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✣ The Lord’s Question
✣ Dreams Can Show the Way
✣ Honest to God

Spirit
and
Life
WHAT
DID YOU
DO?
It's 3:23 in the morning, and I'm awake
because my great, great, grandchildren
won't -let -me -sleep.
My great, great, grandchildren ask me in dreams
what did you do, while the planet was plundered?
what did you do, when the earth was unravelling?
surely you did something when the seasons started failing
as the mammals, reptiles, and birds were all dying?
did you fill the streets with protest when democracy was stolen?
what did you do
once
you
knew?
From ‘Hieroglyphic Stairway’ by Drew Dellinger
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From the Editor.
‘A Huge Grace’. After 25 years as a bishop, and nearly 50 years in South
Africa, Archbishop Liam (William) Slattery OFM, a native of Co. Tipperary,
is now retired – but he still has many plans. Eirn Carelse spoke to him.
Dear Alfie. In El Salvador, Brendan Forde OFM writes a letter to his friend
and fellow missionary, Limerick man Alfred (Alfie) Loughran OFM, who died
in June this year.
Experiencing the Migrants’ Challenge. In June, Juan Turcios OFM completed
the Migrant Trail, the annual week-long walk on the U.S.-Mexico border through
which participants advocate for the rights of refugees and immigrants.
“I Sleep With One Eye Open!” Writing from Namibia, Edward Lennon OFM
tells a story of terrible domestic violence, an evil sadly present in societies
worldwide.
Young Artists at Work in South Sudan. Joe Walsh OFM writes from Juba, the
capital of South Sudan, about a simple initiative he began that is having an
impact.
Church Brief.
‘Economy of Francesco’: Giving Soul to the Economy. Pope Francis has
personally invited young economists and entrepreneurs worldwide to join
him in Assisi in 2020, to discuss how ‘to inspire a new economy’.
The Lord’s Question. Vincent Finnegan OFM was ordained a priest in Galway
on 29 June this year, by Bishop Brendan Kelly. Our Provincial Minister, Aidan
McGrath OFM, preached this homily during the liturgy.
Dreams Can Show the Way. The journey into self-knowledge passes not only
through the conscious self, but also through the unconscious one. Gerald Evans
OFM reflects on the power of dreams, as shown in a key stage in Saint Francis’
discernment of the way ahead.

Is Rumi Just a Rumour? Islamaphobia or Christianaphobia – is that the question? Or is it the clash of civilisations in our time? Paddy Noonan OFM glances
over the present situation.
The Power of Prophetic Gestures. In this year when we commemorate the
800th anniversary of St Francis’ dramatic outreach to the Muslim world, Pope
Francis has been criticised for his reaching out to those of the Islamic faith.
Our Minister General, Michael Perry OFM, addresses those objections.

Friars at Taizé.
A Parent’s Blessing.
Honest to God. Francis Cotter OFM writes that honesty is essential in our
prayer, and it leads to intimacy with God.
The Church in Cuba. Gearóid Ó Conaire OFM continues his reflection on the
Church’s life and mission in Cuba.
Mission Digest. Chapter in Zimbabwe.
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From the Editor
Farewells
My editorial is about different forms of farewell. Firstly, this issue
honours two great Franciscan missionaries: Liam Slattery and
Alfred Loughran – the first retiring as Archbishop of Pretoria and
the other returned home to the Father’s house after many years of
faithful service to the people of Central America.
I was present at Bishop Liam’s outdoor episcopal ordination in
Kokstad, South Africa, back in February 1994. His proud parents,
Br Stephen O’Kane OFM
along with other members of his family, were there from Tipperary,
that cold, damp day in the sports stadium. I will always remember
one thing Bishop Liam said after being ordained bishop. Addressing all present, he told us to our surprise
that this was a sad day for him. He went on to explain that when he had made Solemn Profession as a
Franciscan almost thirty years earlier, he had promised to live the rest of his life as a Franciscan, but now,
as he had been asked by the Church to be Bishop of Kokstad, he would no longer be able to fulfill that
promise. Bishop Liam need not have worried on that score! He was an outstanding bishop, while remaining a Franciscan to his fingertips. We wish him every blessing on his retirement.
Fr Alfred died in his
beloved Gotera, El
Salvador, where he had
begun as a missionary
from Ireland fifty years
earlier. He had been quite
unwell for almost a year,
but supported by the love
of the people and the
affection and care of the
friars, he remained in the
friary and was nursed
there. He finally slipped
off to the Lord on 15 June.
Thousands of people passed through the friary church to pay their final respects to Alfie and, as a sign of
the high esteem in which he was held, his coffin was carried through the streets of Gotera before the
funeral Mass and was buried in the church itself.
And another farewell – I want to let you know, Dear Reader, that this is my last editorial. I have been
asked by the Order to take on a task in an American Franciscan Province. In order to do so, I have been
relieved of all my duties in Ireland until July 2020.
From now until that time, there will be a series of guest editors. Fr Francis Cotter will continue doing his
excellent job of actually producing the magazine. I would like to thank Francis and all the staff in the
Franciscan Missionary Union with whom I worked for the last five years. I appreciate very much all they
do. Then, last but not least, Dear Reader, I wish to thank you most sincerely for your faithful support of
our missions. Without you we could not continue. Thank you and may God bless you and your family.
– Stephen O’Kane OFM
(director.fmu@franciscans.ie)
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‘A HUGE GRACE’
ow that he has been succeeded
by Archbishop Dabula Mpako as
head of the Archdiocese of
Pretoria, Archbishop William Slattery will
go home to his native Ireland – but only
on a holiday.
The Franciscan archbishop, who earlier this year marked 25 years as a
bishop – nine of them in Pretoria – will
take a little break to spend some time
with family and friends in Ireland. But
then he will return to South Africa,
because, he said, he still has many
things to do.
When the young Franciscan friar
William Slattery came to South Africa
almost 50 years ago, in 1971, he wanted
to share the wonderful friendship he has
with Jesus Christ.
Even in retirement, going into the
future as a Christian, he’ll continue to do
that, he said. This next chapter in his life
is just another way to respond to the love
that God has for him.
Archbishop Slattery always just
wanted to be a missionary. He recalled
the day in August 1993 when the
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After 25 years as a
bishop, and nearly 50
years in South Africa,
Archbishop Liam
(William) Slattery OFM,
a native of County
Tipperary, is now retired
– but he still has many
plans. Eirn Carelse
spoke to him.
Apostolic Nuncio, Archbishop Ambrose
De Paoli, entered his room at the rural
mission in the Franciscan novitiate of
Besters to tell him that the Pope wished
to appoint him as Bishop of Kokstad, a
diocese served by the Franciscans for
many years. ‘I refused and gave the
names of other candidates because I
had come to South Africa to work as a

Franciscan among the poor,’ Archbishop
Slattery remembered.
‘Even more, at that moment South
Africa was preparing for the first democratic election, removing the apartheid
government. The diocese of Kokstad
was 92% African and I felt embarrassed
to be appointed there as a white missionary.’
Three months later, the Nuncio came
again, ‘to insist that I accept the appointment’, Archbishop Slattery said. The
appointment was made on 7 December
1993; the ordination was on 19
February1994 — almost two years after
their previous shepherd, Bishop (now
Cardinal) Wilfrid Napier, was transferred
to Durban.
The New Bishop of Kokstad
The people of Kokstad, most of whom
speak isiXhosa and Sesotho, gave their
bishop a wonderful welcome in the 160
churches and communities of the diocese. The Irish bishop spent what he
said were 17 wonderful years ministering
among them.
5

Future Archbishop: Before leaving for South Africa in 1971, Liam (William) Slattery received his
Mission Cross in a ceremony in the Franciscan church in Clonmel. Back row: Franciscans Eustace
O’Callaghan, Angelus Lee, Joachim Kelleher, and Killian Mattimoe. Front row: Liam’s aunt, his
mother Maureen, Liam, his father John, and Liam’s brother Thomas.
‘The pastoral ministry which I exercised was based on the pastoral plan,
Community Serving Humanity. It was
very successful for a number of years in
forming Small Christian Communities
and in engaging many Christians in the
life and ministry of the Church,’
Archbishop Slattery said. ‘There was no
local vocation in Kokstad in 1994; today
almost all the parishes are staffed by
local priests. With the excellent help of
parishioners we were able to build 30
new churches,’ he recalled.
During those years the Southern
African Catholic Bishops’ Conference
(SACBC) gave him the responsibility of
overseeing seminary formation — appropriately since he had been the rector of
St John Vianney Seminary in Pretoria
from 1985-91. ‘This was a difficult task
because the struggle for freedom had as
its theme, Liberation before Education,
which for the formation was difficult, as it
left the student distracted.
‘We also had a continual struggle
with staffing, and very few priests had
been trained in formation work in the
6

country. By forming the students into
house groups and putting heavy emphasis on spiritual direction, we managed to
offer better formation. Gradually we were
able to appoint local South African
priests as rectors and professors.’
After the seminary responsibility,
Archbishop Slattery was elected as chair
of the SACBC Department of
Evangelisation. ‘I saw a growth in the
Catholic faith of our people during these
years, and real efforts were being made
in inculturation,’ he said. ‘A great suffering of the Church in these years was that
religious vocations had greatly decreased.
This meant that the Catholic presence in
education and health care had
decreased.’
But there was also an opportunity in
the effects of the decline in religious
vocations. ‘It also emphasised the great
need in understanding that the baptismal
vocation calls all Catholics to build up the
Church according to their graces and talents,’ the archbishop said.
Another problem he faced was the
changing realities of families. ‘A particu-

