Fourth American Missionary Congress (CAM 4)

Ninth Latin American Missionary Congress (COMLA 9)

Theme: “Missionary Disciples of Jesus Christ from America in a secularized and multicultural world”.

Venezuela – Maracaibo, November 26 - December 1, 2013

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

Let us begin this Congress by turning our thoughts to the Holy Father, Pope Francis, who through my person makes himself present among us.  My deep gratitude goes to Him for wanting me to be His Special Envoy, and to all of you I bring His greetings and blessing.

Allow me next to express my fraternal, grateful greetings to H. E. Most Rev. Ubaldo Ramón Santana Sequela, F.M.I., the Metropolitan Archbishop of Maracaibo, to Their Eminences the Cardinals and Their Excellencies the Bishops who are present here, and to all of you who have come from every part of America.  My feelings of affection, esteem and appreciation go to all of you and in particular to those who have generously prepared this meeting and are working for its successful outcome.

*  *  *

1) Let us look at this moment which we are celebrating with Jesus' eyes. When his eyes met those of his disciples, he saw that they needed a moment of peace and reflection and he called them aside.  The Gospel of Mark says: “The apostles gathered together with Jesus and reported all they had done and taught. He said to them, 'Come away by yourselves to a deserted place and rest a while'...So they went off in the boat by themselves to a deserted place. People saw them leaving and many came to know about it. They hastened there on foot from all the towns and arrived at the place before them. When he disembarked and saw the vast crowd, his heart was moved with pity for them, for they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things”. (Mk 6:30-34).  I would like to take some starting points for reflection from this evangelical passage that has the apostolic community's missionary activity as its viewpoint.

a. The centrality of Jesus' person and mission: “The apostles gathered together with Jesus”.

b. The Apostles' missionary activity it is submitted to the Lord's examination and the other con-disciples' knowledge so that the preaching and activity would not be carried out fruitlessly: “They reported all they had done and taught”.

c. The role of spiritual life: Jesus calls to prayer and brings the disciples with him “to a deserted place”.

d. The reaction of the people attracted by the different preaching and the Master who attracts: “They hastened there on foot from all the towns and arrived at the place before them”.

e. Jesus' reaction to the crowd that was looking for him: “They were like sheep without a shepherd”.

2) Eight months after Pope Francis' election, the first Latin American Pope, we cannot fail to reflect first of all on this event which affects not only the particular Church of Rome, of which he is the Bishop as he has shown from the first moment of his election, but of the whole Church as the universal Pastor and the whole world.  But I think this affects in particular the American and Latin American Continent where he comes from through culture, formation and pastoral experience.  His new way of presenting himself as Pastor and Father, with his characteristic of SEEING JUDGING AND ACTING, that is, relating to people and putting himself in the midst of the problems of the Church and the world are his lifestyle, while his human and priestly acts arouse attention, touch hearts, shake up not a few consciences and infect many pastors.  This is a style already indicated by the Aparecida Conference which pointed out in “missionary discipleship” the way to be the Church in society so that the Latin American peoples, and not only, will have abundant life.  I wish to stress that from the first moments of his Papacy Pope Francis has spoken about missionary activity and heroic witness that sometimes goes as far as martyrdom.  A missionary Church whose primary task is the proclamation of the Gospel and of God's unlimited mercy manifested in the Person of Jesus.  A Church that serves in the existential peripheries of the poor and amidst the scourges of society.  A Church that is capable of being compassionate, tender, a Church of communion and fraternity.

3) The centrality in missionary activity – as we all know – belongs to Christ, the Lord who walks in our midst, prays to the Father and sends us the Holy Spirit.  It is for this reason that the missionary message and the witness of those who bring it gives rise to joy in those who listen and accept it and to the desire to participate in order to get out of self and make a gift of what we in turn have received, while taking on at the same time our responsibility and getting involved in the dramas of the people of our time.  Let us think of the dramas of unemployment, poverty, disease, the slavery of drugs,  migrations because of situations of poverty or persecution, divided families, people with more or less disabling handicaps, forms of mental depression, victims of violence, prisoners, those discriminated against because of ethnic-racial, cast or minority conditions, and the victims of ignorance.  Before such an immense mission we ask ourselves: Am I capable of taking up the challenge which the Pope also proposes, or better relaunches, starting precisely from the mystery of the poor and suffering Christ?

