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Spirit and Life
NOT YOUR CHILDREN
Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters
of Life’s longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.
You may give them your love but not your thoughts,
For they have their own thoughts.
You may house their bodies but not their souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow,
Which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.
You may strive to be like them,
But seek not to make them like you.
For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.
You are the bows from which your children
As living arrows are sent forth.
The Archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,
And He bends you with His might
That His arrows may go swift and far.
Let your bending in the Archer’s hand be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that flies,
So He loves also
The bow that is stable.
– Kahlil Gibran
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Because of You!
Archbishop Emeritus of Johannesburg, William
Slattery OFM, tells of the good the Franciscans were
and are able to do in South Africa when aided by our
readers’ generosity.
_____________________________________________________
With little experience of parish service, the first Irish Franciscans
arrived for ministry in South Africa in 1946. We had clever catechism answers for everything but South Africa had different questions. With innocent confidence we blundered our way into established ancient cultures. We thought that the world began in 1916.
We were as Roman Catholics very unwelcome to the apartheid government. On my first day, the township
manager, Mr Knotze, kindly informed me, ‘Just because you wear a dog-collar does not give you any
authority to comment on our situation here.’
But God is good and he blessed our bumbling ways.
We understood from our own Irish history the thousand indignities of our African parishioners. Their sufferings, along with their languages, penetrated our thick heads. Among this poor, gifted people we learnt to
be priests. We could have done better but we did make a big difference in the lives of many, many people.
What good we did, sometimes accidently, owes an enormous debt to the magnificent support of the Irish
Franciscan Province, the FMU, and you the generous readers of St Anthony Brief. Because of you, many felt
the finger of God touch them. Yes, because of you.
Bishop McBride could build, with the leadership of our brothers, two hospitals, staffed by Franciscan Sisters,
which continue after 60 years to serve 600,000 rural people. Reaching out, we started the first rural clinics.
We were called upon to build the National/Regional Seminary and for many decades the friars staffed it,
training diocesan priests for the nation; other friars took on the ministry of university chaplaincies.
Who can forget Fr Stan Brennan? He created educational and technical colleges where over 1,000 adults
complete second level education each year. And what of John Kerr with his rural boarding school in the
foothills of the Drakensberg? And then all the parish priests managing innumerable farm schools where no
one else cared.
We stood by our suffering people in the struggle for a fully democratic state and we attended endless funerals and were addressed as ‘Comrade Father’.
With eight million people suffering from Hiv/Aids, we promoted women in hundreds of villages as homebased carers. With over 30 orphans in each village, these women mothered the abandoned ones. They
ensured that the children were part of the village family, received meals and went to school without ever having to be institutionalised. The Respond! agency with Fr Pat Cogan OFM created skills for the unemployed.
Everywhere we built communities and churches, gave South Africa its Cardinal, and have placed sons of the
soil in most parishes. With the English and German friars we created the South African Franciscan Province,
now 90% of its members are South African friars.
Today, we everywhere meet leaders in public life, many of them women, who recall how the friars opened
the door of opportunity for them.
I say to you, readers of St Anthony Brief, you have been a blessing to thousands whom you have never met.
One day you shall. You came into our lives and we saw His Footprints when you walked away. ‘Blessed on
the mountains are the feet of those who bring good tidings.’
– William Slattery OFM

4

St Anthony Brief

Silvonei Protz meets one of the friars who remained in Syria throughout
the terrible war in which an estimated half a million people were killed.

Aleppo:
Firas Lufti OFM
with children who
suffered the horrors
of war.

Bringing the
Tenderness of God
r Firas Lufti is a Syrian
Franciscan. He describes nine
years of violence, destruction and
death during the war in Syria, how he
stayed there with his people, and how
today he helps children rediscover their
smiles.
If you rely on what you see and read
in the media, you might think the war in
Syria is over. Fr Firas Lufti says, ‘It's true
the fighting has stopped in some areas
but we must take into account the fact
that the war lasted for nine years. There
has been massive destruction, houses
demolished, entire neighbourhoods in
ruins, churches that have to be rebuilt.
Half the population of 23 million people
before the war are gone: between
deaths, refugees and displaced people.’

F
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Searching for Solutions
As a Franciscan, and as a Christian, Fr
Firas has never given up hope. While there
are times it seems like there is nothing he
can do, his Franciscan heart continues to
search for solutions. ‘How can I help my
people?’ he asks himself constantly.
The international Franciscan community is already doing a lot. With the help of
solidarity campaigns, and the generosity
of many benefactors, he has been able to
distribute food parcels and drinking water.
Donations have allowed him to help
finance micro projects, or to assist young
married couples. ‘These projects are testimonies that the Lord gives and continues
to give,’ he says.
In the midst of the tragedy of war, Fr
Firas says he continues to feel the pres-

ence of God in a very concrete way. He
confirms that the Church has never left the
side of the suffering people. The pressure
of the war forced some priests and religious to leave, he says, but the majority of
bishops, priests and religious decided to
stay.
He gives the example of two of his
Franciscan companions who live in the
north of the country, near the border with
Turkey, close to the historic city of Antioch.
‘They are living there under the control of
the jihadists’, he says, ‘taking care of the
tiny group of Christians who have
remained’.
There are about 200 Christians in the
area, who not only carry Christianity in
their DNA, but who also suffer to maintain
a concrete testimony of the 2,000-year-old
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recognised officially. Many
are mutilated and disfigured.
Many are left as orphans living with their grandparents
or with minors who have to
look after their even
younger brothers and sisters.
‘To tell the truth, I didn’t
know where to start. The
complexity of the drama
around me exceeds my
strength. How high and
heavy the needs that confronted me!’
Close collaboration:
Together with his friend
Dr Binan, one of the few
Fr Firas with Mahmoud Akkam,
psychologists left in
Grand Mufti of Aleppo.
Aleppo, he established the
first project called ‘therapeutic art’ in the
Franciscan Care Centre. This project
Christian presence in the area where, for
seeks to treat the most hidden traumas
the first time, Christians were given the
and wounds, through art, music, sport,
name ‘Christian’, as followers of Christ.
theatre and intellectual activities.
This centre is designed as a response
Born to Enjoy Life
to the needs of children suffering from
Instead of studying and playing, learning
severe anguish and stress born within a
art and music, Syrian children caught up
very complex and tragic context.
in the violence lost the means for normal
Therefore, it is not a classic psychological
and dignified growth due to the war.
treatment, but provides space for the
Instead of having fun, they have had to
development of sport and artistic talents.
shut themselves up in their homes for fear
It is a cure through beauty.
of going out because death or mutilation
Alongside a strucawaited them.
ture made available
Fr Firas comments, ‘In Syria, the numfor various activities
ber of deaths among civilians, children
for this purpose, three
and women, has exceeded 500,000 peoplaying fields (two of
ple since the conflict broke; it is truly scanfootball and one of
dalous. There is so much fear and stress,
basketball) were cresuffering from hunger and thirst, and the
ated. In addition, a
loss of a relative or school friend. Yet we
swimming pool that
are born to live and to enjoy life and to
helps the children
rejoice.’
enjoy themselves
He says, ‘In the face of hunger, fightfreely.
ing, and the drama of the suffering of the
innocent, it is not enough to ask ourselves
Summer School
“why?” I ask myself “how”; how can I
However, activities for
make them stop and do no more harm?
children go beyond this.
What can I do in the face of all this?’
They include registration of those without offiAleppo
cial status, classes for
Hundreds of children were born during the
those who have missed
war in the area of Aleppo East, the most
out on school for years,
affected part of the city. The state and
psychological support
many others do not recognise the exisactivities, physiotherapy
tence of these children because they are
and speech therapy for
considered children of terrorists – the
disabled and those
result of a bad seed that should be elimimaimed during the war, etc.
nated! They exist physically, but are not
New
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The project also welcomes widowed
and jobless women. In addition to psychological support, there are different
approaches to support and help these
mothers to protect and provide for their
children.
The number of children, from seven to
17 years, who registered on the first day
of opening was 500. After one year, the
number of people who attended the centre
is more than 2,000. This past summer
there was a summer school for three
hours a day with various activities, especially sports.
Fr Firas says, ‘The rooms of our friary
are at the service of the Christian community. They are essentially used to welcome
the hundreds of families left in the martyred city of Aleppo. During the summer,
every day hundreds of people come
because there are no other possibilities.’
Muslim Community
Fr Firas stresses how the programmes
were born from a relationship with the
Muslim world. ‘The Mufti of Aleppo is a
very dear friend of ours’, he explains, ‘and
together with the Apostolic Vicar of the
Latin community of Syria, a great friendship grew, both before and during the
war’. The first fruit was closer collaboration in order to address the urgent needs
of the children traumatised by the war.

beginnings: born to enjoy life!
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Danger:
an unexploded
missile.

