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IN THE TIME OF PANDEMIC
And the people stayed home.
And read books, and listened, and rested, and exercised,
and made art and played games,
and grew gardens full of fresh food,
and learned new ways of being, and were still.
And listened more deeply.
Some meditated, some prayed, some danced.
Some met their shadows.
And the people began to think differently.
And the people healed.
And, in the absence of people
living in ignorant, dangerous,
mindless, and heartless ways,
the earth began to heal.
And when the danger passed,
and the people joined together again,
they grieved their losses, and made new choices,
and dreamed new images,
and created new ways to live and heal the earth fully,
as they had been healed.
– Catherine O’Meara
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Loved and Needed
Before coming to Africa, I spent one very happy year at the friary in Limerick.
Every Tuesday night, after St Anthony’s devotions, I used to see an old lady,
wearing a shawl, coming with her offering of two shillings and six pence ‘for
the missions’.
It was this lady, and many of you reading St Anthony Brief, and thousands of
others like you, who made it possible for Franciscans, like me, to come to
Africa more than fifty years ago.

Walter Gallahue OFM.

We came with the most precious message imaginable: Each one is so important to God that Jesus, true man and true God, did not hesitate to give up his
life that together we might live with God eternally in heaven.

This is my opportunity to say to all of you – May God reward you!
May our sisters and brothers who came to Faith, through our preaching of the Gospel, remember you before the
Lord.
Ireland is a very different place now from what it was when I left it. But the truth does not change. Jesus, and only
Jesus, is the ‘Light of the world’, the one who gives ‘Life to the full’. People here knew of God’s existence and
honoured him. But this God is far away and
inaccessible and could only be approached
through a host of intermediaries.
Through the coming of Jesus, we have
learned that God is ‘Our Father’, loving,
merciful and forgiving. He knows our
needs even before we ask. Like the little
boy in Sebastian Barry’s play, The Steward of
Christendom, Jesus’ word to us is that ‘each
of us is loved, loved and needed and not to
be lived without’. This is the ‘Joy of the
Gospel’.
The people here in Zimbabwe need this
message of love, acceptance and protection
constantly, because of the ever-present fear
of witchcraft. This fear is deep and only
Christ can remove it.

Experiencing the Joy of the Gospel.
The American comedian, Woody Allen, once
asked his audience, ‘How can you make God laugh?’ The answer, ‘Tell him your plans!’ The coronavirus is here
too and people are afraid.

It has changed the plans of the whole world. We are being encouraged on the TV, especially from Europe and
America, to be positive and not panic.
God is never mentioned.
Yet what words can encourage like those of Jesus! ‘I am the Resurrection and the Life; whoever believes in me
even if they die, will live and the one who lives and believes in me will never die.’ ‘Let not your hearts be troubled or afraid; trust in God and trust in me.’ ‘No one can snatch you out of my hand.’
May God give you peace in these troubled times.
– Walter Gallahue OFM
Harare, Zimbabwe
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Light in the Darkness,
Wisdom from the
Struggle

In this
extraordinary
time that has
shaken our
lives and
world, may
we have the
grace to
recognise the
signs of new
awakenings.

Nothing is Wasted
Jesus says, ‘There’s only one sign I’m going to give you: the sign of the prophet Jonah.’
Sooner or later, life is going to lead us, as it did Jesus, into the belly of the beast, into a
situation that we can’t fix, can’t control, and can’t explain or understand. That’s where
transformation most easily happens. That’s when we’re uniquely in the hands of God.
Right now, during these extraordinary times, it seems the whole world is in the belly of the
beast together.
But we are also safely held in the loving hands of God, even if we do not yet fully realise it.
The life and resurrection of Jesus reveals that God uses tragedy, suffering, pain, betrayal, and
death itself, not to wound or punish us, but to bring us to deeper union. In such a divine
economy, everything can be transmuted, everything can be used, and nothing is wasted.
O Great Love, thank you for living and loving in us and through us.
May all that we do flow from our deep connection with you and all beings.
Help us become a community that vulnerably shares each other’s burdens
and the weight of glory.
Listen to our hearts’ longings for the healing of our world.
Knowing you are hearing us better than we are speaking,
we offer these prayers in all the holy names of God, Amen.
– Richard Rohr OFM

June/July 2020
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A Worse Virus
Mercy does not abandon
those who stay behind.

Discovery: the real
heroes have come to
light in these days.

Now, while we are looking
forward to a slow and arduous
recovery from the pandemic,
there is a danger that we will
forget those who are left
behind.
The risk is that we may then
be struck by an even worse
virus, that of selfish indifference. A virus spread by the
thought that life is better if it
is better for me, and that
everything will be fine if it is
fine for me.
It begins there and ends up
selecting one person over
another, discarding the poor, and sacrificing those left behind on the altar of progress. The present pandemic, however,
reminds us that there are no differences or borders between those who suffer.
We are all frail, all equal, all precious.
May we be profoundly shaken by what is happening all around us. The time has come to eliminate inequalities, to heal the
injustice that is undermining the health of the entire human family!
Look at the real heroes who have come to light in these days: they are not famous, rich and successful people; rather, they are
those who are giving themselves in order to serve others.
Feel called yourselves to put your lives on the line. Do not be afraid to devote your life to God and to others; it pays! For life is
a gift we receive only when we give ourselves away, and our deepest joy comes from saying yes to love, without ifs and buts.
This is not some ideology; it is Christianity.
– Pope Francis

My Mother’s Basin of Water

The Time to be Slow

I have an early childhood memory of my mother leaving a basin of water out in the
backyard on a bright Easter Sunday morning. She then invited us to look in the
basin and watch the sun dance!

This is the time to be slow,
Lie low to the wall
Until the bitter weather passes.

‘The sun dances on Easter morning,’ she told us.

Try, as best you can, not to let
The wire brush of doubt
Scrape from your heart
All sense of yourself
And your hesitant light.

It’s the kind of message of joy and hope that we all need during these difficult days.
Pope Francis keeps saying we must never let ourselves be ‘robbed of hope’.
An old medieval carol about the life of Jesus promises that
‘Tomorrow shall be my dancing day.’
We still have a long way to go in the fight against Covid-19 and its consequences.
But as surely as Christ rose on Easter morning, we will come through this,
hopefully as better people, strengthened by the experience.

If you remain generous,
Time will come good;
And you will find your feet
Again on fresh pastures of promise,
Where the air will be kind
And blushed with beginning.

– Archbishop Eamon Martin of Armagh

– John O’Donohue

There will be many more sacrifices to make before this is all over.
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Nothing Without Each Other
Alone I can Say but together we can Talk. Alone I can Enjoy but together we can Celebrate.
Alone I can Smile but together we can Laugh.
That’s the beauty of human relationships.
We are nothing without each other.
We are not here for ourselves alone.
It is incumbent upon us to realise how our
actions or inactions profoundly affect our soul
health, our relationship with all beings, and the
diverse and complex biosphere of the Earth.
We need a voice and a vision from which to
awaken the heart of the world and to rescue
ourselves from endangering the spirit of life.
Egotistic living strikes deeply into the sacred
web of creation, generating a hopelessness and
despair that wounds all our souls.

The beauty of relationships:
We are not here for ourselves alone.

The integrity of our planet and the fate of
ecosystems are dependent on an excavation of our hearts and minds – and our souls and spirits.
We need to discover a more generous benevolence and a sturdier vow of humility.
– Beverly Lanzetta

New Awakenings
There are hints that this road we now travel is not all about death and grief.
What new learnings is the Spirit provoking in Pandemic time?
What new empowerment might be growing?
Air pollution has lulled. Nations are agreeing to cease making war.
There is more prayer. More family and community focus.
More Earth awareness. More global consciousness and compassion.
The oneness of all living beings is being felt at a new level.
Wonder and imagination seem to have taken on new dimensions.
Every day I hear enthusiastic stories about the healing beauty of creation,
about the joy of experiencing oneness with animals, trees, flowing waters.
Awakenings of huge proportions are sparked by noticing
one azalea bush blazing in the sun, one goldfinch peering in the window,
starlight reflected in a pond, one breath of fresh, clean air after a Spring rain.
As we recover, however long it takes
and whatever devastation must be endured and grieved,
may we stay alert to new awakenings and new learnings.
Our world is being reshaped.
May we remain vigilant to the mystery of divine mercy at work.
What is happening for you as you travel this dark Pandemic Road?
How is this time alerting you to see new possibilities for creation?
What is strengthening and deepening in you?
–Ann Dean
June/July 2020
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Worship: The Sisters pray at the funeral of Sr Henrietta.

A Powerhouse of Prayer
he door leading to the sacristy in
the church attached to the Poor
Clare monastery in Windhoek has a
letterbox attached and written on a piece of
paper above the opening are the words in
capital letters: REQUESTS FOR
PRAYERS. There is a closed box on the
inside of the door for accepting whatever
requests are put through. One Sunday
after celebrating Mass, I saw Dora, a practising lawyer and a trained singer, writing
down on a number of pieces of paper various requests and depositing them in the
letterbox. She is not the only one.

