow and all Russia. I warmly congratulate you and wish you every strength and joy in the fulfillment of the great task which lies before you as you guide the Church over which you now preside along the path of spiritual growth and unity. In prayer, I ask the Lord to grant you an abundance of wisdom to discern his will, to persevere in loving service of the people entrusted to your patriarchal ministry, and to sustain them in fidelity to the Gospel and the great traditions of Russian Orthodoxy. May the Almighty also bless your efforts to maintain communion among the Orthodox Churches and to seek that fullness of communion which is the goal of Catholic-Orthodox collaboration and dialogue. I assure Your Holiness of my spiritual closeness and of the Catholic Church's commitment to cooperate with the Russian Orthodox Church for an ever clearer witness to the truth of the Christian message and to the values which alone can sustain today's world along the way of peace, justice and loving care of the marginalized. With brotherly affection in the Lord Jesus Christ, I invoke upon you the Holy Spirit's gifts of wisdom, strength and peace. Benedictus PP. XVI.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

29 January 2009 – Audience with Catholic Bishops of Russia on ad limina visit 
VATICAN - The Pope tells Bishops of Russia in their Ad Limina visit: the Catholic community is called to offer the youth a pure transmission of “the wealth of holiness and fidelity to Christ and to the human and spiritual values that are at the basis of efficient human and evangelical progress.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Communion with the Bishop of Rome, guarantee of ecclesial unity, allows the communities entrusted to your pastoral care, although minorities, to feel 'cum Petro and sub Petro,' living part of the Body of Christ extended throughout the whole world. Unity, which is a gift of Christ, grows and develops in fact amidst the concrete situations of the various local churches.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the Bishops of Russia on their Ad Limina visit on January 29. The Pope expressed his appreciation for the Bishops' effort in “re-launching participation in the liturgy and the Sacraments, to catechesis, to the formation of priests, and to the preparation of a mature and responsible laity capable of becoming an evangelical ferment in families and in civil society. Unfortunately in Russia, as in other parts of the world, there is a crisis of the family, followed by a drop in the birth rate, along with the rest of the problems that modern society must face.” Attention was especially given to the youth, to whom the Russian Catholic community “is called to transmit the pure wealth of holiness and fidelity to Christ and to the human and spiritual values that are at the basis of efficient human and evangelical progress.”

In light of so many concerns that arise on a daily basis, the Holy Father exhorted the Bishops not to be discouraged, but to encourage one another and their collaborators, “in an authentic spirit of faith.” “Continue to promote and tend vocations to the priestly and religious life,” the Pope said. “Take care of the formation of priests, with the same care that Saint Paul had for his disciple Timothy, that they may become authentic “men of God” (cfr. 1 Tm 6:11). Be fathers and examples of service to your brethren... Look to the formation of consecrated people and the spiritual development of the lay faithful, that they may come to consider their lives as a response to a universal call to sanctity, which must find expression in coherent evangelical witness in all the circumstances of daily life.” 

Making reference to the specific context that is lived in Catholic communities, “that is, in a country where the majority of the population is marked by a long-standing Orthodox tradition with a rich religious and cultural inheritance,” the Pope highlighted the need for “a renewed commitment to dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters,” and added “in these days, I feel especially close to pir dear brothers and sisters of the Russian Orthodox Church, who are celebrating the election of Metropolitan Kirill, as the new Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia. I send him my warmest salutations for the delicate ecclesial task with which he has been entrusted. I ask the Lord to help us all on the path towards reconciliation and fraternal love.” The Pope then encouraged them to collaborate in areas of common interest in the education of future generations: “It is important that Christians unite to face the great cultural and ethical challenges of the present moment, which concern the dignity and the inalienable rights of the person, the defense of life at all stages, the protection of the family, and other pressing economic and social questions.”

The Holy Father concluded his address by expressing his profound gratitude to the Bishops for their episcopal ministry, in full fidelity to the Magisterium and assured them of his daily prayers for them. “Through you, I send my thanks also to the priests, religious and lay people who collaborate with you in the service of Christ and His Gospel...and I impart my heartfelt Apostolic Blessing on each of you, extending it to the priests, religious, and the entire Catholic community that bears witness to Christ among the people of the Russian Federation.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 30/1/2009)

29 January 2009 – Audience with members of the Roman Rota Tribunal for inauguration of new Judiciary year 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Roman Rota: “Above all, there is a need for a positive rediscovery of the capacity that normally every person has to be married, by virtue of their very nature as man or woman. We run the risk of falling into a sort of anthropological pessimism that, in light of the present cultural situation, considers it practically impossible to be married.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Above all, there is a need for a positive rediscovery of the capacity that normally every person has to be married, by virtue of their very nature as man or woman. We run the risk of falling into a sort of anthropological pessimism that, in light of the present cultural situation, considers it practically impossible to be married.” These were the words of the Holy Father, in addressing the dean, judges, promoters of justice, defenders of the bond, officials and lawyers of the Tribunal of the Roman Rota, in an audience on January 29, for the occasion of the inauguration of the judicial year, focusing on “the fundamental principals that should guide agents of the law.”

On the theme of contracting a marriage, the Pope affirmed: “Apart from the fact that this situation is not the same in every part of the world, we cannot mistake the real difficulties in which many – especially the youth – find themselves with authentic consensual incapacity, reaching the point of declaring marital union something unimaginable and impossible in the practice. On the contrary. The reaffirmation of the innate human capacity for marriage is precisely the starting point for helping couples to discover the natural reality of marriage and the relevance it has in the plan of salvation. What is at stake, in the end, is the very truth of marriage and its intrinsic juridical nature.”

At the beginning of the Audience, the Pope recalled that “twenty years after the speeches of John Paul II on the psychological incapacity in causes of nullity of marriage...it seems necessary that we question to what point these addresses have received an adequate response in ecclesiastical tribunals. This is not the time to make an assessment, however it is clearly evident that the problem continues to be an issue even today.” In relation to this matter, Benedict XVI added: “it is necessary that I call to mind the attention of those working in law, on the need to treat the causes with the necessary depth demanded by the ministry of truth and charity that characterizes the Roman Rota,” and recalling the addresses given by John Paul II, “based on the principles of Christian anthropology, are the basic criteria, not only for studying the psychiatric and psychological examinations, but also for the judicial definition of the causes,” he made reference to some of these principles.

“In the reductionist view, which ignores the truth about marriage,” the Holy Father said, “the effective realization of an authentic communion of life and love, idealized in terms of a merely human well-being, becomes essentially dependent only on accidental factors, and not on the use of human freedom sustained by grace. It is true that this freedom of the human nature...is limited and imperfect, however with that, it does not cease to be authentic and sufficient in realizing this act of self-determination of the contractors which is the conjugal pact, which gives life to marriage and the family based upon it. Obviously, certain 'humanistic' schools of anthropology, which tend towards self-realization and egocentric self-transcendence, idealize human beings and marriage to such an extent that they end up denying the mental capacity of many people, basing this on elements that do not correspond to the essential requirements of the conjugal bond. In response to these ideas, the experts in ecclesial law must take into account the healthy realism which my venerable Predecesor referred to, because the capacity makes reference to the minimum necessary so that the couple can surrender themselves, as a masculine or feminine person in order to establish this bond to which the great majority of human beings are called. Thus, it follows that causes of nullity through mental incapacity require the judge to employ the services of experts to ascertain the existence of a real incapacity, which is in any case an exception to the natural principle of the capacity necessary to understand, decide and accomplish that giving of self upon which the conjugal bond is founded.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 30/1/2009)

30 January 2009 – Audience with participants at Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches

VATICAN - The Holy Father tells members of the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches: “The world needs a visible sign of the mystery of unity that binds the three divine Persons and, that two thousand years ago, with the Incarnation of the Son of God, was revealed to us.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – At the close of the Meeting held by the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the participants in an audience on January 31. He began, saying: “At the end of this week of dedicated work we can give thanks together to the Lord for your steadfast commitment to the search for reconciliation and communion in the Body of Christ which is the Church.”

“The world needs a visible sign of the mystery of unity that binds the three divine Persons and, that two thousand years ago, with the Incarnation of the Son of God, was revealed to us... Our communion through the grace of the Holy Spirit in the life that unites the Father and the Son has a perceptible dimension within the Church, the Body of Christ, 'the fullness of him who fills all in all' (Eph 1:23), and we all have a duty to work for the manifestation of that essential dimension of the Church to the world.

Benedict XVI then expressed his delight at recalling that the meeting, “has taken important steps precisely in the study of the Church as communion. The very fact that the dialogue has continued over time and is hosted each year by one of the several Churches you represent is itself a sign of hope and encouragement.” Encouraging them to look to the Middle East, the Pope highlighted that “true seeds of hope are urgently needed in a world wounded by the tragedy of division, conflict and immense human suffering.” 

In closing, the Pope recalled the recent Week of Prayer for Christian Unity which concluded with a ceremony in the Basilica of Saint Paul, saying that “Paul was the first great champion and theologian of the Church’s unity. His efforts and struggles were inspired by the enduring aspiration to maintain a visible, not merely external, but real and full communion among the Lord’s disciples. Therefore, through Paul’s intercession, I ask for God’s blessings on you all, and on the Churches and the peoples you represent.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/2/2009)

31 January  2009 – Audience with members of the Italian Confederation of Workers Unions (CISL)

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells leaders from the Italian CISL Trade Union: “In order to overcome the economic and social crisis we are currently experiencing...what is needed is to overcome individual and sectorial interests, and unite to confront the difficulties affecting all areas of society, and particularly the world of work.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In order to overcome the economic and social crisis we are currently experiencing, we know that free and responsible efforts must be made by everyone. In other words what is needed is to overcome individual and sectorial interests, and unite to confront the difficulties affecting all areas of society, and particularly the world of work. Never before has this been so urgent as it is today; the difficulties afflicting the world of work call for closer and more effective collaboration among the many different components of society.” This was the exhortation made by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the leaders of the Italian CISL Trade Union, whom he received in an audience on January 31, on the 60th anniversary of their foundation.

The Pope highlighted that “the great challenge and opportunity presented in the worrisome economic crisis going on invites us to learn how to find a new synthesis between the common good and the market, between capital and work,” and recalled how “in full respect for the legitimate autonomy of each institution, the Church, expert in humanity, never tires of offering the contribution of her teaching and experience to those who work to serve mankind, employment and progress, social justice and peace.” 

The attention of the Church and the Popes given to social problems has increased in the last century, Benedict XVI observed, quoting the Encyclical “Rerum Novarum” of Pope Leo XIII, who at the dawn of the 20th century “strongly defended the inalienable dignity of workers.” Pope John Paul II honored the celebration of the 100th anniversary of “Rerum novarum” with the publishing of the Encyclical “Centesimus annus,” “in which he observes that the Church's Social Doctrine, especially in this historical time in history, sees how man is living amidst a complex network of relations that is typical of modern society...In his previous social encyclical, Laborem exercens, written in 1981, on human work, Pope John Paul II highlighted how the Church has never ceased to consider the problems of work within the social sphere which has gained progressively wider global dimensions...This important document also mentions the importance of the role of labor unions.”

Another element that is frequently mentioned in the magisterium of the Popes of the 20th century, Pope Benedict XVI said, “is the call to solidarity and responsibility,” and he expressed his hope “that from the current global crisis there may emerge a shared desire to create a new culture of solidarity and of responsible participation, which are indispensable conditions if we are to build the future of our planet together.” Concluding his address, the Pope affirmed that “the world needs people who dedicate themselves disinterestedly to the cause of work in full respect of human dignity and the common good. The Church, who appreciates the fundamental role of the unions, is near you today as in the past and is ready to assist you in better fulfilling your role in society.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 2/2/2009).

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Friendship

“[…] We should be careful, therefore, never to trivialize the concept or the experience of friendship. It would be sad if our desire to sustain and develop on-line friendships were to be at the cost of our availability to engage with our families, our neighbours and those we meet in the daily reality of our places of work, education and recreation”. (Message for the 43 World Communications Day, 23 January 2009 )

Year of St Paul 

“ So it is of essential importance that in Paul, a persecutor converted by the presence of the Risen One, the Lord's magnanimity is really shown to encourage us, and lead us to hope and to have faith in the Lord's mercy who, notwithstanding our littleness, can do great things” (General Audience 28 January 2009 ).

Baptism

“[…] by immersion in the waters of the Jordan, Jesus united himself with us. Baptism is, so to speak, the bridge he built between himself and us, the road on which he makes himself accessible to us. It is the divine rainbow over our lives, the promise of God's great "yes", the door of hope and, at the same time, the sign that that indicates to us the path to take actively and joyfully in order to encounter him and feel loved by him”. (Homily at Mass with administration of the Sacrament of Baptism, 11 January 2009 )

Church

“ Christ is the Pantokrator to whom all things are subordinate. [...]A vision of this kind can only be conceived by the Church, not in the sense that she wishes to misappropriate that to which she is not entitled, but in another double sense: both to the extent that the Church recognizes that Christ is greater than she is, given that his lordship extends beyond her confines, and to the extent that the Church alone not the cosmos is described as the Body of Christ. ” (General Audience 14 January 2009 ).

