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Africa's first Institute of Missionary Religious

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - In the late 1960s two Comboni missionaries, Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi and Fr Giovanni Marengoni, founded the Institute of the Apostles of Jesus, Africa's very first institute of missionary religious. The bishop and the priest, experienced missionaries in Sudan, who had witnessed social and political upheaval in central and east Africa were convinced that in order to survive and grow the Catholic Church in Africa needed not only its own native born clergy but also its own African missionary religious. This conviction was inspired by the motto of the founder of their own Comboni Missionary Institute, Saint Daniele Comboni: “Saving Africa with Africans”.

In Sudan in 1964 the government, which had fallen into the hands of Islamic extremists, expelled all Christian missionaries and Bishop Mazzoldi and Fr Marengoni crossed the border into northern Uganda. During the journey the two men had time to discuss future plans and agreed, near the town of Morulem in the diocese of Moroto, to work together to found a new Institute. The first official step was a Letter dated 16 August 1967 addressed to the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples in which they explained the pastoral plan and asked for approval. 

Following official communication to the Holy See, Cardinal Gregorio Pietro Agagianian,  the then Prefect of Propaganda Fide, contacted the Bishops of Uganda asking their opinion about the foundation of an Institute of Missionary Religious. The answer was positive and the bishops expressed their consensus to the Holy See. On 3 May 1968 Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi, Ordinary of the diocese of Moroto, received a letter from Cardinal Agagianian giving permission to found the Institute. The letter read: “With this letter the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, having considered the purpose of the Institute and heard the favourable opinion of the Ugandan Hierarchy, grants you the authority to issue a decree of approval for the Institute in question as well as all the necessary faculties to achieve this task”.

On 25 May 1968 Bishop Mazzoldi issued the decree declaring the purpose of the new Institute in three points: to evangelise; to strengthen the Church in mission lands; to help local Churches grow and become self-supporting. The Congregation Propaganda Fide approved the Institute's Constitutions on 23 February 1970. The first seminary was opened on 22 August 1968 and that was the beginning of the new Institute. Later, the visits to Africa of Paul VI and John Paul II would confirm the intuition of those two Comboni missionaries. In 1969 on a visit to Uganda Paul VI said in his discourse in Kampala: “ Africans, the time has come for you to be your own missionaries! You must carry on the work of building up the Church on this continent ”. In 1980 in Nairobi (Kenya) John Paul II, urged Africans to be missionaries “not only in this country which is waiting for the Gospel, but further afield”. 

“The words of the two Pontiffs – said former Superior general, Fr Agustine Njuu AJ, in an interview with Fides – resounded as a blessing for our Institute, which was developing fast in those years. John Paul II encouraged the Apostles of Jesus at the Catholic University of Eastern Africa, in Nairobi, where our confreres prepared  and served at the Holy Mass he celebrated there”.

The two founders 

Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi MCCJ (1898-1987) 

Sisto Mazzoldi was born in Nago (Trent) 13 January 1898. He joined the Comboni Missionaries and at the age of 24 was ordained a priest. After a period of formation in the diocese of Trent he was sent on mission to Sudan, mainly to organise seminaries. He spent the next 57 years of his life in Africa. In 1950 he was appointed Prefect Apostolic of Bahr el-Gebel, in Sudan. The following year he was ordained Bishop of Lamus. His activity from then on was to guide and found new dioceses and he helped found no less than four religious Congregations: two Lay Institutes (the Sisters of the Sacred Heart and St. Martin de Porres Brothers, respectively in 1953 and in 1954, in Sudan) and together with Fr Giovanni Marengoni, the Apostles of Jesus (1968) and the Evangelising Sisters of Mary, Missionaries, in 1977, both in Uganda. For the Apostles of Jesus Mazzoldi himself, as Bishop of Moroto, approved the Constitutions examined by the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples. In 1980, at the end of his mandate, he stayed on as Bishop Emeritus of Moroto, where he died on 7 July 1987.    

