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African and European Bishops End Seminar on Slavery
A seminar, jointly organised by the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) and the Council of European Episcopal Conferences (CCEE), to mark the 200th anniversary of the abolition of slavery in Africa has ended with a call for more attention to be paid to new forms of slavery that are probably worse than the slave trade of old. The new forms of slavery, (human trafficking, forced labour, child soldiers, prostitution etc,) the bishops noted, are mainly due to the enormous economic divide between the rich and poor countries, and between the rich and poor in any given society.

The bishops stressed that in order to bridge this gap there was the   need to search and apply a new paradigm shift   for achieving a new international economic order that guarantees a more equitable distribution of the resources of the world. They added that it was important to do away with the desire to dominate others and the culture of slavery and servitude.

The Seminar held from November 13-18 in Cape Coast, Ghana had as its theme, “I know the suffering of my people” (Exodus 3:7) slavery and new slaveries. 

Bishops drawn from ten countries each of Europe and Africa, representatives of the Holy See, Catholic Partner Agencies and Resource Persons took part in the seminar.

It was officially opened by Cardinals Josip BOZANIC of Croatia and Theodore Andrien SARR of Senegal, Vice-Presidents of CCEE and SECAM respectively. (Cardinal Sarr is one of the newly nominated Cardinals for the November 24 2007 consistory)

In welcoming the Participants to the Seminar on behalf of Cardinal Polycarp Pengo, President of SECAM, Cardinal Sarr called for sincere and committed efforts in fighting the new forms of slavery in Africa, Europe and other parts of the world.

In his opening address, Cardinal Josip Bozanic, Vice- President  of CCEE noted that today, many people in Europe and Africa continue to be slaves to poverty and injustices due to the unfair distribution of the earth’s resources.

He outlined the various forms of slavery brought about in post-modernism culture and secularization which relegate God to the private sphere of human existence and an increasing religious fundamentalism which tries to impose itself through force. 

Cardinal Peter Turkson, Archbishop of Cape Coast, Ghana, in a presentation on A Biblical-Theological Perspective in relation to the theme of the Seminar made reference to the Exodus experience of the people of Israel.  He looked at the passage in Exodus which referred to the spiritual and emotional distress that led to the cry of the people of God for help.  The response of God to this cry, he said, constitutes salvation, an act of the righteousness of God and the manifestation of His power to save the poor, and downtrodden.  This, Cardinal Turkson, considered as a paradigm for similar interventions of God to save the oppressed and needy in the Old Testament is the  base of an ethic of concern for the poor and afflicted. This concern is what Jesus came to fulfill by His Ministry o of salvation for humanity and has handed it on to the Church and Christians in the world today.

Monsignor Giordano Aldo, Secretary General of CCEE, said the coming together of African and European Bishops is a sign of Communion and solidarity between Africa and Europe started some years ago at the initiative of some African and European bishops.

The seminar, he added, is a further expression of the growing collaboration between the bishops of Europe and Africa, which is aimed at deepening their mutual responsibility for evangelisation and the promotion of good relations between their respective continents.

The bishops in their contributions associated themselves with what Pope John Paul II said on February 22 1992 about the crimes of the slave trade when he visited the Island of Goree in Senegal: “Those men, those women and those children were victims of a shameful trade…How can we forget the enormous sufferings inflicted on the populations deported from the Africa continent, despising their most elementary human rights? How can we forget the human lives annihilated by slavery? It is necessary to confess, in all truth and humility, this sin of man against man, this sin of man against God….. Let us pray so that the scourge of slavery may disappear forever, as well as its consequences….At the same time let us oppose ourselves to the new forms of slavery which are often insidious , like organised prostitution that shamefully exploits the poverty of the populations of the Third World…. Let us pray so that violence and injustice among people may stop, so that new pits of hatred and revenge may be  excavated, but so that there will be an increase in respect, understanding and friendship among all peoples.”

Speaking on Restoring Human Dignity- The Girls of Gulu, Uganda, the President of MISEREOR, Monsignor Prof. Josef Sayer aid that the phenomenon of child soldiers is a brutal and violent form of modern slavery. He noted that there are about 300,000 child soldiers throughout the world with the worst areas being Uganda, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Philippines, Columbia and Peru. In most cases these girls and boys are continuously abused and used as secret agents or as mine detectors or made to stay in the frontline of fighting, h observed.

He condemned those who make profit through the sale of weapons that are used by warlords and child soldiers. Msgr,. Sayer said  it was sad  and unfortunate that the sale of weapons which he described as bloody business is going on without any effective intervention by the international community and politicians.

 The talk read on his behalf by Bishop Peter Atuahene of Ghana, was also based on MISEREOR’s engagements in projects for the rehabilitation of former child soldiers in Uganda.

 The Seminar also focused on migration and explored pastoral-theological perspectives in promoting a culture of life and family and outlined ways for more collaboration between the churches of Africa and Europe. 

The following issues, among others, that are militating against the development of Africa, were also mentioned and given attention:

a)
Unfair Trade Systems between Africa and the rest of the world,

b)
Debt burden and the need for the cancellation of these debts by the industrialised world.

c)
Trafficking in human-beings and drugs; sex exploitation; forced labour; forced prostitution; child soldiers; and street children.


For all these challenges the Bishops appealed for a culture of respect

for human rights and stressed the role of the Church in the Pastoral Care of migrants and to strengthen her duty of advocacy.

The bishops of the two continents will hold a seminar on Migration in Liverpool, England in November next year. In 2009 a delegation of European Bishops will join their African colleagues in celebrating the Ruby Jubilee (40th Anniversary) of SECAM.  A Symposium is to be held in November, 2010 on Evangelisation in Rome, Italy.


The Bishops concluded their seminar with a message addressed to their various Governments through their Episcopal Conferences on a number of issues that they would like to be considered at the forthcoming European Union and Africa Union Summit that will take place in Lisbon, Portugal, early next month.

The Auxiliary Bishop of Cape Coast, Rt. Rev. Matthias Nketsiah, the Deputy Minister of the Central Region, Mr. Sammy Obodai and the Paramount Chief of Cape Coast Osabarima Kwesi Atta II,   took turns in welcoming the bishops to Cape Coast at the opening ceremony

Each evening the Bishops celebrated the Eucharist at different Parishes in Cape Coast and visited the Elmina Castle which used to be a point for the final screening of slaves for shipment to Europe and the Americas.

The Council of European Episcopal Conferences includes the presidents of Europe’s 36 Bishops’ Conferences. The current CCEE President is His Eminence, Cardinal Pèter Erdö, Archbishop of Esztergom-Budapest, and Primate of Hungary. The Secretariat is in St Gallen, Switzerland.

The Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) comprises the 39 national Episcopal Conferences, and the nine regional Episcopal conferences in Africa. His Eminence, Cardinal Polycarp Pengo, Archbishop of Dar-Es-Salaam, Tanzania is the President of SECAM. The headquarters of SECAM is in Accra, Ghana.

