Message on Pope Benedict XVI, Message for World Mission Sunday 2011 

It is 85 years since Pope Pius XI, often called the missionary Pope, took the wonderful initiative of holding the first World Mission Sunday Collection. He is also the author of the missionary encyclical “Rerum Ecclessiae” in which he affirmed that “the Church has no other reason for existence than, by developing the Kingdom of Christ on earth, to make mankind participate in the effects of His saving Redemption”. Eighty five years later, Pope Benedict in his message;  “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (Jn 20:21) for World Mission Sunday,2011 (organized by the Pontifical Society of the Propagation of the Faith), returns to the theme of “participation” of all and in this year’s Message he says that “the universal mission involves all, everything and always. “The universal mission involves all, everything and always.”  I cannot help but think of the joy and spiritual dynamism that this “participation in the effects of His saving Redemption”, would mean, if it was properly understood by our local Church communities today. Pope Benedict, asks us to discover this experience, when he puts the onus for missionary co participation on each of us as he insists that “the Gospel is not an exclusive good of the one who has received it, but is a gift to be shared…And this gift-commitment is entrusted not only to a few, but to all the baptized…”. 


While in 1926, the Pope Pius XI saw it as his sacred duty as “Chief Shepard” to “strive” so that all mankind might join the “Fold” (RE.1), nevertheless like this years Message, he also puts the spotlight on all of us because he says that “the faithful be brought to understand with what zeal and constancy in prayer, and with what generosity they too must cooperate in the work which is holy and fruitful” (RE 3). Today, Pope Benedict’s call is very clear as he invites us all to share the common responsibility  of our faith which is a “gift-commitment”, entrusted to us to be shared with others so that we may bring them into the experience and joy of the Kingdom. This is the responsibility of each local Church and every baptized person and like many of his predecessors before him, the Holy Fathers insists that every ecclesiastical community and institution should be involved proactively in missionary activity by showing their interest in it and by encouraging partnership and solidarity. It means that by our baptism, we are called or missioned to participate in the joyful experience of “the effects of saving Redemption”. If this was properly understood, our missionary interest or  activity would not be something sporadic or an optional extra of our daily lives as a Christians, but it would be a constant calling and creative challenge to us to give witness. 

That is why Mission Sunday on October 23rd,  gives us this wonderful opportunity to get involved, as it is a day set aside for Catholics worldwide to recommit themselves to the Church's missionary activity through prayer and sacrifice. It gives us the chance as a local ecclesial community to discover the theological and ecclesiological implications of missionary activity as well as giving us the opportunity to discuss the missionary challenges of today in a ever more complex world. 

On a Personal Level: 

This participation is offered to us as a personal challenge by the Holy Father in what he calls humanity’s ongoing search for meaning for the fullness of life: The Message implicates that this search is dynamic and it is of vital importance to our faith which is only “ strengthened by giving it”. This is  important for us as Catholics and it is on that journey of our missionary activity that we experiences  in a special way,  the existence of God's love in the Trinity, as an overflowing fountain of life giving love who invites mankind to participate in the fullness of Life and Love. (AG2). This  participation which is entrusted to us by God and the Church, is full of spiritual dynamism which becomes part of the newness and creativeness of our own spiritual journey. It helps us to beyond ourselves and walk in faith with the other in attitudes of respect, love and solidarity and we “ will see greater things than that.” (Jn.1,50). Thus, missionaries proclaim a Word that does not belong to them, because it belongs to God. They announce the future of God for humanity, based on the promises of God, and not in their own capacities. Thus, "the first means of evangelization is the witness of an authentically Christian life" (EN, 41) when Christians proclaim the life, death and resurrection of Jesus as the Good News that gives meaning to human existence.  Then, like Paul we begin to discover and experience the joy that “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2,20). The Message says that missionary activity  “reinforces the faith and Christian identity” of each one of us because, it is on that ongoing journey  in the service of others that we find reasons for our faith. The Holy Father calls this the "most precious service that the Church can render to humanity".  That is why we are asked  "to give everything we have got and to ceaselessly proclaim the gospel to all and to every person” 

There is also a social dynamism here as our participation leads us to creative and social interaction. This “also falls within the mission of the Church. Proclaiming the Gospel, she takes seriously human life in the full sense. It is unacceptable, reaffirmed the Servant of God Paul VI, that in evangelization subjects are neglected that refer to human promotion, justice, liberation from every form of oppression, obviously in respect of the autonomy of the political sphere. To be indifferent to the temporal problems of humanity would mean "to forget the lesson which comes to us from the Gospel concerning love of our neighbour who is suffering and in need" (E N. 31)”. For example, recently in Africa, as everyone knows, the fiftieth nation was born, South Sudan. It is at moments like this when we need to  express our affection and our friendship. Many of the protagonist of a brighter future have been touched by our missionaries as there are also many other various and distressful situations  that afflict the world that we read about every day such as what is happening in the Horn of East Africa where famine, the worst in the last sixty years, affects at least eleven million people.  We need to do everything possible to bring help to these people in their rural villages and cities. As a Church, we cannot abandon these our brothers and sisters as much of Africa is now subject to many difficulties as she faces a future of possible freedom and progress. Christian missionaries are there and in many cases they are working in situations that are not easy such as we heard testimony of this year at our Superior Council meeting in May when we listed to the voice of hope of our PMS National Directors of Lebanon, Jordan,  Syria and other North African countries speak of their work. These men, and many other missionaries, who work in isolated outlets of small Christian communities,  ring out musical sounds of hope to their people when they sound their church bells to remind all of us that they too,  call their people, on our behalf,  into a fraternal community of universal solidarity.   