Fr Giovanni Marengoni MCCJ (1922-2007) 

Fr Giovanni had the charisma of the founder and the formator of consecrated persons. In his free time he worked in direct apostolate in parishes and for other religious institutes, organising retreats, spiritual exercises, spiritual formation courses, conferences and he administered the Sacraments. Giovanni Marengoni was born at Trezzano Rosa, in the province of Milan, 18 January 1922. A novice in Venegono, where he made his first vows in 1940, he completed his formation in Verona, Rome and Rebbio. He was ordained a priest in 1946 and served as formator and professor at Rebbio Seminary. In 1952 he was sent on mission to Sudan, where he stayed for 12 years (1952-1964), at first at the missions of Rejaf and Kadulé and later at Okaru, as Rector of the seminary. After a year as Superior of the scholasticate in Venegono, he set out for Uganda, where he served for three years at Gulu Cathedral parish and then in 1968, moved to Moroto for 13 years as formator and superior general of the Apostles of Jesus. Fr Giovanni continued this responsibility (1978-1983) also when the Institute was transferred to Nairobi, in Kenya. In Uganda and in Kenya he spent his life nurturing the three Institutes he founded: the Apostles of Jesus, the Evangelising Sisters and the Contemplative Evangelisers. After a sabbatical year in Rome (1985-1986), Fr Giovanni lived for 16 years in Rongai, Kenya (1988-2004). In November 2006 he was admitted to hospital in Milan, where he died at the age of 85 on 27 July 2007, only hours after celebrating Mass for the repose of the soul of the deceased Bishop Mazzoldi. 

Charisma and Mission  

In articles 5 and 6 of the Constitutions of the Apostles of Jesus we read: “Our aim is missionary pastoral activity, activity to proclaim the Gospel and plant the Church among people and groups who do not yet believe in Christ and to help the Church to become fully developed wherever she has been planted. The privileged field for our activity is the whole of Africa, while not excluding the rest of the world ”. 

The Apostles of Jesus, the first African missionary congregation is an ecclesial reality of great vivacity with a special ability to adapt to different cultures and in forty years of existence it has spread and is now present on three continents. 

The task assigned to every member is to “persevere in perfect charity through the public exercise of evangelical vows of charity, poverty and obedience to the Church, and a life of sharing and brotherhood” (from article 3 of the Constitutions). Moreover “as a sign of witness to Christ and fidelity to spiritual values, to demonstrate the just order of values in every earthly activity (cf. GS. 72) we strive to give good example of prayer and perseverance in the true spirit of the Beatitudes” (n. 4). The Congregation made its own, the very mission which Christ entrusted to his Apostles to continue his ministry so that “they may have life and life in abundance” (Jn 10, 10). The aim of the Congregation is to build a new civilisation of love, justice and life all over the earth.

“Our priority –former Superior General Fr Augustine Njuu AJ told Fides in an interview  – is first and foremost evangelisation and pastoral animation of peoples that they may know the truth which saves. Through the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the first Apostles of Jesus, we strive to proclaim the Gospel of salvation to all men and women, from east Africa to the ends of the earth”. 

We read again in the Constitutions, in article 142: “As missionaries we contemplate Our Lord Jesus Christ, the first Missionary, Master, Model and Help for our apostolic task. Our programme is his commandment to go out into the whole world to bring salvation to all men and women. Our apostolic activity can be summarised in the words of Jesus: Go, teach and baptise ”. The Apostles of Jesus operate in full communion with the Pope and the bishops. At article 71 we read: “Deeply penetrated by the mystery of the Church we undertake our apostolate in union with the Church under the direction of the Hierarchy ”. This means cultivating “ filial dependence and obedience to the Holy Father, the Successor of St Peter, on whom Jesus Christ founded his Church” (n. 71). In everything which concerns caring for souls, public exercise of divine worship and the apostolic activities, the members are under the authority of the local Bishop. Following the teaching of Vatican II, the missionaries are prudent cooperators with the order bishops (cf. LG 28), with the diocesan clergy and with the different religious communities.