The project is run in close partnership
with the Muslim community and has deep
significance for Fr Firas. It shows how it is
never too late to do good, to spread hope,
and to heal wounds.
According to Fr Firas, dialogue is not
something you engage in around a table,
but ‘working together, hand in hand, heart
to heart’. It may take 30 or even 50 years to
rebuild Syria, he believes, but true reconstruction comes from within: not with bricks,
but by rebuilding the person inside us.
Created for a Purpose
When anyone asks Fr Firas why he
stayed in Syria during the war, he always

answers in the same way, ‘Because I am
a Franciscan, a believer. And when the
Lord created me, it was for a purpose: to
be his face, his hands, his feet that bring
the Good News, the tenderness, and the
mercy of God.’
He stresses, ‘I would like to reiterate
that all that has been achieved is not
because I am a hero or driven by the
desire to accomplish things. The real reason that prompted me is the desire to be
close to those who suffer, regardless of
the endless questions about the reasons
for suffering. I am very convinced of the
proverb that says: Instead of cursing the
darkness, you light a lamp!

He reminds us, ‘We must not always
think about making big moves or projects
to help. Charity is not measured in quantity but in quality. Mother Teresa of
Calcutta tells us that the ocean is made
up of many drops, but without this drop
the ocean would not be the same.’
Fr Firas feels he was ‘called’ by God
to share the traumatic experience of his
country, where people suffer and die every
day. ‘It is just like the grain of wheat that
must die in order to produce much fruit’,
he concludes, ‘exactly as Jesus says in
the Gospel’.
Adapted from Vatican News,
see vaticannews.va n

A Prayer for
Strength
O Lord,
You are the breath that gives me life.
You are the light that guides my feet.
You are the calm that makes me strong.
You are the hope that fills my soul.
Please, Lord, give me the strength that I need to face today.
May your light illuminate my life,
And your wisdom bring direction.
May I find comfort in your love,
And courage in my heart as I follow you.
Amen.

Feb/Mar 2020
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At the altar:
the newly-ordained
deacons with
Fr Edward
Lennon OFM.

‘I Will
Liberate
the Land’
Edward Lennon OFM rejoices in the ordination
of a married permanent deacon, the first in his
parish, Holy Redeemer in Namibia.
atu’s father spoke at the meal
following his son’s ordination
and told us that, when Matu
was born, he was in jail in a place called
Gobabis, a small town a little over 200km
east of Windhoek. He was involved in the
liberation struggle and had been incarcerated due to this involvement. He received
a message from Ida Hoffmann, Matu’s
mother, that she had given birth to a baby
boy. He sent a message back to say his
name is, Matukutura, which means ‘I will
liberate the land.’ He continued speaking
and he said this is what Matu is now
being called to do as a deacon of the
Catholic Church.
Between deacons and priests we
were about 20 on the altar as we were
led in the celebration by our Archbishop
Liborius Ndumbukuti Nashenda OMI. It
was a joyful and a very happy occasion.

M
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The people of Holy Redeemer Parish
have been waiting for this ordination for a
long time. They came to say thank you to
God for giving them a deacon, a servant.
Goliath Mutambo
The couple, Doreen and Peter, their children and grandchildren, were also present to witness and to celebrate. Also
there was Doreen’s mother, her sister
and brother. There were around 1,000
people in the church, so why mention this
one family?
Doreen’s father, Goliath Mutambo, a
pillar of this church, was a very good man
and a regular attendee at church. He had
interacted with Matu on many occasions
concerning his children’s attendance at
catechism classes.
He died on the Wednesday before the
ordination ceremony which took place on
the Saturday. It seems that Goliath suf-

fered a heart attack on the Tuesday
evening, but as he was sleeping in an
outside room he was only found by one
of the children the next morning. The
family was in mourning; they were busy
preparing for the funeral but they came to
show their support and to join in the giving of thanks to God. I thought to myself
– what faith! What courage! What witness!
The people of Holy Redeemer Parish
now have a man they know well, a man
who grew up here, who attended school
here, who has worked as the principal of
a kindergarten in this community. They
wanted to show that despite individual or
family sorrow, they are happy and joyful
that they now have someone who knows
them well, who can speak their language,
as their deacon.
The Celebration
I listened to the choir singing. It was a
coming together of all the choirs in the
parish and people who belonged to no
choir. They were excellent. I listened to
two young men, Liandro and Shepherd,
singing; both are young men on the move
St Anthony Brief

in Namibian society. One is the personal
assistant to the Minister of Home Affairs
and the other is an executive in Standard
Bank Namibia. Liandro sang a part of the
Litany of the Saints and Shepherd sang
the responsorial psalm – they were brilliant!
Lizette and Godas took turns in conducting the choir. Their interventions and
the way they sang and conducted
encouraged everyone present in church
to join in the singing. The sound of the
joyful singing could be heard all over the
city of Windhoek!
Two of our young ladies, Wojtyla
Hoffmann and Charlotte Katjiipu, did the
readings, one read in English and one in
Afrikaans; you could hear a pin drop!
The service in the church was very
solemn and very moving. Matu’s mother
Ida and his wife Lorraine dressed him
with his deacon’s attire. His eldest daughter Wojtyla did one of the readings and
his second daughter Ida was the chief
dancer among those who did the liturgical
dance after Holy Communion.
There was another young man
ordained a deacon together with Matu,
his name is Frans Konrad. He is from a
place called Oshikuku which is in the
north of the country. He was accompanied by his family and many friends. His
father and mother led him into the
church. Unlike Matu, who is a permanent
deacon, he is a deacon in via and hopefully he will be ordained a priest sometime next year. The archbishop decided
to include him in the ordination ceremony
at Holy Redeemer and the people here
welcomed him and his family and friends
warmly.
Lots to Eat
After the ordination ceremony there were
three places for people to eat. There was
a tent for the children, a tent for adults
and the parish hall for invited guests.
Everyone had a chair to sit on, everyone
was fed, and people got second helpings.
All our neighbours from the ‘shebeen’
beside our house got food.
I did not count but I believe there
were at least 12 baskets left over afterwards!
The organisation was brilliant; the
members of the Parish Pastoral Council
and the Parish Finance Committee were
the ones who asked various parishioners
to make themselves available. Br Sydney
held several meetings with some of those
who agreed to help. As well as our St
Peter’s Group, we had a group of people
welcoming everyone as they arrived. We
Feb/Mar 2020

In full voice: the choir
made a joyful sound.

had teams of cooks who worked day and
night preparing food for over 1,000 people. And we had groups designated as
servers of the food; we had women, men
and youth all working together.
Preparations
A long period of preparation went into
making this day a success. Practices for
the choir were held on a weekly basis,
readings were chosen and hymns were
selected. Then different people were allocated various tasks: hiring the tents,
arranging for parking for cars at a nearby
school, and making sure there was security for the cars, and then getting enough
tables and chairs so that everyone could
sit at a table, and providing enough
knives, forks, spoons, and glasses for
everyone.
Fundraising took place; we had second collections in church on Sundays.
Individuals were asked to support; money,
meat, drinks, water, vegetables, sugar,
macaroni, and salt were all donated.

One of our youth members, who is
also a member of the Parish Pastoral
Council, Tina Masaricco, welcomed
everybody at the beginning of the ceremony, telling them to feel at home. She
said, ‘This is the day the Lord has made,
let us be glad and rejoice in it.’ Her words
summed up the reality and the spirit of
the day. It will not be forgotten for a long
time!
Lest we forget those who worked day
and night, just some of the names:
Sophy, Irene, Mami, Theresa,
Erna,Wilhemina, Heinz, August, Jambo,
Moses, Mons, Sapalo.
I have asked them to write down all
that they did, the successes and the failures, and the challenges. Their writing
will form part of the future history of Holy
Redeemer Parish. This day was a special
day in the history of this community and
the story will be told so that future generations will know that on this day a permanent, married deacon was ordained in
this parish – the first. n

Celebration: the liturgical dancers and parishioners.
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Nyika
Vanhu –
‘People
are the
Country’
ne of the things I learned
early in my missionary
life was never to promise
someone that I would be back at the mission from an outstation at a certain time.
There were two reasons for this. The first
was that when I made a promise, I was
putting myself under pressure to keep it.
The result was that my freedom to be
fully present to and for the people was
compromised. People are very observant
and can immediately detect the signs that
the priest wants to hurry things up so as
to get back to the mission. They can see
that his real focus is not here but somewhere else. It is difficult to disguise a
divided heart.
The second reason is that if there is
an emergency I am not free to respond
to it and may end up giving excuses for
not doing the sick call or taking the time
to fill in the prenuptial statement for a
couple who want to get married.
Perhaps, I may not actually tell lies in
trying to excuse myself for not doing
what I am here for, but deep in my heart
I know that these excuses are not really
true and that my other agenda is more
important than the task the Lord has
given me. Jesus told us very bluntly,
‘You cannot serve two masters.’

O
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After his many years
in Zimbabwe, Walter
Gallahue OFM is
convinced that only
our relationships
give real life.
Great Advice
Over my long life we have had many outstanding missionaries. One of them was
Fr Sean Gildea. He came to Zimbabwe a
few years before me and had a great rapport with the people.
In my early days he gave me advice
that only someone who walks the talk can
give. He said, ‘When you arrive at an outstation, everything you do sends a message. The way you drive in, the way you
get out of the car, the warmth of your
smile and the way you shake hands.
Hopefully the message is: I am delighted
to be here with you and would not wish to
be anywhere else in the world just now.
When you sit down and greet the people
they can read your body-language with
complete accuracy. Of course, you cannot
fake your affection for those present.’