lar weakness in our culture is the fragility
of marriage and family life. It became
obvious in the evangelisation work that
while preparatory classes will be given to
those getting married, there is negligible
support for young married couples,’ he
said. ‘Yes, there are specialised groups,
like Marriage Encounter, but very few
people actually participate in their meetings,’ he noted.
Moving to Pretoria
After his years in Kokstad, where all the
bishops up to then had been Franciscans,
Bishop Slattery was appointed
Archbishop of Pretoria the day before
Christmas Eve 2010. On 30 January
2011, he was installed as the archdiocese’s fourth archbishop in the city where
he had served as rector of St John
Vianney Seminary. He was the first
Franciscan to hold that office.
Archbishop Slattery has enjoyed
working with the many priests there. His
attempt was to move them beyond the
narrow confines of purely spiritual ministry
and become concerned for the whole lifeSt Anthony Brief

experience of people. ‘I have urged them
to get closer to the people. Their call is
to be more than functionaries and to
share the intimate struggles of all,’ he
said. ‘The frustration for a bishop, especially one who has worked in seminary
formation, is that while in the seminary
one can accompany the students closely,
it is much more difficult to accompany
and supervise positively priests living
alone and in distant parishes,’ he said.
Archbishop Slattery also placed a
high value on catechesis. With less than
2% of Catholic children attending
Catholic schools, catechetical instruction
depends on the priest and above all the
parents in the parishes. ‘We have over a
thousand catechetical volunteers and
catechetical teams in all parishes. This
places a lot of pressure on the archdiocese to offer adequate formation, motivation, and support to these excellent people,’ he explained.
Through the archdiocesan evangelisation department, Archbishop Slattery
has insisted on the laity playing a role in
pastoral ministries. These include catechetics, youth, marriage and family,
Justice and Peace, Caritas and development, Renew Africa, SPREAD, hospital
and health ministry, and the prison ministry. ‘This archdiocese has well over 20
sodalities. The challenge is to move the
sodalities from purely internal concerns
towards taking responsibilities for ministries,’ he said.
Archbishop Slattery said he had
enjoyed many highlights in his episcopal
ministry. Among them, the response of
the faithful of Kokstad and Pretoria stand
out. ‘The joy and the peace of the Holy
Spirit coming through the congregations
every Sunday were triumphant. Every
Sunday was a triumphant Sunday,’ he
said.
Working with the youth was another
highlight. ‘I find tremendous generosity in
the youth whenever I am with them.
Ordaining young men as priests and
deacons was also a definite highlight for
me.’
The archbishop’s work on Radio
Veritas every Thursday will continue in
retirement. ‘To be able to share with
many people through the radio and the
response from the people is fulfilling,’
said Archbishop Slattery, who is also the
serving chair of the bishops’ social communications office.
Aug/Sept 2019

Plans for the Future
But there is one highlight that ranks
above all. ‘The response of the Lord to
me through his people has been
extremely generous. It shows that the
nature of God is a God of love,’ the archbishop said.
On return after his break in Ireland, he
will be working in evangelisation, preaching, teaching and ministering in all of its
aspects. ‘I have many things to do and
have received many invitations,’
Archbishop Slattery said. ‘But particularly,
I’ll be teaching young men joining the
Franciscan Order, and also young people
joining the Neocatechumenal seminary.’
Asked about the future of the Church
moving forward, the archbishop hoped
for ‘a graceful emergence of participation
of the laypeople in the life of Christ and
the work of the Church.’ ‘In the past, the
Church in South Africa did tremendous
work in the schools and clinics, old age
homes, and hospices – and that was
done then in a large way by religious,
especially Sisters and Brothers. ‘I think
the laity – and I see it in Pretoria – are

emerging now and realising that this
work, this spirit that you see in what was
done in the past, will be continued
through them.’
Archbishop Slattery noted that in
almost every parish in South Africa there
are medical professionals, teachers, and
lawyers and so on whose skills can be
applied to serve the community and the
Church. ‘My real hope is that the Risen
Christ begins to emerge in their lives by
the way they reach out and care for
South Africa,’ he said. ‘I have great hope.
South Africa is suffering at the moment,
but I believe in the goodness of the basic
South African people and have always
found them in the majority to be very
good people,’ Archbishop Slattery said.
‘What I have received from the people
of South Africa and our Catholics far outweighs the little service I have offered
them. It is a huge grace to have been
called to this ministry in this country.’
Adapted from the
Southern Cross newspaper
www.thesoutherncross.org n

Preparing for the role: working for youth was a highlight.
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Left:
Celebrating a
life well-lived:
a banner of Alfie
at the funeral.
Right:
A woman,
furnished with
both images of
Alfie and an
Irish flag, was
one of the many
thousands who
attended his
funeral in
Gotera,
El Salvador.

Alfredo Querido
My phone rang at 4pm on Saturday 15
June just before Mass. It was Fray Fabio.
He told me that at any moment you
would be leaving us. He asked me if I
would like to say a few words to you. He
held his mobile phone beside your ear. I
don’t remember most of what I said. But
the most important was that I thanked
you for your friendship, a friendship that
lasted for 59 years since we first were
novices in Killarney in 1960.
Moments later the phone rang again
and Fabio said that you had gone on
your final journey. I went into the church
where the people were gathered. They
had been praying for you these past
months. ‘It will be a short Mass,’ I said.
‘There will be no sermon. I have no
words left in me. Padre Alfredo has just
died.’
And then I cried.
We had relived many moments
together during your long illness. We
went through your photo album which
goes back to before you entered the
Franciscans. You were very proud of your
huge extended family and spoke of them
with great pride. We went through our
time in Galway, Rome and Capranica in
Italy. One day we were in St Peter’s
Square waiting for the Pope to appear
and give his blessing. We were in the
habit, of course, and sandals. Two North
American women near us were staring at
you. One of them said to the other, ‘What
a waste!’ Well that ‘waste’ was El
Salvador’s gain.
8

Dear
A lf ie
In El Salvador,
Brendan Forde OFM
writes a letter to his
friend and fellow
missionary, Limerick
man Alfred (Alfie)
Loughran OFM who
died in June this year.
We went to Gotera together in
January 1969. I lasted a few months
before sickness sent me back to Ireland.
You lived there for the following 20 years
serving and suffering, together with the
other Irish friars and the people, during
the terrible years of the war.
It was there that the love affair between
yourself and the people began, a love
affair that lives on after your death. The
bust of you, that the people put up, stands
in the main square that bears your name.
Our paths took us to different places
and countries but, wherever I was, you

never forgot my birthday. In those days we
always communicated by letter and we
both signed off Slán agus Beannacht
[meaning ‘goodbye and blessings’ in the
Irish language]. Then we met again when
I returned to El Salvador in recent years.
The last few months were a long
drawn out passion. I remember visiting
you in November and I was sure you
wouldn’t make it to Christmas. ‘I’m dying,’
you said, ‘Will you come to my funeral?’
‘Of course I will but I hope to talk again
before that.’ We met many times after
that. Your body was being worn down. It
was your great heart, I think, that kept you
going. It was that same heart that made
you sensitive to all the people, especially
those who were suffering. All ages loved
you, from the infant in her mother’s arms
to the grandfather lying on his deathbed.
Three days before you died you were
very weak and could barely talk, you
opened your eyes and whispered,
‘Brendan, slán agus beannacht.’ They
were the last words you said to me.
The wakes and the funeral were a
great celebration of your life. You were
laid out in the church for three days and
three nights and there were always people
with you no matter the hour. It is estimated there were about five thousand
people at the funeral Mass. They were
saying goodbye to a priest, a brother, a
friend, a gentle and joyful man who came
from Ireland and left his heart in the people of El Salvador.
Colm, Alfredo, Alfie. Vaya con Dios.
Pray for us. Slán agus beannacht. n
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Experiencing the
Migrants’ Challenge
Early in June, Juan Turcios OFM
(Holy Name Province, USA) completed
the Migrant Trail, the annual weeklong walk on the United States-Mexico
border through which participants
advocate for the rights of refugees and
immigrants.
his past Memorial Day (last
Monday in May) was very significant in my life as a friar. It was the
start of a walk in the desert – the Migrant
Trail – 75 miles from the Mexico-United
States border through the desert. This
one-week experience added to my personal connection with the migrant and the
refugee on a deep level and gave me a
better understanding of the physical journey and the pain that they go through.
The group of 46 people included
three Franciscans. Even though the logistics of the Migrant Trail are pre-arranged,
in many ways the personal experience is
something new and life-changing. We are
in solidarity with our brothers and sisters
around the world who become migrants
and refugees hoping for a better life.
The Arizona heat in late May and
early June is quite intense and very dry.
While walking, someone in the group
would shout out, about every ten minutes, ‘Drink water!’ and the rest of the
group members would repeat the phrase.
Water is essential while you walk under
the sun through the desert. Over the
years, many people have died there for
lack of food, shelter, and water.
One of the important reasons why the
Migrant Trail has been walked for more
than a decade is to remember the many
people who die in the desert trying to
cross the border to find better lives for
themselves and their families.
There is a personal connection to my
passion for helping migrants. I am an

