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AGENZIA DELLA CONGREGAZIONE PER L'EVANGELIZZAZIONE DEIPOPOLI




 FIDES News Service – 30 November 2008

FIDES DOSSIER 

Instrumentum mensis Novembris

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontificis Benedicti XVI 

pro evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus IV – Numerus XI, November A.D. MMVIII

During the general audiences of this month, the Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI continued his cycle of teaching on St Paul, in this special Year of St Paul. On 24 November, Benedict XVI received in audience His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians: after a private conversation and a meeting with the accompanying Bishops, the Supreme Pontiff and His Holiness Aram I took part in an Ecumenical Service in the Redemptoris Mater Chapel in the Palazzo Apostolico. On the 30th , the first Sunday of Advent, the Pope resumed his pastoral visits to parishes in his diocese of Rome and went to celebrate Mass at the parish of San Lorenzo fuori le Mura, on the 1750th  anniversary of the martyrdom of San Lorenzo. 

During the month of November, among the many audiences granted by the Holy Father we mention the following: 6 November, participants at 1stSeminar promoted by the Catholic-Muslim Forum; 7 November, participants at an international Congress internazionale on the theme: “A Gift for Life. Considerations on Organ Donation.”; 8 November, participants at a Congress on the “Legacy of the Magisterium of Pius XII and Vatican II”; 15 November, participants at plenary assembly of the Pontifical Council for the Laity and, the same day, participants at 23rd  international conference promoted by the Pontifical Council for Health Workers; 20 November, participants at the plenary assembly of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life; 22 November, participants in pilgrimage to Rome from the archdiocese of Amalfi-Cava de’ Tirreni; 29 November communities of the Marchigiano, Pugliese and Abruzzese-Molisano Pontifical Regional Seminaries. 

The Holy Father also received the Bishops of Bolivia on ad limina visit. On 25 November the Supreme Pontiff sent a message to the president of the Pontifical Council for Culture on the occasion of the 13th public session of the Pontifical Academies.
On behalf of the Holy Father, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Secretary of State, sent a telegramme to the Archbishop of Bombay, on 27 November, following terrorist attacks in Mumbai, the economic capital of India: in the message the Pope assured the people of his prayers and appealed for terrorist attacks to cease. Lastly we recall that in his midday Angelus reflection on 9 November the Pope appealed for reconciliation peace among the people of Darfur and the people of North Kivu (Democratic Republic of Congo).

_______________________________________________________________________________________

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 November 2008 – Angelus

2 November 2008 – Angelus

3 November 2008 –Eucharistic celebration for the repose of the souls of Cardinals and Bishops who died during the year

5 November 2008 – General Audience

6 November 2008 – Audience with participants at 1st Seminar organised by Catholic-Muslim Forum 

7 November 2008 – Audience with participants at Congress “A gift for life. Considerations on organ donation ”

8 November 2008 – Audience with new Ambassador of the Republic of China to the Holy See 

8 November 2008 – Audience with participants at Congress on “Legacy of the Magisterium of Pius XII and Vatican II”

9 November 2008 – Angelus

10 November 2008 – Audience with the Bishops of Bolivia for ad limina visit

12 November 2008 – General Audience

15 November 2008 – Audience with participants at Pontifical Council for the Laity Plenary Assembly

15 November 2008 – Audience with participants at 23rd international Conference promoted by the Pontifical Council for Health Workers 

16 November – Angelus 

17 November 2008 – Audience with new Ambassador of Lebanon to the Holy See

19 November 2008 – General Audience 

20 November 2008 – Audience with participants at Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life 

22 November 2008 – Audience with participants in pilgrimage to Rome from the archdiocese of Amalfi-Cava de’ Tirreni

23 November 2008 – Angelus 

24 November 2008 – Visit of His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians

25 November 2008 – Message to the President of the Pontifical Council for Culture on the occasion of the 13th public session of the Pontifical Academies 

26 November 2008 – General Audience

27 November 2008 – Telegramme to the Archbishop of Bombay

29 November 2008 – Audience with the communities of the Regional Seminaries of the Marches, Apulia and Abruzzi-Molise  

29 November 2008 – Celebration of 1st Vespers of the 1st Sunday of Advent

30 November 2008 – Pastoral Visit to the parish of San Lorenzo fuori le Mura

30 November 2008 – Angelus 
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QUAESTIONES
Year of St Paul - ASIA/HONG KONG - Two pilgrimages led by the Third Order Canossians, on the 200th anniversary of the Order, and in honor of the Year of St. Paul

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/POLAND - Book on the theology and mission of Saint Paul published by the Catholic weekly “Niedzela” sells 180,000 copies
Year of St Paul - ASIA/TURKEY - Antioch hosts the inauguration of the “St. Paul Cultural Center” in the Year of St. Paul
Year of St Paul - ASIA/INDIA - Saint Paul awakening interests in Tamil Nadu
Culture – EUROPE/CYPRUS - “Religions are aware that talking of war in God’s name is meaningless and blasphemous. They are convinced a better humanity will never come from violence and terrorism. They do not share the pessimistic belief in the inevitable clash of religions and civilizations.” The appeal made at the close of the XXII “Men and Religion” Meeting organized by the Community of Sant'Egidio in Cyprus
Emergency - AFRICA/DR CONGO - “There is a silent genocide taking place in east Congo, right before our very eyes,” say Congolese Bishops, in an urgent plea to the international community
Emergency - AFRICA/SUDAN - Sudanese President announces ceasefire in Darfour, however rebels do not comply
Emergency AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Church's appeal for the victims of the recent heavy rains. “Help Your Church” collection organized for November 29-30
Emergency - ASIA/HOLY LAND - Caritas Jerusalem makes an appeal for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza
----------------------------------

Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - President of the Pontifical Council for Families calls the WMF 2009 “a splendid experience of universal brotherhood.” The Pope will participate via satellite and send Cardinal Bertone as his delegate
Martyrdom - ASIA/LAOS - Canonization process opened for 15 missionary martyrs of Laos
Martyrdom – ASIA/JAPAN - Beatification of 188 Japanese martyrs: example for the lay faithful and opportunity to show the importance of the woman's role in the Church

Migration - AMERICA/MEXICO - Mass celebrated on the border between Mexico and the United States in memory of the 337 illegal immigrants who have died trying to cross the border
Migration - ASIA/THAILAND - “Towards a better pastoral care for Migrants and Refugees in Asia”: the Final Document of the First Asian Congress
Migration - EUROPE/GERMANY - Welcoming refugees and displaced persons implies “ that we address the other as a person and prevents us from approaching him as a problem or as a source of work”: Archbishop Marchetto addresses the Migration Commission of the German Catholic Bishops' Conference
Mission – ASIA/CHINA - “I think, do, and evangelize”: IV Diocesan Missions Day in Hen Shui is a success
Mission - AMERICA/ECUADOR - Third International Symposium on Missiology, to analyze the CAM 3 conclusions and study the American Missionary Project

Continental Mission– AMERICA/CHILE - Archdiocese of Santiago drafts Pastoral Plans: “the great challenge is the pastoral conversion, the missionary renewal of the Church”

Continental Mission– AMERICA/MEXICO - Bishops' call for the Continental Mission: “This firm missionary decision should reach out to all ecclesial structures and enter into the pastoral plans for all dioceses, parishes, religious communities, movements, and Church institutions.”

Pontifical Mission Societies  - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies of Australia working to help victims of the humanitarian crisis in Congo

Pontifical Mission Societies - ASIA/PAKISTAN - First Missionary Congress in Pakistan's history
Life – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Uruguayan Parliament votes on the law on reproductive health, with the partial decriminalization of abortion; Archbishop of Montevideo says “it is not a matter of religious beliefs, but of fundamental human and ethical values.”
Life – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Statement from the Bishops in defense of life: “No honest law can justify the elimination of a defenseless being that has the right to live and to be born
Life – EUROPE/ITALY - Reactions of the Catholic world to the Court of Cassation's authorization of Eluana Englaro's removal from life support
Life – EUROPE/SPAIN - 23 years after its legalization, abortion is now the leading cause of death and the number one form of violence against women in Spain
Vocation – AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - Vocational Week 2008 to help all youth and adolescents to discern, decide, and assume their vocation as disciples and missionaries, following the example of Saint Paul

SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/DR CONGO - Fides learns of dramatic testimonies from the humanitarian crisis in Kivu
ASIA/INDIA - “In the wake of the Gujarat Mission Congress, the Church looks towards the future, with Saint Paul as our model,” Bishop Thomas Macwan of Ahmedabad tells Fides.

ASIA/INDIA - Bishop Andrew Marak, first Bishop of the “Garo” tribe, tells Fides about the evangelization effort in northeastern India
VATICAN - Final Declaration from the First Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum
VATICAN -WORDS OF DOCTRINE by Rev Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello - Hope is not individualistic, but it does depend on personal conversion

AFRICA/CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC - "There is a need to recover the elements of African tradition that are compatible with the Catholic faith, in order to promote a new evangelization,” PMS National Director tells Agenzia Fides

AFRICA/ZAMBIA - “We wish to take up the testimony left by the missionaries, to continue spreading the Gospel, in communion with the Universal Church,” the PMS Director of Zambia tells Fides

AFRICA/SOMALIA - “I have reason to believe that the two Sisters' kidnappers are only vandals,” the Bishop of Djibouti tells Fides

AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Cardinal Julio Terrazas tells Agenzia Fides: “After the Ad Limina visit, one is given a renewed spirit to continue serving our dioceses in Bolivia.”
ASIA/NORTH KOREA - “The window to reconciliation between the North and South is being opened,” the General Minister of the Order of Friars Minor tells Agenzia Fides

AMERICA/BRAZIL - “The Continental Mission is a mission on the part of the continent for the entire world. It should be a permanent mission and last our entire life,” PMS National Director tells Agenzia Fides

ASIA/JAPAN - “The Beatification of the 188 martyrs is an event of grace, the hidden treasure, an occasion to rediscover and bear witness to the faith.” Interview with Archbishop Joseph Takami of Nagasaki
ASIA/KUWAIT - “We are a small, young, and dynamic community, and we live on peaceful terms with the Muslim majority,” the Apostolic Vicar of Kuwait tells Fides
ASIA/INDIA - Bishops condemn attacks on Bombay, as local Catholics organize prayer and aid for the victims: Bishops’ Conference spokesman tells Agenzia Fides

AFRICA/KENYA - “I hope that the two sisters have heard of the news of the Holy Father's concern for them,” the Nuncio in Kenya tells Agenzia Fides
SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM
1 November 2008 – Angelus

VATICAN - On All Saints' Day, the Pope at the Angelus says: “On this day we feel the attraction for heaven rekindle in us...We feel burst into flame in our hearts the desire to unite ourselves forever with the family of the saints, of which already now we have the grace to form a part.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the Solemnity of All Saints, on Saturday November 1, in his address prior to the recitation of the Angelus with faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square, the Holy Father Benedict XVI compared the multitude of Saints with the variety of plants and flowers that one finds in a botanical garden and leaves him amazed and “spontaneously thinks of the fancy of a Creator who has made on earth a marvelous garden.” “An analogous sentiment washes over us,” the Pope continued, “when we consider the spectacle of sanctity: The world seems to be a 'garden' where the Spirit of God has called forth with admirable imagination a multitude of men and women saints, of every age and social condition, of every language, people and culture. Each one is distinct from the others, with the uniqueness proper of the human person and of a particular spiritual charism. All of them have, though, the 'seal' of Jesus, that is, the imprint of his love, witnessed by way of the Cross.” The Pope pointed out that now, “all are in a state of joy, in endless celebration, but, like Jesus, they have reached this goal by passing through fatigue and testing.” 

After recalling the origins of the feast of All Saints, declared during the first Christian millennium as a collective celebration of the martyrs, the Pope said that this martyrdom can be understood in a general sense, “that is to say, as love for Christ without reserves, love that is expressed in the total gift of oneself to God and to neighbor.” In order to reach this spiritual goal, “to which all the baptized are called,” one must follow the path of the Gospel beatitudes, read in the Mass for the day: “It is the same path traveled by Jesus, and which the saints have made an effort to travel, though aware of their human limitations.” During their earthly lives, they lived the spirit of the Beatitudes, and thus experienced a foretaste in this world, and in the world beyond, they enjoy it in plenitude.” 

“On this day we feel the attraction for heaven rekindle in us. [It] moves us to quicken our step on this earthly pilgrimage. We feel burst into flame in our hearts the desire to unite ourselves forever with the family of the saints, of which already now we have the grace to form a part. As a popular spiritual hymn says: 'When the saints come marching in, oh how I want to be in their number.' May this beautiful aspiration burn in all Christians and help them to overcome every difficulty, every fear, every tribulation!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 3/11/2008)

2 November Angelus

VATICAN - “It is extremely important that as Christians, we live our relationship with the dead in the truth of faith, and looking to death and the afterlife in the light of Revelation,” says Pope Benedict XVI on All Souls' Day

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “It is extremely important that as Christians, we live our relationship with the dead in the truth of faith, and looking to death and the afterlife in the light of Revelation...Today too it is necessary to spread the message of the reality of death and eternal life - a reality particularly subject to superstition and syncretism - so that Christian truth does not risk being confused with mythologies of various kinds.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in addressing the faithful prior to the recitation of the Angelus on November 2, All Souls' Day.

The Pope recalled what the Apostle Paul had said in writing to the first Christian communities, telling them “not to be sad like those who live without hope,” as well as some of the questions on the mystery of eternal life presented in his most recent encyclical “Spe salvi.” Later, the Pope added: “In fact, as Saint Augustine already observed, all of us long for a 'blessed life' and happiness. we don't know what this is or what it is like, but we feel ourselves attracted to it. It is a universal hope, shared by people of all times and places. The expression 'eternal life' is an attempt to give a name to this unquenchable hope: not an endless succession, but an immersion in the ocean of infinite love, where time, before and after, exist no more. Fullness of life and of joy is what we hope and expect from being with Christ.”

Before reciting the Angelus, Benedict XVI encouraged all those present to renew “our hope in eternal life, a hope truly founded in the death and resurrection of Christ,” keeping in mind that “Christian hope is never something merely individual, it is always a hope for others. Our lives are deeply linked to one another, and the good and bad each of us does always touches other people. May Mary, Star of Hope, make our faith in eternal life stronger and more authentic, and support us in our prayer for our deceased brethren.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 3/11/2008)

3 November 2008 – Mass for deceased Cardinals and Bishops

VATICAN - Benedict XVI in the Mass for deceased Cardinals and Bishops: “In the face of death all reasons for human pride fall away, and what is really worthwhile emerges. Everything passes; all of us in this world are passing through. God alone has life in Himself; He is the Life.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The day after the Liturgical Commemoration of all souls, we have come together today, in accord with a beautiful tradition, to celebrate the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass for our brother Cardinals and Bishops who have left this world during the past year.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI began his homily during the Mass held at the Vatican, for deceased Cardinals and Bishops. The Pope named the 10 Cardinals who had passed away (Stephen Fumio Hamao, Alfons Maria Stickler S.D.B., Aloísio Lorscheider O.F.M., Peter Porekuu Dery, Adolfo Antonio Suarez Rivera, Ernesto Corripio Ahumada, Alfonso Lopez Trujillo, Bernardin Gantin, Antonio Innocenti and Antonio Jose Gonzalez Zumarraga) and also remembered the Archbishops and Bishops who had passed from this world to go on to the Father's House, inviting all present to pray for their souls. 

Commenting the Word of God that had been proclaimed, the Pope highlighted that “if the Lord calls a just man before his time, it is because He has a plan of predilection for him that is unknown to us.” In the Gospel, there is a contrast “between what is perceived by the superficial gaze of men versus what is seen by the eyes of God. The world considers a person with long life to be blessed, but God looks more at the uprightness of heart than the age. The world gives credit to the 'wise' and 'learned,' but God prefers the 'little ones.' The general lesson to be learned here is that there are two dimensions of reality: one is deeper, truer, and eternal while the other is marked by its finiteness, temporary nature, and appearance.” However, these two dimensions are not in a simple temporal order, as eternal life begins already in this world, amidst the historical events, in as much as “eternal life begins in the measure in which we open ourselves to the mystery of God and welcome it amongst us.”

“God is the true wisdom that never grows old,” the Holy Father continued. “He is the authentic wealth that does not decay, He is the joy to which the depth of each human heart aspires. This truth, which runs through the Books of Wisdom and re-emerges in the New Testament, reaches fulfilment in the life and teaching of Jesus. From the perspective of evangelical wisdom, death itself brings beneficial guidance because it forces us to look reality in the face, it compels us to recognise the transience of what appears so great and strong to the eyes of the world. In the face of death all reasons for human pride fall away, and what is really worthwhile emerges. Everything passes; all of us in this world are passing through. God alone has life in Himself; He is the Life. Our life is by participation, “ab alio,” and for this reason a man can reach eternal life only through a particular relationship that the Creator has established with him. But God, seeing how man distances himself from Him, has established a new relationship between us and Him, which we read of in the Second Reading in today's liturgy. Christ 'gave His life for us.' If God loved us freely, we too can (and therefore must) allow ourselves to be involved in this oblatory movement, and make of ourselves a free gift for others. In this way we know God as we are known by Him; we live in Him just as He has desired to live in us, and we pass from death to life like Jesus Christ.” 

Through his Word, the Lord assures us that the deceased Cardinals and Bishops “have passed from death to life because they chose Christ, taking up his easy yoke and consecrating themselves to the service of others.” Lastly, the Pope encouraged all to lift up their hearts in prayer “to the Father of all goodness and mercy, that through the intercession of Mary Most Holy, the fire of His love may soon purify our beloved dead of all their imperfections and transform them for the eternal praise of His glory. Let us pray that we, pilgrims upon the earth, always keep our hearts and eyes turned towards the final goal to which we all aspire, the House of the Father, Heaven." (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/11/2008)

5 November 2008 – General Audience

VATICAN - Benedict XVI's Catechesis at the General Audience: “We can say with Paul that the true believer obtains salvation professing with his lips that Jesus is Lord and believing in his heart that God has raised him from the dead”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The “decisive importance” that Paul gives to Christ's Resurrection was the focus for the Catechesis given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the General Audience on November 5. “On its own, the cross could not explain Christian faith; on the contrary, it would be a tragedy, a sign of the absurdity of being. The Paschal mystery consists in the fact that this Crucified One 'was raised on the third day, according to the Scriptures' (1 Corinthians 15:4) -- thus testifies the proto-Christian witness. Here is the central key to Pauline Christology: Everything revolves around this gravitational center point. The whole teaching of the Apostle Paul departs from and always arrives at the mystery of the One whom the Father has risen from the dead. The Resurrection is a fundamental fact...He who has been crucified, and who has thus manifested the immense love of God for man, has risen and is alive among us.”

The Holy Father then reflected on the link between the announcement of the resurrection made by Paul and that of the first pre-Pauline Christian communities, where we see “the importance of the tradition that preceded the Apostle and that he, with great respect and attention, wanted in turn to convey.” Saint Paul, in his Letter to the Corinthians, highlights the “the unity of the kerygma, of the proclamation for all believers and for all those who would announce the resurrection of Christ...The originality of his Christology is never in detriment to fidelity to tradition. The kerygma of the apostles always prevails over the personal re-elaboration of Paul... And in this way, Paul offers a model for all times of how to do theology and how to preach. The theologian and the preacher do not create new visions of the world and of life, but rather are at the service of the truth transmitted, at the service of the real fact of Christ, of the cross, of the resurrection.”

Pope Benedict XVI clarified that “Saint Paul, in announcing the Resurrection, does not concern himself with presenting an organic doctrinal exposition -- he does not want to practically write a theology manual -- but rather to take up the theme, responding to uncertainties and concrete questions that are posed him by the faithful.” A concentration of the essential is found in him: We have been "justified," that is, made just, saved, by Christ, dead and risen, for us. Without the Resurrection, “Christian life would simply be absurd.” On that Easter morning something “extraordinary and new happened, but at the same time, something very concrete, verified by very precise signs, attested by numerous witnesses. Also for Paul, as for the other authors of the New Testament, the Resurrection is united to the testimony of those who have had a direct experience of the Risen One. It is about seeing and hearing not just with the eyes and the ears, but also with an interior light that motivates recognizing what the external senses verify as an objective datum.”

The theme of the apparitions are also of great importance for Paul, in as much as they reveal two important facts: the tomb is empty and Jesus really appeared. The Pope explained: “Thus is built this chain of tradition that, by way of the testimony of the apostles and the first disciples, would reach successive generations, up to us. The first consequence, or the first way to express this testimony, is preaching the resurrection of Christ as a synthesis of the Gospel message and as the culminating point of the salvific itinerary.” In both the Letters and the Acts of the Apostles, it is evident that the essential focus for Paul is testifying to the Resurrection.

The affirmation “Christ is risen” is for Paul and for us, today, a fundamental subject. “Paul knows well and he says many times that Jesus was the Son of God always, from the moment of his incarnation. The novelty of the resurrection consists in the fact that Jesus, elevated from the humility of his earthly existence, has been constituted Son of God 'with power.' The Jesus humiliated till death on the cross can now say to the Eleven: 'All power on heaven and on earth has been given to me' (Matthew 28:18)...That's why with the resurrection begins the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ to all peoples -- the Kingdom of Christ begins; this new Kingdom that does not know another power other than that of truth and love. The Resurrection therefore definitively reveals the authentic identity and the extraordinary stature of the Crucified: An incomparable and most high dignity -- Jesus is God!...It can be said, therefore, that Jesus has risen to be the Lord of the living and the dead or, in other words, our Savior.” 

All this has important implications in our life of faith, as the Pope himself pointed out: “We are called to participate from the depths of our being in the whole of the event of the death and resurrection of Christ...This translates into sharing the sufferings of Christ, as a prelude to this full configuration with him through the resurrection, which we gaze upon with hope. This is also what has happened to Paul...To live in faith in Jesus Christ, to live truth and love implies renunciations every day; it implies sufferings. Christianity is not a path of comfort; it is rather a demanding ascent, but enlightened with the light of Christ and with the great hope that is born from him.”

The Holy Father concluded the Catechesis with these words: “we can say with Paul that the true believer obtains salvation professing with his lips that Jesus is Lord and believing in his heart that God has raised him from the dead. Important above all is the heart that believes in Christ and in faith 'touches' the Risen One. But it is not enough to carry faith in the heart; we should confess it and give testimony with the lips, with our lives, thus making present the truth of the cross and the resurrection in our history.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 6/11/2008)

6 November 2008 – Audience with participants at first Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum 

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI tells participants in the first Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum: “We are challenged to demonstrate, by our words and above all by our deeds, that the message of our religions is unfailingly a message of harmony and mutual understanding.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Upon the conclusion of the first Seminar organized by the Catholic-Muslim Forum, established by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the representatives of the 138 Muslim scholars that wrote an open letter to Christian leaders on October 13, 2007, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the participants of the Seminar in an audience held on November 6 in the Clementine Hall. “This gathering is a clear sign of our mutual esteem and our desire to listen respectfully to one another,” the Pope said, adding that “it represents one more step along the way towards greater understanding between Muslims and Christians within the framework of other regular encounters which the Holy See promotes with various Muslim groups.” It also represents “an incentive for us to ensure that the reflections and the positive developments which emerge from Muslim-Christian dialogue are not limited to a small group of experts and scholars, but are passed on as a precious legacy to be placed at the service of all, to bear fruit in the way we live each day.”

The theme chosen for the Seminar - “Love of God, Love of Neighbor: The Dignity of the Human Person and Mutual Respect”- is of particular importance, as it “presents love of God and love of neighbor as the heart of Islam and Christianity alike,” the Pope said, aware of the fact “that Muslims and Christians have different approaches in matters regarding God.” “Yet we can and must be worshippers of the one God who created us and is concerned about each person in every corner of the world. Together we must show, by our mutual respect and solidarity, that we consider ourselves members of one family: the family that God has loved and gathered together from the creation of the world to the end of human history,” the Pope explained. 

After expressing his joy at the fact that during the encounter the participants have known how to adopt a “common position on the need to worship God totally and to love our fellow men and women disinterestedly, especially those in distress and need,” the Pope told them: “God calls us to work together on behalf of the victims of disease, hunger, poverty, injustice and violence. For Christians, the love of God is inseparably bound to the love of our brothers and sisters, of all men and women, without distinction of race and culture..The Muslim tradition is also quite clear in encouraging practical commitment in serving the most needy....We should thus work together in promoting genuine respect for the dignity of the human person and fundamental human rights, even though our anthropological visions and our theologies justify this in different ways.”

Indicating that “a great and vast field in which we can act together in defending and promoting the moral values which are part of our common heritage,” the Pope noted that “the recognition of the centrality of the person and the dignity of each human being, respecting and defending life which is the gift of God, and is thus sacred for Christians and for Muslims alike” is the common ground for “building a more fraternal world, a world in which confrontations and differences are peacefully settled, and the devastating power of ideologies is neutralized.”

The Pope continued: “My hope, once again, is that these fundamental human rights will be protected for all people everywhere. Political and religious leaders have the duty of ensuring the free exercise of these rights in full respect for each individual’s freedom of conscience and freedom of religion. The discrimination and violence which even today religious people experience throughout the world, and the often violent persecutions to which they are subject, represent unacceptable and unjustifiable acts, all the more grave and deplorable when they are carried out in the name of God. God’s name can only be a name of peace and fraternity, justice and love. We are challenged to demonstrate, by our words and above all by our deeds, that the message of our religions is unfailingly a message of harmony and mutual understanding. It is essential that we do so, lest we weaken the credibility and the effectiveness not only of our dialogue, but also of our religions themselves.” 