4) At the beginning of the Mass on Sunday, July 28th, on Copacabana beach in Rio de Janeiro, Archbishop Orani João Tempesta said that the concluding celebration of World Youth Day (WYD) was not “a farewell celebration but one of departure for the mission and so a sending celebration” (L'Osservatore Romano, July 29/30, 2013).  Therefore, I would like to start again here in Maracaibo from that departure point.  In fact, we are not talking about or dealing with different things but with the same missionary commitment, and as the Prelate said: “We are all invited and sent on the mission” (Ibid.), and take up “the commitment to be evangelizers” (Ibid.).  For this  Pope Francis handed over the flame of evangelization to the young people “to make disciples of all the people in this world that is so complex with so many inequalities”, as well as afflicted by even worse forms of poverty and, lastly, by the absence of Christ the Redeemer's face.  For this the Pontiff puts Christ the Redeemer at the center of the Church's missionary message so that every missionary's heart, like that of the Disciples of Emmaus or Mary Magdalene or Peter, will beat strongly and a sad melancholy walk is transformed into a joyful, rapid proclamation: “We have seen the living Lord” (Cf. Mt 28:8; Jn 20:18; Lk 24:35).  Here I cannot fail to echo Pope Francis' words at the conclusion of the WYD when before three million youths he said: “Go and make disciples of all nations...I would like Christ’s command: 'Go' to resonate in you young people from the Church in Latin America...Latin America, the whole world needs Christ!...This continent has received the proclamation of the Gospel which has marked its history and borne much fruit. Now this proclamation is entrusted also to you, that it may resound with fresh power. The Church needs you, your enthusiasm, your creativity and the joy that is so characteristic of you” (Homily July 28, 2013).  Here I will take the liberty of extending it not only to Latin America but to all of America!

5) When speaking to the Bishops of CELAM's Coordination Committee in Rio de Janeiro on Sunday July 28, 2013, in reference to the Fifth Conference of Aparecida in 2006, the Pope spoke about missionary activity, both what is called ad intra, that is, in Latin America and the Caribbean, and ad extra, which affects other places and continents.  The Pope explained that in Aparecida “the initial work consisted in pooling the concerns expressed by the bishops as they considered the new period of history we are living and the need to renew the life of discipleship and mission with which Christ founded the Church”.  Consequently, Aparecida dealt with the commitment to the mission in a broad, clear way and criticized temptations such as: a) “making the Gospel message an ideology”, which looks for a hermeneutics outside the Gospel message itself; b) “sociological reductionism”, almost a hermeneutics according to the social sciences, even Marxist categorizations; c) “psychologizing” as an elite hermeneutics; d) the “gnostic” view, with a hermeneutics of the division between those who are enlightened and those who are not; e) the “Pelagian” view, almost a hermeneutics of restorationism.  On the contrary, the Pope proposes a “missionary discipleship” that puts Jesus at the center: that is, a) encounter, b) the call or invitation, c) the following.  From this follows a “missionary discipleship” in tension towards the peripheries (and so not self-absorbed), whether existential or real.  It seems to me that the theme can be inserted well here of this Fourth American Missionary Congress and of the Ninth Latin American Missionary Congress: “Missionary Disciples of Jesus Christ from America in a secularized and multicultural world”.

6) The final words of the Work Instrument for Participation in CAM 4 – COMLA 9 are very significant: “Missionary America is filled with enthusiasm, courage and creativity and intent on sharing its faith: 'Let us go and make disciples of all peoples' (Mt 28).  May this Congress be for each and every one of us a Pentecost that launches us into sharing our faith in Jesus Christ in every one of our countries and beyond them”.  This is the hope which I express.  In fact, the purpose and  orientation of holding this Congress, which puts itself along the pastoral-missionary line that has characterized the continent in these past decades, is to launch specifically the missio ad Gentes.  The Missionary Congress held in Quito, Ecuador, five years ago, launched the continental Mission, a fruit of the decision made by CELAM in Aparecida.  Now this Congress wants to continue on that way, but above all to follow Pope Francis' vision and pastoral mission who is thinking with you about “Missionary Disciples of Jesus Christ, from America, in a secularized and multicultural world”.  I do not propose to go into the details of the contents that will be the object of this Congress which has been prepared with the long, capillary participation of so many Christian communities in Latin America, the Caribbean and North America.  We can say that this Congress is like the concluding stage, the synthesis of the work of animation and formation which the local Churches have carried out in these years.