T
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immigrant to the United
States. My father, like
many of my uncles and
aunts, decided to come
to the United States in
the early ‘80s during the
civil war in El Salvador.
In many cases, the
head of the family – like
my father – leaves the
rest of the family behind
while he or she emigrates north.
Walking in the shoes
Juan during a break on the Migrant Trail.
of migrants helped me to
man of faith to help the situation? What is
remember and to keep in mind the effort
my obligation and responsibility as a
and the sacrifice that my dad went
Christian? How have our US political
through to offer my brothers and sisters a
strategies affected the economic situation
better life. At the same time, it connected
and the violence in Mexico and Central
me to the physical pain and the emoAmerica? We have some responsibility
tional struggle that they went through.
for what is going on there and, as a
Nowadays, the reality is in many ways
result, migrants and refugees are looking
similar, but it is more moving and sadder.
for a better place to live.
When you see families with not only
Overall, the most important part is my
teenagers but children, too, it is unsethuman connection to the situation. I
tling. Walking the desert is hard for an
strongly believe that humanitarian aid is
adult. I cannot imagine how difficult it is
something that will keep us alive. By
for a young child. The number of decomoffering a helping hand to our migrant
posed bodies and corpses found in the
brothers and sisters, we are respecting
desert of Arizona, which is part of the
their dignity as human beings. At the
Sonora Desert in Mexico, is horrifying.
same time, it is in giving that we receive
Every year, the number of deaths
by helping them to know how much we
increases.
care for them.
How dangerous is the situation in
From HNP Today
Mexico and the rest of Latin America that
(Holy Name Province, USA)
a person is willing to risk his/her life in
www.HNP.org n
the desert? What am I called to do as a
9

“I Sleep
With
One Eye
Open!”
Writing from Namibia, Edward Lennon OFM tells a story of
terrible domestic violence, an evil sadly present in societies worldwide.
e were travelling to the graveyard on Saturday 27 April. We
were accompanying a young
woman on her final journey. Her name is
Merenta Gaingos; she is 38 years old
and is the mother of three children, two
girls and a boy; the boy is a little over
two years old. We had just celebrated
Mass for her and for those she left
behind at Holy Redeemer Church in
Katutura.
Merenta had been stabbed to death
by her husband Patrick. He carried out
this act late at night on Friday 12th April
and she died the next day.
Patrick stabbed her in their bedroom
in the presence of the three children. He
arrived home late on that Friday evening;
he went into the bedroom and they had
an argument. He went into the kitchen,
took a knife from the kitchen drawer,
returned to the bedroom and proceeded
to stab her repeatedly. When he completed his task, he left the house. The
children summoned the neighbours to
help; they brought her to the local
Katutura Hospital and she died the following day.
I was travelling in the car to the
graveyard with Sr Emmanuelle Foibe, a
Sister of the Holy Name of Jesus. She
knew Merenta, Patrick and the children;
the second child had been a pupil at our
parish kindergarten when Sr
Emmanuelle had been teaching there.

W
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Also in the car were three leading ladies
of the parish. One woman has children
and grandchildren; she is married to her
husband for over twenty years. She tells
the others in the car that it is very difficult
to trust any man. She tells us all, ‘I sleep
with one eye open.’
As we proceeded to the cemetery I
ask the question, ‘Why did he have to kill
her? What was it that drove him to go to
the kitchen, pick out a knife, return to the
bedroom and stab her?’ He is now in jail
and will spend a good part of the rest of
his life there. When we got to the graveyard, our team of funeral leaders, one
man and two women, conducted the
burial service. I gave a prayer and blessing at the end. The burial took a little
over two hours. We all placed a little
sand in the grave and after that the men
present started to fill in the grave; it was
a very deep grave.
I was standing at the graveside and
beside me were Sr Emmanuelle and an
elder of the Lutheran Church whose
daughter was married into Merenta’s
family. As Merenta’s second daughter
came forward to take some sand and
place it in her mother’s grave, Sister told
me that this girl loved her father very
much; it was he who brought her to the
kindergarten and who collected her every
day. I thought to myself, she has now
lost her mother and she has lost her
father for a very long time. I am wonder-

ing how she feels about her father today.
The elder in the Lutheran Church said to
me that it was a pity that the husband of
Merenta, Patrick, was not here for the
burial of his wife. I was left wondering at
this comment from an elderly man.
We have a group in the parish who
visit the prison twice a month; this is the
ministry that they have opted to take part
in and they have had some training for it.
I will ask them to try and make contact
with Patrick and with other men who
have killed their loved ones. I will ask
them to talk to them and ask them to
explain why they acted in the way they
did.
One Namibian man speaking at a
conference in Windhoek which dealt with
femicide gave his opinion that men do
not have anybody to talk to, that they do
not know how to speak about their feelings. We offer a programme here called
Healing of Memories. We invite men and
women to attend; it is a safe space for
telling our stories, for releasing our emotions, for crying without being afraid. We
plan to offer it to those in prison.
We hope to target in the coming
months, men young and old; we hope
that all will learn to deal with their feelings by talking and not by using violence.
We hope we can play a small part in
building a world where all women and
girls can sleep soundly at night with both
eyes closed. n
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Young Artists at Work
in South Sudan
Joe Walsh OFM writes from Juba,
the capital of South Sudan, about a
simple initiative he began that is
having an impact.
Each evening from about 4.30pm our
church compound is filled with hundreds
of young people who come to the parish
after school. They come to the compound
because it is a secure place. Church compounds, usually surrounded by sturdy and
solid walls, are the places to which people
retreat in time of violence or military conflict. People feel safe and protected in
them.
But sometimes people just hang
around, play a bit of football, chat and talk
and do what people do everywhere. I was
somewhat disappointed that so many of
the young people had little to do. It was
fine for footballers, both male and female,
for the choirs who practise in the compound, and for those who are there to
receive catechetical instruction. But what
about the younger children? They were
bored and looking for something to do.
I decided to start a drawing class. It
may seem that drawing is a bit of a luxury
in a country where people struggle for
food and employment, and where war is
always in the offing, but the important
thing was to help them occupy themselves in an enjoyable way.
So far the class has been growing
and in the time we have been in exis-
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tence, we have learned how to draw a
crocodile, a lion, an elephant and a few
other local species. Some of the children
show talent and others just enjoy themselves. Getting art materials is very difficult; they have to be brought in from
Nairobi or Kampala. But we have been
managing so far. As you can see from the
photos, the children really do enjoy themselves and delight in producing their
drawings and bring them home to show
their families. They also enjoy the fact
that at present the class takes place
within the friary garden. They take a certain pleasure in being allowed into an
area which is usually private – and telling
their envious friends about it. n
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‘Now we know what Christian charity is.’

From Damascus, Friar Raimond Girgis
OFM tells of life for the Christian community in Syria now.
The Syrian Catholic community has
gone through eight years of devastating
civil war in our country, a war which has
not yet ended. I know what war means,
being scared, the fear of dying; I experienced it all in person. Our church was five
times the target of mortar attacks. The
Memorial Church of St Paul, which our
Franciscan community serves, rises on
the place where, according to tradition,
Saul of Tarsus experienced his encounter
with the Risen Christ.
What is the situation of the Catholic
Church in Syria today, after so many years
of war? I would say that there are positive
and negative aspects. If we want to start
with the positive, I’ll say that the Church
has always been close to the Christian
people. Well, today she is also much
closer to Muslims.
In these years of war, the Church has
been able to show the face of charity. She
has truly witnessed with great strength to
God’s love for the poor, all the poor, without making distinctions between Christians
and Muslims. Even before the war the
Church certainly practised charity, but it
was something more ‘ordinary’. It is the
Muslims who often say to us, ‘Now we
know what Christian charity is; now we
know who you Christians are.’ And this is
certainly a positive development, our
being closer today to all the Syrian people,

Damascus: the Memorial Church
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The future: children in Syria
without distinctions, with particular regard
for the children.
The most negative aspect of the present situation is certainly the decrease, in
terms of numbers, of the Christian presence in the country. The Christians in
Syria today are less than half compared to
2011. Before the war broke out, there
were close to two million Christians in
Syria, today approximately 900,000.
Emigration is a wound that we don’t
know how to cure. Unfortunately, there are
so many circumstances that drive people
to go abroad, beginning with the present
economic crisis. In fact, some have said to
us, ‘If I had left before, rather than stay, it
would have been better!’ And it hurts to
hear this.
As friars, we can
only encourage people
to stay, and stay here
ourselves; to stress the
importance of not abandoning Syria now and to
provide the material help
we can furnish. Our
charism as Franciscans
is precisely to be next to
the people, to assist
them in all the ways we
can. We are turning to
the whole world to
of St Paul. obtain aid that will give

the people the possibility to stay. However,
the final decision is theirs. We have many
university students who, having finished
their studies, decide to leave, and this isn’t
good.
So many children have been born and
grown up in these years of war, many have
felt fear, and serious psychological traumas
have been reported. Therefore, we have
started a project of psychological support
for them, and for three years Muslim children have benefited more than the
Christians. Moreover, in my friary we
receive the sick; we give free care to those
sick with cancer and diabetes. We have
instituted a school of music to teach children to play an instrument.
The Franciscans have seven parishes
in Syria serving 8,000 families. In the Bab
Touma parish at Damascus we have 400
youngsters in the catechetical centre, 300
scouts, 23 members of the choir, and 50
university young people. I have given you
the example of just one parish to let you
see how much the Church works with
young people, because they are the future!
For us Christians, these nine years
have been a time of grief, of suffering, of
persecution. Thank God, however,
European benefactors haven’t been lacking, and stayed beside us.
We are still in need of your material and
spiritual support. Please pray for us! n
St Anthony Brief

