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From the Editor
What is Really Essential?
Well, we have just had the experience of St Patrick’s Day here in
Dublin and at many other locations throughout the country and
internationally. What a spectacle! The event is certainly good for
showcasing the country and ensuring that Ireland remains on the
tourist destination map. And that is not a bad thing. Great credit
is due to all who organise, finance and participate.
However, I was left wondering, ‘What are we celebrating?’
The feast, in truth, is not about promoting Irish-ness but about
Br Stephen O’Kane OFM
acknowledging in gratitude the gift of Christianity which Patrick
transmitted to our ancestors and which we in turn continue to value and believe and pass on to others,
as best we can. I heard someone recently say that the display, as we know it now, is a sort of Spring
Halloween, where people dress up in costumes and often drink too much. The secularisation of what
are Christian occasions proceeds at a staggering pace!
In this light, what Fr Walter Gallahue has
written in his article in this issue is well
worth reading. Many of us can identify
with his recollection of his youth and the
narrowness and scrupulosity that sometimes was part of that time. Thankfully,
experience taught him to look at the bigger picture and out of that came a liberation, a freedom and a focus on what is
really essential.
And what is really essential? LOVE.
Love of God: his love for us and our
love for him, made clear in the way we
relate to other people.

Sometimes a warm
hello can make the
difference.

As you will see from this issue, during 2019 Franciscans are marking a particular manifestation of that
love. This year is the eight-hundredth anniversary of the meeting of St Francis with Sultan al-Malik alKāmil, in 1219. It was to communicate the love of God for us made manifest in Jesus Christ, that
Francis risked his life to cross the enemy lines and speak with the Muslim Sultan. How very apt we
recall this encounter at this time of great sadness after the recent madness in New Zealand.
Let us pray always for those who reach out in love to the other, the person different from us. Even
where we live, is there any small thing we can do to reach out and make that person feel a little more
welcome? Something as small as a warm smile and hello can make the difference.
All of us here at the FMU office wish you, our faithful supporters, a very happy Easter. We rejoice in
the Lord’s love for us and his willingness to die for us. May we in turn love those around us, in our
families and beyond, and when our time comes may we share in that marvellous resurrection in which
we put our hope.
– Stephen O’Kane OFM
(director.fmu@franciscans.ie)
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A 13th century
painting of the
famous meeting

The Sultan and the Saint
ight hundred years ago, our
Seraphic Father St Francis set
sail for Egypt, finally fulfilling a
long-held dream of reaching out to
Muslims. He arrived at the camp of the
crusading army, among Latin Christians
who through years of preaching and the
rhetoric of holy war had been taught to
scorn Muslims. Those same Muslims had
every reason to scorn Francis, assuming
that he, like most in the crusader camp,
was an enemy and not a bearer of peace.
We today celebrate what no one at
that moment could have foreseen: that a
Spirit-filled man with nothing of his own
crossed the battle lines unarmed to
request a meeting with the Sultan, was
received with grace by that Sultan,
enjoyed an extended period of hospitality
with the Muslim leader, and emerged from
the visit to reflect anew on the mission of
the Friars Minor.
Francis returned safely to his homeland profoundly moved by the encounter
and crafted a new and creative vision for
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This year marks the 800th
Anniversary of the encounter
between St Francis and
Sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil in
1219. In a Letter to the
Franciscan Family and to
all our Muslim sisters and
brothers, Michael Perry
OFM, Minister General of
the Order, reflects on what
that historic event means
for us today.
his brothers about how they could go
among the Muslims, about the things friars could do and say ‘that would please
God’.
A Call from the Church
The anniversary of Francis’ encounter

with al-Malik al-Kāmil at Damietta in 1219
beckons us to ask again what deeds and
words, amid the pluralism and complexity
of the world today, would be pleasing to
God.
St John Paul II recalled this mission of
dialogue, most especially when he called
religious leaders of the world to our spiritual home, Assisi, in 1986 to witness
there the transcendent quality of peace.
He told those gathered that the ‘permanent lesson of Assisi’ consisted in Francis’
‘meekness, humility, deep sense of God,
and commitment to serve all’. Popes
Benedict XVI and Francis likewise invited
religious leaders to make pilgrimage to
Assisi and pray there for peace, and Pope
Francis invoked the intercession of the
Poverello during his own trip to Egypt,
praying that Christians and Muslims truly
call one another brothers and sisters, living in renewed fraternity under the sun of
the one merciful God.
It is thus the universal Church calling
the Franciscan Family to animate this
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Film: For a ‘docudrama’
on the famous meeting see
www.sultanandthesaintfilm.com

interreligious fraternity in the peaceful
spirit of our Seraphic Father. The Church
calls us to raise up this seminal moment
in our history, the journey of St Francis to
Egypt, to open ourselves anew to the
transformation the Saint of Assisi experienced, and to walk together with Muslims
and people of all faiths as fellow travellers, as builders of civility, and most fundamentally, as sisters and brothers, children of Abraham, our father in faith.
Meet a Muslim!
I encourage the Franciscan Family to celebrate this anniversary as a moment
when the light of the Gospel can open
one’s heart to see the imago Dei in a person one regards with fear and distrust, or
even worse, in a person one has been
urged to hate. I invite you all to take time
this year to study and prayerfully reflect
on how, in your local situation, the
courage and openness to the Spirit seen
in the Nile Delta so long ago might live
afresh in you.
We live in a time when people of various faiths traffic on the demonisation of
Muslims and incite others to fear them.
Aside from study and prayer about the
themes of encounter and dialogue, I
encourage followers of Francis who lack
much personal exposure to Islam to recall
the experience of our founder by taking a
6

simple and concrete step: meet a Muslim.
Get to know him or her, beyond the pleasantries of a cup of tea and social nicety.
Try to learn and appreciate what experience of God animates him or her and
allow your Muslim friend to see the love
God has poured into your heart through
Christ.
Despite the Second Vatican Council’s
insistence that Muslims, with us, “adore
the one and merciful God” (Lumen
Gentium, 16), many voices somehow
sadly insist that dialogue between
Christians and Muslims is impossible.
Many contemporaries of St Francis and
the Sultan agreed, seeing conflict and
confrontation as the only response to the
challenge of the other.
A Different Option
The examples of Francis and the Sultan
witness a different option. One can no
longer insist that dialogue with Muslims is
impossible. We have seen it, and we continue to see it in the lives of many
Franciscans and their Muslim brothers
and sisters who, with sincere and loving
hearts, share the gifts that God has given
them through their respective faiths.
Fidelity to Francis’ vision involves
sharing with humility. Indeed, the distinctively Christian gift we have to share with
our Muslim sisters and brothers is not

merely a humble Christian, but the experience of a humble God. Unique in his age,
Francis praised God by saying, ‘You are
humility,’ and spoke about the ‘sublime
humility’, the ‘humble sublimity’ of God.
The Christian heart’s quest for God finds
rest in the humility of the Crib and the
Cross, signs of a God who stoops down
in service and humbles himself for love of
us. Francis invites us to reflect that divine
humility to those we meet by taking the
first step in service and in love. Moreover,
fidelity to Francis’ vision calls us to
receive the beliefs and believers of other
faith traditions with a sense of reverence,
with hearts and minds open to the presence of God in such an encounter.
I recognise that there are some in the
Franciscan Family, who live as minorities
in the lands of their birth or adoption, find
themselves caught up in political and sectarian strife, and may feel the threat of
violence, as do many today in the land
Francis once visited. In some countries,
Christians and Muslims share the pains of
social injustice and political instability. I
invite you to reflect on another of the
names Francis used in his Praises of
God, ‘You are patience’, or as Muslims
invoke God, Yā Ṣabūr – ‘O Patient One!’
Francis himself learned the virtue of
patience through his ministry among lepers, through the challenges of his travels,
St Anthony Brief

and through trends he saw in the Order at
the end of his life, when his own brothers
abandoned some of the ideals he cherished. Francis meditated at length on the
patient love Christ showed in his Passion,
coming eventually to identify patience as
an attribute of a merciful God. ‘You are
patience.’
God follows a schedule unknown to
us, and God stirs the hearts of women
and men in ways unknown to us. Francis
struggled to understand God’s plan for
those who failed to follow Christ as Lord,
and Francis found refuge in the prayer of
praise that God is patience. May God
grant the grace of patience to each of us
as we learn to live together.
Peace and Harmony
To our Muslim sisters and brothers, let me
say how warmly we Franciscans remember the hospitality shown to our Holy

Father Francis when his life was at risk.
The interest many Muslims have shown in
commemorating this anniversary testifies
to the desire for peace expressed any
time a Muslim greets a fellow believer. I
pray that this year will deepen the brotherhood we share under the God who created all things in the heavens and on the
earth and that this bond continues to
strengthen long after 2019. God could
have made us all the same, but God did
not. With you, your Franciscan sisters and
brothers are eager to show the world that
Christians and Muslims can and do live
alongside each other in peace and harmony.
Let us never forget that the example of
St Francis was a life of ongoing conversion. As a youth, he was repulsed by lepers, but an act of mercy changed his heart
and “what had seemed bitter to me was
turned into sweetness” (Testament, 3).

