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Spirit and Life

God’s Tenderness
enfleshed
When we contemplate the
Infant Jesus placed in the
manger, we gaze upon God’s
Tenderness enfleshed.
We are invited to reflect
on how do we welcome
the tenderness of God?
do I allow myself to be taken
up by God, to be embraced
by him, or do I prevent him
from drawing close?
What is most important
is not our seeking him,
but rather allowing him
to seek me, find me and
caress me with tenderness.
The question put to us simply
by the Infant’s presence is:
do I allow God to love me?
More so, do we have the
courage to welcome with
tenderness the difficulties
and problems of those
who are near to us?
God is in love with our
smallness. he made
himself small in order
to better encounter us.
how much the world
needs tenderness today –
the patience of God,
the closeness of God,
the tenderness of God!

– PoPe francIs
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From the Editor
A Time of Gratitude
Br Stephen O’Kane OFM

Advent and Christmas are just around the corner. The closeness
of this very special time of the year has caused me to pause a little and count my blessings. I’ve been thinking of so much I need
to be grateful for.

Take parents for instance. Of all creatures, the human has the longest period of time to come to
the point of independently meeting essential needs. For years we are dependent on our parents
for everything, yet, sadly, the moment sometimes arrives when an aging parent is seen as a nuisance, a bother, a burden.
We have all had the experience of someone in
our past whose help at a crucial moment got us
through a difficult time or set us on the right
path. We may well have declared then that their
kindness would never be forgotten. Sometimes
we do forget.
Christmas is a time for gratitude, particularly
towards those who have been good to us in the
past. If they are now long gone, we can at least
still pray for them and thank God for them and
their generosity towards us.
This distinctive time of the year is certainly a
time for gratitude to God, appreciating all his
care. How many of my blessings do I simply take
for granted? Each morning I wake up, my first
thought should be one of gratitude for another
day offered – the gift of a new day. And at this time of the year, very particularly, gratitude to
God for his Son becoming one of us and showing us the way.
And we do not forget a sense of gratitude for all the great men and women missionaries who
have gone before us, as spoken of in the article in this issue by Rónán Mullen. Not overlooking,
either, gratitude for the missionaries of today, and those who support them. Here in the
Franciscan Missionary Union we have a tremendous sense of gratitude for all the support we
receive from you, year in and year out. We do not take it for granted and value it very specially.
From all of us here in the mission office a very sincere Happy Christmas and every blessing for
the New Year. And THANK YOU!
– Stephen O’Kane OFM
(director.fmu@franciscans.ie)
St Anthony Brief
4

Ireland’s Call to Mission:
A Living Legacy ‘L
ike St Patrick, I too have heard the
call of the Irish.’ Those of you who
were in Dublin’s Phoenix Park in 1979
will remember these famous and moving
words of Pope John Paul II. ‘The call of the
Irish’ is an idea known to every school child
who has heard the story of St Patrick. As I
read through this remarkable book, my
thoughts strayed constantly to the idea of the
‘call of the Irish’. In St Patrick’s case it was the
vocational pull from the Irish to preach the
Gospel to them. But for generations of missionaries, it was a call ‘to’ the Irish, from the
Holy Spirit and from the people of missionary
lands.
Thousands of Irish men and women, over
30,000 it is estimated, between 1920 and
1970, heard and answered the call to go and
preach the Good News to all nations. And not
only to preach the Good News in the sense of
teaching the faith, but as this book so eloquently chronicles, to preach the Good News
in its fullness by building up the Kingdom of
God on earth, witnessing to the dignity of the
men, women and children of these countries
of mission, transforming people’s lives and
possibilities, and drawing the people of missionary lands into that process of transformation, and helping them to become agents of
positive change themselves.

The Legacy of Irish Missionaries Lives On, by Matt
Moran, is an important new book exploring how the
legacy of Irish missionaries is being continued
throughout the world. Senator Rónán Mullen gave a
powerful address at the launch of the book in October.
dec/jan 2017

A Treasure Trove
This book is a treasure trove. It is a chronicle
of enormous achievement by the people of
one small country. But it is more than that. It
points the way to the work that can and must
still be done, building on what has been
achieved, by a new cohort of people. Irish religious missionaries will be fewer in number –
dramatically so. But they will be joined by lay
people inspired by their missionary spirit and
charism, lay collaborators in the work that the
missionaries have started, priests, nuns and
brothers from the missionary lands, members
of diocesan and other congregations started
by Irish missionaries, and lay people working
for other NGOs, all inspired in many ways by
the spirit and standards of the missionaries.
This is a book about mission, but it is also
a book with a mission, and it is clear that Matt
Moran, its writer, is on a mission. Beginning
with testimonies to the impact of Irish missionaries on the Global South, he gives us ample
evidence of the dedication of Irish missionaries and the widespread recognition of their
work. It is a chronicle of people doing, to
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Core faith values: the foundation of mission
quote the title of Malcolm Muggeridge’s
book about Mother Teresa, Something
Beautiful for God. It is interesting to note, in
passing, that the now St Teresa of
Calcutta, whose famous ‘call within a call’
saw her shape modern humanity’s understanding of heroism, human decency and
sanctity is also, indirectly, an Irish mission
story since she started her training with the
Loreto Sisters in Dublin.
I think this chapter should be read by
people in Ireland who are stuck in a certain
rut of thinking about the Church as a proselytising, negative, limiting force in people’s
lives, who think that missionary activity is a
form of colonisation disrespectful of local
cultures, that the teaching of faith is proselytism, that missionary-based development
work is paternalistic and so on. This book
is a necessary corrective to such thinking.
Everywhere is illustrated the breadth of
vision that our missionaries have shown
over the years, the development in the
understanding of mission that the truth
about the love of God made flesh in Jesus
Christ must be expressed in actions that
promote integral human development.
It is clear from this book that Irish missionaries have been a Good News story.
They were not agents of any colonising
power, nor did they seek to impose their
national culture in their work to spread the
universal beauty of the Gospel.
Witnesses
Everywhere in the book there are eminent,
local witnesses who give credit to the Irish
missionaries. For example, our former

President of Ireland, Mary McAleese,
addressing President Museveni of Uganda
in 2000 said, ‘It is a matter of pride to us
that you personally hold in particularly high
regard the work of the Franciscan
Missionary Sisters for Africa who educated
your daughters.’ We have a fine diplomatic
corps, but our missionaries have been our
best ambassadors. There is hardly any
ambivalence about our missionaries. Good
will has been spread. And that only happens where good has been done.
The book reflects on how Irish missionaries have seen their past, their evolving
role, and the future of their work. There are
chapters on the influence of Irish missionaries on Ireland’s Overseas Aid
Programme, the role of faith in international
development, advocacy work by religious
at the United Nations, local missionaries
and religious stepping into Irish shoes, the
local congregations founded by Irish missionaries, the structures planned by missionary communities for their succession,
the contribution to mission by lay people
and volunteers, and parish twinning as a
new bridge between Ireland and the Global
South.
The idea of value for money and good
stewardship has been borne out by various
independent evaluations and oversight
reviews of missionary development. What
emerges here is a picture of western world
countries and governments waking up to
the importance of faith-based organisations
in getting to ‘those hard to reach areas’.
Why? For one reason, it’s because the
world is becoming more, not less, religious.

Europe may be in a demographic and spiritual decline, but not other parts of the world.
But the influence and potential of missionary development activity is down to
more than ‘the persistence of faith’, to use
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks’ expression. Earlier
in the book, Lucy Franks of Misean Cara
sums up really well the ‘added value’ that
our missionaries bring. ‘Missionaries today
express core faith values of justice, respect,
integrity, compassion and commitment
through their work and presence with poor,
marginalised and vulnerable communities in
the developing world.’
She goes on to talk about the role of
trust through missionaries being present and
involved with communities for a sustained
period of time; their understanding community needs and competence in delivery –
their commitment to presence in communities for a long time fosters an incremental
development approach and culture of learning; their holistic approach to development
with a strong sense of care and respect for
the integrity of the person; being first
responders in humanitarian emergencies
because they are already there; their advocacy for human rights and social justice;
their ability to move on to areas of greater
need; and their motivation and inspiration of
lay volunteers.
Holistic Approach
In her excellent foreword, Mary Robinson
talks about how ‘Congregations built up
hundreds of thousands of supporters around
Ireland, and this mass movement greatly
influenced popular support for the Irish aid
St Anthony Brief
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programme.’ This mass influence of missionaries at home drove the whole spirit of
Ireland internationally. It comes down to
values of dedication, competence, a holistic
approach rooted in a missionary spirit and
committed to excellence as a matter of personal and organisational vocation.
Woody Allen said that 90% of success
was showing up. In that context, I cannot
ignore the comments of prominent British
atheist and former Labour Party Deputy
Leader, Roy Hattersley, because they illustrate so much. Writing in The Guardian on
12 September 2005 during Hurricane
Katrina in the USA he pointed out that
almost all of the charitable groups involved
in the disaster relief were religious.
‘Notable by their absence’, he said, ‘are
teams from rationalist societies, free
thinkers’ clubs, and atheists’ associations –
the sort of people who not only scoff at religion’s intellectual absurdity but also regard
it as a positive force for evil.’
This book argues persuasively that the
structures are in place, the succession
plans are in good health, and the value of
partnering with faith-based groups is
increasingly recognised internationally. The
missionary model for development is good.
What a betrayal of our missionaries, and of
Ireland’s greatest exported idea, it would be
if Irish Aid (the Irish government's official aid
programme) funds ceased to flow because
there was no longer Irish ‘boots on the
ground’, so to speak, in developing coun-