With regard to the tasks entrusted to the Institute by the local diocesan bishop, every mission is prepared with a visit to the place and a written agreement is stipulated between the bishop and the superior general with the consensus of the latter's Council. The agreement establishes the type of work to be assigned to the missionaries, the financial resources for their living expenses and the length of the assignment (CJC 681,2). In view of the stability and effectiveness of the missions, the established minimum period of three years can be extended.

The missionary apostolate consists in a series of activities: evangelisation; opening new parishes, helping local Churches grow and gradually become self-supporting; organising retreats and ongoing formation for the faithful all states of life; promoting vocations to the priesthood and the religious life; running specialisation centres for catechists and lay Apostles; promoting interreligious dialogue and ecumenism; fostering devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and to the Immaculate Heart of Mary and to Saint Joseph (a shrine has been built in Nairobi to promote these devotions); cooperating for the development of peoples and to solve social problems, running programmes to help poor children and orphans.

“The charisma of Apostles of Jesus – said Fr Augustine Njuu AJ – is to imitate the Heart of Jesus and be good shepherds, promoting unity among the people of God, serving the poor, preaching the Gospel with zeal, pastoral service, and lastly, living faithfully the religious missionary life. The Apostles – he continues – base their charisma on the first Twelve Apostles, committing themselves to the same mission, being friends of Jesus and servants of the Gospel, proclaiming to non Christians the infinite treasure of Christ”. Moreover “they bear witness to His resurrection by leading a totally new life transformed by the Holy Spirit”. 

Devotion to the Sacred heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary is an important aspect of spirituality for every member. The Institute is consecrated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, special devotion is also given to St Joseph the Worker, the Lord's Apostles and the Ugandan Martyrs. The spiritual life of the confreres includes the Liturgy of the Hours, meditation, examination of conscience, spiritual reading, including the lives of the Saints, the recitation of the Rosary, frequent Confession, monthly and annual retreats and the celebration of the first Friday and first Saturday of the month. A spirituality of communion sustains community life (the rule demands that every community shall be composed of at least three members, as far as possible), this is seen as a means of intellectual and spiritual growth. The religious live in houses assigned to them and every move is made with explicit permission from the superior.
The members of the Institute wear a simple white cassock and yellow sash and a crucifix around the neck. 

Many African bishops have expressed esteem for the Apostles of Jesus and the hope that they may  help to evangelise the whole of Africa and the world. Through the years appreciation has also been expressed by various offices of the Roman Curia. On the occasion of the First Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa, held in Rome 1994, in the Lineamenta the secretary general of the Synod of Bishops recalled “the missionary Institute of the Apostles of Jesus, the first of its kind in Africa, was founded to proclaim the Gospel to non Christians and engage in pastoral work in areas in need” (the Institute's female branch was also mentioned). Moreover in its Annual Report 1991, the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, of which the prefect at the time was Cardinal Jozef Tomko, expressed "special appreciation for the generous contribution which the Apostles of Jesus are making to the missionary cause in twenty different dioceses in Africa”.

“Being an African religious missionary family– Fr Augustine Njuu told Fides – means shouldering new responsibilities for the growth of the Church in Africa. When we go abroad our relations with the Church in Europe or North America are based on mutual enrichment and collaboration. In Africa of course the challenges are different. We work first of all to promote unity and brotherhood among all African peoples. Mission in Africa is a challenge to cultural closure, to antagonist visions among peoples who are brothers and sisters. With regard to the West, despite a diversity of cultures, we feel profoundly united in our common Christian roots. I think that mission in the future will see Africa working with its own resources, but it would be mistaken to see in this a process of emancipation from the western Churches. Mission will always be a bridge between cultures and activity in communion with all the local Churches ”.

The Institute's structure and administration 

The supreme authority of the Institute is normally represented by the Superior General and his Council, and exceptionally by the General Chapter. According to the Constitutions (recently revised) regional delegates elect a Superior General and a General Council for a six year mandate and both can be elected for a second mandate. The Institute's General House the financial and administration offices and the secretariat, in Nairobi, Kenya, is the residence of the Superior General and the Council.