That moment, the beginning of Francis’
life of penance, is intimately linked to
Francis’ experience at Damietta in 1219.
Francis’ heart had been opened by lepers
before, and when he found himself in the
presence of a Muslim he had been taught
to hate, it was opened once more. The
biblical call to conversion is echoed in the
Qur’an’s repeated command to turn to
God, to avert evil with goodness and acts
of charity to society’s most vulnerable.
Believers today – regardless of the name
they use for God and the manner in which
they worship – are called to the same
courage and openness of heart. Amid the
groanings of the world for interreligious
understanding, may our humble, patient,
and merciful God show all of us the
deeds and words that are most pleasing
to God.
For the full Letter see
www.ofm.org n

A Brother Seeking Peace
In February, Pope Francis went to the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the
first ever visit of a Pope to the Arabian Peninsula. Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed gifted the Pope a deed for the plot of land on
which the first church in the UAE was built. Pope Francis, in turn,
gave him a framed medallion of the meeting between St Francis
and the Sultan of Egypt, al-Malik al-Kāmil, in 1219.
During his visit he made several mentions of the historic
meeting between St Francis and the Sultan 800 years ago.
“For the first time a Pope has come to
the Arabian Peninsula. And Providence
willed that it be a Pope named Francis,
800 years after St Francis of Assisi’s
visit to Sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil. I have
thought often of St Francis during this
journey: he helped me to have the
Gospel and the love of Jesus Christ in
my heart, while living the various
moments of the visit. The Gospel of
Christ is in my heart, the prayer to the
Father for all his children, especially for
the poorest, for the victims of injustice,
of wars, of poverty; prayer so that the
dialogue between Christianity and Islam
is a decisive factor for peace in today’s
world…
With a heart grateful to the Lord, in
this eighth centenary of the meeting
between St Francis of Assisi and Sultan
al-Malik al-Kāmil, I have welcomed the
opportunity to come here as a believer
April/May 2019

thirsting for peace, as a
brother seeking peace with the
brethren. We are here to desire
peace, to promote peace, to be
instruments of peace…
‘Blessed are the meek’ (Matthew
5:5). Those who attack or overpower
others are not blessed, but rather those
that uphold Jesus’ way of acting, he who
saved us, and who was meek even
towards his accusers. I like to quote St
Francis when he gave his brothers
instructions about approaching the
Saracens and non-Christians. He wrote,
‘Let them not get into arguments or disagreements, but be subject to every
human creature out of love for God and
let them profess that they are
Christians.’ Neither arguments nor disagreements – and this also applies to
priests – neither arguments nor disagreements: at that time, as many peo-

Historic: Pope Francis and
Al-Azhar imam Sheikh Ahmed alTayeb embrace after signing the
historic document on
Human Fraternity.
ple were setting out, heavily armed, St
Francis pointed out that Christians set
out armed only with their humble faith
and concrete love. Meekness is important: if we live in the world according to
the ways of God, we will become channels of his presence; otherwise, we will
not bear fruit. n
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Confessions of an
Elderly Pastor
Healing mercy: ‘I understood my task
was to bring life, love and liberation.’

he Chinese have a saying, ‘May
you live in interesting times.’ Irish
people who came to adulthood in
the 1940s and 50s have lived through
extraordinary times both in the world and
in the Church.
People of my age, 80 this year, will
remember the family prayers, especially
the Rosary, said faithfully in most Catholic
homes in those years, and attending
Mass, especially on Sundays and during
Lent.
The teenagers of that era will remember particularly the experience of going to
Confession. Confession at that time had
little to do with an encounter with a loving
God. The threat of going to Hell gave us
great motivation to try and stay on the
straight and narrow. In our teenage years,
when we discovered that we were not disembodied spirits, but sexual beings, ‘creatures made of clay’, Confession often
became an experience of anxiety and
worry. We would confess to being tempted
by Bad Thoughts. The priest would want
to know if we gave into them and how
often. A classmate told me he had confessed to giving in to bad thoughts three
hundred times since his last Confession!
The anguish came from not being too sure
if you gave in or not. Some priests
required more clarity than the penitent
could give so the poor boy or girl would
end up a nervous wreck in attempting a

T
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clarity which they could not have. They
were left in a sort of limbo, unsure if they
had been truthful or not.
This Madness
The tragedy of all this was that, as young
adults, we could never be sure if we were
in God’s good books or not. This led to
great anxiety and the curse of scruples in
many cases. Suicide was not so common
in those days but it surely happened that
the agony of feeling that one was destined
for Hell must have led to some suicides.
In spite of this we experienced love
and sanity at home and it helped to keep
some sort of balance in our lives. I am not
aware of studies done on how this madness could become the norm. How could
it happen that God, who is love, was routinely experienced as a cruel monster?
Who was responsible for oversight in pastoral practice at that time? Is there any link
between various forms of abuse of young
people that subsequently came to light
and the unhealthy probing of sexual ‘sins’
in the confessional at that time? Did the
seeking for more clarity around sexual
sins say more about the priest’s prurient
curiosity than his ministry of helping young
people to come to Christ?
Our Baggage
These were the years when hundreds of
young men and women went to seminar-

Walter Gallahue OFM
shares a personal
odyssey, from an Irish
Catholic childhood to
a missionary life in
Zimbabwe, bringing
him ever-deeper into
the mystery of God’s
merciful goodness.
ies and religious orders every year. No
doubt we brought our baggage with us.
Some of these men and women never
really came to terms with their anxiety
over the need for certainty in relation to
confessing their sins and never experienced God who is love. In my own case I
was fortunate to meet a few wise priests
who were instrumental in taking away the
anxiety caused by all of the above and
allowed me to be free and happy in the
life to which God had called me. Is it possible to relate the departure of thousands
of men and women from priesthood and
religious life, soon after Vatican II, to having never experienced God as Father,
due to some of these previous experiences?
I was a novice in Killarney in the late
50s. At that time, Killarney was a very
popular place for priests to take their
annual holiday. Many would come to the
friary to celebrate morning Mass. Priests
would celebrate Mass individually at sidealtars during our meditation time.
It seemed to us that the one essential
requirement to celebrate a valid Mass
was to pronounce the words of consecration distinctly. Some poor priests were in
agony when it came to the consecration.
They would make several attempts to pronounce the words over the bread and
wine. They would keep repeating the
words, afraid that they had not done it
St Anthony Brief

properly. We who were nearby agonised
with them! What had happened to the joyous celebration of the greatest love the
world has known?
Great Tragedy
It seems to me that the great tragedy of
the pre-Vatican II Church was that we had
got away from the Word of God and were
now doing ecclesiastical mathematics. So
much of the focus was on externals. The
life-giving intention of the Sacrament got
less attention than the externals. I celebrated my First Mass about a year after
the end of Vatican II. Our sacramental
preparation was not influenced by the very
recent Council.
My recollection of that First Mass is
about two things: making sure I did not put
more drops of water in the wine than the
number allowed. The second is of being
anxious about pronouncing the words of
consecration properly. I doubt if I was the
only newly-ordained priest with these concerns. In all this focus on externals, where
was, to quote Padraig Pearse, ‘the dear
God who loves the people for whom he
died naked on the Cross’? Where were
the shepherds who should have called out
this nonsense for what it was?
In spite of all this, I believe that I
always had a deep sense that Jesus is
first and foremost about LIFE and that
being a priest is about sharing in that mission. A few months after ordination, I
returned to Ireland for one year. After 52
years I do not remember much about that
year before coming to Africa.
The Liberating Christ
One of my earliest experiences in Africa
was when I was called to minister to a
very sick man who lived at the foot of a
mountain, miles from anywhere. On the
way, the people told me that he had two
wives! ‘Dear God’, I thought, ‘what am I
going to do? Did our professor tell us that
he had to marry the first one or could he
choose?’ How I regretted not having paid
more attention in class! When I arrived
there the man was unconscious (thanks
be to God!), so I gave him absolution and
anointed him. I began to feel that there
has to be something better than this.
Not long after that, we had a visit
here in Zimbabwe from three renowned
theologians. They were Frs Bernard
Haring, Piet Franzen and Ireland’s Enda
McDonagh. They had been called to the
Vatican Council as experts. They told us
April/May 2019

that the Word of God is to be the soul of
all theology, liturgy and spirituality; that
Jesus came to give ‘Life to the Full’, ‘to
undo heavy burdens and let the
oppressed go free’. For the next 50 years
I saw my mission to make this as much a
reality as possible. Through preaching I
understood my task to bring life, love and
liberation everywhere. The confessional
was a special place of encounter with the
loving, life-giving and liberating Christ.
As I came to know the culture of the
Shona people more deeply, I found
myself challenged by the presence of
God in that culture and attitudes towards
failure and forgiveness.
If, for example, a man or woman
came to Confession and confessed the

Forgiveness without an understanding
of the destructive nature of the sin
achieves very little. I experienced that no
one will begin to pray and work for a
change of heart who has not accepted the
awful consequences of the sin they are
confessing. In all this it is the realisation of
God’s passionate love and acceptance
that is the source of confidence and hope.
Beautiful and Special
Over the years I wondered sometimes if I
have been faithful to what the Church
requires of me. Should I have asked
more? I happily leave all that in God’s
hands. It has been a great joy to have
been able to help people to see themselves through the eyes of God, beautiful

Confession: for
many in the past,
Confession was
an experience
of anxiety.
sin of adultery, I would never ask ‘how
often?’ It seemed to me that the very fact
of coming to receive the Lord’s forgiveness was already a genuine acknowledgement of the harm this sin was causing. I would rather concentrate on helping
him or her to see the consequences of
their action – in relation to their husband
or wife, children and God. I would ask if
they found real and lasting happiness
through this sin. I would suggest that it
can be a cop-out to say I have offended
God! This, I would say, is true but God is
saddened because you are looking for
happiness where it cannot be found. If
your son or daughter is behaving badly,
you are upset and worry about what will
become of them if they continue like this.
God is really sad because you are going
down a road that leads to death: the
death of love, relationship and truth.