In concluding his address, the Holy Father said that he prayed that the Catholic-Muslim Forum “can become ever more a space for dialogue, and assist us in treading together the path to an ever fuller knowledge of Truth” and encouraged all to unite their efforts “in order to overcome all misunderstanding and disagreements,” with the firm resolution to “overcome past prejudices and to correct the often distorted images of the other which even today can create difficulties in our relations.” Finally, he encouraged them to work “with one another to educate all people, especially the young, to build a common future.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)

7 November 2008 – Audience with participants at international conference on the theme “A Gift for Life. Considerations on Organ Donation,”

VATICAN - “Organ donation is a unique testimony of charity,” says the Pope, asking “that the multiplication of transplant petitions do not change around the ethical principles upon which it rests...the body can never be considered as a mere object.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Organ donation is a unique testimony of charity,” said the Holy Father Benedict XVI, on November 7, in addressing the participants in the international congress "A Gift for Life. Considerations on Organ Donation," which is sponsored by the Pontifical Academy for Life, the International Federation of Catholic Medical Associations, and the Italian National Transplant Center. 

“Tissue and organ transplants represent a great conquest of medical science, and are certainly signs of hope for those suffering serious, and often grave, illnesses,” the Pope said in his address, also referring to the “the long waiting list of those whose only hope for survival is linked to the small number of non-useful donations.” He then explained that “that the multiplication of transplant petitions don't change around the ethical principles upon which it rests. As I said in my first encyclical, the body can never be considered as a mere object; to do otherwise would impose on it the logic of the market. The body of each person, together with the spirit that is given to each one individually, constitutes an inseparable unity upon which is impressed the image of God himself. To ignore this dimension brings to mind points of view that are incapable of understanding the totality of the mystery present in each person.”

Thus, Benedict XVI said, “priority must be given to respect for the dignity of the human person and the protection of individual identity. Regarding the technique of organ transplants, this means that one can only donate if this act doesn't put one's own health and identity in serious danger, and if it is done for a valid moral and proportionate reason. Any reasons for the buying and selling of organs, or the adoption of utilitarian and discriminatory criteria, would clash in such a way with the meaning of gift that they would be invalidated, qualifying them as illicit moral acts. Abuses in transplants and organ trafficking, which frequently affect innocent persons, such as children, must find the scientific and medical community united in a joint refusal. They should be decidedly condemned as abominable. The same ethical principle must be reiterated in the case of the creation and destruction of human embryos destined for therapeutic objectives.”

With frequency, organ transplantation takes place as a completely gratuitous gesture on the part of the family member who has been certifiably pronounced dead, the Holy Father explained. “In these cases, informed consent is a precondition of freedom so that the transplant can be characterized as being a gift and not interpreted as a coercive or abusive act. In any case, it is useful to remember that the various vital organs can only be extracted 'ex cadavere' [from a dead body], which posses it's own dignity and should be respected. Over recent years science has made further progress in ascertaining the death of a patient. It is good, then, that the achieved results receive the consensus of the entire scientific community in favor of looking for solutions that give everyone certainty. In an environment such as this, the minimum suspicion of arbitrariness is not allowed, and where total certainty has not been reached, the principle of caution should prevail.”

After encouraging them to increment interdisciplinary research and study, “in such a way that the public is presented with the most transparent truth on the anthropologic, social, ethical and legal implications of a transplant,” the Holy Father said that in these cases, “respect for the life of the donor should be assumed as the primary criterion, in such a way so that the extraction of the organs only take place after having ascertained the patient's true death. The act of love, which is expressed with the gift of one's own vital organs, is a genuine testament of charity that knows how to look beyond death so that life always wins. The recipient should be aware of the value of this gesture that one receives, of a gift that goes beyond the therapeutic benefit. What they receive is a testament of love, and it should give rise to a response equally generous, and in this way grows the culture of gift and gratitude. The path that must be followed, until science discovers new and more advanced possible therapies, needs to be that of the formation and diffusion of a culture characterized by solidarity and that opens itself to others without excluding anyone. Organ transplants that are in line with ethic of giving require the commitment of all sides to invest every possible effort in formation and information, so as to increasingly awaken consciences to a problem that directly affects the lives of so many.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

8 November 2008 – Audience with new Ambassador of the Republic of China

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI addresses the new Ambassador from the Republic of China: “The Holy See is pleased to work together with all those who seek to promote peace, prosperity and development, and appreciates the Republic of China’s commitment to that noble cause.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father received His Excellency Mister Wang Larry Yu-yuan, the new Ambassador of the Republic of China to the Holy See, in an audience on Saturday, November 8, in which he accepted his Letters of Accreditation. In his address, the Pope welcomed the Ambassador, as he begins his mission, and thanked him for the greetings he had brought on behalf of President Ma Ying-jeou. “Please convey to him my cordial good wishes on his recent election, as well as the assurance of my prayers for him, the first Catholic to be elected President of the Republic, and for all the people in Taiwan,” the Pope said. 

After recalling the “keen sense of belonging to a world community, a global human family” maintained by the government in Taipei, expressed in many ways, not least in the generosity with which aid and emergency relief is supplied to poorer nations, the Pope affirmed that in this manner, the country “makes a valuable contribution to the building of a more secure and stable world.” He added: “The Holy See is pleased to work together with all those who seek to promote peace, prosperity and development, and appreciates the Republic of China’s commitment to that noble cause.” And he continued, saying: “Although Catholics in the Republic of China represent little more than one per cent of the population, they are eager to play their part in building up a society that is humane, just, and marked by genuine concern for the welfare of the weaker members of the community. It is part of the Church’s mission to share her "expertise in humanity" with all people of good will in order to contribute to the well-being of the human family. Characteristically, it is in the fields of education, healthcare and charitable assistance that she offers this contribution. Your Government’s firm commitment to freedom of religion has made it possible for the Church to carry out her mission of love and service, and to express herself openly through worship and the proclamation of the Gospel. On behalf of all the Catholics in Taiwan, I would like to express my appreciation of this freedom that the Church enjoys.” 

Benedict XVI then mentioned that the ground of the Asian populations is particullarly fertile, “for interreligious dialogue to take root and grow,” and mentioned the importance, in today's world, “for different peoples to be able to listen to one another in an atmosphere of respect and dignity, conscious that their shared humanity is a bond far deeper than the cultural variations that seem to divide them!” 

“Frank and constructive dialogue,” said Benedict XVI, “is also the key to the resolution of the conflicts that threaten the stability of our world. In this regard, the Holy See welcomes the recent positive developments in relations between Taiwan and mainland China. Indeed the Catholic Church is eager to promote peaceful solutions to disputes of whatever kind, 'giving attention and encouragement to even the faintest sign of dialogue or desire for reconciliation.' In this way, she wishes to support the efforts of Governments to become 'staunch champions of human dignity and courageous builders of peace.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

8 November 2008 – Audience with participants at Congress on “The Legacy of the Magisterium of Pius XII and Vatican II ”

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI tells participants in the Congress on the magisterium of Pius XII: “His magisterium was characterized by its vast and widespread beneficence, as well as for its exceptional quality, and thus it could be described as a valuable heritage to which the Church has always given, and continues to give, great importance.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In recent years, when Pius XII has been spoken of, much of the attention on his person has focused on one particular issue, too often treated in a rather unilateral manner. This has impeded an adequate examination of the figure of this great historian-theologian who was Pope Pius XII.” These were the Holy Father Benedict XVI's words in addressing the participants in a Congress entitled “The Heritage of Pius XII's Magisterium and Vatican Council II,” which was organized by Pontifical Gregorian and Lateran Universities, on the 50th anniversary of the death of the Servant of God Pope Pius XII, received in audience on November 8. “His magisterium,” the Pope said, “was characterized by its vast and widespread beneficence, as well as for its exceptional quality, and thus it could be described as a valuable heritage to which the Church has always given, and continues to give, great importance.”

Recalling the over 40 encyclicals written by Pius XII, the Pope named “Mystici Corporis,” “in which he examined the question of the true and intimate nature of the Church,” and “'Divino afflante Spiritu' on Sacred Scripture, and 'Mediator Dei' on sacred liturgy, “in which he presents the two fonts from which those who belong to Christ, the Head of this Body which is the Church, must drink from.” “In this wide context, Pius XII addressed the various categories of people that, by the Lord's will, form a part of the Church, with varied vocations and tasks: the priests, religious, and laity,” the Holy Father himself pointed out, recalling the encyclical “Miranda prorsus,” in which the Pope focused on “the great importance of the modern communications media, which is increasingly more influential in guiding public opinion.” 

Pope Pius XII also focused his attention on scientific progress, and did not fail to “caution against the risks that research could bring if inattentive to moral values,” warning of the need for order in civil, national, and international life, based on justice. “Equally worthy of mention is Pius XII's Mariological teaching,” the Pope continued, “which reached its culmination in the proclamation of the dogma of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin.”

Later mentioning the quality of the Pius XII's teachings, the Pope recalled that “He was against improvisations: he wrote each of his addresses with great care, carefully choosing his every word before pronouncing it in public. He attentively studied the various issues with had the custom of asking for advice from renowned specialists when they were matters that required a particular competence. Pius XII was by nature a man of precision and a realist, who did not settle for easy optimism but at the same time immune to the risk of that pessimism which is inappropriate to believers. He abhorred sterile polemics and was profoundly diffident towards fanaticism and sentimentalism.”

Seeing the vast spectrum and high caliber of his magisterium, “one asks himself, how he was able to do so much, having to carry out so many tasks linked to his responsibility as Pontiff...All recognize in Pius XII an extraordinary intelligence, a photographic memory, a singular familiarity with foreign languages, and a noteworthy sensibility. It has been said that he was a complete diplomat, an eminent jurist, an excellent theologian. All this is true, however it does not explain everything...everything in him arose from love for his Lord Jesus Christ, and love for the Church and humanity. He was, in fact, a priest in constant and intimate union with God, a priest who found strength for carrying out his impressive work in his long hours spent in prayer before the Blessed Sacrament, in silent dialogue with his Creator and Redeemer.” 

In concluding his address, the Holy Father Benedict XVI highlighted that 50 years after his death, “His fruitful Magisterium remains priceless for Christians today. The Church, Mystical Body of Christ, is certainly a living and live organism, not left immobile in what she was fifty years ago. Progress comes through coherence. Thus, the heritage of Pius XII's Magisterium was taken up by Vatican Council II and has been re-presented to succeeding Christian generations...Thus, we could rightly say that in the person of the Supreme Pontiff Pius XII, the Lord gave His Church an exceptional gift for which we must all be grateful.” The Pope expressed his hope that his audience would “continue reflecting on this valuable heritage left to the Church by the immortal Pontiff, in order to find fitting applications to the issues that emerge today.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

9 November 2008 – Angelus

VATICAN - On the Feast of the Dedication of the Basilica of St. John Lateran, the Pope mentions that “the temple of stones is a symbol of the living Church, the Christian community,” recalls the need “to fight against every form of anti-Semitism and discrimination,” and makes an appeal for North Kivu

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the feast of the Dedication of the Basilica of St. John Lateran, “mother and head of all the churches of the city and the world,” on Sunday, November 9, the Holy Father Benedict XVI mentioned in the Angelus the importance of the temple building and the community of believers. The Lateran Basilica, the Pope said, “was the first to be built after Emperor Constantine’s edict, in 313, granted Christians freedom to practice their religion” and the emperor himself gave the Pope the land to build the Basilica, the Baptistery, and the Patriarchate, where the Popes lived until the Avignon period. Benedict XVI pointed out that the observance of this feast was confined to the city of Rome; then, beginning in 1565, it was extended to all the Churches of the Roman rite. “The honoring of this sacred edifice was a way of expressing love and veneration for the Roman Church, which, as St. Ignatius of Antioch says, 'presides in charity' over the whole Catholic communion.”

Thus, sighting the Liturgy of the Word on this feast day, the Pope mentioned that “the temple of stones is a symbol of the living Church, the Christian community... The beauty and harmony of the churches, destined to give praise to God, also draws us human being, limited and sinful, to convert to form a 'cosmos,' a well-ordered structure, in intimate communion with Jesus, who is the true Saint of saints. This happens in a culminating way in the Eucharistic liturgy, in which the 'ecclesia,' that is, the community of the baptized, come together in a unified way to listen to the Word of God and nourish themselves with the Body and Blood of Christ.” Benedict XVI shed light on the mystery of this ever-relevant feast, saying that is reminds us of “God’s desire to build a spiritual temple in the world, a community that worships him in spirit and truth. But this observance also reminds us of the importance of the material buildings in which the community gathers to celebrate the praises of God. Every community therefore has the duty to take special care of its own sacred buildings, which are a precious religious and historical patrimony.” 

After the recitation of the Angelus, the Holy Father continued: “Today is the 70th anniversary of that sad event, which occurred during the nights of Nov. 9-10, 1938, when Nazi fury was unleashed against the Jews in Germany. Shops, offices, dwellings and synagogues were attacked and many people were also killed, initiating the systematic and violent persecution of German Jews, which ended with the Shoah. Today I still feel pain over what happened in those tragic circumstances. The memory of these things must serve to prevent similar horrors from ever happening again and must lead us to dedicate ourselves, at every level, to fight against every form of anti-Semitism and discrimination, educating the younger generations in respect and reciprocal acceptance. I invite you to pray for the victims of that time and to join with me in manifesting a deep solidarity with the Jewish world.” 

Benedict XVI then made another appeal for the Congolese region of North Kivu, saying: “Troubling news continues to come from the North Kivu region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Bloody armed skirmishes and systematic atrocities have caused and continue to cause many casualties among innocent civilians; destruction, looting and violence of every type have forced tens of thousands of persons to abandon even what little they had to survive. The number of refugees is estimated at more than 1 and a half million. To all and to each one I desire to express my special nearness, as I encourage and bless those who are working to alleviate their sufferings, among whom are the pastoral workers of the Church of that region. To families and their loved ones I offer my condolences and assure my prayers. Finally, fervently call upon all to work together to restore peace, respect for law and the dignity of every person to that land, for too long martyred.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

10 November 2008 – Audience with Bishops of Bolivia on Ad Limina visit

VATICAN - Benedict XVI advises Bishops of Bolivia to promote “systematic, widespread and incisive catechesis is needed, catechesis that teaches the Catholic faith clearly and completely. This Year of St. Paul that we are celebrating, is a special occasion to imitate the apostolic and missionary vigor of this great Apostle.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “I know well of the difficult circumstances affecting the faithful and citizens of your country, which at the current time seem to be becoming even more marked. These certainly cause concern and call for the special pastoral solicitude of the entire Church, which has closely followed Bolivians through difficult situations with the single intention of keeping hope alive, reviving faith, fomenting unity, exhorting reconciliation and safeguarding peace.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in addressing the Bishops of Bolivia, received in audience during there Ad Limina Apostolorum visit, on November 10.

The Holy Father later made reference to the many challenges that arise among the Bishops' tasks, “because the faith sown in Bolivian soil always needs to be nourished and fortified, especially when signs emerge of a certain weakness in Christian life, which can be caused by factors of various origins, by incoherence between professed faith and the conduct of personal and social life, or by a superficial formation which leaves the baptized exposed to the influence of dazzling but empty promises.”

A “powerful instrument” in meeting to these challenges is the popular devotion, which the Pope defined as “a valuable treasure accumulated over the centuries thanks to the work of intrepid missionaries, and upheld with great faithfulness by generations of Bolivian families.” It is a gift which certainly has to be safeguarded and promoted today, and that “requires a constant effort so that its significance may penetrate into the depths of people's hearts, remain illuminated by the Word of God, and transform itself into firm convictions of faith, consolidated by the Sacraments and by faithfulness to moral values."

In order to cultivate a mature faith, lived in a joyful and responsible manner, “systematic, widespread and incisive catechesis is needed, catechesis that teaches the Catholic faith clearly and completely. This Year of St. Paul that we are celebrating, is a special occasion to imitate the apostolic and missionary vigor of this great Apostle, who never retreated when it came time to announce God's plan in all its integrity, as he tells the Pastors of Mileto. A partial or incomplete teaching of the Gospel message does not correspond with the Church's mission and it does not bear fruit.” Quality general education, which includes the spiritual and religious dimension of the person, also helps to lay firm foundations for the development of the faith. Thus, it is important that Bishops place special attention in looking after the many educational institutions, “so as to maintain respect for their particular identity.” The Holy Father later expressed his gratitude for the Bishops' effort “ to offer seminarians a solid human, spiritual, intellectual and pastoral formation, ensuring them the attentions of priests able to accompany them in their vocational discernment and to guarantee their suitability and competency.” The Pope also recalled the need to guarantee permanent formation for the clergy and other pastoral agents, “in order to nourish their spiritual life and to ensure their work does not become routine or superficial.”

Referring to all that was brought to light in the recent Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, the Holy Father encouraged them in their homilies, catechesis, and celebrations, to make “faithful proclamation, listening, and meditation on Scripture the first priority, as it is where the People of God find the meaning of their existence, their vocation and identity. Docile listening to the divine Word gives rise to love for others and, in turn, disinterested service to mankind. This is something that occupies a very important position in pastoral activity in Bolivia, in the face of the poverty, marginalization and helplessness of a large part of the population." (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/11/2008)

12 November 2008 – General Audience

VATICAN - The Pope at the close of his General Audience: “Come, Lord! Come to your world, in the way that you know. Come where there is injustice and violence. Come to the refugee camps, in Darfur and in North Kivu, in so many places in the world...In this sense, we pray with St. Paul: Maranà, thà! Come, Lord Jesus!”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – During the General Audience held on November 12, in St. Peter's Square, the Holy Father Benedict XVI continued his catechesis on the Apostle St. Paul, highlighting his preaching on the second coming of the Lord. “Every Christian discourse on the last things, called eschatology, always starts from the event of the Resurrection: In this event the last things have already begun, and in a certain sense, are already present,” the Pope explained, recalling that Saint Paul, in the First Letter to the Thessalonians makes reference to this return of Jesus, called the parousia, advent. “Paul describes the parousía of Christ with very living tones and symbolic images, but transmitting a simple and profound message: At the end, we will be always with the Lord. That is, beyond the images, the essential message: Our future is 'to be with the Lord.' As believers, in our lives we already are with the Lord -- our future, eternal life, has already begun.”

In the Second Letter to the Thessalonians, Paul “speaks of negative events that must precede that conclusive end...But the intention of this letter of St. Paul is above all practical... he awaiting of the parousía of Jesus does not dispense with the work of this world, but on the contrary, brings responsibilities before the divine Judge regarding our way of acting in this world.”

The relationship between the return of the Judge/Savior and our commitment in life also appears in the Letter to the Philippians. As the Pope recalled, “Paul is in jail and awaiting his sentence, which might be death. In this situation, he thinks of his future being with the Lord, but he also thinks of the community of Philippi, which needs its father, Paul...Paul is not afraid of death, on the contrary, it means in fact the complete being with Christ. But Paul also participates in the sentiments of Christ, who has not lived for himself, but for us. Living for others becomes the program of his life and because of that, he shows his perfect readiness to do the will of God, [readiness] for what God decides... We see that his being with Christ creates a great interior freedom: freedom before the threat of death, but freedom also before all the tasks and sufferings of life. He was simply available to God and truly free.”

Benedict XVI then went on to address the fundamental attitudes of a Christian toward the “last things.” “The first attitude is the certainty that Jesus has risen, is with the Father, and because of that, is with us forever. And no one is stronger that Christ, because he is with the Father, is with us. Because of this, we are secure and free of fear,” said Benedict XVI. “Fear of spirits and gods was spread throughout the entire ancient world. And today as well, missionaries find -- together with so many good elements in natural religions -- the fear of spirits and the ill-fated powers that threaten us. Christ is alive; he has overcome death and has overcome all these powers. With this certainty, with this freedom, with this joy, we live.” 

The second attitude comes from the certainty that “Christ is with me. And that in Christ the future world has already begun -- this also gives the certainty of hope. The future is not a darkness in which no one gets one's bearings. It is not like that. Without Christ, also for the world today, the future is dark; there is fear of the future -- a lot of fear of the future. The Christian knows that the light of Christ is stronger and because of this, lives in a hope that is not vague, in a hope that gives certainty and courage to face the future.”

The third attitude addresses the “ responsibility toward the world, toward our brothers before Christ, and at the same time, also certainty of his mercy. Both things are important...We have talents, we have to work so this world opens itself to Christ, so that it is renewed. But even working and knowing in our responsibility that God is a true judge, we are also sure that he is a good judge. We know his face -- the face of the risen Christ, of Christ crucified for us.”

One final aspect of Pauline doctrine on eschatology, “is the fact of the universality of the call to faith, which unites Jews and Gentiles, that is, the pagans, as a sign and anticipation of the future reality.” In concluding his catechesis, the Holy Father mentioned that “St. Paul in the conclusion of his Second Letter to the Corinthians repeats and also puts on the lips of the Corinthians, a prayer originating in the first Christian communities of the area of Palestine: Maranà, thà!, which literally means, 'Our Lord, come!'...It seems to me that for us today, in our lives, in our world, it is difficult to sincerely pray so that this world perishes, so that the new Jerusalem comes, so that the final judgment and Christ the judge come... Certainly, we don't want the end of the world to come now. But, on the other hand, we want this unjust world to end. We also want the world to be deeply changed, the civilization of love to begin, [we want] a world of justice and peace, without violence, without hunger, to arrive. We all want this -- and how can it happen without the presence of Christ? Without the presence of Christ, a just and renewed world will never really arrive. And though in another way, totally and deeply, we too can and should say, with great urgency and in the circumstances of our time, Come, Lord! Come to your world, in the way that you know. Come where there is injustice and violence. Come to the refugee camps, in Darfur and in North Kivu, in so many places in the world. Come where drugs dominate. Come, too, among those rich people who have forgotten you and who live only for themselves. Come where you are not known. Come to your world and renew the world of today. Come also to our hearts. Come and renew our lives. Come to our hearts so that we ourselves can be light of God, your presence. In this sense, we pray with St. Paul: Maranà, thà! Come, Lord Jesus! And we pray so that Christ is really present today in our world, and that he renews it.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/11/2008)

15 November 2008 – Audience with participants at plenary assembly of the Pontifical Council for the Laity 

VATICAN - “The work in the great vineyard of the Lord is in need of 'christifideles laici' who, like the Most Holy Virgin Mary, pronounce and live a 'fiat' to the plan of God in their lives,” the Holy Father tells the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for the Laity

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Every situation, circumstance, and activity in which the unity between faith and life can shine, is entrusted to the responsibility of the faithful laity, moved by the desire to communicate the gift of encountering Christ and the certainty of the dignity of the human person. They are entrusted with the task of bearing witness to charity, especially with the poorest, those who most suffer, and those most in need, as well as assuming every Christian task meant to create conditions of greater justice and peace in human coexistence, and open up new horizons to the Gospel!” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed participants in the 23rd Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for the Laity, whom he received in audience on November 15. The Pope asked that the Pontifical Council for the Laity “to use diligent pastoral care in seeing to the formation, testimony, and collaboration of the lay faithful, in the most diverse situations in which the authentic human decency of life in society is at stake.” In a particular manner, the Pope referred to “the urgent need for formation according to the Gospel and pastoral accompaniment for a new generation of Catholics involved in politics, that they may be coherent with the faith they profess, with moral rigor, capable of cultural judgment, professional competence, and passion for serving the common good.”

In his address, the Holy Father cited the theme of the Plenary Assembly: “Twenty years after 'Christifideles laici': memory, development, new challenges and tasks,” recalling some of the issues in the document. The Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici, “defined as the magna carta of the Catholic laity of our times,” fruit of the VII Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in 1987, on the vocation and mission of the laity, is a an organic reassessment of Vatican Council II's teaching on the laity that “guides the discernment, reflection, and direction of the laity's commitment in the Church.” 

The Pope cited the development of the participation of the laity in many dioceses, recalling that “the active awareness of the charismatic dimension of the Church has led to an appreciation for both the simplest charisms that God's Providence bestows on people, as well as those that show a great spiritual, educational, and missionary fruitfulness.” Pope Benedict XVI especially thanked the Pontifical Council for the Laity “for their work in the last decade, of welcoming, accompanying, discerning, recognizing, and encouraging these ecclesial associations, favoring a deepening in their Catholic identity, helping them to more fully enter into the great tradition and living fabric of the Church, and supporting their missionary developments.”

“To refer to the Catholic laity,” the Pope said, “means to make reference to a countless group of baptized persons, working in many different situations to grow as disciples and witnesses of the Lord and discover and experience the beauty of the truth and the joy of being Christians. The current cultural and social conditions makes this kind of apostolic activity even more urgently necessary, so as fully to share the treasure of grace and sanctity, of charity, doctrine, culture and works of which the Catholic tradition is composed. The new generations are not only the chief recipients of such transmission, ... but also those whose hearts await proposals of truth and happiness to which to render Christian witness, as already happens in such a marvelous way.” Recalling World Youth Day in Sydney, the Pope encouraged the Pontifical Council for the Laity to “continue the work of this providential pilgrimage of youth in the name of Christ, working towards for the promotion of an authentic formation and pastoral ministry among the youth wherever they are.” 