Hierarchically the general administration is followed by the provincial administration, then by the district administration and then that of the individual communities. Due to a growth in the numbers of members and institutions, to ensure efficient government, the general chapter is divided administration in four regions: Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, USA. Each region reports to a regional superior and two counsellors elected by regional members and approved by the general council. Each region in turn is divided into zones under the guidance of a zone coordinator and assistants elected by zone members and approved by the general council. The zone coordinators send reports to the regional administration, which in turn shares the information with the general superior and the general council at periodical meetings. 

On 14 February 2008 the regional delegates elected as the fifth superior general, Fr Speratus Kamanzi AJ, to succeed Fr Augustine R. Njuu AJ, who had been in charge of the Congregation for six years. After the election on 19 February the delegates, priests, seminarians and the Evangelising Sisters of Mary took part in a Mass of thanksgiving at the shrine of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary at Langata The Mass was presided by Bishop David Kamau auxiliary of Nairobi. It was a celebration of encounter and communion which marked a year of celebrations for the 40th anniversary of foundation.

Five General Superiors in the history of the Apostles of Jesus:

14 February 2008: Fr Speratus Kamanzi AJ (Tanzania);

2002 - 2008: Fr Augustine R. Njuu AJ (Tanzania);

1996 - 2002: Fr Silvester Ruwamukube AJ (Uganda):

1990 - 1996: Fr Thomas Oliha AJ (Sudan);

1984 - 1990: John Masawe AJ (Tanzania);

1968 - 1983: Fr Giovanni Marengoni MCCJ.     

Apostolic Communities in the world and statistics

The Apostles of Jesus are present in various parishes and dioceses in Africa, Europe and the United States of America. Today there are more than 60 communities in 30 diocese in Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Sudan, South Africa, Botswana, Ethiopia.

Institution which belong to the Apostles of Jesus: 

Casa Mazzoldi, General House, Nairobi, Kenya;          

Scholasticate (philosophy and Theology), Nairobi, Kenya;          

Youth Technical Institute, Nairobi, Kenya;          

Novitiate Uruthyru, diocese of Meru, Kenya;         

Renewal Centre, Tengeru, archdiocese of Arusha, Tanzania;          

Kirserian Youth Seminary, diocese of Ngong, Kenya; 

Uru Minor Seminary, diocese of Moshi, Tanzania; 

Moroto Minor Seminary, diocese of Moroto, Uganda; 

Bukinda Minor Seminary, diocese of Kabale, Uganda; 

Rejaf Minor Seminary, Juba, Sudan; 

Nsambya House, archdiocese of Kampala, Uganda; 

Development Office, Catasauqua, PA, USA; 

Mission Offices, Shenandoah & Northampton, PA, USA.  

The presence of the Apostles of Jesus is especially numerous in the United States where 50 AJs are distributed in 18 States and 24 dioceses: Alexandria (LA), Allentown (PA), Arlington (VA), Baker (OR), Camden (NJ), Cleveland (OH), Harrisburg (PA), Knoxville (TN), Manchester (NH), New York (NY), Oklahoma (OK), Peoria (IL), Phoenix (AZ), Pittsburgh (PA), Portland (ME), Portland (OR), Seattle (WA) and St. Petersburg (FL). The Apostles serve as parish priests, assistant priests, chaplains in hospitals or colleges and some are studying at university.

“In the United States – Fr Njuu told Fides – we come into contact with a culture which is totally different from culture in Africa, galloping secularisation comes as a shock. Then extreme freedom of opinion on matters such as religion and morals, forces us to be more aware of our faith and our mission in this context”. The first apostolic zone in the US consisting of five missionaries was established in 1996, when the newly elected Superior General Fr Silvester Ruwamukube AJ, was invited to a Conference on the Apostles of Jesus in New York. Later in 2004, the Zone was elevated to the rank of Region by Fr Augustine Njuu, new Superior general of the Institute. It comprised 41 missionaries distributed in 16 dioceses. 

Besides the United States, the Apostles of Jesus are also present in Italy for university studies and in the United Kingdom where they are appreciated helpers in parishes with many immigrants.

