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Spirit and Life
each moment
Behind the mask of summer sun,
the green rush of spring,
the peace of winter’s silence,
and autumn’s fiery crown
there are only moments strung together.
Beads on a chain,
each as valued as the next;
a necklace fashioned
of attention to this day.
What is gone
and what will be
are links fingered lightly
while we chant
the only word we know:
now!
the glue
of our daily round,
the shining center
from where we came,
to which we shall return.
– Arlene Gay Levine
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From the Editor…
CHRISTMAS:
No Limits on God’s Love
It is hard to believe that we have almost reached the end of another
year. It seems the older we grow the faster times goes! The season of
Advent prepares us for Christmas. It is a season with two faces – one
which looks back at the birth of Jesus and the other forward to his
second coming at the end of time.

Br Stephen O’Kane OFM

What we are remembering each Christmas is something really amazing. The former Archbishop of
Tuam, Joseph Cassidy, once wrote, ‘Christmas is God on the broad of his back, stretched out on straw
in our midst, telling us in the nakedness and helplessness of a little baby how much he cares.’ What
love, what mercy, God showed us in allowing his Son to become one of us in this way!
Pope Francis has declared a Holy Year, an Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy, beginning on 8 December
2015. In making known his plan he said he chose the feast of the Immaculate Conception as the
beginning of this special year, because in creating Mary free from sin at the moment of her conception in her mother’s womb, God was showing mercy in
a very generous way to us the descendants of the disobedient Adam and Eve. And God’s mercy did not end
there. Mary, as we know, went on to give birth to her
Son, Jesus, the fullest expression of God’s mercy
towards us, and that birth is what we are preparing to
celebrate shortly.
The Pope reminds us, ‘Mercy will always be greater
than any sin, and no one can place limits on the love of
God who is ever ready to forgive.’ The great news of
that statement alone is well worth thinking about so
that it can sink in and free us.
Christmas, that time of mercy, is a time to be generous
to family and friends and those who have been good to
us. (If God has been so good to us, can we fail to be
good to others?) But it is also a time to be generous to
people whom we don’t know at all, but who need our help. Our faith tells us that when we are merciful to those in need whom we do not even know, we are attending to Christ himself. Let us show
mercy then in the same way as we have received it through the birth of Jesus.
On behalf of the staff here in the Franciscan Missionary Office, on behalf of all who prepare and contribute to St
Anthony Brief, on behalf of the missionaries abroad and the people whom they serve, and on my own behalf, I
want to sincerely thank you for your support during the year. Without your faithful help we could not continue
to do what we do. May God bless you and yours, near and far, during this very special season of mercy.

– Stephen O’Kane OFM
(director.fmu@franciscans.ie)
St Anthony Brief
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inking
about
Honour

Knights Templar:
a traditional
image of
honour.

The concept of honour
has greatly weakened in
contemporary society.
Kieran Cronin OFM
believes it merits a
second look.

N

ow that we are becoming more
and more concerned about the
environment and the responsibility
we have for creation, we must surely
lament the fact that we are losing so many
species of plants and animals each year.
The richness of God’s creative plan is,
sadly, undermined by human greed and
ignorance. On another level there is also a
danger that we are losing certain concepts
or ideas which were once important, but
now seem to have lost their value. One
sign of this development is that some
words which were in common use in the
past now sound so old-fashioned and
quaint. For many people today, talk of
‘virtue’ and ‘vice’, ‘temperance’ and
‘chastity’, ‘modesty’ and ‘humility’ make little or no sense in relation to daily life.
And we can include in this list a word
I would like to dwell on in this article; it is
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the term ‘honour’. Though we are familiar
enough with the word, it does have an
old-fashioned ring to it, and it may be that
we use it now rather sparingly in conversation. As far back as 1970, the sociologist, Peter Berger, was writing about the
‘Obsolescence of the Concept of
Honour’. And one might wonder if the
word has not become even more obsolete in the intervening years. In these
pages I would like to reflect on the negative and positive senses of the idea of
honour and suggest that the word and
idea still have value and should not be
allowed to die through misunderstanding
and misuse.
The Traditional Understanding
In the Ancient World, including the world
of the Old and New Testaments, the word
‘honour’ had reference to a special status

that a person had as a member of a
group and often in relation to a particular
role played by the person within that
group. Honour, then, was not a quality
that everyone had equally. It set people
apart from others to some extent. Thus,
the Chosen People of God had a special
honour which set them apart from the
pagan nations or gentiles. Within the
Chosen People, there were special roles
associated with leadership – patriarchs,
prophets, judges and kings – which, in
turn, set those people apart from the rank
and file members of the community.
So we see at once a strong connection between ‘honour’ and a hierarchical
society, a society where not everyone
was equal. Obviously, the greatest honour must be given to God, but then it
extends to those God has appointed to
lead his people. It even extends to
5

one’s parents, as we note in the Ten
Commandments, where the Lord commands us to ‘Honour your Father and
Mother’. Now, if honour is so closely
associated with hierarchy, and if our liberal culture is suspicious of such authority, no wonder that the concept of honour
is in danger of being rejected out of hand.
Quite apart from a religious understanding of honour, this idea has been
handed down through the centuries and
still applies to hierarchically organised
groups like nobility, the clergy, the military
and many professions. If we look at our
neighbour, Great Britain, we recall that
each year the Queen dispenses awards
to special people in her ‘Honours List’.
These are not given to all and sundry, but
to people from various walks of life who
deserve praise for what they have
achieved. It may seem odd to us to hear
of someone being given the title ‘Sir’ or
‘Dame’ in recognition of some service
they rendered to society, but it is surely
of value to single out and praise people
who have often acted heroically and with
great sacrifice.
There are many other examples of
such honours being conferred, from

Oscars for films, their actors and directors, to Nobel prizes for contributions to
peace, literature and science. Another
poignant example is the recent state
funeral given to the Irish Garda who was
murdered while protecting a woman in a
domestic dispute. Such an honour, not
only pays tribute to the individual, but
reminds us of his colleagues who gave
their lives in the past, and the present
members of the force who must face
great danger on a daily basis in protecting the members of the public.
Negative Meanings
Sadly, the notion of honour has also
developed a bad press in recent times.
For instance, it has been associated with
a violation of the basic rights to freedom,
and even to life itself in the case of socalled ‘honour killings’. We think here of
young people who have been murdered
for shaming their families by marrying
against the wishes of their parents or for
abandoning their religion. In a popular
Hollywood film, A Few Good Men, the
‘code of honour’ of the marine corps in
the American army is the context for the
killing of a recruit who is punished for not

living up to the standards of the group,
which sees itself as superior to the rest of
the army and therefore not bound by the
rules which bind ‘lesser mortals’. In these
examples, honour expresses oppressive
and intolerant attitudes towards those
who disobey established authority for
various reasons.
A final example is where honour
refers to a person’s reputation or good
name, the loss of which can be devastating for the person involved, sometimes
leading to deep depression and even suicide. In the past ‘gentlemen’ whose honour was insulted would fight duels to the
death to protect their reputation.
Honour and Humility
Is there any room for the concept of honour in Christianity? Surely it offends
against the virtue of humility as taught by
Jesus when he says that those who exalt
themselves will be humbled? In a parable
Jesus tells, recorded by St Luke (14:711), the listeners are advised not to take
the place of honour at a wedding feast,
but to choose a lower place. Our Lord
makes this point on seeing the behaviour
of the scribes and Pharisees on such

Nobel Peace Prize: Malala Yousafzai honoured for her courage and vision.
St Anthony Brief
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occasions. The message seems to
underline the value of humility, but in fact
Jesus does not criticise honour as such.
He criticises people who take honour for
granted or who seek it out, when they
should welcome it as a gift – ‘In that way,
everyone at the table will see you honoured.’
The social world of the early Christian
Church with its emphasis on honour and
shame presented a radical challenge to
believers in view of the perceived shameful death of Jesus on the cross as a criminal. So the Church had to develop a new
understanding of honour which in turn
challenges the world in every age. True
honour comes from following in the footsteps of Jesus who ‘came to serve and
not to be served, and who gave his life
as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45).
Down through the ages the saints have
never been concerned with their honour,
only with humble service. It is ironic, yet
so fitting, that we honour such holy people, though they themselves were only
concerned with honouring God and doing
his will.
Roles and Honour
Peter Berger claims that the notion of
honour has been replaced in contemporary society by the notion of dignity, and
that we are poorer as a result. He also
claims that dignity has become essentially something attached to the individual apart from society and is a quality
that every person has in equal measure.
This was not the case in the past where
some people had more dignity than others. But honour is a different matter. It is
essentially a social concept, relating
each person to a community or group.
In a particular way honour is attached to
the roles we play out in life, and is not a
quality people have in equal measure. If
every scientist got the Nobel Prize, or
every citizen got a state funeral, these
awards would lose their value. The idea
of honour reminds us that some people
are better at some things, more talented, more skilled, harder working,
more committed, holier, and so on.
Although there is a danger if honouring
people becomes too routine, we could
do with honouring more and more people in everyday life, not just the great
authors or scientists, but great parents,
Dec/Jan 2016