On a Ecclesial Level 
  
The missionary dimension of the Church is essential as it is the "the universal sacrament of salvation" (LG 48; AG 1). and, this understanding is of vital importance for our local Church community’s vision and pastoral activity.  It must always be present as it is part of the continued search because "mission renews the Church”.  It therefore should not be considered as one of the many of the many pastoral activities but the matrix of our being Church. Missionary participation “gives new enthusiasm and new motivations” to those involved and it is up to the pastor in the local parish to invite the creative participation of the community that motivates and  to share their experiences and reflections. This creates the appropriate environment that encourages community  and it helps it to become aware of its ability to bear witness to what it believes by leading a life consistent with the values of the Gospel message. To participate actively in the Church’s missionary activity and cooperation in the evangelizing work cannot be limited to particular people or to particular moments or occasions because it “vivifies the Church, her fervour, her apostolic spirit". By becoming part of the bigger picture of the universal needs and missionary drive, the local community attempts to answer questions that affect all of humanity. In going beyond its own boundaries, it  too will find new life in the experience. “Consequently, she can never be shut-in on herself. She roots herself in certain places in order to go beyond. Her action, in adherence to the word of Christ and under the influence of His grace and of His charity, is made fully and actually present to all men and to all peoples to lead them to faith in Christ (AG,5)”. 

Therefore it is informed pastoral leadership and example that opens up possibilities for many faithful who out of “holy generosity” support the Church in the world as it faces the many challenges of evangelization.  It is in fraternal encouragement, that bishops, priests and religious lead the local Church community to even greater solidarity and sacrifice to meet the increasing and urgent needs of the missio ad gentes and inter gentes. The important thing is to motivate others to know Jesus Christ and Kingdom values so as to give witness to a fuller meaning to life, despite the experience of difficulties and pain. We become more church, when we go out of our local Church’s community buildings on mission, doing good and being diligent and honest in our places of work, dealing in love with those who are in our care, sharing our resources with the needy and engaging ourselves in social justice, etc. 

The Collection: 

The collection is part of this sharing of resources and the offerings collected on World Mission Sunday are destined for a common fund of solidarity distributed, in the Holy Father's name, by the Society for the Propagation of the Faith among the missions and missionaries of the entire world. In the early Church, Christians were recognized as people of solidarity, disciples of Him (Jn ,14:6) and today we too can share this experience with others by giving concrete reasons for the hope that encourages them.(Pt 3, 15). Recently on a visit to a poor Catholic Diocese  in northern Nigeria, I was able to tell the local community, who’s chapel had been burnt down in an arson attack, that they were not alone as they would be part of our solidarity of this year’s Mission Sunday Collection. As they smiled and clapped and I could feel the power of Christian hope that the widow’s mite (Lk, 21,3) offers to the poor. 

Every year the needs of the Catholic Church in the Missions grow - as new dioceses are formed, about 1,100 at this time - receive their regular annual assistance from the funds that we offer. In addition, these mission dioceses submit requests to the Society for the Propagation of the Faith for assistance. Among other needs, these funds go to help catechetical programmes, the work of Religious Communities, seminaries, communication and transportation needs, building of chapels, churches in poor areas and in places devastated by war or natural disasters. The Collection is the most significant way to show solidarity towards persecuted Christians in various countries where churches are shut down or demolished because they are considered unauthorized, and  the civil authorities impose the closure and suspension of all activities. That is why the involvement and commitment of Catholics from around the world is so urgently needed and the offerings of each Catholic is combined with the offerings worldwide. Then the needs are matched with the funds available each year and the world's national directors of the Pontifical Mission Societies, vote on these requests, matching the funds available with the greatest needs every year in Rome and are then distributed, in their entirety, to mission dioceses throughout the world. 

Conclusion. 

Finally, our missionary activity needs to reach its  potential of its good for humanity. We must be more committed to pray so this purpose can be achieved. Our help and “holy generosity” (RE,3) has wider implication than we sometimes imagine. We can participate, thanks to the love of God as He invites us to take part the Church’s missionary activity. Our parish community, among other church institutions, is called to serve this Kingdom, and we are especially represented through the testimony and experience of missionaries who are called to build bridges between us and others in order to improve this world. Christian missionaries, who are often regarded as foreigners, arrive in a territory with much patience and love. They are prepared to overcome with loving tenderness the many obstacles and to respond with affirmative action and  fruitful dialogue so as to foster mutual understanding. In this activity, they socialize with the local population and initiate positive activities out of their awareness that they are part of the "most precious service that the Church can render to humanity".   
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