Today, forty years since its foundation, the Institute has 367 priests, and 10 lay brothers. With regard to major seminaries, there are 22 novices and 138 students of philosophy and theology. Some 800 boys attend minor seminaries. 

Pastoral activity, development programmes and assistance

The Apostles of Jesus work especially with poor, hungry and homeless children. In Africa besides pastoral work they also run programmes of assistance for children.

AIDS Ministry programme involves clergy and laity to combat the dramatic spread of AIDS in the Ngong Hills area, in Kenya. The members of the Congregation work with the local community and AIDS Service Organisation, whose members are of different religions. AJAM (Apostles of Jesus AIDS Ministry) works in close contact with the local people. It includes listening, prevention and awareness building activity, medical support and information-sharing with other organisations. The Apostles care for about 200 children suffering from AIDS providing clean water, food, clothing, instruction, medical visits, medicines. 

The Apostles also run the Queen of Apostles Medical Centre, in Nakasete, Uganda which cares for the poor 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Given its non stop service it is always in need of medicines and medical apparatus. At Nsambya Hostel, in Kampala, Uganda, they offer accommodation  to religious and foreigners.

Rejaf Seminary in Sudan, destroyed in the civil war, has been rebuilt. The Apostles had the area cleared of anti-personnel land mines and the centre is now active again. Uru Seminary, near Kilimanjaro Mountain, has 231 students and is one of the best in the country. The Minor Seminary of Kiserian, in Kenya, offers studies also in science and mathematics. The Seminary of Langata, Kenya, is a fundamental lap for all seminarians. The seminary library, used by the local community and local school pupils, will soon be equipped with computers and e-books. A new dormitory building is under construction. The Shrine of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary in Nairobi, with perpetual Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, catechetical formation and spiritual retreats, draws many pilgrimages.    

In Tanzania St. James School is under construction, and in Nairobi a Youth Technical  School run by the Apostles offers courses in computer skills, mechanics and carpentry. Star High School, opened in 2007, prepares students – as one of them explains – to become “good citizens of the Kingdom of God”. The school is so popular that it is building an extension for more dormitories and a larger refectory. Close to the school the Apostles are building a farm, a library and a shop which will serve the pupils and teachers and also for economic development of the area. In Nairobi the Apostles are building a Memorial Hall dedicated to the visit of John Paul II, who left a generous donation. Besides being a meeting place for young people Memorial Hall will host spiritual retreats and educational programmes.

In Arusha, in Tanzania, the Apostles run Tengeru Coffee Farm which funds local programmes including a retreat house and a hostel. In Kampala, Uganda, Lima Farm which keeps bees and raises cattle, helps fund two schools and a feeding programme for orphaned children. In rural parts of Uganda hunger is always a threat and Lima Farm run by Fr Anacletus Mugabe and the Apostles of Jesus aims to improve the tragic destiny of the local people. It provides basic food including milk, and offers local families farming courses on how to cultivate a variety of seeds which they take back to their own villages. The families are assisted for two months until the new crops provide enough to feed the children. The farm also runs a project which distributes clean water.  

The Evangelising Sisters of Mary, female branch

In 1974 Fr John Massawe, a young African priest from Tanzania, wrote to Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi, who had just founded in Uganda the Apostles of Jesus, asking to be admitted to the new Congregation (later he was to be the first Superior General after Fr Marengoni). His letter had a post script: fourteen young women of the parish of Moshi (Tanzania) wished to come with him and be missionary sisters. 

Bishop Mazzoldi suggested they should apply to other religions institutes, but soon it became clear that there were no missionary institutes of women religious in Africa. Bishop Mazzoldi sent the fourteen women to the diocesan centre for Leprosy Care in Morulem (Moroto), where they were to assist the patients while learning the language. In that period an Institute of women religious based in Verona helped the aspirant nuns with formation and saw the determination of the group, who in the meantime had been joined by other girls anxious to start a society of women religious. 