He told me, ‘People can read us like a
book and only a heart which is genuinely
glad to be present with the people today, at
this outstation, will give life to all the other
things that we do and say.’
Great advice, Sean!
Roadside Assistance
All this came to mind as I recalled an experience that is still with me after many years.
If I remember correctly, the day was
Sunday and I was going to my second outstation Mass. We had a joyful, unhurried
celebration and I was happy with the day
and was now looking forward to returning
to the mission. As I packed up my Massbox, one of the people came to say that he
had received a message from Grandmother Maria that she was quite ill and
would the priest please come and give her
the Sacrament of the Sick? By this time it
was about five o’clock in the evening.
In this part of Africa it gets dark at
about six o’clock. We got to Grandmother’s
village at about six o’clock. We had travelled on foot because there was no proper
road. By now it was dark. We prayed and
anointed the old lady. There was a real
sense of something sacred in the house.
She was delighted to be anointed and
showed no fear of death.
St Anthony Brief

Then we walked back to the school
where I had left the car. We said our goodbyes and I headed for home. As I came
towards the bridge over the river I realised I
had a puncture, so I pulled in off the road
and resigned myself to spending the night
in the car. I had no sense of fear as the
people around there knew me well, whether
they were Catholics or something else. By
then I had been some years in that area.
After about an hour I saw the lights of
a vehicle coming down the same road as I
had come. I got out and hoped for the
best. As it approached nearer I knew by
the sound that it was a bus. It was one of
the Shu-Shine Company buses! The bus
slowed down and I could hear some
raised voices. Several men in the bus
recognised me and they told the driver to
stop. They got out to see what was the
problem. They told the bus driver to
reverse so they had light to change the
tyre. They made me sit down!
Then they told me that I must drive in
front of the bus in case of any further
problems. At my turn-off I honked my
thanks and they continued their journey. I
got home safely.

me. It wasn’t enough to change my tyre
but to make sure I got home safely.
I have been told about a certain man
who flagged down a bus in the rural areas
and asked the driver to wait a bit for his
elderly mother who was on her way to
board the bus. The driver said he could
not wait as he had a long journey before
him and had to keep reasonable time. The
poor man said, ‘I understand that but we
are talking here about my mother!’ There
is some deep sense of what is really
important when people say, Nyika Vanhu
– ‘People are the country’.
For many years I lived alone in a
remote mission. But I never saw myself as
being alone. I really experienced myself
as a member of the families among whom
I lived. There was something real and fulfilling about this relationship. We tried to
look after each other and I felt that I could
depend on their love and friendship. The
people also felt that they could depend on
me. Together we solved many problems.
The poet, John Donne, said, ‘No man
(sic) is an island.’ Our whole humanity
depends on this truth. It is only people that
give real life.

People are Most Important
This is the Africa that we have all come to
know and love. The Shona word for a person is Munhu. The quality that makes a
person truly human is Unhu. To say that a
person has Unhu is to give the highest
praise. The Africa that I have experienced
for most of my life is a place where people
are more important than things. For the
men in the bus the timetable of the bus
was not nearly so important as helping

Present to Each Other
In our young days we used to hear a lot
about the importance of ‘recollection’, as if
it was an exclusively religious term. It only
means focus. Today, the sports athletes
have taken over the term. Watch the athletes at the Olympic Games! Before the
starting gun is fired they are down on the
blocks, totally centred on the race, looking
neither to left or right. Football and hurling
teams do something similar.

The wonderful mobile phone is frequently dividing us from being really present to one another and to God! Many are
now trying to find, through the phone, the
relationship they previously got from flesh
and blood people.
A Sister, who runs a care home, told
me that she was visited by a young priest
who toyed with his mobile phone while talking to her. She told him she was very busy
and had to get back to her work and would
not be distracting him from his phone!
On my last visit to Ireland a neighbour
told me that all her family had come to
visit her for Christmas Day. Before the
Christmas dinner she told them that if any
of them took out a phone during the meal,
she would take it and throw it through the
window!
Called to Freedom
Being present to each other is healthy and
life-giving. No manufactured item can
replace our need to be present to each
other.
For people of faith, our very lives
depend on being present to Christ when
his Word is read or when we spend time
in his company. The joy of loving and
being loved can only be experienced
through people. There is no substitute.
This challenge is now as acute in
Africa as in any part of the world.
Perhaps, for the first time, everyone has to
make a choice for the life that ‘only the
heart can hold’.
St Paul told the Galatians that they
had been called to freedom and that they
should allow nothing to take it from them.
Our very humanity is at stake! n

Smartphone obsession:
not present to
each other.
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Church Brief

Sr Gabriella: honoured for her work.
Italy: Human Trafficking
Sr Gabriella Bottani, 55, Italian Comboni
Missionary and international co-ordinator of
the Global Network for Consecrated Life
against Human Trafficking, received the
Order of Merit of the Italian Republic from
the country’s President, Sergio Mattarella,
‘for the total dedication with which she has
been engaged for years in the prevention,
sensitisation and fight against human trafficking’.
Sr Gabriella said that it was ‘a great
surprise’ for her. ‘I received the news at a
time that I keep for prayer and silence,
which is for me the source of this ministry,’
she said. ‘Faith in Christ has always sustained me and continues to do so.’
The Sister wanted to share this honour
with other people who fight against traffick-

Great
need:
hospital
open
to
all.
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ing. ‘I would like to dedicate this recognition
to numerous persons who dedicate their
life daily to the building of a better world.
This recognition is a credit for all our efforts
to surmount the divisions, the ghettos and
the closed eyes; it’s an invitation to re-join
the forces that concentrate on the dignity of
the person and of life.’
When she began to work in Brazil
against trafficking, in 2007, she realised
that there were two main aims. ‘The first is
to promote concrete actions in the area of
prevention, and assistance to survivors, to
their communities and families that suffer
the violence of trafficking, and secondly, to
weave networks of solidarity and trust to
counter those who destroy the deepest
bonds.’

Bangladesh:
Catholic
Hospital
Wins Hearts
A new Catholic hospital, St John Vianney
Hospital, has recently
opened its doors in
Dhaka, offering quality
healthcare and services. Cardinal Patrick
D'Rozario said, ‘This
hospital will provide
health services to people of all religions, ethnic groups, caste, and
culture. We will do our
best to offer quality
care and services. Even needy people will
get attention in our hospital. St John
Vianney will work by protecting certain universal values such as life and human
health, respect and love, affection and
care, self-sacrifice and service, honesty
and loyalty. These will be the values lived
within the institution.’ The hospital has
already won the hearts of patients. Marjana
Begum, 45, a Muslim woman who was
treated at the institute, said, ‘The behaviour
of the doctors and staff of St John Vianney
hospital was exemplary. The doctor visited
me, looked after me and gave me good
advice. I am very satisfied with the treatment I received, both at a human level and
at a health level.’ In Bangladesh, getting
quality medical care is a big challenge,
especially for those in need. In the country

there is, on average, one doctor for every
2,500 patients. The wealthiest people often
go abroad for better care. The Catholic
Church, in eight dioceses, runs five hospitals and 70 dispensaries.

Ivory Coast: An
Extraordinary Missionary
The Catholic Church of the Ivory Coast celebrates 125 years of evangelisation. The
priests of the Society for African Missions
(SMA) were pioneers in the missionary work
in the country. A major figure in that story is
Fr Paul Pageaud, originally from France. In
January 2020, Fr Paul celebrated 60 years
of priesthood, 40 of those years were spent
as an SMA missionary in the Ivory Coast at
the service of evangelisation. In his pastoral

Fr Paul
Pageaud SMA:
life of service.

work, he gave birth to over 60 Christian
communities and trained more than 120 catechists. Engaged in the formation of seminarians with the main objective of forming
the local clergy, he built the preparatory
seminary which to date has given the
Church of the Ivory Coast 350-400 priests.
One of the projects promoted by the missionary is the construction of the Marian
Shrine of Our Lady of Liberation; this beautiful shrine welcomes 50,000 to 60,000 pilgrims every year. In his mission Fr Paul
combined contemplation and action in the
field of evangelisation. Now retired in
France, the extraordinary missionary has
been a blessing for the country in general
and in particular for the Church in the Ivory
Coast. For the younger generations of missionaries he remains a model to follow. n
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Zimbabwe 2020
Faith:
pilgrims
at
Mutemwa.