‘Economy of Francesco’:
Giving Soul to the Economy
Dear Friends,
I am writing to invite you to take part in
an initiative very close to my heart. An
event that will allow me to encounter
young men and women studying economics and interested in a different kind of
economy: one that brings life not death,
one that is inclusive and not exclusive,
humane and not dehumanising, one that
cares for the environment and does not
despoil it. An event that will help bring us
together and allow us to meet one another
and eventually enter into a ‘covenant’ to
change today’s economy and to give a
soul to the economy of tomorrow.
Surely there is a need to ‘re-animate’
the economy! And where better to do so
than Assisi, which has for centuries eloquently symbolised a humanism of fraternity? St John Paul II chose Assisi as the
icon of a culture of peace.
For me, Assisi is also a fitting place to
inspire a new economy. There Francis
stripped himself of all worldliness in order
to choose God as the compass of his life,
becoming poor with the poor, a brother to
all. His decision to embrace poverty also
gave rise to a vision of economics that
remains most timely. A vision that can give
hope to our future and benefit not only the
poorest of the poor but our entire human
family. A vision that is also necessary for
the fate of the entire planet, our common
home, ‘our sister Mother Earth’, in the
words of St Francis in his Canticle of the
Sun.
In my Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, I
emphasised that, today more than ever,
everything is deeply connected and that
the safeguarding of the environment cannot be divorced from ensuring justice for
the poor and finding answers to the structural problems of the global economy. We
need to correct models of growth incapable of guaranteeing respect for the environment, openness to life, concern for the
Aug/Sept 2019

family, social equality, the dignity of workers and the rights of
future generations.
Sadly, few have heard the
appeal to acknowledge the
gravity of the problems and,
even more, to set in place a
new economic model, the fruit
of a culture of communion
based on fraternity and equality…
Francis of Assisi is the outstanding example of care for the
vulnerable and of an integral
ecology. I think of the words
spoken to him from the Crucifix
in the little church of San
Damiano: “Go, Francis, repair
my house, which, as you see, is
Francis: building a more just and
falling into ruin.” The repair of that
beautiful world.
house concerns all of us. It conan ideal and, in some sense, a procerns the Church, society and the heart of
gramme. For me, who took his name, he
each individual. Increasingly, it concerns
is a constant source of inspiration.
the environment, which urgently demands
With you, and through you, I will
a sound economy and a sustainable
appeal to some of our best economists
development that can heal its wounds and
and entrepreneurs who are already workassure us of a worthy future…
ing on the global level to create an econThat is why I would like to meet you in
omy consistent with these ideals. I am
Assisi: so that we can promote together,
confident that they will respond. And I am
through a common ‘covenant’, a process
confident above all in you young people,
of global change. One in which not only
who are capable of dreaming and who are
believers but all men and women of good
prepared to build, with the help of God, a
will, beyond differences of creed and
more just and beautiful world.
nationality, can participate, inspired by an
Our meeting is planned for 26 to 28
ideal of fraternity attentive above all to the
March
2020. Together with the Bishop of
poor and excluded. I invite each of you to
Assisi, whose predecessor Guido, eight
work for this covenant, committing yourcenturies ago, received the young Francis
selves individually and in groups to cultiin his house when he made the prophetic
vate together the dream of a new humangesture of his stripping, I count on receivism responsive to the expectations of men
ing you myself.
and women and to the plan of God.
I await you and even now, I greet you
The name of this event – Economy of
and I give you my blessing. Please, do not
Francesco – clearly evokes the Holy Man
forget to pray for me.
of Assisi and the Gospel that he lived in
See the complete Letter at
complete consistency, also on the social
www.vatican.va/letters n
and economic level. St Francis offers us

www.aidanharticons.com

Pope Francis has personally invited
young economists and entrepreneurs
worldwide to join him in Assisi in 2020,
to discuss how ‘to inspire a new economy’.
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THE LORD’S QUESTION

Newly ordained: Vincent with some of the
Irish friars in formation who served the Mass.

Vincent Finnegan OFM was ordained a priest in
Galway on 29 June this year, the Solemnity of
Saints Peter and Paul, by Bishop Brendan Kelly.
Our Provincial Minister, Aidan McGrath OFM,
preached this homily during the liturgy.
he second question of Jesus to his
apostles is a real challenge. The
first one was easy. ‘Who do people
say I am?’ The disciples were able to give
a series of possible and not implausible
answers, ‘Some say John the Baptist,
some Elijah, others Jeremiah or one of the
prophets.’
It is always easy to be able to quote
what someone else says. God knows, in
the world of today, there is hardly a politician, a journalist or any other public figure
who does not quote from this writer, that
expert, or a survey whenever they are
interviewed. The answers they give to the

T
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questions can be interesting but they usually do not reveal anything of the person
speaking.
In his conversation with his followers,
Jesus wanted more than just second-hand
reports; so he asked, ‘Who do you say I
am?’ I would imagine that that question
was followed by an uncomfortable silence;
the disciples probably looked at one
another, not sure of what to say. Then
Peter spoke, ‘You are the Christ, the Son
of the living God.’
What a statement; what a declaration;
what a profession of faith!
Let’s not forget that the one speaking

was a fisherman from first-century
Palestine, not an educated man and certainly not a theologian. So where did it
come from, this profession of faith? Jesus
himself gives the answer, ‘It was not flesh
and blood that revealed this but my Father
in heaven.’
Peter answered Jesus’ question by
reflecting on his personal experience of
Jesus. For the better part of three years, he
had lived with Jesus, walked the roads with
him, listened to him preaching and teaching,
in public and in private, and observed him
ministering to people in the midst of the trials and tribulations of life.
In short, Peter knew Jesus well and this
experience shaped his personal response
under the influence of God’s grace, ‘You are
the Christ, the Son of the living God.’ This
expressed all that Peter knew of Jesus,
though he could never have grasped all the
implications of his own words.
This declaration by Peter shaped his
life.
St Anthony Brief

But it did not prevent him from falling –
after all, he denied Jesus three times in
his hour of greatest need.
So, we can remember that those
whom God calls are not perfect – it is
through the cracks and imperfections that
the grace of God can shine. Peter
repented, came back, received the gift of
the Holy Spirit, and was driven by that
same Spirit out into the public square to
proclaim the Good News of the
Resurrection. He proclaimed this not only
by his words, but by means of his ministry
to others, and by giving his very life. This
first profession of faith shaped his life and
laid the foundation for all that came afterwards.
The transformation of Peter from uneducated fisherman to the rock on which
Jesus founded the Church, is replicated in
the life of St Paul whom we commemorate
also today.
In the second reading, we hear an old
man reflecting on his experience, ‘My life
is already being poured away … and the
time has come for me to be gone.’ Paul
the Pharisee, the great persecutor of the
early followers of Jesus, was changed forever by meeting the Risen Jesus on the
road to Damascus. He heard the voice,
‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’

Grace-filled: Fr Vincent gives his
Aug/Sept 2019

Then he dared to ask, ‘Who
are you, Lord?’
The answer to that question changed him completely
and made him a passionate
and enthusiastic preacher of
the Good News.
Vincent, in the course of
this ordination ceremony, you
will be asked a number of
questions. Like those asked
of St Peter and St Paul, the
answers you will give will
shape the rest of your life.
After today, you will lead
the People of God in prayer,
celebrating for them the
sacred liturgy and the sacraments; you will instruct those
who are preparing for
Baptism, for Confirmation, for
First Holy Communion, for the
A helping hand: David Collins leads
sacrament of marriage; you will 93-year-old Peter O’Grady OFM to
walk with the People of God,
his place for the celebration.
offering them words of comfort
and consolation in their sadness, encourhibitions…Christianity is a person, one
aging them in their moments of gladness,
who loves us so much, one who calls for
leading them by example to put their trust
our love. Christianity is Christ’ (from a serwholly in the God who loves them; you will
mon of St Oscar Romero).
break open for them the Holy Scriptures
To be able to communicate the joy of
and nourish them with the bread of the
the Gospel and the transforming power of
Word of God.
knowing the Risen Lord, you first have to
None of this
have experienced that joy and encounwill have any
tered the Lord.
meaning unless it
By means of your Profession as a
is based on a reguFranciscan, you have already undertaken
lar encounter with
to observe the Holy Gospel. Now, through
the living and Risen
ordination as a priest, you will be authoJesus.
rised to preach the Gospel not only by
The ministry of
your words but also by the very manner in
a priest is not a job
which you will celebrate the liturgy and
like any other. It is a
sacraments, by the compassion you will
profound vocation,
show in your pastoral ministry, and by
a calling from God,
your commitment to personal prayer.
an invitation to
The journey to this day has been long
become an instru– with many twists and turns. But this is
ment of God’s grace
not the end, nor is it even the beginning
and mercy for those
of the end; rather, it is the end of the
to whom you will be
beginning.
sent to minister. Your
On the day a priest is ordained and on
fundamental role will
subsequent anniversaries, it is customary
be to bring the joy of
to wish him ad multos annos (many
the Gospel to others,
years). Whether your priestly ministry is
to bring them to
long or short, I pray that it may always be
know that
filled with joy, and that each day you can
‘Christianity is not a
respond to that second question of Jesus
collection of truths to
in the Gospel by affirming with all your
be believed, of laws
heart and soul, ‘You are the Christ, the
First Blessing. to be obeyed, of proSon of the living God’. n
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Dreams Can Show
the Way
The journey into self-knowledge
passes not only through the conscious self, but also through the
unconscious one. Gerald Evans
OFM reflects on the power of