Later, reflecting on the work of the Pontifical Council of the Laity on the dignity and participation of women in the life of the Church and society, Benedict XVI said: “Christian women need awareness and courage to face demanding tasks, for which, however, they do not lack the support of a strong inclination to holiness, special prudence in discerning the cultural currents of our time, and the unique passion for caring for others that is characteristic of them. Never will enough be said as to how much the Church recognizes, appreciates, and values the participation of women in her mission at the service of the Gospel.”

The Pope concluded his address, recalling that “the work in the great vineyard of the Lord is in need of 'christifideles laici' who, like the Most Holy Virgin Mary, pronounce and live a 'fiat' to the plan of God in their lives.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/11/2008)

15 November 2008 – Audience with participants at 23rd international Conference promoted by the Pontifical Council for Health Care workers 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI reminds participants of the Congress promoted by the Pontifical Council for Health Pastoral Care of “the importance of respecting the child as a precious gift and good for society, recognizing the human dignity that they fully possess beginning in their mother's womb.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Even the ancients themselves recognized the importance of respecting the child, as a precious gift and good for society, recognizing the human dignity that they fully possess beginning in their mother's womb. Every human being has a value in and of himself, as created in the image of God, in whose eyes he is even more precious, all the more so when he appears weak in human eyes. With how much love, then, must we welcome a child not yet born and already affected with sickness!” This is the exhortation that the Holy Father Benedict XVI made to participants in the 23rd International Conference organized by the Pontifical Council for Health Pastoral Care, entitled, “Pastoral Care in the Treatment of Sick Children,” who were received in an audience held on November 15, 2008, at the end of the Conference. 

In his address, the Pope recalled that the progress of medicine in the last 50 years “has led to a considerable reduction in the infant mortality rate, although there is much left to do in this area,” and thus, “the care of the sick child is an issue that cannot remain a matter of indifference to those who work in health pastoral care...The challenge today is to prevent the onset of the many illnesses which were once typical among children and, in general, promote the growth, development, and maintenance of good health for all children.”

Faced with the commitments implied in this vast sphere of activity – which includes families, doctors, social workers, and healthcare workers – the Pope recalled that “at the center of every medical intervention should always be the quest for the true good of the child, considered in his dignity as a human individual with full rights. Therefore, he must always be cared for with love in order to held him face the suffering and the disease, even prior to his birth, in a manner proportionate to his situation.” In particulate, he recalled the importance of guaranteeing the sick child constant communication with his relatives, first and foremost his parents, and mentioned that, “the sanitarian and human spheres should never be separated, and every structure for health and assistance, especially those animated by a genuine Christian spirit, have the duty of offering the best of professional competence and humanity. The sick patient, especially the child, perceives in a unique manner the language of kindness and love, expressed in a considerate, patient, and generous service, which among believers is marked by the desire to show the same special love that Jesus showed for the little children.” 

Benedict XVI thought especially of the small children who are orphaned or abandoned because of misery or the breakdown of the family; the children who are innocent victims of AIDS or of the war and the many armed conflicts taking place throughout the world; the children who die from a state of misery, from drought and famine, and said: “The Church does not forget these, the littlest of her children, and while she applauds the initiatives of the wealthier nations in improving their living conditions and progress, she also firmly advises them of their duty in paying greater attention to these brothers of ours, so that thanks to our unanimous solidarity, they can live their lives with confidence and hope.” At the end of his address, the Pope expressed his hope that “the many conditions of inequality that still exist may be soon resolved” and he expressed his appreciation “for all those who dedicate their personal energy and material resources” to the service of the littlest members of society, mentioning “with special acknowledgment” the “Bambin Gesu” Hospital and the numerous Catholic social and health care associations and institutions, “that, following the example of Christ the Good Samaritan, and inflamed with His charity, they may offer human, moral, and spiritual support and relief to many suffering children, who are loved by God with unique predilection.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/11/2008)

16 November – Angelus 

VATICAN - Pope at the Angelus: “Indeed, what Christ gives us is multiplied when we give it away! It is a treasure that is made to be spent, invested, shared with all, as the Apostle Paul, that great administrator of Jesus' talents, has taught us;” the presence of the cloistered religious communities in the Church and the world “is indispensable.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The parable of the talents, told in the Gospel of St. Matthew (25:14-30) is the Gospel read on the 33rd Sunday of Ordinary Time, and it “invites us to be vigilant and active, in awaiting the return of the Lord Jesus at the end of time.” Before reciting the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square, the Holy Father Benedict XVI paused to reflect on the meaning of this Gospel passage: “The 'talent' was an ancient Roman coin of great value and precisely on account of the popularity of this parable it has become synonymous with personal gifts, which everyone is called to develop...The man the parable represents Christ himself, the servants are his disciples and the talents are the gifts that Jesus gives them. For this reason such gifts, apart from natural qualities, represent the riches that the Lord Jesus has left us as a legacy, so that we bear fruit with them: his Word, deposited in the holy Gospel; baptism, which renews us in the Holy Spirit; prayer -- the 'Our Father' -- that we address to God as sons united in the Son; his forgiveness, which he commanded to be brought to all; the sacrament of his immolated Body and his Blood that he poured out. In a word: the Kingdom of God, which is Christ himself, present and living among us.” 

Thus, the Pope focused on the interior attitude needed for receiving this gift: “The mistaken attitude is that of fear: The servant who fears his master and fears his return, hides the coin in the ground and it does not produce any fruit. This happens, for example, to those who, having received baptism, Communion, and confirmation bury such gifts beneath prejudices, a false image of God that paralyzes faith and works, so as to betray the Lord's expectations. But the parable puts greater emphasis on the good fruits born by the disciples who, happy at the gift received, did not hide it with fear and jealously, but made it fruitful, sharing it, participating in it. Indeed, what Christ gives us is multiplied when we give it away! It is a treasure that is made to be spent, invested, shared with all, as the Apostle Paul, that great administrator of Jesus' talents, has taught us.” 

Before reciting the Angelus, the Pope concluded his reflection by pointing out that the Gospel teaching has promoted an “active mentality” among Christian populations, even in the historical and social spheres, and yet “the central message regards the spirit of responsibility with which the Kingdom of God is to be accepted: responsibility toward God and toward humanity.” The perfect model of this attitude is found in the heart of the Virgin Mary, “who, receiving the most precious of gifts, Jesus himself, offered him to the world with great love.”

After the Angelus, Benedict XVI recalled that November 21, the liturgical feast of the Presentation of Our Lady in the Temple, is the Day for Cloistered Life. “Let us thank the Lord for the sisters and brothers who have embraced this mission, dedicating themselves completely to prayer and living off what Providence gives them," the Pontiff said. "Let us also pray for them and for new vocations and let us commit ourselves to supporting monasteries in their material needs. Dear sisters and brothers, your presence in the Church and the world is indispensable.” 

Greeting the English-speaking pilgrims, the Pope recalled that in this Third Sunday in November, we remember all those who have died as a result of traffic accidents. Inviting all to pray for their eternal rest and for the comfort of their families, the Pope encouraged all – drivers, passengers, and pedestrians – to carefully heed the words of Saint Paul in the day's readings: “stay sober and alert.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 17/11/2008)

17 November 2008 – Audience with new Lebanese Ambassador to the Holy See

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells new Ambassador of Lebanon: “Particularly sensitive to the sufferings undergone for so long by the people of the Middle East, the Holy See continues with determination its commitment to peace and reconciliation in Lebanon and throughout that region so beloved to all believers.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “ "In this important phase in your nation's history, the Holy See continues to follow events in Lebanon very closely and pays particular attention to the efforts made to find a definitive solution to the problems facing the country. Particularly sensitive to the sufferings undergone for so long by the people of the Middle East, the Holy See continues with determination its commitment to peace and reconciliation in Lebanon and throughout that region so beloved to all believers.” This is part of the address given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the new Ambassador of Lebanon to the Holy See, Mr. Georges Chakib El Khoury, who presented his Letters of Credence on November 17. 

In his address, Benedict XVI recalled that “Lebanon is the birthplace of an ancient culture...and a country with many different religious denominations that have shown their ability to live together in fraternity and collaboration,” this is the millennial history of the country, and the place it occupies at the center of a complex region, which give it a fundamental mission to “contribute to peace and harmony among everyone.” Although Lebanon is a “treasure” that has been entrusted to all the Lebanese people, who have the duty to protect it and make it progress, the also Pope expressed the hope that the international community may protect and value it and avoid its becoming a land in which regional and global conflicts are played out. “Lebanon must, then, be a laboratory in which to seek effective solutions to the conflicts that have long troubled the Middle East," he said.

After expressing his satisfaction for the “courageous efforts made in recent months by the entire country and its leaders in bringing about a normal functioning in political life and all national institutions,” the Holy Father conveyed his hope that, leaving particular interests to one side and healing the wounds of the past, everyone will make an effective commitment to the path of dialogue and reconciliation so that the country may progress in stability.” Benedict XVI then continued, saying, “the tensions that still exist demonstrate the need to continue down the path opened some months ago with the Doha Agreement, in order to build Lebanese institutions together. In this commitment to the common good, people must be guided by an unshakable certainty: each member of the Lebanese people must feel Lebanon as their home and know that their own concerns and legitimate expectations are effectively taken into consideration, while showing reciprocal respect for the rights of others. To this end, it is necessary to promote and develop true education for peace, reconciliation and dialogue, directed above all at the young generations.”

A lasting peace can only be established “if everyone gives fundamental importance to the will to live together in the same land, and considers justice, reconciliation and dialogue as the appropriate context in which to resolve the problems of individuals and groups.” To such an end, there is a need for “increasingly tight co-operation between all sides of the nation, based on trusting relationships between individuals and communities.”

At the end of the meeting, the Holy Father recalled the recent beatification in Beirut of Fr. Jacques Ghazir Haddad, apostle of mercy and zealous preacher of the Word of God, expressing his hope that he may be an encouragement to Catholics, to be “architects of unity and fraternity among their country's citizens, in profound communion with their Pastors.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/11/2008)

19 November 2008 – General Audience 

VATICAN - “Paul knows that in the double love of God and neighbor the whole law is fulfilled”: the Pope's catechesis dedicated to Saint Paul's preaching on justification

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “How is a man just in the eyes of God?” This was the question posed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the General Audience held on Wednesday, November 19, dedicated to the preaching of Saint Paul on justification. He said: “When Paul met the Risen One on the road to Damascus he was a fulfilled man: irreproachable in regard to justice derived from the law; he surpassed many of his contemporaries in the observance of the Mosaic prescriptions and was zealous in upholding the traditions of his forefathers. The illumination of Damascus changed his life radically...The Letter to the Philippians gives us a moving testimony of Paul's turning from a justice based on the law and achieved by observance of the prescribed works, to a justice based on faith in Christ.”

For Paul, “Christ was not only his life, but his living,” the Pope said. “It was not because he did not appreciate life, but because he understood that for him, living no longer had another objective; therefore, he no longer had a desire other than to reach Christ, as in an athletic competition, to be with him always...Only concern for the growth in faith of those he had evangelized and solicitude for all the Churches he had founded (cf. 2 Corinthians 11:28), induced him to slow down the run toward his only Lord, to wait for his disciples, so that they would be able to run to the goal with him.”

At the center of his Letters, Paul places the alternative “between justice through the works of the law and justice through faith in Christ.” The Holy Father stressed the importance of clarifying “what is the 'law' from which we have been freed and what are those 'works of the law' that do not justify.” Already in the community at Corinth, there was the opinion that Christian freedom consisted in liberation from ethics, yet, “it is obvious that this interpretation is erroneous: Christian liberty is not libertinism; the freedom of which St. Paul speaks is not freedom from doing good...or St. Paul, as well as for all his contemporaries, the word law meant the Torah in its totality, namely, the five books of Moses. In the Pharisaic interpretation, the Torah implied what Paul had studied and made his own, a collection of behaviors extending from an ethical foundation to the ritual and cultural observances that substantially determined the identity of the just man.” 

All these observances had become important in the Hellenistic culture, which was the universal culture of the time and was a threat to Israel's identity, with the consequent loss of “the precious inheritance of the faith of their Fathers, of faith in the one God and in God's promises.” Against this cultural pressure, it was necessary to build a wall of defense that consisted in the Jewish observances and prescriptions. “Paul, who had learned these observances precisely in their defensive function of the gift of God, of the inheritance of the faith in only one God, saw this identity threatened by the freedom of Christians: That is why he persecuted them. At the moment of his encounter with the Risen One he understood that with Christ's resurrection the situation had changed radically. With Christ, the God of Israel, the only true God became the God of all peoples... The wall was no longer necessary. It is Christ who guarantees our true identity in the diversity of cultures; and it is he who makes us just. To be just means simply to be with Christ and in Christ. And this suffices. Other observances are no longer necessary.” 

The Holy Father recalled that, “Luther's expression 'sola fide' is true if faith is not opposed to charity, to love. Faith is to look at Christ, to entrust oneself to Christ, to be united to Christ, to be conformed to Christ, to his life. And the form, the life of Christ, is love; hence, to believe is to be conformed to Christ and to enter into his love. That is why, in the Letter to the Galatians, St. Paul develops above all his doctrine on justification; he speaks of faith that operates through charity.” 

The Pontiff concluded his catechesis by saying that, “Paul knows that in the double love of God and neighbor the whole law is fulfilled,” and that “we are just when we enter into communion with Christ, who is love...communion with Christ, faith in Christ, creates charity. And charity is the realization of communion with Christ. Thus, being united to him we are just, and in no other way. At the end, we can only pray to the Lord so that he will help us to believe. To really believe; belief thus becomes life, unity with Christ, the transformation of our life. And thus, transformed by his love, by love of God and neighbor, we can really be just in the eyes of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 20/11/2008)

20 November 2008 – Audience with participants at plenary assembly of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life: “Monasticism can, for all forms of religious and consecrated life, become a reminder of what is of essential and primary importance for all the baptized: seeking Christ and placing nothing before His love.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “By virtue of the absolute primacy reserved by Christ, monasteries are called to be which room is given for celebrating the glory of God, where the mysterious yet real divine presence in the world is adored and sung, where there is an effort to live the new commandment of love and mutual service... When monks live the Gospel radically, when people dedicated to an entirely contemplative life profoundly cultivate the nuptial bond with Christ... then monasticism can, for all forms of religious and consecrated life, become a reminder of what is of essential and primary importance for all the baptized: seeking Christ and placing nothing before His love.” This was the focus of the address given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the audience held on November 20 with participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life.

The Pope recalled in his address that the Congregation celebrates 100 years of life and activity, and in memory of this anniversary, on November 22, it will hold a Congress entitled “One hundred years at the service of consecrated life.” The Pope continued: “The consecrated are a select portion of the People of God: sustaining and safeguarding their fidelity to the divine call, dear brothers and sisters, is the principal mission that you carry out according to your diverse forms, approved thanks to the experience accumulated in these 100 years of activity.”

The Plenary Assembly has focused its attention this year on the theme of monasticism, and in light of this, the Pope recalled his address to the world of culture, given in Paris, on September 12, 2008, in which he spoke on “the exemplary nature of monastic life in history, and underlined how its aim is both simple and essential: 'quaerere Deum', seeking God and seeking Him through Jesus Christ Who revealed Him, seeking Him by fixing one's gaze on the invisible truths that are eternal, in the expectation of the glorious manifestation of the Savior.”

“The way indicated by God for this search and this love is His own Word", the Pope added, "abundantly present in the books of Sacred Scripture for mankind to reflect upon. The desire for God and the love for His Word are nourished in a reciprocal manner and generate in monastic life the insuppressible demand of the 'opus Dei,' the 'studium orantionis,' and the 'lectio divino,' which is listening to the Word of God, accompanied by the great voices of the tradition of the Fathers and the Saints, and prayer that is oriented and sustained by this Word. The recent Synod of Bishops...invited religious communities in particular, and all consecrated men and women, to make the Word of God their daily sustenance.”

At the close of his address, Benedict XVI pointed out the witness that the Church expects of monasticism in our time: “When someone enters a monastery, they seek a spiritual oasis where they can learn to live as true disciples of Jesus, in serene and persevering fraternal communion, eventually receiving guests as Christ Himself.” 

Invoking the intercession of Mary, the Mother of God, so that the communities of consecrated life, especially the monastic ones, may remain faithful to their vocation and mission, the Pope expressed his hope that the monasteries may “increasingly become oases of ascetic life, where the allure of the nuptial union with Christ is felt, and where the choice of the Absolute, who is God, is immersed in a climate of constant silence and contemplation.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/11/2008)

22 November 2008 – Audience to participants in Amalfi-Cava de’ Tirreni diocesan pilgrimage 

VATICAN - Benedict XVI tells members of the Archdiocese of Amalfi-Cava de' Tirreni: “May Saint Andrew help you to increasingly rediscover the importance and urgency of bearing witness to the Gospel in every part of society.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Saturday, November 22, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received a large representation from the Archdiocese of Amalfi-Cava de' Tirreni, who had come to Rome on a pilgrimage with the relics of their Patron, Saint Andrew, conserved from the 4th century in the crypt of their Cathedral, in honor of the VIII Centennial anniversary of the transfer of his relics from Constantinople to Amalfi. In honor of the upcoming feast of St. Andrew, on November 30, the Archdiocese will conclude this jubilee year with a Mass celebrated in the Cathedral of Amalfi, by Secretary of State Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone.

“Observing the example and calling upon the intercession of Saint Andrew, you have sought to give fresh impulse to your apostolic and missionary vocation, opening your hearts to the hopes for peace among people, and intensifying your prayers for the unity of all Christians,” the Pope said in addressing the pilgrims. “Vocation, mission and ecumenism are, then, the three keywords that have guided you through this spiritual and pastoral enterprise, that today receives the Pope's encouragement that it may continue with generosity and enthusiasm. May Saint Andrew, the first of the Apostles to be called by Jesus on the shores of the Jordan River (cf Jn 1:35-40), help you to increasingly rediscover the importance and urgency of bearing witness to the Gospel in every part of society. May your entire diocesan community, in imitation of the Church in its origins, grow in the faith and communicate Christian hope to all people.”

Recalling the Solemnity of Christ the King, which was to be celebrated the following day, the Pope highlighted the fact that the Liturgy of the Word on the feast offers the contemplation of Christ as “The Good Shepherd, ready to care for the dispersed sheep, to gather them and lead them to pastures and make them rest in a sure place...The Word of God will also remind us that the face of Christ, universal King, is that of a judge, because God is at one and the same time the good and merciful Shepherd and the righteous Judge. The criterion with which judgement is applied is of great importance. This criterion is love, real charity towards others, especially the 'little ones', people in greater need: the hungry, the thirsty, the foreigner, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned. The King solemnly declares to all that what they have done, or not done towards those they met on their path, they have done or not done it to Him. Thus, Christ identifies Himself with the 'smallest of His brothers and sisters', and the final judgement will be a settling of accounts of what happened in earthly life.” 

At the close of his address, the Pope mentioned that God, “is not concerned with historical kingship, He wishes to reign in people's hearts and from there over the world. He is the King of the entire universe, yet the crucial point, the area in which His reign is at risk, is in our own hearts because there God encounters our freedom. We, and we alone, can hinder him from reigning over us, and thus we can become an obstacle to His kingship over the world, over families, over society and over history. We, men and women, have the capability of choosing with whom we wish to side: whether it is with Christ and with His angels, or with the devil and his angels, as the Gospel says. It is up to us to decide to practice justice or iniquity, to embrace love and forgiveness or revenge and a mortal hate. On this rests our personal salvation, as well as the salvation of the world.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 24/11/2008)

23 November 2008 – Angelus 

VATICAN - On the Solemnity of Christ the King, the Pope recalls that “the Kingdom of God is not a question of honors and appearances...God will accept into his eternal kingdom those who have made the effort every day to put his word into practice.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The kingship of Christ is, indeed, the revelation and the implementation of the kingship of God the Father, who governs all things with love and with justice. The Father entrusted the Son with the mission of giving men eternal life, loving them to the point of the supreme sacrifice, and at the same time he has given him the power to judge them, from the moment that he was made Son of Man, like us in all things.” On the Solemnity of Christ the King, November 23, the Holy Father Benedict XVI paused to reflect on the kingship of Christ, prior to the recitation of the Angelus with pilgrims gathered in Saint Peter's Square, the theme of the kingship of Christ. The Gospels narrate that during his life, “Jesus rejected the title of king when it was understood in a political sense,” however, “during his passion, before Pilate he claimed a different sort of kingship,” just after having said that “my kingdom is not of this world.” 

The Gospel on this Solemnity shows Christ as Judge, at the end of time, with simple images and common vocabulary, “but the message is extremely important: it is the truth about our ultimate destiny and lays down the criteria by which we will be judged,” the Pope explained. The Gospel passage where Jesus says, “I was hungry and you gave me to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (Mt 25:35), “has become a part of our civilization,” the Pope said. “It has marked the history of peoples of Christian culture, their hierarchy of values, their institutions, and their many benevolent and social organizations. In effect, the Kingdom of God is not of this world, but it brings to fulfillment all the good that, thanks to God, exists in man and history. If we put love of our neighbor into practice, according to the Gospel message, then we are making room for the lordship of God, and his kingdom will realize itself in our midst. If instead each of us thinks only of his own interests, the world cannot but be destroyed.”

Before invoking the intercession of Mary, who is “seated as Queen at the right of Christ the King,” to ask for her help to “realize our Christian mission in the world,” the Holy Father mentioned that “the Kingdom of God is not a question of honors and appearances.” He “as no use for the hypocritical ones who say 'Lord, Lord,' but have neglected his commandments,” because “God will accept into his eternal kingdom those who have made the effort every day to put his word into practice.” 

After the Angelus, the Pope mentioned the beatification of the 188 Japanese martyrs, men and women, killed in the early part of the 17th century. The event will take place in Nagasaki, on November 24. “ I pledge my spiritual nearness on this occasion, which is so significant for the Catholic community, and for the whole country of the Rising Sun,” the Pope said. “Also, in Cuba next Saturday, Fray José Olallo Valdés, of the Hospitaller Order of St. John of God, will be beatified. I entrust the Cuban people to his heavenly protection, especially the sick and health workers.”

Addressing the Ukrainian pilgrims present, the Pope recalled that during these days is the 75th anniversary of Holodomor – the “great famine” - of 1932-33, that led to the deaths of millions in the Ukraine and other regions of the Soviet Union, during the Communist regime... “with the ardent hope that no political order will ever again, in the name of an ideology, deny rights, freedom, and dignity to the human person. Be assured of my prayer for all the innocent victims of that immense tragedy.” In Polish, he mentioned the 70th anniversary of the Polish section of Vatican Radio, thanking its workers for their “generous labor.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 24/11/2008)

24 November 2008 – Visit of His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI tells Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians: “Surely the growth in understanding, respect and cooperation which has emerged from ecumenical dialogue promises much for the proclamation of the Gospel in our time.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Monday, November 24, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians, in an audience. After the private audience and that of the Bishops accompanying him, His Holiness Benedict XVI and His Holiness Aram I presided an ecumenical celebration held in the "Redemptoris Mater" Chapel of the Vatican Apostolic Palace. In his address, Benedict XVI recalled that in the encounter and the visit that the Catholicos made to Pope John Paul II in January 1997, and the numerous other contacts and mutual visits that “by God's grace, have led in recent years to closer relations between the Catholic Church and the Armenian Apostolic Church.” 

The Holy Father then reflected on the fact that, in this Year of St. Paul, the Catholicos “will visit the tomb of the Apostle of the Nations and pray with the monastic community at the basilica erected to his memory. In that prayer, you will be united to the great host of Armenian saints and martyrs, teachers and theologians, whose legacy of learning, holiness and missionary achievements are part of the patrimony of the whole Church... The faith and devotion of the Armenian people have been constantly sustained by the memory of the many martyrs who have borne witness to the Gospel down the centuries. May the grace of that witness continue to shape the culture of your nation and inspire in Christ's followers an ever greater trust in the saving and life-giving power of the Cross.”

At this point in his address, Benedict XVI cited the positive contribution of the Armenian delegates to the contacts made in the last few years on an economic level, hoping that “this dialogue will continue to move forward, since it promises to clarify theological issues which have divided us in the past but now appear open to greater consensus.” The Pope continued: “Surely the growth in understanding, respect and cooperation which has emerged from ecumenical dialogue promises much for the proclamation of the Gospel in our time. Throughout the world Armenians live side by side with the faithful of the Catholic Church. An increased understanding and appreciation of the apostolic tradition which we share will contribute to an ever more effective common witness to the spiritual and moral values without which a truly just and humane social order cannot exist.” 