Education Emergency

“ In the face of the nihilism that increasingly pervades the world of youth, the Church asks everyone to devote themselves to young people seriously and not to leave them at their own mercy, exposed to the school of "bad teachers", but rather to involve them in serious initiatives that enable them to understand the value of life in a stable family founded on marriage. ”. (Audience with administrators of the Municipality of Rome, the Province of Rome and the Region of Lazio, 12 January 2009)

Evangelisation 

“ It falls, in particular, to young people, who have an almost spontaneous affinity for the new means of communication, to take on the responsibility for the evangelisation of this "digital continent". Be sure to announce the Gospel to your contemporaries with enthusiasm. You know their fears and their hopes, their aspirations and their disappointments: the greatest gift you can give to them is to share with them the "Good News" of a God who became man, who suffered, died and rose again to save all people.” (Message for the 43rd  World Communications Day, 23 January 2009 )

Family

“[…] the family occupies a fundamental role in a person's upbringing. It is a true school of humanity and perennial values. No one has given life to himself. 

From others we received life, which develops and matures with the truths and values that we learn in our relationship and communion with others.( Video Conference to 6th World Meeting of Families in Mexico City 18 January 2009)

Poverty 

“[…] Poverty […]is a condition that demonstrates solidarity. When Francis of Assisi stripped himself of his possessions, it was a decision to witness that was inspired in him directly by God, but at the same time it shows everyone the way of trust in Providence. Thus, in the Church, the vow of poverty is the commitment of some, but it reminds all of the need to be detached from material goods and of the primacy of spiritual riches.”. (Homily on the solemnity of Mary, Mother of God and 42nd World Peace Day, 1 January 2009 )

Revelation

“‘ "the Word became flesh and dwelt among us" (Jn 1: 14a). It is not a rhetorical figure but a lived experience! And it is John, an eyewitness, who tells of it. […]These are not the learned words of a rabbi or doctor of law but rather the passionate witness of a humble fisherman. Attracted in his youth by Jesus of Nazareth, in the three years he spent living with him and with the other Apostles, John experienced his love, to the extent that he called himself "the disciple Jesus loved" saw him die on the Cross and appear Risen, and then with the others received his Spirit”. (Angelus 4 January 2009)

Priesthood

“[…] St Paul interprets his missionary activity among the world's peoples to build the universal Church as priestly service. To proclaim the Gospel in order to unite the peoples in the communion of the Risen Christ is a "priestly" action. The apostle of the Gospel is a true priest, he does what is central to the priesthood: prepares the true sacrifice.”. (General Audience 7 January 2009 )

Christian Unity

“full unity concerns the Church's life and mission in the world. She must live a unity that can only derive from her unity with Christ, with his transcendence, as a sign that Christ is the truth. This is our responsibility: that the gift of unity by virtue of which our faith is made credible may be visible in the world”. (General Audience 21 January 2009 )

 “ St Paul's conversion offers us the model and indicates to us the way towards full unity. Unity, in fact, requires conversion: from division to communion, from wounded unity to one that is healed and full. This conversion is a gift of the Risen Christ as it happened for St Paul”( Celebration of Vespers on Feast of Conversion of St Paul to close the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, 25 January 2009 )
QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul - AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - “We need imitators of Christ like Saint Paul, capable of building a new society in which the cultural values are enlightened by the Gospel”: Pastoral Letter from the Bishops in preparation for the launching of the Continental Mission on January 25

Santo Domingo (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of the Dominican Republic, like every year, have issued a Pastoral Letter on the Feast of Our Lady of Altagracia, patroness of the country. This year's letter in entitled: “Paul, model of a missionary disciple.”

“Celebrating the Year of St. Paul helps us to look upon his conversion and his missionary work with profound reflection,” the letter says. “Thus, the Bishops consider it necessary that “we unite our sentiments to that of our Universal Pastor and writer of the Pastoral Letter entitled “Paul, model of a missionary disciple.” The Letter is situated within the III National Plan which is being implemented in the country, and the Great Continental Mission launched in Aparecida. 

The Bishops present Paul, first of all as model of a disciple, recalling his conversion as “fruit of a personal encounter with Jesus Christ and His Church.” Thus, the Prelates of the Dominican Republic invited the faithful to have this personal encounter with Christ, following the example of Saint Paul. “We need imitators of Christ, capable of building a new society in which the cultural values are enlightened by the Gospel.”

They continue the letter, presenting him as a model of a missionary “who goes above and beyond.” On fact, “he overcomes the barrier separating the Jews and Gentiles,” “he goes beyond the boundaries of his own culture, seeking to win all people over to Christ.” “He goes out to all cultures to speak to them of the Gospel.” In presenting this model, they make an appeal to all Christians “for an evangelization effort that upholds the values of our culture, so that we may rediscover our roots.” There are many areas that are still left for evangelizing, the letter said. In many areas, “there is the stark reality of the works of the flesh: drug-trafficking and corruption; tax evasion, administrative corruption, and indifference; trafficking of human persons and prostitution; sexual libertinism and abortion, marital infidelity, domestic violence, pre-marital relations, alcohol, drugs, pornography, crime, child abuse, and others.” These are all realities that should be enlightened by the Gospel.

Thirdly, Saint Paul is presented as the formator of communities, as he is the “itinerant Apostle par excellence, who dedicated himself to founding Christian communities.” Lastly, he is presented as a model of formator of missionary disciples, as he “established himself as master of the faith, the spiritual father of many.” In this sense, the Bishops mention that “there cannot be a good formator of missionary disciples who is not first a disciple who remains in communion and obedience to the Church.” 

They later mention that the Continental Mission will be launched on January 25, feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul, for which the people are preparing with a Novena to Our Lady of Altagracia. This Mission “reminds us that the Church is essentially missionary and is called to offer all our Latin American countries life in Christ, which is why the Church needs to be in a permanent state of mission.” In response to the spread of groups and sects that are “creating a state of religious confusion, promising easy salvation that leads to false expectations in people with little formation who are led away from the Church and the Sacraments.” 

The Bishops conclude their Letter by acknowledging and thanking “all those missionaries and catechists who, for many years, have been evangelizing, and all the pastoral workers who carry out our Pastoral Plan with enthusiastic dedication.” They also exhorted them “to continue carrying out our evangelizing itinerary, inspired by the testimony of the Apostle Paul.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/BANGLADESH - “Bible Week” in Satkhira: the first ever in the country, on the occasion of the Year of St. Paul

Dacca (Agenzia Fides) – For the first time in the history of the Church in Bangladesh, there is a Bible exposition and a “Bible Week” attracting not only Christian faithful, but also non-Christians. The initiative has been launched, with the occasion of the Year of St. Paul, in the parish of Satkhira, a town with 50,000 inhabitants, located east of Khulna, near the border with India. 

The inauguration of “Bible Week,” with an exposition (“Bible Mela”) took place on January 11, after an Opening Mass. After a simple procession, Fr. Lorenzo Valoti, parish priest at the Catholic mission in Satkhira prayed for the Lord's blessing and cut the ribbon signifying the inauguration of the event. Following the procession, “the Bible was solemnly placed on a lectern, as a sign of the presence of God among us,” Xaverian missionary Fr. Giovanni Gargano told Agenzia Fides, parish assistant and director of the boys' orphanage in Satkhira.

“The goal of the exposition,” Fr. Gargano said, “is to motivate Christians to use the Bible, so that it can be more frequently read by youth and adults. Another objective is that of multiplying the groups for Bible reflection in the various Christian communities and villages of the Satkhira area.” 

The exposition features Bibles from all over the world in various languages: Japanese, Chinese, Panjabi, Hindu, Urdu, German, and Arabic. The people who visit the exposition before January 18 can purchase a Bible in Bengali, the “Jubilee Bible” (approved by the Bishops' Conference of Bangladesh), as well as Bible study texts, exegesis, and pastoral guides. The program for the week includes activities for children, youth, and adults. Bishop Bejoy D'Cruze of Khulna is also expected to offer a retreat for adults in the parish at Satkhira.

The local press is also showing great interest in this Bible exposition, announcing the event in the newspapers, which is a great joy for the local Church. 

“The Bible is still a book yet to be discovered, but above all to be lived and to bear witness to with one's own life. Initiatives like this one are a direct proposal to Christians, so that they may be more aware of the Word of God, testifying to it among their Hindu and Muslim brothers and sisters, as well,” concluded Fr. Gargano. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/1/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/CHINA - Missionary spirit of St. Paul was the theme of the Third Theological Seminar on the Year of St. Paul in the Diocese of Nan Chong

Nan Chong (Agenzia Fides) – The Third Theological Seminar of the Year of St. Paul, organized by the Diocese of Nan Chong took place in the district of Da Zhou in recent days, on the theme: “The Missionary Spirit of St. Paul.” Over 100 priests, religious, and faithful came from all over the diocese to meditate on the letters written by the Apostle par excellence, linking them to the modern-day diocesan situation. During the Mass, the Lord's protection was called down upon the dioceses, so that the divine grace and the power of the Word of God may help the people to relaunch their pastoral, charitable, formational, and social service commitments once again.

The Diocese of Nan Chong, of the Province of Si Chuan, the area hit by the violent earthquake on May 12, 2008, continues living the itinerary established for the Year of St. Paul, in spite of the difficulties of the aftermath. As soon as the Holy Father declared the Year of St. Paul, the diocese immediately began preparing a pastoral program for living the Jubilee Year, with a calendar for reading the texts of St. Paul in four stages between August 2008 – April 2009: Pauline theology (August), Letters of St. Paul (October), missionary spirit of St. Paul (January 2009), and the missionary method and meditation (April 2009).

Since 1746, the people of the current Diocese of Nan Chong have known the Gospel. In 1930, it became an Apostolic Vicariate, and in 1946, the year that the Hierarchy was established in China, the Diocese was erected. Today, the Diocese has over 80,000 faithful, 15 priests, 11 major seminarians, 25 religious sisters of a diocesan congregation, and 45 churches and 28 sites for prayer. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 28/1/2009)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/TAIWAN - For the Year of St. Paul, the Diocese of Tainan will make a pilgrimage to the parish dedicated to Saint Paul, which holds an image of the Apostle in the native dress of the Pai Wan

Tainan (Agenzia Fides) – Over 160 faithful of the Diocese of Tainan recently participated in a pilgrimage to the Parish of Saint Paul in the Diocese of Kaohsiung. It was one of the many initiatives in the calendar of the diocesan celebrations for the Year of St. Paul. The Parish of Saint Paul, whom the Holy Father has described as “the greatest missionary of all times,” is located in an area with a large concentration of native people. Thus, among the decorations in the church, there are also statues of Our Lady and Saint Paul, wearing the native dress of the Pai Wan people, the most common ethnic group in the area. 

The parish pastor is an Indian priest named Fr. John Luis Bisonni, which is yet another proof of the missionary spirit of St. Paul that is alive in the local Catholic community. During the homily and the meditation, the priests spoke on the meaning of the Year of St. Paul and the importance of the mission and evangelization...and at the end, Monsignor Joseph Siao, the leader and spiritual director of the pilgrimage, addressed the faithful, saying: “Be fishermen according to the Lord's command! In response to today's world, which is showing signs of crisis in so many ways, simply by placing our trust in the Lord we can find peace - whether it be interior or exterior - in facing life. It is also necessary that we transmit this peace to everyone. As St. Paul says, 'woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel.'” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/POLAND - “The conversion and evangelizing mission of Saint Paul”: Archdiocese of Czestochowa's pilgrimage for the Year of St. Paul

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) - “The conversion and evangelizing mission of Saint Paul” was the main theme for the pilgrimage organized by the Archdiocese of Czestochowa, to the Cathedral of the Holy Family of Nazareth, in Czestochowa, where on January 25, in conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and in honor of the Conversion of Saint Paul, the faithful from all the parishes of the Archdiocese, the Auxiliary Bishops (Bishops Antoni Dlugosz and Jan Watroba), the seminarians of the Archdiocesan Major Seminary, religious, priests, and members of Church movements all came together.

The Holy Mass was presided by Archbishop Stanislaw Nowak of Czestochowa. Before the Mass, several passages from the Letters of Saint Paul were read out loud. “The conversion and evangelizing mission are two main parts of Saint Paul's life. On the road to Damascus, Saint Paul deeply changed his life and became a witness to Christ,” Archbishop Nowak said in his homily. Saint Paul teaches us all to change our lives, to change our mentality. Our faith should be authentic. We should bear witness to Christ, to the Gospel. We cannot be afraid of the great grace of God. We should live each day in Christ's light, in the light that makes us change our lives.”