tries. The sense of connection that Irish
people had with their missionaries abroad
led to our State’s commitment to funding
their activities. Surely, the torch having been
lit, we will not let it go out? The light of that
torch has come, not just from the fact of
helping people, but in the way it has been
done – in the culture of collaboration and
accountability that the missionaries established and continue to practise.
Bloody Awkward
The secular world needs the inspiration,
commitment, energy and selflessness of
faith-based organisations. And they must
accept that they will be prophetic. And you
know, if you look at the lives of the saints,
you discover that the really effective ones
had to be ‘bloody awkward’ at times, clinging to their vision. And there is a sense in
the book that Christian people, even as
they thank the state for the share of taxpayers’ money for work they are doing on
behalf of the community, will have to be
‘bloody awkward’. You have to be bloody
awkward at times.
That’s why I will be bloody awkward
and say that it sometimes falls to faithbased organisations to say the truths that
everyone should hear. There’s a lot of talk
of Pope Francis’ appointment of ‘moderate’
bishops to the various dioceses in the
United States. Whatever about that, the
idea of the ‘seamless garment’, associated
with the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin,

expressing the Church’s comprehensive and
consistent concern for a range of human life
and human dignity issues, is getting
renewed attention.
That has something to say to the likes of
Amnesty International, tragically losing its
way at the moment in its radical advocacy of
abortion. How often good ideals can get corrupted. It reminds me of what was said
about Marxism – it set out to create heaven
on earth but created hell instead. I note the
existence of the Benenson Society, named
after Amnesty’s founder, which seeks to
restore a consistent championing of human
dignity. There is a challenge here for Church
communities and schools to find new partners with which to work for a better world,
and for a consistent and authentic vision of
human rights.
In the end, though, it is not about culture
wars but collaboration and conversion to the
cause of love. And in that context I’d like to
conclude by referencing a wonderful piece
in the book by Susan Cahill who writes
about her encounter with lay missionary
Gena Heraty in Haiti. Asked about her fundamental motivation, Gena replied, ‘To be a
person of love’. I can’t find any better words
to finish with.
‘The Legacy of Irish Missionaries Lives On’,
by Matt Moran, is available in bookshops or
online at www.onstream.ie. Profit from sales
will go to World Missions Ireland for missionary activity in the Global South. n

Chapter in Harare, 2016: the Irish Franciscan
legacy continues in Zimbabwe.
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Saint
Anthony’s
Education
Centre
O

n Friday 26 August newly-consecrated Auxiliary Bishop Duncan
Tsoke of Johannesburg led a large
community of invited guests in a celebration of the St Anthony’s Education Centre
in Reiger Park. He was the chief celebrant
at the Jubilee Mass in St Francis Church
at the centre. In the special sermon he
preached, the bishop revealed that he himself was a one-time pupil of the said centre! After the Mass, Bishop Duncan
blessed and rededicated the centre’s workshop and library to the memory of the
founder, Fr Stan Brennan OFM. Special
mention was made of the contribution of Fr
Pat Cogan OFM to the building of the
workshop.
Among those gathered were many who
were with Fr Stan 50-odd years ago when
teaching began at the centre, either by day
but particularly by night. Those were difficult times both for lecturers and students
since the Apartheid system was in full
force in 1966. There were all sorts of intimidations and upsets to overcome – like
police raids, electricity shortages, as well
as transport problems, since some students had to travel long distances in order
to attend classes.
The notorious ‘pass laws’ were at their
height as well and so many risks were
taken by students so as to fulfil curriculum
programmes. But Fr Stan and his willing
helpers soldiered on regardless.
Profound gratitude was expressed to
some of the early stalwarts who helped
raise the educational standards at the cen-

tre; some of those elders were present to
savour the moment. Rose Webb gave an
excellent historical summary of how the
centre survived so many vicissitudes due
to the persistent and constant determination of those early teachers and their
pupils.
It was at the subsequent jubilee meal
after the church services that guests were
treated to an excellent opportunity of meeting up with some of those past pupils and
staff. And it was equally satisfying to actually encounter some of those elders during
the dinner in the community hall.
Gratitude was extended to the sponsors and donors down through the years –
local industrial companies and educational
centres and also a myriad of overseas
contributors and help organisations.
Naturally, many of the present-day staff
and students were also present to witness

Hyacinth Ennis OFM
attended the
Golden Jubilee of the
St Anthony Education
Centre and recalls the
difficulties of the
centre’s beginnings
in Apartheid
South Africa.

Bishop Duncan Tsoke
the historical event. The local leadership
team did an excellent job in welcoming such
a huge gathering of interested persons and
made sure they were occupied with numerous happenings during a very full day’s programme. The present local parish priest, Fr
Anthony Spencer OFM, was a guiding presence throughout the whole proceedings.
National Catholic broadcaster, Radio
Veritas, was also on hand to record highlights of the happy day. n

Achievement: Graduates of the plumbing course.
St Anthony Brief
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Graduation:
Lucian
graduates
from his
training at
St Anthony’s.

A Good News Story
‘Coming from the circumstances I grew up in it makes it difficult to go forward,’
says Lucian. The 23-year-old describes the mentality in his hometown of Reiger
Park, South Africa, as ‘crime before education’. Having dropped out of college to
work when his girlfriend became pregnant, this young father has struggled with
negative social pressures.
Now, thanks to technical and life-skills training at St Anthony’s, Lucian has found a
pathway to a promising career. After learning about the EquipYouth programme
from a bulletin at church, he left a low-skilled job at a nearby factory to enroll as a
diesel mechanics trainee. St Anthony's has developed a high-quality diesel
mechanics course that prepares young people for employer-run apprenticeships.
In addition to his new technical skills, Lucian has learned about confidence, a positive attitude, and goal-setting. ‘My time at St Anthony’s encouraged me to move
forward and become someone who can give back to my community.’ St Anthony's
is working to schedule interviews for Lucian and other diesel mechanics graduates. He is optimistic for the future, confident in his abilities, and has aspirations to
be a lecturer. Now, he says, ‘I'm the best I can be.’ n

A Man of Vision and Action
St Anthony’s Education
Centre began in 1966
when its founder, Irish
Franciscan Stan Brennan
OFM, saw the desperate
need for education in the
coloured township of
Reiger Park.
Fr Stan, a farmer’s son from Co.
Roscommon, had been hugely influenced by a piece of advice from his
father when he left for South Africa in
the 1950s. ‘My father told me to bring
education to the people,’ he recalled.
Much to the consternation of the ruling
regime, Fr Stan did just that. When
appointed to St Francis parish in Reiger
Park in 1965, Fr Stan took charge of a
run-down church/schoolroom with no
electricity or running water.
He started with a library, and then
opened a school with eleven students in
1966. The centre now caters for a large
number of students doing everything
from brick-laying and plumbing to computer skills and the Matriculation exam.
In 1992, appalled at the lack of concern for Hiv/Aids patients, Fr Stan
decided, despite fierce local opposition,
to build a refuge for terminally ill patients
and waged a successful Supreme Court
dec/jan 2017