At the close of his address, the Pope expressed his concern for the current situation in the Middle East, saying: “our Holiness, I cannot fail to assure you of my daily prayers and deep concern for the people of Lebanon and the Middle East. How can we not be grieved by the tensions and conflicts which continue to frustrate all efforts to foster reconciliation and peace at every level of civil and political life in the region? Most recently we have all been saddened by the escalation of persecution and violence against Christians in parts of the Middle East and elsewhere. Only when the countries involved can determine their own destiny, and the various ethnic groups and religious communities accept and respect each other fully, will peace be built on the solid foundations of solidarity, justice and respect for the legitimate rights of individuals and peoples.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/11/2008)

25 November 2008 – Message to the President of the Pontifical Council for Culture on occasion of the 13th public session of the Pontifical Academies 

VATICAN - Pope's Message to the Pontifical Academy: “our announcement of the Gospel should be perceived in its beauty and novelty, our daily mission should be an eloquent manifestation of the beauty of God's love”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The urgent need for a renewed dialogue between aesthetics and ethics, between beauty, truth and goodness,” was addressed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI in his Message sent to the President of the Pontifical Council for Culture, Archbishop Gianfranco Ravasi, and the participants in the public session of the Pontifical Academies, on the theme: “The universality of beauty: a comparison between aesthetics and ethics,” which took place on November 25.

“In fact, at various levels, there is a dramatically-evident split between the two dimensions: that of the search for beauty - understood however in reductive terms as exterior form, as an appearance to be pursued at all costs - and that of the truth and goodness of actions undertaken to achieve certain ends. Indeed, searching for a beauty that is foreign to or separate from the human search for truth and goodness would become (as unfortunately happens) mere asceticism and, especially for the very young, a path leading to ephemeral values and to banal and superficial appearances, even a flight into an artificial paradise that masks inner emptiness.” 

The Holy Father mentioned the need for a “broadening of the horizons of reason,” as “a reason stripped of beauty would remain incomplete, just as a beauty without reason would be reduced to an empty and purely illusory mask.” Recalling the encounter with the Clergy of the Diocese of Bressanone on August 6, Benedict XVI affirmed that, “I explained that we have to look at a very broad reason, in which heart and reason meet, beauty and truth come together. And it such a commitment applies to everyone, it applies even more to believers, to the disciples of Christ, who are called by the Lord to 'give reasons' for all the beauty and truth of their faith.”

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus speaks to His disciples, using these words: “Just so, your light must shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father” (Mt. 5:16). The Pope explained that in the Greek text, it says “beautiful and good works at the same time, so that the beauty of the works may manifest, in a perfect synthesis, the goodness and truth of the gesture, as well as the coherence and holiness of the one who does it. The beauty of the work referred to in the Gospel recalls another beauty, truth, and goodness, that only find their perfection and final source in God.” 

From these considerations, follows the fact that “our witness must, then, draw nourishment from this beauty, our announcement of the Gospel should be perceived in its beauty and novelty, and to this end we must know how to communicate with the language of images and symbols; our daily mission should be an eloquent manifestation of the beauty of God's love, in order effectively to reach our contemporaries, who are oftentimes distracted and absorbed in a cultural climate that is not always prepared to perceive a beauty in complete harmony with truth and beauty, and yet ever yearns for and desires an authentic beauty, which is neither superficial nor passing.”

Benedict XVI suggested the re-reading of Servant of God John Paul II's Letter to Artists, ten years after its publication, “as a reflection on art, the creativity of the artist, and the dialogue between them and the Christian faith, lived in the community of believers.” After showing his appreciation for the members of the Academy for their activity, the Pope concluded his message expressing his hope for “a spirited and creative promotion in modern culture, especially in the world of art, a new Christian humanism, that can follow the road of authentic beauty with clarity and decision.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/11/2008)

26 November 2008 – General Audience

VATICAN - General Audience, with Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians; Holy Father invites all to pray for the ecumenical path and mentions in his Catechesis: “Christian ethics is not born from a system of commandments, but rather is the consequence of our friendship with Christ.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “This fraternal visit is a significant occasion for strengthening the bonds of unity already existing between us, as we journey towards that full communion which is both the goal set before all Christ's followers and a gift to be implored daily from the Lord.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI greeted the Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians, Aram I, present, at the beginning of the General Audience held on Wednesday, November 26.

Benedict XVI then asked those present to pray that the visit and meetings during these days “will mark a further step along the path towards full unity,” expressing his “particular gratitude” for the constant personal efforts made by Aram I in the area of ecumenism. The presence of the statue of Saint Gregory the Illuminator, founder of the Armenian Church, erected in front of Saint Peter's Basilica, “evokes the sufferings he endured in bringing the Armenian people to Christianity, but it also recalls the many martyrs and confessors of the faith whose witness bore rich fruit in the history of your people. Armenian culture and spirituality are pervaded by pride in this witness of their forefathers, who suffered with fidelity and courage in communion with the Lamb slain for the salvation of the world,” the Pope explained.

In his Catechesis with the pilgrims, the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on the preaching of Saint Paul on justification: “Saint Paul tells us: It is not our works, but our faith that makes us "just." This faith, nevertheless, is not a thought, opinion or idea. This faith is communion with Christ, which the Lord entrusts to us and that because of this, becomes life in conformity with him. Or in other words, faith, if it is true and real, becomes love, charity -- is expressed in charity.”

In his Letter to the Galatians, Saint Paul places an emphasis on the gratuitousness of justification not by our efforts, and, at the same time, he emphasizes as well the relationship between faith and charity, between faith and works: there are on one hand the 'works of the flesh,' which are fornication, impurity, debauchery, idolatry...all of which are contrary to the faith. On the other hand is the action of the Holy Spirit, which nourishes Christian life stirring up .love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.' These are the fruits of the Spirit that arise from faith. At the beginning of this list of virtues is cited ágape, love, and at the end, self-control.” 

Thus, recalling his first Encyclical, “Deus caritas est,” Benedict XVI explained how “Believers know that in mutual love the love of God and of Christ is incarnated by means of the Spirit...Justified by the gift of faith in Christ, we are called to live in the love of Christ toward others, because it is by this criterion that we will be judged at the end of our existence. In the First Letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul becomes expansive with his famous praise of love. It is the so-called hymn to charity...Christian love is so demanding because it springs from the total love of Christ for us: this love that demands from us, welcomes us, embraces us, sustains us, even torments us, because it obliges us to live no longer for ourselves, closed in on our egoism, but for 'him who has died and risen for us.' The love of Christ makes us be in him this new creature, who enters to form part of his mystical body that is the Church.” 

Over the course of Christian history, oftentimes there has been an unfounded contra-position observed between the theology of Paul and James: “while Paul concerns himself above all with demonstrating that faith in Christ is necessary and sufficient, James highlights the consequent relationship between faith and works (cf. James 2:2-4). Therefore, for Paul and for James, faith operative in love witnesses to the gratuitous gift of justification in Christ. Salvation, received in Christ, needs to be protected and witnessed...Often we tend to fall into the same misunderstandings that have characterized the community of Corinth: Those Christians thought that, having been gratuitously justified in Christ by faith, 'everything was licit.' And they thought, and often it seems that the Christians of today think, that it is licit to create divisions in the Church, the body of Christ, to celebrate the Eucharist without concerning oneself with the brothers who are most needy, to aspire to the best charisms without realizing that they are members of each other, etc. The consequences of a faith that is not incarnated in love are disastrous, because it is reduced to a most dangerous abuse and subjectivism for us and for our brothers.”

Thus, following Saint Paul, we should renew our awareness of the fact that, precisely because we have been justified in Christ, we should glorify God in our bodies and with the whole of our existence. “To what would be reduced a liturgy directed only to the Lord but that doesn't become, at the same time, service of the brethren, a faith that is not expressed in charity?” the Pope asked, later recalling how the Apostle often puts his communities before the Final Judgment, which will be according to love, and “this thought on the Final Judgment should illumine us each day of our life.” 

The Pope concluded his Catechesis, emphasizing that the ethics proposed by Paul are also valid for us today, because “Christian ethics is not born from a system of commandments, but rather is the consequence of our friendship with Christ. This friendship influences life: If it is true, it incarnates and fulfills itself in love for neighbor.” He then said that we should let ourselves be overtaken by the reconciliation that God has given us in Christ, by God's 'crazy' love for us: No one and nothing could ever separate us from his love.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/11/2008)

27 November 2008 – Telegramme to the Archbishop of Bombay

VATICAN - The Holy Father Benedict XVI launches an appeal “for an end to all acts of terrorism” in a telegram to the Archbishop of Bombay

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Following the series of terrorist attacks in Bombay (Mumbai), the economic capital of India, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Secretary of State, sent a telegram to the Archbishop of Bombay, Cardinal Oswald Gracias, on behalf of the Holy Father Benedict XVI. The Pope is “deeply concerned about the outbreak of violence in Mumbai,” and in presenting his condolences to the victims' families, assures of his spiritual closeness to the public authorities, citizens, and all those affected. The telegram continues, in English: “His holiness urgently appeals for an end to all acts of terrorism, which gravely offend the human family and severely destabilize the peace and solidarity needed to build a civilization worthy of mankind’s noble vocation to love God and neighbor.” Benedict XVI is praying for the eternal repose of the victims and implores God’s gift of strength and comfort for those who are injured and in mourning. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 28/11/2008)

29 November 2008 – Audience with the communities of the Marchigiano, Pugliese and Abruzzese-Molisano Pontifical Regional Seminaries 

VATICAN - Pope tells seminarians: “the Word of God that you must sow with your hands full and that carries eternal life, is Christ Himself, the only One who can change the human heart and renew the world”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In addressing a group of students from the Pontifical Seminaries of the Italian regions of the Marche ("Pio XI"), Puglie ("Pio XI"), Molfetta, and Chieti (“San Pio X”) received in an audience on November 29, on the 100th anniversary of their foundation, the Holy Father Benedict XVI referred to the Apostle Paul as the model in preparing for apostolic ministry. “In imitation of Saint Paul, dear seminarians, never tire in seeking Jesus through listening to, reading and studying Sacred Scripture, through prayer and individual meditation, through the liturgy and all daily activities,” the Pope said, encouraging them to value their years in the seminary, as “time dedicated to formation and discernment, years in which priority must be given to the constant search for a personal relationship with Jesus, an intimate experience of His love.”

Among the main priorities of the priest, as was also mentioned in the Synod of Bishops recently held, is that of sowing the Word of God in the field of the world. Speaking of this theme, Benedict XVI told the seminarians: “The Word of God that you must sow with your hands full and that carries eternal life, is Christ Himself, the only One who can change the human heart and renew the world. But, we could ask ourselves: does modern man still feel the need for Christ and His message of salvation?” 

Today, a certain culture spreads the idea of a self-sufficient humanity, which considers itself to be the only builder of his own destiny, and that, as a result, believes the presence of God to be irrelevant. Thus, the religious experience also runs the risk of being considered a subjective choice, something that is neither essential nor decisive for one's life. “Certainly today, for these and other reasons, it becomes increasingly more difficult to believe, increasingly more difficult to welcome the Truth that is Christ, increasingly more difficult to give one's life for the cause of the Gospel,” the Pope said. “However, as is evident in the daily news reports, contemporary man often seems confused and concerned about his future, seeking certainties and eager for secure points of reference. Mankind of the third millennium, as in all ages, has need of God and sometimes seeks Him without even realizing it. The task of Christians, and especially priests, is to respond to this profound longing of the human heart and to offer everyone, using means and methods in keeping with the needs of the time, the unchangeable Word of eternal life which is Christ, Hope of the world.” 

Addressing those responsible for their formation, the Holy Father reminded them of the importance of their task, of being “witnesses even more so than teachers, of the Gospel.” He later reflected on the importance of the Regional Seminaries, which can be ideal places for forming seminarians in the diocesan spirituality, offering wisdom and balance in the formation, in the widest sense of the ecclesial and regional context, so that they “may become 'houses' in which to welcome vocations, so as to give even greater momentum to vocational pastoral care, with particular concern for the world of youth, educating young people to the great evangelical and missionary ideals.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

29 November 2008 – Celebration of 1st Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent 

VATICAN - Holy Father's homily at First Vespers for the 1st Sunday of Advent: “Advent is the spiritual season of hope par excellence, and in this season the whole Church is called to be hope, for itself and for the world.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Celebrating the liturgical seasons, we actualize the mystery -- in this case the coming of the Lord -- in such a way as to be able, so to speak, to 'walk in it' toward its full realization, at the end of time, but already drawing sanctifying virtue from it from the moment that the last times have already begun with the death and resurrection of Christ. The word that sums up this particular state in which we await something that is supposed to manifest itself but which we also already have a glimpse and foretaste of, is 'hope.' Advent is the spiritual season of hope par excellence, and in this season the whole Church is called to be hope, for itself and for the world.” Opening the new liturgical year, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided the celebration of First Vespers for the 1st Sunday of Advent, in Saint Peter's Basilica on November 29. 

In this liturgical season, “the whole people of God begins the journey, drawn by this mystery: that our God is 'the God who comes' and who calls us to come to meet him. In what way? Above all in that universal form of hope and expectation that is prayer, which finds its eminent expression in the Psalms, human words by which God himself has placed and continually places the invocation of his coming on the lips and hearts of believers.” The Pope then paused to reflect on two Psalms from the Vespers, Psalms 141 and 142.

In the first Psalm, the Lord's help is invoked: “O Lord, I cry to you, hasten to help me.” The Holy Father explained: “It is the cry of a person who feels himself to be in grave danger, but it is also the cry of the Church in the midst of the many snares that surround her, that threaten her holiness, that irreprehensible integrity of which the Apostle Paul speaks, that must be maintained for the coming of the Lord. And in this invocation there also resounds the cry of all the just, of all those who want to resist evil, the seductions of an iniquitous well-being, of pleasures that are offensive to human dignity and the condition of the poor. At the beginning of Advent the Church's liturgy again cries out with these words and addresses them to God 'as incense.' The evening offering of incense is in fact a symbol of prayer, the lifting up of hearts to God, to the Most High.” 

In Psalm 142, “Here every word, every invocation makes us think of Jesus in the passion; in particular we think of his prayer to the Father in Gethsemane. In his first coming, in the incarnation, the Son of God wanted fully to share our human condition. Naturally, he did not share in sin, but for our salvation he suffered its consequences. Every time she prays Psalm 142 the Church experiences again the grace of this com-passion, this "coming" of the Son of God into human anguish, his descent into its deepest depths. Advent's cry of hope expresses, then, from the beginning and in the most forceful way, the whole gravity of our condition, our extreme need of salvation. It says: We await the Lord's coming not like a beautiful decoration added to an already saved world but as the only way to freedom from mortal danger. And we know that he himself, the Liberator, had to suffer and die to bring us out of this prison.”

The Holy Father concluded his homily by highlighting the fact that these two Psalms, “protect us against any temptation of evasion and flight from reality; they preserve us from a false hope, one that would like to enter into Advent and set off for Christmas forgetting the dramatic nature of our personal and collective existence.” Thus, he exhorted all to place our hand in that of the Virgin Mary, Our Lady of Advent and enter with joy into this new season of grace that God grants his Church for the good of the whole of humanity, making us docile to the action of the Holy Spirit, “so that the God of Peace might completely sanctify us, and the Church might become a sign and an instrument of hope for all men.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

30 November 2008 – Pastoral visit to the parish of San Lorenzo fuori le Mura

VATICAN - The Pope celebrates Mass in the Parish of San Lorenzo, on the 1,750th anniversary of his martyrdom: “holiness, namely, going out to meet Christ who comes continually to visit us, does not go out of fashion”

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “At this beginning of Advent, what better message to receive from Saint Lawrence than that of holiness? He repeats to us that holiness, namely, going out to meet Christ who comes continually to visit us, does not go out of fashion, on the contrary, with the passing of time it shines in a luminous way and manifests man's constant tension toward God. May this jubilee celebration be, therefore, occasion for your parish community of a renewed adherence to Christ, of greater understanding of the meaning of belonging to his Mystical Body that is the Church, and of a constant commitment to evangelization through charity.” This was the exhortation made by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the faithful gathered in the Parish Church of San Lorenzo “fuori le Mura” (Outside the Walls), where he celebrated Mass on Sunday, November 30, First Sunday of Advent, in honor of the 1,750th anniversary of the martyrdom of San Lorenzo and as part of his annual visits to the parishes of Rome.

“To prepare for Christ's advent is also the exhortation we find in today's Gospel: "Watch," Jesus says to us in Luke's brief parable of the master of the house who goes but whose return is not known. To watch means to follow the Lord, to choose what he has chosen, to love what he has loved, to conform one's own life to his; to watch means to spend every moment of our time on the horizon of his love without letting ourselves be overcome by the inevitable daily difficulties and problems. So did St. Lawrence, so must we; and we ask the Lord to give us his grace so that Advent will stimulate all of us to walk in that direction.” 

In his homily, the Holy Father reflected on the liturgical season of Advent, which means “to recall the first coming of the Lord in the flesh, already thinking of his final return and, at the same time, it means to acknowledge that Christ present among us makes himself our companion on the journey in the life of the Church that celebrates this mystery.” Advent becomes for all Christians, “a time of waiting and hope, a privileged time of listening and reflection, allowing ourselves to be guided by the liturgy that calls us to go out to meet the Lord who is coming.” Taking up the readings proclaimed shortly prior to the homily, the Pope focused on the invocation made by the Christian community from the beginning - “Come, Lord Jesus” - which should become “also our constant aspiration, the aspiration of the Church of every age, which longs and prepares for the encounter with its Lord.” The prophet Isaiah, in the first reading, later reveals that “our Savior's face is that of a tender and merciful Father, who takes care of us in every circumstance because we are the work of his hands...We were estranged from him because of sin, falling under the dominion of death, but he had mercy on us and by his initiative, without any merit on our part, decided to come to us, sending his only Son as our Redeemer.”

In his homily, Benedict XVI also recalled the reason for his visit, the 1,750th anniversary of the entrance of the holy Deacon, Saint Lawrence, into heaven: “His solicitude for the poor, his generous service to the Church in the area of social welfare and charity, his fidelity to the Pope, which led him to want to follow him to the supreme test of martyrdom and the heroic testimony of his blood, spilt a few days later, are universally known events.”

The 50th anniversary of the death of the Servant of God Pope Pius XII also brings to mind a particularly dramatic event that occurred during World War II, on July 19, 1943, when a violent bombardment inflicted very serious damages to the building and the whole neighborhood, spreading death and destruction. “Never will the memory be erased from history of the generous gesture carried out on that occasion by my venerated predecessor, who ran to help and console the harshly affected people, among the still smoking ruins. Nor do I forget that this basilica houses the urns of two other great personalities: exposed in the hypogeum for the veneration of the faithful are the mortal remains of Blessed Pius IX, while in the atrium the tomb is located of Alcide De Gasperi, wise and balanced leader for Italy during the difficult years of post-war reconstruction and, at the same time, famous statesman who was able to look at Europe with a broad Christian vision.”

At the close of the Mass, the Holy Father paid homage to the tomb of Saint Lawrence. Later, in the crypt, he stopped to pray before the tomb of Blessed Pius IX and, in the atrium of the Basilica, he paused before the tomb of Alcide De Gasperi. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

30 November 2008 – Angelus 

VATICAN - On the First Sunday of Advent, Benedict XVI refers to the three great “hinges” of time and expresses his “horror and the disapproval of the explosion of such cruel and senseless violence” in India and Nigeria

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – As the First Sunday of Advent marks the beginning of a new liturgical year, before the recitation of the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square on November 30, the Holy Father Benedict XVI invited the faithful to reflect on the dimension of time. He said: “We all say 'I don't have time' because the rhythm of daily life has become too frenetic for everyone. The Church has 'good news' to announce about this too: God gives us his time. We always have little time. Especially in regard to the Lord, we do not know how to find him, or, sometimes, we do not want to find him. And yet God has time for us! This is the first thing that the beginning of a liturgical year makes us rediscover with an ever new wonder. Yes: God gives us his time, because he has entered into history, with his Word and his works of salvation, to open it to eternity, to make it into a covenant history.” From this perspective time is already, in itself, “a basic sign of God's love. It is a gift that man can, like everything else, appreciate or, on the contrary, squander.”

The Pope then mentioned the three great “hinges” of time, that span salvation history: creation, Incarnation-redemption, and 'parousia,' the final coming that also includes the universal judgement. The Pope explained that “These three moments, however, are not to be understood simply in chronological succession.” In fact, is realized along the whole arc of cosmic becoming to the very end of time. So also with the Incarnation-redemption, which occurred at a determinate historical moment, nevertheless, its effect extends over the time that preceded it and all of the time that follows it. And the Final Coming and the Last Judgment, exercise their influence on the conduct of men of every age.

The liturgical season of Advent “invites us to awaken the expectation of Christ's glorious return; then, nearing Christmas, it calls us to welcome the Word made man for our salvation. But the Lord comes constantly into our lives. How opportune, then, is Jesus' call, which is more powerfully proposed than ever this Sunday: 'Be vigilant!'. It is addressed to the disciples, but also to 'everyone,' because everyone, at the hour that God alone knows, will be called to give an account of his own life.” Then, prior to the recitation of the Angelus, he referred to the Blessed Virgin Mary, Jesus' Mother, as the Icon of Advent.

Following the Angelus, the Pope recalled that November 30 marks the feast of St. Andrew the Apostle, patron of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, with whom the Church of Rome feels linked “by a special fraternal bond.” According to tradition, a delegation was sent by the Holy See to visit Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I, and Benedict XVI expressed his hope that heavenly blessings may be bestowed upon all the faithful of the Patriachate.

The Pope then mentioned the recent tragic events in India and in Nigeria, with these words: “I would like to invite you to join in prayer for the numerous people killed, wounded or in any way harmed in the brutal terrorist attacks in Mumbai, India, and the fighting that has broken out in Jos, Nigeria. The causes and the circumstances of these tragic events are different but the horror and the disapproval of the explosion of such cruel and senseless violence must be the same. Let us ask the Lord to touch the hearts of those who falsely believe that this is the way to resolve local or international problems and let us all feel encouraged to offer an example of meekness and love to build a society worthy of God and man.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

VERBA PONTIFICIS

Year of St Paul

“we can say with Paul that the true believer obtains salvation by professing with his mouth that Jesus is the Lord and believing in his heart that God has raised Him from the dead (cf. Rom 10: 9). Important above all else is the heart that believes in Christ, and which in its faith "touches" the Risen One; but it is not enough to carry our faith in our heart, we must confess it and bear witness to it with our mouths, with our lives, thus making the truth of the Cross and the Resurrection present in our history.” (General Audience 5 November 2008 )

“ Yes, what Christ has given us is multiplied in its giving! It is a treasure made to be spent, invested and shared with all, as we are taught by the Apostle Paul, that great administrator of Jesus' talents.” (Angelus, 16 November 2008)

Advent

“ The liturgical season of Advent […] first invites us to reawaken our expectation of Christ's glorious return, then, as Christmas approaches, it calls us to welcome the Word made man for our salvation. Yet the Lord comes into our lives continually. How timely then, is Jesus' call, which on this First Sunday is powerfully proposed to us: "Watch!" (Angelus del 30 November 2008 ).
Children

“Every human being has a value in himself because he is created in the image of God in whose eyes he is all the more precious the weaker he appears to the human gaze. Thus, with what great love should we also welcome a unborn child who is already affected with medical pathologies! "Sinite parvulos venire ad me", Jesus says in the Gospel (cf. Mk 10: 14), showing us the attitude of respect and acceptance with which we must look after every child” (15 November 2008 - Audience with participants at 23rd international conference of the Pontifical Council for Health Care Pastoral ).
Beauty

“‘"Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in Heaven" (Mt 5: 16). It should be noted that the Greek text speaks of kalà erga, of works that are good and beautiful at the same time, because the beauty of works manifests and expresses, in an excellent synthesis, the goodness and profound truth of the action, as well as the coherence and holiness of those who perform it. ” (25 November 2008 -  Message to the president of the Pontifical Council for Culture on occasion of the 13th public session of the Pontifical Academies ).

Ethics

“ the Christian ethic is not born from a system of commandments but is a consequence of our friendship with Christ. This friendship influences life… For this reason, any ethical decay is not limited to the individual sphere but it also weakens personal and communal faith .. (General Audience 26 November 2008)
Evangelisation

“People in the third millennium need God and sometimes seek him even without realizing it. The task of Christians, and especially of priests, is to take in this deep yearning of the human heart and to offer to all, with the means and in the manner required by the needs of the times, the unchanging and therefore always alive and actual Word of eternal life that is Christ, Hope of the world. ” (29 November 2008 - Audience with the communities of the Regional Seminaries of the Marches, Apulia and Abruzzi-Molise).

Faith

“ Luther's phrase: "faith alone" is true, if it is not opposed to faith in charity, in love. Faith is looking at Christ, entrusting oneself to Christ, being united to Christ, conformed to Christ, to his life. And the form, the life of Christ, is love; hence to believe is to conform to Christ and to enter into his love” (General Audience 19 November 2008 ).

Freedom

“the critical point, the zone in which his Kingdom is at risk, is our heart, for it is there that God encounters our freedom. We, and we alone, can prevent him from reigning over us and hence hinder his kingship over the world: over the family, over society, over history. We men and women have the faculty to choose whose side we wish to be on: with Christ and his Angels or with the devil and his followers” (22 November 2008 Audience with participants in Amalfi-Cava de’ Tirreni diocesan pilgrimage).

Parusia

“ Paul describes Christ's parusia in especially vivid tones and with symbolic imagery which, however, conveys a simple and profound message…our future is "to be with the Lord". As believers, we are already with the Lord in our lifetime; our future, eternal life, has already begun. ” (General Audience 12 November 2008 ).