At the end of the Mass, before the Final Blessing, the Archbishop presented representatives from among the families and faithful of the Archdiocese with the book, “Letters of Saint Paul,” which was compiled and published by the Catholic weekly “Niedzela.” (MF/SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

Education - EUROPE/SPAIN - Supreme Court decides that the right to conscientious objection does not exist in the case of Education for Citizenship; parents who object say “the Government cannot ignore over 52,000 objections”

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – The Supreme Court, after nearly 3 days of debate, has ruled that “the right to conscientious objection does not exist” in the case of the academic course “Education for Citizenship,” in a 22-7 vote. The Supreme Court says that the course “does not infringe on the right of parents in allowing their children to receive the religious and moral education they prefer.” The ruling, whose text will be released in the days to follow, will serve as the unifying doctrine to be used in all the courts across Spain. 

Parents who have objected, in defense of their freedom and that of their children, say that “a democratic government cannot ignore a situation that has led over 52,000 people to object to Education for Citizenship, in addition to the nearly 2,000 legal processes.” The organizations that defend the conscientious objection regarding the course say that much information is still lacking on the ruling, in order to make a valid assessment, and it seems that it will definitely by a complex ruling with complicated wording, as they have taken two and a half days to reach a decision. These organizations have not given up hopes for the future, after hearing the ruling, as there is still the Constitutional Court and other international authorities. 

The Catholic Confederation of Parents (CONCAPA) has asked families who object to continue defending their constitutional right to educate their children according to their own criteria and philosophical, religious, and moral convictions, awaiting the release of the ruling in its entirety in order to decide on how to further proceed.

The group “Professionals for Ethics,” one of the promoters in the campaign for conscientious objectors, in response to the Supreme Court's statement and awaiting the release of the ruling, has stated that “the ruling declared by the Supreme Court affects the concrete cases that have formed part of the process; it does not effect the cases of other objectors who are protected by other judicial rulings .” It also announced that it will present a case to the Constitutional Court, to request that the course not be of obligatory attendance, and it will also take the case to the Human Rights Court in Strasbourg. 

Bishop Jose Ignacio Munilla of Palencia, upon hearing of the ruling, issued a statement affirming that “when a parent discerns, in conscience, that their child should not attend Education for Citizenship, they make a decision that exclusively affects the family, without having serious effects on any third-party members. Objecting to EpC (Education for Citizenship) does not imply that their classmates will have to do the work for them, as is the case in military service.” Thus, he denounces the fact that “the principle of conscientious objection can be acknowledged or rejected depending on whether or not the material in question is politically correct.”

Bishop Munilla says that “it makes very little sense that a court can decide on whether or not the contents of EpC violate parents' moral convictions,” as this decision belongs to the parents themselves. “If parents are denied this discernment, their right to conscientious objection is not truly respected.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

Emergency - AFRICA/DR CONGO - Attack on the Salesian community in Goma, eastern Congo, in the heart of the civil war, result of “the atmosphere of instability and insecurity that persists in the city of Goma,” Fr. Lacedonio of ANS tells Fides

Goma (Agenzia Fides) - During the night between 14 and 15 January, the Salesian community at the Industrial Technical Institute in Goma (capital of North Kivu in the Democratic Republic of Congo) suffered a violent attack from several armed men. This is what has been affirmed in a statement sent to Agenzia Fides from the Salesian Info Agency (ANS). Having found their way in quietly, they assaulted the 5 religious who are living in the School, which is not far from the headquarters of MONUC, the United Nations’ Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, carrying away from the house everything they could.

The Rector of the community, Fr. Firmin Kikoli, and Brother Alonso Honorato are both in hospital being treated for the injuries they received in the attack. The doctors confirm that their condition is not dangerously serious. It was Fr Kikoli himself who reported what had happened ‘phoning from the hospital to Fr Guillermo Basañes, Councilor for the Africa-Madagascar Region. 

In a note to the ANS Agency the Regional Councilor expressing his support for the Salesians of the ITIG community in Goma, said: “We know how in recent times the Congregation, the Pope and the world have looked with compassion at the tragic situation of the people and the youngsters of Goma. Let us continue this network of closeness and solidarity asking the Holy Spirit to continue to inspire effective processes leading to justice and peace”.

The community of the Industrial Technical Institute in Goma was the first Salesian foundation in the city, now it is at the heart of a great crisis. Opened in 1981, the “Saint John Bosco” Institute has a secondary school, a festive oratory and various pastoral activities. 

“At present it is not known whether the incident was the work of common thieves or of a rebel group, but it is certainly a result of the atmosphere of instability and insecurity that persists in the city of Goma. From the information we have collected, we believe it to be vandalism, because the attackers did not have reason to be seeking revenge or any specific threat and they limited themselves to robbing objects that were easy to carry,” Fr. Donato Lacedonio of ANS told Fides. “We hope that episodes like this one are not repeated because our Fathers and volunteers are working hard to offer aid to the local populations and refugees that have entered the city since the beginning of the war.” In Ngangi-Goma, the Salesians opened a center in 1988, which has since become one of the most important centers for rehabilitation of minors in the entire region. In addition to the minors, youth of Ngangi or from neighboring villages, in 1998 with the intensification of the war, the center began taking in children from all ethnic groups and areas of the country who fled their homes after seeing their families be killed or taken away (see Fides 10/11/2008). (LM) (Agenzia Fides 15/1/2009)

Emergency - AFRICA/SUDAN - More signs of war on the horizon in Darfur, as the UN-African Union peacekeeping forces await reinforcements

Khartoum (Agenzia Fides) – The rebels of the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) have threatened to respond with a bloodbath if government troops attack their posts in southern Darfur. The JEM is one of the main guerrilla movements of Darfur, the western region of Sudan that since 2003 has been experiencing a bloody civil war.

Since last week, the JEM has controlled the town of Muhagerya, in southern Sudan and from there have expelled the troops of Minni Minnawi, a leader of another rebel movement that is united to the government in Khartoum. Minnawi recently accused the JEM of having sold itself to the foreign nations.

Amidst the fighting in taking control of Muhagerya, hundreds of civilians have been forced to flee. A JEM spokesman has affirmed that the government forces and Minnawi's men are preparing to retake the city by force, attacking it on four sides. The JEM says that if they launch an attack of this kind, there will be widespread killing, as it is their right to remain in Muhagerya, a city that had been under their control until 2005. The JEM's men, their spokesman claims, received a joyful welcome from the local people, who had suffered under the taxes imposed by Minnawi's men.

In Nyala, the capital of southern Darfur, the governor confirmed the declarations of the rebels on an attack on Muhagerya (which is at 80km from Nyala), affirming that the Sudanese armed forces are preparing to retake the city. 

According to the UN-African Union peacekeeping forces (UNAMID) in Darfur, the re-opening of the struggle for control of the town in dispute could lead to a humanitarian catastrophe, leading 30,000 civilians to have to flee their homes.

UNAMID awaits the arrival, in March, of another hundred men to reinforce their own contingent. The troops will be sent from Egypt, South Africa, Senegal, and Bangladesh, and over the course of this year, more troops are expected to arrive from Nepal, Nigeria, Egypt, and Ethiopia. Tanzania has announced that it too will send an entire squadron with a total of about 900 men.

The hybrid force was established by the UN Security Council in order to protect the civilians of Darfur, where it is estimated that since 2003, 300,000 people have died and 2.7 million forced to flee their homes.

At the beginning of this week, in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia and headquarters of the African Union, the UN, the African Union, and the government of Sudan met to discuss ways of accelerating the deployment of the UNAMID contingent in order to reach 260,000 soldiers and policemen, as planned by the Security Council. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

Emergency – ASIA/SRI LANKA – With conflict ever fiercer, the Church calls for protection and assistance for displaced persons 

Colombo (Agenzia Fides) – The conflict in Sri Lanka is at the stage where the regular army has launched a massive effort to bend the resistance of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). In the north of Sri Lanka combat is violent and the people are suffering the discomfort of war and displacement.

Colombo's troops have occupied the town of Kilinochchi, headquarters and “ political capital ” of the Tamil Tiger rebels, delivering one of the hardest blows to the guerrillas in recent years. The government and the army are happy with the situation which appears to be turning in favour of the military. When Kilinochchi was taken, president Mahinda Rajapaksa told the nation: “This was a dream of all the citizens of Sri Lanka, Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim who reject separatism, racism and terrorism, and have always sought peace, freedom and democracy. Our heroic troops have turned this dream into reality ”.

The army continued to advance northwards taking the strategic Elephant Pass leading to the Jaffna, peninsula. Now the troops are preparing to march to Mullaitivu, the last remaining LTTE stronghold. Elephant Pass controls access to the peninsula di Jaffna. Previously the peninsula was a government enclave surrounded by rebel occupied territory. 

The local Catholic Church in Sri Lanka has always called for moderation in the conflict, protection for civilians and assistance for displaced persons. The Church reported that members of the LTTE kidnapped 16 boys from a Catholic orphanage in northern Sri Lanka, near Kilinochchi, forcing them to fight in their ranks.

A Christmas call for a cease fire from all the Christian Bishops of Sri Lanka of various denominations, went unheard. The Church leaders urged the government and the LTTE to work together with the international red Cross to create a safe area for civilians. 

The Catholic Bishop of Jaffna, Thomas Savundaranayagam, called for assistance for over 200,000 people in his diocese forced to abandon homes and live as “refugees” in areas far from the conflict: “I am deeply concerned. Civilians caught in the crossfire are forced to flee their homes and villages: they have no where to go and are in desperate need of  humanitarian aid and medical care. But humanitarian convoys are not allowed into the area. May the Lord protect our families from this war ”. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 7/1/2009 righe 29 parole 297)

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (3) - “In every person and migrant there should be a missionary in words and actions, bearing witness to the truth of the Gospel.”

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) – According to the organizing committee of the 6th World Meeting of Families being celebrated in Mexico City January 14-18, the opening events have had positive results. The number of guests from all over the world has surpassed expectations and it seems there are a total of over 10,000 faithful who are living out this encounter with an authentic enthusiasm and desire to penetrate in the true meaning of the family. Various members of Mexico's political parties have also agreed that the opening of the WMF 2009 comes as an attempt to rescue the family from moral decadence, as “going against the family, in any manner, weakens the nation. Strengthening it means saving the nation, especially in this crucial moment in history.” The opening sessions of the WMF 2009 focused on evaluating the most urgent needs of the family, in relation to social and spiritual issues. On the first day of the Congress, the talks were: “Relations and family values according to the Bible” (Fr. Raniero Cantalamessa, O. F. M. Cap.); “What is value?” (Dr. Jaime Antúnez, Chile); “What values are to be discovered and rediscovered?” (Cardinal Marc Ouellet, Canada); “Family and the value of human life” (Dr. Helen Alvaré, USA).

Cardinal Marc Ouellet, Archbishop of Quebec City (Canada), acknowledged that the world economic crisis is affecting many families all over the world and said that the family should be internationally recognized as a dynamic social agent, transcending the superficial notion that only individuals can be social actors and have rights. Cardinal Ouellet affirmed the fact that it is the State's task to support all families in response to the changing economic tides affecting them. He also made reference to the problem of continental migration, mainly in terms of the migration patterns from Latin America into the United States and Canada, recalling that in the spirit of Aparecida, in every person and migrant there should be a missionary in words and actions, bearing witness to the truth of the Gospel. The Cardinal mentioned how a large group of Latin Americans participated in the International Eucharistic Congress held in his country, and now, a third of the French-speaking delegation from Canada participating in the 6th WMF is of Latin American origin. In fact, the constant migration of Latin American families to Canada has obliged the Church in North America to alter its pastoral needs and, among other things, they are now increasingly more in need of Spanish-speaking priests in order to meet the spiritual needs of these new residents and migrants. The Prelate also considered the presence of Latin American Catholics in the United States, which has led to a growth in the faith nationwide, however in Canada the presence of the Latin immigrants is not as notable. 

During the second day of the Meeting, there was an enthronement of the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, on the site of the Congress. On the second day, the talks were: “Family and sexuality” (Dr. Maria Luisa di Pietro, Italy); “Family and mass media” (Prof. Norberto González Gaitano, Spain); “The family of the migrants” (Archbishop Agostino Marchetto); “Family and social virtues” (Dr. Pierpaolo Donati, Italy).

Norberto González Gaitano, Professor at the University of the Holy Cross in Rome, affirmed that “the mass media is not an enemy, but an ally. However, the audience's taste must be educated.” In his conference entitled “Family and mass media,” he said that the youth are influenced by the mass media, which promotes contradictory cultural effects that lead to a society that is often confused as to what are authentic values. “The generations form their criteria based on what is promoted by the mass media, who impose their guidelines.” Thus, he recalled the importance of the parents in becoming aware of this situation and the models that are being offered to the children through the media. He also mentioned that “the influence of the video-games in youth is much greater than anyone could imagine. A violent episode in society can be easily imitated by those who receive a direct portrayal of these kinds of ideas, even though they may be mere images. All this comes from a lack of attention on the part of some parents in raising their children.” Prof. Gonzalez said that “on the Internet, there is a large quantity of information which is not always accurate” and that 12% of all websites contain pornographic material. “The mass media now presents incomplete and even conflicting information...the youth base their ideas of the family on this influence which is greater than that of their parents or school,” Prof. Gonzalez said. 