Support: Fr Stan with Nelson Mandela and his wife Graca Machel.
battle to achieve his aim. As well as
operating as a hospice, the St Francis
Centre today provides medical facilities
for thousands of Hiv patients at two free
clinics and also foster care for 30 infants
affected by Aids. The centre was followed by the House of Mercy, a drug
and alcohol rehabilitation centre, and
more recently by the Mercy Haven for
abused women and children. Fr Stan
died aged 82 in 2012.
Today, St Anthony’s Education
Centre is a hive of activity, accommodating more than 1,200 learners a day from

all walks of life, especially from the surrounding, impoverished communities.
Since its inception, tens of thousands of
people have benefited from the quality
education and training programmes
offered.
The St Francis Catholic Church is situated on the grounds of St Anthony’s
Centre and caters for the spiritual welfare of the surrounding communities.
Assemblies for students who attend the
educational programmes are always
held in the church and are inter-denominational. n
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Martyrs of
El Salvador
In El Salvador Ciarán O Nuanáin OFM
works to record the memory of the many
men and women who were killed during
the war in that country. They died because
they served the cause of Christ. He shares
some of their stories.
LUIS UMAÑA NAJARRO
Luis Umaña Najarro was a small farmer.
He was born in 1954 and was 26 when
killed on 3 September 1980. He was married to Maria Teresa and they had three
daughters, Marta, Socorro and Ana Ruth
who was only eight months old when her
father died.
Luis was religious, serious, humble,
reflective and disciplined. He was also a
good friend, communicative and enthusiastic. He loved football.
Under the supervision of the parish
priest, he co-ordinated with another catechist the establishment of Basic Christian
Communities throughout the parish. Later
on they used to get together with the leaders of these communities and instruct
them in the themes for reflection and discussion they were later to give in the communities. They also organised socials
among the catechists so that they would
get to know each other and prepare themselves for the dangers which their pastoral
work entailed. He used to read the Bible a
lot.
He worked for the Red Cross since he
was 18 years old. He also worked with the
archdiocesan organisation Caritas,
through which food was distributed to poor
people. He was also involved in literacy
programmes.
Although he couldn’t play any instrument, he was a very good singer. He liked
religious songs, songs to do with the
Eucharist and retreats. He particularly
liked songs inspired by the Bible, although
to some people the ideals expressed
might have appeared too demanding. He

had the privilege of forming part of a choir
that sung at two or three of Monseñor
Romero’s Sunday Masses in the Sagrado
Corazon Basilica in San Salvador.
His favourite song had the words ‘I’d
like to thank you, Lord, for the gifts you
give us each day: water, bread and love
and for flowers which give us joy.’ His
brother Miguel comments that he knew
from the expression on his face that Luis
lived this message and that he felt the
words with his heart.
His Killing
On the day of his martyrdom he left the
town of Tacachico to visit his mother and
also to see how his maize patch was getting along. He arrived at the house at 7.00
in the morning and seemed nervous as if
sensing that something was to happen to
him. He told his mother, ‘Mammy, I don’t
feel well, I sense that something strange is
about to happen.’ He refused to eat when
his mother offered him breakfast.
When his mother began to eat, some
40 members of the National Guard and
the Civil Defence surrounded the house
and captured him. They tied his hands
and feet, threw him onto the back of a
lorry and drove towards town.
About a kilometre from his house, they
halted and brought him into the bush.
They tortured him before killing him. They
filled his mouth with earth so he wouldn’t
make noise. They hit him with rifle butts
and kicks in the back, chest and legs.
With the rifle butts they crushed his testicles. Finally they hacked away at his
throat with a knife until he died.

Luis Umaña Najarro
What were the reasons for Luis’ brutal
killing? Inspired by the Bible, especially
chapter 25 of Matthew’s Gospel where
Christ identifies himself with the marginalised – ‘You did it to me!’ – Luis criticised
an unjust society where poor people didn’t
have sufficient food or clothing, or have
access to education and health services.
Neither would he discriminate against
people because of their political beliefs
when distributing food from Caritas.
Consequently his work was regarded as
‘anti-government’ and ‘subversive’ by the
local authorities.
Although he knew that his work was
misinterpreted and that he was looked on
with suspicion by the authorities, he didn’t
lose his nerve. He said that his work was
there for everyone to see and that he wasn’t going to flee or stop because of what
people said. ‘If anything is going to happen to me, the Lord knows why.’
He used to say to his mother,
‘Whatever happens, keep united,’ and also
‘The Lord doesn’t leave us alone.’ He
quoted passages from the Bible, especially where Jesus said, ‘If they do these
things when the wood is green, what will
happen when it is dry?’ (Luke 23:31).
Luis’ body was brought to the Red
Cross centre in Tacachico. The number of
people at the wake and the funeral the following day was huge. People from all the
Basic Christian Communities in the parish
arrived as well as from other parishes.
Also members of the Red Cross from
neighbouring towns and cities such as
San Salvador, Santa Tecla and San Juan
Opico.
St Anthony Brief
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MARIA TeReSA GARcIA
Maria Teresa Garcia was born in 1950 and was 30 years of
age when she was killed on 7 July 1980. She was married to
Santos Pastor Fabian and they had four children, Pedro
Miguel, Rosa Amelia, Ascensión de Jesús, and Claudia
Elizabeth. Maria was pregnant when she was killed.
She prepared children for First Holy Communion and on
Saturdays worked in evangelisation. She also participated in
sales for the rebuilding of a church. She loved to read the
Bible. Her favourite song was, ‘I wish I had a million friends,
so I could sing with more enthusiasm.’
On the day of her death she was on her way to the
nearby town to sell produce in the market. Carrying a basket
on top of her head, she was accompanied by her daughter
Rosa Amelia when she was stopped and taken by the
National Guard. They tied her up and brought her to a nearby
field where they riddled her with bullets, emptying the whole
cartridge.
Rosa Amelia went back to the house crying and it wasn’t
until her husband came back that evening from work that they
went out to search for the body. They buried her in the patio
of the house because it was too dangerous to do so in the
cemetery.
Maria was murdered for preaching the Word of God. She
knew the danger she was in. She used to say, ‘If they kill me
for announcing the Word of the Lord then I welcome death.’
She said, ‘I have given myself over to the Lord’ and also
‘Some day everything will change. I won’t see it, but my children will and will harvest what we sowed.’ n

Faithful Witness
Salvadorian Pedro Monico Lopez is pictured with the
recent issue of St Anthony Brief that covered his story.
Pedro, now 94 years old, was a dedicated lay leader and
catechist in his community.

Maria Teresa Garcia
dec/jan 2017

For his work with the people he suffered greatly in the
1980s during the war in his country. He was imprisoned
and tortured and his daughter Magdalena was murdered
by a National Police death squad. He used to tell his torturers, who accused him of being a guerrilla, that his only
weapon was the Word of God.
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Church Brief
Syria: the
Franciscans
remain with
the people.

Message on Syria
The Minister General of the Order, Michael
Perry OFM, and the new Custos of the
Holy Land, Francesco Patton OFM, have
issued a statement about the terrible situation in Syria where our friars still minister
among a suffering people.
‘On our own behalf, and that of our
confreres who live in the Middle East,
especially in Syria, in a region which is
experiencing terrible warfare and violent
conflicts, we wish to express our gratitude
to the Holy Father, Pope Francis, for his
unwavering closeness to the Syrian people
at a time when they are undergoing
unspeakable suffering, particularly both in
the east and west of the city of Aleppo.
‘We wish to associate ourselves with
the words of the Holy Father. “We must
note with great sadness that, despite
extensive efforts made in a variety of
areas, the logic of arms and oppression,
hidden interests and violence continues to
wreak devastation. Violence begets violence, and we have the impression of
being caught up in a spiral of arrogance
and inertia from which there is no escape.”
‘We ask that the entire International
Community take concrete steps to designate Aleppo a Safe Zone. We also urge
countries worldwide to be as generous as
possible in accepting Syrian refugees,
while fully respecting national and local
laws, and to offer all the assistance necessary to meet the urgent humanitarian and

security needs of Syria.
We pledge our prayers
and our support to all
those who suffer so terribly in this war, as well
as to our confreres who
courageously continue
to live in Syria. Through
their closeness and
practical service to all
those weighed down by
the harrowing consequences of the conflict,
the friars have shown
themselves to be true
Good Samaritans. May
the thirst for peace,
which is found in the
heart of every person
but especially in the hearts of our brothers
and sisters in Syria, be satisfied.’