Kingdom of God

“‘"I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me" (Mt 25: 35) and so forth. Who does not know this passage?[...] It has marked the history of the peoples of Christian culture[...] In fact, the Kingdom of Christ is not of this world, but it brings to fulfilment all the good that, thank God, exists in man and in history. ” (Angelus 23 November 2008 ).

Time

“ God has time for us! […]Yes, God gives us his time, because he entered history with his Word and his works of salvation to open it to eternity, to make it become a covenantal history. In this prospective, already in itself time is a fundamental sign of God's love. ” (Angelus 30 November 2008 ).
Theology

“ St Paul offers a model for all time of how to approach theology and how to preach. The theologian, the preacher, does not create new visions of the world and of life, but he is at the service of truth handed down, at the service of the real fact of Christ, of the Cross, and of the Resurrection. His task is to help us understand today the reality of "God with us" that lies behind the ancient words, and thus the reality of true life. 

” (General Audience 5 November 2008 ).

Life

“Transplant abuses and their trafficking […] must find the scientific and medical community ready to unite in rejecting such unacceptable practices […]The simple idea of considering the embryo as "therapeutic material" contradicts the cultural, civil and ethical foundations upon which the dignity of the person rests” (Audience with participants at Congress “A gift for life. Considerations on organ donation", 6 November 2008 ).

QUAESTIONES

Year of St Paul - ASIA/HONG KONG - Two pilgrimages led by the Third Order Canossians, on the 200th anniversary of the Order, and in honor of the Year of St. Paul

Hong Kong (Agenzia Fides) – Two pilgrimages, in Italy and Hong Kong, are at the center of the celebrations being held by the Third Order Canossians, in honor of the 200th anniversary of the founding of the Daughters of Charity (FdCC, Canossian Sisters) and the 20th anniversary of the canonization of their foundress, Saint Maddalena di Canossa (1774-1835), who was canonized on October 2, 1988 in Saint Peter's Square. They have been present in Hong Kong for over 148 years now, carrying out their service of “Humility in Charity.”

According to a report from the Kong Ko Bao (the Chinese version of the diocesan bulletin), during this past summer thirty members of the Third Order, accompanied by their family members, took a 15-day pilgrimage to Italy, entitled “Following in the footsteps of the Foundress,” during which they also celebrated the Year of Saint Paul. On November 1, the pilgrimage visited the Parish of Saints Peter and Paul in Hong Kong, where they were joined by Canossian Sisters. During the pilgrimage, they were also able to view two documentaries: one on the history of the Canossians and the Foundress, and the other on the Pauline mission and how to rekindle the missionary flame. The Canossians of Hong Kong have also carried out various other initiatives, centered on the theme: “Getting to know the Canossians, their history, and their evolution in Hong Kong.” 

The Canossian Order was founded in 1808 in Italy, when Maddalena of Canossa, in overcoming the resistance placed by her family who was rich and of noble class, began working in the poorest slums of Verona (Italy), following what she understood was the Lord's will: “to serve those most in need, with the heart of Christ.” “Making Jesus Christ known” was the great passion of Maddalena and it is the inheritance that today the Sons and Daughters of Charity are called to live. The Daughters of Charity now number about 4,000, present in the five Continents; the Sons of Charity are now about 200 and are working in Italy and Oceania. There are also various lay groups associated to the Canossian spirituality. In 1860, upon the request of the then Apostolic Prefect of Hong Kong, the Superior General of the Daughters of Charity sent 6 young Italian sisters to Hong Kong, and in 1874, to Macao. Passing a long trip and a great many difficulties, the first Canossian missionaries opened the house in Hong Kong, from whence they began to expand across the Asian continent. Today, following the charism of their Foundress, they work in the areas of education, pastoral work, healthcare, and social needs, and are highly esteemed by the people there. (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 5/11/2008)

Year of St Paul - EUROPE/POLAND - Book on the theology and mission of Saint Paul published by the Catholic weekly “Niedzela” sells 180,000 copies

Czestochowa (Agenzia Fides) – For the Year of St. Paul, the Polish Catholic weekly “Niedzela,” the most widely read magazine in Poland with headquarters in Czestochowa, has published another book within their series entitled: “Biblioteka Niedziela.” The book is entitled: “I have been sent to preach the Gospel” – Saint Paul,” and it has already sold 180,000 copies. The book is based on the Letters of Saint Paul and presents the main themes of doctrinal theology from the Apostle to the Gentiles, in the form of a “Theological compendium of Saint Paul.” The text is enriched by photos (taken by the photo-reporters of “Niedzela”) from Rome, Malta, Greece, and Turkey, of locations linked to the life and mission of St. Paul. “The doctrinal theology of St. Paul is extremely important in our day,” Editor-in-Chief Msgr. Ireneusz Skubis told Agenzia Fides. “St. Paul gives us the moral guidelines needed for man in living his daily life. As the most widespread Catholic magazine in Poland, we have the duty of offering the life, works, and theology of the Great Apostle Paul to our readers.” (MF/SL) (Agenzia Fides 6/11/2008)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/TURKEY - Antioch hosts the inauguration of the “St. Paul Cultural Center” in the Year of St. Paul

Antioch (Agenzia Fides) – A library specializing in Saint Paul, with a study center for experts, religious, laity, and all wishing to deepen in their knowledge of the Apostle of the Gentiles...this is what is being offered at the new “St. Paul Cultural Center,” an initiative launched in the city of Antioch by the local Catholic community. The project, organized by the Franciscan Capuchin Friars, has Italian roots, being sponsored by the Bishop of Padua, His Excellency Antonio Mattiazzo, and was funded by locals and contributions from St. Peter and St. Paul Catholic Church in the city of Antioch in the Oronte. 

The library will hold books on the Apostle and on Roman and Byzantine Antioch, early Christianity and the Church, etc, and will include works on Christian-Islam relations, especially in Turkish lands. “A young Catholic student from the University of Antioch, baptized with the name of Paula, began selecting and organizing the books,” Capuchin missionary Fr. Domenico Bertogli, of the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul, told Agenzia Fides.

The project has arisen in the Year of St. Paul and will develop and be enriched over the years to come. The Center seeks to become a reference point for all pilgrims visiting Antioch, for religious and laity who wish to delve deeper into Pauline history and spirituality. 

In this year dedicated to St. Paul, the Catholic Church in Turkey is seeing a noteworthy increase in the number of pilgrims, especially in the “Pauline sites” in Tarsus and Antioch (see Fides 6/10/2008). Antioch in the Oronte, one of the stops along Paul's travels, is where those who followed Christ were first called “Christians.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 12/11/2008)

Year of St Paul - ASIA/INDIA - Saint Paul awakening interests in Tamil Nadu

Dharmapuri (Agenzia Fides) – The faithful of Tamil Nadu are taking active interest in the history, person, and spirituality of Saint Paul, says Fr. Adiruben Nolase, Director of the Diocesan Pastoral Center of the Diocese of Dharmapuri in Tamil Nadu, a southern Indian state. 

With the occasion of the Year of St. Paul, the Diocese has organized a full itinerary for getting to know the Apostle to the Gentiles, with specific initiatives for adults, youth, and children. There will be an exposition on tour throughout the Diocese, of 50 panels, including photographs and texts illustrating the life, journeys, mission, and Letters of the Apostle. Many non-Christians, as well, have shown interest in this great missionary figure that brought so many non-believers to the faith in Christ.

The success obtained by the initiatives taking place during previous months in the area of catechesis and pastoral, has led to the fact that in the month of November many of the events are being held once more, to allow even more faithful to participate.

In the coming weeks, there will be a three-day theological seminar to reflect on the Letters of Saint Paul, given by eminent Bible scholars and theologians. There is expected to be a fairly large attendance among priests, religious, and laity, whom Bishop Joseph Irudayaraj, SDB of Dharmapuri has encouraged to “become missionaries in their own surroundings, in their daily lives, following in the footsteps of the Apostle Paul.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/11/2008)

Culture – EUROPE/CYPRUS - “Religions are aware that talking of war in God’s name is meaningless and blasphemous. They are convinced a better humanity will never come from violence and terrorism. They do not share the pessimistic belief in the inevitable clash of religions and civilizations.” The appeal made at the close of the XXII “Men and Religion” Meeting organized by the Community of Sant'Egidio in Cyprus

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “We are at a difficult point in history. Many certainties are shaken by the economic crisis that has seized our world. Many people are pessimistic about the future. Richer countries focus on protecting their own citizens. A very high price of the crisis will be paid for by the poorest of the world. Too many people suffer in this world of ours, from war, poverty and violence. No one should be happy in a world full of suffering. No one should close his heart to compassion. This is not the time to surrender to pessimism, it is time to heed the sorrow of people, and to work for the foundation of a new world order of peace. The quest for justice, the use of dialogue, and respect for the weak are the tools we need to build this new world order. We need a surplus of spirit and a greater sense of humanity! A world without a soul will soon become inhuman.”

These are some extracts from the Peace Appeal 2008 of the religious leaders, read during the concluding ceremony of the International “Men and Religion” Meeting organized by the Community of Sant'Egidio, which is taking place in Cyprus, with the theme: “The Civilization of Peace: Faiths and Cultures in Dialogue,” November 16-18. The religious leaders placed the Appeal in the hands of children from various nationalities who, in the name of every generation, have presented to the ambassadors and authorities present from nations all over the world. 

“Our religious traditions strongly testify that a world with no spirit will never be human: they cry out that spirit and humanity should never be trampled on by war; they beg for peace,” the Appeal says. “They want peace, they beg for it, they implore peace from God through prayer. Religions are aware that talking of war in God’s name is meaningless and blasphemous. They are convinced a better humanity will never come from violence and terrorism. They do not share the pessimistic belief in the inevitable clash of religions and civilizations. Religions hope and pray that a true community of peace will be established among peoples and within humanity. No human being, no people, no community is an island. Everyone needs somebody else; everyone needs the friendship, forgiveness, and help of someone else.”

In concluding, the Appeal stresses that “no hatred, no conflict, no wall can resist the power of prayer, forgiveness, and patient love leading to dialogue. Dialogue does not generate weakness, rather it grants new strength,” and asks that God may grant the great gift of peace through the prayers of all believers, as “no war is ever holy. Peace alone is holy!”

Andrea Riccardi, Founder of the Community of Sant'Egidio, in his address in the Final Ceremony, expressed his hope that “a new wind of peace blow on nearby Middle East, on Iraq, on suffering Africa.” The wind of peace is certainly a gift from God, however “men, women, peoples do have a great responsibility: there is much they can do. The medicine of dialogue can heal conflicts. Dialogue does not require war and violence, but listening and talking. Dialogue reveals that the use of force and war is not inevitable. Dialogue does not leave defenceless, rather it protects. It does not cause weakness, rather it grants new strength. It transforms strangers and enemies into members of one’s own family. It delivers from the demon of violence. Nothing is lost with dialogue; anything can be achieved through dialogue. Religions are called to the daunting task of making a spirit of peace grow among human beings.”

Ingrid Betancourt Pulecio also spoke during the Final Ceremony and, “in the name of all those who suffer on every continent, the victims of hate and violence among men,” implored that the following appeal reach the ears of all the earth's nations: “Tell the nations, 'Have faith! Do not back down!' because those of us who have suffered and lost everything, have not lost hope. We ask you to believe that a better world is possible, that good always conquers evil, and that the days to come will be days of the spirit that we were awaiting. The values of our civilization should change: no more thirst for power and greed, but service and gift. The true change should begin with each one of us. And from the sum of changes that each one is capable of making, we will be able to build a better world. We are the builders of a new time, those who open the new time of the spirit. We are sure, in the depths of our hearts, that our time is the perfect time for dreams to come true. With faith, all things are possible.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/11/2008)

Emergency - AFRICA/DR CONGO - “There is a silent genocide taking place in east Congo, right before our very eyes,” say Congolese Bishops, in an urgent plea to the international community

Kinshasa (Agenzia Fides) – The Bishops of the Permanent Committee of the Congolese Bishops' Conference (CENCO) have issued a “cry of grief and protest,” saying that they are “disturbed and overcome by the human tragedy in the east and northeast Democratic Republic of Congo.”

In a message that was sent to Agenzia Fides, entitled: “The Democratic Republic of Congo mourns its children without consolation,” the members of the Permanent Committee of CENCO affirm that in the eastern part of the country, they are witnessing a “a silent genocide.” “The great massacres of the population, the planned extermination of the youth, the systematic robberies used as a weapon of war...a cruelty and exceptional violence is once again being unleashed upon the local people who only ask that they can live in a decent manner in their homeland. Who is willing to take interest in this situation?”

The Bishops critique the UN peacekeeping force, saying that “the most deplorable fact is that the violence is taking place right before the eyes of those whose duty it is to maintain peace and protect the civilian population.” They also critique the central government, saying that “our governors appear impotent before the gravity of the situation, and give the impression that they are not prepared to respond to the challenges of peace, nor to the defense of the population and the integrity of national territory.” Once more, they highlight the fact that “the natural recourses of the RDC are fomenting the greed of several powers at large. In fact, all the conflicts are taking place in economic hallways and mining deposits.”

In the message, they also reaffirm “the existence of a plan of balkanization that we cannot cease to criticize, and which is led by intermediary parties. There is an impression that there exists great complexities with no name. We ask the Congolese people not to cede to these desires for balkanizing national territory. We advise that the international borders of the country, established and recognized in the Berlin Conference and subsequent accords, may never be placed in dispute.” The Berlin Conference (1884-85) led to the redistribution of Africa among European powers at the time and the establishment of various colonial borders, which have been recognized as the borders of the new independent states of what was then the Organization of African Unity (which later became what is now the African Union), in 1963. 

In order for this conflict to come to an end, the Bishops ask that the national and international community increase humanitarian aid to the people in refugee camps; inviting the Congolese population to “a national alert to live as brothers and sisters in solidarity and national cohesion”; and ask the Congolese government to “exercise the functions of their power to protect the population and the borders,” and they invite the international community to “make a sincere commitment to respect international law.” (LM) (Agenzia Fides 14/11/2008)

Emergency - AFRICA/SUDAN - Sudanese President announces ceasefire in Darfour, however rebels do not comply

Khartoum (Agenzia Fides) - “I hereby announce our immediate unconditional ceasefire between the armed forces and the warring factions, provided that an effective monitoring mechanism is put into action and observed by all involved parties.” This was how, on November 12, Sudanese President Omar Hassan al-Bashir announced his intention to unilaterally detain the armed conflict in Darfour, asking that the rebels do the same.

The declaration of the Sudanese President was made after the conference held this past October 16, entitled the “Sudan People's Initiative,” which was attended by representatives from the central and regional government, South Sudan, and the opposition. Also present was Eritrea's President Isayas Afeworki, the only foreign Head of State who accepted the invitation to the Conference.

The rebels, however, rejected the offer made by the Sudanese President. “It is just a matter of public relations,” said a representative of the JEM (Justice and Equality Movement), one of the main rebel movements in Darfur.

In spite of the appreciation expressed by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, various international observers say that Bashir's announcement is an attempt to find approval from the international community, in order to later avoid indictment on genocide charges, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, which was called for several months ago by General Prosecutor of the International Crime Court (ICC), Luis Moreno Ocampo (see Fides 15/7/2008). The President of Sudan is accused of having supported the pro-government militia “Janjaweed,” who are responsible for the atrocities committed against civilians. The various armed groups that oppose the government in Khartoum also committed crimes against civilians, say the humanitarian aid organizations working in the area.

According to the 2008 Population Report issued by the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), since the beginning of the Darfur conflict, in 2003, over 200,000 people have been killed and over 2 million forced to flee their homes. A total of 4 million people are in need of humanitarian aid and protection, a protection which the UNAMID (the joint peacekeeping force formed by the UN and the African Union) has not been successful in guaranteeing, in part because of the fact that instead of the 26,000 men that were going to be sent in, for now only 10,000 have been able to be deployed. However, even with the UNAMID forces, the task will not be simple: control an area of 540,000 km sq. being occupied by the Sudanese army, the pro-government militia, and at least 15 local guerrilla bands, not to mention the armed groups of citizens.

The grave humanitarian crises of Darfur and North Kivu (eastern Congo), were recalled by Benedict XVI in his General Audience, with these words: “ Come, Lord...to the refugee camps, in Darfur and in North Kivu.” (LM) (Agencia Fides 13/10/2008)

Emergency - AMERICA/VENEZUELA - Church's appeal for the victims of the recent heavy rains. “Help Your Church” collection organized for November 29-30

Caracas (Agenzia Fides) – The Catholic Church in Venezuela, through Caritas Venezuela, has made an appeal to solidarity for those brethren suffering from the results of the recent heavy rains that have hit the country, especially the capital city of Caracas, where they have left serious damages to the infrastructure and many people have lost their homes. There have been at least 9 deaths and over 4,300 people affected, in addition to mudslides, road blocks, and the collapse of several highways. 

“The Venezuelan people have always been a people of solidarity,” the statement from Caritas says, “and this is an occasion to reaffirm this charitable sensitivity that we are known for, and contribute in the alleviation of the sufferings and needs that are now affecting us.” Thus, Caritas makes an appeal to the Venezuelans, asking for their help and collaboration “within their possibilities, so as to send aid to the communities and thus contribute to meeting the needs and resolving the difficulties of those that suffer today: men, women, and children.” 

In order to channel this aid, Caritas has placed two groups in motion, one for collection and the other for distribution, through donations to Caritas Venezuela and through collection sites (parishes, etc.). 

The Archbishop of Caracas, Cardinal Jorge Urosa Savino, encouraged the faithful to collaborate with the victims of the rains that have hit the capital and other parts of Venezuela, and announce that a collection would be held this coming weekend. In the statement, the Cardinal told the “Catholics of the Caracas metropolitan area to show their generosity, supporting our suffering brethren, with the donation of clothing, blankets and sheets, household items, and non-perishable food.” 

He also encouraged them to “collaborate economically with our brothers, offering their contribution in the “Help Your Church” collection that will be held in all the parishes this coming weekend, November 20-30.” 

Finally, he invited the Venezuelans to “take an active part in the regional elections that will be held this Sunday,” and asked them to pray “for our country, and especially for our suffering brethren, in particular for those who lost their lives in the flooding and for their families.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 24/11/2008)

Emergency - ASIA/HOLY LAND - Caritas Jerusalem makes an appeal for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza

Jerusalem (Agenzia Fides) – Caritas Jerusalem has recently issued an appeal in response to the recent block on the Gaza Strip declared by the Israeli government. They say that there is an urgent need to end the siege on Gaza and bring humanitarian aid to 1.4 million Palestinians that are suffering hunger, thirst, lack of medicine, and basic means of survival.

According to the Defense Minister, Israel closed the border crossings for commercial traffic into the Gaza Strip after Palestinian soldiers launched a rocket in their direction. However, according to a spokesman of the Israeli police, the rocket launched yesterday did not pass the border, and landed within the Gaza Strip.

The measures taken by the Israeli government are having a severe impact on Palestinian civilians already living in extreme conditions, and this is why the United Nations has declared an “immediate humanitarian crisis” in the area. Israel stopped the flow of aid into Gaza on November 4, when an army raid led to another outbreak of missile fighting. The violence is threatening the ceasefire proclaimed five months ago on the border between Gaza and Israel. 

Caritas Jerusalem, in accord with other international humanitarian aid organizations calling for an end to the blocking, has launched an appeal to recall the fact that the people affected are innocent civilians, mostly women, elderly, and children.

“This over 20 day-long siege,” says Caritas, “has deprived Gaza of basic means of survival. The shops have closed down, there is no heating or electricity. The feed for the animals is being used to feed children.” In addition, “the neo-natal unit and all the patients in the hospital are now at a high risk,” given the impossibility of using many of the machines, including those for life-support.

A humanitarian convoy prepared by Caritas Jerusalem has asked for permission to enter Gaza, but has still heard no response from Israeli authorities. In the meantime, the people are suffering and living in truly extreme conditions. 

Even the Chancellor of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem and the Apostolic Nuncio in Israel, Archbishop Antonio Franco, who tried to celebrate a Mass in a local parish, were prohibited from entering Gaza territory in spite of prior agreements. No diplomat or international or humanitarian aid organizations have been allowed to enter.

Caritas says that “there are no words to describe the catastrophe...there is an urgent need for the entire international community to take action in overcoming this siege on Gaza.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 26/11/2008)

Emergency - AMERICA/BRAZIL - Solidarity with victims of floods in the south in which over 100 died 

Santa Catarina (Agenzia Fides) - The Pastoral Commission of the Brazilian Bishops' Conference, CNBB, gathered in Itaci from 24 to 26 November, issued a message of solidarity with victims of recent floods in the southern Brazilian State of Santa Catarina.   According to latest reports from the local authorities, 52 days of torrential rain in the state of Santa Catarina left 101 dead and 1.5 million persons affected. Thousands are still isolated because swollen rivers prevent rescue and aid workers from reaching the area. The people of some towns in Santa Catarina, for example San Bonifacio, San Giovanni Battista, Itapoá, Benedito Novo, Río de los Cedros  and Garuva, managed to leave their homes and find shelter. In Blumenau about 20 are reported dead and over 20,000 affected, with 95 per cent of the population without clean water after the waters damaged local aqueducts. One fourth of the population of the state of Santa Catarina, 1.5 million people, are affected by the floods.  

In the message the members of the Commission express gratitude for numerous acts of solidarity by individuals, groups and institutions: "once again we see our people's strong brotherly love and humanitarian concern".  "These storms of nature demand attention and responsibility for our seriously harmed ecosystem, on the part of everyone - the statement reads -. The earth is God's gift and the home of all peoples and as such must be protected". In this manner they reaffirm the fundamental and primary value of life, in harmony with this year's Fraternity Campaign. They also appeal to all Christians and all men and women of good will to offer help to the victims so that the people of Santa Catarina may "overcome the challenge of floods yet again, with their characteristic firm faith in God and with the generosity of all ". (RG) (Agenzia Fides 28/11/2008)   
Family - AMERICA/MEXICO - President of the Pontifical Council for Families calls the WMF 2009 “a splendid experience of universal brotherhood.” The Pope will participate via satellite and send Cardinal Bertone as his delegate

Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) - “As President of the Pontifical Council for the Family and in accord with the Archbishop of Mexico, Cardinal Norberto Rivera Carrera, I invite you all to participate with your families in the VI World Meeting of Families, which will take place here in Mexico City, this coming January 14-18.” These were the words of Cardinal Ennio Antonelli, President of the Pontifical Council for the Family, who is currently in Mexico to prepare for WMF 2009.

The Cardinal called the encounter “a very important event, both because it refers to the family, the fundamental cell of the Church and civil society, and because many Cardinals, Bishops, and delegations from all over the world will attend - from Africa, Asia, Latin America, the United States and Canada, Europe and Oceania. It will be a splendid experience of universal brotherhood.” 

The Cardinal then recalled that although the Holy Father Benedict XVI will not be able to attend physically, he will “participate through several televised talks before, during, and after the event and will send a special video-message through live-television connection, during the Closing Mass, on January 18.” He also announced that the Pope will send his closest collaborator, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Secretary of State, to the World Encounter as his Papal Legate. 

“I will bring you the Pope's greeting myself and I assure you of his great affection and care for the people of Mexico, which after Brazil is the largest of the Catholic countries and has always shown fidelity to the Lord, his Vicar the Pope, and the Holy Catholic Church,” the Cardinal concluded.

During his stay in Mexico, which began on November 4, Cardinal Ennio Antonelli visited the sites which will host the WMF, such as the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe and the Expo-Bancomer Santa Fe Conventions Center, and held various meetings with the volunteers who will work the encounter, as well as the Organizing Committee, presided by Bishop Jonas Guerrero Corona. He also officially inaugurated the new website for the WMF 2009, which has been given a new technical design so as to result more efficient and possess a larger capacity of memory data. The site also includes a page where the national and international mass media sources can access information on this great event. Today, November 11, the Cardinal will be attending the Plenary Assembly of the Mexican Bishops' Conference. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 11/11/2008)

Martyrdom - ASIA/LAOS - Canonization process opened for 15 missionary martyrs of Laos

Nantes (Agenzia Fides) – The history of evangelization in Laos holds various martyrs who gave their lives to make the seed of the faith grow in the small southeastern Asian nation.

Today, the canonization process of 15 missionaries (religious and laity), killed in Laos between 1954-1970, has been officially opened in Nantes (France). Among them are two Laotian priests, missionaries of various nationalities (many of them French), members of religious congregations of the Paris Foreign Missions and the Oblates of Mary Immaculate (OMI), and 4 Catholic lay persons, as well. 

Bishop George Soubrier of Nantes, in conformity with the instructions given by the Congregation for the Causes of the Saints, has sent all the necessary documentation to the Holy See, communicating the opening of the diocesan phase of the Process, in which testimonies and information will be collected. The General Postulator for the Cause is Fr. Roland Jacques, of the Diocese of Nantes.