Throughout the day, priests, bishops, and married couples gave their testimonies on the Sacrament of Marriage, which is being reflected on intensely during this 6th WMF, with the theme

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (6) - “Making the family the main teacher of human and Christian values”: Concluding Message from the Theological-Pastoral Congress

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) – On the final day of conferences for the Theological-Pastoral Congress, which took place during the 6th World Meeting of Families (WMF), there were many activities. The Closing Event of the Congress was attended by Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Vatican Secretary of State and Pontifical Legate for the 6th WMF. On the afternoon of Friday, January 16, the “Mosaic of Families” was unveiled. The Mosaic is a giant mural depicting Pope Benedict XVI, composed of 5,000 photographs of families from all over the world. It is 130 centimeters wide and 90 centimeters high, and on either side it has the Pope's shield and the symbol of the 6th WMF. The Mosaic will be sent to the Pope through Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Pontifical Legate for the Encounter. The meaning of the mosaic is that “all the families may be spiritually present to Pope Benedict and that he may be spiritually present to them,” coordinators said.

“The Theological-Pastoral Congress ends this afternoon, but in each of our families and communities, the commitments that have joined us during these days will remain alive: i.e. making the family the main teacher of human and Christian values,” said Cardinal Rivera Carrera in the Closing Message of the Congress. In his Message, he emphasized that although the path of families is not an easy one, “even amidst the most adverse contexts it can be once again restored. All that needs to be done is to provide the necessary surroundings and on its own, it will once again be reestablished.” In concluding the Congress, the Cardinal affirmed that “it is up to is to propose a family model that we know is more complete, more harmonious, a model that forms a community of life and love which is marriage and that is carried on through the children as the fruits of the first among all the values.” It is a model that “is not always present in all human communities and that many times is broken in society, due to human weakness. However, we cannot cease to continue building this model that is a marvelous realization of the human and divine vocation of the human person.”

He then made an appeal to all families, asking that they may never cease to be a gift to society and for other families. “Offer other families the testimony of your values of love, your human values, spiritual values, and Christian values. Families, do not cease to be a gift for others, even when you find yourselves with wounds from sin, or when failures appear in life. Many times the best of gifts is showing that, amidst the failures in life, one can maintain the hope of getting back up on their feet.”

On the final day of the Theological-Pastoral Congress, at the end of the first session, an interesting Communications Panel was offered, with international projects at the service of the family. One of the coordinators, Salvador Villalobos, Director of the the Communications Council of Mexico (an private organization that promotes Family Day every year on the first Sunday of March), mentioned that following field studies and analysis of various anti-drug and anti-violence campaigns, the most effective solution found was to concentrate efforts on strengthening the family. “With healthy families, we would no longer have the dangers that our youth face today.” Michele Velasco, Director of “Priests for Life,” an international associations of pro-life priests founded in the United States in 1991, affirmed that every Catholic should defend human life. Father Domenico di Raimondo, Superior General of the Missionaries of the Holy Spirit, presented Mexican Blessed Concepcion Armida as a model of wife, mother, and apostle. “A prolific writer, Conchita found her greatest source of inspiration in her love for Christ amidst the turbulent times of the revolution in Mexico. Her message was always that marriage and family life are a path to holiness.” Antoni Zieba, from Poland, promotes the initiative of world prayer for human life and explained that this project came about as a means of responding to the fact that 50 million human lives are lost to abortion every year. Lastly, Noel Kinsella, President of the Canadian Senate, firmly defended the right of the family to receive protection from society and from the State, as is expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. “The State should not replace the family, but rather be ready and willing to offer it assistance when it no longer has the resources or capacity to meet its own needs.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - 6th World Meeting of Families (7) - Closing Mass: “Formation in human and Christian values requires a family founded in a monogamous matrimony and open to life; it requires a united and stable family.”

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) – The 6th World Meeting of Families ended with a moving Solemn Mass that ended with the live televised message via satellite given by His Holiness Benedict XVI, who also imparted his apostolic blessing on those present. The Mass was presided by Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Vatican Secretary of State and Papal Legate. It was attended by over 20 Cardinals and 200 Bishops from all over the world. During the ceremony, over 100 couples renewed their marriage commitments before the Papal Legate.

In his homily, Cardinal Bertone made reference to the readings from the Mass, saying that “the principle that regulates and provides a basis for ethical conduct is the fear of the Lord: "The beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord...Fear of the Lord impels the renunciation of sin and the fulfillment of his will, made concrete in moral norms.” These ethical values and moral norms are part of the logic and dynamism of life, which tends towards fullness. Thus, “to accept them means to follow the direction of one's human growth, being faithful to God and faithful to oneself.”

“The Christian family places at the center of its attention the person of the Lord Jesus, it welcomes him into the home, prays and gathers around him, seeks to share his teachings, his sentiments, his desires, and to fulfill his will,” the Papal Legate continued. The Cardinal affirmed that it is the faith that transforms family relationships and activities and creates a climate of joy and communion. This is precisely “the family as educator in human and Christian values” in which “many virtues are practiced, united and sublimated by charity.”

While all the members of the family should participate in the development of human and Christian values, the Cardinal reminded parents of their unique responsibility, which they should carry out in imitation of Mary and Joseph. In this sense, the Vatican Secretary of State made an appeal to parents to love their children and make them feel loved, appreciated, respected, and understood, as “feeling loved gives rise to gratitude and trust in others, in themselves and in the love of the Heavenly Father; and it is a call to respond to love with love.” He also asked that they respect the personality and vocation of their children. “To educate them is to help them to develop their hidden potential and support them so they can be fully themselves according to the plan God has for their lives. Take care of them as a gift that has been entrusted to you, without being possessive.”

“A good educative relationship involves tenderness and affection, and at the same time, rationality and authority,” Cardinal Bertone said. Thus, he exhorted them to “be close to their children and cultivate dialogue with them. Dear fathers and mothers, be generous with your children, without being permissive; be demanding without being severe; be clear with them and do not contradict yourselves; know how to say yes or no in the right moment. Be coherent and give them a good example.” In this manner, “you can help your children to mature [with] a balanced personality, constructive and creative, solid and reliable, capable of confronting the challenges and the tests of life, which are never lacking.”

Lastly, the Papal Legate recalled that “formation in human and Christian values requires a family founded in a monogamous matrimony and open to life; it requires a united and stable family.” 

Thus, regardless of human weakness, spouses should “seek with the grace of God to live ever more coherently in love as a total gift of one's life from one to the other, making of their family a living Gospel.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

Youth - DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - National Youth Day on January 31: “The youth need missionaries that carry out their apostolate with normality, energy, and joy.”

Santo Domingo (Agenzia Fides) – On January 31, the Dominican Republic will celebrate its National Youth Day, organized by the National Commission for Youth Ministry, presided by Msgr. Julio Cesar Corniel. There will be a Mass celebrated on Friday, January 30 at 10 am in the Cathedral of Santo Domingo, in anticipation of the event. Youth from all the 11 dioceses of the country will participate. After the Mass, there will be the presentation of the National Youth Award, in which 14 young people will be awarded for outstanding contributions in the areas of health, culture of peace, business development, leadership, social services, academic excellence, etc. On the 31st, in the Archdiocese of Santo Domingo, the 14 pastoral zones will hold local celebrations.

The Youth Ministry recently ended their 9th National Youth Congress on January 24, with the theme: “The Role of the Youth in the Church and Society,” in which 600 young people took part. During the Congress, the youth discussed and reflected on how to take up their role amidst the crisis found today in society.

Fr. Luis Rosario, coordinator of Youth Ministry, says that the Congress reflected on the role of the youth today and concluded with the conviction that better norms must be established for social living. Fr. Rosario explained that the congress is an initial encounter that the Ministry sponsors, in order to analyze the national situation, etc. The theme this year for Youth Ministry in general is “The Role of the Youth.”

The Congress concluded with the launching of the Great Mission, which was simultaneously celebrated in all the 11 dioceses on January 25. Fr. Rosario explained that “a period of intense work and constant challenges begins now. The youth need missionaries that carry out their apostolate with normality, energy, and joy.” He also mentioned that “no one can evangelize the youth better than the youth themselves.” Thus, the youth are being called to join in parish groups of missionaries and prepare themselves through the courses that are being held in several areas of the dioceses. 

Youth Ministry in the country has also publicized its program for 2009, following the guidelines of the Dominican Bishops' Conference for the Continental Mission. Three years (2009-2011) will be spent in preparation for the jubilee anniversary of the creation of the first dioceses in America (Santo Domingo and La Vega), focusing on the content of the mission and organizing the itinerary of the National Pastoral Plan on the three following themes: The personal encounter with Christ who forms his disciples (2009); Community life, where the disciples are invited to form the community (2010); The disciples are invited and launched to the mission (2011). (RG) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

Youth - EUROPE/ITALY - January 31 - youth in 400 cities worldwide will spend 24 hours in prayer for peace in the Holy Land: celebrations in Rome, Jerusalem, Africa, Asia, America

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Saturday, January 31, youth from across all the continents will join in a non-stop 24 prayer campaign that will cross oceans and nations, involving Masses and Eucharistic Adoration in over 400 cities on the planet, praying for “Peace in the Holy Land!”. Cities like Rome, New York, Krakow, and more...countries like Argentina, Brazil, Spain, France, and others in Africa, Australia, and Asia will all be hosting the event. A special Mass with this intention will be celebrated in the Parish of the Latin Patriarchate of the Holy Family in Gaza. In Vatican City, the international day will be held with a Mass in the morning, presided by Cardinal Raffaele Farina, Prefect of the Vatican Library, along with the Salesian community of the Vatican Printing Office. 

The International Day of Prayer for Peace is an initiative which sprang forth from the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the Angelus, on December 28: “The Holy Land... is once again being devastated by an outbreak of unprecedented violence. I am deeply distressed over the deaths, the injured, the material damage, the suffering and the tears of the peoples who are victims of this tragic sequence of attacks and reprisals. The earthly homeland of Jesus cannot continue to witness such bloodshed that is endlessly repeated! I implore an end to that violence, which is to be condemned in all its forms and a restoration of the truce in the Gaza Strip. I ask for an impulse of humanity and wisdom in all who have responsibility in this situation; I implore the international community to leave no stone unturned to help Israelis and Palestinians to emerge from this blind alley and not to be resigned, as I said two days ago in my Urbi et Orbi Message, to the perverse logic of conflict and violence but rather to privilege the path of dialogue and negotiation. Let us entrust our fervent prayers for these intentions to Jesus, Prince of Peace.”

The international initiative is being promoted by several youth organizations: “Papaboys,” which works so that all men may know Christ, remaining faithful to Peter in the heart of the Church; “Youth for Life,” which promotes the defense of life from conception until natural death, especially through the prayer of Spiritual Adoption; the Perpetual Adoration Chapels throughout Italy and worldwide, and Eucharistic Prayer Groups, which encourage youth to remain an entire night in adoration and prayer, in order to rediscover what is essential in their lives. The Day has also gained support from many prayer groups, lay singles, and consecrated members, as well as priests from all over the world, including many Salesian parishes (January 31 is also the feast of Saint John Bosco, their founder), the Consolata Missionaries, and the Missionaries of the Precious Blood.

Youth from all over the world have been promoting this worldwide event and have expressed their support through their registration in the Facebook “We Want Peace in the Holy Land.” As of today, there are over 4,000 group-registrations and 2,000 individual registrations from people all over the world, and the numbers are expected to continue growing. To sign up individually or as a Group or Association or Parish, just visit the Facebook “Vogliamo la pace in Terra Santa” (“We Want Peace in the Holy Land”), in the event of the International Day of Prayer. On January 29, the list will be posted of cities all over the world where one can go to participate in the Day of Prayer. On the sites of the Associations that have promoted the event, one can find all the pertinent information necessary including updates, interviews, photo and filming services. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

Youth - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - “Young Christian Workers” on the rise: yet another fruit of WYD

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – The ecclesial movement “Young Christian Workers” is showing a rapid increase in the number of registered participants in Australia. This is yet another one of the fruits of the World Youth Day that took place last summer in Australia. 

The movement was very active in the preparatory phase of the great event, organizing formation courses and prayer encounters for the youth, in schools, for associations, and in parishes. However, it has also continued its task of awareness and spiritual formation in the months that have followed WYD, receiving new members, hundreds of youth from across Australia.

The national assembly for those signed-up as members of the group recently took place in Melbourne and showed a rapid growth in members and interest among the many Australian cities where it previously did not exist.

The movement seeks to blend spiritual formation with attention to economic, social, and political problems, focusing on the formation of the youth. They promote employment as a right for every human person, encouraging people to live their work as a means of holiness. They also work in the area of social justice.

With complete fidelity to the Social Doctrine of the Church, the movement seeks a renewal of the social order, in order to ensure recognition of rights and provident care for the spiritual and material needs of workers, upholding Christian principles in life, in culture, in the social order, and in laws. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 27/1/2009)

Migration - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Chairman of US Conference of Catholic Bishops' Committee on Migration urges Mexico and US to work together to “ensure that policies are adopted that permit migrants to migrate and work in a safe and controlled manner.”