T

Sr Henrietta
In August 2019, I had the privilege of being
present in Lilongwe, Malawi, for the celebration of 60 years of the presence of the
Poor Clare Sisters in that country. During
the Mass, Archbishop Tarcisio Ziyaye,
Archbishop of Lilongwe, referred to the
Sisters and their monastery as a powerhouse of prayer, for the Church, for the
country and for the continent. The
monastery here in Brakwater, Windhoek, is
a daughter house of the monastery in
Lilongwe. Am I allowed to say that the
monastery in Windhoek, and the Sisters
who make up this community, are a powerhouse of prayer for the Church, for the
country and for the continent?
One of the original six Poor Clares who
started the monastery in Malawi in 1959
was Sr Henrietta; she lived here in Namibia
since 1996. On Thursday 13 February this
year she changed her address from
Brakwater, Windhoek, to an address in
heaven. Sr Henrietta spent over 60 years
8

As he introduces us
to the Poor Clare
community in Windhoek,
Namibia, the great
esteem Edward
Lennon OFM has for
the Sisters is obvious.
in Africa. She was of French origin but her
connection with Africa goes back to her
coming into this world. She was born in
Tunisia and went to school in Algeria; her
father was posted to both those countries
as a member of the French army. Two of
her family members visited Namibia some
years ago; they had not seen her for over
fifty years and were wondering if they
would recognise her. When they arrived at
Windhoek airport, they saw two Poor Clare
Sisters waiting to welcome them. One said
to the other, ‘Our sister must be the white
one!’
Each of the Sisters making up the community in Windhoek is a unique and special
person. They live an enclosed life as a contemplative community with their life centred
on prayer. This does not mean that they
lose their particular temperaments or personalities when they join the Poor Clare
community – this does not happen. They
get angry, they disagree, they have misunderstandings, they laugh, they cry. They
have great days and they have difficult
days. In this way they are no different from
you or I.

A New Parish
A few weeks ago, a man came up to me
after Sunday Mass and wanted some help.
He told me that he would like to baptise his
youngest child and he would also like his
daughter to attend catechism so that she
can prepare to receive her First Holy
Communion.
There is a new residential area quite
close to the monastery; it is called
Elisenheim and a number of Catholic families living there have started to attend Mass
at the monastery.
The Sisters built a hall in the grounds of
the monastery with the help of generous
donors a few years ago. I am wondering
could the church here together with the hall
become a centre for a new parish or would
such a venture disturb the lives of the
Sisters too much?
I am thinking of the Poor Clare
monastery in Graiguecullen near Carlow in
Ireland. If my memory serves me well, Sr
Seraphin who founded the monastery
wanted a site adjacent to the monastery for
a parish church and that is what she got and
that is the situation today. The Poor Clare
Sisters in Harare, Zimbabwe, have their
monastery next door to St Francis parish
church in Waterfalls. Their monastery in fact
was originally the house of the Franciscan
friars.
This might be the way forward here in
Windhoek and it might also be a way of
opening an avenue for young women in
Namibia to see and to join such a way of
life. The Sisters have been here since 1996
and they are still waiting for their first
Namibian novice.
St Anthony Brief

The Community
Let me introduce you to the community.
Mother Clara, the first Malawian Abbess, is
part of the community here in Windhoek.
She came as the leader of the first group to
Namibia. She came after completing her
term as Abbess in Lilongwe. The present
Abbess is Mother Angela; she is a very
hard worker and is dedicated to the Sisters
and the monastery. It is not easy to strike a
balance between the elderly Sisters and
those much younger. She has arranged for
different resource people to give lectures to
the Sisters on spirituality and theology.
Sr Assumpta I would regard as the
community cantor; she leads the singing
and despite the ups and downs she has
never lost her enthusiasm. Sr Pia is the
expert at digital communications. She types
on the computer the Mass programme for
each month without fail and I always get a
copy either the first day of the month or the
last day of the previous month. Sr Bakitha
is the assistant to Mother Angela and until
recently was also the guest mistress. Every
priest who celebrates Mass is well fed and
all guests are received as if they are kings

or queens. Sr Agnes is originally from
Tanzania and probably the best way to
describe her is to say, ‘She is a safe pair of
hands.’
Every time when I celebrate Mass
there, I ask the Sisters to tell us the name
of the saint we are celebrating on that day.
The Sister who normally informs us is Sr
Mphande. She tells us the name of the
saint and gives us a short history of the
man or woman. Her intervention contributes very much to the celebration and
helps all of us to grow a little in our knowledge of the great men and women who
have come before us. Sr Francisca is the
sacristan; she makes sure that there is
somebody to do the reading at Mass. She
also looks after the altar servers on
Sunday. Very often she gives me a piece of
paper just as I am about to leave the sacristy, usually it is a request from somebody
to pray for a special request at the Mass.
The youngest member of the community is Sr Thokozo; she made her final
vows in August 2018 and what a beautiful
ceremony that was. Her mother and sister
made the long trip from Malawi to be pre-

sent. She is a bundle of joy and always
seems to be smiling.
Two members of the community have
been missing for some time. Sr Mphasa
recently returned after spending some time
in the mother community in Lilongwe. She is
a very gentle soul. I had the privilege of
travelling with her from Katima Mulilo to
Windhoek when she first came. We all welcomed her return with many alleluias. The
one missing at present is Sr Mphando –
one of the longest serving members. She
was the Abbess before Sr Angela and
brought an openness, a quiet wisdom and a
spirit of friendliness that was very welcome.
She is at present in the Poor Clare community in Lusaka, Zambia. We miss her and we
hope she will return soon.
All these women contribute in their own
way to making the monastery here in
Windhoek a powerhouse of prayer. They
have lived through many storms and despite
the storms have continued to live, to give
witness and to pray. Spare a thought for
them and say a prayer that they will be able
to continue even during this pandemic to be
a source of blessing for many. n

4,000 Meals a Day at the Franciscan Tent
As unemployment grows because of
the pandemic, the Franciscan friars in
São Paulo, Brazil, have set up a new
food distribution centre dubbed the
Franciscan Tent as a response to the
growing number of people seeking
food.
‘Hunger came before the virus,’ says
Friar José Francisco de Cassia dos
Santos. He leads the Franciscan
Solidarity Service and has been dis-
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tributing meals to the homeless in the
centre of São Paulo for more than 13
years. The traditional service, dubbed
the Priest’s Tea, usually drew a few hundred homeless people who came to St
Francis friary.
However, since the pandemic, the
number of people seeking food has
more than quadrupled, forcing his team
to set up another distribution centre to
feed the hungry, the Franciscan Tent.
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Funerals
The rules for funerals, 50 at max, are being
reasonably observed. But some people failed
maths at school and sometimes make mistakes in counting! I had a funeral every Saturday for the seven weeks before lockdown.
Since then nobody has died in the parish.
Rhodes University is closed, but a number of the professors in the science department have been busy making sanitisers.
Many people with sewing machines are
making face masks and are selling them
and getting the price of their dinner and
baby nappies.

Lockdown
in Grahamstown
Gerry O’Reilly OFM describes life in his
parish in Grahamstown, South Africa.
ockdown is a new experience for all
of us. Three weeks before it officially started, we emptied the holy
water fonts in the church, and everyone
who came to church had their hands
sprayed with sanitiser. We had a doctor
speak before Masses to tell us what we
should and should not do. During the first
week a woman said to me, ‘That’s all nonsense!’ Last week she said on the phone,
‘If there is a funeral, I won’t be there.’ She
is now wearing protective gloves and a
face mask. Reality has caught up with her.

L

Life Has Changed
People go in big droves to the banks, the
post office and the supermarkets to get
money and food on pension and children’s grant days. We see on TV that it is

the same all over the country. In crowded
areas it is difficult for people to keep the
two-metre social distance from each
other.
A person who normally comes to Mass
came last week and asked, ‘I want to go
to Mass. When are you opening the
church? There are more people in the
banks and the supermarkets than could fit
into the church.’ I replied, ‘We are waiting
for President Cyril Ramaphosa to give us
the prudent answer.’ But even when that
comes, some people won’t come to Mass
out of fear.
It is amazing how many priests have
learned how to use Facebook, WhatsApp
and the way to live streaming Mass in a
short time. Even old fellows like myself are
taking it up!