Here is the list of the 15 martyrs on the way to canonization:

Fr. Joseph Tien, Laos 5/12/1918, + Muang Xoi (Sam Neua) 2/6/1954, first Laotian martyr; Fr. Jean-Baptiste Malo, M.E.P., Nantes (F) 1899, + Ha Tinh (Vietnam) 1954; Fr. René Dubroux, M.E.P., Lorraine (F) 1914, + Palay (Champasak) 1959; Fr. Louis Leroy, O.M.I., Normandy 1923, + Ban Pha (Xieng Khouang) 1961; Fr. Michel Coquelet, O.M.I., France 1931, + Sop Xieng (Xieng Kh.) 1961; catechist Joseph Outhay, Thailand 1933, + Savannakhet 1961; Fr. Noël Tenaud, M.E.P, Vendée (France)1904, + Savannakhet 1961; Fr. Vincent L’Hénoret, O.M.l., Bretagne 1921, + Ban Ban (Xieng Kh.)1961; Fr. Marcel Denis, M.E.P., Atenon (France) 1919, + Khammouane 1961; Fr. Jean Wauthier, O.M.l., France 1926, + Ban Na (Xieng Khouang) 1967; layman Thomas Khampheuane, Laos 1952, + Paksong (Champasak) 1968; Fr. Lucien Galan, M.E.P., France 1921, + Paksong (Champasak) 1968; Fr. Joseph Boissel, O.M.l., France 1909, + Hat l-Et (Bolikhamsay) 1969; catechist Luc Sy, Laos 1938, + Den Din (Vientiane Province) 1970; layman Maisam Pho Inpeng, Laos 1934, + Den Din 1970. 

Another Cause for Canonization has been opened for Italian missionary Fr. Mario Borzaga, OMI and Laotian catechist Paul Thoj Xyooj, also martyrs in Laos. 

Laos was first evangelized by the priests from the Paris Foreign Missions (MEP) in the late 1800s. In 1935, the Oblates of Mary Immaculate (OMI) arrived in 1935 and in the late 50s, there began to be local native priests. The guerrilla warfare that raged through the country, causing political and social instability, eventually cost the missionaries their lives. In 1975, with the rise of the Pathet Lao socialists, all foreign missionaries and religious were forced to leave the country. Many local priests were put in prison or in “re-education” camps. 

Religious practice was suppressed until 1991. Over the years, all the priests have been freed and freedom of worship has grown. The government now permits the construction of buildings with religious purposes and there have also been recent ordinations of priests. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 6/11/2008)

Martyrdom – ASIA/JAPAN - Beatification of 188 Japanese martyrs: example for the lay faithful and opportunity to show the importance of the woman's role in the Church

Nagasaki (Agenzia Fides) – It is a great event of testimonies that will bear fruits of evangelization and increase awareness among the lay faithful: the November 24th celebration in Nagasaki of the Beatification of 188 Japanese martyrs killed between 1603 and 1639.

Agenzia Fides was informed by an announcement of the event that the Japanese Bishops have states that “the 188 martyrs are not political militants; they have not fought against a regime that forbade religious freedom. They were men and women with a profound and authentic faith, who led the way for those who believed. Their experience can be a reflection for each and every one of us.” In a community of nearly 1 million Catholics (out of 127 million inhabitants), the witness of the martyrs leads the Church to reflect on the role of the laity in transmitting the faith and the organization of the Church. “It is time to take the formation of our laity seriously,” the Bishops say, pointing out the importance of the faith lived within the family and society.

The Bishops also emphasize the impressive witness of the many women among the 188 martyrs: “We have realized that, without these women, the Church in Japan today would not exist. We should see the Beatification of these female martyrs as a message of hope and consolation for all women of this country, whatever faith they are.” The Beatification will thus be an opportunity to reflect on the need to value women and the feminine charism in Japanese Catholic communities.

Among the 188 martyrs, there also several examples for the Japanese clergy, including Fr. Peter Kibe, Fr. Nakaura, Fr. Kintsuba, and others: “Each of these priests,” the Bishops say, “leaves behind a message with a great lesson to be learned by all priests who today try to be good shepherds in modern-day Japan.”

As local Church sources affirm, Nagasaki is making many preparations for the event. Over 2,500 volunteers will be working in the ceremony in the Big-N Baseball Stadium, which fits 30,000 people. Organizers say that the Church-civil authorities collaboration will be a key to the event's success.

The Church in Nagasaki sees the event as a great gift from God, especially after the August 9, 1945 tragedy of the atomic bomb, that eliminated even the first long-term Catholic community in Japan, present since the 16th century, killing nearly 64,000 Catholics, two-thirds of the entire Catholic population of the country.

The 188 Japanese martyrs to be beatified will be added to the 42 saints and 395 blesseds (also all martyrs).

The Beatification Ceremony will be held in Japan and presided by Prefect Emeritus of the Congregation for the Causes of the Saints, Cardinal José Saraiva Martins, special envoy of Benedict XVI. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 19/11/2008)

Migration - AMERICA/MEXICO - Mass celebrated on the border between Mexico and the United States in memory of the 337 illegal immigrants who have died trying to cross the border

Juarez City (Agenzia Fides) – In the presence of faithful, priests, and Bishops from either side of the border, a Mass was celebrated on November 2 in Juarez City, located between Nuevo Casas Grandes, El Paso and New Mexico, in memory of the 337 illegal immigrants who have died this year in their attempt to cross the border into the United States. The majority of these immigrants have lost their lives in the desert, dying of thirst, extreme cold temperatures, or from violence they have suffered. This Mass has been celebrated every year for 13 years now, on the feast of All Souls. The ceremony was bi-lingual and and attended by five bishops and over 40 priests, who gathered along the metal barrier that separates Mexico from the United States, said Bishop Renato Ascencio Leon of Juarez City. Among the Bishops present were also Bishop Gerardo Rojas, of Nuevo Casas Grandes, Chihuahua, Auxiliary Bishop José Guadalupe Torres Campos of Juárez City, and participating from the other side of the barrier were Bishop Armando Ochoa of El Paso, Texas, and Bishop Ricardo Ramírez of Las Cruces, New Mexico. Tables were placed on either side of the border to form one altar. 

On both the Mexican and US sides of the border, hundreds of Catholics gathered along the barrier. 

According to the Bishop of Juarez City, “the number of deaths continues to increase due to the highly sophisticated surveillance systems used by US authorities, as well as from the barriers that force immigrants to take routes that are farther away and more dangerous.” He also announced that the Bishops of Mexico and the US have written a Pastoral Letter on immigration, entitled: “Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope,” in which they express the fact that “immigrants are in search of a better life for themselves and for their families, which leads them to risk all they have in trying to enter other countries, even when faced with death.”

During the Mass, the Bishops and priests invited the Catholics present to make a commitment to fight for justice, dignity, values, and above all, for the lives of those men and women who leave their countries in search of a better life. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 5/11/2008)

Migration - ASIA/THAILAND - “Towards a better pastoral care for Migrants and Refugees in Asia”: the Final Document of the First Asian Congress

Bangkok (Agenzia Fides) - “No one is a stranger in the Church because 'she embraces every nation, race, people and tongue' (Rev. 7:9) Moreover, what the Church does in favor of migrants, refugees and internally displaced is part of its mission.” This is what was stated in the Final Document of the International Congress “Towards a better pastoral care for Migrants and Refugees in Asia,” which took place in Bangkok November 6-8, 2008 (see Fides 3/11/2008). 

The Congress was an important opportunity for coming together, reflection, and elaborating on pastoral strategies adapted to changing times, as the theme of migration and human mobility is becoming more and more common in today's society, especially in the vast continent of Asia.

“Migration is a new ‘prophetic’ area which the church must prioritize,” the Document says, noting that in the present situation, “it is therefore essential that priests, religious and lay people are adequately prepared for this specific apostolate which requires appropriate training and formation.” 

The Asian churches are continually called “to deploy a culture of welcome,” and should spread awareness among the public in order to guarantee that this attitude be adopted in the national policies of the various countries.

Migrants, the text says, should not be looked upon from an economic perspective solely, linked to production, but there is need for an ethical viewpoint is essential in formulating and regulating national policies on immigration that recognize the unalienable rights of the person in accord with their dignity, which is linked to their Creator.

The Church, therefore, is called both to work directly in the area of welcoming and do her part in contributing to a culture of coming into contact with others, without discriminations, manipulations, or abuses.

The Document affirms that there are two main aspects that need special attention, in the area of migration in Asia: the family and human rights.

Migration, in facts, is at risk for becoming more of a factor in the break-up of the family, an institution which is already in a fragile state and attacked on many levels. Thus, the Church should work on developing pastoral services for migrants that focus on the family, working to reunite them as well. In terms of human rights, there is a need to work for their affirmation in Asian society, working especially towards the “reciprocity of rights,” so that people of different religions practice them freely and safely everywhere.

The text concludes with an excerpt from “Centesimus annus,” by John Paul II, that says that solidarity implies a response that is both personal and collective. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 20/11/2008)

Migration - EUROPE/GERMANY - Welcoming refugees and displaced persons implies “ that we address the other as a person and prevents us from approaching him as a problem or as a source of work”: Archbishop Marchetto addresses the Migration Commission of the German Catholic Bishops' Conference

Cologne (Agenzia Fides) - “Refugees are always in the heart of the Church” and “what the Church undertakes in favor of refugees is an integral part of its mission”: these were the words pronounced by Archbishop Agostino Marchetto, Secretary of the Pontifical Council for Migrants and Travelers, in a meeting with the Migration Commission of the German Catholic Bishops' Conference, held in Cologne (Germany) November 27-28. The Archbishop said that “still at the dawn of the Third Millennium, welcome is a fundamental characteristic of pastoral ministry among refugees and IDPs. It guarantees that we address the other as a person and eventually as a brother/sister in the faith and prevents us from approaching him/her as a problem or as a source of work. Welcome is not so much a task but rather a way of living and of sharing. Offering hospitality grows out of an effort to be faithful to God, to hear His voice in the Scriptures and in those around us.” 

After demonstrating the competence of the Pontifical Council for Migrants and Travelers, in a general vision, Archbishop Marchetto present a comprehensive vision of the Instruction “Erga migrantes caritas Christi,” published 4 years ago. Looking towards the future, to the upcoming VI World Congress of Pastoral Ministry for Migrants and Refugees scheduled for November 2009, he provided a brief sketch of a new document on pastoral ministry for refugees, which will be published next year. “Assistance, therefore takes into consideration both the material and the spiritual needs of the individual and this confirms the pastoral nature of this ministry of ours. Moreover, just as any person needs a family for his or her proper growth and development, so refugees too must not be deprived of such kindred. For this reason the Church has always called for the reunification of families whose separation is caused by the flight of one of its members.” 

If the Church, especially the local diocese, has the responsibility of offering welcome, solidarity, and assistance to refugees, at the same time it should see the need “to build an awareness that the refugee situation has to change with the efforts of all those who are in the position to do something to make a difference in this respect. Such a dramatic situation cannot and should not last forever.”

In his address, Archbishop Marchetto also mentioned the “human and Christian dignity” of refugees, displaced persons, and those subject to trafficking, “which is based on the conviction that we are all created in the image of God,” and thus, “people are more important than things, and the measure of the value of every institution is whether or not it threatens or enhances the life and dignity of the human person.” If a person in their own country cannot enjoy a decently lived life, the Archbishop said, “has the right, under given circumstances, to move elsewhere.[20] Each human person in fact has an essential and priceless value, a dignity which should not be threatened. The Magisterium has likewise always denounced social and economic imbalances that are, for the most part, the cause of migration, the dangers of an uncontrolled globalization in which migrants are more the victims than the protagonists of their migration.”

Reflecting on several aspects of pastoral work with “forced” migrants, Archbishop Marchetto said that these people should be offered “hope, courage, love and creativity” to help them rebuild their lives. The priority “must clearly be given to a concerted effort to provide specific moral and spiritual support for these people. In this, the local Christian community must be of great support. Moreover, it is necessary to put in place conditions which enable people to pick up the thread of normal life and start living independently, giving them the possibility to take care of themselves and their families. The rights to which refugees are entitled should be honored. What is more, the root causes which force people to flee need to be addressed. This is stressed by some Post-Synodical Apostolic Exhortations.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 28/11/2008)

Mission – ASIA/CHINA - “I think, do, and evangelize”: IV Diocesan Missions Day in Hen Shui is a success

Hen Shui (Agenzia Fides) - “I think, do, and evangelize” was the slogan and theme for the IV Diocesan Missions Day in the Diocese of Hen Shui, which was held yesterday, November 9, and turned out to be a great success. The celebration lasted three days (November 6-9) and included a meeting of missionary group leaders with their parishioners and a Congress for the faithful of the diocese (November 6-8) to discuss their missionary task, evaluating the past and planning for the future.

According to information released to Agenzia Fides, on the Missions Day held on November 9, the entire community took part in activities, from the first day onwards. Nearly 500 faithful participates in the Mass presided by Bishop Feng Xin Mao and concelebrated by 8 diocesan priests at 6:30 in the Cathedral. At 8:30, various missionary activities were begun, such as the elderly members of the community's recitation of the Rosary for the missions and the missionary event put on by the youth from various different groups. A seminarian from Shang Hai, who reached the event after biking through various Chinese provinces on a special “missionary pilgrimage” to promote missionary awareness, also participated in the Day's activities, without stopping to take a rest. After participating in the evangelization “show” and the Mass presided by the Bishop, the faithful returned to their home parishes to begin the parish phase of the Diocesan Missions Day, to “carry on the mission with Jesus.” (NZ) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

Mission - AMERICA/ECUADOR - Third International Symposium on Missiology, to analyze the CAM 3 conclusions and study the American Missionary Project

Quito (Agenzia Fides) – December 8-12, Quito (Ecuador) will be hosting the Third International Symposium on Missiology, on the theme: “On a mission for humanity.” The main objective of the encounter will be to reflect on the missiological vision, spirit, and implications of the Third American Missionary Congress (CAM 3) celebrated in August in Quito. 

The Theological Commission of CAM 3 in charge of preparing the Symposium has already drawn up the itinerary of activities and the contents of the themes to be addressed. Among the activities planned for the Symposium are various talks meant to reflect on missionary action in today's world: “The mission for humanity” (Fr. Santiago Ramirez, OFM, member of the CAM 3 Theological Commission); “Poverty and Catholicity of the mission” (Fr. Victor Ruano, former Vice-Rector of the ITEPAL); “The Mission Inter Gentes” (Sister Marina Aguilar, RM).

There will also be a presentation of the CAM 3 Final Document in text and video format, with the conclusions and proposals left by the Congress. There is also a presentation of the American Missionary Project in order to analyze the scheme and content, as well as its proceeding on both a continental and national level. Guidelines for support and cooperation in the Great Continental Mission, which was launched on August 17 at the Closing Mass for CAM 3, will also be addressed. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 26/11/2008)

Continental Mission– AMERICA/CHILE - Archdiocese of Santiago drafts Pastoral Plans: “the great challenge is the pastoral conversion, the missionary renewal of the Church”
Santiago (Agenzia Fides) – In the spirit of Aparecida and the Pastoral Guidelines for 2008-2012 from the Chilean Bishops' Conference, the Church in Santiago has drawn up a pastoral plan for the coming year, during a meeting held November 3 and 4 at Punta de Tralca. The meeting was presided by Cardinal Francisco Javier Errazuriz and was attended by Auxiliary Bishops Cristián Contreras Villarroel, Andrés Arteaga y Fernando Chomali, in addition to all the Vicars, Pastoral Secretaries, and Directors of Departments and Areas. 

The reflection was centered on the challenges presented to the Archdiocese of Santiago, by the Final Document of Aparecida and the Pastoral Guidelines for 2008-2012 from the Chilean Bishops' Conference, especially in terms of the Continental Mission.

The day began with a layout of the social-cultural context of Chile, given by Professor Andres Biehl, research professor at the Sociology Institute of the Catholic Pontifical University of Chile. He mentioned that the youth, elderly, and women are the social sectors who have most suffered from the great social and cultural changes that the country has faced in recent years. “The great challenge of the Church is to give meaning to the lives of those who are marginalized in society, especially the youth, elderly, and women of today,” he said.

Cardinal Francisco Javier Errazuriz observed that the great invitation made by Aparecida is to return to the encounter with Christ. “It must be an encounter to be with Him, follow Him, preach Him to those who have fallen away or who do not yet know Him.” He also recalled the need to “nourish our encounter with the Lord with prayer, reflecting on his Word and living it.” 

According to the Vicar General of Pastoral Ministry, Fr. Rafael Hernandez, the Church's greatest challenge is to take steps in pastoral renewal, at the light of Aparecida. The Bishops of Latin America and the Caribbean speak to us of the missionary dimension as profound change; to lead the entire Church to make a commitment to making Christ known to others, and making them in turn, become missionary disciples. The great challenge is pastoral conversion, the missionary renewal of the Church. This is the main objective and is what the pastoral plan wishes to consider and place in action.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)

Continental Mission– AMERICA/MEXICO - Bishops' call for the Continental Mission: “This firm missionary decision should reach out to all ecclesial structures and enter into the pastoral plans for all dioceses, parishes, religious communities, movements, and Church institutions.”
Mexico City (Agenzia Fides) - “In reaffirming the our commitment to form disciples and missionaries, we make the firm resolution to place more attention in seeing to the sound instruction of beginners, those in Christian Initiation, and in the maturation in the faith,” said Bishop Carlos Aguiar Retes of Texcoco, President of the Mexican Bishops' Conference, in a statement issued upon the celebration of the 86th Plenary Assembly of Bishops, in which the launching of the Continental Mission in Mexico was announced.

“Today, at the feet of Our Lady of Guadalupe,” the Bishop said, “the disciple par excellence and our instructor in evangelizing, we the Bishops call all the priests, religious, and laity to take up the commitment to place the Church of Mexico in a permanent state of mission, in order to confirm, renew, and revive the Gospel message which has firm roots in our history, through a personal and community encounter with Jesus Christ, that promotes disciples and missionaries” (DA, 11), as “to know Jesus Christ through faith is our joy; following Him is a grace, and transmitting this treasure to others is a task that the Lord has entrusted to us, in calling us and choosing us” (DA, 18). 

“May no one sit back with their arms crossed!,” Bishop Aguiar said, recalling that all of us area called to participate in the mission. “Being a missionary means being an announcer of Jesus Christ, with creativity and courage, everywhere that the Gospel has not been sufficiently announced or received, especially in difficult and forgotten places, and places beyond are national boundaries.” According to the President of the CEM, there is a need to “move from a pastoral plan of conservation to one of missionary spirit.” Thus, the mission, “becomes a change of mentality, in pastoral conversion. This firm missionary decision should reach out to all ecclesial structures and enter into the pastoral plans for all dioceses, parishes, religious communities, movements, and Church institutions.”

In addition, in the opening sessions of the Plenary Assembly, a talk was given by Cardinal Francisco Javier Errazuriz Ossa, Archbishop of Santiago de Chile, who spoke on the document entitled “Towards the Continental Mission,” which will serve as a basis of study during the Assembly. “The great partoral guidelines of Aparecida call for a new spirit,” Cardinal Errazuriz said. “They invite us to be, like the Church in Latin America and the Caribbean, a great Cenacle without boundaries, a house of persistent and trusting prayer.” 

The Cardinal concluded his talk by expressing his hope that “the Spirit of Christ may set your hearts on fire with the joy of being Christians and of having received from Jesus the grace and responsibility of being pastors of His People, and for the laity, of being instruments in the Church's mission. May this knowledge guide you as you plan the Continental Mission, which is meant to awaken missionary spirit in society, so Christ can be made known at the dawn of this century.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 13/11/2008)

Pontifical Mission Societies  - OCEANIA/AUSTRALIA - Pontifical Mission Societies of Australia working to help victims of the humanitarian crisis in Congo

Sydney (Agenzia Fides) – From Australia, solidarity is crossing the Indian Ocean and reaching the continent of Africa. The Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) of Australia have launched an awareness campaign for solidarity for the victims of the humanitarian tragedy taking place in the Democratic Republic of Congo (the former Zaire). 

The PMS in Australia have launched a newsletter on the large African nation, to be placed in all the churches, schools, associations, and religious congregations throughout the country. The informational piece is an effort to spread awareness among the faithful of the dramatic situation that the Congolese people are experienceing, and the serious consequences of the internal war taking place between the army and rebels, which is having heavy repercussions on civilians. According to the United Nations, over 100,000 refugees are completely on their own, without any form of protection or sustenance. It is a humanitarian tragedy that has claimed innocent victims and which requires prompt action on the part of the international community. Thus, the PMS are calling for governments to intervene and in the meantime, they are launching a solidarity campaign to alleviate the terrible sufferings of the Congolese people.

“With all that is occurring in the Democratic Republic of Congo, it is especially important that, as Catholics, we make our voice heard, calling all Australians to participate in the campaign for humanitarian aid,” said Martin Teulan, National Director of the PMS in Australia. 

In Congo, the PMS of Australia are carrying out several projects for children, guaranteeing material support and cultural formation to hundreds of children. They are also establishing buildings for lodging, clothing, food, and education for hundreds of orphans and children living on the street, for a total cost of over 300,000 dollars per year.

The PMS note that in Congo, nearly 50% of the population are under 14 years of age and that the infant mortality rate is 93 out of every 1,000 (while in Australia the percentile is 5 out of every 1,000). Thus, support for children remains a priority for them. The PMS is currently able to assist 835 children in the city of Mwene-Ditu (in the southern part of the country), who attend Moyo Mupeluke Wamaria Grammar School. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 18/11/2008)
Pontificie Opere Missionarie - ASIA/PAKISTAN - First Missionary Congress in Pakistan's history

Karachi (Agenzia Fides) – It is an historic event for the Church in Pakistan: the First Missionary Congress has begun in Karachi, the first in the entire history of the nation. As the event's organizer and Pontifical Mission Societies National Director Fr. Mario Rodriguez, tells Fides, there are 210 delegates in attendance, who are reflecting on the theme of: “Telling Jesus' story in Pakistan,” which is meant to echo the title of the Asian Missionary Congress celebrated in Thailand in 2006.

Among those present in the event being held November 25-29, were Bishops, theologians, priests, religious, laity, teachers, and leaders of ecclesial movements from various dioceses throughout Pakistan: the entire Catholic community intends to reflect on its own missionary nature, and thus place in action the necessary strategies for the future of evangelization in the country. Also participating, as Fr. Rodriguez says, are several Muslims, invited as observers to reinforce healthy relations with the local Islamic community, in an effort to eliminate prejudices and contribute to a constructive dialogue between different religious communities. 

The Opening Mass took place in the Cathedral of Karachi and was presided by Archbishop Evarist Pinto, Archbishop of Karachi, along with the Business Affairs Manager of the Apostolic Nunciature of Pakistan, Fr. José Luis Díaz Mariblanca Sánchez.

In the homily, the Archbishop expressed his personal joy and that of the entire diocesan community, in saying: “Every faithful Pakistani is called to communicate the story of Jesus in every time and place: in the family, the workplace, the school.” “Do not hesitate to show that you are Christ's disciples!” Archbishop Pinto said, encouraging those present to be protagonists in the Church's mission in their communities. 

After the Mass, the Congress sessions began with a message sent by Pope Benedict XVI, “with the hope that through prayer and dialogue, the participants can find more efficient means of communicating Jesus' story” in the country. He also sent along his Apostolic Blessing to the Congress.

The delegates observed that encounter and the entire missionary work of the Church are meant to increase love, harmony, justice, and communion among all the people of Pakistan. 

The Congress will feature workshops, group sessions, prayers, and debates. Fr. Mario Rodriguez, Director of PMS, recalled that, following this national event, each diocese will be able to hold another one on a local level, in order to more efficiently spread missionary awareness. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 27/11/2008)

Life – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Uruguayan Parliament votes on the law on reproductive health, with the partial decriminalization of abortion; Archbishop of Montevideo says “it is not a matter of religious beliefs, but of fundamental human and ethical values.”

Montevideo (Agenzia Fides) – The House of Representatives of the Uruguayan Parliament will vote today (November 4) on the eventual decriminalization of abortion, now that the bill has been passed by the Senate. In the Senate, it was presented twice: on October 17, 2007 (negative) and on November 6, 2007, when it was passed. The House of Representatives will now have to vote on the law regarding reproductive health, which contains this clause on the partial decriminalization of abortion and that has been the cause of a heated debate in the country. The draft bill is supported by the party in power, the left-wing “Frente Amplio,” who defends the legal reform bill, although there are several members of the party who have expressed their disapproval. However, the country's President Tabare Vazquez, has indicated on various occasions that he would veto the law if it were passed, given his negative stance on abortion. Both anti and pro-abortion activists will be taking action today. Among them is the National Pro-Life Coalition, which will hold a march in protest of the bill. 

In the midst of this debate, Archbishop Nicholas Cotugno of Montevideo has mentioned that according to Canon Law, “all who vote in favor of or support or promote abortion are automatically excommunicated. And this excommunication, according to Canon Law, takes effect immediately.” 

The Archbishop affirms that “it is not a matter of religious beliefs. It is a natural reality that does not come from ideological or cultural tendencies, but from natural principals that proceed from the very nature of the human person.” Thus, Archbishop Cotugno questions as to what would occur “if we cut ourselves off from the common denominator of human nature...What universal reference would their be in humanity to guarantee our human rights? What human right is more important than that of birth and life? How can another human being decide: 'You cannot live; you do not have the right to be born, you must die?” 

The Archbishop of Montevideo sees it as a matter of human values that “precede human reason and freedom” and, therefore, cannot be put to a vote. They are fundamental ethical values that should be supported with strength, as the Prelate says, “to emerge from this great crisis in our age, which is not only one of money or ports that open or close, but is an anthropological crisis that leads to the consequences that we are all witnessing on a daily basis: violence, drugs that destroy lives.”