dreams, as shown in a key stage
in Saint Francis’ discernment of
the way ahead.
n emerging from the war with
Perugia and his time in prison,
the young Francis was clearly
in a very disturbed and confused state,
evidenced outwardly not only by bouts of
depression, anxiety, erratic and directionless behaviour, but also, within the deep
recesses of his being, evidenced by very
significant and insightful dreams.
The journey into self-knowledge
passes not only through the conscious
self, but also through the unconscious
one. Access to the unconscious deeper
self can very often be had through our
dreams where the conscious is deactivated and the unconscious activated.
The dream world reveals deep within the
recesses of our being an ongoing process of integration, reconciliation and
healing underway in God’s hands and
invites our co-operation. As the psalm
reminds us, ‘I will bless the Lord who
councils me, who even at night directs
my heart.’
Dreams can be quite mysterious and
at times very disturbing, especially during
times of existential crisis and interior turmoil. So, we would do well to pay attention to them and co-operate with the

O
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hands that are shaping us within them.
They not only reveal what is going on at
a deeper level within us but also, when
prayed, discerned and interpreted correctly, offer us valuable insights and wisdom for growth, both human and spiritual.
Given that almost a quarter of our
lives is spent living within the dream
world, Latin American literature, both
secular and spiritual, pays a great deal of
attention to dreams. It wouldn’t consider
as serious any process of human or spiritual development that underestimated
their importance and so excluded them
from prayer and discernment. In spiritual
direction, both the Franciscans and
Jesuits here in Latin America encourage
people to engage with their dreams and
accompany them in doing so.
The Castle
Throughout his life Francis had many
revealing dreams all of which he took
seriously enough to include in his prayer
and discernment. For our purposes here,
his dreams at Spoleto on the way to
Apulia in southern Italy, in another
attempt to win military glory, offer us a

number of interesting insights into his
state of mind and soul.
In his first dream Francis contemplates a castle, a knight’s suit of armour,
weapons and shields emblazoned with a
cross and finally, curiously, at the very
centre – a bride. The castle represents
Francis himself as a defensive fortress
seeking protection. The knight’s armour
points to a very confused Francis who,
on the one hand, was on the offensive
seeking nobility and worldly glory while,
on the other, seeking security and protection to cover his fragile, insecure personality. A fragility that he was vainly
endeavouring to repress and flee from
but which emerged spontaneously in his
dreams awaiting acceptance and integration.
The weaponry within the castle suggests conflict within Francis himself and
the shields the ever-increasing defence
mechanisms he was erecting against a
world with which he was more and more
at odds and in conflict with. The cross on
the shields is a symbol and invitation to
follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ on
the path of the cross from which he was
running.
St Anthony Brief

And finally, the bride – now there is
an interesting one especially considering
that it seems to be the dream’s centrepiece. In recent times psychology reveals
that every human being is constituted by
elements of the masculine and feminine
animus and anima. The journey of integration invites men to integrate within
their being those feminine (anima)
aspects which refine and humanise us –
kindness, respect, graciousness, tenderness, compassion. Likewise, it invites
women to integrate the masculine (animus) aspects which refine and humanise
them. The bride is Francis’ soul seeking
to integrate its feminine components
which he was rejecting and fleeing from
in his search to be a knight.
Francis’ dream reveals him to be on
the one hand a tragic victim of circumstances assailed by interior conflicts,
while on the other, as someone invited to
trust and co-operate with God inviting
him on a journey of integration.
Unfortunately, as St Bonaventure wisely
observes, he was as yet unable or
unwilling to discern that same God moving his life so he impulsively interpreted
the dream to suit his own desires for
worldly glory.

Life’s goal is not so much to give it
meaning but rather to discover God’s
meaning in it. That requires, however, a
respectful, contemplative, listening look
not at what we want but what we need to
see and hear. God does not always intervene in our lives as we would like.
Therefore, we repress his will in favour of
our own. In doing so, we remain
unhappy and unfilled. Indeed, our unhappiness is very often a sign of our longing
for God. The great mystics actually
called this unhappiness ‘divine discontent’ and considered it a grace. When
embraced and discerned it serves our
search and encounter with him. When
repressed, however, it loses its potential
to do so. The important thing is to discover and live God's dreams for us.
Slowly, Francis is beginning to understand this intuition.
Mysterious Voice
The second dream occurred on the way
to Apulia, where Francis sought once
again to take up arms against a sea of
troubles mainly of his own making. A
mysterious voice called to him in a waking dream by night asking, ‘Who would
favour you most, the servant or the lord?’

Those familiar with the language of
discernment will be alerted to the
appearance of the word ‘most’.
Discernment is not so much concerned
with distinguishing between the good and
the bad which is usually quite evident.
Rather between the good and the better
or indeed the best. St Ignatius advises
that discernment entails distinguishing
been the apparent good and the true
good.
In his dream, Francis’ reply was, ‘The
lord.’ The voice then questioned him as
to why he was serving the servant rather
than the lord? To which Francis replied,
‘What will you have me to do, Lord?’
This suggests he still failed to grasp the
dynamics of the Lord which is, not so
much what I want to do for the Lord,
rather what the Lord wants to do in and
through me and, most importantly, what I
am freely willing to allow him to do.
God’s response is interesting. Francis
hears the voice telling him, ‘Francis,
return to your land.’ Francis, ever prone
to precipitation, failed to grasp the
deeper meaning of the dream’s invitation
and hastily returned to Assisi. Had he
calmly paused to pray and discern the
dream’s deeper meaning he might have

Symbols:
Dreams can
offer valuable
insights for
growth.

Aug/Sept 2019

17

gleaned that it was not so much an invitation to return to his geographic but
rather existential and spiritual homeland,
in short to his deeper noble self beyond
the grasp of his ego.
God’s invitation to Francis, and
indeed to us all, is similar. Stop running
away, abandon your ego or false superficial self and embark on a return through
a long, spiritual struggle to your deeper
noble self so as to be continually recreated in God’s image and likeness.
Given that the supreme vice of our
day is its superficiality we would do
well to heed this invitation and remember once again that our journey
through life is not only exterior and
geographic but interior, existential and
spiritual. Deep within the recesses of
our being is the presence of God who
guides us along the right path into reconciliation, integration, healing and
peace. As the psalms remind us, ‘Only
in God will my soul be at rest, from him
comes my hope, my salvation, so I will
dwell under the shadow of his wings
and walk in his presence all the days of
my life.’ To continually journey towards
and be connected with that deep presence of God within and to be guided by

its wisdom and desires – this constitutes our salvation.
Essential Desire
So, the essential question is, ‘What is
God's desire for me and what am I willing to do to live this desire fully?’
It is very important to discern our
desires, as although they may be wholesome, they may not necessarily be the
desires of God for us. Indeed, the contemporary person is suffocated by a
thousand desires, attempting to respond
to them all, and so lives superficially. In
these difficult and confusing times, we
urgently need the enlightenment of the
Spirit to discern God’s essential desire
deep within our hearts and with his grace
live it fully and faithfully. It is amazing
how we can respond to things despite
great difficulties when the will in us is
strong, and if that will is the same as
God's, then nothing is impossible.
Indeed, the will of God within us is the
power of God in us.
Likewise, we must discern our motivations and insure not only that our
goals, but also the means we use to
achieve them, are what God desires; the
end can never justify the means. We

would do well to remember that what
draws us along the way forms or
deforms us as we travel the path and
gives ultimate direction to our lives.
Francis desired and sought greatness
in the eyes of the world and attempted to
achieve it by seeking to be a knight. His
desire to be a knight implied silencing
many very disturbing and chilling questions about violence and power. It is one
of life’s great tragedies that many people
have forfeited their humanity to gain
fame and greatness in the eyes of the
world.
On that night in Spoleto, Francis
gleaned that his pursuit of greatness in
the eyes of the world was frustrating his
destiny to be a great human being. He
chooses to abandon his pursuit of knighthood and concluded that stage of his life
by very symbolically gifting his cloak to a
poor knight.
It is our choice too! To live superficially by the ego, inspired, guided and
drawn by the noisy, confusing spirit of
the world, or to live deeply, to be inspired
and guided by the Spirit of God who
speaks his wisdom to those who wait
and listen in the deep silent recesses of
the human heart. n