Dignity:
every human being has a
basic, equal dignity that
demands respect.
grandparents, teachers, friends; the list
could go on and on – those people who
serve others humbly day in day out,
without seeking any honour for themselves, but who could benefit from such
recognition.
I believe that every human being
has a basic, equal dignity that demands
respect. Such a dignity is the foundation
of our thinking about human rights and
ought to guide our moral principles from
day to day. But there is also an inequality in human life which is not necessarily
a bad thing. People do have different
gifts and aptitudes. Not everyone can
be an opera singer or a professional
footballer or a film star. Not everyone
can be a great saint like St Francis, but
each person is challenged by such role
models to develop their limited gifts to

the best of their abilities in co-operation
with the grace of God.
When we see people being honoured
for their achievements, it should spur us
on to improve the moral and spiritual
quality of our own existence. In particular, each Christian believer is to push
himself or herself to the limit in serving
others humbly in the footsteps of Christ,
in the firm knowledge that God will honour such efforts. In a world which has
become more and more individualistic,
and which also at times displays rather
crazy ideas about equality (as in the
recent marriage referendum in Ireland), it
is reasonable to consider reintroducing
more and more into our moral and political vocabulary the concept of honour
with its social emphasis and realistic
views on equality. n
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Sunday in a
War-Torn Country
American friar, Jesús Aguirre Garza OFM,
writes of a Sunday in South Sudan,
devastated by civil war.

South Sudan:
a remote village

A

s I go out from our house two
members of the youth group are
already waiting for me to go along
to Bungu and Kulipapa, two of the outstations where we celebrate Masses on
Sundays. It is 6.45 in the morning and the
sun is painting the horizon with brushes of
mauve and pink colours. It seems we will
have another hot and sunny day with no
rain in the forecast. To the dismay of the
villagers, this year the rainy season has
been rather feeble with sporadic storms
that do not allow the soil to absorb and
keep the humidity needed for the crops.
However, for us it is a lucky day with no
chance of getting stuck in muddy areas
but rather the usual trip with the Toyota
pickup lurching and bouncing on the potholed and dusty road to the villages.
People are gathering in the chapel as
we arrive in Bungu, some of them walking
long distances from their huts in the
bushes. The 29 mothers carrying their
children for baptism receive the last
instructions from the catechist and then
the Mass begins. The sound of the drums
vibrates in the midmorning air heralding
the joyful entrance song: Ti yi pondita i

Jesús Aguirre Garza OFM
purja na Monye i Sakramento Loke – ‘Let
Us Praise the Lord in the Holy
Sacrament’. One by one the mothers
respond to me as I ask them for the
names of their children. Next to their
Christian names they give their Bari native
names with meanings like The First One,
The Second One, The One after Twins,
The One Born on a Rainy Day, or The
One Born at Dawn. Among these children
there are several First Ones or Second
Ones and it is the Christian names that
distinguishes them.

The temperature has been rising
slowly and at the moment of the baptisms
the cool water over the heads of the children wakes some of them up and they
start crying loudly; although it might be
that they see for the first time a man with
a different colour skin so close and calling
them by name. Mothers don’t hesitate and
immediately breast-feed them to dispel
their fear. At the end of the ritual the
ancient African sound of glittering, feminine voices begins, making the quick,
vibrating sound of praise and flicking
between half-open lips. This sound continues colouring the celebration until we
leave the village heading to Kulipapa.
Ten miles away, that seems to be
longer because of the bad road, the community is already waiting for us. There are
less people than usual and the catechist
informs me that some families had started
leaving the village for fear of the rebels
who had killed some people on the road
heading south. This is not the first time
that this type of violent incident takes
place in the area. People are tired of the
unending conflict that slowly devastates
this nation.
St Anthony Brief
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We celebrate the Mass praying again
for peace with this thought in the back of
our minds, ‘until when?’ At the end, my
two companions remain in the chapel to
talk to the youth while I go to bless two
new-born babies in their homes. Life is a
gift and we give thanks to God for that.
As usual, kids follow me along the way,
always welcoming a blessing, always
curious about my skin which they touch
to corroborate that it’s flesh like theirs.
The word spreads that I am around
and I am invited to visit the sick. Malaria

Geraldine is six years old. She is going to a multiracial school in South Africa. Her mother was
hosting a ladies afternoon tea for her bridge
friends. They were catching up on the local news
of the little town, and the new black family that
had moved into their street. She did not notice
that Geraldine had not come home from school.
Then all of a sudden Geraldine rushed in
with a dirty face. She had chocolate and ice
cream all over her face. She was all excited.
‘Mammy we had a great birthday party for
Thandi’, she exclaimed.
‘Who is Thandi?’ asked her mother. ‘She’s
my new friend. She lives in the house the Van
der Merves lived in. It’s a lovely house, Mammy.
And Thandi’s mother gave us a big party.’ She
bubbled on, ‘We had chips and sweets, ice
cream and chocolate cake, orange juice and
Thandi’s birthday cake was jum-jum. We had
great fun – it was sharp-sharp.’
‘Who else was at the party,’ her mother
asked. ‘All the girls and boys in our class, except
Rosie. Her mother wouldn’t let her go because

and typhoid are prevalent and access to
medication and clinics is not easy. I
send a boy for the first-aid box I carry
with me in the vehicle and I give them
the anti-malaria tablets. A woman with a
wound in her foot comes for help; as I
clean and dress the wound she explains
to me she got it while working in the
field with the hoe. At the end I anoint all
of them. I am always amazed by the
resilience of these people, a gift from
God to endure the hardships of their
lives.

Thandi

The sun is getting close to the crest of
the nearby mountain. It is time to leave
since for security reasons I don’t want to
drive the road back in the darkness. A final
blessing is given and as I walk back to the
chapel a woman gives me a bottle of wild
honey as a gift. We rush into the vehicle
accompanied by the last ululation that will
resonate in our ears until we get back to
Juba. Life continues but another Sunday
in the villages is imprinted in my memory.
From ‘Around the Province’, the newsletter
of the Sacred Heart Province, USA. n

she was not to make friends with “blacks”.’
Geraldine’s mother gulped. Rose’s mother was
in the bridge club. She was a little uppity. She
did not associate with or approve of the new
African neighbours! ‘Mammy you must come
down and visit Thandi’s Mum, she’s beautiful
and her lips are so red!’
Then the door-bell rang – a long ring. There
were young, smiling African children at the door.
Geraldine said, ‘Mammy, this is Thandi and her
sisters.’ Thandi spoke, ‘Our Mammy sent us to
you, Mrs Brown, to thank you for allowing Gerrie
to come to my party today. Mammy would like to
invite you to visit us some day,’ said Thandi.
‘Thank you’ said Mrs Brown recovering her
composure. ‘You have a lovely name, Thandi,
what does it mean?’ ‘Well it means that my
daddy and mammy love me… bye-bye we’re off
to thank the other mammies. See you tomorrow
Gerrie.’
And off they skipped, not realising the message they had left behind. The bridge club members had something new to talk about. n

Gerry O’Reilly OFM, based in South Africa, tells a story
based on an actual experience.
Dec/Jan 2016
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Gerald Evans OFM
continues his
reflections on his
experience when the
guerrillas and military
fought in his parish,
a barrio in
San Salvador,
El Salvador, in
November 1989.

Interior
Wells of
Moral
Courage
A

fter the initial shooting and bombing died down I tried to visit the
different sections of the parish but
was stopped by the military. On returning
to the house I decided to call a meeting
with the leaders of the community and
begin planning a response to the needs of
the people. As the meeting came to an
end and the people were anxious to be
on their way, I noticed Guillermo descending the stairs his face pale and anxious.
He very discreetly came over to me and
quietly gestured me to go upstairs and
look out the window. I left him with the
people and did as he requested. Drawing
close to the window and looking out, my
blood ran cold at the spectacle which met
my eyes.
The square in front of the house was
full of military and the house surrounded.
What to do I thought. I went back down
the stairs and addressed the people as
calmly as I could by informing them of the
situation. Immediately the people began
to panic. So I pleaded for calm and invited
them to stay and pray after which I would
open the door and address the situation