Our Retreat
Towards the end of the third week of looking at each other, Fr Lukas Bambezela and
I, with the Provincial’s blessing, decided to
go on a personal retreat within the house
during the following week. We had Morning
Prayer and meditation from 7.30am. Then
we met for an hour and read and discussed
some of the writings of St Francis. We had
Mass at noon and had faith sharing after
reading the Gospel.
In the afternoon, we met again and
spent an hour reading and discussing Larry
Kaufmann’s new book, Become Love:
Gradual Growth and Transformation from
John to Francis (John the Evangelist to
Pope Francis). We found it so interesting
that we are still doing it each evening. Then
we finished off with Exposition of The
Blessed Sacrament, Evening Prayer and
meditation.
It was a good experience. We had no
travelling to do and were not exhausted at
the end of the week as we might have been
facing into Sunday Masses.
Key Question
When will it all end? That is the million-dollar question. Listening to the opinions on
the TV and radio it seems only God knows.
The penny is dropping, ‘God is in charge.’ It
is heartening to hear President Ramaphosa
at the end of his address to the nation saying, ‘God bless South Africa.’ n

Zimbabwe: The Poor Suﬀer the Most
WalTEr GallaHuE OFM rEpOrTS FrOM HararE.
Here in Zimbabwe our lockdown is now extended for another two
weeks.
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ing from South Africa, Botswana and Namibia. It makes the situation here so much worse; there is starvation here.
The poor are the ones who suffer most in every situation.

Some industries and the building sector are back at work.
Everyone returning was supposed to be tested but this has been
scrapped as we don’t have the facilities. Each test was to have cost
US$25 which is beyond 95% of the people.

With the coronavirus, the poor, who put their makeshift stalls on
the side of the road to sell a few vegetables to look after their families, have been declared a health hazard. So yesterday, a bulldozer
came up the road here in the parish and flattened all the stalls.

Because of the pandemic, thousands of Zimbabweans are return-

I am sure there are tears in many houses this morning.
St Anthony Brief
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Church Brief
Laudato Si’
Year Prayer
Loving God, Creator of
heaven and earth and all
that is in them, you created us in your image
and made us stewards of
all your creation, of our
common home. You
blessed us with the sun,
water and bountiful land
so that all might be nourished.
Open our minds and
touch our hearts, so that
we may attend to your
gift of creation. Help us to
be conscious that our
common home belongs
not only to us, but to all
future generations, and
that it is our responsibility
to preserve it.
May we help each
person secure the food
and resources that they
need. Be present to those
in need in these trying
times, especially the
poorest and those most
at risk of being left
behind.
Transform our fear,
anxiety and feelings of
isolation into hope so that
we may experience a true
conversion of the heart.
Help us to show creative
solidarity in addressing
the consequences of this
global pandemic. Make
us courageous to
embrace the changes
that are needed in search
of the common good.
Now more than ever may
we feel that we are all
interconnected in our
efforts to lift up the cry of
the earth and the cry of
the poor. We make our
prayer through Christ our
Lord. Amen.
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Pope Francis Launches
Laudato Si’ Year
On 14 May, Pope Francis inaugurated
Laudato Si’ Week at the Vatican commemorating the fifth anniversary of the publication of
his encyclical. He also opened an entire year
of activities dedicated to implementing
Laudato Si’, ending May 2021.
The Pope said the coronavirus has highlighted the importance of ‘caring for our common home’, and hoped that reflections surrounding the Laudato Si’ anniversary will ‘help
to create and strengthen constructive attitudes
for the care of creation’.
Most events for the anniversary year take
place in the autumn, including a month-long
Season of Creation, which begins on 1
September, the World Day of Prayer for
Creation, and ends on 4 October, the feast
day of St Francis of Assisi.
With the theme Jubilee for the Earth, the
event is aimed at helping communities to
repair relationships with each other and with
creation through a series of events organised
at a local level throughout the world.
Pope Francis asked, ‘What kind of world
do we want to leave to those who will come

after us, to the children who are growing up?’
He reiterated his ‘urgent call to respond to the
ecological crisis. The cry of the earth and the
cry of the poor cannot continue. Let’s take care
of creation, a gift of our good Creator God.’
Five years on, Laudato Si’ is ‘even more
relevant’. As many countries begin to envision
what a post-Covid world will look like, ‘We
need above all an integral approach as everything is closely interrelated and today’s problems call for a vision capable of taking into
account every aspect of the global crisis.’
Pope Francis continued, ‘We have, in fact,
a unique opportunity to transform the present
groaning and travail into the birth pangs of a
new way of living together, bonded together in
love, compassion and solidarity, and a more
harmonious relationship with the natural world,
our common home.’ He insisted that Covid-19
has demonstrated ‘how deeply we are all interconnected and interdependent.’
Pope Francis says the encyclical can provide ‘the moral and spiritual compass for the
journey to create a more caring, fraternal,
peaceful and sustainable world. It should not
be a case of rushing back to what was
accepted as normal.’ n
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The Miracle
of Vinkt
Vinkt:
memorial
to those killed.
id to the Church in Need came into
being in 1947, when Fr Werenfried
van Straaten, a young Norbertine
priest from Holland, responded to an
appeal for reconciliation made by Pope
Pius XII in those bitter early years after
World War II. He set out to organise emergency relief to meet the material and spiritual needs of the suffering German people.
As agreed by the victorious powers, fourteen million Germans were driven out of
the eastern provinces beginning in 1945.
The majority of the displaced persons,
among them six million Catholics, lived in
inhumane conditions.
Fr Werenfried’s impassioned preaching
and calls for reconciliation touched hearts
and supplies of clothes and food poured in
– particularly sides of pork – earning him
his nickname, the Bacon Priest.
At the same time, recognising a deep
spiritual hunger, he launched a Rucksack
Priest campaign to send priests out on
motorbikes and early Volkswagen Beetles
to people still displaced, bereft and in need
of spiritual comfort. This was soon followed
by a Chapel Truck initiative using decommissioned army trucks which were
adapted as mobile chapels from which
Mass could be said.
Fr Werenfried’s greatest challenge
came when he went to preach reconciliation in the village of Vinkt in 1950. Ten
years before, on 27 May 1940, the village,
located near the Belgian city of Ghent, was
the scene of a terrible atrocity. Eighty-six
civilians were killed during a massacre carried out by German troops.
In his memoirs, They Call Me the
Bacon Priest, Fr Werenfried writes, ‘I was
never quick to feel fear, but at the time I
was afraid.’ He certainly had cause, considering the resentment and hatred in the
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hearts of the people who had suffered so
much. The oldest of the victims had been
89 years old, the youngest 13. Almost all
of the families had suffered a loss.
He drove to Vinkt a day earlier to take
stock of the situation. He arrived at the
parish house on Saturday evening.
Distraught, the parish priest raised his
hands and exclaimed, ‘It will not work; the
people do not want it.’ He told Fr
Werenfried that villagers were saying,
‘What? This priest is coming to ask for
help for the Germans. For those despicable people who shot our men and boys?
Never! Not one living soul will come to
hear his talk. He can preach to empty
chairs if he feels like it. And he should consider himself lucky that he is a priest.
Otherwise, he would be in for a beating!’
Fr Werenfried records his struggle,
‘What was I supposed to do? After discussing it with the priest, I decided to prepare for the Sunday evening’s talk by giving the sermon at the Sunday Mass. And

so, to everyone’s surprise, I was the one
standing in the pulpit the next morning, for
fifteen whole minutes, preaching about
love. It was the most difficult sermon I
gave in my whole life. But it worked.’
He tells of how after Mass he was
praying quietly after the church had completely emptied and a woman shyly came
forward. ‘She did not say anything but
gave me one thousand francs and then
left before I could ask her anything.
Fortunately, the priest had just come out of
the sacristy and saw her leave. He told me
that she was a farmer’s wife and that her
husband, her son, and her brother were all
murdered by the Germans in 1940.’
She was the first.
In his memoirs Fr Werenfried recalls,
‘That evening, the meeting hall was full.
For two hours, I talked about the desperate situation of the rucksack priests and
the desolation of their faithful. I did not beg
them for bacon, money, or clothing. I only
begged for love and at the very end, I
asked whether they would join me in praying for their suffering brothers and sisters
in Germany. They prayed with tears in their
eyes. And later that evening, when it was
dark and no one could recognise them,
they came, one after the other, to the
parish house to deliver envelopes with one
hundred francs, with five hundred francs,
with accompanying letters. And early the
next morning, before I left, they came
again to the parish house; more envelopes
with money. And later the villagers transferred money to my postal account. They
collected bacon. They even adopted a
German priest.’
‘This was the miracle of Vinkt: hate
conquered by love. Human beings are better than we think!’
Adapted from www.zenit.org
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Archbishop Eamon
Martin preached this
homily in Armagh
Cathedral during the
visit of the relics of
St Anthony to Ireland
in June 2016.
have heard many conversations about
the visit of the relics of St Anthony
that have included accounts of a
missing engagement ring, lost car keys,
absent pets and even a dropped dental
crown all being found thanks to the help
of St Anthony of Padua! There’s hardly a
parish that doesn’t have a statue or
image of this much-loved Portuguese
friar. Apparently next to the Sacred Heart,
our Blessed Mother and St Joseph, the
image of St Anthony carrying the child
Jesus is one of the most recognisable for
Catholics across the world.