Hindering deep listening:
the noisy, confusing spirit
of the world.
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The Beatitudes
and Social Media
We don’t have to spend much time on the internet to realise that it can
magnify both the good and bad. When online, people say things digitally
that they would never do in direct interactions with others. The spirit of
the Beatitudes can provide definite guidance for our use of social media.
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
I will remember that my identity comes from being made and loved by God, not
from my online profile.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
This world is full of grief and suffering. I will tread softly and post with
gentleness and compassion.
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
I will not boast or brag online, nor will I pull others down.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
There are many wrongs to be righted. I will not be afraid to name them and
look for justice in the world.
Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
I will not judge others but be generous online. I will be conscious
of my own failings.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
I will be truthful and honest, and I will not pretend to be
what I am not.
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.
I will seek to reconcile those of different views with
imagination and good humour.
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’
sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
I will not add to the store of hate in the world,
but I will try to be courageous in standing up
for what is right and true.
– A NONYMOUS
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Is Rumi Just a Rumour?
n the Western World, as I write, there
is a passionate debate on Islam running on YouTube, featuring such luminaries as Christopher Hitchens, Douglas
Murray, Jordan Peterson, Ayaan Hirsi Ali,
Linda Sarsour and Brigid Gabrielle. In fact
it’s worth listening to people like these
because for many they are thought-leaders
in our weary society. However, that’s not
what I want to raise here.
Similarly, I don’t want to talk about the
various layers of Islamic female dress
code (hijab, burqa, niqab or chador) that
so often excite passionate disagreement
on the airwaves of late. To a lesser degree
there is another debate out there about the
buying up of major properties in European
capitals the purpose of which is to peacefully repopulate formerly Christian Europe
with large Muslim families and eventually
have Sharia law for all – moving from
Christian to Islamic culture. I don’t wish to
make this alarmist notion our discussion
either.
Saudi-financed mosques, we are told,
are appearing everywhere in secular
Europe. It too worries many people, especially those of a right-wing hue. On the
other hand, there is a surge of Muslims
who are fed up with Islam and are
becoming atheists or even Christians.
Increasingly, they are going public and
some are becoming stridently anti-Muslim
for one reason or another. Nor is that what
I want to discuss here.

I
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Islamaphobia or
Christianaphobia –
is that the question?
Or is it the clash of
civilisations in our time?
Paddy Noonan OFM
glances over the
present situation.
Finally, on a deeper layer still, there is
a new interest in Christian circles on how
many former Hezbollah fighters or ISIS
soldiers are converting to Christ after
strange and powerful religious experiences. Again I’m not addressing those
phenomena here.
I’m rather following the St Francis initiative of 800 years ago when he went in
peace to Muslim leader al-Malik al-Kamil,
because it might have something to say to
us today.
I’m interested in the motivation behind
the Pope’s Islamic travels following the
lead of St Francis. He, the Pope, recently
confounded many when he visited the
United Arab Emirates (UAR) and Morocco.
Clearly he is inspired by Francis, his mentor and namesake.
The Islamic world open to dialogue
tends to be that which follows the Sufi

mystic stream of Islam. A great inspiration
here is Rumi, an amazing medieval Islamic
poet and philosopher.
For 800 years the Franciscan Order has
been in dialogue with Islam; the driving
force behind this is the Franciscan presence
in many Arabic countries in the Middle East,
today called the Franciscan Custody of the
Holy Land. Pilgrims to the Holy Land know
this.
Top-level meetings for prayer and reflection are presently taking place worldwide initiated by the Church. The friars are in there
too paving the way.
Recently, the inter-faith contact person
for the South African Catholic Church, Fr
Christopher Boyer M.Afr, invited me to one
of these meetings in Johannesburg where
the Muslim organisers showed the new
Jeremy Irons’ film called The Sultan and the
Saint.
After the showing we had a lively
discussion, particularly on the surprise
ending of the movie. You have to have a
Franciscan mind to grasp this dramatic conclusion. It is so counter cultural. Afterwards,
I was happy to make a presentation to the
Muslim leaders of my books on racism and
St Francis. They in turn presented me with
the six-volume complete works of Rumi. I
felt at that moment a very scholarly person!
‘Your task is not to seek for love, but
merely to seek and find all the barriers
within yourself that you have built against it’
– Rumi. n
St Anthony Brief

In this year
when we
commemorate the
800th anniversary
of St Francis’
dramatic outreach
to the Muslim
world, Pope
Francis has been
criticised for his
reaching out to
those of the Islamic
faith. Our Minister
General, Michael
Perry OFM,
addresses those
objections.

The
Power of
Prophetic
Gestures

ope Francis has been harshly criticised in certain parts of the Church
for his gestures of openness
towards Islam and other faiths, saying that
this weakens the image and reputation of
the Church and Christians in general.
Probably, many think that the significant
approaches that the Church and Pope
Francis have made do not correspond to
the harsh reality that still exists today in
countries where Christians and Muslims
live together. There are those who think
that talking about dialogue or demonstrating openness to an eventual encounter is
a sign of weakness and a lack of reaffirming our identity.
Regarding such opinions, I would
merely like to affirm that a simple gesture
of union and openness turns out to be
more powerful, eloquent, effective and
prophetic than the desire for self-promotion
often based on self-centredness.
This commemoration of the 800th
anniversay of the encounter between
Francis of Assisi and the Sultan of Egypt
al-Malik al-Kamil offers the Church and the
Franciscan Order an extraordinary opportunity to reflect on and study the topic of
open and respectful dialogue with Islam
and, of course, with other religious faiths.
The grace of this commemoration
urges us to abandon fear and literally open
the doors of our mind, allowing God to
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operate in an unprecedented way in the
hearts of men and women of good will who
fight without distinction to promote social
justice, moral good, peace and freedom to
the benefit of all.
Whenever human beings are unable to
recognise the differences and richness of
diversity, we see that division and violence
results. History has been marked by a
dominant mindset that has used the name
of God to reaffirm itself and believes itself
the repository of the absolute truth about
God, even attacking and killing to defend a
doctrinal position. That was the dramatic
scenario of the Middle Ages in confrontation with the Islamic religion, and sadly we
see this even today in some countries
where minorities are not respected.
Speaking recently about his trip to
Morocco, the Holy Father affirmed that
there is no need to be frightened by the
differences between the different religions
but what should scare us is the lack of fraternity between the different faiths.
The Holy Father wanted to join actively
in the celebration of the eighth centenary
of the encounter between Francis and
Sultan al-Malik al-Kamil, and his trips to
Morocco and before that to the United
Arab Emirates, are a clear example of this.
The powerful call for dialogue and the
building of an open, plural and supportive
society, as well as the response we must

give to the severe migration crisis, were
issues that he placed at the heart of his
message.
It is true that an option such as that
proposed by the Pope may represent a
certain risk and may generate fear and
uncertainty; something like what the apostles experienced in the upper room behind
closed doors. However, the Pontiff encourages us, ‘I prefer a Church which is
bruised, hurting and dirty because it has
been out on the streets, rather than a
Church which is unhealthy from being confined and from clinging to its own security’
(The Joy of the Gospel, 49).
I dare to make this invitation to all my
brothers and sisters in the Franciscan
Family and to all men and women of good
will who are close to the spirituality of the
Saint of Assisi. Let us go forth, let us go to
meet what is different, and let us open the
doors so that new air may enter, the breath
of the Spirit who wants to open our eyes to
a reality that is new and also fascinating.
The poor man of Assisi was a sign for his
time and remains so after eight centuries.
We cannot be content with the idea of
commemorating an event like this if our
hearts do not open to the experience of
the other person.
Adapted from Easter Letter 2019,
see www.ofm.org n
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News from
around the . . .

Franciscan

World

ENNIS
During the Munster Fleadh Cheoil (an
Irish music festival) held in Ennis on a
weekend in July, friars and friends were

busy spreading the message about care
for 'our sister, Mother Earth' and the
Franciscan vision of creation (see photo
below). n

Servant of God, John Bradburne
PATH TO SAINTHOOD

BUDDHIST PILGRIMS

On 1 July 2019 the Congregation for the
Causes of Saints in Rome issued a formal
nihil obstat for the cause of beatification of
Franciscan missionary John Bradburne to
proceed. John Bradburne, a Third-Order
Franciscan, was killed in Rhodesia in
1979 for refusing to abandon the lepers he
had looked after for many years. Since his
death, Mutemwa, the leprosy settlement
where he worked, has become a major pilgrimage centre.
Each year, on the anniversary of his
death, 5 September, thousands gather to
hear Mass and process up the mountain
where he walked and prayed. On 5
September 2019, the fortieth anniversary
of John's assassination, there will be a
special ceremony at Mutemwa, where his
cause will be officially launched.
On 21 September, the celebrations
will continue with a Mass at Westminster
Cathedral, London, followed by an
exhibition in the hall about the new
Servant of God’s life, along with a talk and
Zimbabwean music. John's Franciscan
habit will be one of the things on display,
as will his beloved typewriter, and some of
his manuscripts. This will be the first time
John's relics have been displayed publicly.