The 1980s:
Gerald in the
Franciscan house
in the barrio.
outside. I took out the monstrance and
exposed the Blessed Sacrament around
which we began to pray and sing hymns.
The prayer and singing served to calm
down the people considerably. When I
considered the people to have returned to
a certain calm I said I would open the
door and each person would simply leave
and go straight home.
On opening the door I was confronted
by the commanding officer who aggressively demanded an explanation for the
meeting. I explained that I was the priest
and was conducting a prayer gathering
with these people to bring them some
calm and consolation in these difficult
times. I could see immediately that,
although he was at a loss for words and
sensed he was moved, he simply
repeated what was expected of him,
‘Padre you know all meetings are forbidden.’ ‘Not even meetings to pray and ask
God’s strength and wisdom to live this
moment under his protection,’ I enquired.
He simply looked at me, a long pleading
look, and added, ‘Please Padre do as I
say.’ Once again I was struck at the

tragedy of a human being finding himself
living a reality he never envisaged, much
less had chosen to be in. It was a very
strong and transforming moment for me.
Our True Enemies
As I sat down afterwards and thought over
the incident it occurred to me that whenever we are threatened we tend to divide
the world up, in a facile way between the
good guys and the bad guys. We need an
identifiable enemy. In our case the good
guys were the guerrillas and the bad guys
or the enemy, the military. When the
enemy has been overcome we are puffed
up with the illusion of our own power. But
the enemy is far too subtle a foe to be so
easily identified. St Francis captured that
subtly by pointing out that when we look
at the other as our enemy we are doing
nothing more than looking into the mirror
of our own soul’s dark side and contemplating the enemy therein. In other words
we don’t see things as they truly are,
rather as we truly are. Furthermore, he
cautioned, as long as we perceive the
other as enemy we will continue to receive
St Anthony Brief
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from him what we perceive in him. For
Francis, the enemy is always within ourselves. It is anything which eats away at
our humanity both individually and collectively: our resentments, our prejudices,
our collective greed and our untamed
fears. These he believed were the deeper
enemies behind the conventional, apparent ones. What he called the interior,
invisible enemies – these make engaging
with the other, who we perceive as the
enemy, so difficult.
Francis even takes us further by pointing out that our supposed enemies are in
actual fact our friends. Since they point us
to the dark side of our soul where our true
enemies lie; they remind us that we have
still a long way to go to really love and to
reach the true reconciliation that frees the
human heart. Like the engagement I had
with the officer, the journey into freedom
begins with those transcendent moments
when we get a fleeting glimpse of the
other as brother and sister, as we feel a
sense of compassion for them as fragile
and vulnerable human beings like ourselves. It is compassion for our enemies
that frees us and often transforms them
into our friends.
Bombing
As evening drew in, the sinister helicopters began their accustomed bombing
raids. Without warning we were rocked by
a massive explosion nearby, followed a
few minutes later by a panicked banging
on our door. On the doorstep was Javier,
one of the young fellows of the neighbourhood, his face pale with shock and hands
gesticulating in the direction of the community centre. He was muttering something about it having been bombed, with
many injured people lying about. I was
with a group of people at the time planning strategy for the coming days. Isabel,
one of those present, looked at me and
suggested we had better go and see what
had happened and how we could help.
She agreed to accompany me along with
Sara. Although the distance from our
house to the community centre was minimal, a couple of hundred metres at most,
it was a highly dangerous moment to venture out as the bombing and shooting
continued in the barrio. But fortune
favours the brave so we set out.
We were obliged to creep along the
ground to avoid the bullets streaking overhead and cracking against the nearby
walls. At every crack of gunfire Isabel
Dec/Jan 2016

evoked divine protection by repeating the
very common and popular phrase among
the people, ‘Blood of Christ cover and
protect us.’ The scene which greeted us
on our arrival was Dantesque. The community centre had been severely damaged, as had a number of surrounding
houses. People were lying around everywhere. Some with very severe injuries
were screaming for help. A number were
unconscious and others had sadly died in
the attack.
The local women from the barrio aided
by the Green Cross of El Salvador were
attending to the injuries as best they
could. I remember especially the calm,
quiet presence of Modesta, the community
nurse, attending the injured and dying with
such gracious and quiet professionalism.
These were women who kept me focused
and responsive to the moment. Once
again, I angrily wondered where the international Red Cross was. Why had they
failed to appear and attend to us at this
very crucial moment in the life of our community? I learned afterwards that they
were refused entry to the conflict areas by
the military. A very unconvincing excuse
as when the guerrillas entered the wealthy
barrios of Escalon and San Benito the
Red Cross was given access. We helped
as best we could, attending to the injured

and trying to get volunteers with cars to
ferry the injured to nearby hospitals.
Self-Sacrifice
I will never forget the extraordinary
courage and self-sacrifice of those women
during those faithful days. With no thought
whatsoever for their own safety they risked
their lives on numerous occasions to
defend and protect the safety of others. It
was truly inspiring to us friars and a challenge to do likewise. Theirs was an inspiring ‘interior moral courage’ moved by a
deep providential faith and compassion
which starkly contrasted with the uninspiring, oppressive omnipresence of the military in our midst whose courage was exterior and responded to the fact that they
were heavily armed. Indeed I personally
watched them running away like frightened
rabbits on several occasions when routed
by the guerrillas.
It was during those days that I was
connected to the deep and noble interior
wells of moral courage and, schooled in
the spirituality of this courage by those fine
people, I recognised its source to be deep
within the recesses of the human heart
where love and compassion embrace and
cast out all fear, as St John reminds us in
the Resurrection narratives of his Gospel.
To be continued n

On-Line Shop

Check out our online shop at franciscans.ie. Items available include a
variety of books and music CDs produced by Irish friars. There are also
out-of-print books of historical value. www.franciscans.ie/shop
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Church Brief
‘How close martydom is!’
Ten Franciscan
houses with 14
friars are still present in Syria.
Seven Franciscan
refugee reception
centres are
staffed in Syria,
Lebanon and
Jordan.
Friar Ibrahim
Faced with the
Alsabagh
immediate needs
of the population,
the friars have created welcome centres
and distribute food, clothing, blankets,
medicines; they also medically care for
the most hard-hit.
The Custody still manages the AlAmal Hospital of Aleppo as well as medical dispensaries within their friaries.
‘We make no claim to turning back the
progress of the war but we find ourselves
in front of a very real opportunity to roll up
our sleeves and put ourselves to work in
order to continue to believe that the
human person is fundamentally good, created in the image of God, and to not give
in to the logic of war,’ the Custos of the
Holy Land explained during a recent interview.
These are words which Friar Ibrahim
Alsabagh echoes: ‘You cannot ask the
faithful to follow Christ or to journey spiritually if they cannot eat or sleep! We are
constantly at work, but we are dependent
upon the resources and gifts we receive.
It is not a question of just beginning new
projects but of saving those which already
exist.’
Ibrahim remembers hearing of the
killing of his friend, a Syrian priest,
François Murad, last year. ‘My first reaction was of bitterness because I know
how much good he did. But, on the other
hand, I also felt joy and a little bit of envy;
it made me realise how close martyrdom
is.’

The Missionary and His Boat
‘You have to get used to the great distances,’ the missionary says. That was
one of the first lessons that Fr Pedro

Aleppo, Syria: Friars in the ruined streets.
the people – they organise Liturgies of the
Schewior had to learn when, 20 years
Word on priest-less Sundays.
ago, after leaving his native Poland, he
Raimundo Menezes, the pastoral anifirst came to Tefe, a town in the Amazon
mator
for the region, emphasises the
region of Brazil. In practical terms, this
importance
of these liturgical celebrations
means the priest spends days on end
for the strengthening of the community. ‘In
travelling by boat visiting the various farorder to remain alive and active, a Catholic
flung Catholic communities in Amazonia.
community has to celebrate the liturgy.’
His boat, the Zé Bezerra, recently
Life, in any case, is not easy for these
repaired and spruced up to make it faster,
locals for whom the arrival of the priest is a
is indeed a vital tool for his missionary
great consolation and cause for joy. ‘The
work spreading the Gospel among indigelife of these people is not exactly idyllic,
nous people. For example, there is the
despite
the gorgeous natural setting,’ said
‘parish’ of San Antonio de Ipapucu, which
the missionary. n
has become a model of community life.
Inspired by the example of the early
Christian community
described in the Acts
of the Apostles, the
people help one
another in their work
on the plantations,
above all when a
worker falls ill. There is
also a community
orchard, plus collectives for every type of
work. Fr Schewior can
only be present there
to say Mass about ten
times a year; hence lay
Amazon: Fr Pedro waves goodbye to the
catechists have a crucial
people after celebrating Mass.
role beyond formation of
St Anthony Brief
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Uncensored Prayer
I

was taken aback the other day when
a young, high-school girl during petitions at Sunday Holy Mass prayed
for the country's leaders to have wisdom
to appreciate the suffering of God's people.
It was one of those daring statements
of faith that could only be uttered within
the safety of the pulpit, for it was indeed
bold to hear something like that – a
prayer desperate as it was – said in public.
Such supplications in the past could
well have been directed at ruling elites
without any fear. But now it has become a
strange sort of existence that, despite all
the mass unhappiness, expressing that
unhappiness is one of the most foolhardy
things one can ever do.
It's only a few years ago that I recall
some friars in Harare being visited after
Sunday Mass by very unfriendly men who
harassed the clergy because these men
had apparently not liked the tone of the
homily.