and special, and to leave the confessional
happy and confident.
One of our missionaries here used to
say, ‘If you have come in the name of
Christ and do not bring freedom, what did
you come for?’
In the recent Year of Mercy, Pope
Francis said this to the priests chosen as
Missionaries of Mercy for that special
year, ‘You are to be a living sign of the
Father’s welcome to all those in search of
his forgiveness; facilitators for all, with no
one excluded, of a truly human
encounter, a source of liberation, rich with
responsibility for overcoming obstacles
and taking up the new life of Baptism
again; inspiring preachers of mercy, heralds of the joy of forgiveness, welcoming,
loving, and compassionate confessors,
who are most especially attentive to the
difficult situations of each person.’ n
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An Endangered Species:
Christians in the Middle East
M
any Christians would consider it
a blessing to live in the land
where Jesus Christ was born
and lived. But for some Christians who live
with the daily reality and not the romanticism of the land where the faith originated,
living as a religious minority in a place of
conflict — often tied to religion — it is considered more of a ‘misfortune’, said
Franciscan Fr Francesco Patton, the head
of the Holy Land Franciscans, also known
as the Custos.
One of the roles of the Franciscan friars, who tend to the dwindling flock of
Christians there, is to remind the ‘living
stones, as they often refer to Christians of
the Holy Land, that theirs is a special
vocation’, he said.
‘We have to insist that it is not a misfortune. It is a vocation and it is a special
vocation strictly linked to the vocation of St
Ignatius of Antioch who died a martyr for
the Lord. In many ways it is a martyrdom
to be a Christian in the Middle East,’ said
Fr Patton, an Italian Franciscan based in
Jerusalem, who navigates with his softspoken manner the religious and political
waters that come with life in the volatile
area.
Bridge-Building
Part of Fr Patton’s responsibility as Custos
is to take the experience of Christians in
the Middle East beyond the region’s borders and to speak of the good and the
not-so-great about modern-day life in the
land of Jesus’ birth, life and ministry, and
in nearby places where Christianity began
to spread to other parts of the Middle
East.
There is a Franciscan Monastery of
the Holy Land in Washington DC; part of
the monastery’s role is to host programmes aimed at educating others about
the Middle East and the cultural and religious traditions of the region. ‘It’s a very,
very difficult area. It’s an area where the
Franciscan friars for 801 years have tried
to do bridge-building between cultures,
bridge-building between religions, bridges
that bring people together in Islam,
Christianity and Judaism, to do the things
10

Rhina Guidos
interviewed Francesco
Patton OFM,
the Franciscan Custos
of the Holy Land.

that will be the foundation for any kind of
peace settlement that comes to that area,’
said Franciscan Fr Larry Dunham, the
Washington monastery’s Guardian.
‘Any peace agreement, if it’s not built
upon bridge-building efforts like the
Franciscans are doing’, he continued, ‘it’s
not going to work. Bridge-building between
cultures and religions is what we, the
Franciscans, have been about for 801
years and that’s the work I’m inspired by
and am proud of.’
Laboratories of Peace
It is work that stretches back to St Francis
and his now famous meeting in Egypt with
Sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil in 1219. St
Francis left Italy and met with the Sultan in
Damietta, Egypt, during
the Fifth Crusade and
that meeting produced a
dialogue about interfaith
conflict, war and the
search for peace.
Following in the
footsteps of St Francis,
the Franciscan Custos
advocates internationally for peace among
the inhabitants of the
Holy Land, regardless
of religion. In 2017, he
was one of several religious leaders who welcomed U.S. President
Donald Trump to
Jerusalem’s Church of
the Holy Sepulchre,
one of the holiest sites
in Christianity.
He later joined
other religious leaders
from Jerusalem to

send Trump a letter expressing concerns
about Washington’s involvement with
Israel, which resulted in relocating the U.S.
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, a
move that produced violence and added
fuel to an already tense situation.
To counter some of those long-running
and increasing tensions, the Holy Land
Franciscans offer programmes to help
Christians and other under-served communities with education, housing and peacebuilding projects. One such is a music
school called the Magnificat Institute, where
Christian, Jewish and Muslim student musicians from Jerusalem perform together.
Such projects, said Fr Patton, are ‘laboratories of peace’.

War Zones
Beyond the Holy Land, Fr Patton also oversees the work of friars in places like Jordan
and Syria, where Franciscans not only have
remained to serve the spiritual needs of
Christians in a time of war, in places such
as Damascus, Aleppo and Lattakiah, but
now have a project to help children and
other youth who have experienced war to

A suffering people:
Christ crucified carved
into a tree in Lebanon.
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overcome psychological trauma, Fr Patton
said.
The Franciscans’ pastoral work in the
war zone also includes helping Christians
find employment and open up economic
opportunities to stave off the Christian
exodus from their ancestral lands. ‘Our
pastoral work involves helping other
Christians understand how important it is
for them and the rest of the population to
have a Christian presence continue in all
the countries of the Middle East,’ he said.
Before the recent conflict broke out in
2001, Syria had more than 2.2 million
Christians living there, but today they
number less than 1 million. Christian pilgrims would visit sites such as the
Memorial of St Paul, the place where he
converted to Christianity, and the house
were Ananias baptised him. Both places
are in or near Damascus, Syria, and are
under the care of the Holy Land
Franciscans there.

A Little Flock
But the biggest challenge remains planting the seeds of reconciliation after the
violence and conflict. One friar told Fr
Patton that it is ‘easier to rebuild a house
than to rebuild coexistence’, particularly
after a person has had a family member
killed during war. ‘It is easier to hate others than to forgive. But without reconciliation and without forgiveness, it is
impossible to have a future,’ said Fr
Patton.
The work of the Franciscans in the
Holy Land has not gone unnoticed and
‘the good news is the number of young
people asking to give their lives as a
Franciscan in the Holy Land has
increased in the last three years’, Fr
Patton said.
The efforts, however, can only be
maintained with funding from benefactors
throughout the world. ‘I am a Franciscan,
so ours is the begging Order. We don’t

ask the poor, we ask the rich for money,’
Fr Patton said with a laugh.
But a big form of help that Christians
outside can provide to those who remain
in the troubled lands is moral support.
‘The Christian presence is a minority; we
are the little flock. When you are the little
flock, often you feel that you are not so
safe. The majority is, of course, more safe
than the minority.’
The struggle for Christians in the Holy
Land is great, but ‘we offer our weakness,
our openness, our contributions’ and try to
be the leaven in a troubled area, Fr Patton
said. Christians outside of the Holy Land
can show support by prayer, by making a
pilgrimage to the Holy Land, by donating
to projects there, but also by advocating
for them, particularly in places like
Washington and Brussels where international policy is crafted.
Adapted from
Catholic News Service n

A MEETING IN JERUSALEM
r Hyacinth Ennis OFM attended
the International Congress of the
Commissaries of the Holy Land,
which brought together 63 commissioners
from 51 countries at St Saviour’s
monastery in Jerusalem’s Old City. The
role of Commissaries throughout the
world is to promote knowledge of the Holy
Land among the faithful and to seek support, spiritual and practical, for the struggles of the Christian community there and
the work for peace, to organise pilgrimages and to promote the pontifical collection for the Holy Land.
This conference’s emphasis was on
how the Franciscans, who take care of
most Christian shrines in the Holy Land,
can further the true spirit of pilgrimage.
This was encapsulated in the conference’s theme, “The Pastoral Care of the
Pilgrimage: welcome, memory, evangelisation.” Experts from the Order, and outside, emphasised the importance of pro-
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moting pilgrimages to the Holy Land. The
conference stressed that pilgrims need
contact with friars, the reading of appropriate Scriptures at various sites, and the
right liturgy being available to them.
With the accent on pilgrimage as
evangelisation, Fr Russel Murray OFM
from the General Curia in Rome, said,
‘Pilgrimage includes all three words –
memory, welcome, and evangelisation –
because those who visit the Holy Land
remember a past story which returns to
be present; they are welcomed and they
welcome; and because a pilgrimage cannot be made in solitude but as the body of
Christ, these things experienced in depth
are evangelisation.’
Fr Michael Perry, the Order’s Minister
General, told the friars, ‘Our mission from
God calls us to welcome people, accompanying them all as brothers in the Holy
Land, and to bring the message of peace
and good to all corners of the world; what

Fr Hyacinth Ennis OFM.
Photo: Greg Friedman OFM.
God has made available for the future of
humanity gives great hope, much more
than we see today.’ n

On page 31 of this magazine
there are details of this year’s
Irish Franciscan Pilgrimage
to the Holy Land.
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Church Brief
Healing the Wounds of War
Sr Samia Syiej works in the city of Homs,
Syria, to give hope to a people shattered
by war.
The church of Altip, in the Bab AlSebaa district, just south of the Old Quarter
of Homs, is a social and pastoral training
centre. ‘Years ago it was a Catholic school,
but then the government banned all nonstate schools. Since then we have used it
as a catechetical centre, giving religious
instruction to young people and adults, and
we also hold social events and sports days
here,’ explains Sr Samia Syiej, who is in
charge of co-ordinating catechetical instruction for a group of Confirmation children.
Sr Samia is a member of the Sacred
Heart Sisters, a congregation founded in
Syria and inspired by Ignatian spirituality.
‘We have twelve houses throughout Syria. I
am also involved in pastoral work with
handicapped children. Our congregation is
very active and we pursue a range of initiatives, both pastoral and social,’ she continues.
Sr Samia points out the exact spot
where the bombs fell, close to the centre of
Altip, during the war that engulfed the
nation. ‘Local families have helped us to
repair two sections of the roof which were
destroyed by the bombing. But in addition
to everything else, what we now have to do
is to help repair not only the external damage but the damage within people’s hearts.
I am a religious, and my first responsibility
is to bear witness spiritually and help people. This is what moves me. We lived

through the war and witnessed it close up.
Teaching the faith in a
way that touches hearts
and minds is important in
helping to heal the
wounds.’
Working alongside Sr
Samia are a number of
young university students
who divide themselves
between the various different catechetical
groups and actively help
in this pastoral apostolate. A delegation from
the international Catholic
pastoral charity and pontifical foundation, Aid to
the Church in Need
(ACN), happened to visit
while they were endeavSr Samia: touching minds and hearts.
ouring to explain to the
ambush, he was captured by a rebel group
young boys and girls about the life of Jesus
and held a prisoner for months. Everybody
during his Passion and Crucifixion. One of
assumed he was dead, but miraculously he
these catechists is Haya Elias. ‘Sr Samia
succeeded in escaping. ‘I thank God, and I
taught us how to become closer to God,
thank the Sisters for never having given up
and now we are passing this on to those
praying for me. I am so grateful to them
who come after us.’ She is studying philostoday and so now I am helping them as a
ophy at university and has always been a
catechist.’
member of the group helping the Sisters.
The Church in Syria is very much alive,
‘I am very conscious that I owe my life
despite more than seven years of war. The
to God and to the prayers of people like Sr
priests and the religious, including the
Samia,’ says Jihad Alaji, a young man who
Franciscan friars and sisters in the country,
is currently unemployed. Jihad was in the
have become a fresh source of hope for
army of the Assad government, compulsothe people. ‘We have never stopped offerrily recruited to fight in the war. During an
ing our help, our prayers and our accompaniment. Everything is being done through
the collaboration of the priests, religious
and laity. We all work together to organise
these activities and, thanks be to God, we
have some very active young people,’ Sr
Samia continues.
In addition to co-ordinating the religious
instruction, Sr Samia also works in a home
for mentally handicapped children. ‘We
have always carried out ministries, even
during the bloodiest moments of the war.
Children and adults alike often need a word
of hope, and want to grow stronger in their
faith. During the summer we held a number
of youth camps, which gave fresh hope to
many people. This is what motivates us.’