Bishop Pablo Galimberti of Salto explained that the possibility of excommunicating the lawmakers will be discussed in the upcoming assembly of the country's Bishops' Conference, which begins on November 5. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 4/11/2008)

Life – AMERICA/URUGUAY - Statement from the Bishops in defense of life: “No honest law can justify the elimination of a defenseless being that has the right to live and to be born.”

Florida (Agenzia Fides) – As the Uruguayan House of Representatives prepares to vote on a draft bill regarding reproductive health, which includes a clause on abortion, the Bishops of the country who were recently celebrating their Plenary Assembly, issued a statement on November 7, 2008 in defense of life. In the statement, the Bishops also call to mind the declaration they made on November 12, 2007, “Defending human life, we all win,” in which they affirmed that “legalizing abortion does not change something evil into something good. In the end, it is a terrible situation for all involved. A human life is lost. A mother is left with wounds that are not easily healed. A doctor goes against the nobility of his profession. Society loses the chance to embrace a new life. A culture of life remains wounded” (see Fides 15/11/2007).

“The value of human life is a good for each and every person in society,” the statement says. “This is above all other interests.” Thus, “no honest law can justify the elimination of a defenseless being that has the right to live and to be born.” 

The Bishops recognize all that has been done in supporting this “basic value, in various areas of society,” while they also regret certain postures that “manipulate and darken the fundamental truth of the right to life, placing it above other interests and situations, without taking into account science of ehtics.”

“As Uruguayans, we should multiply the signs of protecting human life in the midst of immigration and a 'demographic winter' that has everything to do with the future. The well-being of our people requires sons and daughters that bring cheer to our homes and fill our classrooms. We wish to promote the integral development of human life, which as Catholic Bishops, we see with the perspective of Jesus Christ, who has come into the world to bring fullness of life,” the statement concluded. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)

Life – EUROPE/ITALY - Reactions of the Catholic world to the Court of Cassation's authorization of Eluana Englaro's removal from life support

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – The Court of Cassation has decided to confirm the interruption of the life support being received by Eluana Englaro, who has been in a vegetative state for 16 years. The event has provoked certain reactions among the Catholic world. The President's Office of the Italian Catholic Bishops' Conference (CEI) has issued the following statement: “The life of Eluana Englaro, which has been lived out intensely by our nation's conscience, is already headed towards death. While we participate with profound respect and compassion in her final suffering, we cannot help but make a call on to the moral responsibility of those who are taking part in placing an end to her life. The Church has, on various occasions, including recently, expressed her conviction that artificial nutrition and hydration does not constitute heroic treatment, and that cannot help but reaffirm this fact in this tragic moment. In such a context, there is an urgent need to reflect on the convenience of a law on the end of life, with clear statements that seek to protect life itself, which would be drafted with the greatest consent possible from among all men of good will.” 

The Community of Pope John XXIII, founded by Fr. Oreste Benzi, which has been working in defense of human life for decades, especially when it is in its weakest and most vulnerable stages, has manifest its profound grief at the news of the Court's decision. The Community's statement, signed by its General Director, reads: “This death sentence touches upon all our consciences, as it is not an expression of official medicine, but a verdict from a Supreme Court. Ethical common sense rebels and opposes this matter, as it would lead to a serious precedence, which could in turn lead to the legitimation of euthanasia. We ask that the President of the Republic, as the person responsible for guaranteeing the right to life of every citizen, stop this homicide of the State, which is taking place in the name of a justice that is both inhumane and intolerable. No one can remain in silence when we see the slow death of a person who will be taken off life support and left to die of hunger and thirst.” 

The National President of Renewal in the Holy Spirit (RnS), Salvador Martinez, has also made a statement in response to the Court's declaration: “A defenseless Italian citizen has been condemned to death. From today onwards, the right to life will be submitted to a law that touches upon the most sacred of the human person. What a sad picture is painted of Italy, which before our eyes becomes more and more firmly established in a culture of death, incapable of democratically affirming the right to life. And I ask myself: is this really what Italians want? We cannot call the oppression of the weak 'solidarity,' or call the rejection of the deepest motives of common life, 'justice,' when it is precisely through sharing in anxieties and suffering that we truly become worthy to be in the world.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/11/2008)

Life – EUROPE/SPAIN - 23 years after its legalization, abortion is now the leading cause of death and the number one form of violence against women in Spain

Madrid (Agenzia Fides) – Coinciding with the International Day of Violence Against Women, November 25, the Institute for Family Policies (IFP) a report entitled: “Abortion in Spain: 23 years later (1985-2008)” in the Parliamentary Sub-commission on abortion. 

In fact, 23 years have passed since the law legalizing abortion was first approved in Spain, on July 5, 1985. Since then, the number of abortions has sharply increased, now making it not only the leading cause of death in Spain, but also the main form of violence against women. Facing this reality and following the government's announcement that it intends to establish a new abortion law, in order to expand its availability, the Report has been drawn up in an effort to show in a concrete and meticulous manner, how this phenomena has evolved, its present situation, its characteristics, and its reality in comparison to the rest of the countries in the European Union.

The effects of the present abortion law would not be remedied through the establishment of a law that would widen its implementation, increasing the number of abortions, but through a removal of its root causes, says Eduardo Hertfelder, President of the Institute for Family Policies (IFP). Thus, he considers that in order to resolve the problem, what is needed is an authentic effort in favor of the woman and child, which would occur in a revision of the present law and the implementation of aid programs for pregnant women, an increase in public resources (organizations, etc.), and the development of an authentic policy in providing pregnant women with information.

According to the statistics provided by the IPF Report on abortion, it is a drama of extremely great magnitude, which is rapidly on the rise and has led to the current reality that 1 out of every 6 pregnancies ends in abortion. It's 100% increase in the last 10 years, makes Spain the UE27 country with the greatest increase rate. It has also become the leading cause of violence against women.

Spain is also, along with Greece, the only UE27 country that places “no time limit” for the alleged “psychological risk to the mother,” making abortion to be used with the same facility as a method of birth control. 

Thus, the IPF proposes that the present law be revised on at least the following points: elimination of the supposed “psychological risk to the mother” as the main cause for the problem in the law; establish a waiting period for reflection of at least 1 week before being able to proceed with the abortion; that the abortion be authorized by 2 doctors of Social Security following an analysis and after receiving a psychological support from a center for pregnant mothers and/or Mothers Network; the implementation/creation of centers for pregnant women and/or Mothers Networks; the regulation of the informed consent in abortions, that would include information for the pregnant woman on the psychological and physical effects of abortion of the women. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 26/11/2008)

Vocation – AMERICA/DOMINICAN REPUBLIC - Vocational Week 2008 to help all youth and adolescents to discern, decide, and assume their vocation as disciples and missionaries, following the example of Saint Paul

Santo Domingo (Agenzia Fides) – Vocational Week 2008 in Santo Domingo was inaugurated on November 3, with a youth encounter with Cardinal Nicholas de Jesús López, Archbishop of Santo Domingo. The Vocational Week running until November 9 has the following theme: “Decide now! Come follow me!” The goal of the Week is to help all youth and adolescents to discern, decide, and assume their vocation as disciples and missionaries. During the week, seminarians and religious will visit the parishes around the country to share their testimonies with youth groups. 

Bishop Rafael L. Felipe of Barahona, President of the National Commission of Vocations Ministry encouraged all the youth to participate in the Vocational Week, reminding them that “this week is especially important in deciding on their future.” 

The Week will focus on the figure of St. Paul, in this, his Jubilee Year. As organizers say, “Through his experience with the Risen Lord, Paul discovers the meaning of his life, knows that God has created us with a purpose and thus discovers his mission in the world, which is to preach the Gospel,” In this same way, Paul must discover his goal, vocation, what it is that God wants of him...whether it be marriage and family life, priesthood, or consecrated life. Over the course of the week, various events are scheduled including Catholic music concerts and a play contest entitled: “Discover what God is calling you to.” (RG) (Agenzia Fides 5/11/2008)

SUPER QUAESTIONES

AFRICA/DR CONGO - Fides learns of dramatic testimonies from the humanitarian crisis in Kivu

Kinshasa (Agenzia Fides) - “The humanitarian situation in North Kivu is one of catastrophic proportions,” Fr. Sylvestre, Director of the Radio Maria “Queen of Peace” in Bukavu, the capital of South Kivu. “We are at 200 kilometers from Goma, the capital of North Kivu, which is under seige by Nkunda and his rebels, however dramatic testimonies reach us, of the violence being committed against civilians,” Fr. Sylvestre says. “In particular,” the Director of Radio Maria says, “we have heard the report of the massacre of some twenty civilians in the small town of Kiwanja, by Nkunda's men, who were after a local militia that had tried to stop them. This militia is made up of young men, some extremely young, with a true political motive and a desire to defend their homes from the rebel attacks.” 

Under the group called the “Mai-Mai” are several armed groups, many of whom support the central government in Kinshasa and are carrying out activity in eastern Congo. These are the groups who are now trying to fight Nkunda, as the national army has proven itself inefficient and corrupt.

The massacre in Kiwanja has been denounced in a statement issued by the Human Rights Watch (HRW), who say that 20 civilians, including a Congolese journalist, were “deliberately killed” in a fight between rebels of Nkunda and pro-government Mai-Mai militias. The HRW has criticized the MONUC (the UN Operation in Congo), saying that they “simply unable to protect civilians who are being deliberately attacked.” 

Testimonies confirming the dramatic situation in North Kivu have also reached us from the Caritas team in Goma. “A Caritas team in Goma has informed us that there have been 39 cases of rape in one day, ten of them in Mugunga” a statement sent to Agenzia Fides said. “Many of the victims prefer to suffer in silence and prefer not to speak or seek help for fear of being rejected by their own husbands.”

While the conditions of security in eastern Congo continue to worsen, many women run the risk of being attacked, especially when they go into the forest in search of firewood, which they need in order to cook.

Caritas has begun the distribution of food rations in eastern Congo to 64,000 people who have fled their homes following the recent episodes of violence. 

“The situation is disastrous,” says Alexander Bühler, of Caritas Germany. “We cannot tell exactly how many people have left their homes because of the violence, but it is surely more than a million.”

Caritas is distributing 10-day food rations, provided by the UN World Food Program, in four camps to the west of Goma. The rations include corn flour, peas, vegetable oil, and salt.

The situation, however, remains desperate for many people living in and around Goma. The camps are overpopulated and there are already some cases of cholera.

“It is terrible. No one has enough medicine, 800 people share the same faucet and hygiene is practically non-existent,” says Bühler after his visit to the refugee camps. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)

ASIA/INDIA - “In the wake of the Gujarat Mission Congress, the Church looks towards the future, with Saint Paul as our model,” Bishop Thomas Macwan of Ahmedabad tells Fides.

Ahmedabad (Agenzia Fides) - “The Gujarat Mission Congress has been a significant event as it has allowed us to reflect on our past and to plan for the future of the mission,” says Bishop Thomas Macwan of Ahmedabad, in a statement made to Agenzia Fides. Ahmedabad, which is the capital of Gujarta (Western India), was the host of the state-wide Mission Congress held October 30 – November 1 (see Fides 31/10/2008 and 10/9/2008).

The Bishop told Fides: “In a period of 115 years the church in Gujarat State has grown from 0 to 185,000 Catholics. The spirit has worked through Missionaries from India, Germany and Spain. It was a small beginning in a tiny village Mogri of Anand District in the year 1893, when 18 people accepted Christ as their Savior. Since then the church has grown tremendously in numbers and Institutional wise. Though we are a tiny minority, we play the role of the Lamp, Salt of the earth and Yeast in the dough. The community that accepted Christ was oppressed for centuries by the so called upper caste community. Today Christians stand as equals with the rest of the communities. There are good number of local vocations in the religious life and in the diocesan clergy. This growth has been possible because we have accepted Christ.”

Referring to the present situation, the Bishop commented: “We continue to preach the Gospel. There is still a lot to do. There are still many poor families to come up in life. Many youths though educated have yet to find work. Family life is not so stable as it was in the past. Faith formation has yet to be deepened etc.. From the Congress we expect to evaluate the progress that has been made in recent years and look forward towards living as better Christians through the deepening of faith and move towards the process of evangelization with more zeal and laity participation.”

“A model for every Christian in being a missionary, is Saint Paul, the greatest missionary of all time. In this Year dedicated to him, St. Paul will motivate the participants to be true workers in the field of evangelization, even in the moments of difficulty.”

The Bishop also noted that the Congress dedicated more than one session to the anti-Christian violence in India, in Orissa and in other states. In Gujarat, as well, there are Hindu fundamentalist groups who have carried out acts of extreme violence in the past, against Christians and other religious minorities. “Those who attended the Congress confirmed their desire and commitment to bear witness to the faith in the midst of suffering, supporting the campaign in favor of the recognition of personal rights and freedom of conscience and conversion for all Indian citizens, whatever their faith may be.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides, 3/11/2008)

ASIA/INDIA - Bishop Andrew Marak, first Bishop of the “Garo” tribe, tells Fides about the evangelization effort in northeastern India

Tura (Agenzia Fides) – Bishop Andrew Marak of Tura (the Indian state of Meghalaya) was born, lives, and exercises his ministry in northeastern India, in a mountainous area that is covered with forests, which are inhabited by hundreds of tribes who are often at war with one another. The area itself is a cause for instability in the nation and there are often conflicts reported in various northeastern states such as Assam, Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Arunachal Pradesh. The recent terrorist attacks have caused panic among the people of Guwahati, in Assam, and are the most recent evidence of the heated social, political, and ethnic conflict that has broken out in the tribal zones of the northeastern part of the country.

In this delicate and complex situation, is Bishop Marak, who was appointed just one year ago. He is a person who must act with great decision, foresight, and in a concrete manner. He is the first Indian Bishop from the “Garo” tribe, which is a numerous group in the area. Thus, he has an insider's perspective on tribal life, their mentality, problems, expectations, conflicts, and the revenge that often arises between them. This experience that he holds will be “placed at the service of peace and the Church's mission,” the Bishop says in a colloquium with Agenzia Fides.

The situation in the diocese, as well as that in the state itself, he says, is one of generalized poverty: the majority of the inhabitants belong to tribes, live in poverty, and lack the most basic services, such as education. “The most urgent need is the development of our people, which implies their access to education, healthcare, social-economic emancipation. The Church places herself at the service of the human person in his entirety. Thus, the faith has grown a lot in the area and we can see a clear increase in the number of priests and parishes. Today, in fact, several of the parishes include over 150 towns in their parish alone. In the Diocese of Tura, there are 46 priests ministering. They are supported with the help of religious priests and brothers, over 200 religious sisters, and above all, lay catechists (over 1200), who are all necessary in helping to organize the various pastoral activities in the Diocese, including catechesis, liturgy, and works of charity. We are constantly praying that the Lord will send more laborers into his harvest.”

The diocese's pastoral activity is carried out with a strong concentration in the area of education (the Church runs 86 primary schools, 7 secondary schools, 26 high schools, and 39 all-boys' schools and 41 all-girls' schools) and in the area of social services (there is a hospital, a clinic, a leprosy colony, a home for the elderly, and two residencies for the mentally handicapped). “The Church is the main source for education among the tribal peoples,” the Bishop says, noting that “we try to encourage the youth and the laity, especially, to take an active role in the mission. The Indian Catholic Youth Movement is especially alive and working in the diocese. The laity take care of the catechism classes, the prayer meetings, the Bible Studies, etc. in the most remote towns, and help the faithful in preparation for the sacraments.”

“However, our future depends on the new vocations to the priesthood and religious life. This is our priority.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)

VATICAN - Final Declaration from the First Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The first Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum was held in Rome from 4-6 November 2008. Twenty-four participants and five advisors from each religion took part in the meeting. The theme of the Seminar was “Love of God, Love of Neighbor.” As the Final Document points out, the discussion, “conducted in a warm and convivial spirit,” focused on two great themes: “Theological and Spiritual Foundations” and “Human Dignity and Mutual Respect.” The following is the complete text of the 15 points from the Declaration:

1. For Christians the source and example of love of God and neighbour is the love of Christ for his Father, for humanity and for each person. "God is Love" (1 Jn 4, 16) and "God so loved the world that He gave his only Son so that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life" (Jn 3,16). God’s love is placed in the human heart through the Holy Spirit. It is God who first loves us thereby enabling us to love Him in return. Love does not harm one's neighbour but rather seeks to do to the other what one would want done to oneself (Cf. 1 Cor 13, 4-7). Love is the foundation and sum of all the commandments (Cf. Gal 5, 14). Love of neighbour cannot be separated from love of God, because it is an expression of our love for God. This is the new commandment, "Love one another as I have loved you." (Jn 15, 12) Grounded in Christ’s sacrificial love, Christian love is forgiving and excludes no one; it therefore also includes one's enemies. It should be not just words but deeds (Cf. 1 Jn, 4, 18). This is the sign of its genuineness.

For Muslims, as set out in A Common Word, love is a timeless transcendent power which guides and transforms human mutual regard. This love, as indicated by the Holy and Beloved Prophet Muhammad, is prior to the human love for the One True God. A Hadith indicates that God’s loving compassion for humanity is even greater than that of a mother for her child (Muslim, Bab al-Tawba: 21); it therefore exists before and independently of the human response to the One who is ‘The Loving’. So immense is this love and compassion that God has intervened to guide and save humanity in a perfect way many times and in many places, by sending prophets and scriptures. The last of these books, the Qur’an, portrays a world of signs, a marvellous cosmos of Divine artistry, which calls forth our utter love and devotion, so that ‘those who have faith, have most love of God’ (2:165), and ‘those that believe, and do good works, the Merciful shall engender love among them.’ (19:96) In a Hadith we read that ‘Not one of you has faith until he loves for his neighbour what he loves for himself’ (Bukhari, Bab al-Iman: 13).

2. Human life is a most precious gift of God to each person. It should therefore be preserved and honoured in all its stages.

3. Human dignity is derived from the fact that every human person is created by a loving God and has been endowed with the gifts of reason and free will, and therefore enabled to love God and others. On the firm basis of these principles, the person requires the respect of his or her original dignity and his or her human vocation. Therefore, he or she is entitled to full recognition of his or her identity and freedom by individuals, communities and governments, supported by civil legislation that assures equal rights and full citizenship.

4. We affirm that God’s creation of humanity has two great aspects: the male and the female human person, and we commit ourselves jointly to ensuring that human dignity and respect are extended on an equal basis to both men and women.

5. Genuine love of neighbour implies respect of the person and her or his choices in matters of conscience and religion. It includes the right of individuals and communities to practice their religion in private and public.

6. Religious minorities are entitled to be respected in their own religious convictions and practices. They are also entitled to their own places of worship, and their founding figures and symbols they consider sacred should not be subject to any form of mockery or ridicule.

7. As Catholic and Muslim believers, we are aware of the summons and imperative to bear witness to the transcendent dimension of life, through a spirituality nourished by prayer, in a world which is becoming more and more secularized and materialistic.

8. We affirm that no religion and its followers should be excluded from society. Each should be able to make its indispensable contribution to the good of society, especially in service to the most needy.

9. We recognize that God’s creation in its plurality of cultures, civilizations, languages and peoples is a source of richness and should therefore never become a cause of tension and conflict.

10. We are convinced that Catholics and Muslims have the duty to provide a sound education in human, civic, religious and moral values for their respective members and to promote accurate information about each other’s religions.

11. We profess that Catholics and Muslims are called to be instruments of love and harmony among believers, and for humanity as a whole, renouncing any oppression, aggressive violence and terrorism, especially that committed in the name of religion, and upholding the principle of justice for all.

12. We call upon believers to work for an ethical financial system in which the regulatory mechanisms consider the situation of the poor and disadvantaged, both as individuals, and as indebted nations. We call upon the privileged of the world to consider the plight of those afflicted most severely by the current crisis in food production and distribution, and ask religious believers of all denominations and all people of good will to work together to alleviate the suffering of the hungry, and to eliminate its causes.

13. Young people are the future of religious communities and of societies as a whole. Increasingly, they will be living in multicultural and multireligious societies. It is essential that they be well formed in their own religious traditions and well informed about other cultures and religions.

14. We have agreed to explore the possibility of establishing a permanent Catholic-Muslim committee to coordinate responses to conflicts and other emergency situations.

15. We look forward to the second Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum to be convened in approximately two years in a Muslim-majority country yet to be determined.

All participants felt gratitude to God for the gift of their time together and for an enriching exchange.

At the end of the Seminar His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI received the participants and, following addresses by Professor Dr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr and H.E. Grand Mufti Dr. Mustafa Ceric, spoke to the group. All present expressed satisfaction with the results of the Seminar and their expectation for further productive dialogue. (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)
VATICAN -WORDS OF DOCTRINE by Rev Nicola Bux and Rev Salvatore Vitiello - Hope is not individualistic, but it does depend on personal conversion
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - In his Encyclical on hope, Pope Benedict XVI poses the question whether or not Christian hope is individualistic (cfr n 13-15). He starts from the images of “heaven” with which the early Christians portrayed hope, offering many “the incentive to live by faith and hence also to abandon their hyparchonta, the material substance for their lives”(n 13). Then he admits “This type of hope has been subjected to an increasingly harsh critique in modern times: it is dismissed as pure individualism, a way of abandoning the world to its misery and taking refuge in a private form of eternal salvation” (ivi). 

However the answer to this criticism was given by Henri de Lubac, in the introduction of his fundamental work “Catholicisme. Aspects sociaux du dogme”. “Drawing upon the vast range of patristic theology, de Lubac demonstrated that salvation has always been considered a “social” reality. Indeed, the Letter to the Hebrews speaks of a “city” (cf. 11:10, 16; 12:22; 13:14) and therefore of communal salvation. Consistently with this view, sin is understood by the Fathers as the destruction of the unity of the human race, as fragmentation and division. Babel, the place where languages were confused, the place of separation, is seen to be an expression of what sin fundamentally is. Hence “redemption” appears as the reestablishment of unity, in which we come together once more in a union that begins to take shape in the world community of believers. ” (n 14). 

Then drawing from the testimony of St Augustine in the Letter to Proba, the Pope demonstrates that “This real life, towards which we try to reach out again and again, is linked to a lived union with a “people”, and for each individual it can only be attained within this “we”. It presupposes that we escape from the prison of our “I”, because only in the openness of this universal subject does our gaze open out to the source of joy, to love itself—to God. ”(ivi).

It should be noted that the Christian “we”, as St Jerome said, is the Church. To be a member of the Church and to help her expand throughout the world, means spreading theological hope among all peoples, the same hope which appeared on Easter morning and enabled Mary of Magdalene to say: “Christ, my hope is risen”. This is why the Pope observes “this community-oriented vision of the “blessed life” is certainly directed beyond the present world, as such it also has to do with the building up of this world—in very different ways, according to the historical context and the possibilities offered or excluded thereby. At the time of Augustine, the incursions of new peoples were threatening the cohesion of the world, where hitherto there had been a certain guarantee of law and of living in a juridically ordered society; at that time, then, it was a matter of strengthening the basic foundations of this peaceful societal existence, in order to survive in a changed world ”(n 15). A proof of this is the example of the monasteries. According to the vision of Bernard of Clairvaux, “monks perform a task for the whole Church and hence also for the world. He uses many images to illustrate the responsibility that monks have towards the entire body of the Church, and indeed towards humanity […].The human race lives thanks to a few; were it not for them, the world would perish ...”. In this way Paradise is prepared. 

Therefore the Holy Father adds by way of conclusion: “A wild plot of forest land is rendered fertile—and in the process, the trees of pride are felled, whatever weeds may be growing inside souls are pulled up, and the ground is thereby prepared so that bread for body and soul can flourish[13]. Are we not perhaps seeing once again, in the light of current history, that no positive world order can prosper where souls are overgrown?” (n.15). 

Therefore hope, which is not individualistic but community-oriented, depends nevertheless paradoxically on the conversion of the person, to change the world, to prepare not a utopia of “paradise on earth ”, but instead as St Peter says “ a new heaven and a new earth where justice will have a stable dwelling”. (Agenzia Fides 7/11/2008)

AFRICA/CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC - "There is a need to recover the elements of African tradition that are compatible with the Catholic faith, in order to promote a new evangelization,” PMS National Director tells Agenzia Fides
Rome (Agenzia Fides) – “Our country is very large (with a surface area of 622,984 km²) and has a fairly small population (3,600,000 inhabitants), located in the center of Africa. This is one of the main reasons behind its noted political instability,” says National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies of the Central African Republic, Fr. Paul Dipo Nzembe, who granted Agenzia Fides the following interview.

The Central African Republic was the center of attention in 2003, because of the civil war that ended with the rise to power of current President Francois Bozize. However, the situation is not altogether stable. Could you explain why?