In Zimbabwe
Marko Phiri
admires the courage of
a young girl’s prayer.
I wondered then about the fate of that
young girl who had made that scathing
petition, for it is known here that such
unfriendly men sit with us on the pews,
not for the Word of God, but to smoke out
potential ‘troublemakers’.
And to imagine this sort of thing was
also happening during the country's struggle for independence!
It is easy then to see that there is
even more than ever, rule by fear. For
many, like that young girl with her bold
petition, Church walls offer the only safety
to speak freely – after all, could she get in
trouble because of a prayer to God!
But then, the past experiences of
some priests here have shown that even

the hallowed ground of cathedrals is not
sacred.
In the absence of spaces to speak
freely about one's abject circumstances
and what or who you firmly believe is the
cause of it, one can only imagine the
swelling emotions that fill daily lives. One
only needs a rudimentary appreciation of
psychology to understand the consequences of suppressed emotions.
Yet that is exactly what grown men
and women have to live with.
Still, many know better of the folly of
trying to be a hero and ‘speak the truth to
power’.
The only consolation then has
become the power of prayer, where, if not
in petitions during Holy Mass on Sunday,
devotees have their own private shrines in
their homes where they connect with God
and pray for the country and for a better
tomorrow.
For prayer is now their only weapon
after the successive failure of the ballot
boxes to bring their aspirations to life. n

Blessing the Unborn Child
‘All you women who are pregnant in this moment, place your hand on your belly.’
On the last day of his
four-day trip to Cuba in
September, Pope Francis
spoke about families. ‘Let
us leave behind a world
with loving families. This is
the best inheritance.’

are listening through
radio or television.
And to each of these
women, to each boy
or girl who is there
inside waiting, I give
my blessing. So
each one, touch
your belly, and I
give you the blessing of the all-good
and most tender
God.’

In this context, he said an
image had come to his
mind. The Pope explained
that during his public audiences on Wednesdays, as
he passes through the
crowds greeting people,
many mothers gesture to
their pregnant bellies and
ask for a blessing for their
unborn child.
‘I am going to suggest something: All
you women who are pregnant with
hope – because a child is hope – in
Dec/Jan 2016

this moment, place your hand on your
belly,’ he invited. ‘If there are pregnant
women here, you do it, and those who

The Pope then
expressed his
hope that each of
the unborn children would arrive
healthy and grow up well. ‘Give a
caress to the child that you are
awaiting,’ he said. n
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❝

s of
Let us not forget this word: God never tire
ing him
forgiving us. But we sometimes tire of ask
forgiveto forgive us. Never tire of asking God’s
ness! ❞

Pope Francis has announce
beginning on 8 December. Fro
Francis has spoken consta
transforming mercy th

e Lord always watches over us with mercy; he
❝ alway
s watches over

us with mercy. Let us not be afraid
of approaching him! He has a merciful heart! If we show
him our inner wounds, our inner sins, he will always
forgive us. It is pure mercy. Let us go to Jesus!
❞

❝

Treatment centre
in Brazil: Francis
embraces a drug
addict.

e best thing we can feel: it
is mercy of the Lord is th
makes the world less cold
cy
er
m
tle
lit
A
.
rld
wo
e
th
changes
e Prophet Isaiah who
th
r
be
em
m
re
us
t
Le
st.
ju
e
and mor
let, God's love would
ar
sc
re
we
s
sin
r
ou
if
en
ev
says that
is mercy is beautiful. ❞
make them white as snow.

could say to me, ‘But the Church is made up
❝ ofYousinner
s; we see them

every day.’ And this is true:
we are a Church of sinners. And we sinners are
called to let ourselves be transformed, renewed,
sanctiﬁed by the sheer mercy of God.
❞

The Pope

thing is necessary: to accept

become saints only one
❝ To
us Christ. is
the grace that the Father gives us in Jes

be sinners for
grace changes our heart. We continue to
l that the Lord
we are weak, but this grace makes us fee
Lord waits
is good, that the Lord is merciful, that the
ense grace
for us, that the Lord pardons us – this imm
changes our heart. ❞

When you have the strength to say, ‘I wa
❝ hom
nt to come
e,’ you

will ﬁnd the door open. God will come to
meet you because he is always waiting for
you – God
is always waiting for you. God embraces
you, kisses
you, and celebrates. at is how the Lor
d is, that is
how the tenderness of our heavenly Father
is. ❞

Always know in your heart that God is by
❝ his
your side; in
endless
mercy he never abandons you! Let us nev
er
lose hope! Let us never allow hope to die
in our hearts!
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❞

‘The mercy of the Lord is t
it changes t
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❝ itIt is not easy to entrust oneself to God's mercy, because
is an aby

ss beyond our comprehension. But we mu
st!
‘Oh, I am a great sinner!’ All the better!
Go to Jesus;
Jesus likes us to tell him even our worst
sins. en he
forgets; he has a special ability to forget
. He forgets. He
embraces you and he simply says to you:
‘Neither do I
condemn you; go, and sin no more’ (John
8:11). ❞

ed a Jubilee Year of Mercy
om the first day of his papacy
antly of the abundance of
hat surrounds our lives.

❝

of being welIn the confessional one has the certainty
d, despite our
comed in the name of God and understoo
will feel the
misery. Coming out of the confessional we
and returns us
strength of God’s grace that restores life
l confessor,
with enthusiasm to faith. We have one rea
Jesus, and he defends us always! ❞

Jesus does not say, ‘Go oﬀ and do things on your own.’
❝ No!
at is not what

he is saying. Jesus says, ‘Go, for I am
with you!’ is is what is so beautiful for us; it is what
guides us. If we go out to bring his Gospel with love, he
walks with us, he goes ahead of us, and he gets there ﬁrst.
He is always the ﬁrst! Jesus is waiting for us in the hearts
of our brothers and sisters, in their wounded bodies, in
their hardships, in their lack of faith.
❞

of Mercy

❝

rease harmony
Let each one ask him or herself, ‘Do I inc
nity, or am I a
in my family, in my parish, in my commu
know the
gossip? Am I a cause of division?’ And you
s and tears
harm that gossiping does. Gossip wound
mercy! ❞
down! We all have received mercy – show

Let the risen Jesus enter your life in the greatness of
❝ his
mercy. Welcome

him as a friend! If up until now you
have kept him at a distance, step forward. He will
receive you with open arms. If you have been indiﬀerent,
take a risk; you won’t be disappointed. If following him
seems diﬃcult, don’t be afraid. Trust him; be conﬁdent
he will give you the peace you are looking for and the
strength to live as he would have you do.
❞

the best thing we can feel:
the world.’
Dec/Jan 2016

❝

allow ourLet us allow our hearts to be touched. Let us
. We need
selves to be warmed by the tenderness of God
his caress! ❞
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‘THEY SAvED MY LIFE!’

Church gathering in China, 1930s: Fr David is second from the right, second row.

T

he Irish Franciscans took the
adventurous step of opening a mission in China in 1935, with the first
group of eight friars assembling at
Shanghai just before Christmas that year.
There they were joined by Fr Maurice
Connaughton OFM, an Irish friar who,
extraordinarily, had received permission
to go to China back in 1912 while he was
still a student in Rome and not yet
ordained. These nine men were to form
the core of a team of Irish Franciscans
which, at its height, grew to twenty-one
friars labouring in China. In recognition of
the 80th anniversary of the departure of
this group of brave, pioneering Irish friars
I wish to relate the following story.
Earlier this year in February I received,
out of the blue, a letter from the Bronx in
New York from a Mr Francis Wang and
addressed to the Director of the Missions,
Merchants’ Quay, Dublin. When I read the
letter it was from a 90-year-old Chinese

Eighty years ago the short-lived Irish Franciscan
mission to China began. Stephen O’Kane OFM
tells the remarkable story of a Chinese man who
knew those Irish friars in a time of turmoil and war.
man who was writing to tell me how much
he was grateful to the Irish friars whom he
had known in China back in the 1930s
and 1940s. Indeed, he said he owed his
very life to one of them. He apologised for
boring me with details of times long ago
and asked if he might make a modest
contribution to the work of the Irish missions today in appreciation for what he
had received from them so long ago. With
an obvious sense of humour he encouraged me to reply ‘as soon as possible,
since at this age God might summon me
at any moment!’
I replied at once and told him that on
the contrary he was not boring me at all
and that I would be delighted to hear as

much detail as he could remember of our
friars in China, and so began a correspondence between Francis and myself
that still continues. I was able to tell him
that by coincidence I would be passing
through New York in April on my way to a
meeting and that I would be very happy to
visit him, if he felt up to that. As it turned
out, not only was he willing to meet me,
he insisted on making the journey to
where I was staying with the friars in
Manhattan, rather than have me go to
where he lived. So, on that memorable
Saturday morning, 18 April 2015, I spent
a couple of hours with Francis listening
intently and recording everything he said
to me.
St Anthony Brief
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Father David
Francis began by telling me that as a
young boy, ten years old, the eldest of
four children, he had been orphaned in
1935, losing both his parents a few
months apart. The Irish Franciscans were
the priests in his area of Anlu and one of
them, Fr David O’Callaghan, took a
fatherly interest in himself and his siblings
and others besides, and provided for their
survival and growth.
War broke out between Japan and
China in 1937 and as the Japanese army
advanced towards Hupeh province where
the Irish friars worked, thousands of terrified refugees flocked to the various mission compounds hoping for protection and
food. This was a very difficult time for the
ordinary Chinese people as there was a
deep and historical animosity between the
Chinese and their invaders, and the
Japanese had a reputation for ruthlessness and brutality. Fr David who had
arrived in China among that first group in
1935 was by now well able to conduct
himself in the Chinese language and he
took on the role of protector of the local
people against the threat of the
Japanese. Hundreds of desperate
Chinese, regardless of creed, were given