US Bishops and Donald Trump
After the election of Donald Trump as the
next U.S. President, the Conference of
Catholic Bishops in America issued a
strong statement about welcoming immigrants and refugees.
‘We would first like to congratulate
President-elect Donald J. Trump and give
our support for all efforts to work together
to promote the common good, especially
those efforts to protect the most vulnerable among us.
‘We believe the family unit is the cornerstone of society, so it is vital to protect
the integrity of the family. For this reason,
we are reminded that behind every "statistic" is a person who is a mother, father,

son, daughter, sister or brother and has
dignity as a child of God. We pray that as
the new administration begins its role
leading our country, it will recognise the
contributions of refugees and immigrants
to the overall prosperity and well-being of
our nation. We will work to promote
humane policies that protect refugees and
immigrants' inherent dignity, keep families
together, and honour and respect the laws
of this nation.
‘Serving and welcoming people fleeing
violence and conflict in various regions of
the world is part of our identity as
Catholics. The Church will continue this
life-saving tradition. Today, with more than
65 million people forcibly displaced from
their homes, the need to welcome
refugees and provide freedom from persecution is more acute than ever and 80 of
our dioceses across the country are eager
to continue this wonderful act of accompaniment born of our Christian faith.
‘We stand ready to work with a new
administration to continue to ensure that
refugees are humanely welcomed without
sacrificing our security or our core values
as Americans. A duty to welcome and protect newcomers, particularly refugees, is
an integral part of our mission to help our
neighbours in need.
‘We pray for President-elect Trump
and all leaders in public life, that they may
rise to the responsibilities entrusted to
them with grace and courage. And may all
of us as Catholics and Americans remain
a people of solidarity with others in need
and a nation of hospitality which treats
others as we would like to be treated.’ n

Welcome: Migrants at the
Sacred Heart Church temporary
shelter in McAllen, Texas.
St Anthony Brief
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Pope Francis invited leaders of the world’s religions
to Assisi on 20 September to pray for peace; 30 years
since Pope John Paul II’s call for the first such
gathering in 1985, unique in world history.
Francis made an impassioned plea that we
pray and work for peace.
en and women of various religions, we gather as pilgrims in
the city of St Francis. Thirty
years ago in 1986, religious representatives from all over the world met here at
the invitation of Pope John Paul II. It was
the first such solemn gathering that
brought so many together in order to
affirm the indissoluble bond between the
great good of peace and an authentic religious attitude. This is the spirit that animates us: to bring about encounters
through dialogue, and to oppose every
form of violence and abuse of religion
which seeks to justify war and terrorism.
And yet, in the years that have followed, numerous populations have
nonetheless been painfully wounded by
war. People do not always understand that
war harms the world, leaving in its wake a
legacy of sorrows and hate. In war, everyone loses, including the victors.

M

NO TO WAR!
We pray to God, asking him to grant
peace to the world. We recognise the
need to pray constantly for peace,
because prayer protects the world and
enlightens it. God’s name is peace. The
one who calls upon God’s name to justify
terrorism, violence and war does not follow God’s path. War in the name of religion becomes a war against religion itself.

With firm resolve, therefore, we reiterate
that violence and terrorism are opposed to
an authentic religious spirit.
We have heard the voice of the poor,
of children and the younger generations,
of women and so many brothers and sisters who are suffering due to war. With
them let us say with conviction: No to war!
May the anguished cry of the many innocents not go unheeded. Let us urge leaders of nations to defuse the causes of war:
the lust for power and money, the greed of
arms’ dealers, personal interests and
vendettas for past wrongs. May there be a
greater commitment to eradicating the
underlying causes of conflicts: poverty,
injustice and inequality, the exploitation of
and contempt for human life.
Nothing is lost when we effectively
enter into dialogue. Nothing is impossible
if we turn to God in prayer. Everyone can
be an artisan of peace. Through this gathering in Assisi, we resolutely renew our
commitment to be such artisans, by the
help of God, together with all men and
women of good will.

INDIFFERENCE
God asks this of us, calling us to confront
the great sickness of our time: indifference. It is a virus that paralyses, rendering
us lethargic and insensitive, a disease that
eats away at the very heart of religious

fervour, giving rise to a new and deeply
sad paganism: the paganism of indifference.
We cannot remain indifferent. Today
the world has a profound thirst for peace.
In many countries people are suffering
due to wars which, though often forgotten,
are always the cause of suffering and
poverty. On the island of Lesbos I saw the
sorrow of war in the eyes of the refugees,
the anguish of peoples thirsting for peace.
I am thinking of the families whose lives
have been shattered; of the children who
have known only violence in their lives; of
the elderly, forced to leave their homeland.
All of them have a great thirst for peace.
We do not want these tragedies to be forgotten. Rather together we want to give
voice to all those who suffer, to all those
who have no voice and are not heard.
We do not have weapons. We believe,
however, in the meek and humble strength
of prayer. On this day, the thirst for peace
has become a prayer to God that wars,
terrorism and violence may end.
The peace which we invoke from
Assisi is not simply a protest against war,
nor is it a result of negotiations, political
compromises or economic bargaining. It is
the result of prayer. We seek in God, who
is the source of communion, the clear
waters of peace for which humanity
thirsts. These waters do not flow from the
St Anthony Brief
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The Dove
of Peace:
Peace alone
is holy,
not war!

deserts of pride and personal interests,
nor from the dry earth of profit at any cost
and the arms trade.

PEACEMAKERS
‘Blessed are the peacemakers.’ Our religious traditions are diverse. But our differences are not the cause of conflict and
dispute, or a cold distance between us.
We do not pray against one another today,
as has unfortunately sometimes occurred
in history. Without syncretism or relativism,
we rather pray side by side and for each
other. Continuing the journey which began
thirty years ago in Assisi, where the memory of that man of God and of peace who
was St Francis remains alive, once again,
gathered here together, we declare that
whoever uses religion to foment violence
contradicts religion’s deepest and truest
inspiration. We further declare that violence in all its forms does not represent
the true nature of religion. It is the antithesis of religion and contributes to its
destruction.
We never tire of repeating that the
name of God cannot be used to justify viodec/jan 2017

lence. Peace alone is holy. Peace alone is
holy, not war!
Today we plea for the holy gift of
peace. We pray that consciences will be
mobilised to defend the sacredness of
human life, to promote peace between
peoples and to care for creation, our common home. Prayer and concrete acts of
co-operation help us to break free from
the logic of conflict and to reject the rebellious attitudes of those who know only
how to protest and be angry. Prayer and
the desire to work together commit us to a
true peace that is not illusory. It is not the
calm of one who avoids difficulties and
turns away, if his personal interests are
not at risk; it is not the cynicism of one
who washes his hands of any problem
that is not his; it is not the virtual approach
of one who judges everything and everyone using a computer keyboard, without
opening his eyes to the needs of his
brothers and sisters, and dirtying his
hands for those in need.
Peace, a thread of hope that unites
earth to heaven, a word so simple and difficult at the same time. Peace means

Forgiveness, the fruit of conversion and
prayer, that is born from within and that, in
God’s name, makes it possible to heal old
wounds. Peace means Welcome, openness to dialogue, the overcoming of
closed-mindedness, which is not a strategy
for safety, but rather a bridge over an
empty space. Peace means Co-operation,
a concrete and active exchange with the
other person, who is a gift and not a problem, a brother or sister with whom to build
a better world. Peace denotes Education, a
call to learn every day the challenging art
of communion, to acquire a culture of
encounter, purifying the conscience of
every temptation to violence and stubbornness which are contrary to the name of
God and human dignity.
Here, thirty years ago, Pope John Paul
II said, ‘Peace is a workshop, open to all
and not just to specialists, experts and
strategists. Peace is a universal responsibility.’ Sisters and brothers, let us assume
this responsibility, reaffirming today our
‘yes’ to being, together, builders of the
peace that God wishes for us and for
which humanity thirsts. n
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CHRISTMAS –
A SubVERSIVE
FEAST!
MICHAEL PERRy OFM,
Minister General of
the Franciscan Order,
reflects on the mystery
of Christ’s coming
among us and he wishes
us an ‘uncomfortable
Christmas’!