Informed about their service at the Morulem leprosy care centre and with approval of the local hierarchy, on 8 March 1977, the Holy See authorised Bishop Mazzoldi to found the Institute of the Evangelising Sisters of Mary. By that time, after comleting his novitiate at Moroto, Fr Massawe had been appointed rector at the seminary in his home diocese Moshi. Bishop Mazzoldi asked him to supervise the building of a house for novices on a piece of land donated by Bishop Joseph Sipendi of Moshi. The fourteen young women and six other postulants began their novitiate on 23 March 1977. They received their religious habit from Bishop Sipendi, assisted by Fr Massawe in the presence of enthusiastic crowds of family, friends and faithful. The ceremony marked the start of a new missionary adventure for African women religious.

The Association of the Friends of the Institute (AFAJ)

Fr Giovanni Marengoni founded an association of lay people to live the charisma and spirituality of the Apostles of Jesus and to ensure spiritual support for the Institute. The AFAJ is an association of people of different states of life who strive to know, love and practice the gospel virtues and spirituality: diocesan priests and seminarians, religious, lay single people and married couples, who strive to:

a. engage in missionary activity;

b. practice devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus;

c. live following the example of the Lord's first Apostles.

The association members pray and assist the Apostles of Jesus that they may be faithful to the religious life and vows of chastity, poverty and obedience and persevere in missionary and apostolic work. 

INTERVIEWS

“Africa still need missionaries from the rest of the world, just as the rest of the world needs missionary from Africa”. Fides interviews Fr Speratus Kamanzi AJ, Superior General of the Apostles of Jesus
The Apostles of Jesus were founded on August 22, 1968, on the Feast of the Queenship of Mary. This date and the name which our co-founders were inspired to call us “Apostles of Jesus” are not accidental. We are called by our Lord Jesus Christ to be with him and to be sent out to the whole world to proclaim the good news of salvation. Our first mission is to be with the Lord. Just like the Blessed Virgin Mary who through her ‘Yes’ to God’s invitation learnt what it means to be with the Lord first and later she communicated the Lord’s message of salvation to the entire creation, we the Apostles of Jesus want to be in an everlasting bond and presence with the Lord as we await to be sent by him to wherever he chooses.

We have chosen the theme for our celebration “I will be with you,” a message of thanksgiving to the Lord who has been with us for the last 40 years. This theme is also our hope for the future founded on a firm faith that the Lord who has been with us will not abandon us. This celebration of 40 years is an appreciation of God’s providential care and we pray that through caring and generous hands we will continue to be supported in our challenging yet rewarding mission.  

In which missionary fields do the Apostles of Jesus work? What is your charisma? 

Where do the AJ work?

We Work in: 

Africa – in 7 countries (Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Sudan, Ethiopia, Botswana, South Africa)

Europe – In 2 countries - Italy & UK

USA – In 18 states (24 Archdioceses/Dioceses)

Charisma

We follow Christ the Good Shepherd as we minister to the people of God in the various parts of the world, manifesting to them the compassionate love of God revealed in the salvific mission of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

As you are the first African catholic missionaries, you are in Africa and also in Europe and USA, so you meet so many different cultures. How do you deal with them? Do you use different methods of evangelization? Let me know some of the difficulties which you encounter.

Dealing with different cultures

Our formation process prepares us to face the challenges of cultural diversity and richness. We have junior seminaries in Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania and Sudan which are open for initial cultural integration. Aspirants from Tanzania, for example, have the opportunity to study in Uganda or Kenya and the vice versa. Those who do not get the opportunity of studying in foreign countries experience a very rich cultural exchange by studying with seminarians coming from various parts of the same country. From the earliest stage of our formation our aspirants are taught how to integrated and relate with people of various ethnic/tribal backgrounds. This process of cultural integration and the appreciation and celebration of diversity goes on throughout our formation both initial and ongoing.