Fresh hope: Sr Samia and children at the pastoral centre.
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‘The Risen Christ Embraces
and Illumines All Things’
O

Lomán
MacAodha OFM
shows how the
work of God’s love
in all things is celebrated in the
Easter Vigil.

n the night of Holy Saturday the
Christian community gathers
around the Easter fire to begin the
celebration of the Lord’s glorious
Resurrection.
The Easter Vigil liturgy offers a
panoramic view of how deep the ecology of
God’s reign of love is. It is a gathering of
those who are called God’s ‘beloved’. It
begins with the blessing of Brother Fire,
which provides the Light to enlighten all our
darkness, so that we can hear anew the
Word which traces God’s reconciling work
in the universe now.
It culminates with the invitation to those
who know themselves to be God’s beloved
through the sacraments of Baptism,
Confirmation and Eucharist. Each stage of
the vigil liturgy opens up the whole community to a deeper awareness of the intertwined relationships between God, neighbour, and our earthly home itself.

Light
‘Enlighten the darkness of our hearts,’ St
Francis prayed before San Damiano’s crucifix. It is the desire which draws the community of the beloved from the darkness of
night to embrace and celebrate the light
which comes from Brother Sun ‘who is the
day; and through whom you give us light.
And he is beautiful and radiant with great
splendour and bears a likeness to you,
Most High’ (Canticle of the Creatures).
Our planet depends on Brother Sun,
who enables the flourishing of life out of
Sister Air and Water, and Mother Earth, in
so many ways. The Sun symbolises the
Generous Giver of Life, self-giving for the
sake of others on this earth, enlightening
human eyes so that we can see and think
and thank, emerging out of our night-time
darkness.
We gather around Brother Fire ‘through
whom you light the night, and he is beautiful and playful and robust and strong’.

Paschal Candle
Brother Fire provides the light for the
Paschal Candle so that all the beloved
might exultantly praise the wonder of Jesus
made Christ who is the Light of all there is
14

in the Cosmos (see Ephesians 1;
Colossians 1; John 8:12).
To exult is to leap up or out, to dance
with joy. Our song, the Exultet, is a call to
all creation, the ‘hosts of heaven’ too, and
‘all corners of the earth’ to exult with all the
beloved who gather in the Name of the One
Beloved by God, who shares the Holy Spirit
of Fire with those who believe and trust in
the God who shares Divine Belovedness.
Our prayer is sung so beautifully in the
Exultet, ‘May this flame be found still burning by the Morning Star, the one who never
sets, Christ your Son, who, coming back
from death’s domain, has shed his peaceful
light on humanity, and lives and reigns for
ever and ever.’ So be it! The Paschal
Candle symbolises the Risen Christ. The
flame comes from the ‘work of bees and
your servants’ hands’.
Pope Francis sums up the Gospel of
God’s Creation by saying, ‘The ultimate
promise of other creatures is not to be
found in us (that is, human beings, however
beloved). Rather, all creatures are moving
forward with us and through us towards a
common point of arrival, which is God, in
that transcendent fullness where the Risen
Christ embraces and illumines all things’
(Laudato Si’ no. 83).
Busy bees, fragrant wax, servants’
hands, fire, air, heavenly lights, Morning
Star, human voices in song, the movement
of hands and feet, all share in exultation
over this candle-symbol of Christ, the Light
of the Cosmos, and the focus of all our
belovedness.

God’s Greatest Gift
Then, at the Service of the Word, all sit
back to listen to God’s Word and be
renewed in heart towards ‘a right faith, a
sure hope, and a more perfect love, with
wisdom and knowledge, so as to observe
God’s holy command of love’ (St Francis’
Prayer before the Crucifix).
We are being prepared for an act of
renewal of God’s Greatest Gift to all the
beloved in our Baptism/Confirmation. We
are immersed again in Light and Water.
Early on, Christians, when being baptised,
descended into an opening, dug in the
St Anthony Brief

ground filled with water, as if to respond
in symbolic form to St Paul’s question,
‘Are you unaware that we, who were
baptised into Christ Jesus, were baptised into his death?’ They were passing
through water to new life.
Those gathered are all in this
renewal together; all are called to
deepen in the Spirit our belovedness in
relation to God, our neighbours, and the
earth itself (for, ‘unto earth we shall
return’).
Sometimes new members are welcomed as they approach ‘the font of
rebirth’. All are invited to pray, ‘to humbly
invoke upon this font the grace of God’.
They also invoke the aid of the saints,
those beloved ones, hidden from sight
but now alive in the Risen Christ. They
are our witnesses by their lives of
response to the call to love God and all
those whom God calls beloved. ‘They
freely received God’s gift and shared it
with others’ (Laudato Si’ no. 159).

Life-Giving Womb
Having invoked the help of those who
have witnessed to Christ in their lives,
the celebrant takes the lit candle in two
hands and plunges it into the water of
the baptismal font as the Spirit transforms this watery tomb into a live-giving

New life: each one is the Beloved.
womb. This symbolic action carries its
own erotic dimensions.
The Creator, through the celebrant,
brings all things together in a down-toearth symbolic fashion for the renewing
of all creation, by calling on other sacred
stories of water: the wind blowing over
the waters at the dawn of creation, the
rainbow over the receding floods with
Noah, the dividing of the waters of the
Red Sea and the River Jordan, even the
water emerging with blood from the side
of the Crucified
Beloved Son.
The people
acclaim, as the
candle is lifted
up from the font,
‘Springs of water,
bless the Lord;
praise and exalt
him above all forever.’

Sister
Water

Water and the Spirit: the renewal of all creation.
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St Francis praised
God ‘through
Sister Water who
is very useful and
humble and precious and chaste’
(Canticle of the
Creatures). Jesus
promised ‘living
water’ to the
Samaritan woman
beside her village
well (John 4:10),

yet our present culture destroys even
village wells!
Pope Francis laments the ‘desertification of the soil, almost as a physical
ailment, and the extinction of a species
as a painful disfigurement’ (Laudato Si’
no. 89). The baptismal waters celebrated at Easter, flow into Holy Water
fonts, inviting people to dip their fingers
therein, to cross and bless themselves
again, with a renewed sense of
belovedness.
We need to be reminded that water,
all water, is beloved of God and ‘essential to human survival and, as such, is a
condition for the exercise of other
human rights’ (Laudato Si’ no. 30).
Water is precious from the beginning of creation on this earth and was
renewed by Jesus by his plunging into
the Jordan along with all his own broken and repentant people. Jesus himself bestows the Spirit on all who
believe in him, who go down with him,
so that we, as God’s beloved, can
share God’s grace of belovedness with
all creation.
Just as St Francis tried to do, at
great cost to himself, in following the
One who said, ‘Francis, rebuild my
Church. It is falling into ruin,’ we too
respond in hope, to the call in our own
day, at whatever cost.
The poet reminds us, ‘And did you
get / what you wanted from this life,
even so? / I did / and what did you
want? / To call myself beloved, to feel
myself / beloved on the earth’ (Late
Fragment by Ray Carver). n
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War and imprisonment
brought Francis of
Assisi to his knees.
Gerald Evans OFM
continues to reflect on
the saint’s life, and
what it can teach us.
t 25 years old, Giovanni
Bernardone (Francis of Assisi)
could be described as noble, courteous and gracious but also rather unstable, impetuous and hedonistic. Now his
life was to enter a different stage.
Unexpected and unpredictable twists and
turns brought Francis to his knees allowing a creative and merciful Providence to
begin reforming, reshaping, restructuring
and accompanying him in a new direction.
The detonating factor provoking this
change of heart and direction was Francis’
participation as a knight in a war between
Perugia and Assisi. The Middle Ages in
Italy were rife with strife as the emerging
bourgeois commercial class, to which
Francis belonged, entered into conflict in a
wrestle for power with the feudal noble
class to which St Clare belonged.
From what we can glean, Francis’ sensitive, poetic nature did not embody the
rough and tumble requirements for life as
a soldier or knight. His aspiration to do so
was what we term in spiritual discernment
as an ‘unrealistic ideal’ resulting from limited self-knowledge and a lack of discernment.

Thee Failed
Th
Knight

A

Wrong Direction
So, what made him take the plunge in that
direction? Possibly, many things.
The three telling and troubling motivations which plunged him headlong into the
war, besides the above-mentioned poor
self-knowledge and a lack of discernment,
were the follow I believe:
Firstly, there was his ever-present
impulsive nature, his modus operandi.
This unredeemed shadow side of his personality seems to have dogged Francis all
through his life. As we say in Spanish,
‘Precipitation is a very unwise councillor.’
Fortunately, later Providence was to provide him with two very close friends, Leo
and Claire, who on many occasions
sought to slow him down and calmly help
16

Assisi: a statue of
St Francis as a knight before
San Francesco Basilica.
him discern his way forward guided by the
light of the Spirit.
Secondly, Francis’ father was
extremely wealthy. Indeed Arnaldo Fortini,
his biographer, tells us that one of the difficulties he had when writing about
Francis was establishing the source of his
father’s immense wealth, which went way
beyond the intake of a cloth merchant of
the day. As no record in his case exists of
any other profession in the town hall
archives, Fortini could only conclude that
he had another hidden source of income.
As undocumented hidden incomes in
the Middle Ages usually had their source
in usury (money lending), especially
among Jewish families (as such a practice was forbidden to Christians), Fortini
concluded that Francis’ father more than
likely practised usury. One might even be
tempted to surmise the intriguing possibility that Jewish blood ran through the
veins of Francis’ family as was the case of
St Teresa of Avila.
What we do know is that terrible injustice occurred around the practice of usury.