I

Doctor of the Gospel
What is it about St Anthony that makes
devotion to him so widespread and so
fervent? After all he died young, at the
age of 36, without really doing anything to
mark him out for worldwide fame. He
lived a simple, unremarkable life, except
perhaps for his gentle holiness and his
wonderful preaching which drew many
people to the love of God. Anthony’s gift
for preaching was discovered quite by
accident when he was once called upon
at short notice to deliver the homily at an
ordination ceremony in front of many
Dominican preachers, none of whom was
willing to preach in the bishop’s presence
without adequate time to prepare! St
Anthony, speaking off the cuff, impressed
them all with his strong theology yet simple and practical style of applying God’s
Word to everyday life.
It took until 1946, almost seven centuries later, for the Church to declare him
Doctor of the Church – not because of
any great degrees or qualifications, but
because of how he brought the words of
Holy Scripture to life. The precise title he
was given was Doctor of the Gospel, in
other words, Doctor of the Good News of
Jesus Christ.
Apparently, huge crowds from miles
around would gather to hear him preach
and, although he could go on for maybe
14

Finding Faith,
Hope and Love
two hours, people remained listening
because he really opened them up to
God, challenging them to conversion and
to become better people.
That’s why he is depicted most often
with the child Jesus in his arms, sometimes with an open book of the Scriptures
and with a torch of faith in the other hand.
Holding up for us the ‘Word which was
made flesh and lived among us’, he’s
opening up for us the treasures and
riches of God’s Word so that it can touch
our lives and make a difference.
That was why the great St Francis
allowed St Anthony of Padua to teach the
young Franciscan novices, because even
though he spoke with great erudition and
depth of scholarship, St Anthony’s heart
remained rooted in the simplicity and
silence of a life of deep prayer, as befitting a friar who has turned his whole life
over to God.

Lost Property Department
Like any poor Franciscan, Anthony lived a
frugal life with very little possessions but,
apparently, he did have one favourite book
of the psalms on which he had written many
notes and to which he was very attached.
This book is said to be the source of St
Anthony’s fame as the head of the heavenly
lost property department!
Anthony’s psalm book went missing and
he prayed and prayed that it would be
found. It had been stolen by a novice who
had left the friary, but the strength of
Anthony’s prayer drew the novice back, not
just with the book, but also with his vocation
restored.
I’ve thought a lot recently about what I
might ask St Anthony on the visit of his
relics to our cathedral and to Ireland. I’ve
decided to ask his help that many people in
Ireland may rediscover the gifts of faith,
hope and love, especially those who feel
St Anthony Brief

they have lost these powerful Christian
virtues.

Inner
treasures:
We can lose
more than
material
things.

Losing Love
It might seem surprising that I would mention ‘losing’ the gift of love, but it does happen.
Last Christmas, a young woman asked
me to pray because she was finding it
more and more difficult to love, to reach
out in Christian charity to others. She said
she felt increasingly unmoved by tragedy,
poverty, hunger and need in the world –
she wanted to be a more kind, more generous, more loving person.
I’ve thought a lot about her request
since and I know there are many people
who wish they hadn’t lost love in a relationship, or in their family, or find that their
ability to feel for the marginalised and
unloved in the world has grown dim.
Recently, when on pilgrimage to Rome,
I heard Pope Francis speak about how
easy it is for us to be deaf or blind to those
who call out to us from the peripheries –
like the blind beggar who called out to
Jesus from the side of the road.
I pray to St Anthony that he will help us
rediscover and rekindle the gift of love.

Finding time and space for prayer
seems more and more difficult; sinful
habits become more ingrained and the
next thing to lose is that sense of God’s
presence – just as a friendship grows cold
because of not ‘keeping in touch’.
Finding faith again is not as difficult as
it may sound, because even if we have
been lukewarm or uncommitted to the
friendship, God never leaves us. God our
Father is right there beside us, waiting
patiently for our return.
So, St Anthony, help us to find our faith
again.

Lost Faith
We all know people who have lost faith –
for one reason or another they find that
God has become distant to them. It is easy
to drift away from faith because life has
become so busy and confused.

Gripped by Despair
There’s nothing as awful as losing hope,
and sadly it is all too common for that to
happen today – maybe in many cases it’s
because of first losing faith or losing the
gift of loving or feeling loved.

lost and found: rediscovering the gift of love.
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Too many people today are gripped by
despair, including young people whose lives
are meant to be filled with dreams and
wishes for the future. Anxiety and depression have a hold on many Irish lives. No
doubt the heavy hand of financial pressure
and unemployment has played its part, but
so too have the impossible expectations of
appearance, popularity, instant gratification
and the shallow fantasy of celebrity culture.
Perhaps we’ve also ‘unlearned’ how to
cope with the reality of sacrifice, disappointment, and the failure that is part and parcel
of life in this ‘vale of tears’.
Christ is our light and our hope, the one
who never lets us down and who offers purpose and meaning to life.
If St Anthony wants to help rekindle
hope, no doubt he will want to call upon the
kindness, encouragement, perseverance
and unselfish commitment of others, including ourselves, to light the flame of hope for
someone else.
A Tall Order
I’ve given our beloved St Anthony quite a
tall order, but if even one or two people who
pray to the saint find their love, faith or hope
restored, I will be happy. And I know that all
of us by our prayer and good example,
inspired by the Doctor of the Good News,
can help make that happen.
Actions speak louder than words, St
Anthony taught; we witness to Christ by the
way we live our lives. St Paul wrote that
when ‘God’s power is at work in us we can
do immeasurably more than we can ever
ask or imagine’ (Ephesians 3:20).
Like Anthony, we too can carry the child
Jesus in our arms wherever we go, holding
up to others our friendship with Jesus,
opening to them the consolation found in
God’s Word.
Then, who knows how many lives could
be touched and what deep treasures might
be found. n
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FRATERNITY: A TASK
NEVER COMPLETED
Gerald Evans OFM points out that true fraternity of mind and heart
takes work and has its invisible ‘enemies’.

he experience of fraternity, living
as brothers and sisters in the
Lord, is it at the heart of the
Franciscan vision. And what I write about
fraternity is true of any family or community.
Fraternity is not only a gift, but it is
also a task never completed, rather ever
in the making. That is to say, we don’t find
fraternity as a static done-and-dusted
thing. It is not a point of arrival but a point
of departure. We build it, not by fine discourses, sadly an ever-present limitation
within the Franciscan family, rather by the
practical and concrete living together of
Gospel values. In doing so we build it and
ourselves or, as the case may be sadly,
we destroy it, and, in doing so, we
destroy ourselves.
Francis himself continually warns his
brothers about the dangers and contradictory nature of fine words unaccompanied
by fine actions. Likewise, to those who
sought the perfect fraternity to live in, he
grounded them by listing the virtues of
each brother within the fraternity indicating that the perfect fraternity exists only
when it is contemplated by way of the
combined virtues of each friar who makes
up the fraternity.

T
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At the end of the day, Francis realised
to his cost that constructing buildings and
work plans can so very often be a far easier task than the arduous task of building
human beings in a brother/sisterhood
evangelical dynamic. And, indeed, in
some cases such projects can actually be
a running away from such deep and
mutual upbuilding.
Go it Alone
Another temptation that is always present
is to go it alone. The fraternity can never
be a means to satisfy one’s own personal
and individual schemes, nor can it be a
space for one’s own comfort and tastes.
The person who loves himself more than
God loves people and things for what he
can get out of them. In other words, his
love for them is just another side of his
own selfishness.
So, Francis warns the brothers
against fleeing from participating in building fraternity in favour of seeking holiness
alone. He continually reminded them that
the journey into Franciscan holiness
passes through discovering and serving
the presence of God hidden in each
brother and sister whom they have not
chosen but rather has been chosen for

them by God, each with his and her light
and shadow, in order to build together a
fraternity, a true communion with the help
of divine grace.
A very important point to emphasise
here in relation to this particular theme is
to remember that Francis never intended
the Franciscan fraternity to be defined by
reference to a building, a friary, but rather
by the interpersonal bonds of mutual love
and respect that exist between the brothers and sisters who live within its walls.
Proof of this is that there are very simple
and humble Franciscan dwellings that are
healing places, that heal by the mystique
of the love, kindness and compassion
lived within their walls. Likewise, there are
places which house very efficient staff
with impressive organisation skills but
don’t offer the above-mentioned essential
healing environment of love, compassion
and kindness.
Destructive Forces
Although Francis is perceived by the
world to be the essence of compassion,
kindness and gentleness, in certain areas
of his writing he displays an astonishing
and inflexible harshness; this happens
when he points out the destructive forces
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that work against building of a true communion of hearts and minds.
For example, when it comes to making rash judgement about each other,
Francis cautions that defining and judging
our brothers and sisters by their defects
and weaknesses, rather than contemplating them at a deeper level in their divine
image, is not only an indication of spiritual
short-sightedness but, even more serious,
it is a denial and evasion of our own prejudices and defects, as we project them to
others.
As the saying goes: ‘We don't see
things as they are, but as we are!’ And in
our relations with others, at the end of the
day, we generally receive from them what
we perceive in them.
The ‘enemies’ Francis cautions us
about in his writings are within us. To the
superficial and egoistic eye, these ‘enemies’ are invisible. To identify one’s
brother or sister by their defects, is to
stunt their growth. For Francis, the good
in the other person always outweighs the
evil. Attention to the grain of the life sown
by the divine sower was far more important for Francis than the darnel sown by
the enemy. In that human domain, the
best and the worst, the light and shadow,
grow together within us, so we all need
the heat of the sun’s kindness, compassion and gentle respect to give life to the
grain of wheat within us and to burn away
the chaff.
There are human reactions: gestures,
looks and words that stunt or even kill.
Likewise, there are those of warmth, love,
appreciation and confidence that are lifegiving and promote growth.