D

uring the Jubilee Year of Mercy
Pope Francis said we were called
upon to ‘gaze even more attentively on mercy so that we may become a
more effective sign of the Father’s action in
our lives.’
Can we bear the gaze of this mercy
while there is so much blind violence,
while so many signs of terror and death
strike us, and enter through our eyes into
our imagination, emotions, intelligence?
Certainly, none of this helps us to deepen
a gaze capable of compassion. We need a
change of heart to be able to see in a new
way and recognise the signs of a mercy
that comes to us in many ways, at this
time and in this world, so apparently so
lacking in mercy, yet so thirsty for it.
At Christmas, we sing the Father’s
Mercy, who has appeared among us and
is revealed in the flesh of our weakness,
the flesh the Lord Jesus has received from
the Virgin Mary, who has made him our
brother.
The weak flesh of this child is the
same that will traverse the roads of
Palestine, caress the poor and the sick,
will bow down to sinners, will not be afraid

to be touched with tenderness by children
and women. That flesh which went through
all the afflictions of humankind, even onto
death on the cross.
The fragile flesh of every man, woman,
child, elderly and young adult has been
touched and shaped by contact with
mercy, which shines on the face of Jesus.
Our flesh, therefore, already bears the
imprint of the mystery of a love that pours
out itself utterly, that forgives, and indeed
always opens the door of mercy for those
who accept it.
Our DNA
We have no choice, brothers and sisters!
Mercy is the DNA of the human person
and certainly of the believer. It is not exclusive to Christians, because it is not just a
virtue among other virtues nor is it just any
human attitude. It is rather the heart of
what is simply human. We could say that
the image that the Creator, which has
been imprinted in us from the beginning, is
marked by mercy because we were created through love and to love. In this way
walking the path of mercy is to live according to the profound meaning of our being

in the world, sisters and brothers in relation
to each other, in communion with all creatures.
If mercy has so much to do with our
humanity, then with the Incarnation it is
the place of humanity’s most fruitful
encounter with the Divine Mystery. In fact,
where the grace of the Incarnation
explodes in our reality as creatures, it
makes us truly human! And this is no
small thing. This is where the human person’s only vocation is fulfilled ‘by being
made partakers of the divine nature’ (2
Peter 1:4). We recognise that through his
Incarnation the Son of God has united
himself in some fashion with every human
being.
It is from here that we can identify the
energy that animates the path of so many
men and women and of nations, called to
become a single family. Mercy constitutes
the inner soul of humanity, which shines
through in so many languages, cultures
and religious quests. The dark forces of
evil in our time seem to drown out with
their clatter the good that grows in the
deep furrows of humanity. And these
forces can frighten us. Nonetheless we
St Anthony Brief
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can say that they are not the ultimate reality – ‘evil is not forever’ (Revelations 12:12).
Not a Sweet Feast
Christmas then is not a sweet feast that
numbs us to the sorrows and struggles
unfolding in history. The presence of the
baby, weak and poor, destined to die on a
cross, reveals the goodness of God at work
in our lives and world, overcoming darkness.
If with Christmas ‘the grace of God has
appeared, saving all’ (Titus 2:11), then
mercy, that is the flavour, the light and the
warmth of that grace, is the reality that manifests the wonder of new life in Christ. Mercy
is the decisive trait of the disciple of Jesus.
As Pope Francis tells us, ‘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 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.’
St Francis tells us, in one of his letters,
that mercy is the heart of our following
Jesus. ‘There should be no brother in the

world who has sinned, no matter how
great his sin may be, who after he has
looked into your eyes would go away without your mercy, if he seeks mercy, and, if
he does not seek mercy, ask him if he
desires mercy.’
We become true brothers and sisters to
each other to the extent that mercy grows
and heals many of our divisions and
wounds, and our sins and our resistances
to the Father’s love; to the extent that it
heals our lack of mutual respect, and our
lukewarm response to the gift of our
Christian vocation.
Disrupting
We disciples of the Lord are called to walk
in our day as a sign of mercy. It is on this
road we will encounter the One who, as St
Francis wrote, ‘was born for us by the wayside and was laid in a manger, because
there was no room in the inn’.
Christ was born a stranger and a pilgrim, rejected and marginalised as have
been the many outcasts of history.
Outcasts that even today flock to our
lands; our brothers and sisters who are
made slaves and refugees, many who die
without hope of a possible future.

It is on this road that our humanity can
grow and become capable of tenderness
and tears, and of closeness to the little
ones. It is on this way that the joy of the
Gospel can become contagious in the witness of our lives as we live without quarrels and disputes and remain open to
every human creature for the love of God.
It is on this road of profound mercy that
I wish all of you, brothers and sisters, an
uncomfortable Christmas. This is a subversive feast we celebrate!
For the richness of this divine mercy,
truly received into our hearts, subverts our
sheltered lives and disrupts our normal
patterns of thinking and doing. This grace
of goodness within brings strength to our
steps to go out and truly encounter others;
it restores our drooping souls and heals
our mistrust. It is on this path of mercy that
we want to walk with men and women,
small and great, rich and poor, young and
old and with the families of our time.
With St Francis we sing joy to the
world because ‘on that day the Lord sent
his mercy, on that night his song was
heard’.
A joyous Christmas to each and every
one of you! n

Closeness to
the little ones:
capable of
tenderness
and tears.

dec/jan 2017
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Thank You!

Alfigio Tunha
OFM

Alfigio Tunha OFM, Custos of
the Custody of the Good Shepherd,
Zimbabwe, writes to express his
gratitude for the generous and
continual support from Ireland.

I

would like to express our heartfelt appreciation on the generosity shown to us by the Irish people. We would like to take this
opportunity to thank them for their
love and concern for us.
St Bonaventure College,
Lusaka in Zambia, presents a
three-year programme in philosophy and Franciscan studies for
young friars of the three Franciscan
Orders from around Africa.
In recent years the college has
been struggling to house the
increasing numbers of students.
We are happy to announce that
generous donations have been put
to great use as the OFM friary now
has a spacious dining hall and a
hostel with 19 bedrooms which has
eased our problem of accommodation.
We have 64 OFM brothers from
various African countries namely,
Sudan, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi,
Kenya, Tanzania, Malawi,
Mozambique, South Africa and

Zimbabwe. This is
the biggest number
ever in the history of
our friary at St
Bonaventure
College.
It is good to note
that people’s generosity has gone a long way because it
has really alleviated a problem
which was almost creating an
impasse in the formation of our
young friars.
These words serve to thank
you for your love and concern. May
God grant you peace and your
heart’s desire. We thank you for
taking heed when we extend our
begging bowl. We promise that we
will guard this property jealously so
that many friars will benefit from
this centre in the years to come.

Right: Brothers Tanaka Topera
and Simba Mashanda are
beginning their studies at
St Bonaventure’s College.

Overflowing:
the friars in Lusaka
St Anthony Brief
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Help support the
Franciscan Missionaries
Christmas Enrolment Cards
€3 each or 4 cards
for €10
Incl post &
packaging

This promotion is only valid with Christmas 2016 Cards

No order too big or too small;
6 different designs;
enrolment offering contributes
to the support of the
Franciscan foreign missions.

All enrolled are
remembered at special
Masses offered daily for
one year beginning at Christmas time
I enclose €___________, please send me ____________ Christmas card(s)

✂

Name: ..............................................................................................................................................................................
Address:...........................................................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................... Phone No. ..........................................
Please make cheque payable to: Franciscan Missionary Union and send to:
Franciscan Missionary Union, 8 Merchants Quay, Dublin 8, D08 W56T.
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The Francis I
Pledge

nspired by the Gospel of Jesus, and
the example of Sts Francis and Clare,
the Franciscan Action Network (FAN) is
a collective Franciscan voice seeking to
transform public policy in the USA related
to peacemaking, care for creation, poverty,
and human rights. This grassroots organisation seeks to strengthen the justice
efforts of Franciscans and Franciscanhearted people.
After the election of Donald Trump and
amid tensions in American society, FAN
issued this statement.

❝

After the divisive presidential election
in the USA and the social divisions it
surfaced, one Franciscan group has
responded by inviting people to take
The Francis Pledge. The Pledge has
meaning for every society and in all
our relationships.

We hold these truths to be self-evident;
that we are created equal and that our discourse with one another must be marked
by mutual respect, considerate listening,
and a genuine concern for the common
good.
Unfortunately, we have experienced a
national loss of civil discourse and the
long-ignored problems impacting families
and institutions have been laid bare.
Attitudes of hatred, sensationalism, rigidity,
and greed have taken root and given rise
to name-calling, exploitation, unashamed
selfishness, and corruption.
Pope Francis addressed the American
Congress and spoke to all Americans last
year, asking that our collective response to
polarisation ‘be one of hope and healing,
of peace and justice because the challenges facing us today call for a renewal of
that spirit of co-operation… and resolve to
support one another, with respect for our
differences and our convictions of conscience’.
When speaking with fellow citizens in
the coming days and weeks, try to hear
their frustrations and anxiety with an ear
toward understanding where they are coming from. We all have deep feelings that,
instead of being ignored, should be
acknowledged so they can be healed.
Therefore, we ask you to join us in taking The Francis Pledge: A Commitment
to Civility in Discourse.
Commit to:
Facilitate a forum for difficult discourse
and acknowledge that dialogue can lead to
new insight and mutual understanding.
Respect the dignity of all people, especially the dignity of those who hold an
opposing view.
Audit myself and utilise terms or a vocabulary of faith to unite or reconcile rather
St Anthony Brief
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Protest: a call for
mutual understanding

than divide conflicting positions.
Neutralise inflamed conversations by presuming that those with whom we differ are
acting in good faith.
collaborate with others and recognise
that all human engagement is an opportunity to promote peace.
Identify common ground such as similar
values or concerns and utilise this as a
foundation to build upon.