Francis himself felt an almost disproportionate visceral disgust at the very mention of money and the injustices surrounding its use. Indeed the Franciscans in the
Middle Ages worked to counteract the
abuses of usury and offer the poor an
alternative way to lift themselves out of
poverty, and in time they established the
first banks.
To conclude, Francis’ father did not
want for wealth. What he sought more
than anything else was to be valued and
accepted by the nobles. The surest way
to secure that end was to have a son as a
knight. So his son Francis became the
means and pawn to achieve that end.
The Body
Thirdly, the sources describe Francis as
small and rather insignificant, not a very
striking looking person. In fact, all through
his life, Francis himself seems to have
had a rather ambiguous relationship with
his own body. Indeed, he mistreated it
shamelessly, so much so that at the end
of his life, he begs its forgiveness.
St Anthony Brief

The body itself has its own languages,
clothes being one of them.
As I mentioned in my previous article,
Francis’ variety of gestures in relation to
clothes – for example, gifting them,
exchanging them with the poor, and stripping himself in public – speak volumes
about what was going on within his inner
world. Indeed his attraction to the image of
the knight, and desire to clothe himself with
its armour, not only suggests his attempt to
seek noble status for himself and his father,
but also his need to feel the knight’s
strength and security and so to cover his
own fragility and insecurity.
On a personal note, living through war, I
became increasingly aware and surprised
at how cowardly, insecure and fearful the
military establishment is. So fearful, that
they obsess about armaments, control and
security. As Freud so succinctly pointed out,
hidden behind all obsession is repression of
what one refuses to recognise and embrace
in oneself.
Indeed, we would all do well to pay
attention to what we are obsessed about
and discern in it what we fear to acknowledge and embrace within ourselves. To
avoid addressing our obsessions, risks the
cultivation of interior volcanic neurosis that
eventually explode in our daily lives through
violent, disproportionate reactions. Teresa
of Avila once described repression in the
following very vivid terms. Pointing to the
tightly covered boiling pots on the range,
she remarked to her Sisters, ‘Do you see
those pots? Like ourselves they need to
have their lids lifted from time to time to let
the steam out gradually or they will explode

sending their steaming contents in all directions burning those in their wake.’
Collective cultural neurosis and its
repressions eventually explode in the topic
we are treating at present, that is to say the
curse of war!
Iconic Figure
It is interesting to note how by passing
through the horrors of war and living a process of integration, reconciliation and peace
within his own life Francis became the
western world’s iconic figure promoting the
democratic values of respect for all creation, tolerance, dialogue, participation,
consensus, reconciliation and peace on the
world’s stage. Indeed, many of the stories
of his life such as the encounter with the
wolf of Gubbio, converting the robbers of
Montecasale, his meeting with the Sultan of
Egypt, and the reconciliation between the
mayor and the bishop of Assisi, all attest to
his talent in reconciliation and peace-making.
At the end of the day, the morally brave,
in my experience, are those armed only
with the truth, with a desire to be in solidarity and to defend those in need – all with
confidence in the heavenly powers whose
protection they continually seek. To conclude, we cannot be too careful in this life
with what draws us; for what draws us
forms us and, as with Francis, without discernment can all too easily deform us.
So here, we are faced with a very confused conflict of interests. Firstly, there is a
son with a very low self-esteem, a pronounced ego, little or no self-knowledge,
who is seeking greatness in order to please

and secure the love and acceptance of his
father. Secondly, we have a father who also
probably had a very low self-esteem and
who sought to enhance it by being valued
and accepted by the nobles, and he uses
his son as a pawn to achieve that end.
This was surely a recipe for disaster with
both heading without self-knowledge or discernment blindly into a war of self-destruction. Indeed both were already at war within
themselves and with one another. As the
Greeks were wont to warn, ‘The gods mock
those who know not themselves.’
The lines of one of the psalms come to
mind looking on at Francis and his father at
this point in their lives. ‘These people do not
know my ways so I left them in their stubbornness of heart to follow their own
designs.’
Defeated
Francis emerged from the war defeated.
The army from the city of Assisi suffered a
terrible defeat. Francis was humiliated and
in a collapsed state both physically and psychologically. He was probably suffering what
we term today as post-traumatic stress syndrome. One does not simply pass through
war; it passes through us, leaving its survivor totally disorientated and vulnerable, as
all too well I know.
But what in reality had been defeated
and had collapsed were his dreams of
knighthood and at a deeper and more significant level, his ego. Little did he realise
that the wounds to his ego would actually
become his best teachers, as they taught
him precisely the humility which he so badly
needed to grow in holiness.

Armour:
Did Francis
seek the
knight’s
strength
to cover
his own
fragility and
insecurity?
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Furthermore, this traumatic experience
was to keep him focused as he learned by
experience that if he did not walk the way
of humility he risked walking the way of
humiliation. As the popular saying in
Panama warns, ‘He who rises like a palm
tree risks falling like a coconut.’
Finally, it was beginning to dawn on
him that the success he longed for and
pursued with such tenacity had very little
to teach him, while failure had a lot, if he
embraced it humbly.
‘Deep Calling on Deep’
At the end of the battle, Francis found
himself a prisoner of Perugia and spent
the best part of a year in gaol. Gaol
affects people in many ways, both negative and positive. Indeed some of the most
inspiring literature, both humanistic and
spiritual, has come down to us from people who have written from gaol. One
thinks of Dostoyevsky, Oscar Wilde in his
De Profundis, and Bobby Sands in the HBlocks during the Troubles in Northern
Ireland.
In the case of Francis, it was in gaol,
face to face with himself and unable to
flee anymore, that he began journeying
inward listening to the inner voice. ‘Deep
calling on deep’, as the psalm reminds us,
led Francis to an encounter with his true
self and his God.
Within all of us there lies a superficial
self, the ego whose spirit specialises in
judging, being resentful, comparing, being
right, having the last word, and needing
always to be affirmed. But so too going
deeper we discover there lies within us a

more authentic self where the better spirit
of justice, solidarity, mercy, kindness,
truthfulness and forgiveness flows forth. St
Paul sums it up concisely as he faces that
truth within himself. ‘I do not understand
myself. The good I want to do I cannot
and the evil I detest I do. Who will save
me from this existential and spiritual
dilemma?’
Life’s journey is not only geographical
and external but also existential, spiritual
and internal. Its greatest challenge is to
live that internal and external journey at
the same time integrally. That requires
placing our lives with trust into the hands
of Providence which takes us from our
superficial self, the ego, to a deeper place
where the better angels of our nature
await to guide us on the journey through
prayer, self-knowledge and conversion
into our true self where God dwells and
seeks our friendship.
At the end of the day, our interior and
exterior life are one. We look out on to the
world from the world within ourselves, and
in so doing we very often see people and
things not so much as they are, but rather
as we are. In doing so we receive from
them, what we perceive in them. If we
hold within ourselves an integrated, reconciled interior, we will be integrating and
reconciling peacemakers. On the other
hand, if we are interiorly disintegrated and
at war within ourselves then we too will be
at war with all those around us.
True Freedom
At another level, Francis’ gaol experience
brought him into contact with true interior

freedom. Indeed, when exterior liberty is
limited and conditioned one comes closer
into contact with interior freedom. Most of
us when speaking on the subject of freedom refer to exterior freedom. For example, freedom to travel, freedom from exterior restrictions, and freedom to organise
our own life and do as we please, etc.
However, interior freedom is something much deeper. Indeed as Teresa of
Avila remarked on visiting a very wealthy
family, ‘One of the world’s greatest lies is
to call our fellow human beings lords and
ladies who are in fact no more than
slaves of a thousand things.’ Indeed, they
do not own things rather they are owned
and enslaved by things. Likewise and
ironically, the countries who speak most
in praise of their freedoms are in reality
very often slaves of many things.
Slowly, Francis began to realise he
too was a slave of many things, such as
his ego, his painful past and obsession to
please his father, his impulsiveness, his
fixation on achieving greatness, along
with the hedonistic side of his nature. He
began to realise that he did not have
vices but rather they had him; they were
conditioning and indeed paralysing his
human and spiritual growth and his
immense hidden potential as a person.
He began to co-operate with the divine
grace awakening him to the extraordinary
talents lying within him. That grace was
reforming and reshaping him on a long
and amazing journey, both interior and
exterior, from tragic victim to valiant protagonist of the true destiny God had in
store for him. n

Perugia: Assisi went to war against the powerful neighbouring city.
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uke Wadding, an Irish Franciscan
priest, arrived in Rome on 17
December 1618. He came as theological adviser to a royal delegation sent by
Philip III of Spain to convince Pope Paul V
of the need to define the doctrine of the
Immaculate Conception. Born in Waterford
in 1588, Wadding departed for Lisbon soon
after the death of his parents in 1602. After
a short spell in the Irish college in that city,
Wadding joined the Franciscans and was
ordained priest in 1613. His arrival in Rome
five years later must have seemed like the
pinnacle of his career to the young friar. If
truth were told, however, Wadding’s career
was really only starting. Though the royal
delegation failed in its mission and its
members returned to Spain, Wadding was
to remain in Rome for the rest of his life,
rendering sterling service to his Order,
country and the universal Church.
Residing in the Spanish Franciscan
convent of San Pietro in Montorio,
Wadding was commissioned in 1619 to
undertake a history of the Franciscan
Order and his researches bore fruit with
the publication of eight volumes of the
Annales Minorum between 1625 and 1654,
a work that covered the history of the
Order from the birth of St Francis in 1182
until 1540. Wadding’s interest in
Franciscan history went back a long way.
During his early years in Spain he had
been stung by an account of a sermon
where the preacher said that he loved
learned saints but had no devotion to simpletons like St Francis of Assisi. Even during his novitiate, a well-meaning friend
wrote to him deploring the fact that he was
burying his talents in an Order that had
shown no aptitude for scholarship. These
misguided comments provoked a powerful
reaction in the young Irishman and he
resolved to spend his life demonstrating
both the positive attitude of St Francis to
learning and the learned tradition developed by his Order. Little wonder then that
his first major work was a critical edition of
the writings of St Francis, published in
Antwerp in 1623.
In 1622 a group of Spanish discalced
Franciscans founded the convent of St
Isidore’s on the Pincian Hill, Rome. They
encountered a number of difficulties, however, and were soon forced to abandon
their uncompleted and debt-ridden home.
Wadding stepped into the breach, offering
to take over St Isidore’s on condition that
he could turn it into a seminary to train
young Irish Franciscans for priestly service
on the home mission. The new community

L
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St Isidore’s College, Rome,
founded by Luke Wadding.