Marko Phiri reviews the
situation in Zimbabwe
as 2020 begins.

he year 2019 was truly an eventful
year for Zimbabweans. However,
many will readily admit it was
eventful for the wrong reasons.
From January 2019, nationwide street
protests claimed the lives of up to 16 people, a number disputed by the authorities
but confirmed by human rights organisations; and then there was the terrible
increasing inflation, a reminder of 2008,
that brought untold suffering to millions.
The year became a painful lesson that it
is not good to place one’s hopes and
dreams in politicians’ promises.
And for Zimbabweans, it is the same
politicians who have been in charge since
independence in 1980!
After the removal of the late Robert
Mugabe in November 2017, there
seemed to be unanimity across the political divide, and indeed among the international community who have long wished
for Zimbabwe to prosper, that indeed the
moment had arrived, that the country had
a turned a corner. But alas!
As we begin the new year, all signs
and developments point to even tougher
times ahead, a prospect that seems to be
confirmed each day by the escalation of
the prices of food, fuel, electricity and just
about everything; this in addition to poor
rains and increased human rights violations.
As the political and economic crises
gear up, some sections of the Christian
community have stood up to call for the
suspension of national elections for at
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least seven years until the country is stabilised, both economically and politically.
Predictably, the proposal was dismissed by many of the country’s political
players but also by ordinary people, even
though the country’s crisis is blamed on
the disputed outcome of the July 2018
election. What then would postponing
elections mean but only engrained dictatorship and more economic hardships?
Yet, voices of reason emerged from
the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops
Conference (ZCBC) calling out the regime
about excesses, from gross human rights

violations to corruption. Not surprisingly,
these are the same ills that plagued the
‘old’ regime.
After the death of Mugabe on 6
September 2019, we were reminded by
a senior Catholic priest of that unfortunate moment when Mugabe called the
bishops ‘sanctimonious prelates’ after the
ZCBC had issued a scathing pastoral letter concerning the conduct of his regime.
Has anything changed, we wonder?
Will we ever have a time when the moral
leadership of the Church carries weight?
Is the long season of derisive dismissal
of Catholic bishops by the ruling elites to
continue?
What is strange about the
Zimbabwean experience is that there is a
section of the Christian community that
seems eager to speak the language of
the ruling elites, appeasing even.
This is not new in Church history.
Yet we have to ask what history has
taught us about such kind of betrayal of
God’s people by clergy who decided to
stand on the wrong side of history as it
were. It is no wonder then that the
Bishops Conference pastoral letters
would invite adverse responses from the
ruling elites.
But as we journey into 2020, nothing
indicates that we won’t be needing
reminders from the bishops about how
our rulers ought to serve, and the need
for a strong voice against human rights
abuses, corruption and everything else
that has ruined this beautiful country.
As Harare Archbishop Robert Ndlovu
aptly put it in a September 2019 interview with Catholic Church News, ‘Things
are not right in Zimbabwe.’ n

Resilience: a street vendor.
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Actors Anthony
Hopkins and
Jonathan Pryce
in the film
‘The Two Popes’.

The
One
Pope
Robert Barron was not impressed with the recent ﬁlm
about the imagined relationship between Pope
Benedict and Cardinal Bergoglio.

he new and much-ballyhooed
Netflix film The Two Popes should,
by rights, be called The One Pope,
for it presents a fairly nuanced, textured,
and sympathetic portrait of Jorge Mario
Bergoglio (Pope Francis) and a complete
caricature of Joseph Ratzinger (Pope
Benedict XVI).
This imbalance fatally undermines the
movie, whose purpose, it seems, is to
show that old grumpy, legalistic Benedict
finds his spiritual bearings through the
ministrations of friendly, forward-looking
Francis.
But such a thematic trajectory ultimately does violence to both figures, and
turns what could have been a supremely
interesting character study into a predictable and tedious apologia for the filmmaker’s preferred version of Catholicism.

T

A Caricature
That we are dealing with a caricature of
Ratzinger becomes clear when, in the
opening minutes of the film, the Bavarian
Cardinal is presented as ambitiously plotting to secure his election as Pope in
2005.
14

Bishop Robert Barron
was unimpressed with
the imbalance in the
film The Two Popes.
The truth is that, on at least three
occasions, the real Cardinal Ratzinger
begged John Paul II to allow him to retire
from his position as head of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
and to take up a life of study and prayer.
He stayed on only because John Paul
adamantly refused the requests. And in
2005, upon the death of John Paul, even
Ratzinger’s ideological opponents admitted that the now seventy-eight-year-old
Cardinal wanted nothing more than to
return to Bavaria and write his Christology.
The ambitious plotting fits, of course,
the caricature of the ‘conservative’ churchman, but it has absolutely nothing to do
with the flesh-and-blood Joseph Ratzinger.
Imagined Meeting
Furthermore, in the scene depicting an

imagined meeting between Pope Benedict
and Cardinal Bergoglio in the gardens at
Castel Gandolfo, the aged Pope frowningly lashes out at his Argentinian colleague, bitterly criticising the Cardinal’s
theology.
Once again, even Joseph Ratzinger’s
detractors admit that ‘God’s Rottweiler’ is
in fact invariably kind, soft-spoken, and
gentle in his dealings with others. The
barking ideologue is, again, a convenient
caricature but not even close to the real
Ratzinger.
But the most serious mischaracterisation occurs toward the end of the film
when a dispirited Benedict, resolved to
resign the papacy, admits that he had
stopped hearing the voice of God and that
he had begun to hear it again only through
his newfound friendship with Cardinal
Bergoglio!
Luminous Theology
Mind you, in saying the following I mean
not an ounce of disrespect to the real
Pope Francis, but that one of the most
intelligent and spiritually-alert Catholics of
the last one hundred years would require
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the intervention of Cardinal Bergoglio in
order to hear the voice of God is beyond
absurd.
From beginning to end of his career,
Ratzinger/Benedict has produced some of
the most spiritually luminous theology in
the great tradition. That he was, by 2013,
tired and physically ill, and that he felt
incapable of governing the great apparatus of the Catholic Church – yes, of
course. But that he was spiritually lost –
no way.
Again, it might be a fantasy of some
on the left that ‘conservatives’ hide their
spiritual bankruptcy behind a veneer of
rules and authoritarianism, but one would
be hard pressed indeed to apply this
hermeneutic to Joseph Ratzinger.
Flashbacks
The very best parts of this film are the
flashbacks to earlier stages in the life of
Jorge Bergoglio, which shed considerable
light on the psychological and spiritual
development of the future Pope.
The scene depicting his powerful
encounter with a confessor dying of cancer is particularly moving, and the uncom-

promising treatment of his dealings with
two Jesuit priests under his authority during the ‘Dirty War’ in Argentina goes a
long way to explaining his commitment to
the poor and to a simple manner of life.
What would have infinitely improved
the film, in my humble judgement, is a
similar treatment in regard to Joseph
Ratzinger.
If Only
If only we had had a flashback to the sixteen-year-old boy from a fiercely anti-Nazi
family, pressed into military service in the
dying days of the Third Reich, we would
understand more thoroughly Ratzinger’s
deep suspicion of secularist/totalitarian
utopias and cults of personality.
If only we had had a flashback to the
young priest, peritus (theological adviser)
to Cardinal Frings, leading the liberal faction at Vatican II and eager to turn from
pre-conciliar conservatism, we would have
understood that he was no simple-minded
guardian of the status quo.
If only we had had a flashback to the
Tubingen professor, scandalised by a
post-conciliar extremism that was throwing

the theological baby out with the bathwater, we might have understood his reticence regarding programmes advocating
change for the sake of change.
If only we had had a flashback to the
Prefect for the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith composing a
nuanced document, both thoughtfully critical and deeply appreciative of Liberation
Theology, we might have grasped that
Pope Benedict was by no means indifferent to the plight of the poor.
Now, I realise that such a treatment
would have made for a far longer movie,
but who cares? Heck, I was willing to sit
through three-and-a-half rather tedious
hours of The Irishman. I would have been
happy to watch four hours of a film that
was as honest and insightful about Joseph
Ratzinger as it was about Jorge Mario
Bergoglio. It would have made not only for
a fascinating psychological study, but also
for an illuminating look at two different but
deeply complementary ecclesial perspectives.
Instead, we got more of a cartoon.
Adapted from wordonfire.org n

Historic situation:
Pope Emeritus Benedict
with Pope Francis.

Feb/Mar 2020

15

NAKED
BEFORE
GOD
I
t is fascinating how clothes figure
frequently in the various stages in
St Francis’ long journey of conversion to inner freedom.
He begins by wearing the most
ostentatious clothing in an attempt to
hide what he considered to be his ugliness. This is followed by gifting his
cloak to a poor knight. A telling gesture
revealing his realisation that he could
never pursue the dreams he sought for
knighthood. He then changes his
clothes with those of a poor man he
encounters on the streets of Rome,
revealing his desire to identify with the
poor and be a brother with and among
them.
Finally, in his famous gesture, he
strips himself and stands naked before
the bishop and townspeople of Assisi
and hands back his clothes to his father.
And says, ‘Up to now, I have called Peter
Bernadone my father; henceforth, I can
truly say, Our Father who art in heaven!’
In this action he reveals his desire and
decision to break definitively with the
world his father stood for and pursue a
relationship of love and obedience already
begun with his heavenly Father, a Father
who loved him not because he, Francis,
was good, but because God himself is
good, all good and true good.
In short, Francis had discovered his
true and deepest identity, his imago dei
(image of God), and had decided definitively to live in relationship with God
through it.
Stolen Cloth
What was the background to this dramatic
event before the bishop?
In the little chapel of San Damiano,
Francis had experienced the call of the
poor Christ to repair his house. Francis,
ever his impulsive but generous self, without pausing to discern, raced off to
Foligno to sell bolts of cloth belonging to
his father in order to give the money from
the sale to the poor.
16

Gerald Evans OFM reflects on how
St Francis stripped himself of his clothes
in order to clothe himself in his true
identity.