7) As Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, I intend to dwell on the evangelization ad Gentes and, in particular, the so-called evangelization ad extra in the sense of the responsibility which all the particular Churches have regarding the proclamation of the Gospel in territories where the Gospel has not arrived yet, has arrived recently, or is still not considered consolidated.  In the Work Instrument for Participation, it is stated that evangelization ad Gentes, ad extra, must characterize this Congress and be launched outside its own borders to extend the Kingdom of God in regions that have a non-Christian majority or have lost the faith: “We want a Congress open to the Mission ad Gentes...We want a Missionary America ad intra and ad extra.  CAM 4 – COMLA 9 must be a moment of renewal of our missionary commitment with our Churches and with the Churches that make the first proclamation of the Gospel in other countries and in other sociocultural situations” (No. 6).  The missio ad Gentes ad extra is what justifies the missionary congresses that have become an obligatory appointment for our Churches.  They are a moment of grace for our Churches that feel summoned to respond with generosity to Christ's command to go out to all the nations and make disciples of all peoples, even to the ends of the earth.  At the same time, they are departure and reference points for participation in the real evangelization and missionary animation of our communities because every Congress, in the missiological reflections, the work groups on the major missionary themes, in prayer, the liturgy, the symbols, the experiences, witness and in sending missionaries involves the Catholic communities, arouses and forms their missionary awareness, and outlines the prospects and the way to achieve them.  I am convinced that this Congress will give rise to a great passion for the universal mission in the Churches of America because we are convinced that the missio ad Gentes, and in particular ad extra, is also the most effective means for giving back vitality and enthusiasm to our Catholic communities.  This mission, in fact, still has an aggregating and propulsive force.

8) Here are some points for our reflection: the ideal and the praxis of the mission in these decades have been subject to an on-going process of transformation.  Evangelization, more than all the other pastoral commitments of the Church, has undergone significant repercussions because of the changes in the cultural models, the social transformations and the new ecclesial and theological contexts.  These difficulties have called into question at times the validity of the missio ad Gentes itself and compelled the Church to reflect on her existence and activity.  It resulted from this that what was called into question was the Church's way of being.  For this reason, it is urgent and necessary to re-read and re-interpret the whole Christian mystery and reaffirm the centrality and uniqueness of Christ, the mediator and Savior.  From the beginning, the Church has surely recognized and respected what is good in the cultures and religions.  In the fourth century, Eusebius of Caesarea said when speaking about the cultures and non-Christian religions that they could constitute an evangelical praeparatio: “Whatever good or truth is found amongst them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the Gospel” (LG, No. 16, Cf. Eusebius of Caesarea, Praeparatio Evangelica 1,1: PG 21, 28 AB). Therefore, the Conciliar Decree Nostra Aetate, No. 2, also reaffirmed it: “She regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men”. Nevertheless, a certain “theology” of the religions, a view that makes salvation relative, and the globalization of religious phenomenology have often made the faithful's commitment to evangelization activity less compelling.  Therefore, it is necessary to mention the existential situation in order to then reaffirm some truths.

a) Faith and the missio ad Gentes find themselves today before a world forced to contend with and confront new challenges.  This is a post-ideological era already foreseen by the Second Vatican Council and attested to by the sociocultural and socio-religious analysis reported by the local Churches of the whole world, albeit with non-homogeneous characteristics.  Consequently, the traditional paradigm of evangelization did not always seem to be effective.  In truth, evangelization is a mission in fieri, constantly open to the Spirit's indications and the historic context of the human groups.  It requires constant creativity and so it is subject to a revision of mentality and methodology for its renewal.  Evangelii Nuntiandi states this when it points out that evangelization is a multiform, dynamic activity which can be given a description but not a definition.  As a result, to be effective it is called to review its methods and activities and be creative in its forms and criteria.