shelter and sanctuary for over a year
within the compound of his mission and
Fr David, by his wit and courage, prevented the Japanese from entering the
compound to harm the Chinese. In the
hope of having the compound recognised
as neutral territory, David even flew the
Vatican flag as well as the Irish tricolour.
This dignified, old Chinese man,
Francis Wang, related many other examples of Fr David’s daring and practical
compassion during that time. On one
occasion, for example, during the riceplanting season, David, aware that the
critical rice planting time was upon them,
shepherded the wary people from the
parish compound to their rice fields. He
knew that if they missed this chance to
plant now, they would not have food the
following year. The Japanese soldiers
were everywhere, but the people, trusting
David’s ability to protect them, set to work
in the fields, labouring day and night until
the job was done. For all that time Fr
David never left them; he walked up and
down at the side of the field in the scorching heat, as if on sentry duty. And while a
number of Japanese patrols approached
and paid their respects to the foreigner,
not one gave any trouble to the Chinese

hard at work knee-deep in water. Francis
was certain that Fr David’s presence there
at that critical time not only allowed the
people to get their rice planted, but even
saved their lives.
Seminary
Influenced by the good Christian example
of Fr David, Francis when he reached the
age of about fifteen went to the minor
seminary in Anlu, which had just been
opened by the Irish Friars, and where Fr
Ivo O’Sullivan OFM was headmaster.
Francis did his secondary education there
for six years and in time proceeded to the
major seminary. Even though the hostilities
between the Chinese and Japanese
ended in August 1945 this was not the end
of the bother for the missionaries and the
people. No sooner had those hostilities
ceased than tension between the
Nationalists and the Communists flared up
again. The Communists made impressive
advances through the country and by
Christmas 1947 it was clear they were
going to soon take Anlu as well.
By this time, Francis was now in the
major seminary with a few other young
men from the minor seminary in Anlu.
When it looked like the Communists would

1937: The feast of St Francis at the minor seminary at Anlu.

Dec/Jan 2016

17

overrun the whole country (which they
eventually did) arrangements were made
to have the seminarians evacuated out of
harm’s way. There were a number of
Franciscan territories around Anlu, some
served by American Franciscans from different Provinces, some by Italian
Franciscans. Five of these Franciscan
areas had already set up seminaries to
train young local men for the diocesan
priesthood. Realising the particular danger
for the seminarians were the Communists
to take over, these various Franciscans
co-operated to get their charges to safety.
Quite quickly due to the deteriorating situation, the seminarians from the different
colleges were assembled at Hankow,
about one hundred young men in all, with
Francis among them, and taken to the
safety of Hong Kong arriving there on
Easter Sunday 1949 where they remained
for about six months. After that they proceeded to the seminary in Macao where
they finished their studies for priesthood.
Most of the one hundred were ordained
and in turn went as missionaries all over
the world. With the Communist hold on
China so strong, it was impossible for
these newly ordained priests to return to
their homeland to minister to their own
people.
Gratitude and Pride
Sadly, Francis, despite having completed
all his studies, was not ordained – something he regrets to this day. He said he
was deemed unsuitable, a decision he
puts down to his having lost his parents so
early in life and the effect that had on his
development and personality. Even though
he was not ordained, the Franciscans continued to support Francis during this time
of transition, in the person of Fr Virgil
Mannion OFM, who having been expelled
from China along with the other Irish friars,
was now ministering in Hong Kong.
Francis soon got work as an English
teacher and eventually married and had
two sons, before moving to the United
States in 1972 and settling there in the
Bronx.
My overwhelming impression of Mr
Wang was of his deep gratitude to God for
all his providence throughout a long and
eventful life. He also had a strong appreciation of all he had received in his life from
so many good people along the way, and
very particularly a strong sense of gratitude to Fr David and the Irish Franciscans,
‘They saved my life.’ I could not help but

Rice fields: Fr David
protected as rice
was planted.
feel a sense of fraternal pride in those friars, now all gone to their reward, who left
such an admirable legacy in the fifteen or
" !

so years they ministered in China and who,
no doubt, positively touched the lives of so
many people during that time. n
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STEEPED IN MERCY
We need constantly to contemplate the mystery of mercy.
Mercy: the word reveals the very mystery of the Most Holy Trinity.
Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by which God comes to meet us.
Mercy: a wellspring of joy, serenity, and peace.
‘He heals the broken-hearted, and binds up their wounds. The Lord lifts up
the downtrodden’ (Psalm 147:3, 6).
The mercy of God is not an abstract idea, but a concrete reality with which
he reveals his love as of that of a father or a mother, moved to the very
depths out of love for their child.
It gushes forth from the depths naturally, full of tenderness, compassion
and indulgence.
How much I desire that this Jubilee Year will be steeped in mercy, so that we
can go out to every man and woman, bringing the goodness and tenderness
of God!
May the balm of mercy reach everyone, both believers and those far away, as
a sign that the Kingdom of God is already present in our midst!
– Pope Francis

The Jubilee Year of Mercy begins on 8 December.

Dec/Jan 2016
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Bishop
John
Evangelist
McBride
OFM

Kokstad:
St Patrick’s
Cathedral

Pat Conlan
OFM
recalls
the Irish
Franciscan
bishop of
Kokstad,
South
Africa.

T

wenty-five years ago Bishop
McBride went to meet his maker
after a long and distinguished life.
Johnny Kilbride was born in Beagh in the
parish of Killavoggy near Dromahair in
Leitrim in 1903. As a young lad he studied
at the local national school before going to
study under the Franciscans at the
Seraphic College in Multyfarnham in 1917.
His interest in the friars began during a
mission given by the friars in his home
parish. One friar asked him if he would
like to become a Franciscan and he shyly
admitted that he would. He graduated in
1921 and went to join the Franciscans in
Killarney. At his reception he received the
name John Evangelist, a variation on his
baptismal name. He had begun using the
surname McBride, a more Irish version,
although in the 1938 official list of all the
friars in the world he is still given as
Kilbride. This was the time when Ireland
was split between Free Staters and
Republicans. Even the novices argued in
favour of their political preferences.
Br John Evangelist took his Simple
Vows in 1922 and went to St Isidore’s
College in Rome where he studied at the
Gregorianum and obtained a double doctorate in philosophy and theology. He was
among those who spent some time in
Switzerland recovering from tuberculosis.
He was ordained in Rome in 1927 and
went to St Anthony’s College in Leuven for
further studies. He moved to Merchants’
Quay, Dublin, in 1929 and never lived in
any other friary in Ireland. He was
Secretary of the Province for nine years.
He became Guardian in 1939. He was
involved in the consecration of Adam and
Eve’s church in Dublin in April 1939. After
the outbreak of World War II he was
among those responsible for the distribution of 150 loaves of bread to the needy
each day. He was spiritual director to the

Franciscan Third Order Ladies attached to
Merchants’ Quay and saw their numbers
grow to around seven thousand.

Minister Provincial
John Evangelist was elected Provincial in
1942. Initially his energies were directed

Opening of the House of Studies, Killiney, in 1945: Fr McBride, then
Minister Provincial (front row right), with among others Archbishop
John Charles McQuaid and Taoiseach Eamon de Valera.
St Anthony Brief
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towards keeping the Province going during
the years of shortage and rationing during
World War II.
The subject of the friars returning to
Donegal was one of the matters that
attracted the Provincial’s attention. The
final impetus for the idea came
after the celebrations in 1944
for the tercentenary of the
death of Br Mícheál Ó
Cléirigh, founder of the Four
Masters. The first friars
arrived in the new friary,
Rossnowlagh, Co. Donegal,
in July 1946. Fr Evangelist
visited the new community in
August and gave them five
hundred pounds to tide them
over the first two years.
One of the objectives during the reform of the Irish
Franciscans early in the century had been a proper system
of formation for young friars.
There was also a move
towards expanding studies.
One result of this was the
opening of the House of
Studies in Killiney in May 1945.
It was envisaged as a residence for friars involved in
higher studies on the Irish language and on aspects of Irish and
Franciscan history. The friars had a second-level boarding school in Multyfarnham
since 1899 but doubts had risen about its
future. The premises were small and isolated. Under Fr Evangelist a search began
for a new site. Everything came together
in 1947 when the property in Gormanston,
Co. Meath, came on the market and was
purchased by the friars. At the same time
John Kyne had become Bishop of Meath.
A friend of the friars, he agreed to the
transfer of the college from Multyfarnham
to Gormanston.
Fr Evangelist was also involved with
the foreign missions. Irish friars had gone
to Australia in 1837 and the increase in
the number of friars resulted in it becoming the Province of the Holy Spirit in 1939.
Fr Evangelist was involved in helping the
new Province to grow, particularly by
keeping a core of Irish friars there as long
as necessary. The Irish Franciscans had
opened a mission in China in 1935 but
growth was stinted by the war between
China and Japan. The battle line between
the two sides ran right through our mission. In such chaotic conditions it was
extremely difficult to properly support the
Dec/Jan 2016

mission. Fr Evangelist did his best during
the war years and helped to build up the
mission after the war. Unfortunately the
area came under the control of the
Chinese Communists and the Irish had to
withdraw leaving a core of Chinese friars.

rapidly under his guidance – from 4,500 in
1951 to 45,000 in 1980.