Fresco by Giotto: Francis makes his choice.
This gesture obviously intensified even
further the tensions in the relationship
between father and son. Hoping to shock
Francis back to his senses, his father had
him brought before the bishop accused of
theft, demanding that he return what he
had stolen.
However, this conflict served as yet
another very important wakeup call in
Francis’ life, but not as his father intended.
That is to say, from the truth about his
resources, the Lord brought Francis to a
realisation of the truth about himself – the
cloth did not belong to him but to his
father. Slowly, it began to dawn on him that
nothing really belonged to him, so he had
nothing to give, except perhaps himself.

This realisation was key to bringing him to
an even more fundamental, deeper question at this crucial stage in his life. Who
was he, or to whom ultimately did he
belong? Not to his father, since he felt
absolutely no identification whatsoever
with anything his father stood for or represented.
Crises
This existential questioning around his
identity provoked in Francis a crisis which
slowly drew him towards an awareness
and a realisation that the deepest roots of
his identity did not lie fundamentally within
the human realm, but rather within the
spiritual one. Indeed, spiritual masters of
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all traditions and religion remind us that
many crises in life – be they personal,
existential, professional, cultural, religious
or sexual – generally have their roots in a
lack of clarity, confusion or problems surrounding the theme of identity. To put it
another way: every identity crisis, wherever it may lie, alerts us to the fact that we
may very well be disconnected from our
true and deepest identity in God.
At some point in our lives, all of us by
divine grace become aware that life’s ultimate meaning cannot be found in things
outside ourselves but rather within the
deepest core of our being. Most people
however opt not to pursue this troubling
intuition any further and just go with the
flow.
Francis discovered this truth and
decided to make a clean and definitive
break not so much with his father but
rather with the world his father represented and stood for. Ever the dramatic
exhibitionist, he did so very symbolically
by undressing himself and standing quite
naked before his father and the bishop in
Assisi’s town square.
Then, likewise very symbolically, he
handed back his clothes to a mortified and
furious father. Once again, clothes reenter Francis’ exterior journey and by his
gestures in relation to them he reveals the
progressive stages of his interior journey.

Our Identities
In today’s very superficial world, the limited, indeed distorted and confused understanding around the theme of identity and
the myriad of crises which inevitably
ensue from it, is amply evident in all
spheres of life.
For example, there are those who
identify themselves with their profession or
work: I am an architect, I am a businessman/woman, I am a bricklayer, I am a
homemaker. Others, with their nationality:
I am Irish, English, Italian, etc. Yet others
with their social class: upper class, middle
class, working class. Others with their religion: I am Catholic, Muslim, Jewish,
Hindu, Buddhist, etc. And not uncommon
today, people identify with their sexual orientation: I am gay, I am a lesbian, I am a
transvestite, transgender, etc.
All of these are identities and say
something about our life and to a certain
extent about who we are at different levels. However, they do not constitute our
fundamental and deepest identity. It is our
spiritual identity, our imago dei that confers depth, gives ultimate meaning,
integrity, harmony, shape and direction to
our lives and indeed to all the above-mentioned identities in the human person. And
thus graces us with the power and wisdom to handle and live each one with
integrity and peace of soul.

To identify oneself and live exclusively
at any one level of these identities is to live
incomplete and superficially. Even at a religious level, a person can be very religious,
compliant with all his or her religious duties
but not live according to the spirit of
Christianity.
Living Integrally
In order to live integrally, the human person
must live connected to the divine integrator,
God. There is nothing more becoming and
attractive than to meet someone who is
deeply grounded in his or her spiritual identity. The person who lives, looks on and listens to life from a deep place within himself
or herself is secure, serene, wise; and at
the same time is able to act always with
justice and integrity, is in solidarity with the
poor, being merciful and forgiving to all who
come his or her way.
The words of the prophet Micah come
to mind here, ‘And what does the Lord
require of you? To act justly, to love tenderly with mercy and to walk humbly with
your God’ (Micah 6:8).
Those same spiritual masters remind
us that, at the end of the day, we are not so
much human beings trying to discern and
make sense of things through the spiritual
realm but rather quite the opposite. We are
actually spiritual beings trying to discern
and make sense of what it means to be

Our various identities:
the successful businessman
might constitute one such
identity.
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fully human. To show us the way the Spirit
of God humanises our humanity and
teaches us how we must co-operate with
that same Spirit and be humanised.
The Ego
But there is also another important side to
this whole theme of identity which I feel
needs highlighting here to complete the
above reflection on identity and that is the
theme of the struggle between our ego or
false self and our imago dei or true self.
The vast majority of us sadly live out our
lives unknown to ourselves, fixed at the
level of our ego. That is to say at the level
of our false superficial self which manifests itself and maintains us in a continual
dynamic of judging, comparing, and competing. Fearfully defending, controlling,
manipulating and marginalising things and
people to our advantage. So too, with
being right every step of the way, being
successful at all costs. Being easily
offended, resentful and vengeful when
questioned and confronted.
This false self or ego actually establishes itself as our true self by blocking
access to our authentic identity and noble
self, created in the divine image found at
the deepest core of our being. So how is
the ego formed? The answer is by the
woundedness we all carry within us right
from birth and by those voices around us
from our infancy who tell us that the world
is a hostile place, which requires that we
live ever on the defensive. It is rooted in

fear. Fear of not being accepted; of not
being successful; of being rejected; of
being hurt. Those people, places, things
and experiences perceived hostile to us –
that we are unable to handle or manipulate, or, more important, in whom we fail to
see the divine image – must be
marginalised, excluded or even eliminated.
One can see all too well how this distortion of identity is played out in the
drama of human life, dehumanising and
playing havoc with everyone and everything at both a personal and collective
level on the world stage. This is especially
true when we live unaware of, or unwilling
to recognise, our ego’s existence and
power.
Dying to Be Reborn
Both humanistic and spiritual masters
agree that our false self, or ego, must die
if we are to be reborn into our true self.
Hence, the meaning of the Gospel terminology of being born again, or that the
seed must die for true life to begin.
Indeed, it is the ego that dies with us
finally when we die. Our deeper, true,
authentic self is eternal and accompanies
and inspires us to live by eternal and transcendent values in this life and on into the
next.
Furthermore, those same spiritual
masters agree that what brings sure death
to our ego are paradoxically those same
wounds to that same ego; they undermine

and dissolve it and bring us back to our
true self. It’s like the poison in the serpent’s
bite which actually carries within it the antidote. Sadly, at times the human heart is so
hard that the only remedy the Lord has at
hand to bring us back to humility is by way
of life’s humiliations.
Therefore, we would do well to remember that when someone or something hurts
or offends us, the vital question is what is
being hurt, offended, undermined, vanquished – my true self or my ego. If it is my
ego, well and good since it is only when we
see the world and humanity through the
eyes of God from our essential self-image
that everyone and everything is embraced
and included.
God accompanied Francis on an exterior and interior journey of enlightenment
inviting him to listen to the deeper, interior
voice within his heart above and beyond
the multiple, shrill voices that surrounded
him. So too we need the Lord to gift us with
the miracle of sight and insight, with hearing and listening. It is no coincidence that
most of Jesus’ miracles were around
returning sight to the blind, hearing to the
deaf and movement to the paralysed. As
with Francis, that deep voice, resonating
within, calls to our true self with the words,
‘my beloved child’.
At some point in our lives, all of us by
divine grace become aware that life’s ultimate meaning cannot be found in things
outside ourselves but rather within the
deepest core of our being. n

Rebirth: the grain of
wheat must die…
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National Franciscan Pilgrimage

HOLY
LAND

Led by Fr Bernard Jones OFM
Commissary to the Holy Land

6th–14th October 2020
4 Nights Bethlehem & 4 Nights Tiberias
Unique opportunity to join the Franciscan Pilgrimage.
There is limited availability on this special Pilgrimage so early booking is essential.
Staying in Manger Square Hotel Bethlehem and the Caesar Hotel Tiberias.

For further information contact:

PREMIER TRAVEL. Tel: 021-4277700.
Email: norardy@premiertravel.ie
TA 0367
Feb/Mar 2020

THE POOR CLARES:
FROM ASSISI TO IRELAND

Assisi: the cloister in San Damiano.