b) In Church-World relations, the split between culture and faith is stressed as never before, especially in the more secularized societies.  Sometimes it favors  rejecting the entire past to the point that baptized persons can no longer integrate the Christian message into their daily lives.  Our generation is thus characterized by an anguished search for meaning.  And the Church feels involved in a passionate, supportive way with the history of humanity, her companion along the way which is often a tragic one.  Fifty years after the Council, we see clearly today how Ad Gentes should be read and understood in the light of Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes, which together indicate the content, the way and the perspective of the evangelizing mission.  The Church's mission accompanies and is accompanied by humanity, and our action must be inserted into this global process and be committed to everything that is human in order to lead it to the knowledge and friendship of God in Christ.  She must walk with humanity towards the glorious Christ, as the Fathers of the Church said.

c) The participation of all the Churches in the universal mission means that all the Churches are for all the world.  The task to evangelize to the ends of the earth has been entrusted to the Church, to all the particular Churches, and to everyone in the Church.  This is the universality of the mission that Christ entrusted to his community: universality of the missionary subjects and universality of the receivers of evangelization.  The whole Church and all the particular Churches have only this as their priority, absolute task which justifies their existence: to go and proclaim the Kingdom of God, manifested in Christ, in a context of missionary communion with the peoples of the world.

d) This missionary awareness was set in motion again by Vatican II's reflection and by the ecclesial praxis of the past fifty years: I am thinking of Paul VI's farsighted ministry (Evangelii Nuntiandi), John Paul II's itinerant ministry (Redemptoris Missio), Benedict XVI's theological reflection (Verbum Domini), and now Francis' ministry (Lumen Fidei).  Therefore, some fundamental truths are clearly reaffirmed:

* Christ is the light of the nations. The Church does not shine with her own light.  She does not have being and consistence in herself but depends absolutely on Christ, who must be her constant reference point, and she must put herself in the trajectory of his ray of light.  She is the living organism through which Christ continues his saving mission in the name of his Father, with the energy of the Holy Spirit.

* This Church exists for humanity. As a community called together by the Trinity, she is the doxological voice of humanity and the universe; she is the sign or sacrament of saved humanity (the holy people of God, the kingdom of priests) that has to give witness to and proclaim God's salvation (the people of prophets).  But she must do this in God's style who sent his Son, took on human flesh from Mary, descended to the darkest, limiting roots of humanity, and shared everything, even abandonment by his Father who gave him over to death on the cross.

* The whole Church, also in her cultural and social expressions, is consecrated to the mission.  It is always a local Church, a concrete historical community of disciples, that prays, proclaims, interprets and, in the light of its Lord, enlightens and inserts itself into the course of humanity's history in order to be in the midst of all peoples.  The local Church is the universal Church that sets up house among the people. 

* This local Church are the people chosen from among the nations, called together in the unity of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  The Apostle Paul wrote: the Romans are called by Jesus Christ from among the nations, they are set apart and holy by vocation (Rom 1:1); the Corinthians are sanctified in Jesus Christ and called to be holy (1 Cor 1:2); the Thessalonians are chosen by Him from among the nations (1 Thes 1:4), and in Jerusalem, God chose a people for himself from among the pagans in order to consecrate them to himself (Acts 15:14). Lumen Gentium seems to echo these wonderful expressions when it writes: They [Christians] “are consecrated as a spiritual house and a holy priesthood, in order that through all those works which are those of the Christian man they may offer spiritual sacrifices and proclaim the power of Him who has called them out of darkness into His marvelous light” (LG 10).  Therefore, it results from this that “all share a true equality with regard to the dignity and to the activity common to all the faithful for the building up of the Body of Christ” (LG, 32).  But the scenario in which we are called to build up the Body of Christ today is that out of seven billion persons at least five billion have not received the Gospel.  This shows how big the field still is where we have to work and bring Paul's same restlessness when he dreamed of the chained Macedonian who cried, “Come over to Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9).