In recent weeks there was a particular
expression of the culture of encounter
initiated by St Francis and Sultan alMalik al-Kamil 800 years ago: a Walking
Mindfulness Pilgrimage from the
Sanctuary of La Verna in Tuscany to
Assisi by Buddhist monks and nuns of
Plum Village (France) and a group of
their lay practitioners.
After four days of hospitality from
the friars in La Verna, where St Francis
received the stigmata, the pilgrims set
out on foot to Assisi, where they arrived
ten days later. The group numbered
nine monks and nuns and over 100 lay
practitioners and friends, including
many from across Italy. They were

For more information on John and a
range of pamphlets, books and CDs see
www.johnbradburne.com n
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accompanied by their friend, John Wong
OFM, Custos of Singapore-MalaysiaBrunei.
Massimo Chieruzzi OFM warmly welcomed the pilgrims to Assisi. In his welcome, he recalled St Francis’ encounter
with the Sultan. While noting that we do
not know all that transpired between the
Saint and the Sultan, Massimo stated,
‘What we know for sure is that it was a
peaceful meeting, in which a friendship
and a mutual enrichment was born
between the two. May our meeting follow in this channel of hope!’
The days in Assisi included a Walk
of Mindfulness to the Sanctuary of San
Damiano where the local fraternity welcomed the pilgrims to lunch. n

Assisi: Walking Mindfulness Pilgrimage
St Anthony Brief

Friars
at Taizé
gathering of friars, the Under
special
sp
Ten Chapter, took place in Taizé,
France, from 7-14 July. These friars,
who are less than ten years Solemnly
Professed, came together to pray, reflect and
support each other on the Franciscan path.
They were joined by the Minister General and
the members of the General Definitory. In all,
181 friars, representing five continents and 52
nationalities participated. Adding colour to this
celebration, they were accompanied by the
monastic community of Taizé, who hosted both
the friars and almost 2,000 pilgrims from all over
the world present there during that week.
The theme of the Chapter was ‘Friars in
dialogue’. The Minister General emphasised
that dialogue in the life of the Friar Minor
means vocation in fraternity – love of God,
love of neighbour, and love of all creation.
‘Contemplating the Trinity, we enter into relationship and community that is in our very DNA.’ In
his talk he emphasised the quality of fraternal
dialogue as the central theme which ‘calls for
finding creative ways to deal with crises and
struggles in our lives and communities’.
In a final statement, the Chapter affirmed,
‘Knowing that dialogue begins from the heart,
first of all one needs to listen and accept others
without prejudices and fears in the fast-changing society with its technological developments.
At the same time, in this openness, the various
challenges – like social and cultural differences,
tensions between real and virtual world, generation gaps, individualism – are to be confronted
in our fraternal living.’ n

A

A Parent’s Blessing
❝ Personally I will never forget the devotion my father and my mother

showed when they signed us children with holy water, making the Sign of
the Cross on our forehead, on our mouth, and on our chest every time we
had to leave home.
This blessing was a repeat of the sacred gesture first given at our Baptism.
It was a visible sign of our parents’ prayer that accompanied us with the
certainty that this prayer was backed by the Redeemer’s benediction.

Sacred gesture:
to bless is
a priestly act.
Aug/Sept 2019

A parent’s blessing is a full and beautiful expression of the universal priesthood of all baptised. It should be practised in daily family life. To bless is a
priestly act, energised with the love that comes from the Lord. In their Sign
of the Cross, even as children, we perceived our parents’ priesthood, its
dignity, and its strength.

❞

– Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI n
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Honest to God
FR FRANCIS COTTER OFM

Francis Cotter OFM
writes that honesty is essential
in our prayer, and it leads to
intimacy with God.

‘Pour out your heart before him, for God is our refuge.’
scene from Jesus’ visit to the
home of Martha and Mary is often
used as an image of prayer. Mary,
sitting serenely at the feet of Jesus, has
been presented throughout the centuries
as the way of authentic prayer.
And it is certainly a beautiful depiction.
However, I have some problems with it.
I believe that if this is someone’s only
image of what personal prayer should be
like it could actually hinder real prayer.
Often, we are anything but serene and
calm when we come to prayer. Where
does that leave this understanding of
prayer as resting quietly at Jesus’ feet?
The psalmist exhorts us, ‘Pour out
your hearts before him, for God is our
refuge.’ And sometimes what we need to
pour out before him is not praise and gratitude but hurt and anger, confusion and
sadness.

A
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Warts and All
It is particularly important to share the
emotions we consider ‘negative’ with God,
emotions such as anger, fear, shame or
aching grief. People often make the mistake of thinking that we should only speak
to God of positive things and ‘positive’
emotions. Then they bury the negative
ones. A sign of intimacy is when I can
share my whole life, warts and all, with a
friend. My mother used to say about her
relationship with my father, ‘We could tell
each other’s confession to the priest.’
Their loving intimacy expressed itself in
complete and trusting openness. That’s
the sort of relationship that the Lord wants
with us.
Hiding our distressing emotions not
only destroys a friendship with other people, it destroys our friendship with God. In
time, all that is left is a superficial smile

that covers over what is really happening
in our lives and hearts. We end up keeping ‘God’ and ‘everyday experience’ well
apart. If you have received some troubling
news and a casual acquaintance at work
asks you, ‘How are things going?’ you
would probably answer, ‘fine’. But if a
trusted friend asks the same question you
would feel free to open up your heart and
share your troubles. Honesty is a sign of
intimacy and honesty deepens intimacy.
Fr Pat Collins writes, ‘Experience
teaches that the extent to which we control our dialogue with the Lord by failing to
reveal all our true feelings and desires, is
the extent to which we will be unreceptive
to God’s self-revelation and inspirations.’
It is relatively easy to come to God in the
Sunday best of our good, positive feelings.
The trouble arises when we have to come
to the Lord in the ragged and unimpresSt Anthony Brief

sive clothes of our disturbing feelings. In
all this, it is particularly important to
acknowledge, understand and express
discomforting feelings about God, such as
anger, fear or a sense of being let down.
Angry With God
Every priest in his ministry has met people
who have turned their backs on God
because of suffering and loss. For example, the death of a child, even after much
prayer for healing, can be the source not
only of extreme sorrow but also of unacknowledged anger against God. In their
terrible hurt people can shut God out of
their lives. They distance themselves from
him. If they do pray, their prayer will be
just going through the motions. Their relationship with God becomes formal rather
than personal. Other people stop praying
altogether and stop going to church. They
are bitter and angry with God but most
often the anger is not expressed to God
directly.
The way forward is firstly to acknowledge to themselves the anger they have
towards God. This might not be easy.
Many people were brought up in homes
where expressing anger was not acceptable, and certainly not anger against God.
Therefore such anger is repressed and
gets buried in the unconscious.
Having admitted to themselves that
they are hurt and angry they should
express their feelings honestly to God. Far
from inhibiting their relationship with him it
becomes part of it. When such feelings are

expressed in prayer, at times with tears of
sorrowing rage, the communication line is
opened once more. Then God gets a
chance to act and grace can flow again.
Fr Stephen Rossetti, an American psychologist, tells of visiting a friend in a hospice. He was dying of Aids. After chatting
he asked his friend how his prayer was
going. He told him he had stopped praying
several months ago. ‘I prayed and prayed
and nothing happened, so I stopped praying.’ So Fr Rossetti asked how he had
prayed. He replied, ‘I sat in the chapel and
gave thanks and praise to God, but nothing happened.’ The priest asked, ‘Well,
how are you really feeling?’ He answered
sharply, ‘How do you think? I am full of
anger. I am dying of Aids!’
Fr Rossetti suggested that he go back
to the chapel and tell God exactly how he
felt. The man expressed his doubt about
doing that – he did not want to make God
angry at this point in his life. But he
agreed and in his prayer he opened his
heart to God, expressing the bitter anger
that had been piling up and poisoning him.
It was then that his prayer life began to
move again. Sometime later he died in
great peace, after having had a powerful
experience of how much God loved him
just as he was.
Afraid of God
Spiritual writers point out that following
on from a genuine spiritual experience
there is normally an initial spontaneous
response of joy and reassurance in God’s

felt presence. But then, it is noted, this
positive emotional response coming from
our deepest self is frequently followed by
a negative emotional reaction. This is a
backlash coming from the controlling ego.
A resistance to God rises up; it is a resistance from fear at the prospect of surrendering to God in a deeper relationship. If I
draw close to him how will my life have to
change? What demands will he place on
me?
If we are not to be dominated by this
fear we have to express it to ourselves
and to God honestly. While this fear
remains in place we will keep God at
arm’s length. This resistance, like a filter,
reduces the light of God’s life-giving love.
It is an essential part of prayer to notice
the painful feelings of fear and anxiety that
can arise as God draws us closer.
When we put words on these emotions, the awareness of what is really
going on in us frees us to respond more
authentically. In the light of the Spirit we
can notice, name and share with the Lord
the fear that otherwise would block growth
in friendship with him. We come to know
that we can trust him as we take the next
step, no matter how small.
Lament and Protest
We find the best examples of sincere
prayer in the Spirit-inspired prayers of the
People of God. The God revealed in the
Scriptures welcomes dialogue and invites
plain speaking. And the people of Israel
certainly obliged! Their protests pierce the

Authentic
friendship:
sharing our
true selves.