Washington (Agenzia Fides) – Bishop John C. Wester of Salt Lake City, Utah, chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops' Committee on Migration, urged President-elect Barack Obama and Mexican President Felipe Calderon to work together to protect immigrants and end abuses committed against them.

In his message, sent to both Presidents prior to their scheduled meeting on January 12, the Bishop indicates that “the issue of illegal immigration transcends borders and must be addressed on a regional, if not hemispheric, level. The United States and Mexico must cooperate to ensure that policies are adopted that permit migrants to migrate and work in a safe and controlled manner.”

Bishop Wester observes that these immigrants are often “subject to abuse and exploitation by unscrupulous employers and human smugglers and other criminal elements, as well as to lengthy and unnecessary detention in substandard jails.” He also recalls that “sadly, many have died tragically in the American or Mexican desert.” In fact, since 1994 more than 4,000 migrants have died attempting to cross the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Thus, the Chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops' Committee on Migration states that “The long-term solution to illegal immigration is not militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, but economic development in poor nations.” Both countries should work towards progress in the poor areas of Mexico and other Latin American nations, so that migrants and their families can remain in their countries of origin and work and live in dignity. Normally, the Bishop says, immigrants “risk their well-being and lives to migrate in order to find work and support their families—it is a decision made out of necessity, not choice.” “The two nations must build bridges of cooperation, not walls of separation,” the Bishop said. In this tragic situation, the Catholic Church present in both countries responds daily to the basic humanitarian needs of migrants and families separated across borders. Lastly, the Chairman of the Migration Committee explains that “reform of U.S. immigration laws is crucial to ensure family unity and protect human dignity. A majority of immigrant families in the United States have one or more members who are out-of-status and who are at risk of separation.” He mentions that Mexico also must examine and reform its immigration laws, so that migrants from Central and South America are not subject to exploitation. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 14/1/2009)

Migration - ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - “Family and migration”: Seminar sponsored by the Bishops' Commission on the Family

Seoul (Agenzia Fides) – Reflect on the relationship between the family institution and the immigration phenomenon, its sociological implications, the prospects and pastoral needs of the Church: this was the central theme of the recent seminar organized by the Commission for the Family, of South Korea's Bishops' Conference. 

The seminar addressed the many problems that afflict families in the various Asian countries and in Korea itself: poverty, immigration, the obligatory distancing of loved ones, the abuse of women and children, the problem of secularization and the loss of religious meaning. 

In particular, reflecting on the relationship between “the family and immigration,” the danger of the “divisions within the family,” were addressed, as it is frequently the case when one of the two spouses must immigrate in search of work. Then, there was also the important question that touches upon both a political and social plain: the “family reunion.”

The migration flow into Korea (mainly from other Asian nations) presents various challenges to the Korean Church: there is the material, social, psychological, and spiritual aid that should be given to immigrant families, to which the Catholic Church is called to respond using the values of mutual support and generosity; the Church must then try to spread awareness in society so as to make a more efficient response both on a political and social level, in order to defend the dignity and fundamental rights of the immigrant families. Lastly, the seminar observed, from a pastoral viewpoint, there is a need for immigrant families to become active in the evangelization effort. Oftentimes, in coming to Korea, the Catholic families (like those from the Philippines) can make a great contribution to the local community in reviving the faith and in carrying out the “new evangelization” in other families. Thus, the immigrant families are a valuable resource for the local Church. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/1/2009)

Mission - ASIA/HONG KONG - Father Quirino De Ascaniis, PIME missionary for 75 years in Hong Kong, dies at the age of 100, known and loved for his dedication and complete openness to God's will.

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) - “He served the Church and the mission in the Chinese world with all his life and strength, dedicating himself to the parish, pastoral ministry, etc. with a great simplicity.” This was how Coadjutor Bishop John Tong of the Diocese of Hong Kong remembered Fr. Quirino De Ascaniis, PIME missionary, who was known and loved by his faithful, who dubbed him “the living saint.” He passed away at the age of 100, on January 11, while in Eucharistic Adoration, in the rest home run by the Little Sisters of the Poor. According to a report from the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin), the funeral Mass was presided by Bishop John Tong in Christ the King Parish on January 19. After the commemoration, on the evening of the 18th, and the Mass on the 19th, the missionary was buried in Hong Kong, in the land where he had given his entire life, after 75 years on the mission. Over 40 priests and hundreds of faithful will present to offer their final farewell. Bishop Tong said: “In many instances, he found death when he came to China to serve the mission during the Second World War, but responding to the Lord's call, he never backed out.” As soon as he breathed his last, while he was in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, the faithful of Hong Kong were even more convinced that their Fr. Ascaniis was a saint, “because the Lord came in person to take him.” 

According to information from Fr. Franco Cumbo, Regional Superior of the Hong Kong/China PIME, Fr. Quirino De Ascaniis was born on August 5, 1908 in Giulianova, Teramo (Italy). He entered the Institute in Genova in September 1929, coming from the Diocesan Seminary of Teramo. He made his final vows on March 11, 1932 and was ordained in Milan on September 24, 1932. In August 1933, he left Italy for the mission in Hong Kong. After studying Chinese, in 1936 he was sent to the southern district of Wai Yeung (China). In December 1941, on account of the war, he was forced to leave the area However, he returned not long afterwards, remaining there until he was expelled from China in October 1951. In Hong Kong, he became Rector of the Diocesan Seminary of Sai Kung until 1955, and later Rector of the same district until 1961. From 1961 to 1965, he served as associate pastor at Saint Teresa, in Kowloon, and from 1966-1993 he served as assistant pastor in the Church of the Holy Rosary and chaplain of Queen Elizabeth hospital. In 1993, he retired and took up residence in the “Saint Joseph's Rest Home,” where he spent his days in peace and tranquility, in prayer and always with a smile on his face, even in the final years of his long life. On April 10, 2008, on the 150th anniversary of PIME's foundation in Hong Kong, he also celebrated his 100th birthday and 75th anniversary of his presence on the missions. Upon these celebrations, he received a long message from Secretary of State Cardinal Bertone, and the blessing of the Holy Father Benedict XVI. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 29/01/2009)

Mission – ASIA/INDIA – With Church/government collaboration Catholic centre cares for 'today's lepers”: persons suffering from AIDS

Raipur (Agenzia Fides) –Jeevodaya Centre in the diocese of Raipur was originally Pallottine for people with leprosy. Today the patients are persons with AIDS or TB. The recent inauguration of new structures for people with these and other pathologies, was presided by the Catholic Archbishop of Raipur. Archbishop Joseph Augustine Charankunnel, who said: “The doors are open to today's lepers', persons suffering with AIDS. The Church offers this assistance thanks to strength which comes from God.

Today we happily agree to collaborate with civic institutions to launch other such programmes of social assistance ”.

Jeevodaya Centre, situated not far from d Raipur, was opened in 1969 by Pallottine Fathers to care for people with leprosy. Today it still cares for children with leprosy, following the process of healing and re-insertion into society. It has been able to do this thanks to donations from benefactors all over the world. 

The new department for persons with AIDS and TB was opened thanks to cooperation between the Catholic Bishops' Conference of India and the Indian government. The local Church says this example of institutional collaboration can be a model for all India, a successful undertaking, to be repeated in other states and for other social initiatives. The local Catholic Church is always ready to make available her energy, religious personnel, structures and competence to assist the more disadvantaged and marginalised sectors of the population.

James Veliath, a member of the Bishops' Commission for Health, said that the local Church has intensified its assistance to persons with AIDS, with new Medical Centres in the states of Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Orissa, Bengala Occidentale and Bihar. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 7/1/2009 righe 27 parole 273)

Continental Mission – AMERICA/COSTA RICA – The Continental Mission “is not an option, it is a necessary duty to be assumed by every ecclesial community” says Bishops' Conference President, calling for a “rediscovery of the decisive importance of the laity”

San José (Agenzia Fides) – “The Great Continental Mission in Costa Rica will be a call to stay close to the Lord. It will mean lighting a star to show the path along which to find and to adore the one true God ”. This was said by Archbishop Hugo Barrantes Ureña, of San José, president of the Catholic Bishops' Conference of Costa Rica, during his homily at Mass on the feast of the Epiphany, in the Basilica of Our Lady of the Angels, which concluded with the launching of the Great Continental Mission in Costa Rica. 

“The Continental Mission knows no borders, it must reach everyone,” - said the Archbishop, - we must all dedicate ourselves to the Mission in a spirit “of total dedication and love for God and for our brothers and sisters”. 

First of all Archbishop Barrantes explained that “the voice of the Spirit, in Aparecida, calls us at this time in history to make a radical decision for Mission”, therefore, this Mission “cannot be seen as an option, it is a necessary duty to be immediately assumed  by every ecclesial community”. Nor is it “an invention of a few bishops, or a passing mode”, it is a matter of “obeying the mandate of the Lord: ‘Go, proclaim the Gospel; in keeping with God's desire for salvation”, and with the “essential nature of the Church”.

With regard to the participants in the Mission Archbishop Barrantes stressed the need to “overcome any temptation to ‘clericalise’ with the laity restricted to a mere passive and receptive function”. Instead this is the time “to rediscover the decisive importance of the laity in the Church”. In effect, experience shows that “ the most vigorous and evangelising communities are those where lay people feel they are an integral part of the Church ”. This means everyone must assume responsibility, beginning with Catholic Associations and Apostolic Movements. It is necessary to avoid the danger of forming small “ ecclesial islands”, because “ ecclesial identity must be above any group identity; and the movement must be visible starting from the Church, not the Church starting from the movement”. 

“To be good missionaries – the Archbishop said - we must be converted and committed Christians ”, and this calls for sound missionary spirituality. However, since missionary spirituality cannot be taken for granted or improvised, there must be “a serious in-depth process human, spiritual, doctrinal and pastoral formation ”. 

On the other hand, “the Continental Mission demands dynamism and strength born of pastoral conversion”. Pastoral conversion “involving ‘everything’, structures, methods of evangelisation, language, but first and foremost,  ways of thinking, being and acting”. 

Another important aspect of the Continental Mission mentioned by the Archbishop was to take as a starting point, an experience of God, because people seek the one, true God, not a rational idea of Him. This means “the Church must be once again eminently kerygmatic”, “not with a new content of the Message but with an updating of the message: Jesus Christ, God, risen and living and above all, always timely”. 

“It is impossible to imagine the Continental Mission without the leading role of the Holy Spirit”, said the president of the Costa Rica Bishops' Conference. This is why “in programming and undertaking the Continental Mission we must let ourselves be led by the Holy Spirit” and realise we are a tool “which seeks success only in the strength and power of the Holy Spirit”. 

Archbishop Barrantes concluded his homily with a prayer to Our Lady of the Angels, Patroness of Costa Rica: “May the Continental Mission lead to a Church which follows the example of Mary, to become disciple and a missionary, mother, teacher and Samaritan”: “Here we are in your house, bishops and faithful to shoulder the Continental Mission with commitment. Pray that the Continental Mission may be an Epiphany for Costa Rica, a light which draws all men and women to encounter Christ the Saviour ”. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 8/1/2009)

Continental Mission - AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Bishops officially launch the Great Continental Mission in the country: “a great plan of renewal in our institutional, pastoral, personal, and community life.”

Caracas (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of Venezuela officially launched the Great Continental Mission in the country yesterday, January 14, in Barquisimeto, in a Mass presided by Cardinal Jorge Urosa Savino, Archbishop of Caracas. In his homily, the Cardinal made a call to value and strengthen the Church's unity, as in the world, “amidst the many forces of division, the Church offers the brotherhood of faith, love, and sacramental grace.” Precisely in order to fulfill this mission, all the Bishops of the country “renew our commitment before God and the Virgin Mary, to dedicate our lives to all Venezuelans, to announce the gift of salvation and the joy of the faith to them.” 

The Cardinal mentioned that Venezuela would be a very different place if all the Catholics lived their faith to the fullest. “How much pain, tears, blood, anxiety would be avoided! The practice of the faith, the Christian virtues, cast out violence, hate, murder, kidnapping, and drug-trafficking; lies and betrayal, religious indifference and idolatry. The practice of the religion promotes a unified, faith-filled, and stable family, and casts out sexual promiscuity, adultery, and divorce, abortion. It goes against any form of evil: crime, murder, drugs, terrorism, and political violence.” Thus, he made an appeal to all Catholics to pray to God for the spiritual renewal that the Venezuelan Bishops proposed in the document “Let us renew our minds and hearts,” published in July 2008. 

“In order to promote this spiritual renewal,” the Cardinal said, “in union with all the Bishops of Latin America, we are going to hold this great process, this great plan of renewal in our institutional, pastoral, personal, and community life that we call the Great Continental Mission.” He then asked everyone to “participate with enthusiasm and joy in this great plan of renewal for our Church.”