Methods of Evangelization

The basic two methods of evangelization used by the Apostles of Jesus are presence and witness. These two methods of evangelization are rooted in what Our Lord Jesus Christ himself did during his public ministry and what he continues to do today as he sends missionaries. When our members are sent to a mission they primarily minister through their constant presence to their flock. They are always available whenever they are needed to celebrate the sacraments, teach catechism, visit the sick or counsel those who come to them in need. Availability has become a very successful method in our evangelization process. Most people today especially in the ‘fast lane’ Western world do not have time for each other. Everything is fast and really fast Wherever we have gone especially in Europe and America people feel a new experience of life when they are assured that they can go to a parish and find an priest who will listen to them, in other words a priest who is always there for them. People also wait anxiously for a priest to come to their homes or places of work and give them a new hope and direction in life. 

Another method of evangelization that our members have used is ‘inculturation’. This is also related to the presence/availability method. The process of inculturation provides a healthy atmosphere of dialogue or encounter between peoples of different cultures and the outcome of this process is challenged and given a new life (vitalized) by the gospel values.

As religious missionaries we also use the formation of communities as a method of evangelization. We ourselves live in communities of two, three or more, sharing everything in common. We encourage the people we minister to break the shells of individualism and isolation and experience the values of having concern for one another. This method has proved to be successful both in Africa and in the western world. In Africa it has become a little bit easier because of the existence of small/basic Christian communities. In Europe and America the formation of communities is gradually taking shape especially through the formation of prayer groups and the promotion of various devotion like the devotions to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary.   

Difficulties:

To be a missionary is to respond to a vocation that is challenging. Since it is the Lord himself who calls us to minister even in those places, which humanly speaking have hard living conditions, we accept our mission gladly and joyfully. 

There are problems of climatisation, especially in those areas that have extreme weather conditions. People are always amazed for example by how our priests and brothers quickly adapt to the extreme heat of the Sahara and Kalahari deserts in Africa and the extreme cold and snow of Maine in North Eastern America. 

When our missionaries  go to a place for the first time, at the beginning there are difficulties with regard to food and language but within a short time they come to like and appreciate the local foods of the people they evangelize. Many are fascinated by how quickly our members learn the language. The secret behind all this is their constant Presence and Availability. For example, in East Africa (Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania) we put sugar in coffee while in Ethiopia people are accustomed to putting salt in coffee. When our members go to Ethiopia they first find it very difficult drinking coffee that has salt in it. However, within a short time they come to like the way Ethiopians prepare their coffee, they like and appreciate it very much. 

For many centuries Africa was reached by many European missionaries. Now Africa is ready for the mission “ad gentes” (outside the continent)? What do you think about it?

Mission ad gentes, from Africa to the rest of the world

I believe it is God who sets everything in motion. He commands who should go from where to where at the time of his choice. During the Apostolic times missionaries came from Israel to the rest of the world. Later missionaries were sent from the Roman Empire to the rest of Europe. As the missionary activity of the Church grew, missionaries were sent from Europe to Africa, America and Asia. Today we experience a different move, it is no longer a one-way traffic but missionaries are criss-crossing each other, and it is beautiful to see. I think this is one way of demonstrating that the Church is essentially missionary. In Karen – Nairobi, where our Headquarters are situated there are over 30 communities of religious men and women. Their members come from all the continents:  Africa, Asia, Europe and America (North and South). It is not wonder therefore that Africa sends missionaries to other parts of the world. On our part as Apostles of Jesus, we feel our going out to the rest of the world is a way of saying “thank you” to the many Europeans and Americans who evangelized our continent. They sacrificed their lives yesterday for the spread of the good news, we sacrifice ours today for the same purpose. It is a way of reciprocation. Africa still needs missionaries from the rest of the world, just like the rest of the world needs African missionary. It is a give and take endeavor full of reciprocation and complementarity.

5) What do you expect from the second Synod for Africa?

Expectations for the Second Synod of Africa. 