Luke Wadding:
Giant of the
Hundred Hands
400 years ago the Franciscan Luke Wadding arrived
in Rome; the rest of his life, spent in the eternal city,
was wonderfully fruitful. Mícheál Mac Craith OFM
writes of this extraordinary Irish friar.
took up residence in June 1625, with
Wadding arriving in October. Setting about
his new task with energy and enthusiasm,
within five years he was able to gather the
sum of 20,000 scudi from wealthy benefactors, including Pope Urban VIII, the
Spanish ambassador and hispanophile
cardinals. This enabled him to pay off the
debts accumulated by the previous
Spanish incumbents, complete the unfinished work on the church and enlarge the
original convent from one that housed
twelve friars to one that was capable of
hosting sixty people. Not satisfied with
founding the second Irish Franciscan college on the continent, Wadding also
founded the Irish Pontifical College in
Rome for the training of Irish diocesan
clergy. He followed this up in 1656 with the
foundation of an Irish Franciscan novitiate
in Capranica, just under seventy kilometres north west of Rome.

During his historical research,
Wadding managed to build up a library of
5,000 volumes, not to mention a great
quantity of precious manuscripts. This
library was, and remains to this day, an
indispensable tool for researching early
Franciscan history.
Artists
With the aid of his Spanish patrons,
Wadding was able to hire the best Roman
artists of the time to decorate the college
church. In 1626 he commissioned Andrea
Sacchi to paint the altarpiece for the college church and his subject was none
other than St Isidore, the patron saint of
Madrid, who was canonised only four
years previously. Giovan Pietro Bellori, the
great art theorist of his age, was Apostolic
Syndic in St Isidore’s from 1653 to 1684
and, encouraged by Wadding, he grasped
the opportunity to use the church as a labSt Anthony Brief

oratory for putting his Idea del bello into
practice. Bellori introduced Carlo Maratti,
Sacchi’s best pupil, to Wadding in 1652,
and it can be safely said that it was
Maratti’s first commission from Wadding to
decorate the chapel of St Joseph that
really launched his career. Maratti also
decorated the chapel of the Crucifixion,
though his three paintings for this location
disappeared during the second French
occupation of Rome in 1809. One of
these, the Scourging at the Pillar, was
acquired by the Boston Museum of Fine
Arts in 1983.
Maratti also made three portraits of
Wadding, one during his lifetime and two
after his death, only one of which survives
and is now hanging in the chapter hall of
St Isidore’s. This is an important work in
the history of Italian portraiture as Maratti
broke new ground in providing a background and context for his subject. One
can clearly see St Isidore’s, the college he
founded, behind Wadding. In front of him
is an image of the Immaculate
Conception, the reason for his coming to
Rome in the first place, and before him on
the desk is one of the volumes of his history of the Order, another of Wadding’s
great projects. In short, all of his career is
summed up in Maratti’s masterly portrait,
the pen lying in the inkwell indicating that
Wadding was already dead before Maratti
undertook this task.
Irish Connection
Yet, despite his patronage of Roman
artists, Wadding never forgot his Irish
roots. At his insistence, St Patrick was
included in the new universal calendar of
the Church that was drawn up c.1630.
Henceforth, St Patrick was no longer
merely an option for Ireland, but a saint
whose feast-day had to be celebrated all
over the world from Navan to Nagasaki,
from Cashel to Casablanca, from Dublin to
Dubrovnik. Francis Harold OFM, Wadding’s
nephew and biographer, said that St
Patrick’s Day was celebrated with particular solemnity in St Isidore’s and it is
scarcely an exaggeration to say that it was
in St Isidore’s that St Patrick’s Day first
became Ireland’s national festival.
The distinctive Irish character of St
Isidore’s was proudly proclaimed in the
portico of the church. On each side of the
main entrance there are life-size murals of
St Patrick and St Bridget, Ireland’s principal patron saints. Above each of the representations there is an inscription in Old
Irish, deriving from the early ninth-century
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document, the Martyrology of Oengus. As
knowledge of Old Irish in the seventeenth
century was confined to a handful of erudite scholars, its appearance in the portico
of St Isidore’s was more iconic than anything else. Nonetheless, the presentation
of Ireland as a country with its own saints
and its own language was a powerful
demonstration of national identity, proudly
announcing to the citizens of Rome that
the Irish had come to town. Both saints
are dressed in seventeenth-century ecclesiastical dress. Far from being an
anachronism, however, this was a cleverly
crafted ploy to show that Ireland remained
in unbroken communion with Rome from
the introduction of Christianity in the fifth
century right down to Wadding’s own day.
This was in subtle response to Irish
Protestant scholars who claimed that the
early Irish Church was proto-Protestant,

subject that brought him to Rome in the
first place, the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception. In 1639 he published the
complete works of John Duns Scotus in
sixteen volumes. Scotus was the
medieval Franciscan who first developed
the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception and under Wadding’s direction, St Isidore’s not only became an
important location for the training of
young Irish Franciscans, but also the
leading European centre for Scotistic
studies in the seventeenth century. By
the time of Wadding’s death in 1657, in
addition to educating over 200 Irish
Franciscans, the college had supplied 70
professors in Scotistic philosophy and
theology to universities all over Europe.
Four hundred years after his arrival in
Rome, Wadding would surely be pleased
to know that young Irish Franciscans con-

Visitor: Mícheál Mac Craith OFM, then Guardian of St Isidore’s College,
with President of Ireland Michael D. Higgins in 2013.

only to be corrupted through contact with
Rome in the twelfth century.
Wadding’s indefatigable energy and
involvement in so many aspects of Church
life in Rome is best described in a letter
written to him in 1630 by Patrick
Comerford, the Augustinian bishop of
Waterford, ‘I am sorry for you when I think
of you, now in the congregation of the breviary, now in the inquisition, now in the
congregation of the index, now writing
your annals, now the lives of the popes
and cardinals, now contending with your
brothers the Capuchins, now with your
confrères. O unconquerable Briareos,
O Giant of the Hundred Hands.’
Legacy
Despite his demanding commitments,
Wadding always retained an interest in the

tinue to be trained in St Isidore’s. He
would equally be pleased to know that the
college also functions as an international
research centre for Franciscan studies.
In conclusion, despite Wadding’s passionate devotion to his Church, his Order
and his country, it is timely to recall the
exigent standards he set himself as a
researcher, ‘The ecclesiastical historian
must have integrity and incorruptibility, so
that he shall not dare to state anything
that is false or lack courage to mention
anything that is true … I shall blame my
fellow Franciscans when they deserve it
and praise outsiders; and, when occasion
demands it, without any exceptation of
persons but with moderation, I shall point
out the faults on both sides.’
In these days of ‘fake news’ such standards are more urgent than ever. n
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News from
around the . . .

Franciscan

Light of peace: Minister General,
Michael Perry OFM and local
Muslim leader.
EGYPT: 800TH ANNIVERSARY
In March, several events took place in
Damietta and Cairo to mark the 800th
anniversary of the meeting between St
Francis and Sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil at
Damietta in 1219. The Egyptian setting
directly evokes the meeting that took place

so long ago between the Saint and the
Sultan and which, even today, speaks to all
those who seek dialogue and coexistence.
The city of Damietta hosted the opening
ceremony, which was attended by numerous secular and religious dignitaries, both
Muslim and Christian, also delegations of
Franciscans from all over the world and lay
people of every age and language.
The Special Envoy of Pope Francis,
Cardinal Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the
Congregation for Oriental Churches,
called for peace in his speech, that peace
which comes from God and which only he
is capable of giving to the human heart.
‘Today, we want to welcome that peace
which, we firmly believe, the Lord wants to
give to the hearts of all of us who are
gathered here and to the whole of humanity with the same certainty that made St
Francis set off across the sea, reaching
Damietta, where opposite sides were facing one another in war.’
The commemoration ended with the
exchange of some gifts and a brief prayer
by the light of candles prepared for the
occasion. n

TWO STALWARTS OF THE FRANCISCAN MISSIONARY UNION
We at the FMU office have learned of the death of Rita Lambe on 16 February
2019. For many years Rita promoted St Anthony’s Pools in Belfast and when
she moved to Letterkenny she remained active in promoting the FMU in any
way she could. Then her great friend and co-promotor, Isobel Moore of Derry,
died on 13 March 2019. Isobel gave more than fifty years of help in promoting
the Franciscan missions. Her selfless service was recognised in 2015
when she was awarded the Franciscan Bene Merenti Medal for her
devoted time, drive and energy in promoting our Mission Enrolment Cards,
the St Anthony’s Pools and also our St Anthony’s monthly draw.
May these two generous, selfless ladies, rest in peace.