9) In the task of evangelization there is a missionary responsibility of all the Churches.  All the Christian communities, like communicating vessels, share in  various ways and forms in the one universal mission.  All the Churches, together, on the mission.  By now the conviction is widespread that a person, diocese, order or religious congregation is really not authentic if it does not put itself in the wake of the missio ad Gentes.  And it is interesting how this awareness is making a strong missionary movement move forward in our time.  I am thinking of the great thrust of the Fidei Donum priests, the contemplative orders that have set up communities in mission territories, the thousands of laymen and women and many entire families who almost transplant themselves in places different from their own, as well as the many ecclesial movements with a strong missionary thrust.  Blessed John Paul II wrote on December 7, 1990 in Redemptoris Missio: “The Council has already borne much fruit in the realm of missionary activity. There has been an increase of local churches with their own bishops, clergy and workers in the apostolate. The presence of Christian communities is more evident in the life of nations, and communion between the churches has led to a lively exchange of spiritual benefits and gifts. The commitment of the laity to the work of evangelization is changing ecclesial life, while particular churches are more willing to meet with the members of other Christian churches and other religions, and to enter into dialogue and cooperation with them. Above all, there is a new awareness that missionary activity is a matter for all Christians, for all dioceses and parishes, Church institutions and associations” (RMI, 2).  The missio ad Gentes, therefore, is a matter for every individual member of the faithful, every Christian community and every particular Church.  The Churches' missionary co-responsibility only seems real if there are members who go from one particular Church to another for the evangelization service.  Without the sending, this co-responsibility would be deprived of meaning and our work would be reduced at best to collecting funds!

10) Missionary cooperation means an effective commitment to evangelization. I have just mentioned the Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio which, twenty-five years after the Council, also made itself the authoritative interpreter of some crises outside and inside the Church that not rarely had “weakened the Church's missionary thrust toward non-Christians, a fact which must arouse concern among all who believe in Christ” (RMI, 2).  I do not want to dwell on the self-destructive criticism and the problems regarding the evangelizing mission which the same papal document addresses because they are widely known and many of the effects continue even today.  I am interested in focusing attention on the serious tendency that torments the particular Churches which are led to withdraw into themselves because they are worried their own needs and struggling with the not easy challenges that humanity is raising to Christianity.  The mission – as we sometimes hear concerned Bishops repeat – is here.  But experience tells us that in this way we will not go very far because a good remedy for giving back life to the Christian communities is precisely the missio ad Gentes.  Faith, in fact, is revived by giving it.  If a diocese, a Christian community, does not put itself in the wake of evangelization, it remains in crisis.  All of you, clergy and laity, from the Churches of the American Continent are representatives and a sign of the Church's catholicity, which is made concrete in the apostolic mission's universal scope to the ends of the earth and until the end of the world (Cf. Acts 1:8; Mt 28:20) so that no people or context will be deprived of Christ's light and grace.  This is the direction, the trajectory of the historical path, the mission and the hope of the Church of America and the Caribbean.  Your joy, your enthusiasm for the mission, must be an infectious reality both for the American continent and for the whole world.

11) To evangelize always.  Today too, indeed, even more so in our time, there is a need and urgency to evangelize, always, because the proclamation of the Gospel is always good news that brings salvation to all men and tends to create peace and respect among persons and peoples.  To evangelize, in brief, is an act of love.  It is to instill an ever new source of light and life into humanity,  It is an activity that enlightens man's entire existence.  Those who have lived and live in the midst of humanity's dramatic situations sometimes find it hard to believe with their whole hearts and conviction that God really loves humanity.  The backdrop that is most common and where evangelizing action is carried out is that of people living in the most atrocious suffering.  An apostle who is at the frontiers witnesses the sufferings of a multitude of people and, among them, of the weakest links in society: children and women who die of hunger, thirst, violence and disease.  He shudders with indignation at the site of refugee camps where people are amassed who have fled from wars.  He cannot bear the drama of violence, genocide, endless masses of outcasts, people fleeing with no certainty of survival.  All of this creates anger in him against injustices, the corruption of the powerful, and the abuse of the great powers that dominate the lives of human beings.  It makes him impatient, and overcome with pity, he invokes every possible means to defeat the powers that cause so much suffering.  His faith is put to the test and he asks himself if this is the way that God really manifests his love for humanity.  Those who work at the anthropological confines of humanity are often tempted to lose the sense of God's concrete presence and action in the world.  And they ask themselves: “Why all of this, Lord, if it is true that you exist and love the human being whom you created in your image?”.  The danger is that one may inevitably slide towards a secularized incredulity and that the mission will become a simply human activity and not a missio Dei.