All of us can look back over our lives
and contemplate with deep appreciation
and gratitude people who saw and
brought out the best in us. Likewise, sadly
we can look back and see those who
brought out the worst in us. At the end of
the day, those who bring out the best in
us firstly see and find the best in themselves. Likewise, those who see and
bring out the worst in us see only the
worst in themselves.
However, even and especially those
who bring out the worst in us do us a
favour by highlighting areas of our lives
the Lord wants to work with us on.
So, the question is: What do we bring
out in those who the Lord has gifted us to
live among?
Malicious Gossip
Other mortal enemies of fraternity cited on
numerous occasions by Francis in his writings are malicious gossip, destructive criticism, judging others by appearances, interpreting rashly and negatively the behaviour
of others, spreading half-truths, etc.
Sadly, although we have at our disposal today the most updated means of
communication available to us, we are still
far from understanding and valuing one
another in all our light and shadow. Our
communication with one another is so often
very superficial or, worse, meanspirited.

We would do well to remember that
the Spirit of God always unites, integrates, reconciles; the evil spirit divides,
fragments and disintegrates. Thus, downgrading the other in conversation is usually no more or no less than the evil spirit
tempting our egos. Those actions are
misguided efforts to boost our self-esteem
and upgrade ourselves in the eyes of others. Generally, the conversation runs
along the lines of comparisons. We say
this is the way he or she acts (badly), but
this is the way I act (well, successfully).
So, we would do well when in the company of gossipers to follow the inspirations of the Spirit of God by maintaining a
discreet and elegant silence thus covering
our brother or sister’s dignity and good
standing with the sacred mantel of
respect and compassion.
Fraternal love is not about giving
things, but rather giving oneself. Fraternal
love invites us to live beyond our tastes
and instincts to serve God’s sacred
ground in the other. In short, fraternity is
an act of faith in the Spirit of God who
ultimately is its architect. Therefore, those
living it and seeking to deepen it must be
in communion with the Lord by prayer and
discernment. They must live in a constant
dynamic of conversion, trusting in the Lord
who daily invigorates, forms and reforms
the fraternity and each one in it. n

Gossip: words that stunt and destroy.

Loved and Respected
Our brothers and sisters so often seek to
be loved, respected and valued in order
to be good while so often we wait for
them to be good before showing them
love and respect, valuing them as human
beings.
To illustrate this point, in his Letter to
a Minister, Francis invites the same minister to be open to the Spirit and a change
of heart, in himself and in the friars. He
calls upon him to look with compassion
on the brothers whom the Lord has
placed in his charge.
There are people who bring life and
growth and others who paralyse all in
their wake.
June/July 2020
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Your
St Anthony’s
Bread!
Many people donate to help the poor in gratitude for
gifts received thanks to St Anthony’s intercession.
This is called St Anthony’s Bread.
The story of St Anthony’s Bread is said to have begun
in 1263, when a beloved child drowned near the basilica of St Anthony in Padua. The child’s mother prayed
for Anthony’s intercession and promised, if the child
was restored to her, she would give the child’s weight
in grain to the poor for bread – a very great gift in a
time of widespread poverty and hunger. When the
child was miraculously restored to life, the woman was
true to her word and the custom of giving alms to the
poor in St Anthony’s name was begun.
It is a beautiful tradition of generosity and kindness
to the poor. And it is fitting that it is done in St
Anthony’s name, since he always had a tender care for
the poor.
We invite you to offer your ‘St Anthony’s Bread’ to the
people of Zimbabwe by supporting those who will be
instruments of the Lord’s love in the years to come.

Pope
Francis:

Our Christian faith is God’s pre❝
cious gift, which opens our mind to
know and love him. It is a gift, not
reserved for a few but offered with generosity to all.
Everyone should be able to experience
the joy of being loved by God, the joy of
salvation!
It is a gift that one cannot keep to oneself, but it is to be shared. If we want to
keep it only to ourselves, we will
become isolated, sterile and sick
Christians. The missionary spirit should
inspire the heart of every believer.

The missionary spirit: faith must be shared.
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May the Lord bless abundantly those
who generously support the work of
sharing the Good News!

❞

Help Us to Help Them!
An Appeal in Honour of St Anthony
St Anthony is Patron of the Franciscan Missions. And
we invite you, in honour of the beloved saint, to support the Franciscans in their mission in Zimbabwe.
While the 21st century has brought many changes
since the time of St Anthony, some things remain
much the same.
Thank God one of them is that fine young men still
follow in St Anthony’s footsteps in the Franciscan way
of life. And many travel to remote and sometimes
dangerous places to spread the Good News of Christ.

Zimbabwe Mission
The Irish Franciscan Province has a major role in supporting the friars in Zimbabwe as they struggle to
serve their people in that country which has suffered
and is still suffering so much.
Founded by Irish Franciscan missionaries, the Custody
of the Good Shepherd in Zimbabwe has been blessed
by many young Zimbabweans joining the Order.
In their life and ministry, the Zimbabwean friars
depend greatly on the generous support of the Irish
people. The needs of the Franciscans and the people in
Zimbabwe continue to be very great.

Beginning the journey: In Zimbabwe, the new postulants
(Tafara, Courage, Keenwell, alois and Brandon) are
pictured with aidan McGrath, Minster provincial
(centre), Jean Claude Hakizuwera (left) and
Muquelisi Sibanda (right).

The Irish Franciscans are undertaking an exciting programme over the next three years to raise €150,000 to support the educational cost for our young friars in formation in
Zimbabwe. The goal is to help them to become authentic witnesses to Christ in their future service to their own people.

Your support means that a Zimbabwean Franciscan is prepared for ministry so that for many years to come he can be a bearer
of the Lord’s grace and compassion among those who struggle.

Can You Help?
Please contact Brother Niall in
our Dublin friary if you feel you
can help and support us in this
very worthwhile work in the
service of the Gospel.
Thank you for your generous and
loving support to date.
May God bless and reward you.
Brother Niall O’Connell OFM,
Franciscan Development Office,
4 Merchants’ Quay,
Dublin 8, D08 XY19.
Phone: 353-01-6771128.

Deepening faith: friars accompany the youth.

19

The Lockdown’s
The
Thrree Lessons
Th
about the
Church

ne silver lining for me during
this weird coronavirus shutdown has been the opportunity
to return to some writing projects that I
had left on the backburner. One of these
is a book on the Nicene Creed, which I
had commenced many months ago and
on which I was making only very slow
progress, given my various pastoral and
administrative responsibilities.
The last several weeks, I have been
working in a rather concentrated way on
the Creed book, and I find myself currently in the midst of the section on the
Church, ‘I believe in one, holy, Catholic,
and apostolic Church.’
I will confess that the peculiar way
that we have been forced to express the
life of the Church during this quarantine
period has influenced my reflection on
the nature of the Church.

O

A Eucharistic Church
A first insight is this: We are an
intensely, inescapably Eucharistic
Church. One of the most difficult
20

moments that I’ve had as a bishop was
participating in the decision to close our
churches and to shut down the celebration of Mass with a community. Mind
you, it was the right decision. I emphatically disagree with those who argue that
the bishops caved into the pressure of
the secular state in making this determination. That’s nonsense.
There are some very real tensions
between Church and state and sometimes we have to make a stand – a good
example being our vigorous opposition
here in California to the legislature’s
attempt to violate the seal of confession.
But this is not one of those cases.
Instead, we bishops agreed with the
secular authorities that the churches
should be closed, precisely for the wellbeing of our people. Having said that,
the suspension of public Mass has been
painful for everyone – and the principal
reason for that pain is the forced fasting
from the Eucharist.
Sensing this, innumerable priests
and bishops all around the world com-

Bishop Robert Barron
reflects on what we can
learn from the church
closures during the
pandemic.

menced to live-stream or film the daily
Eucharist, broadcasting it over
Facebook, YouTube, or on television.
The reaction to these representations of
the Mass has been overwhelming. To
give just one example, here at the Word
on Fire organisation we started filming
daily Mass on St Patrick’s Day, and
we’ve continued to the present, acquiring in the process well over five million
views from over two hundred countries.
Some priests have, furthermore, processed through the quiet streets with the
Blessed Sacrament, while Catholics look
on from their homes; others have placed
the monstrance with the consecrated
host in the windows of their residences
and rectories so that people can venerate the Sacrament as they walk or drive
by.
And wasn’t the whole Catholic world
fascinated by Pope Francis, standing in
the rain and facing an empty St Peter’s
Square, as he blessed us, via television
and social media, with the Eucharist?
To be sure, none of these mitigated
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encounters with the Eucharistic Lord is a
substitute for the real thing – and that’s
the point. The abstention from the
Eucharist – which began, fittingly
enough, during Lent – has awakened a
profound hunger for what Vatican II
called ‘the source and summit of the
Christian life’. Perhaps too many
Catholics had grown indifferent to the
Blessed Sacrament, even, as a recent
Pew Forum study indicated, ignorant of
its deepest significance; and perhaps
this forced starvation will have a salutary
effect.
Priest and People
A second insight is this: Priests are in an
intensely symbiotic relationship with their
people. Everyone knows that priests
have been passing through a difficult
period, practically without precedent in
the history of the Church. The scandals
of the past 25 years have soured many
against priests and have made priests
extremely vulnerable to the charge of
clericalism.
Without denying for a moment that
these reactions and impressions are, to
a degree, legitimate, I want to insist
once again that the vast, vast majority of
priests are decent, prayerful men, who
want nothing more than to bring Christ
to their people. And this coronavirus
quarantine has powerfully confirmed this
for me.