Central Africa is a very large country with a fairly small population in comparison. It is impossible to monitor all of its borders with other nations. Furthermore, its geographic location in central Africa, makes it a target for rebel forces from neighboring countries who use it as a base for launching their attacks on their own governments. The activity of these groups leads to a great instability throughout the country. This is one of the causes of the nation's poverty, although it is a country rich in natural resources. We have diamonds, gold, uranium, magnesium. As for the agriculture, the country is divided into two areas: the savanna, where they grow cotton, and the forest, the richest area, where coffee and tea are grown. The problem is that the country has no direct access to the sea and there is no railway to transport crops to a port where they could be shipped off to foreign markets. With the rise in the cost of transportation, foreign demand for our coffee dropped, because our clients prefer to purchase it from the Ivory Coast or Cameroon, as they have sea ports and thus, the cost of transportation is much less. The people are abandoning agriculture and heading for the capital, Bangui, where the unemployment rate is extremely high. This explains the reason for the periodical uprisings and protests in the streets. Even those who have a public service job protest for low salaries. There is also a modern-day form of slavery, of diamond miners, forced to sell the gems they find after so much fatigue, to foreign dealers at extremely low prices. 

What are the challenges for the Church?

The Church reflects the country's situation: we have 9 dioceses that cover extremely vast territories, without much communication, as the highways are almost non-existent. The Diocese of Bangassou has even bought a small plain in order to transport the sick in need of urgent care from the remotest areas of the territory. In the 10 years in which I have been Director of the PMS, I have not yet been able to visit several areas of the country due to a lack of road access. From a numerical point of view, I am optimistic. We have various priestly and religious vocations. However, we still need to find a way and means to cultivate these vocations and make them bear fruit.

Christians make up 40% of the population, Muslims are 10%, and the rest are members of the traditional religion and sects. We have a good relationship with the other Christian denominations, especially in human services, while dialogue with the Muslims has not been quite as developed. The real problem is presented by the spread of the sects, both local and foreign ones, including American sects. There are also groups like the Red Cross and the Freemasons (more common among the elite classes). The sects take advantage of the population's poverty, promising immanent salvation, with no worry for tomorrow. There is even a certain level of rivalry among the sects and there are people who do nothing more than pass from one group to another.

In your opinion, what is the necessary response to the situation with the sects?

In order to respond to this phenomenon, I think that there is a need to begin with the African culture and tradition. The sects take up parts of the tradition that have been rejected by Christianity, such as spiritism and magic. There is a need for the African clergy to help the Church in promoting the new evangelization, promoting a deeper effort in inculturalization of the faith, taking up those elements of African tradition that are compatible with the faith and support it. The concept of community, for example, is a key element for relaunching the evangelization effort, as has been determined by the Bishops with the two elements of “Church-family of God” and the Ecclesial Base Communities. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 10/11/2008)
AFRICA/ZAMBIA - “We wish to take up the testimony left by the missionaries, to continue spreading the Gospel, in communion with the Universal Church,” the PMS Director of Zambia tells Fides

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “ We wish to take up the testimony left by the missionaries, to continue spreading the Gospel, in communion with the Universal Church,” says Fr. Bernard Macadani Zulu, National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Zambia, in an interview with Fides on the situation of the country and the Church.

Presidential elections were recently held in Zambia, as a result of the death of President Levy, and Rupiah Banda has won. How would you evaluate the evolution of the electoral process?

We are satisfied with how elections have taken place, although it was an unscheduled event which occurred as a result of President Mwanawasa's death. In a situation like this, violence could have broken out and thanks be to God, there hasn't been any. The electoral campaign has been upright, and the elections have taken place with tranquility. It should be kept in mind that we are a fairly young democracy, and parties and free elections were recently established in 1991 and, therefore, the fact that these elections have been carried out correctly is a good sign. We are aware of the fact that there is still much to be improved in our democratic system. In particular, the political parties should keep their electoral promises and the government should make a better effort in seeking the common good, working for the welfare of the people. We have to improve the way in which we use the country's natural resources, placing them at the service of all people. We have the problem of corruption, which the deceased President had begun treating, and I hope this process continues. We have to be aware that this problem affects us all and all of Zambia's citizens have to feel a part of the fight against this reality. 

The Church has done her share in promoting a democratic culture among the people, in collaboration with other Christian Churches as well. As Catholics, we are aware of the fact that evangelization implies every aspect of our lives.

The Church in Zambia began thanks to missionaries. How do local Catholics there live Jesus' call to evangelize the world?

The Church in Zambia is the fruit of missionary labor. We are eternally grateful to these brothers of ours who left their countries to come to this far-off land to bring the message of the Gospel. It is a historic gesture. Many missionaries have died in our country. We want to be inspired in following their example in the faith. We feel a part of the Universal Church and it is for this reason that we wish to follow Jesus' commandment to spread the Message to the ends of the world. We wish to bring the gift of the faith that we have received through our brothers. We live out our missionary vocation in Zambia, collaborating with the various dioceses, and outside our borders, sending priests even to Europe. The missionary demand is very present in our thoughts and we often ask ourselves how we can be true instruments of the evangelization.

In this missionary labor, the PMS have a central role to play...

The PMS collaborate with the Bishops of Zambia in the work of evangelization. I thank God for the gift to be able to serve as Director of the PMS, as it allows me to have a wider vision of the Church's challenges. I am confident in the Church's future in Zambia. We have many vocations to the priesthood and religious life and we are trying to make sure that these vocations receive an adequate formation. It is a challenge, but we could say that although the harvest is great, the workers also abound. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 12/11/2008)
AFRICA/SOMALIA - “I have reason to believe that the two Sisters' kidnappers are only vandals,” the Bishop of Djibouti tells Fides
Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “I know that area of the Kenyan-Somalian border quite well and I knew the two nuns who were kidnapped from the mission in El-Wak,” Bishop Giorgio Bertin of Djibouti, Apostolic Administrator of Mogadishu, told Agenzia Fides. “About 8 years ago, before being transferred to Djibouti, I used to work in that part of Kenya. I even agreed to go to the mission in El-Wak to give them spiritual exercises, but in the end it was not possible, because I was transferred here to Djibouti.”

On November 10, Sr. Caterina “Rinuccia” Giraudo and Sr. Maria Teresa Olivero, of the Contemplative Missionary Movement of Charles de Foucauld, of Cuneo (Italy), were taken by force from their mission in El-Wak, a town in northeastern Kenya, which is located at about 10 km from the Somali border. It is a flat, desert-like area, where the border is practically ignored by everyone because there are no control stations and because the local people are Somali, Bishop Bertin commented. 

There is still no word as to the identity of the kidnappers. The Bishop of Djibouti says that he is “inclined to the hypothesis that it is simply an act carried out by vandals. In fact, there are vandals in the area that perform raids on the livestock. I think that just as there are Somali pirates along the coasts, there are vandals who decide to kidnap Westerners for ransom money. I remember just last week, 4 European humanitarian aid workers were kidnapped, along with the two Kenyan pilots accompanying them, in a town on the border with Ethiopia. There are another two possibilities, however which I find less likely. First: that the kidnappers are Islamic extremists that, as has been occurring recently, wish to combat the Western and Christian presence in the area. The second is in light of the fact that there are two Somali clans present in this area who are fighting one another for control of the little local resources available. It could be that with the kidnapping of these two religious, one of the two clans is hoping to attract the attention of Kenyan authorities, to look after their needs. The Kenyan police also performed a raid last week to capture weapons illegally acquired by the clans. It could be that someone has been upset by the event. In any case, I would side with the vandal hypothesis.”

In the meantime, Somali pirates continue to take possession of boats (the most recent, a Filipino boat with 23 people on board), while the most radical branch of the militias that opposes the transitional national government, supported by Ethiopian troops – the "al-Shabaabal-Mujahedd” movement – has taken over Merka, an important port city at 90 kilometers southeast of Mogadishu, where the ships of the World Food Program disembark, placing in danger the distribution of food products to the suffering Somali people. (LM) (Agenzia Fides 12/11/2008)
AMERICA/BOLIVIA - Cardinal Julio Terrazas tells Agenzia Fides: “After the Ad Limina visit, one is given a renewed spirit to continue serving our dioceses in Bolivia.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “After having been on retreat on La Verna (Italy), after having been with all those who work with the Holy Father and having been with him personally in the Ad Limina Apostolorum visit, one feels an immense satisfaction, a great joy, and a renewed spirit to continue serving our dioceses in Bolivia,” said Cardinal Julio Terrazas Sandoval, Archbishop of Santa Cruz de la Sierra (Bolivia) and President of the Bolivian Bishops’ Conference in a brief interview he granted Agenzia Fides, at the end of his Ad Limina visit in Rome.

As for the current situation in Bolivia, tensions continue, the Cardinal said. “There are tensions on all levels and they increase when changes are needed.

Bolivia is right now in need of profound changes, in order to become a homeland for all people. This leads us, as Bishops, to make continual appeals so that everything may take place in tranquility, without violence, without hate or revenge. This is the call that we are constantly making, asking all to be capable of dialoguing, of healing wounds, working towards national reconciliation.” The Cardinal explains that thanks to the accords reached recently, of calling a referendum and prompt elections (see Fides 22/10/2008), “spirits have obviously been calmed a bit, however as occurs with everything that is signed on paper, one must wait and see if it bears the fruits expected. We are now waiting and hoping that everything doesn’t start over again, because it would mean going back to the drawing board and it would be terrible for the entire country.”

The Cardinal also mentioned some of the main challenges that the Church in Bolivia is facing. The main priority he considered was that of “continuing to insist on the building of the Kingdom, that it be one of justice and peace, based on the truth and love, and that it lead all of us towards freedom, because that is the clearest sign of the presence of the Kingdom of God in our land.” As for the Great Continental Mission, launched throughout the American Continent, Cardinal Terrazas showed his desire to want to “take on the restless missionary spirit of Aparecida that has led our entire continent to awaken to its Christian vocation after its light slumber amd make this awarenes last not only for an hour, for a little while, but let it become a way of life for all time, listening to the Divine Teacher and spreading the Word that He has given us to pass along to the entire world.” The Continental Mission will be launched at Easter in Bolivia, so the people are now preparing and gathering the necessary funds. “All the dioceses are already reflecting on the document we published, entitled, “Pastoral focus for all the Dioceses of Bolivia,” in order to adapt all their program objectives to what Aparecida has called for. 

The Bishops, at the end of their Ad Limina visit, went to Germany to visit the Dioceses of Treveris and Hildesheim, which have been helping the Church in Bolivia for many years, and with whom there has been a close exchange not only in aid/collaboration, but also in terms of cultural exchange and friendship, which is evident in the many volunteers and missionaries that both dioceses have sent to Bolivia.

On Saturday, November 15, the Bishops visited the Diocese of Hildesheim, where they celebrated a Mass in thanksgiving for the 25th anniversary of Bishop Jose Mayer’s ordination as Bishop. Bishop Mayer began the collaboration program between Hildesheim and Bolivia. On Sunday, November 16, the Bishops travelled to the Diocese of Treveris, where each Bishop visited a parish of the diocese, celebrating Mass and holding a celebration with the parish community. Today, the Bishops will hold an encounter with the organizers of the collaboration program, to coordinate future activities, with the upcoming celebration of the 50th anniversary of their collaboration with the Diocese of Treveris, in 2010. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 17/11/2008)
ASIA/NORTH KOREA - “The window to reconciliation between the North and South is being opened,” the General Minister of the Order of Friars Minor tells Agenzia Fides
Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “It is a cause for great joy for the Order of Friars Minor and for the entire Church, that a Franciscan friar is able to live and work in a Center in North Korea, at the service of the poor. It is a presence that shows and announces peace, reconciliation, and solidarity.” These were the words of Fr. Jose Rodriguez Carballo OFM, the General Minister of the Order of Friars Minor, in comments released to Agenzia Fides, on the news of the inauguration of the new “Service Center for Peace” located in the area of Pyongyang, in the presence of Fr. Paul Kim Kwon-soon, OFM, of the Province of South Korea (see Fides 10/11/2008).

“The Center where Fr. Paul will be working will open its doors in January 2009. It will offer meals to 1500 workers without means of self-support, in addition to their families. The Friar will also run a clinic offering free medical assistance, especially for the smallest and most vulnerable of society,” the OFM General Minister told Fides.

“It is an important act of solidarity on the part of the Church of South Korea, towards our brothers in the North,” and it is also “a good sign of openness on the part of North Korean authorities, which is cause for new hope.” It is called the “Service Center for Peace,” to place emphasis on the fact that, “in the spirit of Saint Francis of Assisi, we hope to be messengers of peace and reconciliation, announcing the Gospel with a testimony of life and with our humble presence,” he said. 

Fr. Carballo continues: “This 'mission' – in the broad sense of the term – is in the typical Franciscan style, in that it embraces many elements of our charism: service to the poor, the announcement of peace, fraternal presence and welcoming one's neighbor. Thus, we are truly glad that another Friar will be able to aid Fr. Paul, so that the mission can truly be one carried out in fraternity.” 

The initiative, the Minister says, “is a small sign that we hope can become ever more important. It is like a window of reconciliation opened between the two Koreas. We are accompanying this project and its progress with our prayers and we ask all the faithful of the world to join us: the Lord will listen to the prayerful voice of the Korean people who implore Him with a sincere heart, asking for peace, reconciliation, unity. We are sure that there will be fruits. It is not up to us to say when; maybe we will not seem them in their fullness today, but we are sure that the Lord looks fondly upon this initiative and blesses all the people of North and South Korea.” (PA) (Agenzia Fides 17/11/2008)
AMERICA/BRAZIL - “The Continental Mission is a mission on the part of the continent for the entire world. It should be a permanent mission and last our entire life,” PMS National Director tells Agenzia Fides

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “The Church in Brazil is very active in the missionary field. We have sent 1,860 missionaries out to the entire world and we are now working very intensely in the area of childhood and youth missionary activity,” said Fr. Daniel Lagni, National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Brazil, in addressing the main characteristics of the Church's missionary dimension in the country, in an interview he granted Agenzia Fides. 

Is the Church in Brazil fairly active in missionary activity?

I can definitely say yes, that she is very active in the missionary field. This year, 2008, has been a very intense one in terms of missionary activity, especially in the area of formation programs. We are concentrating our efforts mainly on childhood and youth missionary activity. In Brazil, there are at least 30,000 groups of childhood and adolescence missionary activity, with over 400,000 participating and trying to live this missionary spirit beginning at a young age, with all the methodology that we know and apply. Three years ago, we also began youth missionary activities with the same charism and methodology as the children's, however with themes more geared towards the youth who wish to live the missionary spirit and work in their communities with this missionary dimension of the faith and the Church. 

This past October, the month especially dedicated to the missions, we have received continual requests for talks on missionary spirit, from the dioceses, parishes, and movements. We have even been contacted by several seminaries to go and speak to the seminarians on the mission, missionary formation, and the missionary activity of the Church and the PMS.

It seems to me that the missionary spirit in our Church in Brazil is constantly increasing, along with missionary awareness and missionary life. A proof of this is that, in spite of the poverty of our Church, we have already sent 1,860 missionaries all over the world, mainly to Africa and other Latin American countries. However, we also have missionaries in Asia. For example, in Timor, we have a group of Sisters. Of the 1,860, 81% are Sisters. Thus, we are trying to share the little we have to offer. This is how I see the mission; giving from one's poverty. Even though we have many needs, we can always share what we have. 

How is the Continental Mission proceeding in Brazil?

In Brazil, we have already begun working on the Continental Mission. We began during the most recent Bishops' Meeting about a month ago, in which 40 Bishops from Brazil approved the plan for Brazil. We have several very clear guidelines for the mission in Brazil. We understand that the Continental Mission begins in this continent, but then is launched out towards the entire world. It is a mission on the part of the continent for the entire world. Another very important aspect that has been focused on, is that of its being a permanent mission. We have to look at it as something that is lifelong. The mission demands that we always be prepared to preach the Risen Christ. 

The official launching of the mission will take place this coming April, during the Bishops' Assembly. After Easter, their will be an official proclamation of the mission. The parishes are already making preparations; they have received the document and are studying it. It is a very simple and yet very practical document, with very clear suggestions, rooted in the CELAM document issued to all America.

What are the upcoming activities of the PMS? 

During 2008, we have held a Missionary Congress that was a beautiful moment for the country, a very intense moment for missionary spirituality, in preparation for CAM 3. For the upcoming year, we have an entire plan which is mainly focused on missionary formation of our groups and communities, for children, youth, families, as well as for seminarians and clergy. For me, this is of great importance. In addition, there are always the ordinary work of the national headquarters. The most important point we are focusing on is missionary formation and activity, so as to continue on with missionary cooperation.

What are the many challenges for the Church in Brazil?

The first main challenge comes as a consequence of the country's geography, as it is a fairly large country with 185 million people, 270 dioceses, 300 Bishops, with a great diversity from one part to the next, which often makes working difficult. However, there is something really positive: the people have faith and are very willing to participate in activities, receive formation, which leads us to have to find a response to these demands. 

Another challenge which is ever-present, is that of the sects. Perhaps right now it is not as intense as it was before, because it seems to me that the people have begun to realize the reality behind what these groups try to offer. They themselves are making an effort to deepen in their faith. We always maintain respect and dialogue, but at the same time, we try to maintain the Catholic faith that we have received in Baptism. 

Another great challenge is the evangelization effort in the Amazon, which is 70% of Brazil's national territory. It is very extensive and very difficult to access. Thus, the Bishops have a special program for the evangelization of the Amazon, which we are trying to carry out, in collaboration with other entities. Thus, all possible measures are being taken in order to offer not only economic support, but also a team of persons who can go and work directly on site in the area, e.g. religious, priests, and lay catechists. This project is one that is being carried out by the entire Church. (RG) (Agenzia Fides 18/11/2008)

ASIA/JAPAN - “The Beatification of the 188 martyrs is an event of grace, the hidden treasure, an occasion to rediscover and bear witness to the faith.” Interview with Archbishop Joseph Takami of Nagasaki

Nagasaki (Agenzia Fides) – Archbishop Joseph Takami has served as the President of the Executive Committee for the Beatification of the 188 Japanese martyrs. The Beatification will take place today, November 24, in Nagasaki. As Archbishop of Nagasaki, his Archdiocese will have the honor of hosting the event that will give new life and hope to the Church in Japan. Archbishop Takami defines the Beatification ceremony as “an event of authentic and infinite grace.” Agenzia Fides was able to ask him a few questions on the matter. 

How is the local Church preparing for the coming event of the Martyrs' Beatifications?

The preparation of the Beatification is composed mainly on the study about the lives of the Martyrs, the assimilation of their faith and the practice of their ways of lives and it has been done by many ways: a Conference on the lives of the Martyrs by historians, pilgrimages to the lands of martyrdoms (17 different places in Japan), articles in Catholic magazines and journals, group studies and expositions about the lives of the Martyrs in parishes, a contest of pictures or compositions on the Martyrs, and so on. 

What is the deep meaning of the Beatification for the Church in Japan? What do you expect from it?

The Beatification makes the Church in Japan find the treasure buried in the history of the Christianity in Japan. That is to say, Peter Kibe and his 187 companions send us Christians, and also non-Christians, a message containing many things, such as following: persistence in the faith in God, who alone can save the humanity; keeping the liberty of religion which is one of fundamental human rights; non-violence in front of those who persecute and attack with violence is necessary for making peace.

We expect that the Beatification for the Christians of Japan will be an occasion for rediscovering the importance of the faith and of bearing testimony to the love of God manifested through Jesus Christ and the Martyrs.

Is there any attention in the public opinion, in the civil authorities, among the non-Christians?

At least in Nagasaki, almost all of the Journals and the TV companies have manifested their deep interests in the Beatifications: they have requested interviews many times from me and from others - for example, from historians. The Prefecture of Nagasaki is also holding an exhibition on the history of the Christianity in Japan in the Museum of History and Culture of Nagasaki, borrowing several pictures and many historical objects from the Vatican Museums.

Will the Beatification bear fruits for the evangelization of Japan?

The mass media, which have awaken interest in the martyrdom, the Beatification, the Blessed and so on, in a sense help us to do evangelize people in Japan. The Beatification has made us, as Christians, reflect on the meaning of the meaning of the lives of the Martyrs and their testimonies in the context of the contemporary world and to stimulate us to do more efforts for the evangelization of ourselves and other people as well. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 24/11/2008)

ASIA/KUWAIT - “We are a small, young, and dynamic community, and we live on peaceful terms with the Muslim majority,” the Apostolic Vicar of Kuwait tells Fides

Rome (Agenzia Fides) - “We have freedom of worship and maintain healthy relations with the other religions and with the Muslim majority,” Bishop Camillo Ballin, Apostolic Vicar of Kuwait, told Agenzia Fides.

“The Catholic Church in Kuwait is small yet dynamic,” the Apostolic Vicar says. “It is made up of people from other countries who are working here. The majority of the faithful are young, and offer the enthusiasm and love for activity that characterizes the people of their age. It is a Church that is constantly changing, as the foreigners, once they finish the job they were working on, they leave (although there are people who have been living here for 30 years or longer). It is impossible for a foreigner to obtain citizenship in Kuwait, nor purchase property. This legislation has become necessary because, as occurs in other countries in the Gulf, it attracts a large number of foreign workers. If citizenship was granted to all of them, the local people would begin to be a minority.” 

“For this reason,” Bishop Ballin says, “only four of the Catholic families are local citizens. There are also around 150 Protestants. They are families of Turkish or Iraqui origin that were living in Kuwait at the time of the independence in 1961. That is when they decided to grant citizenship to the foreigners living in the country at the time.” 

There are 350,000 Catholics, of whom 320,000 are of Latin Rite and 30,000 of Eastern Rite. The majority of the Catholics are of Asian origin (Filipinos, Sri Lankans, Bengals, Indians, and Pakistanis), Arabic origin (Lebanese, Egyptian), and European origin. This implies a great variety of languages in worship: Arabic, English, Italian, French, Tagalog, and Hindi. In addition to the Latin Rite, there is also the Syro-Malabar, Syro-Melkite, Maronite, and Coptic rites. “We are a small but varied community, which in its littleness reflects the spiritual wealth of the Catholic Church.” Bishop Ballin concluded (LM) (Agenzia Fides 25/11/2008)

ASIA/INDIA - Bishops condemn attacks on Bombay, as local Catholics organize prayer and aid for the victims: Bishops’ Conference spokesman tells Agenzia Fides

New Delhi (Agenzia Fides) – “Terrorism is an evil; it is the utmost form of disrespect for human life: we firmly condemn the devastating attacks in Bombay, calling on all the law-enforcement forces in India to make efforts in establishing healthy coexistence and a civilization of peace.” This was what Agenzia Fides learned from a statement issued by the Indian Bishops’ Conference via spokesman Fr. Babu Joseph Karakombil, regarding the acts of violence reported in the city of Bombay. The Bishops launched an appeal to the government, asking that “all the necessary measures be taken in stopping the bloodbath that has already enveloped the innocent population of India and in guaranteeing the security of the citizens, who yearn for peace and calm.”

Last night, the city of Bombay, in the state of Maharashtra, West India, suffered a series of simultaneous attacks that claimed the lives of over a hundred and left nearly 300 wounded.

Armed terrorists of the Islamic fundamentalist group “Deccan Mujahideen” launched attacks in the heart of the economic capital, taking several foreign tourists captive in two of the hotels most luxurious hotels. The gunmen in the hotels have called for the liberation of “all the mujahideen in India's prisons,” however they have been detained by the Indian special forces. 

In the meantime, police squadrons have been deployed to control the situation and the city continues under maximum alert. The Catholics of Bombay have closed the schools today as a sign of mourning and for security reasons. The Bishops' spokesman tells Agenzia Fides that the Church has expressed its closeness to the victims' families, and throughout the city, many Catholics have organized prayer meetings to ask the Lord to bring peace to the city and the entire Indian nation. In the meantime, several Catholic volunteers are visiting the hospitals to offer consolation and aid to the wounded that continue to be taken in. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 27/11/2008)
AFRICA/KENYA - “I hope that the two sisters have heard of the news of the Holy Father's concern for them,” the Nuncio in Kenya tells Agenzia Fides

Nairobi (Agenzia Fides) - “The Holy Father's expression of his closeness, via Father Lombardi, to the two kidnapped sisters is important for us. I hope that the two sisters, as has occurred in other similar cases in other parts of the world, have heard the radio and thus, been able to hear news of the Pope's concern for them,” Archbishop Paul Alain Lebeaupin, Apostolic Nuncio in Kenya, told Agenzia Fides. On November 27, Fr. Federico Lombardi, Director of the Holy See Press Office, declared: “More than a fortnight has passed since the two Italian nuns, Sr. Maria Teresa Olivero and Sr. Caterina Giraudo, were abducted in Kenya, where they are well-known for their generous dedication to the very poor. The Holy Father is following the protraction of their kidnapping with concern and remains close in prayer to the suffering, not only of the two kidnapped nuns, but also to that of their families and of the 'Contemplative Missionary Movement of Fr. de Foucauld', of which they are members. The hope is that this painful and gravely unjust situation, of which entirely innocent and praiseworthy people are victims, may be resolved as soon as possible.” 

Archbishop Lebeaupin says that “these words are a consolation to the sisters' families, their Congregations, and for all of us who are working to find a positive solution to their kidnapping. I also hope that the two sisters can listen to the radio and that these words reach them. I have spent ample time serving in Latin America and I have followed several cases of kidnappings. That is why I know that it is important that a prisoner not feel abandoned.” Sister Rinuccia Giraudo y Sister Maria Teresa Oliver, of the Contemplative Missionary Movement of Fr. de Foucauld of Cuneo (Italy), were kidnapped on November 10, at their mission in El-Wak, located in a town in northeast Kenya, 10 km from the border with Somalia (LM) (Agenzia Fides 28/11/2008)
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