“From now on, in all Venezuela, the theme of the Continental Mission will resound: “People of God, listen and preach the Gospel,” inviting all Venezuelans to open their hearts to Jesus Christ, so that all of us may enjoy the gift of the faith, just like Mary, Mother of the Good Shepherd and Our Mother,” the Archbishop of Caracas concluded. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 15/1/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies - AFRICA/ZAMBIA - “You should strive to venture into activities that will help to awaken, enliven and support the missionary efforts of the Church,” Apostolic Nuncio tells the PMS National Assembly in Zambia

Lusaka (Agenzia Fides) - “The meeting was an opportunity to renew our vision of the missionary church. It helped us to renew our vision to actions and helped us to find new stimulus and boldness for missionary animation,” Fr. Bernard Makadani Zulu, National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) in Zambia, told Agenzia Fides, in his description of the PMS's National Assembly in Lusaka, Zambia's capital city, January 20-23.

The Assembly was attended by the National Director and Diocesan Directors of PMS in Zambia, who discussed means of promoting animation activities and fundraising. 

“This meeting will be an opportune time for joint reflection to promote animation activities of the Pontifical Mission Societies,” the Apostolic Nuncio to Zambia, Archbishop Nicola Girasoli, said in his opening speech.

“The responsibility of the Pontifical Mission Societies is very big and requires much creativity and generosity to reach out to all the sections of the Christian Community to inspire and sustain evangelization. You should strive to venture into activities that will help to awaken, enliven and support the missionary efforts of the Church,” the Nuncio said. 

Archbishop Girasoli praised the Church in Zambia, which is “working hard to ensure that evangelization reaches all people, the roots of our culture, social, political and economic situation at all times, everywhere.”

In this work of evangelization, the Nuncio said, “The Pontifical Mission Societies are certainly a powerful force in the growth and implementation of the Church in Zambia. I know that the Pontifical Mission Societies are striving hard to animate the Christian communities to live out their own missionary vocation and to take an active part in the local and universal mission of the church. As members of the ecclesial community the people of God play a vital role in the building up of the church in all its aspects.” 

“Faced with the challenges of our pastoral ministry, the role of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Zambia, and the Universal Church is ever urgent and demanding. This role has to orient the whole ecclesial community towards missionary cooperation.”

Archbishop Girasoli also recalled the important initiatives of the local PMS: “Through the universal solidarity the societies have been supporting the pastoral ministry of the church in Zambia, animating and directly involving priests, consecrated persons and lay people in prayer, in offering of sacrifices, in promoting vocations, in charitable and other concrete pastoral initiatives. The societies have been subsidizing many pastoral programs, i.e. communication, transportation needs, training and supporting catechists, printing catechetical and liturgical manuals, building of schools, churches, seminaries, chapels, cathedrals, catechetical and prayer centers, convents, presbyters, schools, nurseries, supporting the training of seminarians, priests, religious, novices, orphans and vulnerable children, orphanages, kindergartens, etc.”

“The societies are a providential gift to the Church. Let us pray to the Lord of the Mission to help you come out with a clear understanding and plan of our great task of evangelization,” the Nuncio concluded. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies -  ASIA/VIETNAM - Caring for the newborns in Vietnam: the PMS of Australia's effort to counteract abortion

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – Counteracting abortion by caring for newborns and new moms: this is what the Pontifical Missions Societies (PMS) of Australia are working to accomplish through their “Charity House” initiative, which has begun in one of the poorest Vietnamese dioceses. The center is designed to care for “unwanted” children, discouraging mothers from having abortions and offering a consistent aid to extremely poor families who – at the thought that they will not be able to provide for their children – often consider having an abortion.

The Charity House is currently run by 6 Sisters and 10 volunteers who care for 30 newborns and children whose families have either abandoned them or entrusted them to their care. The Center has plans to continue growing little by little, until they reach 200 children. The Director of the House, Sister Mary Nguyen Thi Tha Mai, who has 40 years' experience working with children, gathered energy and human and economic resources in order to open the Center. Thanks to the encouragement of the local Church and great support from outside the country (for example, the PMS of Australia), the project has become a reality. The PMS maintain the House with a donation of nearly 4,600 Australian dollars per month. 

The conditions of children in Vietnam are difficult, especially due to the widespread poverty. According to UNICEF, the infant mortality rate is 42 out of every 1,000 live births. The malnutrition rate among children is at 32%, while 17% of children are born underweight. 36% of children under 5 suffer malnutrition. In society in general, 32.5% of the population lives under the poverty line. In these conditions, those who suffer most are always the children. The number of children living on the street has also risen, along with prostitution, drugs, and juvenile delinquency. Institutions and NGOs are all working to fight these phenomenons and promote social progress. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

Pontifical Mission Societies - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies of Australia supporting those of Nigeria who are “forgotten by mankind”

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – The Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) of Australia are offering their support for small ecclesial and social entities in various African nations. 

Among its many projects which it maintains in 160 countries throughout the world, the PMS has recently drawn up a plan in support for a Catholic school near the city of Kontagora, in northern Nigeria. The school is run by the Nigerian Sisters of Our Lady of Africa and just began one year ago. It offers education to children from age 1 to elementary school age. The children are mainly from the ethnic group “kamberi,” who learn the languages of “hausa” (among the most widespread in Nigeria) and English, so they can communicate on a world level. 

“We believe that making a contribution in the area of education is very important. Through education, the people can develop their capacities and potential, gaining independence and self-sufficiency,” the Australian PMS declared. 

The school is lovated in the Diocese of Bauchi (northern Nigeria), where there are 64,000 Catholics, out of a population of 5 million. One area of the diocese is especially lacking in infrastructures and institutions needed for development, such as roads, aqueducts, schools, and hospitals. In this area, the PMS of Australia is concentrating its work and planning. The “kamberi” people are among the most disadvantaged and marginalized, lacking above all the opportunity to learn to read and for education in general. “They are people who live in a 'no-man's land,' in a land forgotten by mankind,” a note from the local Church said. But these people are not forgotten by God: through the support of the PMS, God's loving gaze has been able to reach out to the children and families of the “kamberi.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 14/1/2009)

Christian Unity - ASIA/SOUTH KOREA - Prayer Encounter for the Week for Christian Unity: faithful praying for the “divided nation”

Seoul (Agenzia Fides) – The Christians of various confessions present in Korea gathered to pray together, reflect on the divisions among them, and invoke God, in the name of unity. The encounter was attended by over 4,000 Korean faithful, in the Olympic Hall, in Seoul's Olympic Park. Accompanying Cardinal Nicholas Cheung, Archbishop of Seoul, was the Apostolic Nuncio Archbishop Osvaldo Padilla, and the Bishops and representatives of various Christian confessions, including Protestant leaders and the Vicar General of the Orthodox Church in Korea. Cardinal Cheung presented a “Message of Peace” to all those present, affirming that “the greatest gift for us Christians is true peace, which the Risen Lord gave to his disciples. Today we thirst for peace...the peace that we seek should be manifest in our vocation to be salt and leaven for the world. As Christians, united, we can become instruments of peace, of the peace that the Lord longs for.”

In his address, Rev. Kim Sam-hwan, President of the National Council of Churches in Korea, a union of Protestant denominations, said: “We are called to be one. If we Christians are one, then our divided nation and society will be able to reunite.” 

During the vigil, in fact, the assembly prayed for the situation of Korean Christians, which like many other citizens, suffer for the divisions of the nation, especially after the Korean War (1950-53), which left 10 million families divided on either side of the “Bamboo Curtain.”

It was precisely a group of Korean Christians who chose the theme for this year's Week of Prayer: “That They May Become One in Your Hand” (Ezekiel 37:17). Through the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and the Ecumenical Council of Churches, the theme was then proposed for reflection by the entire Church. 

In light of the dramatic experience of division in their country, the Christians of Korea have sought inspiration in the prophet Ezekiel, who also lived in a tragically divided nation and desired the unity of his people. The text of Ezekiel, they say, “presented surprising analogies with the Korean situation of a divided country and Christians not yet united.”

The words of the Prophet restore the hope that God will once again unite the people and bless them. The Christians of Korea (Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox) work and pray together for the common good, in order to bring about authentic peace on the Korean peninsula. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 23/1/2009)

Life - AMERICA/UNITED STATES - Hispanic Alliance for Life and Family founded to provide pro-life information and educational material for Hispanics in the USA

Washington (Agenzia Fides) – Following the first Hispanic National Pro-Life Congress that took place in Dallas, Texas September 19-21, 2008, several leaders have been working on the formation of a coalition of pro-life groups and persons in the USA. After several months of working on the project, the Hispanic Alliance for Life and Family has arisen. Among the Alliance's objectives is that of providing pro-life information and educational materials for Hispanic Americans, as well as supporting the pro-life groups that already exist in various parts of the country, and collaborating in the establishment of new Hispanic pro-life groups. 

This new initiative will offer a response to several challenges. Firstly, there is the fact that Hispanics are one of the major targets of the abortion industry. At the same time, thanks to their religion and culture Hispanics have a pro-life mentality that offers them a potential for moral renewal. 

“We believe that the time has come for every Catholic to answer the call of their Church and we invite all Hispanic Catholics to do likewise and join us in this important and urgent effort,” said the leaders of the new project. According to a press conference, the main objective of the Hispanic Alliance for Life and Family (AHVF) is “to make an appeal to all Hispanic Catholics, asking them to defend the five essential principles and non-negotiables promoted by the Catholic Church in the areas of: abortion, euthanasia, embryonic stem-cell research, human cloning, and homosexual marriages, as well as the Catholic Church's teaching on contraceptives. All these acts are morally evil and can never be promoted through laws.” The organizers make an appeal to all the Hispanic leaders of the various different dioceses of the USA, asking that they join the Alliance. The Directive Team of the AHVF is made up of pro-life leaders from the Hispanic community in the USA, among them being obstetrician Dr. Martha Garza; Ms. Marcella Melendez, former president of Hispanics for Life; and the consultation team includes members such as pro-life activists Magaly Llaguno (Executive Director of Human Life International; Aurora Tinajero (Director of the Spanish Ministry of the North Texas Pro-Life Committee; Adolfo Castañeda (Director of Educational Programs for HLI); and Astrid Bennett Gutierrez (Executive Director of the Los Angeles Birth Center).

Among the immediate objectives of the Alliance are: organize a 2nd Hispanic National Pro-Life Congress in the US in September 2009; organize seminars and workshops for training Hispanic pro-life leaders in the five essential principles and non-negotiables; design a monthly news bulletin on topics of interest for the Hispanic community. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

Life - EUROPE/POLAND - Third “window of life” in Poland inaugurated in Czestochowa, where mothers can place their newborns that they do not want to or cannot care for

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) – The “Window of Life of Blessed Edmund Bojanowski” was inaugurated in Czestochowa during the Feast of the Holy Family of Nazareth, by Archbishop Stanislaw Nowak of Czestochowa, the Archdiocesan Caritas, and the Sisters of the Congregation of “Servants of the Immaculate Conception of the Mother of God.” The “Window of Life” opened in Czestochowa is the third window in Poland, following those in Krakow and Warsaw. 

Thanks to this work, many newborns will be saved, offering mothers the possibility of leaving their children, while remaining anonymous, in a house run by the Sisters of Congregation of “Servants of the Immaculate Conception of the Mother of God.” “It is a place where the women who do not want to or cannot provide for their children, can leave them, in utter discretion, in order to find a family that can welcome them into their home,” Fr. Stanislaw Ilczyk, Director of Caritas for the Archdiocese of Czestochowa, told Fides. 

“The 'Window of Life of Blessed Edmund Bojanowski' is a sign of hope for newborn children. It is also a means of using goodness and mercy to fight abortion. In Poland, experts say that abortion has claimed the lives of nearly 20 million children in the past several years. The 'Window of Life' in Czestochowa is, therefore, the defense of human life,” Archbishop Nowak of Czestochowa told Fides. (MF/SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/1/2009)

Life - EUROPE/SPAIN - Spanish Bishops declare 2009 the “Year of Prayer for Life” beginning February 2

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – Upon the proposal made by the Bishops' Subcommittee for the Family and Defense of Life, Chaired by Bishop Juan Antonio Reig Pla of Cartagena, and upon the approval of the Executive Committee of the Spanish Bishops' Conference (CEE), a Year of Prayer for Life has been established, with the theme: “Blessed is the fruit of your womb.” The initiative is to be celebrated in all the nation's dioceses, beginning on February 2, feast of the Presentation of the Lord and will be an effort to place in practice the words of Pope John Paul II in Evangelium Vitae: “through special initiatives and in daily prayer, may an impassioned plea rise to God, the Creator and lover of life, from every Christian community.”

The initiative, which was presented on a national level during the last Plenary Assembly of Bishops in November, has been approved by the CEE's Executive Committee. The Subcommittee, in order to encourage personal and community prayer, has distributed a series of materials to the Delegations of Family Apostolate across Spain, with the theme: “Blessed is the fruit of your womb.” Included among the materials is a poster, a rosary, prayers for life, and prayer intentions for Eucharistic Adoration, the Mass, and the Liturgy of the Hours. 