During the
course of the shutdown, I have personally reached out
by phone or by
Skype or Zoom to all
the priests of my
region. Like everybody else, they’re a
little antsy and
bored, and their routines have been
interrupted. But time
and again, they tell
me that their greatest
frustration is not
being able to have
steady contact with
their people.
Priests indeed
bring Christ to their
parishioners through
preaching, presence,
and sacrament, but
the people also give
life to the priests,
sustaining them with prayer and friendship. Keeping the people away from
their priests is just bad for both people
and priests, for they are, in the Mystical
Body, ordered toward one another.
Stubbornly Incarnational
A third and final insight is that the
Church is stubbornly incarnational. At

Stubbornly incarnational:
Christ gives himself through physical signs.
June/July 2020

Catholic identity:
We are an intensely,
inescapably Eucharistic
Church.

the heart of the Catholic sensibility is the
conviction that God became flesh in
Jesus Christ. And Catholicism teaches
that the presence of the risen Jesus is
made known through words to be sure,
but also through physical signs – water,
oil, bread, wine, etc. – delivered by
human hands and accompanied by bodily gestures.
At the Mass, we are meant to come
together in close proximity so that we
can pray in unison, sing in unison, process together, embrace one another,
gesture in harmony with each other. In
all of this, the incarnational quality of the
Church becomes concretely expressed.
And this is what has made these last
weeks so particularly difficult for
Catholics.
Our faith is not primarily an internal
business, something negotiated between
the individual and the invisible Lord.
Rather, it shows up physically and publicly, through bodies. Once again, I
would hope that our fasting from togetherness will heighten our appreciation for
this incarnational density of our faith.
So, Catholics, don’t get discouraged.
Rather, use this time of deprivation and
abstention to awaken a deeper love for
the Church in its Eucharistic, symbiotic,
and incarnational distinctiveness.
Adapted from wordonfire.org n
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FRIAR AT THE FRONTLINE
Andrea Dovio is a 44-year-old Franciscan
friar, a member of the Seraphic Province of
Umbria. He is also a medical doctor who
specialised in internal medicine. He was
ordained a priest in Assisi in June 2018
and was stationed at the Portiuncula friary
there.
When the coronavirus began to bring
terrible suffering and death to his country,
he made a request to his Minister
Provincial.
He says, ‘At the outbreak of the emergency, I asked myself, how can I best
serve my neighbour? Listening to the
reports of the epidemic and the repeated
appeals of the political and health authorities, I felt a sense of solidarity with so
many friends and colleagues serving at
the front line, together with the desire to
help the people, the sick, as both the
Pope and our Provincial Minister have
invited us to do.’
He continues, ‘Moreover, history has

andrea Dovio OFM: friar and doctor.
always seen religious in the front line in
plagues, even though I am aware that we
are not in the 1600s and certainly some
models are not applicable today.’
With his request accepted, the friar
found himself working in the hospital in
Totona. His patients know that he is a friar
and that is a comfort for many of them.
He realises that hundreds of medical

personnel and priests have died during the
pandemic, and he is honest about his fear.
He says, ‘I am here out of love for the Lord
Jesus, because it is from his words and his
gestures that the meaning of service flows.
During this pandemic, like all my
Franciscan brothers, I felt the need to
rethink my activities so that I could help
those in need.’ n

HOLY LAND COLLECTION
POSTPONED

Jericho: helping the needy.
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Pope Francis postponed the traditional
Good Friday collection for the Holy Land.
It will now take place on Sunday 13
September.
The collection, taken up at the request
of the Pope, is administered by the
Franciscans.
The Franciscan Custody of the Holy
Land uses the collection to carry out its
mission of preserving most of the shrines
connected with the life of Jesus as well as
for providing pastoral care to the region’s
Catholics, running schools, operating charitable institutions and training future priests
and religious.
The Vatican press office released
some details of how the money was used
from the 2019 collection, which totalled
more than $8.2 million. More than $3.2 million was spent on the training of seminarians, priests and religious in the region;
another $3 million went to subsidising
schooling and educational activities for
young people, including at Bethlehem
University; and nearly $2 million was used
to provide emergency assistance and support to impoverished people. n

Free at last: Eamon O’Driscoll takes
a break from the lockdown and
enjoys the sunshine outside
Merchants’ Quay friary, Dublin.
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The annual novena in honour of St Anthony has been postponed from its usual dates in June.
It will now be celebrated from 23 September to 2 October
2020 in the Franciscan churches throughout Ireland.
The novena, attended by many thousands each year, cannot
take place in June due to present restrictions on public worship during the pandemic.
Minister Provincial, Fr Aidan McGrath OFM, stated, ‘I am
delighted that, all going well, by September our churches will
be opened again for public worship and people will be able to
attend the novena to St Anthony, always a wonderful celebration of faith and prayer.
‘What better way to give thanks to our Patron Saint for
accompanying us through these difficult times than to be able
to visit the shrines of St Anthony and take part in the novena
in our friary churches.’
ST ANTHONY NOVENA:
23 SEPTEMBER – 2 OCTOBER
MORE DETAILS LATER AT YOUR LOCAL FRIARY.

Beloved saint: statue of St anthony in
adam and Eve’s church, Dublin.

FRANCISCANS
INTERNATIONAL:
30 Years at the United Nations
Franciscans International (FI) is an international non-governmental human
rights organisation with General Consultative status with the United Nations.
Through its role at the UN, FI seeks to promote and protect human rights and
environmental justice.
Minister General, Michael Perry OFM, states, ‘Through its presence in New
York and Geneva, FI amplifies the voices of our sisters and brothers working
at the grassroots, those who live in conditions that are contrary to the will of
God and an affront to human freedom and dignity. As we face the present
challenges in the world, we remain convinced that FI’s role as our voice at the
UN remains as important as ever.’
To mark the 30th anniversary of this Franciscan Family’s ministry, an online
book has been made freely available. The stories and reflections it contains
offer a window into the work of FI, both past and present.
The free 60-page book can be downloaded at www.ofm.org/news-media/
June/July 2020
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GOD’S
WORK
OF
ART
Francis Cotter OFM
reflects on our
God-given beauty
and dignity.
ne of my favourite lines of
Scripture is, ‘We are God’s work
of art, created in Christ Jesus to
live a life of goodness as from the beginning God has meant us to live it’
(Ephesians 2:10). What an astonishing
declaration of our God-given nobility and
purpose!
The Scriptures love the image of God
as the potter, shaping and moulding with
care and purpose. The artist dealing with
a work of art does so with attention,
almost with reverence. There is joy and
pride in one’s creative work. The artist
looks at it from all angles, bringing it into
the light to see it better. And we are
God’s masterpiece. It has rightly been
said, ‘God is not mad with you; he is mad
about you!’
In 2006, on the day he was inaugurated in his ministry as Successor of
Peter, Pope Benedict spoke of this Godgiven dignity each person has. ‘We are
not some casual and meaningless product
of evolution. Each of us is the result of a
thought of God. Each of us is willed, each
of us is loved, each of us is necessary.’
To put it more prosaically: If God had a
fridge your picture would be on it. If God