Pat Conlan OFM traces the path from
San Damiano, the first Poor Clare monastery,
to the monasteries in Ireland today.
n his time, St Francis was involved in
founding three religious orders. The
first was for the Friars Minor for men,
the second was the Poor Clares for
women, and the third was the Third
Order for lay people. The saint of Assisi
was well aware that many lay people
were keen to follow his new way of living. But they could not simply drop
everything and walk away from their
home and family. Their normal life within
a family involved obligations and commitments to those around them. Just as
the men could become friars and ladies
join the Poor Clares, those who lived
and worked at home should have their
own organisation.
Enter St Clare as a faithful companion of Francis. She belonged to the
Offreducciio family in Assisi. It was a
time of great confusion within the city so
Clare and her family found refuge in
Perugia. Eventually they returned to
Assisi where she was deeply impressed
by the way Francis lived his life in the
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spirit of the living God. in 1212, she quietly ran away from home and went out
of Assisi to meet St Francis and his
companions at the Portiuncula. He had
been expecting her and sent her to live
in a neighbouring Benedictine
monastery.
Her relatives were not amused and
tried to bring her back home by force but
the power of God frustrated their efforts.
Her sister, Agnes, joined Clare. Efforts
to bring her back home by force failed
due to divine intervention.
After settling in the little monastery of
San Damiano, outside the city walls,
Clare was to live there until her death in
1253. The sisters moved within the city
walls in 1260. They lived in the
monastery beside the new basilica of St
Clare, built in honour of the newlycanonised saint.
They brought with them the famous
Cross, the one from which Christ had
spoken to St Francis about repairing his
Church. Francis immediately started to

rebuild the little chapel before realising
that the message was about renewing
the spirit of the whole Church that was
badly in need of new energy and vision.
Decline and Reform
The Sisters flourished there in Assisi
and in the many other monasteries
founded from it. However, over time
there began a period of declining fervour. They had difficulty in defining what
Gospel poverty should mean for them.
Some got permission to leave their convent for longer periods. A few went to
become contemplatives in residence at
royal courts.
As with the friars, a desire for reform
emerged.
One region for significant reform was
France. One of its leaders was Colette
from Corbie. Born in 1381, she received
permission from Pope Benedict XIII to
undertake reform of the three Orders
(First, Second and Third) within the
Franciscan family. The Sisters, within
her own convent at Corbie, were not
particularly interested so her first
reformed convent was that at Besançon.
She rapidly went on to found 16 houses
where her vision of the Poor Clare life
would be put into practice. It is believed
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that during her travels she blessed an
infant who would grow up as the future
heroine of France, Joan of Arc.
Even the coming of the Protestant
Reformation did not stop the growth of
the Poor Clares. By 1700 there were
nearly 950 monasteries under the jurisdiction of local bishops with as many
again under the governance of the friars.
As yet there were no Poor Clares in
Ireland.
Coming to Ireland
Some Irish girls went to the continent
after 1600 and joined various convents
there. English Sisters set up a convent at
Gravelines in the Low Countries in 1607.
It became a natural centre for Irish girls
thinking of that way of life.
The first known Irish Poor Clare, Sr
Martha Marianna Cheevers, inspired five
Irish ladies to establish an Irish Poor
Clare convent at Dunkirk in 1625. It was
not a success.
Advised by the Irish Franciscans at
Louvain, the community moved to
Nieuport in1627. From there the first
group of Sisters, led by Mother Cecily of
St Francis (Dillon), arrived in Ireland in
June 1629. The Franciscan friars, meeting in Chapter in Limerick, welcomed the
new arrivals. They settled in Dublin and
soon had attracted twelve postulants.
A period of persecution began soon
after their arrival and the Sisters were
arrested in October 1630. They were
released on parole and moved to
Westmeath. They set up a convent at
Bethlehem, where the ruins still exist by
the shores of Lough Ree about five miles
north of Athlone. Within a few years
there were 60 sisters there and a new
foundation was made at Drogheda.
British military sacked Bethlehem in
May 1642. The community escaped and
went to join a small group that had gone
to Galway in January 1642. Galway
Corporation presented Nuns’ Island to
the Sisters in July. They were expelled
by the Cromwellians but returned in
1660. Expelled again in 1690, they
returned to Nuns’ Island in 1825 and are
still there.

Joyful in the Lord: Sr Clare of the Drumshanbo community.
from Carlow made a foundation in
Donnybrook, Dublin, in 1906. A group
from there founded a house in Belfast in
1924. Sr Maria Dwyer had joined the
Order in Belgium. She made a foundation in Cork in 1914. The Sisters in Cork
went on to make a foundation in Ennis in
1958.
The Irish houses went on to assist in
new houses in Southampton, Sydney,
Bothwell, Cambelltown and Papua New
Guinea. A group of English Sisters set up
a centre for perpetual adoration at Gorey
in 1858. There were problems, so the

Sisters moved to Drumshanbo in 1864.
After delicate negotiations, the Poor
Clare houses in Ireland, along with three
English houses linked with their Irish origins, founded a federation in 1973 with a
federal abbess.
A final Franciscan entity came about
when a number of houses belonging to
Franciscan Sisters were amalgamated
into the Sisters of Saint Clare in 1944.
So, without going into the various sisterhoods, the followers of Sts Francis and
Clare are widespread and active in
Ireland today. n

A consecrated life: Sr Colette
Marie of the Cork community.

Expanding
A group of Sisters from the suburbs of
Manchester, led by Mother Mary
Seraphine (Bowe), arrived in 1893 to
make a foundation in Carlow. Sisters
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FIRST FRANCISCAN MARTYRS
On 16 January Franciscans celebrate the
feast of St Berard and his four companions, Peter, Otho, Accursius, and Adjutus,
the first martyrs of the Order, who were
beheaded in Morocco in 1220. This year
marks the 800th anniversary of their martyrdom.
At the General Chapter of the Friars
Minor in 1219, the decision was made to
send brothers to preach the Gospel in
Muslim lands – this at a time when the
Church was making plans for a new
Crusade. Francis himself and several other
friars went east to the Holy Land, and Br
Giles and a companion, south, to Tunis.
Berard and his companions went west, to
the territories of the Almohad caliphate in
southern Spain and Morocco. Any attempt
by Christians to evangelise in Muslim territories was considered blasphemy against
Islam; the penalty was death. Despite this
fact, Berard and his companions took a
bold, confrontative approach.
Civil authorities and local Christians,
both in Seville and then Morocco, considered their approach was foolish and tried
to dissuade the friars from preaching

FRIAR ALESSANDRO’S
NEW ALBUM
Friar Alessandro has launched his fourth
album, Il Paese del Sole, (The Land of the
Sun). This album departs from his previous
albums which focused exclusively on
sacred music. This work also draws upon
the richness of Italian opera, yet still transmits the Franciscan message of beauty,
joy and peace.
Alessandro Brustenghi is a friar of the
Assisi Province in Italy. The ‘discovery’ of
his powerful tenor voice by a music producer led him to receiving a contract with a
major record label, Universal Music.
Known as the Voice of Assisi, his albums
have sold throughout the world. All proceeds from his albums and concerts go to
supporting Franciscan charitable and mission works.
The young friar, who was born near
the ancient Italian city of Perugia in
Umbria, says he would swap the lot
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St Berard and
companions.
openly. However, they continued to characterise Mohammed as a false prophet
and so were beheaded. Their bodies were
brought to Coimbra, Portugal; the ceremonies around this event inspired a young
Portuguese religious to join the
Franciscans. He became famous as
Anthony of Padua. It is said that when St

Francis heard of their deaths for Christ he
said, ‘Now I can say I have five true Friars
Minor.’
Various events will be held throughout
this year honouring the five martyrs and
reflecting on the meaning of, and
approaches to, Franciscan mission in our
own time. n

tomorrow to spend the rest of his life in
his carpentry workshop beside the friary
in Assisi, since wood is his other great
love. ‘But I can’t do that because I am
committed to this mission which I do for

other people because God wants it,’ he
explains. He adds that he is constantly
receiving letters from people who have
found solace from their depression and
suicidal thoughts through his music. n

Alessandro: the
Voice of Assisi.
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‘The Saint Francis Missal’
Francis Cotter OFM writes of a precious piece of
the Franciscan story that is now on view in USA.
medieval missal from Umbria is
part of the collection in The
Walters Art Museum in Baltimore,
Maryland. This ancient volume is dear to
Franciscans since, it is believed, it once
belonged to the Church of San Nicolò in
Assisi.
There, in 1208, the young Francis of
Assisi with his two first companions,
Bernard of Quintavalle and Peter Cattani,
consulted the Gospels as they sought
God’s will for their lives. Franciscan scholars hold it is highly probable that this is
the book they consulted.
The ancient account in the Legend of
the Three Companions (no. 28-29) gives a
report of what happened.
‘Rising at daybreak, together with
another man named Peter, who also
wanted to become a brother, Francis and
Bernard went to the church of San Nicolò
next to the piazza of the city of Assisi.
They entered for prayer, but, because they
were simple, they did not know how to find
the passage in the Gospel about renunciation. They prayed devoutly that the Lord
would show them his will on opening the
book the first time.
‘Once they had finished prayer,
blessed Francis took the closed book and,
kneeling before the altar, opened it. At its
first opening the Lord’s counsel confronted
them, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell

A

A delicate task:
the restoration of the missal.
Feb/Mar 2020

everything you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have a treasure in
heaven” (Matthew 19:21). Blessed Francis
was overjoyed when he read this passage
and thanked God. But since he was a true
worshipper of the Trinity, he desired it to
be confirmed by a threefold affirmation. He
opened the book a second and a third
time. When he opened it up the second
time he saw, “Take nothing for your journey” (Luke 9:3), and at the third opening,
“If any man wishes to come after me, he
must deny himself” (Matthew 16:24).
‘After the third divine confirmation was
pointed out and explained, he said to
those men, Bernard and Peter, “Brothers,
this is our life and rule and that of all who
will want to join our company. Go, therefore, and fulfil what you have heard.’”
The method used by Francis in opening three times the Missal in a random
way was already known in the Middle
Ages by the name sortes apostolorum or
sortes sanctorum. It was a method based
on an act of reverence for the Holy Trinity
in order to decipher God’s will in the Holy
Gospel within a liturgical setting. The
medieval missal in Baltimore contains the
Gospel texts of the Mass. The manuscript
is not a Gospel book, but a missal, which
was used for the celebration of Mass.
This pivotal event laid the foundation
for the Franciscan Order. These passages

Seeking God’s will:
Francis and his companions.
from the book on the altar became the cornerstone of the new way of life within the
Church.
The museum in Baltimore acquired the
volume in 1931. The original text block is
from the 12th century, but the book was
rebound at some point, probably in the 15th
century. Decades of use took a toll on the
book’s fragile binding, and in 2017 the
Walters conservation staff began a twoyear restoration project.
Now the work is completed and the
restored volume is on view this year from
February to the end of May at the Walters
Museum.
So if you happen to be in Baltimore in
the next few months make sure to see this
valued part of the Franciscan story. n

Manuscript: leaf three of the missal.
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‘Laboured and
Burdened?
I Will Give
You Rest.’

In his message for this year’s World Day of the Sick, held annually on the
feast of Our Lady of Lourdes, 11 February, Pope Francis addresses not
only the sick but health workers and all who care for the afflicted.
esus’ words, ‘Come to me, all you
who labour and are burdened, and I
will give you rest’ (Matthew 11:28)
point to the mysterious path of grace that
is revealed to the simple and gives new
strength to those who are weary and
tired. These words of Christ express the
solidarity of the Son of Man with all those
who are hurt and afflicted.
How many people suffer in both body
and soul!
Jesus urges everyone to draw near to
him – ‘Come to me!’ – and he promises
them comfort and repose. When Jesus
said this, he had before him the people
he met every day on the streets of
Galilee: very many simple people, the
poor, the sick, sinners, those who were
marginalised by the burden of the Mosaic
Law and an oppressive social system.
These people always followed him to hear
his word, a word that gave hope! Jesus’
words always give hope.

J
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On the World Day of the Sick, Jesus
repeats these words to the sick, the
oppressed, and the poor. For they realise
that they depend entirely on God and,
beneath the burden of their trials, stand in
need of his healing.
Christ’s Gaze
Jesus does not make demands of those
who endure situations of frailty, suffering
and weakness, but offers his mercy and
his comforting presence. He looks upon a
wounded humanity with eyes that gaze
into the heart of each person.
That gaze is not one of indifference;
rather, it embraces people in their entirety,
each person in his or her health condition,
discarding no one, but rather inviting
everyone to share in his life and to experience his tender love.
Why does Jesus have these feelings?
Because he himself became frail, endured
human suffering and received comfort

from his Father. Indeed, only those who
personally experience suffering are then
able to comfort others.
There are so many kinds of grave suffering: incurable and chronic diseases,
psychological diseases, situations calling
for rehabilitation or palliative care, numerous forms of disability, children’s or geriatric diseases.
Human Warmth
At times human warmth is lacking in our
approach to these people. What is needed
is a personalised approach to the sick, not
just of curing but also of caring, in view of
an integral human healing. In experiencing
illness, individuals not only feel threatened
in their physical integrity, but also in the
relational, intellectual, affective and spiritual dimensions of their lives.
For this reason, in addition to therapy
and support, they expect care and attention. In a word, love. At the side of every
St Anthony Brief

sick person, there is also a family, which
itself suffers and is in need of support and
comfort.
Dear brothers and sisters who are ill,
your sickness makes you in a particular
way one of those ‘who labour and are burdened’, and thus attract the eyes and
heart of Jesus. In him, you will find light to
brighten your darkest moments and hope
to soothe your distress. He urges you,
‘Come to me’. In him, you will find strength
to face all the worries and questions that
assail you during this ‘dark night’ of body
and soul. Christ did not give us prescriptions, but through his passion, death and
resurrection he frees us from the grip of
evil.
In your experience of illness, you certainly need a place to find rest. The
Church desires to become more and more
the ‘inn’ of Christ, the Good Samaritan – a
home where you can encounter his grace,
expressed in closeness, acceptance and
relief. In this home, you can meet people
who, healed in their frailty by God’s mercy,
will help you bear your cross and enable
your suffering to give you a new perspective.
You will be able to look beyond your illness to a greater horizon of new light and
fresh strength for your lives.

Dignity of the Person
A key role in this effort to offer rest and
renewal to our sick brothers and sisters is
played by healthcare workers: physicians,
nurses, medical and administrative professionals, assistants and volunteers.
Thanks to their expertise, they can make
patients feel the presence of Christ who
consoles and cares for the sick, and heals
every hurt.
Yet, they too are men and women with
their own frailties and even illnesses.
They show how true it is that once
Christ’s comfort and rest is received, we
are called in turn to become rest and
comfort for our brothers and sisters, with
a docile and humble attitude in imitation
of the Teacher.
Dear healthcare professionals, let us
always remember that diagnostic, preventive and therapeutic treatments, research,
care and rehabilitation are always in the
service of the sick person; indeed the
noun ‘person’ takes priority over the
adjective ‘sick’.
In your work, may you always strive to
promote the dignity and life of each person, and reject any compromise in the
direction of euthanasia, assisted suicide
or suppression of life, even in the case of
terminal illness.

Conscientious Objection
When confronted with the limitations and
even failures of medical science before
increasingly problematic clinical cases and
bleak diagnoses, you are called to be open
to the transcendent dimension of your profession that reveals its ultimate meaning. Let
us remember that life is sacred and belongs
to God; hence it is inviolable and no one can
claim the right to dispose of it freely.
Life must be welcomed, protected,
respected and served from its beginning to
its end: both human reason and faith in
God, the Author of life, require this.
In some cases, conscientious objection
becomes a necessary decision if you are to
be consistent with your ‘yes’ to life and to
the human person. Your professionalism,
sustained by Christian charity, will be the
best service you can offer for the safeguarding of the truest human right, the right to life.
When you can no longer provide a cure, you
will still be able to provide care and healing,
through gestures and procedures that give
comfort and relief to the sick.
I offer heartfelt thanks to all those volunteers who serve the sick, often compensating for structural shortcomings, while reflecting the image of Christ, the Good
Samaritan, by their acts of tender love and
closeness. n

Loving attention:
not just curing
but caring.
Feb/Mar 2020
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Is This What Saint
Anthony Looked Liked?
mages of the saints have been represented in stone and wood and paint throughout the history
of the Church. This is surely due to the fact that we faithful need to put a face on those figures
whom we honour, and for whom we feel a special affection.
St Anthony of Padua is one of the most revered saints and his image has been painted and
sculpted countless times. So often he is shown holding the Child Jesus in his arms. He is frequently represented with an angelic, almost feminine face.
It seems the real Anthony looked very different.
The University of St Anthony of Padua’s Anthropology Museum, together with a team of
international forensic researchers, have worked to reconstruct the face of St Anthony using
only a digital copy of his skull. Using the latest 3D technology, the researchers sought to
recreate the saint’s face.
Cicero Morales, 3D designer of the University of Sao Paolo, renowned for his work in
archaeological facial reconstruction, was part of the project. The Brazilian expert was asked
to reconstruct the saint’s face knowing only that the skull belonged to a 36-year-old male.
‘At each step I asked myself, who was that man? When I found out, I was speechless, literally amazed. Although I am not religious, I felt a huge responsibility. Millions of people in the
world would be able to see the face of their saint!’ Morales said.
Famous as a popular preacher, Anthony died at the friary close to Padua, Italy, on 13 June
1231. He was declared a saint less than one year after his death, in May 1232, and he has been a
most popular saint ever since. n

I

God Is
Moved
By Even
the
Littlest
Prayers
Pope Francis reminds us that the
Lord often turns simple prayers into
‘miraculous ones’.
Jesus did not come to earth to
preach a few sermons and then wash
his hands of us and our weaknesses.
He came precisely because he wishes
to stay close to us, and is truly beside
us, all of us, even the greatest sinners,
who ask his compassion.
We should be like the leper who
came to Jesus and said, ‘Lord, if you
will, you can make me clean.’ A prayer
like that gets God’s attention. But also it
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is an act of confidence: I know that you
can do it, and so I entrust myself to you!
In simple prayer, we too must demonstrate from the heart an act of confidence
in Jesus to help us. In his immeasurable
compassion, the Lord suffers with and for
us.
When we sincerely call upon him, it is
sort of a challenge to the Lord. It is as if
we are reminding him of his role in our
lives as healer and saviour.
Jesus remains, even at this moment, at
our sides. Therefore we should not hesitate
to humbly beseech him: Lord, if you will,

you can heal me. If you will, you can forgive me. If you will, you can help me.
We can make a simple prayer many
times a day. ‘Lord, I ask you: have
mercy on me.’ Many times a day,
inwardly, from the heart, without saying
it out loud: ‘Lord, if you will, you can.
Have compassion on me.’ Let us make
a habit of repeating these simple
prayers always.
When we do this, like the leper, the
simple prayer often becomes a miraculous prayer, thanks to the compassion of
Jesus.
St Anthony Brief

Tree planting –
first gathering 2005.