The 1994 Special Assembly of Bishops for Africa was celebrated at the time when many people had great expectations of what was going to happen to the Church in Africa. There was a kind of confusion, however, in understanding what a synod really was/is. Some people likened it to a council. I believe many people know now that a synod is a process of consultation. It is a way of expressing the issues that are pertinent to our continent, albeit which do not isolate us Africans from the rest of the members of the universal church. 1. My expectation from the second Synod for Africa is that there will be more participation of young people and women in the preparation of the Synod and the bishops will take their issues very seriously. Most of the African population today is represented by young people and women. 2. Our continent has been ravaged by wars, political instability, economic devastation, and rampant deaths by both curable and incurable diseases like HIV/AIDS, Malaria etc. I expect our bishops to call on the international community to collaborate with our African leaders, both civil and religious to at least lessen the effects of these evils, where possible to work hand in hand with them in order to eradicate them. 3. As a member and leader of an African Religious Missionary Institute, I expect the African Synod to address the issue of playing an active role in the promotion of vocations especially vocation to Religious and missionary life. The church has survived the 2000 years of its existence because of the vigor and zeal of missionaries. There is less zeal in Europe and America for this kind of evangelization. Africa should take a lead in enkindling the fire of going out to the nations to proclaim the good news of salvation. I believe the bishops will give this issue a priority in the discussions of the synod."
“Even today I am still profoundly influenced by the missionary life of my uncle, Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi”. Interview with Fr Angelo Benolli OMV, director of Italia Solidale Onlus
Rome (Agenzia Fides) - Fr Angelo Benolli, a member of the Oblates of the Virgin Mary (OMV), was born on 11 October 1931 in Nago, in the diocese of Trent, the same birth place as his uncle Bishop Mazzoldi with whom he always kept in touch. “My uncle – Fr Benolli told Fides – was a man who was free, a man of faith, charity and prayer. A tireless missionary, he also spent many hours in adoration at night in front of the Blessed Sacrament, even after a long tiring day. Still today I remember him in a very special way ”.



In the 1980s Fr Benolli was a regular collaborator with the four religious congregations founded by Bishop Mazzoldi and on returning to Italy he started a missionary association, which he called "Gruppo missionario Mons. Sisto Mazzoldi", to help poor people in Sudan and Uganda. “In those years my uncle helped feed thousands of people every day and led a vibrant missionary movement which was so effective that many of those he converted to Christ became in turn announcers of the Gospel. In 1964 he was expelled with all the other missionaries from Sudan where he had founded the diocese of Juba. However he was never deterred by difficulties indeed he was fond of saying that exile from Sudan was a new source of grace since it allowed him to see the situation in Uganda. After founding the diocese of Moroto, with Fr Giovanni Marengoni he had the prophetic intuition of putting into practice the motto of Saint Daniele Comboni, 'Save Africa with Africans'. In 1968 they founded the Apostles of Jesus, the first missionary congregation of African origin. I must say it was the perfect answer for many Africans who found it difficult to insert themsleves existing missionary structures”.


“Bishop Mazzoldi and Fr Marengoni – Fr Benolli continued – had become very familiar with African culture accepting the African way of life unconditionally. With the founding of the Apostles of Jesus they opened the way for an ecclesial movement with a marked African identity. At the beginning they met with many difficulties. Means and structures were scarce and the response to this necessity was the opening of many 'self-supporting' seminaries attached to farms which could produce food for the seminarians. Other difficulties were overcome thanks to generous Italian donors ”.


Today Fr Benolli is still in close contact with the Apostles of Jesus through Italia Solidale Onlus which he founded to support missions. “My uncle – he continued – asked me to take care of two members of the Congregation, to follow their formation and help them to discover an African cultural way for missionary activity. Later one of those men was to become the first Superior General. At the moment we support both the Congregation of the Apostles of Jesus and its female branch, the Evangelizing Sisters. Through Italia Solidale we also help African lay Catholics develop a personal response to their Christian calling. These small communities guided by us prove to be good soil for priestly vocations, not connected with social improvement or tribal motivations, which are still deeply felt in Africa. Moreover the communities make their material contribution and thanks to distance adoptions become self-supporting and ensure children a life of dignity. Today in Italy we have 20,000 very generous donors ”.


“The future of the Apostles of Jesus – Fr Benolli concluded– will be crucial for Christian missionary life in continuity with what has been done by other Churches, but with an all African identity. In this way the charisma which prompted the founding of their Congregation will be preserved”
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