O
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had a wallet your photo would be in it.
Before we know, love and serve God, he
knows, loves and serves us. God knows
us into existence, loves us into freedom
and serves us into the divine life. In the
warmth of his loving gaze we flourish.
Ingrained Resistance
Yet, for many, this statement of faith
would simply be too good to be true.
‘God’s work of art – me?’ One of the odd
realities of the human condition is that we
tend to be evasive when strong love or
appreciation comes our way. You would
imagine we would be delighted to welcome such experiences. But for many
people, if not most, because of the
wounds and baggage we carry from the
past, there is something in us that resists
accepting the loving affirmation wholeheartedly.
The Indian Jesuit, Anthony de Mello,
was renowned as a spiritual director. He
wrote that it may seem strange ‘but the
tolerance of most people for positive feelings is small. They have a deep-seated
sense of unworthiness. This makes them
instinctively turn away from any but the
briefest exposure to pleasure and joy, or

they feel guilty about it or unworthy or
whatever.’
It is important to notice this ingrained
resistance in ourselves, especially when
we pray. When the touch of grace is
given us, when we do glimpse that we
are indeed the Lord’s beloved work of art
– then it is very important to consciously
stay with the feelings and joy of being
cherished.
That is why it is vital to linger on a line
from Scripture like this quote, to repeat it
as a mantra and give the time needed for
the truth to sink in. This awareness of
God’s personal love is basic for our life of
faith since too many have a Christian
vocabulary rather than a Christian experience.
When the Word is received in
morsels, as it were, and accepted and
assimilated into our hearts and minds
then it has the chance to take root,
become fruitful and influence our thinking,
feelings and actions. Then when the hard
times come – whether a global pandemic
or more personal suffering of whatever
sort – we are able to stand firm because
we are rooted deeply in the truth of who
we are in God’s eyes.
St Anthony Brief

Secure in Insecurity
Now it is obvious to me and others that I
am a work in progress – the Artist has
not completed his task. When I understand this truth, I can have patience with
myself. God is not finished with me yet,
nor with anyone else. Therefore, I can
recognise the blemishes and faults without getting disheartened and becoming
discouraged. God’s love is still at work
deep within, bringing the beauty out – if I
do not refuse the unfathomable action of
his Spirit.
This truth of my identity accepted
brings a calm patience with myself and
with God’s timing in my life – and a gentle tolerance with the failings of others.
Each of us is a work in progress – thank
God! Self-acceptance in God’s love and
an openness to change are both vital
ingredients in Christian living. It softens
the heart towards ourselves and others.
‘God’s work of art’ – when this certainty seeps in it changes our perspective
on life. It fosters a sense of abiding trust.
The American Franciscan Richard Rohr
has defined faith as ‘the security to be
insecure’. We can be insecure in not
knowing how things are going to turn out,
insecure in situations beyond our

resources and abilities, and yet paradoxically, at the same time, we can be secure
in trust – trust in God’s providence and
provision for his beloved child.
I remember leading a retreat day for
married couples. Most had adult children,
many of whom had drifted away from the
practice of their faith. When that topic
came up in discussion there was a sadness that their children did not share their
own faith commitment.
But along with the sadness there was
a real concern. Those parents knew that
there is no life without suffering. They
also knew how their faith in the constant
love of God has sustained and supported
them in times of sorrow and failure. They
feared for their children who faced the
harshness of life without a strong awareness of God’s presence, without a fundamental conviction that no matter what
happened in their lives it would not be
outside the scope of the Lord’s eternal,
personal love, that they could not fall out
of God’s hands.
I recently read an article by the chaplain at a third level college in Ireland. He
noted that the quiet room, the place designated for prayer, is mostly empty during
the year. However, during Freshers’

Week there was a long queue for the
psychic who promised information about
the future, at a hefty charge, of course.
The search for security in some ‘knowledge’ about the future in a counterfeitspiritualism becomes more necessary
when confidence in God’s provident love
is absent. This search can lead into
treacherous spiritual cul-de-sacs.
I love Psalm 89, a prayer that celebrates God’s fidelity towards his people.
In particular I am always encouraged by
the words that speak of the strength of
his promise, a promise renewed each
day, ‘I will never take back my love. My
truth will never fail. I will never violate my
covenant nor go back on the word I have
spoken’ (89:34,35). The confidence we
have, the trust we hold, the hope we
carry rest on God’s faithfulness.
A Life of Goodness
‘We are God’s work of art’ – all of us!
What is true for me is true for each person. For some, that might sound like bad
news because they cannot see the good
in certain people. ‘I can’t imagine how
God would love so and so!’
If each person is truly God’s work of
art in progress, someone to whom God is

Work in
progress:
God is not
finished
with
me yet.
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committed in love – that has serious
implications for how I must treat them. I
cannot write people off because they are
different from me or because of tensions
between us.
Some years ago, celebrating
Christmas Midnight Mass in the Women’s
Prison in Dublin, Fr Peter McVerry told
the women, ‘Many people want to hear
about God’s infinite love for them, but
they don’t want to hear about God’s infinite love for you prisoners. God came in
person to tell us of God’s love for everyone, including you, along with all those
others in our society, Travellers, homeless people, poor people, addicted people
and those who are often stigmatised,
unwanted, pushed aside, denied accommodation and treated like inferior human
beings.’
With our great personal dignity comes
serious personal responsibility not an
excuse for complacency. ‘We are created
in Christ Jesus to live a life of goodness.’
Of all the arts, the art of living a good
life is the greatest.
In the working out of God’s saving will
for our world, we each have a place and
purpose; there is no one without a role
and function to fulfil. Service of whatever
sort is not optional in the Christian life –

we have been ‘created’ for it. In all this,
the Lord primarily wants our availability
not our capability. He will give us the ability if we open our lives.
Spiritual maturity is never an end in
itself. We grow up in order to give out. A
non-serving Christian is a contradiction in
terms. We are created to add to life on
earth, not just to take from it.
Blessed to Bless
Recently, I listened to a talk given by
Richard Rohr. He said that some years
ago he realised that many of his talks in
parishes and retreat centres were to nice
people who were looking only for spiritual
comfort. They merely wanted a version of
the Gospel that would make them feel
good about themselves and not challenge or disrupt their lives in any way.
The message of Christ had been tamed
and domesticated.
He said he decided in future he would
give his time to those people and groups
who were serious about conversion, serious about living the Gospel in justice and
service, serious about seeking to please
God more than themselves.
Real prayer is not sterile but wells up
into service. A genuine understanding of
my beauty and dignity in God’s eyes

opens my own eyes in reverence for the
God-given dignity of each person. Our
growing awareness that we are indeed
God’s work of art is not about massaging our egos or focusing on spiritual
highs. It flows into Christ-like compassion and unselfish generosity – ‘a life of
goodness’.
We are blessed that we might
become a blessing for others; nourished
on God’s goodness that we might be
strong in love; filled with mercy that our
lives might bear the fruit of mercy. This
dynamic is fundamental – a movement
outward from a secure centre.
It is also an essential element of any
effort in evangelisation. It is rightly said
the world doesn’t care what you know
until they know that you care. Many of us
probably still need to pray – Lord, grant
me fire in my heart to melt the lead in my
feet!
We have immense potential for good
because of God’s grace and strength in
us. This potential is actualised in love as
the fruit of the Spirit is allowed grow in
us. We are created for a purpose, a
divine purpose. ‘We are God’s work of
art, created in Christ Jesus to live a life of
goodness as from the beginning God has
meant us to live it.’ n

Goodness: The art of living a
good life is the greatest art.
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Gearóid
Ó Conaire OFM
reports from a
changed Cuba.
The solitary
pastor: Gearóid
at the church on
palm Sunday.

Strange
Times
in Cuba
ike everyone around the world, we
have been living a restricted
lifestyle for the last two months
due to Covid-19. The restrictions really
began on 24 March when the government announced the closing of the country to tourism, initially only allowing
Cuban citizens and foreign residents to
come in. At that time there were nearly
60,000 tourists on the island. They were
obliged to move to designated hotels
rather than hostels and family-run establishments which are very popular for
tourists. Then all of these people slowly
left the country. Eventually, the airports
were closed to practically all air traffic,
apart from some emergency flights taking tourists home. Even now there are
still some tourists who did not manage to
make it back to their home countries
before borders closed.
The population of Cuba is eleven million. As I write this article in mid-May,
from 2,460 tests yesterday, 22 people
tested positive; to date there have been
79 deaths, but none occurring yesterday.
Of the 1,862 patients diagnosed with the
illness, there are 321 confirmed cases in