Aug/Sept 2019
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heavens. It is a great pity that the form of
prayer known as lamentation has all but
disappeared from Christian prayer and
liturgy. And yet such prayers are frequent
in the Bible. A lamentation is a passionate,
uninhibited complaint to God. It is a powerful prayer that expresses faith even as it
struggles to understand. God is hidden in
the darkness of anguish or oppression but
his people do not remain passive before
him.
Job is shown lamenting his sufferings
as he vigorously protests his innocence.
So many of the psalms shout out to God,
‘Where are you? Are you asleep? How
long will you be silent in the face of such
sorrow and injustice? Have you abandoned us? Is there no hope for us? How
long do we have to wait before you act

and give us some comfort?’ Honest prayer
indeed!
The Irish friar, John O’Brien, in his
book Rachel’s Tears and Mary’s Song,
reminds us that ‘praise without lament can
be false. We have to grow through pain to
find healing. Mary and Rachel also remind
us that lament without praise is hopelessness. Lament is not meant to affirm us as
victims. It is rather a cry for new life, healing and the reign of justice.’
God is in the Facts
Our prayer relationship with God changes
throughout the seasons of our lives.
Indeed it can change throughout any
given day. Prayer is meant to come from
and reflect our lives. St Teresa of Avila
gives us a simple example of this honest

relationship with God. Once, when she was
doing God’s work, travelling to found a new
monastery, things were going terribly
wrong, and she told the Lord, ‘If this is the
way you treat your friends, it is no wonder
you have so few!’ She was not afraid to
express her anger and frustration to God –
that’s true intimacy.
A good way to begin a time of prayer is
to honestly share our inner feelings and
thoughts with God. Prayer, to be Christian,
must lead to forgetfulness of self in outgoing love. But, paradoxically, this process
has to begin with a frank acknowledgement
of that same self.
The first person you meet in prayer is
yourself. You bring yourself to prayer, as
you are now. So how are you? If you are
happy and grateful, tell God what is making
you happy. If sad or angry, express it. If
you are aware of guilt or heaviness of
spirit, bring it out into the open before him.
In other words, tell God exactly what you
would tell your closest friend. This act of
sharing develops trust in God. It opens our
hearts to God and this openness allows
divine grace to pour in. This is how we
grow in intimacy with God.
God is in the facts! God is in the facts
of my life now. So authentic prayer is when
I bring my life as it is to God in candid honesty. Sometimes, this will mean being able
to sit serenely at the feet of Jesus as Mary
did. At other times it will mean sharing with
the Lord the turmoil of my heart and mind.
The real me before the real God – that’s
real prayer! n

God is in
the facts of
my life:
I bring
myself to
prayer,
as I am
now.
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The Church in Cuba
FAITH IN ACTION

FR GEARÓID Ó CONAIRE, OFM

Patroness of Cuba:
Our Lady of El Cobre.

he Catholic Church in Cuba has
had to live with the reality of a
Communist regime for the past 60
years. An unexpected positive dimension
of the marginalisation of the Church by the
authorities and its defensive response of
focussing inwards for decades was a
more united Church, with a common
vision in relation to evangelisation.
Everyone knew one another. There were a
number of significant Church publications
which, along with several seminars over
the years, have helped keep the focus of
the Church on the important role played
by the laity.

T

The Economy
The state in Cuba appears to control most
aspects of life. However, like every state,
it’s impossible to respond to all the needs
of the population. As the media and comAug/Sept 2019

Gearóid Ó Conaire OFM
continues his reﬂection
on the Church’s life
and mission in Cuba.
munications are exclusively in state
hands, the arts appear to be an area
where people have more of an opportunity
to express a variety of ideas. It’s mostly
intellectuals who move in these circles.
The European Community has pressurised the government to allow more
freedom of expression, including freedom
of religion, of commerce and equality for
homosexuals.
Increasingly, the economy is struggling. Presently, there are two currencies,
one called the CUC whose value is about
$1.10 US dollars, while the CUP is the

currency used by most ordinary people.
There are 25 CUP in one CUC. Both currencies are used simultaneously. There
seems to be two tendencies in the government to deal with the crisis, one for
change and the other to keep things are
they are.
It’s unclear what will happen when former President, Raul Castro, is no longer
around. He is presently the Secretary
General of the Communist Party, in effect,
the body that makes the decisions in the
country. For the moment, he probably has
the last word, which is a unifying force.
The Youth
For various reasons there are relatively
few young people involved in the Church.
In state schools, religion is not a subject
and there are no alternatives. Religious
topics are not mentioned in most families
27

or in the media. Many of the
most committed Catholic families have left the country.
Until the end of the 1990s
young people were educated in
schools in the country, practically speaking mixed boarding
schools, distant from their parents. It is generally accepted
that permissiveness and the
loss of some fundamental values occurred during these
years, until the schools were
eventually closed due to lack
of funds which took place after
the collapse of the Soviet
Union.
It also appears that youth
are not only absent from the
Church, but also from the
Communist Party. The leadership have acknowledged privately the loss
of values and are encouraging the Church
to help. For this reason, informal education is permitted, along with the inclusion
of a component on values. The divorce
rate is high. I heard recently, and this may
be the exception, but in one class of 25
children, only one child’s parents were still
together.
The Church must look for ways to connect with youth. They are not evangelised.
So, before proclaiming what is not permitted, a welcoming and open approach
needs to be taken to focus on what

Need to connect: few young people involved in the Church.
Christians believe in and what they are
called to be and do in the society. Many
young people, similar to other societies,
are looking for a sense of meaning in their
lives. The Church needs to offer hope.
Religious Congregations
The arrival of many new religious congregations is a positive sign for the Church in
Cuba. At a recent workshop, at which I
was a participant, organised by the
Conference of Religious, of the thirty-one

Poverty: the economy is struggling.
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religious present, there were twenty-one
different nationalities. It is a workshop
organised annually for those who have
arrived since the last session, usually in
May. The number of congregations has
grown from about 40 over twenty years
ago to over a hundred presently.
However, there tends to be very few
members of each congregation present.
The drop out rate is high, so continuity is a
challenge. The meetings of the
Conference of Religious have very few
Provincials. The majority
are delegates, which
means that decisions by
most of the congregations are often taken
from outside the country.
It is also very difficult to
understand the reality in
Cuba from outside.
With the increased
numbers of religious,
on which most of the
dioceses are dependent, more pastoral
services are being provided. However, outsiders have difficulties
with language and cultural sensitivities,
sometimes lacking
respect for the pastoral praxis of the
country, with tendencies to impose what
they know from their
home Churches.
St Anthony Brief

Pastoral Plan
Pastoral planning began in the 1990s with
an analysis of the situation of families,
youth, immigration and mission, etc. The
latest Pastoral Plan, which has been
renewed, was published in 2014. Not all,
but most dioceses were very enthusiastic
about the plan and are doing their best to
implement it in their own particular circumstances.
The central tenet of the plan is the
need for conversion towards a participative pastoral approach. The process is one
of announcing, deepening in and living of
the faith. The central value of the plan is
to promote it with and for the people.

through official and non-official channels,
while at the same time defending fundamental values. Not everyone is happy with
this approach and they mention the
prophetic stances of bishops in the past.
Individuals and groups have a right to
protest, for example, like a letter written
last year by three priests to Raul Castro,
when he was President. The bishops did
not haul the priests over the coals, but
indirectly supported their right to protest.
They all continue to minister in the
Church.
The bishops recently wrote two pastoral letters on issues relating to the New
Constitution. The second was particularly

clear on Catholic teaching, without giving
any orientation on how to vote. To date
there have not been any serious repercussions resulting from these letters.
I am reminded of a comment made by
a friend a few years ago in another context. His point was that we always need to
remember that within every organisation
there are people working for the common
good. One of our tasks as Christians is to
support their efforts, even though the general direction or approach of the organisation may not be what one would like or
hope for, at that moment.
gfoconaire@gmail.com n

JPIC Commission
The JPIC (Justice, Peace and Integrity of
Creation) Commission, unfortunately no
longer operational in any dioceses, prepared a book on Catholic Social Teaching
in 1990, which was never published by
Church authorities. This Commission used
to organise a regular social justice week.
The last one was in 2011. From general
Church experience, if the bishop is not
enthusiastic about a particular theme or
approach, it is hard for laity and other pastoral agents to promote it.
There is an urgency in the setting up
of a new JPIC Commission. The positive
is that the Bishops’ Conference has
appointed a bishop to re-establish one. In
the past, the backbone was formed by
committed laity, one of whom represented
Cuba on the Pontifical Commission for
Justice and Peace. Some of these people
became involved in opposition politics, or
in lay initiatives to continue to promote a
reflection on important aspects of life in
Cuba, for now and into the future. Most
are no longer involved in active ministry in
the Church, although many are still personally engaged in attending Church services.
The Church in Cuba needs to focus on
themes of pardon and reconciliation. The
analysis of the reality is important; however, these reflections need to take place
in small groups.
People are also tired of hearing about
difficulties and problems in homilies and
they really need life-giving words of hope.
The Future
The new reality in Cuba calls for an attitude of and disposition for dialogue,
engagement and non-confrontation with
civil authorities. Much can be achieved by
presenting constructive critiques directly
Aug/Sept 2019

Havana: the Church of St Francis.
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MISSION DIGEST CHAPTER IN
ZIMBABWE

Harare: togther for mision.
The friars of the Custody of the Good
Shepherd in Zimbabwe celebrated
their Chapter in June. The Chapter
takes place every three years. Naison
Manjovha OFM was elected Custos,
and Friars Thomas Makamure, Fanuel
Magwidi, Muqhelisi Sibanda and Jean

30

Claude Hakizuwera were chosen as
Councillors. Aidan McGrath OFM,
Provincial Minister, travelled from
Ireland to preside at the gathering.
During the week the friars reflected on
their Franciscan life and mission in
the light of the current situation in

Zimbabwe. They prayed for God’s
grace and guidance for the path
ahead. And they continue to ask that
the prayers of the readers of St
Anthony Brief accompany them in
their service to the Lord and his
people. n
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