12) The mission to proclaim the Gospel to the nations is also a critical judgment about the planetary transformations that are changing the culture of humanity qualitatively .  The Church, present and active on the geographic and anthropological frontiers of humanity, is the herald of a message that comes down into history where she proclaims the inalienable values of the person through proclamation and witness to God's saving plan made visible and active in Christ.  Preaching the Gospel is the call to the freedom of God's children to build a just and solidarity-based society.  Those who take part in Christ's mission inevitably come up against tribulations, contradictions and suffering because they clash with the resistance of the great powers of this world, while they are left with Christ's poverty and the weakness of the cross as their arms.  The mission ad Gentes requires the Church and the missionaries to accept the instruments of their ministry: evangelical poverty, which confers the freedom to preach with courage and openness; non-violence for which they endure everything in the name of the Gospel; the willingness to give one's life for the sake of Christ and love of people.

13) Universal Mission. Aparecida recognized, confirmed and relaunched not only the mission on the continent but also in the whole world because the Church has “a mission to communicate life” (Dap, Chapter 7.1.4), which calls for a pastoral conversion and a missionary renewal of the communities (Chapter 7,2).  The document also states: “At the same time, the world expects of our Latin American and Caribbean church a more significant commitment to the universal mission on all continents. In order to avoid falling into the trap of becoming closed in on ourselves, we must be formed as missionary disciples without borders, willing to go 'to the other shore', there where Christ is still not recognized as God and Lord, and the church is not yet present” (Ibid., 376).  Even though the Latin American Church needs missionaries from other Churches and economic resources, she still remains faithful to the declaration made in Puebla to give from her poverty and from the joy of her faith.  There is no doubt that in some countries like the United States, Mexico, Colombia, Brazil and Argentina, just to mention a few, the missio ad Gente has had a significant development.  Fidei Donum priests and men and women religious commit their lives to bringing the Gospel to the African and Asian countries.  The lay missionary movement is also remarkable, even though it cannot always develop the missionary dimension because of a lack of specific centers for formation and economic resources.  In general, however, the impression is that the American Church overall is still far from fulfilling John Paul II's dream who wanted it to be a great missionary force for the world.  Sometimes it still seems overly concerned with itself.  To tell the truth, the continental mission, for which Pope Benedict XVI rejoiced, ought to be a condition for embarking on the missio ad Gentes.  Much depends on whether we are capable of showing our faithful the beauty of this choice and motivating their sense of participation and co-responsibility.

By way of conclusion, I ask myself if the American continent – which has been capable of expressing today in the context of the Catholic Church a Latin American Pope as the universal Pastoral for itself and the world – has a special mission not only in the context of America itself, but also in the missio ad Gentes and towards a secularized and multicultural world.  Can we believe that the continent's enormous potentialities will be exhausted in the regional context alone and that it cannot have a profound influence on a world without Christ or secularized and multicultural where the many post-communist, secularist, elitist, invasive and well-equipped ideologies do not seem to want to leave space for Christ and His Gospel?  “Behold, I stand at the door and knock” (Rev 3:20).  But you, Lord, do you want to come in or go out?  From the missionary perspective, He surely intends to go out.  That is, he really wants to open the door and go out into the world.  Those who have known and accepted him know that He wants to go out when he whispers: “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. These also I must lead” (Jn 10:16).  The Church of this continent, therefore, can give and do more because here too, where so many forms of poverty exist and hope still has a role and strength, no one is so poor that he cannot share his own faith!  Take heart, America!  Take heart, Latin America!  You can give and do more.  For this reason I ask the many missionary disciples of Jesus Christ to rise and come out!  Take heart, America, “Share your faith!”.

