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There is a striking story in the Scriptures about the generosity of a widow who gave hospitality to the prophet Elijah (1 Kings 17). Because of a severe drought, the widow had only a little oil and flour left for herself and her son. Yet Elijah asked for her to make some cakes for him from what little she had. She made the cakes, and discovered that for as long as the drought lasted, neither the flour nor the oil ran out. 

In the Gospel of St Luke (Chapter 21), Jesus remarks upon the faith of the widow who “gave all she had” to the temple treasury, even though that was only two small coins. 

Although they had little, both these women were generous in their giving. It is clear that they both believed that God would provide for their daily needs. Their gifts were ‘gifts of faith’.

In 1957, Pope Pius XII wrote an encyclical called Fidei Donum (“The Gift of Faith.”) In this letter, he highlighted the needs of the ‘younger’ or ‘newer’ Churches, especially the Churches of Africa, for assistance from the ‘older’ Churches, such as the Churches of Europe and America. His specific request was that the ‘priest-rich’ ancient dioceses would make priests available for service in the African Churches and in the other mission dioceses of the world. When we remember those times 50 years ago, we recall that vocations were booming, even in Australia (which was categorised by the Holy See as a ‘mission’ country until 1976). Nevertheless, Pope Pius wrote in his Encyclical:

“We are aware of the difficulties of our times, and of the dire straits to which the ancient dioceses of Europe and America are reduced. But if we reason correctly, we can easily see that the poverty of some dioceses will appear to be abundant by comparison with the extreme need that prevails in others.” (FD, §61)

Dire straits! Today we know something of dire straits in relation to vocations, where the ratio of priests to faithful (including those in religious orders) is about one to 1600 here in Australia. But we need to be aware that we are much ‘richer’ in this regard than such traditionally strong Catholic countries as those of South America, where the average ratio of priests to faithful is 1:7000 (1:13,000 in Honduras).

But what meaning do statistics have in this situation? Pope Pius XII himself wrote in his Encyclical that “such a 

comparison…is without any point” since “to balance statistics” is less important “than to urge all the faithful” to greater zeal in cooperation with the missionary effort of the Church. It is precisely this which Pope Benedict XVI recalls in his message for the 81st World Mission Sunday (to be celebrated on Sunday 21 October). He notes the effect that Fidei Donum had on the mission ad gentes (“to the nations”) over the last fifty years, and he calls for a “shared awareness of the urgent need to re-launch missionary action in the face of the many serious challenges of our time.”

Like Pope Pius XII before him, Pope Benedict XVI warns Churches “in Western societies” like Australia of the “risk” of “withdrawing into themselves to view the future with ever less hope and weakening their missionary effort,” especially “considering…the crisis of the family, the dwindling number of vocations, and the progressive ageing of the clergy.” To counter this dwindling hope, he emphasises the gifts which the Holy Spirit has given to every Church in every land for the sake of the whole body of the Church throughout the world. 

Just as God always ensures that we have our daily bread, so He also ensures that the Church has the necessary gifts to sustain her life throughout the world. But just as we need to ensure a fair and just distribution of food and wealth for the wellbeing of all, so we in the Church have a responsibility to ensure that every gift God gives is used to the best advantage. By sharing in an exchange of gifts with one another, the local Churches throughout the world provide the necessary spiritual gifts that are needed in each place.

In his message for World Mission Sunday, Pope Benedict XVI intertwines two themes: first, the fact that when Christ ascended into Heaven, he gave specific authority for the carrying out of the Church’s mission to Peter and the Apostles. Thus today, the responsibility for ensuring the exchange of gifts between the Churches for the sake of all the world belongs to the Pope and the bishops in communion with him. 

Secondly, Pope Benedict XVI emphasises that Christ gave His mission mandate to the whole Church, not only to the bishops. The faithful also have a role to play. He writes that our Lord “never tires of addressing” the missionary call “to every one of the baptised.” He says “the missionary mandate entrusted by Christ to the 

Apostles truly involves us all.” In case the point is not yet clear enough, he also writes that “for the individual members of the faithful it is no longer merely a matter of collaborating in evangelising work, but of feeling that they themselves are protagonists and co-responsible.”

How is that possible? Few of us will ever have the opportunity to become a ‘Fidei Donum priest,’ working in foreign mission fields. Perhaps there are some reading this now who might feel called to help with overseas charity organisations such as Caritas. But there are practical ways in which we can be involved in mission right here in our own backyard. 

The Holy Father highlights the principle way in which we can all be “protagonists and co-responsible.”  “Let it not be forgotten,” he writes, “that the first and priority contribution that we are called to offer to the missionary action of the Church is prayer. ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers few,’ the Lord said. ‘Pray therefore to the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into His harvest.’” (Lk 10:2). 

Pope Pius XII wrote in a similar way, suggesting that the faithful should promote the mission of the Church by “ranging themselves voluntarily beneath the Christian standards of abstinence and self-denial, beyond the requirements of the moral law, in accordance with each one’s ability, as the grace of God inspires them and as their station in life permits… Let people devote to charity what they withdraw from vanities, and mercifully meet the needs of the Church and of her poor.” (FD, §61)

And lest any think themselves excused from making such ‘gifts of faith’ for the sake of the mission of the Church, let us remember the ‘dire straits’ of the widows in Scripture. None of us are too poor to share our spiritual riches with others for the sake of the Kingdom. 

Therefore, Pope Benedict XVI concludes his message for World Mission Sunday by writing that “children and young people,” “the sick and the suffering,” “consecrated people” and indeed “every believer” is asked to be part of the “spiritual network of prayer and support for evangelisation” aimed at extending the Church of God to every nation. All the faithful are called to act for all the world. 