Support efforts to clean up provocative
language by calling policy-makers to their
sense of personal integrity.
To be a Christian is to take sides with
those who are marginalised, dehumanised
and subject to violence. Whether we like it
or not neutrality isn’t an option. In the face
of violent activity in word and deed, to hide
behind the mirror of ignorance is to take
sides with the powers that be.

Pope Francis called for a ‘bold cultural
revolution’, a revolution of the Spirit, a
reawakening of our interconnectedness.
We need a ‘coming together’ so we are in
relationship with all as brothers and sisters
and not separate.
So let’s continue this bold cultural revolution. Of course no one ever said the
revolution would be easy, quick and painless.

❞

Fear Not – believe!
Fear Not – Believe.
Those are the words that the Maker of the World has given the entire world.
Fear not a grim forecast – believe in more grace, more goodness, more God.
Fear not all the unknown things – believe the God who knows all things.
Fear not each other – believe in the best of each other.
Believe in Seed Lives,
Believe in breaking hard ground.
Do not be afraid to plough deeper to grow greater.
Fear not – Hope always.
Hope leans into where it hurts.
Hope gets to work so that hoped-for things can rise.
Hope never ends when prayers never end.
Weave strength and trust into where the fabric of society is weak and torn.
The world is hurting but the world is holy.
Sometimes falling apart together is how things fall together.
– Ann Voskamp

dec/jan 2017
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News from
around the . . .

Franciscan

World

Franciscan Martyrs

On Saturday 5 November 2016, up to
20,000 people attended a Mass at the
Shen Shtjefni Cathedral in the Albanian city
of Shkoder to celebrate the beatification of
38 Albanian Catholic martyrs. From 1944
for nearly 50 years the Albanian Catholic
Church suffered harsh persecution at the
hands of one of the fiercest Communist
regimes of the present age. During this
period believers were condemned to death,
or died under torture or due to the harsh
conditions of imprisonment. Brief accounts
of the lives of some of the martyrs give
some insight to what they suffered and the
strength of their faith.
Blessed Gjon Shllaku OFM (1907-1946):
His martyrdom comes at the start of the
persecution, as he was condemned to execution by firing squad together with six
companions in March 1946. He was considered one of the greatest Albanian intellectuals of his time. Fr Gjon, along with two

Jesuits and four laymen, were put on trial
on the trumped-up charges of wanting to
start a resistance movement. The night
before their execution the condemned were
heard praying and singing at the top of
their voices; they left to be martyred whilst
singing litanies to Our Lady.
Blessed Bernardin Palaj OFM (18941946): A teacher and a parish priest, he
was arrested at the Rrubik friary. In order to
find a reason to charge him the police set
up a scene whereby arms were discovered
in the friary, hidden there unbeknownst to
the friars by party members. He was
imprisoned in the Gjuhadol friary which had
been turned into a prison. Subjected to
inhuman torture he died tied to a tree in the
friary, having contracted tetanus from the
rusty irons which cut into his wrists.
Blessed Gaspër Suma OFM (1897-1950):
He was arrested in May 1948 at Gomsique

Vietnam
Irish friar, Sean Cassin OFM (left), is pictured with President Michael D.
Higgins and his wife Sabina, and Dat Pham Tuan, during President Higgins’
State Visit to Vietnam in November. Human trafficking is causing untold
sorrow in that country. Sean Cassin was representing DASATT, an Irish and
Vietnamese OFM justice initiative that works to counteract this scourge.
Dat is piloting a DASATT trafficking aversion programme in Muine, Vietnam.
where he was parish priest. He was
detained in the Gjudadol friary, now turned
into a prison. Here he was questioned at
length and tortured. The harsh prison
regime and lack of medical attention aggravated his precarious health situation,
already weakened by cancer; he died suffering greatly in April 1950.
Blessed Vinçenc Prennushi OFM,
Archbishop of Durazzo (1885-1949):
Bishop Prennushi was Primate of Albania.
His capture and condemnation was essen-

tial to the Communist regime’s strategy to
attack Catholicism. The dictator, Enver
Hoxha, had asked the bishops to create a
national church separating it from the Holy
See, to which he had received a blunt
refusal. Arrested and imprisoned in 1947,
Bishop Prennushi was condemned to
twenty years detention. His serenity and
kindness in prison was evident to all. He
died in March 1949 of a heart attack,
caused by the maltreatment to which he
was subjected. n

After morning Mass: Liam McCarthy OFM (centre) is pictured with the
friars at the formation house in Tafara, Harare. Fr Liam was visiting
Zimbabwe where he ministered, returning to Ireland a few years ago.
St Anthony Brief
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A Humble Experience
among the Lepers
For young friar,
joshua Mandlaenkosi
Mazhandu OFM,
his time in Mutemwa was
a challenge and a blessing.

S

oon after my First Profession I was
assigned to work at Mutemwa
where the Franciscans have a
community. Mutemwa is a holy place, in
my opinion, where people meet and see
the hand of God at work. During my novitiate year, ending in July 2015, I was
taught about being a Franciscan. So going
to Mutemwa for me was like going to live
and express the Franciscan way of life.
Thus, my journey as a professed friar
began with my experience at Mutemwa.
Mutemwa Leprosy Care Centre was
founded in 1937 as a leprosarium in the
then Southern Rhodesia, now present day
Zimbabwe. The place cared for lepers not
only from this country but also from the
surrounding countries like Mozambique
and Malawi, among others.
The Shona word Mutemwa has a negative connotation; it means ‘to be sent off’.
Hence the lepers were secluded from the
rest of people. Though provided for, they
lacked one important thing – love. It was
John Bradburne, the martyred Secular
Franciscan from England, who brought

Compassion:
John Bradburne
with patients

dec/jan 2017

Service:
Brother Joshua
with a local Catholic
love and prayer to the people of
Mutemwa. John lived there from 1969 to
September 1979, when he was killed.
During this period John treated lepers
with great love and also brought a spirit of
prayer to the place. Overshadowing
Mutemwa is Mount Chigona where John
loved to go to spend time in solitude; on
the path to the summit he prayed the Way
of the Cross.
Because of John’s witness and his
willingness to lay down his life for the lepers, Mutemwa has grown to be a wellknown place of pilgrimage in Zimbabwe.
People flock there to pray because of the
spiritual legacy that was left by John.
Hundreds come to pray every week, and
the annual John Bradburne Pilgrimage in
September draws thousands.

Therefore, prayer is the pillar for
Mutemwa’s success. And as a young friar
my duty was to safeguard this prayerfulness, and also to help maintain Mutemwa’s
Franciscan character. This meant we as friars had to live an exemplary life of prayer.
It did not mean I had to go up the mountain
to pray every day. But day-to-day life draws
people closer to God if we move with his
grace. At times the most challenging thing
was to tolerate and appreciate people from
different religions and denominations with
their different way of doing things.
Apart from working with the pilgrims I
also helped around the storerooms, clinic
and kitchen. This gave me an opportunity
to serve others, especially the patients.
Working with the lepers was always extraordinary. It was a special experience to see
the lepers doing tremendous work, even
with their physical challenges; most of
them have hands deformed by the disease.
The key elements of a pilgrimage to
Mutemwa are three: first and foremost, the
patients, then the witness of the life of
John Bradburne, and then Chigona, the
sacred mountain. As a friar I am left humbled and challenged by my time in
Mutemwa, by the courage of the lepers
and by the numbers of pilgrims who flock
there. More and more this place can
become a meeting place with God. May we
Franciscans harness the graces to be
found in Mutemwa for the good of the
Zimbabwean people. n
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Francis Cotter OFM
argues that
Christians need the
courage to be
different in the
prevailing culture.

M

ichael Paul Gallagher, the late
Irish Jesuit, tells of talking to a
Polish priest in the 1980s, at the
time of the resurgence of national feeling
through Solidarity. He asked him how it
was that religion seemed universally popular in Poland whereas in the ‘free world’ it
was largely in decline as an influence in
society. The Polish priest’s answer was
unhesitating and crystal clear, ‘We in
Poland have a visible enemy to human
values in the totalitarian state, but you in
the West have an enemy that you cannot
identify so clearly – all the allurements of a
superficial lifestyle.’ Fr Gallagher writes,
‘The implication was that if only we could
see our enemy, and know his power, we
too would form a new Solidarity. We would
want to join the Resistance.’ Then he
adds, ‘We can be imprisoned in pleasant
chains that grip without due chafing and
that hold us in a half-life. An economy of
consumption can exercise its own benign
but ruthless dictatorship.’