Mission
His contribution to the Church in South
Africa was substantial, though he was
unwilling to be involved in
dealings with the proapartheid government. He
sought to know people of all
races. In Kokstad he built
forty mission churches, two
major hospitals and a number of health clinics and
mission schools. He
opened St Anthony’s Hall
for the coloured people of
mixed race. He also promoted Uganda Mission,
later Mount Ayliff, as a centre for ministering to the
black population. He built
up existing mission stations: Maria Telgte, which
was in a black area;
Hardenberg, where he
Visiting from Africa:
and
ride
promoted the drilling of a
McB
op
Bish
OFM
bore hole for water in
y
Dal
Fr Cormac
1951; Mount Frere, where
in Cork Friary.
he opposed a very vibrant
Protestant influence and
South Africa
opened a new church in 1965; he also
A group of Franciscans from Bavaria had
opened a new church at Flagstaff in 1959;
opened a mission in South Africa in 1935.
Bizana was also an area under Protestant
Unfortunately all except four were interned
influence – it had no church until he took
as enemy aliens during World War II. The
over; Matatiele was one of the first places
German friars were unable to cope after
where Irish friars replaced Germans.
the war and thus the appeal for help that
Evangelist opened new mission stations at
was answered by the Irish. As Provincial,
Lusiksiki (1947), Franklin (1951),
Fr Evangelist played a major role in this
Tabankulu (1952), Cedarville (1955) and
decision. He went to South Africa with the
Taylorville (1956).
pioneer band (Antonine Kelly, Bernardine
He had a gift for collecting money for
Dore, Benedict O’Leary and Urban
mission projects. Thus in 1966 he toured
the United States and several parts of
O’Sullivan). They arrived in Durban on
Europe for funds. He also favoured local
Christmas Eve 1946. He appointed
vocations, sending several men to the
Antonine Kelly as administrator before
minor seminary in Ixopo. Evangelist
returning to Ireland. In 1949 he accepted
returned to Ireland regularly where he was
an appointment as Vicar Apostolic of
an effective fund-raiser. He had great perKokstad and was consecrated Titular
sonal devotion to Our Lady and was often
Bishop of Ezani in Adam and Eve’s,
seen with the rosary in his hands. He
Dublin, on 25 July 1949 by Archbishop
loved to lead the Irish Franciscan pilgrimJohn Charles McQuaid.
age to Lourdes, where his sermons on
He became the first Bishop of Kokstad
Our Lady were memorable.
when the South African hierarchy was
His resignation as bishop at the age of
erected on 11 January 1951. There were
seventy-five was accepted in 1978. He
twenty-three friar priests then in Kokstad –
retired back to Dublin where he lived quithirteen Irish, nine German and an
etly and simply, his room at the end of the
Austrian. There were seventy nuns, fifty
top corridor in the friary. He died in the fricatechists and eighty teachers in eleven
ary in Merchants’ Quay early in 1991 and
mission stations and seventy-six outstawas buried with the friars in Glasnevin. n
tions. The number of Catholics increased
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News from
around the . . .

Franciscan

World

Friar Alessandro’s
New Album

Friar Alessandro

Friar Alessandro has now completed a trilogy of CDs for Decca Records/ Universal
Music enshrining the essential message of
the founder of the Franciscan Order to
which he belongs. St Francis always
wanted to give back with gratitude the gifts
that he had received from God, and Friar
Alessandro, following in his footsteps,
wishes to pass on the same message
through the gift which he received, his
golden voice. This rang out for the first time
in his critically acclaimed debut album
Voice from Assisi; then his second album
announced the birth of the Saviour in Voice
of Joy. Alessandro now proclaims the
greeting of Francis – ‘May the Lord give
you peace!’ – in his latest album called
Voice of Peace, released in October. n

Ambrose
John of God Sister, Carmel Kehoe, friend and collaborator of the late Ambrose
O’Mahony OFM, has published a book, Br Ambrose: A Surge of Gratitude (187 pages).
It features reproductions of many of Ambrose’s paintings and poems by Sr Carmel. n

Friar Bernardino de Sahagun

UNESCO Honour
At its meeting in October in Abu Dhabi,
the UNESCO International Committee on
the ‘Memory of the World’ unanimously
approved to include in the International
Register of the Memory of the World, the
work of Friar Bernardino de Sahagun, the
sixteenth century Franciscan missionary
and father of American anthropology. His
two major works, the Madrid Codex and
the Codex Florentino, were written in the
Nahuatl language. They deal not only with
the religious background of ancient
Mexican culture but also with history, literature, cosmology, art and medicine. n

Killed for assisting the Jews: Sebald Linders OFM
Dutch Martyr
‘The Just Among the Nations’ is an honorary title bestowed by the State of Israel to
describe non-Jews who risked their lives during the Holocaust to save Jews from extermination by the Nazis. The long list of ‘The Just Among the Nations’, drawn up by Yad
Vashem in Jerusalem, was enriched on 9 September with a new name, that of the
Dutch Franciscan Sebald Linders OFM. During the turbulent years of the Second World
War, he observed the terrible suffering perpetrated by the Nazis on the Jews. He made
the courageous choice to hide them in his parish of Alverna in Wijchen and in other
surrounding areas. Jewish children and adults were saved because of his actions. For
his brave deed he was killed by the SS on 11 June 1944 at the age of 37. n
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Sojourn in
Gandachibvuva
Friar Givemore Mazhanje OFM, a young
Zimbabwean Franciscan, took a break from his studies
to spend some months at Gandachibvuva Mission.
Friar Givemore

T

he saga commenced on the first of
June 2015, the day I joined
Gandachibvuva Franciscan community, which is located some 220km
south east of the capital Harare. Let us
take a quick glance at what constitutes St
Anthony of Padua Mission. Right of the
main entrance there is a parish hall and a
magnificent grotto to the left. A few metres
further is the small friary. There is also a
novitiate house for the OFM novices close
by. On the other side is the main church
for the parish. There are also two singleroomed, thatched, round huts to accommodate a friar each. Between the friary
and the river there is a flourishing garden
which provides assorted varieties of vegetables and obviously some income for
the community. Apart from these, the mission has a small hospital; the friars have
responsibility for its daily welfare. Talk
about the site of this community is incomplete without mentioning its location adjacent to the magnificent Mwerahari River
which is about half a kilometre east of the
friary. The river flows continually thus giving splendour to the environment at the
mission.
To begin with the community was
composed of fifteen friars living together
as a family. Three of them were priests,
one a professed brother who is studying
theology, and eleven novices from both
Zimbabwe and South Africa, who were
about to conclude their year of novitiate.
The Guardian officially introduced me to
the different sections of the mission. In
my first days I had some good moments
with the novitiate brothers as they shared
with me their experience of the journey so
far.
It did not take long before I ventured
into serious business of the community,
hospital and the parish. Each morning
Dec/Jan 2016

Gandachibvuva Mission: children after Sunday Mass.
community Mass marked the beginning of
our daily commitments. In the community,
I started by joining the brothers in the
ongoing preparations for the upcoming
jubilee celebrations of the patron saint of
the mission and the First Profession of
the six Zimbabwean brothers. Things
changed a bit when the five South African
novices headed back to their own country
to prepare for their profession there.
The day for the two events, profession
and jubilee celebration, dawned.
Everything went very well. Soon after the
celebrations the newly-professed brothers
left for a short break with their families
before going to Zambia to continue their
studies.
From this time the novitiate was no
longer occupied so I had to look after the
whole compound and to see that everything inside and outside was well maintained. At the hospital there was a piggery
with its sewage tank under construction.
Near the garage, the small cottage for the
cook was under renovation; there I had to
do some supervision of the workers and

also fix the doors, padlocks, tiles and curtain hangers. In the parish I was involved
in preaching especially on Saturdays and
Sundays, both at the mission and in the
outstations. I went to about five Requiem
Masses in different parts of the very large
parish, some many kilometres away.
Without forgetting a well organised wedding Mass which I attended at St Clare’s,
Sadza. Moreover, I was also involved with
the youth, giving them some talks to
encourage them and helping them to
organise for their functions. On another
occasion I went to St Patrick’s, Masasa, to
facilitate a retreat which was attended by
91 people. The retreat proved very successful.
Events unfolded and they kept me
occupied until the day I left the mission on
29 July. In short, my stay at
Gandachibvuva was a memorable one.
Each time I look back and reflect on the
period I was at the mission I feel the need
to give thanks to the friars who were my
community members: ‘Brothers we had a
good time; keep it up. God bless you.’ n
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A Season of Mercy
Fr Francis cotter oFM

Francis Cotter OFM
reflects on the deeper
significance of Pope Francis’
Jubilee Year of Mercy.