Philippines: Inter-faith prayer for peace.
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WEXFORD BAND
Wexford is renowned for a strong musical
culture, much of it rooted in the town's
marching band tradition, and no group
exemplifies that more than St Patrick’s Fife
and Drum Band which is now 125 years in
existence. To mark the milestone, the band
was afforded a civic reception in February
by the Mayor of Wexford, Cllr Tony
Dempsey, in the Irish National Heritage
Park in Ferrycarrig. Young and older musicians, including former conductor of 15
years, Br Bonaventure Ward OFM, and
long-standing band member and current
chairman, Cllr David Hynes (pictured
above), performed for dignatories and
invited guests during the event. n

INTER-FAITH PRAYER FOR PEACE
In February 2019, Franciscans in the
Philippines organised a prayer for peace
in Tairan, Basilan, in the southern part of
the Philippines. They were joined by
members of the Muslim and Christian
communities to pray and to express solidarity with the victims of the recent bombings in the cities of Jolo and Zamboanga.
The solemn event was attended by other
local religious leaders, parents, youth and
children, who are willing to show that
peace and unity are possible in a multireligious and multi-cultural context.
An art workshop for Muslim and
Christian children was also conducted in
Basilan as part of the series of activities to
commemorate the 8th centenary of the
meeting of St Francis and Sultan al-Malik
al-Kāmil in Damietta in 2019. Christopher
Villanueva OFM taught over 60 children
the story of the encounter and got them to
paint pictures on the theme of peace. n
St Anthony Brief

John Luke Gregory OFM,
a member of the Holy Land
Custody, based in Rhodes,
writes of a project in the
Holy Land Monastery in
Washington DC.
ver the centuries, religious orders
were pioneers and masters in the
cultivation of gardens and plants
for medicinal use; they were known and
commended for being expert beekeepers
for the production of honey and wax for
candles and other commodities. It is
hardly surprising that in 1897 the friars of
the Custody in Washington bought land
and a small farm in Washington DC, and
began to grow many varieties of vegetables and fruits.
The Franciscan friary in Quincy Street
is well known, not only for the beautiful
replicas of the Holy Places it contains, but
also for the daily availability of the friars in
administering the Sacrament of
Confession and Reconciliation to the
many faithful who visit the church.
However, it may be that few know of
the urban agriculture development in the
friary which has existed for many
decades, indeed, before it became as
fashionable as it is today. Fr David
Wathen, who entered the friary in the
1980s, recalls that the agricultural cultivation by the community was in decline.
There were fewer friars to do this kind of
work. Br Simon McKay, a font of knowledge of the history of the friary, notes, ‘At
one time there were as many as 60 lay
brothers working the friary and gardens.’
In 1970 the greenhouse, once productive,
was almost unused and the heating system disconnected. The barn of the farm,
known as the ‘seed cellar’, so large as to

A Hidden Ecological
Gem in Washington
Washington: Holy Land Monastery.

O

Hives: 128 pounds of honey a year.
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house a horse and a carriage, was covered with plants and debris, so much so
that it completely disappeared from sight
and probably from memory.
Fortunately, not everything has been
lost. A small association of volunteer
labourers and gardeners was founded at
the Franciscan friary. They began with
great enthusiasm the restoration of the
agricultural farm, once so productive. The
manager, Lou Manolis, found the greenhouse, with an area of 120 by 30 feet, in
a dilapidated state. Repairs began by
generous volunteers. The Amish community also contributed by producing wooden
frames for the renewal of the interior of
the green house. Two temperature zones
have been created. The first zone to facilitate the growth of vegetables to be
planted; the second to cultivate and maintain tropical plants preserved in and
around the friary during the summer

months. The palms and banana plants for
the garden and friary were brought by the
friars from Egypt.
It is worthy to note that since 2014
this agricultural project has produced
about 10,000 kilos of vegetables, equal to
ten tons!
The products are used in the friary
kitchen and also to feed the poor who
seek help from the various religious
houses in the area. The work has stimulated ecological interest from young and
old alike. Today, many groups from
schools visit the Franciscan agricultural
project. Surely this is very positive and an
encouraging sign for the future.
Another aspect of this marvellous
agricultural-urban miracle is represented
by the 32 beehives that thrive in the gardens of the friary and produce 128
pounds (almost 60kg) of honey every
year. The interest in beekeeping has
caused so much interest and attention
that the friars have opened a small voluntary part-time school to teach the art of
beekeeping.
Certainly, the gardening team still has
a lot of work to do because there are
plans to repopulate the friary’s orchard
and improve the care of the eight
hectares of natural pasture land. The
whole ideology of the project is really
inspiring; it shows what can be done for
ecology even within a big city like
Washington DC. I would venture to say
that these generous volunteers have
much to teach many. Well done say I! n
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Touching the
Wounds of Jesus
FR FRANCIS COTTER OFM

Pope Francis teaches, ‘The path to our encounter
with Jesus-God is his wounds. There is no other.’
Francis Cotter OFM ponders this momentous statement.
hat an extraordinary scene!
The apostle Thomas reaches
out tentatively, fearfully and
touches the Lord’s wounds – the wounds
of his love for us.
You know the circumstances.
Disbelieving the other apostles when they
told him that they had seen the Risen
Lord, Thomas replied that unless he himself touched those wounds, he would not
believe. A week later, Jesus came again
and turning to Thomas, invited him to
touch his wounds.

W
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And touching the Lord’s wounds heals
Thomas’ own wounds of doubt and unbelief.
He is empowered to cry out, ‘My Lord
and my God’ – this is the strongest act of
faith in who Jesus is, found anywhere in
the entire Scriptures.
The beautiful truth is that this gracefilled dynamic – touching the Lord’s
wounds so our wounds are healed –
this is a reality that still abides. Also for
us, touching the Lord’s wounds opens
us to deeper faith and love.

Making Contact
But how do we today reach out and make
contact with Christ’s wounds?
We touch the wounds of Jesus when
we touch the brokenness of his suffering
Body. We are all the Body of Christ,
united with him, sharing in the one Holy
Spirit. You remember what Jesus said,
speaking of those who need our love,
‘You did it to me.’ And on the road to
Damascus the Risen Lord asked Paul,
who was persecuting Christians, ‘Why
are you persecuting me?’
St Anthony Brief

In this profound mystery of our oneness with the Risen Lord, our wounds
are the wounds of the Body of Christ.
When we touch with love and compassion the suffering members of Christ’s
Body, we are touching the Lord’s
wounds now.
And the wonder is that when we
open our hearts to give in loving compassion, in whatever way, we also are
opening ourselves to receive – to
receive from the Lord grace and light.
I have seen it happen so often –
people who are seeking a deeper relationship with Christ are brought to
stronger faith and intimacy with the Lord
when they take their eyes off themselves
and show love to their wounded brothers
and sisters. Mercy warms the heart and
opens us to a more radiant faith.
It is the classic principle: We do not
think ourselves into new ways of living,
we live ourselves into new ways of thinking and seeing.
Love in action brings its own enlightenment!
We can touch his wounds today, and
that gesture of faith and love still brings
healing and blessings – to us and others.
True Path
Again and again Pope Francis comes
back to this powerful understanding of
the wounds of Jesus. ‘To meet the living

God we must tenderly touch the wounds
of Jesus in our brothers and sisters who
suffer in body, mind or soul. Study, meditation and mortification are not enough
to bring us to encounter the living Christ.
Like St Thomas, our life will only be
changed when we touch Christ’s
wounds present in the poor, sick and
needy.’
And he refers to a central stage in
the Franciscan story: ‘Just think of what
happened to St Francis when he
embraced the leper? The same thing
that happened to Thomas: his life
changed.’
There is a divine mystery in the truth
that the Risen One still bears the
wounds of our salvation. ‘Jesus reveals
himself with his wounds. His whole body
was beautiful and full of light but the
wounds were and are still there; and
when the Lord comes at the end of the
world we will see his glorious wounds.’
The Pope is clear: ‘The path to our
encounter with Jesus-God is his
wounds. There is no other.’
Some Mistakes
Francis teaches that, ‘In the history of
the Church there have been some mistakes made on the path towards God.’
Some people emphasise that God can
be found through meditation and focus
entirely on contemplation; yes, these

people can have various experiences
and come to a certain wisdom but not to
an intimate knowledge of Jesus Christ.
Others seek to arrive at God through an
austere life, penance and fasting. ‘Not
even these arrive at the Living God,
Jesus Christ. These are those who
believe they can arrive by their own
efforts.’
The true way is the one given us by
Christ. The Pope emphasises, ‘Jesus
tells us that the path to encountering him
is to find his wounds.’ This is not something mystical but real and practical.
‘You find Jesus’ wounds in carrying out
works of mercy towards the body of your
wounded brothers and sisters, because
they are hungry, thirsty, humiliated, in
jail, and in the hospital. The emotional
and spiritual wounds of those crushed
by sorrow, caught in addiction, or lost in
the night of unbelief – these are the
wounds of Jesus today. And Jesus asks
us to take a leap of faith, towards him,
but through these his wounds.’
This is not to be some cold charity,
helping people at a distance. The Pope
imagines the response, ‘Oh, great! Let’s
set up a foundation to help everyone
and do so many good things to assist
people.’ But he answers, ‘If we remain
on this level, we will only be philanthropic. We need to get involved. We
need to touch the wounds of Jesus; we

Pope Francis: ‘We must tenderly touch the wounds of Jesus in our brothers and sisters.’
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need to bind the wounds of Jesus with
tenderness.’
He says we do not need to go on a
‘refresher course to touch the living God;
all we have to do is go out onto the
street!’
Our Own Wounds
There is also another profound facet to
the mystery of the wounds of Jesus.
I remember reading of a Hollywood
actor who was experiencing recovery
from drink and drug addiction. He
explained how he came into this new
freedom by saying, ‘I brought my wounds
to the wounds of Jesus.’ In his desperate
need and through humble faith he experienced the reality of a core biblical truth:
‘By his wounds we are healed.’
From its earliest days, led by the
Spirit, the Church recognised that the
prophesy about the mysterious figure of
the Suffering Servant, given centuries
before Christ, was fulfilled in the death
and resurrection of the Lord. ‘He was
wounded for our transgressions, crushed
for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his
wounds we are healed’ (Isaiah 53:3).
Jesus tells Thomas to put his finger
into the wounds of his hands, and his
hand into his side. We too can enter into
the wounds of Jesus; we can touch him
26

in faith. This happens every time we
recognise our need of his redeeming
mercy and in audacious trust come to
him with our broken hearts and lives.
Finding Refuge
In the 12th century, St Bernard of
Clairvaux preached two beautiful sermons on the wounds of Jesus that can
still speak to our hearts today. These sermons are dear to Pope Francis; he has
quoted them frequently.
Bernard says, ‘Through the Lord’s
sacred wounds we can see the secret of
his heart, the great mystery of love, the
sincerity of his mercy with which he visited us from on high. Where have your
love, your mercy, your compassion shone
out more luminously than in your wounds,
sweet, gentle Lord of mercy?’
And of those who may be crushed by
the sense of sin and failure, Bernard
says, ‘Where can the weak find a place
of firm security and peace, except in the
wounds of the Saviour? Indeed, the more
secure is my place there the more he can
do to help me. I may have sinned gravely.
My conscience may be distressed, but it
will not be in turmoil, for I will recall the
wounds of the Lord: “He was wounded
for our iniquities.” What sin is there so
deadly that it cannot be pardoned by the
death of Christ?’