In all of this the media has an overwhelming role. Writing in the Irish Times
Vincent Browne spoke bluntly of the
power of the media. ‘It may seem selfaggrandising on the part of someone in
the media to make this claim, but I think it
is true: the media is where it is at. It used
to be that the three great transmitters of
ideology were religion, education and the
media. Now, with religion parked for the
time being at least, and education faltering, the media is the main transmitter of
ideology. It shapes our politics, our society, our values, our culture, the way we
think and what we think about. It decides
what we talk about and, indeed, how we
talk about what we talk about.’
Hidden Persuaders
Some commentators, dealing with the allpervasive influence of the media, speak of
‘consensus-propaganda’, ‘mass culture’
and ‘group think’. Aristotle held that the
human person is ‘the most imitative crea-

ture in the world and learns by imitation.’
People, not only the young, spend hours
daily absorbing accepted cultural valuesymbols via the media in all its various
forms. Such level of immersion cannot but
be deeply formative.
In his famous book, The Hidden
Persuaders, subtitled ‘an introduction into
the techniques of mass-persuasion through
the unconscious’, Vance Packard writes of
how manipulated we are because of constant exposure to ‘depth persuaders’. Using
the findings of ‘motivational research’ (the
study of our subconscious reasons for making choices), advertisers exploit our hidden
frailties, for example, our vanity, need for
social approval, ambition, fears and sexual
desires. ‘Large scale efforts are being made
to channel our unthinking habits, our purchasing decisions, and our thought
processes by use of the insights gleaned
from psychiatry and the social sciences.’
Continuous propaganda pushes us to
respond to artificial, created needs. The
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good life is presented as having plenty of
things and avoiding discomfort. It really is
the contemporary equivalent of the ‘bread
and circuses’ of the Roman world that
kept the crowds content and unthinking.
The whole machinery of constant self-satisfaction is working full-time to keep people busy spending and consuming. It is
some decades since Ernest Becker
stated, ‘The modern man is drinking and
drugging himself out of awareness, or he
spends his time shopping, which is the
same thing.’ At Christmas time we see the
almost manic shopping leading up to
Christmas Day. Then after a short respite
everyone is expected to be off once more
– the Sales are open! And so we have the
rushing crowds and tailbacks at shopping
centres all over again.
A feature of modern society we are
told is ‘status anxiety’. People worry about
their status in the world, how they are
doing. More importantly, they worry about
how other people think they are doing,
and this is determined by what things they
have. This ‘status anxiety’ can push people towards the extremes of materialism
even though in their heart of hearts there
is unease. The great danger is we end up
being possessed by our possessions and
never know what it is to be truly content
and grateful. Someone put it very well,
‘We buy things we don’t need with money
we don’t have to impress people we don’t
like!’
A Different Drummer
Where does this leave Christians who
claim to be guided in their daily choices by

Christ and the Gospel. We are meant to
be marching to the beat of a different
drummer. In reality, these unrelenting
social pressures leave the thinking, committed Christian in a situation of conflict.
The martyred Archbishop Oscar Romero
claimed ‘the world around us has its roots
in an established disorder which makes
the mere proclamation of the Gospel subversive.’
The American philosopher and priest,
John Francis Kavanaugh SJ in his challenging book, Following Christ in a
Consumer Society, writes of the collision
between Western social assumptions and
the vision of the Gospel. His thesis is put
bluntly. ‘Our problem is idolatry. Its presence is systemic. The professed and lived
values of the culture – success, power,
prestige, nationalist and personal and
class pride, riches and self-aggrandisement – clash so extensively and profoundly with the values of Jesus that the
follower of Christ can only experience culture assault upon religious belief.’
The Gospel is a new way of living in
society, not just a personal, private matter.
It is a way of life that resists the norms of
mass society. Reflecting on the prevailing
culture in the USA during his visit there in
1995 Pope John Paul said, ‘Witnessing to
Christ means challenging that culture,
especially when the truth about the human
person is under assault.’
What happens to all of us, unless our
powers of moral judgement are acute and
alert, is that our understanding of what is
‘normal’ begins to be modified. Under the
impression that ‘everybody does it’ and

that nobody nowadays believes in such
‘outdated’ Christian ideas, our defences
are lowered and our values imperceptibly
altered. We begin to accept as accepted
norms of thought and behaviour that previously we would have recognised as contrary to the Gospel. We are conned.
A christian Mind
But it is not easy to be out of step with
society. It is uncomfortable to be different
from others. The great Catholic writer
Flannery O’Connor claimed, ‘You shall
know the truth and the truth shall make you
odd!’ She was right in many ways; the person whose mind is flooded with the light of
Christ looks on things differently and therefore makes different choices. Such a person can seem odd, odd like Christ.
But there is no chance of a recovery of
Christian vision without a prior recovery of
conviction. This means regaining our confidence in the truth, relevance and power of
the Gospel. The verbs ‘to know’ and ‘to
believe’ and ‘be persuaded’ are liberally
sprinkled throughout the New Testament.
Faith and confidence are regarded as
norms of Christian experience, not as
exceptions. A Christian mind asks questions, probes problems, confesses ignorance, feels perplexity, but does these
things within the context of a profound and
growing confidence of the reality of God
and of his Christ. We should not acquiesce
to a condition of basic and chronic doubt,
as if it were characteristic of Christian normality. It is not.
What is the answer? Develop a
Christian mind! The Christian mind is not a

Social media:
all pervasive and powerful

dec/jan 2017

25

mind which is thinking about specifically
Christian or even religious topics, but a
mind which thinks about everything, however apparently ‘secular’, and does so
‘Christianly’ – that is within a Christian
frame of reference. It is not a mind stuffed
full of pat answers to every question.
Rather it is a mind which has absorbed the
Christian message so thoroughly that it is
able to view issues from a Christian perspective and so reach a Christian judgement about it. As believers in Christ we
work from a basic framework of truth, an
understanding about the meaning and purpose of life flowing from our acceptance
about God as loving Creator, who Christ is
and what he has done for us. Then we can
open the sail and led the wind of the Spirit
take us in another direction.
A Questioning Attitude
Pope Francis has often warned about the
dangers of ‘a spirit of worldliness’ robbing

our Christian lives of their joy and energy.
‘There is much that we can do to benefit
the poor, the needy and those who suffer.
But before all else we need to keep alive
in our world the thirst for the Absolute, for
the Divine. We need to counter the dominance of a one-dimensional vision of the
human person, a vision which reduces
human beings to what they produce and
to what they consume: this is one of the
most insidious temptations of our time.’
Only by the grace of the Holy Spirit can
we get this clearer vision, this deeper perspective on life. Francis says, ‘Being
Christian means allowing oneself to be
renewed by Jesus in his new life, this new
vision. You might say, “I am a good
Christian, I go to Mass every Sunday, I do
this, I do that”. But the Christian life is not
a collage of things. It is a harmonious
whole, harmonious, and the Holy Spirit
does it! He renews the whole person. He
renews our heart, our minds, our under-

standing, and thereby makes us live differently, in a way that takes up the whole of
our life. In his light we can make choices
that are in keeping with the Gospel. We
no longer live our lives as if half asleep.’
Christians need to cultivate a healthy
scepticism, a questioning, critical attitude
towards the prevailing culture. We need to
be aware of the forces installed in the driving seat of society. We have to wake up
to the systems that surround us and to
develop skills to see through their pressures. Believers are told to ‘test the spirits
to see whether they are of God’ (1John
4:1); indeed to ‘test everything’ for only
then can we ‘hold fast to what is good’
and ‘abstain from all evil’ (1Thessalonians
5:19-22). In this way the knowledge and
discernment of Christians will gradually
grow mature having ‘their faculties trained
by practice to distinguish good from evil’
(Hebrews 5:14). We are called to walk to
the beat of a different drummer. n

Holy Land Pilgrimage 2016

The National Franciscan Pilgrimage
to the Holy Land took place in October.
The pilgrims are pictured before beginning the
Way of the Cross through the streets of Jerusalem.
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breaking the
Spiral of Violence
Faith in action

I

n the last issue I concluded the first
part of the article on Gospel nonviolence by listing three Gospel-based
convictions which underpin St Francis’
commitment to God’s Kingdom, namely:
God is all good, and all good comes from
God; The Gospel way is a way of active
love; and voluntary poverty serves and
sustains true peace.
Let’s continue to explore Francis’
quest for peace. First, I invite you to look
at the fable of the Wolf of Gubbio and
what this reveals about a nonviolent
approach to life and mission. Then we
will examine the Scripture text, Matthew
4:1-11. I will use an interesting interpretation by the recently deceased Fr Gerard
W. Hughes SJ in his book Cry of
Wonder. That book is well worth a read.