Bishop Reig Pla says the initiative “is urgent in light of the new laws being promoted in Spain, both on abortion and euthanasia.” There is currently a debate underway in the country over an abortion law allowing free abortion during the first weeks of pregnancy. The Prelate has asked all the faithful, especially families with children and sick members to pray and “offer spiritual sacrifices” for this intention, and asked parish pastors to encourage the recitation of the Rosary and Eucharistic Adoration. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 28/1/2009)
SUPER QUAESTIONES

ASIA/HONG KONG - Archbishop Sarah, Secretary of the Missionary Dicastery, tells his experience during his visit to Hong Kong

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – From December 4-8, 2008. Archbishop Robert Sarah, Secretary of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, made a pastoral visit to the Diocese of Hong Kong. It was also the first time he had come so close to mainland China. He was invited by Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun and his Auxiliary Bishop John Tong Hon. During the visit, Archbishop Sarah participated in the celebrations held for the 120th anniversary of the founding of the Cathedral, dedicated to the Immaculate Conception, and visited the Diocese and missionaries present there. Agenzia Fides asked him a few questions about his trip.

Your Excellency, what were the main motives of your first pastoral visit to Hong Kong, at the threshold of China?

First of all, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun and his Auxiliary Bishop John Tong Hon. They are the ones who invited me to visit Hong Kong, on the occasion of the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception, during which was celebrated the 120th anniversary of Hong Kong's Cathedral. It was a wonderful occasion to visit the Diocese, the parishes, and the missionaries. I also visited the Seminary, “The Holy Spirit Center.” It was also an occasion to get a first impression of the culture, the history, and all the philosophical, religious, and anthropological wealth of China. 

What were your general impressions of your trip and the Catholic Community in Hong Kong? 

What impressed me were the skyscrapers: almost all of Hong Kong's inhabitants live between the earth and sky. Hong Kong is truly a unique city. I was also impressed by the organization in the parishes. They all have activities for evangelization as well as for pastoral and spiritual enrichment. There are also social and educational activities, with many schools, hospitals...the work of the laity and the permanent deacons. I also visited the impressive Caritas Hong Kong, which is carrying out great work in support of the poor, in mainland China as well. 

What role should the Church in Hong Kong play in today's society?

I have observed with great joy that Hong Kong has the potential to be a bridge between the universal Church and the Church of mainland China. Hong Kong is a hub for many people who come and go to China. 

After this trip, how do you view the future of the Church in China?

It is not that east to make an observation regarding the future of the Church in China, considering the sensitive and strict stance of the Government in relation to the Church. There is still a glimmer of hope, i.e. that Providence has entrusted the Church in Hong Kong to two Prelates who are intelligent and prepared for meeting the present challenges of the Church in China. And with the solid formation of priests, religious, and laity, the present challenges of the Church in China can be met. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

ASIA/INDIA - “Prayer and action: united Christians are the true peacemakers in Northeast India,” Archbishop Thomas Menamparampil of Guwahati tells Agenzia Fides, during the Week for Christian Unity

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The unity of Christians bears abundant fruits of harmony and peace in the troubled area of Northeast India. This is what Agenzia Fides was told by Archbishop Thomas Menamparampil of Guwahati (State of Assam) in an interview on this Week for Christian Unity.

What is the situation in Northeast India? Why are there so many conflicts?

The region is fairly isolated from the rest of the country. It is also inhabited by many tribal communities and and groups of various cultures and traditions. The territory is formed by great fertile plains and mountainous areas. A large portion of the population has great difficulty in access to education. The democratic political structure itself is fairly recent and does not have traditional roots. Thus, there is the problem of representing the various social components. The various interests lead to conflicts. In addition, there is the added complication of the extremist groups that wish to secede. 

How do the Christians live in this situation?

The Christians are giving a great example of peacemakers, especially thanks to their unity of intention and strong communion among the various Churches. The Christians have developed an ethic of dialogue, based on human and Christian values. First of all, they bear witness to the value of respect and welcome, which are present in the tribal cultures. The Gospel values are then inserted into this setting. We try to build on those values already found in their culture, but inspired by the Gospel. With this method of working, many inter-tribal conflicts have been resolved and peace has been established among the various communities.

How is this work carried out on a practical level?

The Christians have formed a “Joint Peace Committee,” an ecumenical group with representatives who are Catholic, Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, and of other denominations. Here, we are working together for justice and peace. The Churches offer a testimony of unity and friendship. Thus, the faithful become builders of peace and our work bears abundant fruits of harmony and reconciliation. As is evident during this Week for Christian Unity, praying together is the source of our strength.

What is your approach to working for peace?

Our approach and our method for bringing about peace is recognizing others rights, before claiming one's own rights. This way of seeing things leads to dialogue and helps to build the basis of esteem and friendship that precede peace. We believe that it is a model based on the Gospel. This is why it workd. When there are two groups or communities in conflict, we tell each one to first recognize the rights of the other and then their own. If we applied this to conflicts in other parts of India and the world, many tensions would be relieved and conflicts resolved.

Is it possible to evangelize in the Northeast?

Yes. The mission is going well. We help many tribal communities understand that many Christian values are already present in their culture. On this ground, it is easy to evangelize, announce Christ's presence. Their ears and hearts are very open and willing to receive the “Good News.” The Catholic Church is appreciated in all it does, for its work in peace-keeping, for aid in development, for education and charity, for its closeness to the various communities. Thus, we continue building up credibility and the people are grateful for all we do.

How do you view the region's future?

I am an optimist in the future of Northeastern India, because there are many working for its good. An important sign of hope has been the establishment of the Catholic University of Guwahati (see Fides 19/12/2008), the first in all India. Our hope is very much placed in our future generations, who will be able to offer a bit of newness and a new vision on the social reality, building the future on the basis of dialogue, respect, and peaceful coexistence. Many Catholic religious congregations are working to educate the youth and this is very important in the region's future. I see a new face for the future of Northeastern India, not only in terms of tensions and conflicts, but in terms of development, education, and peaceful coexistence.

As a person committed to peace, how do you view the violence of Hindu extremist groups against Christians, in other Indian states?

I think that the small groups of Hindu extremists – such as those who have committed the recent acts of anti-Christian violence – are bound to exist. Our task, therefore, is to win the confidence and support of the other Hindu leaders and faithful, who are the vast majority in the country. This is the key to ending the violence: let the authentic Hindu believers themselves be the ones to marginalize the extremists. The true Hindus are moderate and balanced and reject violence. We should establish relationship with them. They are working for a country that is open, tolerant, and democratic. Also, recent regional elections have led to the penalization of several radical groups, which confirms this conviction. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

VATICAN - AVE MARIA Mgr. Luciano Alimandi - Drawn towards Jesus

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The next day as John stood there again with two of his disciples, Jesus went past, and John looked towards him and said, 'Look, there is the lamb of God.' And the two disciples heard what he said and followed Jesus.” (Jn 1, 35-37). The figure of John the Baptist returns several times in the Gospel, at crucial moments in the life of Jesus and the 'fledgling' Church. John is the Precursor, from the beginning, from the instant when, still in the womb of his mother Elizabeth, when the Virgin Mary arrives he rejoices at the presence of the Messiah (cfr. Lc 1, 44). 

John the Baptist points Him out to his disciples after the Baptism in the River Jordan, when the heavens open and the Holy Spirit descends on Him in the form of a dove (cfr. Mk 1, 10). He presents him with that exclamation which is still heard in churches all over the world during Mass when the priest presents the Holy Eucharist to the faithful and says: “behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world ”. 

These were the words of the Precursor who continues through the centuries his unique mission: to prepare souls for the encounter with Jesus, the bridegroom! He says he is “the bridegroom's friend, who stands there and listens to him, is filled with joy at the bridegroom's voice.” (Jn 3, 29). That joyful exclamation caused a quiver of joy within the souls of the first two disciples of Jesus, formerly disciples of great John: when “the two disciples heard what he said.” (Jn 1, 37) they found the strength to follow Jesus. 

Those were the first steps behind the Divine Master, and many more were to follow. The first steps are always decisive in the story of a vocation! Andrew and John, without that “push”, would never have left their “shell”, they would never have had the marvellous experience of those years, learning to become like Jesus, the true and only goal of every call to follow Him. It was the Baptist's love for Jesus which put them on the path to holiness. There is always some special person, often another priest, at the beginning of a call to the priesthood!

It was that love which gave Jesus his first disciples “What do you want”? Were the first words Jesus addressed to them when he saw them following Him. The reply came quickly but it was awkward: “Master, where do you live”? And so Jesus drew them to Him for ever: “come and see” (cfr. Jn 1, 38-39). 

The origin of that vocational path was the Baptist's love for Jesus. That day they too learned to contemplate him. They learned to love Him with all their heart. When we love someone we look at them with tenderness: as a mother looks at her child, only a mother can look in this way; like a bridegroom who looks at his bride, he alone looks at her in this way! 

We are all called to fall in love with Jesus. This is the vocation of all those chosen to "represent" Jesus; not only at Mass, when we show to everyone the Body and Blood of Christ, after the consecration, not only when we preach and announce Him, we must also present Him with our life. Only if we truly love Him, can we follow Him. 

Often a call to follow Jesus is prompted by the example of looking with love at Jesus, of a heart set on Him, a captivating word flowing from the abundance of sincere love for Him. Blessed are those able to speak in this way and blessed are those who listen! 

Without this example, there can be no real vocation pastoral, no authentic evangelisation because the Lord has bound himself to our love. He wanted to need us, to achieve his plan of salvation he wanted human coooperation with his grace. Cooperation means loving Him with all our heart, mind and strength and loving others with this same love!

We see this in an exemplary way in the vocation of the Blessed Virgin Mary: the incarnation of the Word of God could only happen with her “behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord”. And she became our Mother by order of grace. The title “Mother of humanity” is not simply honorary, it expresses one of the most beautiful truths of our Christian faith: the unconditioned self-giving of the humble handmaid of the Lord to the plan of salvation, made possible all our personal and community giving, even that of John the Baptist! 

So we can say that those words of “Behold the Lamb of God”, before they were said by John, must have been said so many times by the Virgin Mary in the depth of her heart. Before all of us, Tthat immaculate heart received and cared for the Son of God in order to give Him to the world, as she gave Him to Elisabeth, Zaccariah and the little John the Baptist. She continues to give Him to each of us, teaching us to welcome as she did: with total humility and love in order to offer Him to others. (Agenzia Fides 21/1/2009; righe 58, parole 827)

EUROPE/BELGIUM - Interview with a missionary priest - from a Asian country … to Belgium

(correspondence from Belgium, Luca De Mata - 12)

Brussels (Agenzia Fides) - I arrived in Belgium a few days ago and, with the help of the local Caritas office, have already met immigrants of various nationalities. On Sunday I went to the ethnic market in a tunnel close to a railway station. Many the veiled young women. North African sounds and smells reach me before I even see the first stall. I want to talk with them. At a CD stall. “Original?” - I ask one of the two vendors. Surprisingly he replies in Italian: - “Certo!” turning the Lebanese up in volume. Many, many people around me. I insist: “ I don't speak Arab. Can you help me?” . He laughs and puts three CDs in a paper bag. “You like? And in the bag. I choose. Trust me.” I pay. Not very happy. My face betrays me. “You no trust me. But great.” 

I leave with the feeling that I was not in Europe. I was a tolerated stranger. “ You no trust me. But great.” What was great? The songs? The voice? The rhythm? Or his faith, his honesty, his talent for selling. I am in a car on my way to a monastery, and I ask my friend from the Nunciature who is accompanying me: “aren't you concerned about the presence of so many Muslims? So many veiled women. Everywhere”. He is silent: “The truth is that I come from a place where all women cover their heads and so I do not see what you see”. 

However it is a fact: Muslim immigration in Europe is increasing everywhere. Moderate and extremist. My interlocutor, a wise and travelled diplomat, skirts the issue. “You are concerned with a problem which is part of the migratory flow. A complex reality. People on the move are driven by basic needs, but also by a longing to reach places like this, where people are free to express their beliefs.” The car pulls up. We have arrived. From the porch we enter a large hall looking on to a magnificent garden. A priest welcomes us with a magnificent smile: “I know, I know all about you. You are investigating emigration and the problems it brings with it. I too am an immigrant here, although the earth was created by the Good Lord for everyone. I have lived here in Belgium for 24 years, the previous 32 I lived in Asia. When the war between Communists and the other side started I was in my third year of theology. The Communists arrived. I gave up my studies. I was sent to work in the fields. My bishop asked me and four others to take care of a parish in a very poor area. We grew crops to eat and to help the diocese. In 1976 the Communists asked me to work as a secretary for “Communist Youth”. In those times few people had any education at all. 