For those who place their hope in the
Lord, our confidence in his goodness can
be boundless. ‘My merit comes from his
mercy; for I do not lack merit so long as
he does not lack pity. And if the Lord’s
mercies are many, then I am rich in merits. For even if I am aware of many sins,
what does it matter? Where sin abounded
grace has overflowed.’
We can always find refuge in the
wounds of his love. We are found in the
place of our abandonment.
Pope Francis has spoken about his
own experience of this wondrous truth. ‘In
my own life, I have so often seen the
Lord’s merciful face and the power of his
wounds! It is there, in the wounds of
Jesus, that I am truly secure; there I
encounter the limitless love of his heart. I
have also seen so many people find the
courage to enter the wounds of Jesus by
saying to him, Lord, I am here, accept my
poverty, hide my sin in your wounds,
wash it away with your blood. And I have
always seen that God did just this – he
accepted them, consoled them, cleansed
them, and loved them.’
The wounds of the Risen Jesus! They
are that sacred ‘place’ where our burdened
souls and aching hurts can find peace and
consolation. And also they are where we,
in serving those who need our compassion,
can reach out and touch our Saviour. n
St Anthony Brief

‘Go and Announce!’
FAITH IN ACTION

FR GEARÓID Ó CONAIRE, OFM

Havana: Gearóid, centre, with
friars and SFO members.

From Cuba, Gearóid Ó Conaire OFM
continues his reﬂection on the new Franciscan
missionary initiative in that country.
hat are the principles or the
vision that guide the latest
Franciscan missionary initiative in Cuba? St Francis in Chapter XII
of his Rule approved by Pope Honorius
states that, ‘The friars, who by divine
inspiration, wish to go among the
Saracens and other pagans, are to ask
for permission from their Provincial
Ministers. The Ministers are only to give
permission to those they consider ready
to be sent.’ The Saracens were Muslims
living in North Africa and the Christian
West was constantly at war with them
over access to, and possession of, the
Holy Places.
The Franciscan Order is a
Missionary Order, even though most friars remain in their own countries. All are
encouraged to be missionaries in their

W
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approach to the way they live, the ministries they assume and in their methods
of evangelisation.
Core Values
In 2014, the Order published a document
entitled Ite Nuntiate, which translated
means ‘go and announce’. These words
were directed by Jesus to Mary Magdalen
and the other Mary after his Resurrection.
They continue to resonate today and were
taken up by the Mission Office of the
Order to offer an orientation on ‘New
Forms of Life and Mission’.
The document, available on the internet, runs to about 60 pages, in several
languages. As part of our preparation for
Cuba we were given copies of this document along with a very clear synthesis
elaborated in eight points.

For Franciscans there are some core
values we need to live and promote. St
Francis warned nothing should come
between the friar and the spirit of prayer
and devotion. Prayer is the basis of our
relationship with God, with one another
and with creation.
Another value is our fraternal life
together. We are not individuals on mission but a fraternity of brothers sent to
proclaim ‘the Holy Gospel of Our Lord
Jesus Christ’ by our life together and
agreed-on pastoral initiatives. We are a
Contemplative Fraternity in Mission.
The following is a synthesis and the
essence of what mission is for us as
Franciscan friars here in Cuba:
1) A life of prayer and listening to the
Word of God is a priority (daily or
weekly lectio divina, one hour a day of
personal prayer, 'contemplative' praying of the Liturgy of the Hours).
2) Care for authentic and deep fraternal
relationships that radiate a testimony
of fraternal life (frequent house chapters, daily moments of fraternal dia27

Eucharist: The Minister Provincial of the Central America Province,
Edwin Alvarado Segura OFM, celebrates Mass in the Franciscan church of Santa Cruz.
logue, discipline in the use of the
media, such as internet, cell phone,
television).
3) A simple and sober lifestyle; minority
and witness (translated into concrete
options such as fidelity to manual
work desired by St Francis, household chores, if possible without
salaried staff, commitment to self-support).
4) A welcome and sharing of life with the
people, especially with the poor
(meeting with the people).
5) Evangelising mission with the charac-

ter of inter-gentes (among the peoples), of itinerancy, of presence in
new places – difficult, risky areas, and
of closeness to the poorest, suffering,
excluded; assuming a particular focus
on places of frontier and with new
forms of evangelisation and ‘inserted
fraternities’ (leaving the cloister of the
friary and going towards the cloister of
the world).
6) Living in communion with the local
Church (especially as a witness of
fraternity and minority).
7) Openness to forms of active collabo-

ration with the laity and with the
Franciscan Family.
8) And last, but not least, promotion and
living the values of Justice, Peace
and Integrity of Creation (JPIC) as
fundamental elements of evangelisation in the life of the friars.
Difficulties
As we all know well, the ideal can be
great, but the implementation can flounder for a time, at least in several aspects.
Two of our friars arrived in May of
2018 and I arrived in July 2019. Not long

Support: delivering 55 boxes of clothes for victims of
the tornado that tore through parts of Havana in January 2019.
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after I arrived, our Brazilian brother
decided that this was not the mission for
him and returned to Brazil. Then a
Mexican friar came in September and
after he secured his residency, which for
all of us has to be renewed in December
of this year, he had to leave in early
January to carry out a commitment he
had assumed with the Order in Africa
before he volunteered for Cuba. So, as I
write, we are two friars. Our Mexican
brother, Jesus, will return in September.
The reason I share this information
is to give you a sense of some of the
internal difficulties in developing our fraternal life project. As friars we are
encouraged to organise our life together
and pastoral mission from a shared
vision, based on our Rule of Life and our
General Constitutions, rather than each
friar deciding for himself what he wants
to do.
We are encouraged to develop pastoral initiatives from the perspective of
our fraternal life together, which also
gives a greater possibility for continuity
when friars are moved to other places.
This does not mean that we all have to
do the same things, but that we reach
agreements with one another, also usually influenced by what the particular
Province has agreed at their Provincial
Chapter or from the orientations given
by our leadership in the General Curia in
Rome.

Plan of Life
We have developed a fraternal plan of life
based on the eight points outlined above.
However, it is a work in progress and we
have to constantly evaluate and adjust, particularly resulting from our inexperience of
life in Cuba and the needs of the people
here, as well as the initial instability in the
numbers of friars we can count on. So, our
plan is flexible in order not to exclude the friars who will arrive later or who have to leave
temporarily for other valuable commitments
in other places.
I mentioned in the last article that, as
part of our fraternal plan for this year, we
decided to visit as many dioceses in Cuba
as possible. Since we are now two friars, we
have suspended visits to the remaining
three dioceses. However, we have some
very valuable information to help our leadership discern future presences, should the
Lord bless us with local vocations and other
missionaries. In fact, a Cuban friar will make
his Solemn Profession in July.
Eight Friars
We are aware that there are eight friars
from different parts of the world considering
Cuba as a missionary destination. In fact,
one of them will come to spend three
months with us sometime in March. He is
an older friar who has worked as a missionary in Russia.
Another, younger friar, has permission to
come later in the year, after he has a certain

proficiency in the Spanish language.
Based on our initial experiences, we suggested that rather than make an immediate commitment, it might be more helpful
for everyone involved for friars to come to
live and work here for three months,
returning to their Provinces to continue to
discern and, based on their experiences,
decide whether to come for an initial
period of three years, which is renewable.
Sometimes, the impressions we have
or are given about a country may not conform to the reality. This can be a major
source of instability and frustration for
some, preventing them from adjusting and
finding their feet. With a shorter period so
friars can come and see, we hope this will
prove to be a helpful mechanism for discernment.
Part of my ministry has been to keep
in touch with friars who express an interest in coming to Cuba. We can organise a
religious visa which can take up to 70
days to be approved by the Cuban
authorities. Obtaining this sort of a visa
allows religious and indeed lay people to
live with us and become involved in the
pastoral work, whereas coming to Cuba
on a tourist visa restricts the person to living in a hotel or accommodation approved
by the State. To this end we are also
refurbishing two small rooms for visiting
friars, family and other guests.
Welcome to Cuba!
gfoconaire@gmail.com n

Fraternity: Gearóid, right,
with the Cuban friars.
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MISSION DIGEST

SOUTH SUDAN

A Choir
practises.

Since 2014 an international community of Franciscan
friars including, more recently, our own Fr Joe Walsh,
is ministering to the people in war-torn South Sudan.
As these photos show, thankfully the story is not all
of strife and suffering. n

Holy Trinity Church.

Teaching how to make soap.
Way of the Cross.

Mass in a village.
30

St Anthony Brief

HOLY LAND

National Franciscan Pilgrimage
30th September – 8th October, 2019
Led by Fr Bernard Jones OFM
Commissary of the Holy Land
4 Nights in Bethlehem (St Gabriel’s Hotel)
4 Nights in Tiberias (Caesar Hotel)

A unique opportunity to join the Franciscan Pilgrimage
There is limited availability on this special pilgrimage so early booking is essential

For further information contact:

Premier Travel
Tel: 021-4277700 - Email: norardy@premiertravel.ie
TA 0367

Living the
Joy of the Gospel
as a Franciscan

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, Athlone, Co. Westmeath
Mobile: 087 1346267 Email: brpatofm@hotmail.com
Web: www.franciscans.ie