The Story of the Wolf of Gubbio
This story is taken from The Little Flowers
of St Francis of Assisi. A fierce wolf was
attacking the people of Gubbio, killing both
people and animals. Francis felt compassion for the people and decided to go out
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Fr gearóid ó conaire, oFM

Gearóid Ó Conaire OFM
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nonviolence and the
Gospel call to be
instruments of peace.
to engage the wolf. As the wolf
approached him menacingly, Francis
made the sign of the cross, at which point
the wolf lay down at his feet. Francis
acknowledged the evil the wolf had done,
but offered to be a mediator with the people, promising him sufficient food on the
condition that he would desist from hurting
anyone. The wolf agreed and lived for two
more years, becoming such a part of the
life of the town that his passing was
greatly mourned.
It was realistic to be afraid of such a
creature that had killed and could kill
again. The wolf also had reason to be
afraid for his life. This mutual threat locked
everyone involved into a spiral of violence.

Both sides were victims and executioners.
Francis proposed a third way, convinced
of the goodness and compassion of God.
This belief gave him the courage to risk
his life in order to heal the divide. This
nonviolent action surprised everyone
involved. In fact, nonviolent action needs a
lot of creativity. It tries to disarm the opponent in the broadest sense without using
violence. Francis appreciated that both
parties were wounded and also sacred.
He demonstrated that ‘a spirituallygrounded openness’ to the other was
more powerful than crippling fear. Francis
showed that violence does not need to be
the automatic response to violence.
His bravery drew attention to a different kind of power, a power that unifies.
Francis names the violence of the wolf on
the people of the town, but likewise recognises the wolf as his brother. He offers to
be a mediator. He understood that the
source of the violence was hunger and the
need to survive and he makes a concrete
proposal to facilitate a solution. Ultimately,
the story before Francis arrives on the
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scene demonstrates the dynamic of violence and counter-violence, a pattern that
seems to block consideration of alternatives. Francis’ third way opens a space for
an alternative approach – which admittedly
does not always work, but challenges a
mindset that believes that violent retaliation
is justifiable. This third way affirms a unity
between all creatures despite differences.
To find out more about Franciscan
nonviolence I suggest you read the short
book entitled Franciscan Nonviolence,
available online at www.ofm.org
The Root of Violence
In Matthew 4:1-11, we are told about
Jesus’ temptations by Satan in the desert.
They are concerned with the exercise of
power and control. Jesus reveals a God
of peace who journeys with us. We begin
to appreciate Jesus’ countercultural attitude to the world and how peace can be
realised, sustained and promoted.
Pax Romana was imposed by violent
repression of opposition. Additionally the
Roman Empire controlled its subjects
through the use of food, games and false
religion. Similar methods are still being
used today. The divinity of the emperor
was used to frighten people into confor-

mity. As gods, emperors could control
their subjects through fear of punishment
and loss of their well-being in this world
and the next.
A Summary of the Temptations:
First Temptation: Satan, ‘Tell these
stones to turn into loaves’. Jesus’ reply,
‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on
every word that comes from the mouth of
God.’
Second Temptation: Satan says, ‘Throw
yourself down.’ Jesus’ reply, ‘You must
not put the Lord your God to the test.’
Third Temptation: Satan says, ‘I will give
you all these.’ Jesus’ reply, ‘You must
worship the Lord your God and serve him
alone.’
The text in Matthew’s Gospel points to
the meaning of the temptations which are
about controlling people’s lives. The evil
spirit does this by pretending to have the
best interest of people at heart, but in fact
is contemptuous of them. Different
aspects of violence are hidden; including
control through fear and making people
feel like objects and commodities. The
objective is to ensure conformity to the
wishes of those who rule, no matter how
barbaric the consequences.

First Temptation: Turning Stones
to Bread
The real intent of the first temptation – turning stones to bread – is Satan’s desire to
control and enslave, but is hidden behind
an apparent good of feeding the hungry.
The logic is: If their bellies are full they
won’t ask awkward questions. Jesus’
refusal to co-operate highlights the importance of human dignity, a more fundamental need than even food. This same temptation was unmasked in recent times by
Bishop Helder Camera from Brazil when
he said, ‘They call me a saint when I give
food to the hungry, but call me a subversive when I ask why the poor don’t have
enough to eat.’
There is no shortage of food for everyone in the world today. The problem is distribution and the use of food and resources to
continue to control governments and people. To make room for multinational companies to grow cash crops or to allow mining
companies to exploit natural resources,
some unscrupulous local government officials, particularly in the developing world,
are forcing people from their lands. Many
then migrate to cities where they often cannot find work and end up begging or
become dependent on aid agencies.

A different way:
Saint Francis and
wolf of Gubbio.
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Indeed, it is necessary to feed the
hungry, but the question why people are
hungry needs to be asked. When people
become aware of their dignity as human
beings, as children of God, they begin to
resist the forces that would deprive them
and others of what is necessary to live
with dignity. Of course, this also leads to
other problems when repressive regimes
react violently. As friars working in El
Salvador, we faced such a dilemma:
whether to accompany people on the journey of self-understanding or leave things
as they were. Once people begin to see
and understand their reality, many often
begin to assume responsibility and to do
something about it. Then their lives and
the lives of loved ones are often in danger.
So, the conundrum, to keep people as
they are or help them see; to live with the
basics but free, or to live with inner freedom but with the threat of losing their
lives!
Second Temptation – Leaping
from the Temple
This temptation has to do with the need to
impress others. According to Fr Gerard W.
Hughes, one of the greatest spiritual ailments is ‘hardening of the oughteries’.
Using the pun on arteries, the concept
relates to our desire to do what others
expect of us, rather than what we really
feel called to do and say. We become
enslaved, to a greater or lesser degree,
when we surrender our inner freedom to
someone else or to an institution. For
example, when we do something because
we feel obliged to do it, or to obey an
order, like those who commit war crimes,
we are still responsible for our actions,
even though we were only supposedly following orders. Pressure to conform comes
from society and from our peers. Peer
pressure is huge, even among people who
consider themselves free. So many of us
accuse past generations of uncritically
complying with Church or societal norms
or customs, often completely unaware of
our own compliances to what is politically
correct today.
A young woman complained to me
how her parents were practising their faith
and going to church because they were
afraid of a God who could punish them
when they died. I agreed that this could
well be the case, but invited her to reflect
on her own fears, rather than just being
judgemental of her parents. We can be
sure that with every new generation there
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Duccio di Buoninsegna’s ‘The Temptation of Christ’:
dealing with the root of violence.
will be similar or new fears. The trick is to
admit to them and not allow them to determine our behavior and treatment of others. It’s easy to see the splinter in the eye
of another rather than the log in our own.
When Bob Geldof was challenged on a
TV interview about his personal wealth
while fundraising for the starving in Africa
he admitted that he was full of contradictions. It’s true of all of us.
Jesus could have conformed to
Satan’s request to leap unharmed off the
temple to the applause of the crowd. From
the perspective of the world, such a strategy would make more sense. Jesus
refuses to do what is expected of him by
others and remained faithful to his inner
voice that is the will of his Father. It is not
easy to be true to ourselves and honest
about our beliefs and views. It is even
more difficult when the majority seem to
be going in the opposite direction.
Third Temptation – I Will Give You
All These Things
Jesus refuses to comply because he
appreciates that material enrichment,
power and control over others are not the
‘supreme good’. Unlike the gods of the

Romans, the God of Jesus is a God who
enters into the oppression and evil, transforming them from within by means of love
and forgiveness. God in Jesus takes on
the sin of the world and redeems it by
offering salvation to bad and good alike.
Every person and every creature is loved
by God, no matter how they respond to
the love offered them.
Jesus’ disciples are invited to take on
evil by using Jesus’ method. In the knowledge that they are loved by God in Jesus,
with a love that continues beyond the
grave, the disciples can resist even to the
point of death. They did not resist
because someone informed them about
who God was in a creed, but as a result of
their own personal experience of the risen
Christ. They were ready to face the enemy
outside, because they had already faced
the more deadly enemy within themselves.
In the next issue, we will continue to
reflect on some of the consequences of
trying to live a nonviolent life with some
experiences from El Salvador and examining some ways to communicate using
nonviolent language.
gfoconaire@yahoo.co.uk n
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mission digest

young Friars
in Vietnam
In August the Province of St Francis in Vietnam celebrated the
First Profession of eighteen novices. e Franciscan Seminary in
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, has 195 students from seventeen
diﬀerent Orders and Congregations, including the Franciscans,
and forty-seven professors.
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