Ag. Fides: Father, in those conditions, how did you live your vocation, your work of evangelisation 

Vocation? In that period I gave up the Christian religion. Communist pressure was strong, and blackmailing against the Christian religion, the pope, the bishops and everything to do with Christianity. I gave in. Three years. I felt robbed of everything. Without the Christian faith my life was empty. I forced young men to work. I was an accomplice of mistruth. I spoke, but I knew my words were lies. We made promises, but we had nothing to promise. I left “Communist Youth” in 1979. About half way through the same year the Communists called me for another initiative a movement called “Basic Instruction for Illiterate Persons”.

Three times a week from eight in the evening I was available to teach people to read and write. The plan, good in itself, was unrealistic. Rather than to read and write, rural village people need to know how to survive, how to work the fields, and then, as if that is not enough, in the evenings care for the animals and the home. I spent the whole time alone. No one came. At the end of the year, for the exams, I asked children to come instead of adults. With fear and joy we announced that illiteracy in our village had been eradicated. But reality was totally different. I was disillusioned: there was no agreement between the aims of the regime and reality. In 1982 I resigned out of honesty and was immediately arrested. 

I was sent to a forced labour camp. I was suspected of being a spy because my family had gone abroad. I was forced to declare in public my disagreement with my parents and brothers and sisters. I promised loyalty to the Communist Party. They watched me every second. In the end I managed to leave the country. It was a long journey. I arrived in Belgium. Everything was so different: I was bewildered, empty handed. Four days after my arrival I came to this monastery where I was welcomed with charity and warmth. In 1985 deacon and in 1986 ordained a priest, today I am in charge of four parishes in Brussels.

Part of my experience as an emigrant, is the pain of cutting all ties with my roots, my mother tongue. The Lord knows every language but for us it is difficult to speak a foreign language, difficult to express feelings coming from the heart. The second experience concerns work. Here the mentality is quite different. For Asians things and ideas are related. Here relations are difficult. When I speak in public, in parishes, in churches, in front of a hundred or even three hundred people, I am always a foreigner. I am a yellow priest celebrating Mass for white people. For the whites it is just as difficult initially. 

But there is also enrichment. In my own family there are two religions. A Buddhist father and a Catholic mother. I grew up with these two realities. For example I teach meditation to eight year old children preparing for First Communion. Different cultural riches can help fill the void in a country where too much is produced and too much is consumed, and people have too little time for the spiritual life. Two of the priests working in my four parishes are from Congo, then we have a Rumanian, a Magyar, only one Belgian and myself, an Asian. Our team is international and we get on well with our parishioners who are not all Europeans, there are also Africans, Asians and people from other continents. 

Ag. Fides: A second and final question. Tell us about your life in this missionary community operating in the heart of Europe ?

I live in a community of friars from all over the planet. My superior is an Asian from Burma. The vice superior is Togolese. We have an American confrere in charge of formation for missionaries, a Congolese confrere as assistant parish priest, and so on. Coming from different countries, we share our different cultural riches. This situation, this stemming from different cultures, enables us to be open to others, to accept others. To communicate we must either learn French, or each use our own language. Obviously sharing our different foods, ideas etc,. is also mutual enrichment. The same is true for liturgy, individual prayer, spiritual life: every friar has something to contribute to community life. (from Brussels, Luca De Mata) (12 - to be continued) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009; righe 84, parole 1227)

OCEANIA/FIJI ISLANDS - “The new technologies are helping to break the isolation and foster communion”: Agenzia Fides interviews Fr. Roger McCarrick, Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Bishops' Conference (CEPAC)

Suva (Agenzia Fides) – Communion, sharing, cooperation, in spite of the isolation, thanks to the new forms of media and technology...this is the depiction of the Church in the Pacific Islands made by Fr. Roger McCarrick, SM in an interview with Agenzia Fides. Fr. McCarrick is the Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Bishops' Conference (CEPAC) and Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies for the Pacific Islands. 

In his interview, he mentions the efficiency of the new modern means of communication, in accord with what the Holy Father Benedict XVI mentioned in his Message for the 43rd World Communications Day.

What is the main challenge for the Church in the Pacific area?

The main challenge for the Church in CEPAC is certainly isolation of the various local Churches (thousands of sea miles) and trying to establish communion and cooperation among the carious communities and territories. Our Bishops' Conference extends from Pitcairn in the extreme East of Tahiti right across the equator and across the international dateline to the Northern Marianas off the Philippines. It extends from Christmas Island, situated South of Hawaii, to New Caledonia. It is a vast area. Travel from one island to another by plane is expensive and complicated. Ordinary mail is still slow and unreliable. Today, the new technologies like the Internet and e-mail are of great help in overcoming the geographic boundaries and in order to communicate and become an authentic “communion of communities.”

Could you give us an overall picture of the Catholic community in the Pacific? 

Dioceses and bishops: We have 14 dioceses, namely: Agana (Guam), Caroline Islands, Chalan Kanoa (Northern Marianas), Noumea (New Caledonia), Papeete (Tahiti), Port Vila (Vanuatu), Rarotonga (Cook Islands), Apia (Western Samoa), Pago Pago (American Samoa), Suva (Fiji Islands), Taiohae (Tahiti), Tarawa (Kiribati), Tonga, and Wallis and Futuna. There is one Vicariate Apostolic, that is Marshall Islands, and 2 Missio sui Juris, namely Tokelau and Funafuti (Tuvalu). We have Ordinaries in 13 dioceses and three retired bishops. The bishop of Port Vila died last year and has not been replaced but the archbishop of Noumea has been appointed as Apostolic Administrator. 

Catholic Population. As of last statistics (over ten years ago) there were 725,420 Catholics, but that is surely over 800,000 now. This is about one fifth to one quarter of the population of all these countries, although in some cases the large majority is Catholic.

By last count we had 473 Priests (about 190 of them belong to religious orders), 170 Permanent deacons, 789 Sisters, 173 Brothers, and 153 Major Seminarians.

What are the pastoral priorities for the Church in Oceania?

The bishops of CEPAC see ongoing evangelization and education of priests and people as their priorities. Down through the years they have maintained schools, primary and secondary, for the education of people. Over the past fifty years tertiary institutions have been established. These were seminaries, teacher training colleges and catechist training colleges. These have functioned well so that now we have the majority of our priests, Sisters, teachers and catechists who have been formed here in these islands. Some have now finished their training and are principals or rectors of these institutions. They are now attempting to face the challenges of the 21st century which are beginning to hit the cultures of the Pacific. 

Are there many vocations to the priesthood and religious life?

Since missionaries arrived here, so far vocations to the priesthood and religious life are being given in abundance. For the most part the Catholic faith is truly inculturated and today, we are collecting the spiritual fruits. Much remains to be done in facing up to the problems arising from the lack of faith and materialism of the western world which have infected these cultures as well as cleansing the non-Christian practices which still remain from pagan times. But, we are hopeful and we feel that God is blessing the Pacific. 

How is the work of evangelization going? Is there an active laity?

Lay Catholics have always had an important role in the Church. In some islands and even groups of islands there are no priests. Sisters, Brothers or catechists give instruction, lead paraliturgies, provide counseling, and, in recent times lead, organize Bible courses and prayer groups. Yet, by God's grace, the faith continues to grow.

What has World Youth Day 2008 brought to the local Churches in the Pacific?

WYD has been an historic moment and a wonderful experience. Young people from ALL the territories went to Sydney and they were delighted. Some them left their little island for the first time in their life. They returned transformed by the experience. Young people now are infecting the adults with their enthusiasm.

Just going to Sydney was the fulfillment of a dream for many of the youths and the experience of meeting other Catholic youths from all parts of the world was enriching and just wonderful. They are still talking about it. WYD gave a boost to the Youth Ministry (which just began a few years ago) and it is now progressing with zeal and joy.

What is the specific role of the Pontifical Mission Societies in the Pacific?

To help animate children, youths and adults so that they can fully participate in the life of the Church and then take their place as evangelizers here in the Pacific and in any other country where the Lord calls them. Our dioceses depend on the help and support given by the PMS. Without that help life would be much more difficult here. But our people also contribute very generously indeed to the support of the whole Church. We are not just a receiving Church but also a praying and contributing Church. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

AFRICA/MADAGASCAR - “We're trying to avoid the worst,” one local Church source from Antananarivo tells Fides, after yesterday's chaos

Antananarivo (Agenzia Fides) - “The situation is extremely tense, but we are still hopeful of finding a peaceful solution to the crisis,” Agenzia Fides was told by local Church sources in Antananarivo, the capital of Madagascar, where there were clashes yesterday (January 26) between police and supporters of the mayor (Andry Rajoelina), a political opponent of President Marc Ravalomanana. 

“Today, as well, the police have sprayed tear gas on participants in a demonstration in the capital. However, the situation is a bit more tranquil. The city has been deserted. The schools and offices and businesses have remained closed. The mayor came out in person to address his supporters, asking them to end the protest,” Fides sources said. Our source has wished to remain anonymous for security reasons.

“The international community has made a mediation effort between the President and the mayor of Antananarivo, as has the Catholic Church and the Ecumenical Forum that includes the main Christian Churches, all working in favor of peace and reconciliation,” our source added. “There are signs of hope for talks; President Ravalomanana has in fact left the door open for talks, launching an appeal for dialogue.”

The riots broke out on the first day in which the opposition went on strike to protest the government decision to close “TV Viva,” owned by Mayor Rajoelina. The government had imposed the closing of the television last December, after it aired a program with the President in exile, Didier Ratsiraka, speaking. 

The protesters sacked and destroyed businesses and set fire to the national television and President Ravalomanana's property, which also holds a radio, two newspapers, a construction company, and one of the most important food associations in the country. The crowd also broke into the city jail and freed three young men arrested just hours beforehand for attacking government buildings. “Among the crowd were those who simply wanted an excuse to damage businesses and warehouses of the Tiko chain, owned by Ravalomanana. In other cities, as well, there were also signs of sacking,” our source added. According to police headquarters, two persons were found dead as a result of yesterday's chaos.

In the meantime, “Radio Viva” (the radio station that also belongs to Rajoelina), is once again on the air, after having gone off-air yesterday. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 27/1/2009)

VATICAN - WORDS OF DOCTRINE: Rev Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello - Revocation of excommunication: an act of real ecumenism.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The Holy Father Benedict XVI expressed a wish in a Letter which accompanied the Motu proprio “Summorum Pontificum”, addressed to the Catholic bishops of the world, on 7 July 2007: “ It is a matter of coming to an interior reconciliation in the heart of the Church. Looking back over the past, to the divisions which in the course of the centuries have rent the Body of Christ, one continually has the impression that, at critical moments when divisions were coming about, not enough was done by the Church’s leaders to maintain or regain reconciliation and unity. One has the impression that omissions on the part of the Church have had their share of blame for the fact that these divisions were able to harden. This glance at the past imposes an obligation on us today: to make every effort to enable for all those who truly desire unity to remain in that unity or to attain it anew. ” .

Now, following various meetings between the Pope and officials of the Roman Curia, and Bishop Bernard Fellay, superior general of the Pius X Society, we have the result: the revocation of the excommunication on the four bishops ordained by Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre in 1988 without pontifical mandate.

The Holy Father Benedict XVI did this with the authority to bind and to loose, - the “power of the keys ” – which the Lord gave to Saint Peter and his Successors in the Church. This is part of the Church's mission or “oikonomia”. Therefore this gesture towards the Saint Pius X Fraternity of priests, was analogous to the gesture Paul VI made towards Orthodox Christians on 7 December 1965: excommunication is revoked to foster reconciliation in charity.

The presupposition is given by the fundamental unity of faith, which persisted despite the schismatic ordination of bishops. Moreover, it was agreed that there are no substantial doctrinal differences and that Vatican II, and its decrees signed also by Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre, cannot be separated from the whole of Church Tradition. Marginal errors must be tolerated and corrected with a spirit of understanding. Through the working of the Holy Spirit, old or more recent divergences must be healed by means of purification of hearts, the ability to forgive and the will to overcome these divergences once and for all. 

Very often in the past, anathema were revoked without any formal act, but simply with reciprocal acceptance of the parties in conflict. Today this step is clearly indispensable on the path towards Christian unity. The abrogation of excommunication is therefore, an “act of charity”.

In a letter to the S. Pius X Society, the Society's superior general Bishop Bernard Fellay wrote that the gesture was a fruit of ardent praying of the Rosary to Our Lady of Lourdes, and he reaffirmed faith in the Roman Catholic Church and obedience to the Pope.

Above all it is necessary to reflect on the fact that the itinerary which led to the revocation of the excommunication is pleasing to God who forgives us when we forgive one another; in this Gospel spirit, it cannot fail to be appreciated by all true Catholics all over the world as an expression of reconciliation and a call to continue, in reciprocal charity, dialogue which will lead, with God's grace, to the full communion of faith, fraternal harmony and sacramental life which existed before the schism.

May 'political' interpretations of the ecclesial community which aim only to divide the Body of Christ into traditional and progressive be put aside once and for all. Let us leave this to the world. We belong to Christ. Do we not seek dialogue and reconciliation? Or are we only ecumenical alternately? (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009; righe 49, parole 598)
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