I

n one of his first interviews, Pope
Francis emphasised, ‘I believe that this
is the season of mercy… The Church
is a mother; she must reach out to heal
wounds. If the Lord never tires of forgiving
we don’t have any other path to travel
than this path of mercy, mercy for all.
When the prodigal son returned home, I
don’t think his father told him‚ “You sit
down and listen. What did you do with the
money?” No! He celebrated! Then, perhaps, when the son was ready to speak,
he spoke. The Church has to do this when
there is someone who is lost; not only wait
for them, but go out and find them! That is
what mercy is.’ Francis then stated boldly,
‘And I believe that this is a kairos, this
time is a kairos of mercy.’

In the Bible two Greek words are
used for time, chronos - the regular,
chronological time, and kairos, meaning
an appointed time or an opportune
moment. It conveys the idea of a watershed moment in God’s dealings with his
people, a time of special grace when
God is breaking in, acting powerfully in
human history. Pope Francis audaciously
proclaims that ours is such a time – a
kairos of mercy!
In that same interview Pope Francis
praised his predecessor for having the
‘first intuition’ of the kairos of mercy when
he promoted the devotion of the Divine
Mercy, witnessed to by St Faustina. St
John Paul II, he said, ‘intuited that this
was a need in our time’.

The Lord’s Favour
Our time is a particular time to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favour precisely because
so many have wandered so far, with their
hearts seemingly resistant to the Gospel
message. Behind the rush and glitter and
the sometimes angry voices denying God,
Francis discerns a soul ache, a longing for
what abides and brings true joy. He knows
that condemnation and anathemas or
shouting Church dogma even more loudly
will not succeed in opening hearts to grace.
To those alienated from God and his
Church judgment only reinforces the exclusion. ‘If people are hurt, what does Jesus
do?” Pope Francis asked in a homily last
March. ‘Scold them because they are hurt?
No, he comes and he carries them on his
St Anthony Brief
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shoulders. And this is called mercy. And
when God rebukes his people through the
prophet Hosea – “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” – he’s talking about this.’
Pope Francis is unshakable in his conviction that mercy is God’s antidote to a
cynical world and a tired Church. In one of
his homilies, he asked, rhetorically, if the
woman caught in adultery, who was forgiven by Christ, sinned again. Although
the Gospel does not say so, he said, you
can be sure she didn’t, ‘because no one
who has experienced that much mercy
can ever be the same again’.
In the Papal Bull establishing this
Extraordinary Jubilee Year, the Pope
writes, ‘Mercy, once again, is revealed as
a fundamental aspect of Jesus’ mission.
The Church is commissioned to announce
the mercy of God, the beating heart of the
Gospel, which in its own way must penetrate the heart and mind of every person.’
But it is not only words the Church
must pass on but the witness of lives
transformed by mercy. ‘It is absolutely
essential for the Church and for the credibility of her message that she herself live
and testify to mercy. Her language and her
gestures must transmit mercy, so as to
touch the hearts of all people and inspire
them once more to find the road that leads
to the Father.’
Not Just Devotion
It is important that this emphasis on God’s
mercy is not dismissed as mere devotionalism, a sop for the simple, pious people

while the Church gets on with its real work
of teaching doctrine and saving the world!
Nothing could be further from the truth.
Pope Francis sees mercy flowing from
the very heart of the Trinity, a revelation of
who God is, and a fount of grace at the
centre of our redemption. ‘We need constantly to contemplate the mystery of
mercy. Our salvation depends on it.
Mercy: the word reveals the very mystery
of the Most Holy Trinity. Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by which God
comes to meet us. Mercy: the bridge that
connects God and humanity, opening our
hearts to the hope of being loved forever
despite our sinfulness.’
He continues. ‘With our eyes fixed on
Jesus and his merciful gaze, we experience the love of the Most Holy Trinity. The
mission Jesus received from the Father
was that of revealing the mystery of divine
love in its fullness.’ To experience, proclaim and live mercy is not some devout,
optional extra but goes to the heart of the
Church’s life and mission.
Cardinal Walter Kasper is a close collaborator of the Pope and a member of
the Council of Cardinals, the group of nine
cardinals who help the Pope govern the
Church. His book, Mercy: The Essence of
the Gospel and the Key to the Christian
Life, has had a deep impact on Pope
Francis. In it Kasper states that the mercy
of God has been "criminally neglected" for
too long in the Church’s theological reflection. The theme of mercy has fared poorly,
he believes, because theologians often

focus on a metaphysical reflection of God
instead of on the biblical record of God's
work in history. As a result, some theologians have had difficulty making sense of
God's compassion, the mystery of God
‘feeling’ the suffering of his children.
Kasper calls this neglect ‘pastorally... a catastrophe’. ‘The proclamation of a God who
is insensitive to suffering is a reason that
God has become alien and finally irrelevant
to many,’ he writes. However, if neglected
by theologians, the faithful, led by the
grace of the Holy Spirit, have always been
drawn to the mystery of divine mercy in
their prayer and popular piety.
Primacy of Mercy
With this Jubilee Year, Pope Francis
reminds us that we are a people called to
live in mercy precisely because we ourselves have known the tenderness of
God. Francis writes, ‘The experience of
divine mercy encourages and obliges us
to become witnesses to mercy in the
world. Human mercy is the concrete form
of divine mercy in the world.’
To know God, Francis has always
believed, is to know his heart for the poor
and for sinners; to experience mercy is to
enter into the life of God, and to grasp the
revelation of Jesus. The witness of mercy
goes to the heart of the witness of the
Church’s proclamation of the Gospel.
‘Mercy is the very foundation of the
Church’s life. All of her pastoral activity
should be caught up in the tenderness she
makes present to believers; nothing in her

Divine love:
‘The primacy of mercy
always, everywhere, and
in every situation, no
matter what.’
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preaching and in her witness to the world
can be lacking in mercy. The Church’s
very credibility is seen in how she shows
merciful and compassionate love.’
Some months ago, talking to priests,
he spoke on their important role as confessors. ‘I will never tire of insisting that
confessors be authentic signs of the
Father’s mercy.’ However, he reminded
them, the priest becomes such a sign of
mercy only when he has experienced
mercy at depth himself. ‘We do not
become good confessors automatically.
We become good confessors when,
above all, we allow ourselves to be penitents in search of his mercy.’ When the
priest hears confessions he is participating ‘in the very mission of Jesus; he is a
concrete sign of the constancy of divine
love that pardons and saves’. Then this
powerful statement: ‘In short, confessors
are called to be a sign of the primacy of
mercy always, everywhere, and in every
situation, no matter what.’
Islands of Mercy
Pope Francis has discerned that mercy
is what the world needs to hear, and he
is determined to mobilise the Church to
offer it. His exhortation, The Joy of the

Gospel, mentions the word 32 times. In
his Lenten message this year he said,
‘How greatly I desire that all those
places where the Church is present,
especially our parishes and our communities, may become islands of mercy in
the midst of the sea of indifference!’ He
wants the whole Church to speak ‘the
language of mercy, which is expressed in
gestures and attitudes even before
words’.
It is in many ways a counterintuitive
call. In a society marked by religious
indifference, it would surely seem what
the world needs to hear is more judgment. Pope Francis, however, sees a
world deeply wounded by its alienation
from God, and that in offering healing the
Church is opening ways for humanity to
come to the Lord. Mercy, in other words,
is the key to evangelisation; it is what
unlocks the heart to the deep action of
the Spirit.
Francis calls this Year ‘an extraordinary time of grace’ – not just for individuals but for the whole Church. Speaking
in November to the Italian bishops gathered in Florence, the Pope was at his
‘Francis’ best. He told them, ‘You can
say today we are not living an era of

change but a change of era.’ This new
era, this major shift demands a new type
of Church – a Church radiant with the
Lord’s compassionate love. ‘You, therefore, go forth to the streets and go to the
crossroads; all who you find, call out to
them, no one is excluded,’ he exhorted.
‘Wherever you are, never build walls or
borders but meeting-squares and field
hospitals. I would like a Church that is
unsettled, always closer to the abandoned, the forgotten, the imperfect,’ said
Francis. Then the Pope of mercy added,
‘I desire a happy Church with the face of
a mother, who understands, accompanies, caresses. Dream of this Church,
believe in it, innovate it with freedom.’
Pope Francis is seeking a shift of
focus. It is about concentrating on saving
the lost, not just worrying about losing
the saved. Speaking to the members of
the recent synod on the family he asked
them to ‘see the Lord present even in
those who have lost their faith, or turned
away from the practice of their faith’. He
called on them to follow the example of
Christ who came ‘to reinstate the outcast,
to save those outside the camp’. During
the Holy Year, it is an invitation he
extends to the whole Church. n

Franciscan Pilgrimage to the Holy Land 2015

Group at St Peter's Church, Tiberias.
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Gubbio Project: ‘When I was
homeless you gave me welcome.’
Faith in action

Fr gearóid ó conaire, oFM

Gearóid Ó Conaire OFM shares his delight in a unique
Franciscan ministry in San Francisco.