Sixteen Years of
Family Get-togethers
or seasoned readers of St Anthony
Brief; those of you who are faithful
readers for the last two decades,
you might remember an article I wrote
about a family get-together.
Along with two cousins, now
deceased, we discussed the idea of
organising a weekend together for our
family on my father’s side. I happened to
have been blessed with a sabbatical time,
after 16 years of ministry in El Salvador
and in Justice Peace and Integrity of
Creation work in our Franciscan General
Curia in Rome. To be allowed to step
back, to take more time to pray, reflect, to
study and to spend time with family and
friends is indeed a privilege few ever get
to enjoy.
I asked myself how I might be able to
share some of the grace I received from
the Lord with my family? Chatting with
cousins, we decided to consult the
branches of the family and found that
there was indeed an interest to meet. We
suggested that the weekend include time
to recreate together, to eat, chat, relax and
pray.

F
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Gearóid Ó Conaire
OFM reﬂects on a
happy family tradition.
First Gathering
We found an ideal spot in Kiltegan, Co.
Wicklow, the mother house of St Patrick’s
Missionaries. There is a lovely space
there, run as a retreat centre and house of
welcome by Fr Seamus Whitney, called
Slí an Chroí.
About forty members of the family
turned up. I am not sure was it the first or
the second encounter, but snow fell and
caused some complications for people to
get to the event. We had a wonderful time
together. It proved to be so successful that
it was the first of many such gatherings.
In fact, we enjoyed each and every
one of our 16 meetings to date for different reasons. Just to meet in itself is a success and brings its own grace and memory. One of these memorable moments
was a comment made by my cousin during the first meeting, who was 18 at the

time. After a period of silence, when each
member was asked to move away to be
alone and to pray, he said that for the first
time in his life he had consciously not
heard the sound of a motor vehicle.
Every year since, usually the last
Saturday in August, our family has managed to meet. For the first three sessions,
we met for a weekend. Then we decided
to simplify the format and to keep it to an
afternoon, beginning with the celebration
of a Mass, followed by food together,
mostly prepared by the host family, but on
other occasions a collective effort was
made to bring along bits and pieces.
Advice
In fact, my advice to anyone interested in
doing something similar is to keep the
activity as simple as possible, especially
in relation to food. To be fair, we were
treated royally by all the host families
who spared no expense to feed the hungry relations. On hindsight, this might
have added unnecessary stress to perform and to keep up with very high standards set previously.
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Gearóid with his mother
and some family members.

This, in the long-run, could very well
have been a block for others to assume
responsibility to organise an event the following year. However, to date, we always
had some cousin and their family willing to
take up the baton. For 2020 our cousins in
Cork will host us again for the second
time.
My cousin Eileen, who was born and
raised in Chicago, missed the first few
gatherings. Then shortly after one of our
get-togethers, two of my cousins died,

each of them knowing their time on this
earth was very limited. Eileen was upset
not to have been with them and, subsequently, promised herself never to miss
these events again and has been faithful
to her commitment ever since.
Mother’s 90th
On the occasion of my mother’s 90th
birthday, my sisters and I organised the
meeting at a wonderful place for the promotion of the Irish language and our cul-

ture, just across the road
from where my mother
lived in Clondalkin, Co.
Dublin. A funny incident
took place at the gathering
that year, which coincided
with my mother’s birthday.
We consulted Annie,
my mother, who in no
uncertain terms refused to
allow us to broadcast that
she had reached the ripe
old age of 90. Her reasoning was that she didn’t
want anyone to know her
age.
We already had the
cake made and everyone
knew that it was her birthday, so we scratched our
collective heads and
eventually decided not to
mention anything, but just
placed a simple phrase on her cake
which read ‘Congratulations Annie’.
Conundrum
One of the regrets I have, and perhaps I
speak for other members of the family, is
that we did not succeed in integrating all
family members. One cousin in particular,
who died recently, was unwell and managed to fall out, at some stage, with most
of us. Even though, to be fair, on a personal level, the cousins tried reaching out

The meal at the
second gathering.
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Guitar – Mass in the house.

to her over the years, but often without
much success.
These collective gatherings would
have been almost impossible if she were
to have participated. The conundrum was
whether to invite her and end up finishing
the gathering very early on, or not to invite
her, while trying to support her individually.
We took the latter option.
I mention this because I am sure all
our families in one way or another have
conflictive situations between members,
sometimes due to pride and avoidable,
and at other times due to illness with nobody to blame.
Perhaps, reflecting in hindsight, we could have organised
a special family summit to pray
and ask God to guide us. Also,
we might have looked for professional advice on integrating
her appropriately; thus whenever possible to have supported
her, while at the same time protecting an important family
event.
Broader Family
One of the very special aspects
of each time we meet is that
inevitably a new member of the
family has arrived. I think on one
occasion we had four new
babies. From the first meeting we
were mostly first cousins and their
children. Now we have our first
cousins, their children and their
grandchildren.
As most of you know, with the
pace of life, activities, events,
jobs, school, holidays etc, time is
a precious commodity. So, very
often as the family expands, the
Feb/Mar 2020

single units tend to be busy just meeting
one another. This broader family event
allows all of the cousins to get together
and especially for the children to get to
know one another, make friends and look
forward to meeting up the following year.
In many ways, whatever we can do to
keep family connected will benefit not only
ourselves, but the broader society in general. I am sure it adds to our sense of
identity and grounds us in a collective
sense of who we are, where we come
from and where we are going.

Each new gathering brings new
family members.

From a faith aspect, it contributes in a
small way to keeping the spiritual dimension of our lives in focus. In a society that
is becoming progressively more individualistic, family is the essential element to
help us focus on the needs of others and
our own true needs in relation to them.
Spiritual Dimension
On a personal note, for one who has
spent many years living and working outside of Ireland, even though for the last
twenty years nearer to home, I was
blessed only to have missed one
of these gatherings, last year during my first year living in Cuba.
As we have three catechists
in our family, two of whom teach
religious education in schools,
one of them took responsibility
with her husband to prepare a
celebration of the word which, by
all accounts, was a wonderfully
prayerful event. One of my sisters wrote to me afterwards full
of praise for the well-organised
prayer and assured me the spiritual dimension of the family
gathering was in very good
hands!
My cousins very graciously
organised this year’s event to
coincide with my homecoming
at the end of September.
May the Lord continue to
bless our family and the families of all the readers of St
Anthony Brief and may our
faithful departed relations be
experiencing the bliss of God’s
loving presence.
gfoconaire@gmail.com n
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Left: Bishop Michael Lenihan OFM and Cardinal
Oscar Andres Rodriguez carry the statue.
Above: Bishop Michael addresses the crowds.

MISSION DIGEST
The small statue of Our Lady of
Suyapa, Patroness of Honduras,
was brought to various parishes in
the Diocese of La Ceiba over several days in January. Accompanied
by the local bishop, Limerick man
Michael Lenihan OFM, the ‘pilgrimage’ prompted a great outpouring of
joyful devotion among the faithful. n

JOY IN HONDURAS

Above: Welcoming the Virgin. Left: A family celebrates.
Below: Each parish had a procession.
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Help support
the Franciscan
Missionaries
EASTER ENROLMENT CARD
PROMOTION: Only €2/£2 each
Including post and packaging. Enquiries: Tel (01) 6777651.
 No order too big or too small  Enrolment offering contributes
to the support of the Franciscan foreign missions
 This promotion is only valid with Easter Cards
 All enrolled are remembered at Special Masses offered
daily for 1 year beginning at Easter time

PLEASE PRINT YOUR NAME AND ADDRESS ON ORDER FORM BELOW WHEN APPLYING FOR CARDS
I enclose € / £___________, please send me ____________ Easter Enrolment card(s)



Name: ..............................................................................................................................................................................
Address: ............................................................................................................................................................................

Phone No: .............................................. Email (optional): ..............................................................................................
Please make cheque payable to: Franciscan Missionary Union and send to:
Franciscan Missionary Union, 4 Merchants’ Quay, Dublin 8, D08 XY19, Ireland.

Living
the Joy
of the
Gospel
as a Franciscan Friar!

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

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