L
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hospital with the remainder mostly having recuperated. The trend is close to the
peak and to commencement of a downward spiral. However, the country is not
ready to open up yet. In general, the
feeling is that the authorities have the
virus under control, even though the
restrictions continue to be in place.
I personally had arranged to be in
Ireland in May, but as the old proverb
goes, ‘Man proposes, but God disposes.’
From a Church point of view, like in so
many other countries, we do not have
any collective public worship, such as
Mass or the celebration of the sacraments.
We are a fraternity of four friars. We
celebrate Mass most mornings in a
closed church. Initially, we opened the
church every morning for private prayer,
with the exposition of the Blessed
Sacrament. We have reduced this to
three mornings a week. Most days about
a dozen people come along with their
masks, which are obligatory on the street
and in public places, find a bench sufficiently distant from others – which with
so few coming is not a problem – and

pray. As friars we make ourselves available should someone wish to include an
intention in the Mass or discuss some
personal or pastoral issue. As we have
sent the parish secretary home and some
of the other helpers, we answer the
phone or deal with whatever emerges.
Holy Week
The Holy Week celebrations were in private, similar to most other countries. Two
of our friars had already committed
themselves to help out in a country
parish without a priest. The Archdiocese
of Havana has more priests, as one
would expect, due to the population size
and the need for many religious to have
a presence in the capital. As a result, it
has fewer parishes without priests than
the other ten dioceses in Cuba. Up until
1998 when Pope John Paul II made his
historic visit, the government limited the
number of priests on the island to one
hundred. After his visit, the authorities
allowed more priests and religious to
come in, which has contributed enormously to the pastoral accompaniment of
the people everywhere.
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After coronavirus struck, we presumed there was no need for the two friars to travel to the rural parish for Holy
Week as arranged, as they would be celebrating privately in the church.
However, the Archbishop, Cardinal Juan
de la Caridad Garcia, encouraged the friars to be physically present in the parish.
At that time there were no registered
cases of the virus there, so when the friars arrived there were certain suspicions
by some of the authorities about whether
these foreigners could be ‘carriers’.
Eventually, everything was cleared up
and the friars, along with a group of religious Sisters and a few lay people, celebrated the Easter Triduum.
Meanwhile, two friars, myself and
Jesús Aguirre Garza, a Mexican friar,
took turns in our parish church in
Havana, Santa Cruz de Jerusalén, in celebrating liturgies during Holy Week.

Whether we like to admit it
or not, sometimes well-prepared liturgies are done with an
element of trying to impress,
rather than primarily to give
praise and lead the faithful into
an experience of encounter
with the Lord. Our egos can so
easily get in the way. We both
deeply missed having the people and would not like a repeat
of this style of Holy Week ever
again. Having said that, we
were aware of something different; that not having a congregation allowed us to personally connect with aspects of
each liturgy on a personal
level, that in the past may
have gone unnoticed!
St Francis talks about the
gift of fraternity; of the friars
repair work: Friar Jesús repaints
who are sent to live the Gospel
the statue of St anthony during
Evaluation
together. We don’t choose whom
the lockdown.
In an evaluation afterwards, we shared
we live with. We are called to
Internet
that, even though the people were
create fraternity with the raw materials of
Unlike many churches in Ireland or in
absent, apart from two lay people who
each friar – human and spiritual – often
other countries, during this emergency
helped with the liturgy and singing, we
flawed, but with a diversity of gifts and
we were limited in the way we could
tried to prepare each liturgy as though we
talents. During this week I was grateful to
communicate with the people, such as
were preparing it for a full church. This
have Jesús as my companion. He is a
included all of the physical preparations of
very creative, artistic and generous friar
live streaming liturgies or using the web
the altar and surroundings, normally assoin sharing his talents. Fundamentally, he
to interact. We could have done it, but it
ciated with each event, as well as some
looked after most of the physical prepadidn’t make sense, as most of our
creative additions, good music and wellrations of the altar and surroundings for
parishioners do not have smartphones or
prepared homilies, to help lead us into the
each liturgy. You see some of his work in
internet access.
spirit of each individual celebration.
the photos accompanying this article.
Since about a year, it is possible to
access the internet with 3G and, more
recently, 4G. However, the cost for most
people is prohibitive. For example, a
retired teacher’s pension is less than ten
U.S. dollars a month. One hour on the
internet costs about one U.S. dollar.
From what I remember when internet
first became available in most countries,
it was expensive. Cuba has a built-in disadvantage to bringing prices down and
that is the lack of competition. At the
moment, there is only one state provider.
More recently, encouraged by one of
the few younger women in the parish, I
was compiling a list of parishioners and
their contact details to set up a
WhatsApp group. We have about 30
people so far. The objective is to keep
people informed about activities as well
as a limited amount of materials for
human and spiritual formation. We don’t
want to overburden people with materials, which is good in itself, but important
restoration: Friars Wagner and Jesús return the repainted statue
in Cuba where purchasing data is expensive.
to its place.
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In time, this approach will increase
the potential for us to reach more of the
faithful and to reach out to the unevangelised. Many of the people, who have relations abroad, get their phones topped-up
by them.
Age Profile
As I may have shared in previous articles, the age profile of our parish community is on the older side of the equation. This also has had consequences for
our ministry, as most of them are
cocooned or confined to their homes,
with very occasional outings. Ordinarily,
our parish ministers to the sick and those
who are housebound through a group of
lay ministers and with visits by the friars.
We have a Caritas office which
responds to some of the primary needs
of those struggling. However, the woman
responsible is a very energetic 88-yearold – I do not exaggerate – so is herself
confined to her home, although very
reluctantly. She turns up occasionally at
the church insisting on being allowed to
continue her work.
In the meantime, we keep in touch,
as much as possible, through phone
conversations with the people. We also
can pass by the door of their houses and
converse with them at a distance.
People are allowed to leave their
house to shop and do other essential
business. One must recognise the very
good initiatives by the civil authorities to

attend to older people living alone by
ensuring the delivery of hot meals to
them twice a day.
Queuing
Some of you might be aware that in
Cuba to queue for long periods is a normal activity even at the best of times.
One of our parishioners recounted
that since the beginning of the lockdown
he has queued up on fifteen occasions,
mostly for food. The average waiting
time was four to five hours, the longest
being nine hours to purchase a bag of
chicken.
Owing to the increased restrictions,
the reduced public transport on which
most people rely, and the closure of
many privately-run establishments, such
as shops and restaurants, access to food
has become more challenging.
The government provides some of
the basics through a sort of ration card,
but for many that is insufficient, so they
have to forage. This has led to some
challenges related to safety and social
distancing with large groups of people
congregating and waiting in line, very
often for several hours.
Healthcare Workers
With God’s help the country will begin to
open up again and people will get back
to earning a living. We also look forward
to celebrating in our church and to
organising the work of evangelisation,

taking into consideration this very new
reality.
The government has worked to save
lives and it’s clear they do not want to
open the economy until it is safe, as they
seek to control the spread of the virus
and the potential for second and third
phases of infections. The health service
has done an amazing job in dealing with
the pandemic and in keeping the mortality rate so low. Every night at 9.00pm the
people clap and sound the car horns to
honour all the brave and committed
health workers who are putting their lives
in danger to save others.
Pope Francis regularly prays for and
praises the contribution of healthcare
workers. On one of these occasions he
said that ‘every day, we witness the testimony of courage and sacrifice of healthcare workers and nurses, in particular,
who, with professionalism, self-sacrifice
and a sense of responsibility and love for
neighbour, assist people affected by the
virus, even to the point at putting their
own health at risk. Sadly, this can be
seen in the high number of healthcare
workers who have died as a result of
their faithful service.’
He also said, ‘I pray for them – the
Lord knows them by name – and for all
the victims of this epidemic. May the
Risen Lord grant to each of them the
light of heaven and to their families the
consolation of faith.’
gfoconaire@gmail.com n

prayer: Exposition of the
Blessed Sacrament during
the lockdown.
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Chennai,
India.

Cana,
Holy
land.

MISSION DIGEST
LOVE IN A TIME OF PANDEMIC

In these days, the friars throughout the world continue to witness to Christ’s love.

Santiago,
Chile.

Manila,
philippines.

New
Orleans,
uSa.
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ST ANTHONY FEAST DAY 13TH JUNE
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HOW TO MAKE YOUR NOVENA:
Offer your prayers in a Novena of Nine or Thirteen Tuesdays, or of Nine consecutive days.
If convenient, say your prayers in church, or before the statue or picture of the Saint.
Receive the Sacraments during your Novena. Strive to copy in your life some
virtuous practice of the Saint. Promise alms for the Franciscan Missionaries.
“St Anthony’s Bread” is your offering – in thanksgiving or petition –
for the Saint’s intercession with God. These alms are used for the
Franciscan missions for which St Anthony is the patron and provider.

Please find enclosed...................... as a donation towards St Anthony’s Bread,
please forward me ............. Lilies as soon as possible.

✂

St Anthony’s Lily will be blessed on his Feast Day.
The blessed lily will reach you shortly after June 13th.
Send an offering for the missions with your order.
✂
––––––––––– ORDER FORM –––––––––––
Name: .........................................................................................................................................................................................................
Address: .....................................................................................................................................................................................................
A leaflet explaining the blessing and the use of St Anthony’s Lily accompanies each order.
Please make cheques/postal orders payable to: Franciscan Missionary Union and return with this Order Form to:

FRANCISCAN MISSIONARY UNION, 4 MERCHANTS’ QUAY, DUBLIN 8, D08 XY19.

Living
the Joy
of the
Gospel
as a Franciscan Friar!

Join us in a life of…
Prayer, Brotherhood, and Loving Service
Contact: Brother Pat Lynch OFM, Director of Pastoral Care of Vocations
Franciscan Vocations Office, Franciscan Friary, Merchants’ Quay, Dublin 8, DO8 XY19

Mobile: 087 1346267 Email: brpatofm@hotmail.com
Web: www.franciscans.ie