Pic: Brant Ward, San Francisco Chronicle

I

write this article in St Boniface Friary,
San Francisco, on the feast of All
Souls. May they rest in peace. I arrived
here at the end of September to do a
Visitation of the Franciscan Province of St
Barbara, which has friars working along
the West Coast of the USA, from
Washington in the North West to Arizona
in the South West, including all of
California.
On the first morning after arriving I went
to the 7.30am Mass, which I thought would
be a straightforward Mass, similar to the
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one I attend in Merchants’ Quay, Dublin.
The Mass was the same, but the environment was radically different. The front pews
were taken up by thirty people, mostly
senior citizens from a variety of ethnic
backgrounds, including Filipinos,
Vietnamese and Mexicans. I think I was
one of the few so-called Anglos in attendance. The church was built by German
immigrants at the turn of the 19th century,
but nowadays new immigrants attend the
church in an area popularly known as the
Tenderloin District on Golden Gate Avenue.

Additionally, many of the 10,000 homeless in San Francisco come here for provisions such as food, medical attention, psychiatric support, housing etc., which is
mostly provided for them by St Anthony
Foundation, a not-for-profit organisation,
established by a Franciscan friar about 65
years ago.
The atmosphere in the church is very
conducive to prayer, helped by splendid
architecture and a dimly-lit environment
slightly illuminated by artificial light and candles. Statues of Our Lady, the Sacred Heart,
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St Francis and St Boniface are in prominent positions surrounding the Blessed
Sacrament at the front of the church,
directly behind the altar placed in the middle of a spacious sanctuary. As I said, the
Mass was an unusual experience, not only
because of those in attendance, but more
so because of what was happening behind
me. I had heard about the Gubbio Project,
initiated by a former Provincial, Louis
Vitale OFM, a Second World War veteran
and still alive, when he was pastor of this
church twelve years ago.
So, picture this. I am at Mass. Behind
me are 80 people, mostly men, asleep or
resting on the benches. Apparently numbers can rise to over a hundred when the
weather is cold and damp. During the
Gospel reading I hear someone snoring
and someone else shifting to find a more
comfortable position. The Mass proceeds
and we continue to pray. At the consecration as the priest lifts up the bread and the
wine and pronounces the words of consecration, I feel shivers run down my spine
as I contemplate the beauty of what is
happening. It is not usual for me to feel as
deeply moved as I did that day even
though I am conscious and grateful to be
able to participate most days of my life in
such a momentous event as the Eucharist.
Eucharist
That day I could not help but feel, in a
much clearer way, what Eucharist really
signifies – the pouring out of God’s love on
the whole of creation in and through the
presence and sacrifice of Jesus on the
Cross and in his Resurrection. He came so
that all might have life and have it to the
full. He knelt and washed the disciples’
feet and encouraged them to do likewise;
to go out and serve others and to pour out
their lives for all, but in a special way for
the poor. I became more conscious of the
real presence of Jesus both in the transformed bread and wine and in the least of
his brothers and sisters resting behind me,
probably most of whom were unaware of
what was taking place on the altar.
I felt so proud to be a Franciscan that
day; to be a brother of so many men and
women who have gone before me who,
following the inspiration of God’s Spirit, in
the footsteps of Francis and Clare, took
risks, stepped out of their comfort zones
and opened the doors of their hearts, friaries and churches to those in need or in
trouble. It helped me, at least for a
moment, to remember what motivated me
to become a Franciscan, summed up in
what I was experiencing in this church.

Pic: Alexandra Velasquez

The Irish Presence
After Mass, I was introduced to a young
Irish man from Waterford who recently
came to work in San Francisco in a marketing company. I was also fascinated by
the providence of meeting him. He told me
that his company, in an effort to build a
team spirit, asked whether they could provide breakfast during the summer months
for the homeless in the basement under
the church. They believed that working
together on something completely different
from their normal work environment would
have beneficial effects on the quality of
relationships between staff. Mike discovered the project in that way and, after the
summer experience, offered to come along
as a volunteer on Monday mornings for
two hours before going to work.
Meeting Mike made me reflect on the
importance of providing opportunities for
people in general, but young adults in particular, to make a link between their faith
experience and concrete ways of putting it
into practice. I am reminded of the experience of a fellow Irish friar, Gerald Evans,

Saint Boniface:
a guest before
the altar.
who worked in Costa Rica. He accompanied a group of people once a month to
bring coffee and sandwiches to the homeless. The object was not only to feed, support and be present to the homeless, but to
provide an opportunity to encounter Jesus
Christ in the poor and to pray and reflect
about the implications this had for one’s life
and mission.
Unique Experience
This is the only church I know of that
opens its doors in this way to the homeless. There are many other organisations
working with and providing accommodation
for the homeless, even in San Francisco,
but nothing like this. I was told that a volunteer on returning to her home parish
proposed a similar type project to her pastor which was accepted. However, when a
new pastor arrived six months later, he
decided to close it down.
In 2003, St Boniface Neighbourhood
Centre began working towards a concrete
response to the increasing numbers of
women and men seeking refuge from the
St Anthony Brief
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streets during the daylight hours, particularly during periods of inclement weather.
All services are open to anyone regardless
of their religious affiliation. They seek to
serve those individuals and families who
survive without any safety net from the
public sector.
Facets of the Gubbio Project include: a
safe, welcoming, beautiful space to rest or
sleep with few barriers to access; availability of clean, safe restrooms; toiletries;
weekly free haircuts; blankets; socks;
monthly HIV testing; weekly community
meal for 35-50 guests; and a listening ear.
This place provides a sacred atmosphere where people living on the streets
can feel safe. Many of them wander the
streets at night and sleep comfortably here
during the day. They are mostly men but 510% are women. Although other services
are provided as mentioned above, the
principal appeal is the safety the church
provides for very vulnerable people.
The Gubbio Project is named for an
Italian town where, according to legend, St
Francis negotiated a peace agreement
between frightened townsfolk and a hungry
wolf. Francis brokered a deal between the
two parties in conflict by recognising that
with communication they could find common ground. In the Tenderloin, working
poor people live next to desperately poor
people and sometimes misunderstandings
and conflicts occur. The Gubbio Project is
a creative response to this situation – helping housed parishioners and visitors of the
church connect with their un-housed
neighbours. The Gubbio Project believes

Guests:
a safe, warm,
welcoming
space.
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that by creating opportunities for these two groups to
interact and care for each
other’s needs, the
Tenderloin neighbourhood
will be strengthened.
Tina – the Programme
Manager
I dropped down to chat
with Tina who oversees
the day-to-day running of
the project. They open the
doors at 6.30am and close
at 3.00pm. There are a
few full-time employees
Tina:
and at the moment 70 vol‘a space
unteers including some frito love
ars. Tina referred me to
people
people with more facts
who
about the history of the
project and excused herneed it.’
self as being a ‘touchy
feely person’. ‘That’s
exactly who I am interested in interviewing’, I confessed. So she gave me a few
minutes in her busy schedule. Tina volunteered to work here four and a half years
ago when she was studying a drug and
alcohol counselling course. She eventually
was offered a full-time job. This place, she
explains, gives her ‘a space to love people
who need it and want it’. When I ask her
what motivated her to come here she
described the feeling, or rather the inspiration, almost in vocational terms in that for
her, ‘it was clear what I had to do’. Her
motivation came more from a spiritual

Pic: Brant Ward,
San Francisco Chronicle.

experience than a religious commitment.
This is a distinction that one hears more
and more, particularly by people who no
longer identify with organised religion or
who have drifted away.
I ask Tina about some of the difficulties
and how the experience affects her personally. Tina is such a loving person, in my
mind, ideal for this job. She admits that
she has learned to be more accepting of
differences, less judgemental, and how to
de-escalate a potential conflict situation.
She has been choked on one occasion
and threatened as well. I comment that for
the most part when I am in the church I
have only sensed peace. She tells me that
just that morning before 11.00am they had
four incidences, all dealt with appropriately.
The volunteers are encouraged just to help
the people and not become involved in
any verbal or physical confrontations. On
the question of violence and danger from
working with or being close to homeless
people, Laura Slattery, the Executive
Director of the project commented, ‘People
without homes are far more likely to be the
victims of crime than the perpetrators.
They are harassed, beaten up, assaulted,
ignored, and stolen from. One reason I
want the churches to take our neighbours
living on the street in, is because they
need safe places to be. Another is
because I want the churches to take the
lead in showing that what we should fear
most is the damage that clinging to our
stereotypes and fear of homeless people
does to us.’ n
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mission digest

SOUTH SUDAN
e recent Franciscan
mission to South Sudan
marked a milestone when
the friary in Juba was
blessed and oﬃcially opened
by Bishop Santo Loku Pio,
Auxiliary Bishop of Juba
Archdiocese. e blessing
was followed by the
celebration of the Eucharist
for the parish’s Youth Day.
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