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If you’ve ever had the courage to watch ‘Mrs 
Brown’s Boys’ on the telly you could never have 
failed to notice the religious memorabilia scat-
tered around her home.

The image of the Sacred Heart is prominent 
and an ever-glowing red lamp at its side. 

It is clearly a kind of send-up of pious Catho-
lic devotion and its beliefs. Today it would be 
extremely unlikely in these parts (UK) to wit-
ness such evident piety. It would not always be 
considered suitable for public display. Even for 
many, it would be thought of as unfashionable. 
Perhaps also today in our churches we cease to 
pay much attention to devotion to the Sacred 
Heart except for the annual Feast of the Sacred 
Heart in the month of June.

This edition of our magazine appears in time 
for the Feast of the Sacred Heart and celebrates 
the many prayers and intentions offered by our 
readers through the intercession of the Sacred 
Heart. Here we fi nd devotion to the Heart of 
Jesus still alive and well!

Yet though Jesus in the gospel tells us that in 
his home there are many rooms we also sense a 
move toward other forms in our devotion. You 
can read the contribution on page 7 which pre-
sents the Sacred Heart as the ‘God-man with 
the Big Heart’ welcoming all and merciful in his 
compassion. It is the image of a God who shares 
our joys and sorrows. So too we can refl ect on 

Jesus as the ‘Man with the Pierced Heart’ with 
whom we encounter in our own experiences of 
our heart being pierced so that we become men 
and women who believe, hope and love.

On the Feast of the Sacred Heart, June 11, we 
remember in a special manner our friends and 
benefactors and also as we offer masses during 
the month of June. May our devotion to the Sa-
cred Heart increase in us faith, hope and chari-
ty.

Whilst we await with great expectancy the 
easing of lockdown it also inspires us to thank 
God for his compassion witnessed through the 
carers, nurses, doctors, religious and so many 
other kind-hearted people for their services. We 
remember especially the thousands upon thou-
sands who have suc-
cumbed to the dreadful 
virus. We remember our 
readers’ relatives and 
friends and also the 
Comboni Missionaries – 
Sisters, Brothers, Laity 
and priests who were 
stricken down. May they 
rest in peace. Amen

Devotion to the Sacred Heart

If you’ve ever had the courage to watch ‘Mrs Jesus as the ‘Man with the Pierced Heart’ with 
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Getting to know the
Comboni

Missionaries

Our destination was Ethiopia, a 
country full of sunshine and hos-
pitality. Ethiopia is a beautiful 

country, rich in history and culture, full of 
traditions and many peoples, with great 
linguistic diversity. Benishangul-Gumuz is 
part of one of the regions of Ethiopia and 
one of the tribes present here is the Gu-
muz, a people of strong character, ready 
to fi ght to defend themselves in many 

Pedro and Sr. Vicenta 
in Ethiopia: 

“Receiving and giving have determined our missionary vocation”

by Andrew Bwalya

ways. Our missionary work is especially 
among the Gumuz.

Our fi rst impression was very good, as 
we always wanted to share our life with 
such a simple people. The community of 
the Comboni Sisters, located in Mandura, 
offers education, health care and cat-
echetical pastoral care. The community of 
Comboni Lay Missionaries (David Aguil-
era and Pedro Nascimento) lives with the 

Comboni religious in Guilguel Beles, ten 
kilometres from Mandura, and tries to 
help both communities in the areas of 
education and catechetical ministry, as 
well as in the care of some of the sick.

Vicenta and Pedro work in pastoral and 
social service, since the person is com-
plete with the development of the soul 
and body. One of the activities we carry 
out together is the accompaniment of the 
catechesis of women in their spiritual, 
human and material development. We 
know that women have an important role 
in the transformation of society and here 
they need to be aware of this. Gumuz 
women work very hard and are often left 
behind in opportunities such as educa-
tion, where educational attainment is not 
a priority, especially for women and girls. 
Above all, they have to work in the fi elds, 
collect fi rewood for cooking, carry water 
from the spring or river, carry heavy sacks 
of cereals (the fruit of their work in the 
fi elds), take care of their children, cook…. 
The life of the Gumuz woman is diffi cult 
and full of sacrifi ces and hard work.

We meet every week with a group of 
women who have chosen a name for the 
group: “Peace Builders”, a name due to 
the war situation that we have been living 
for more than two years in our area. In 
this group we share the Word of God, 
pray for peace and have coffee together 

Sharing God’s love with others, receiving and giving, have determined our missionary 
vocation (Vicenta Llorca, Comboni Missionary Sister in Ethiopia for more than 40 years 
and Pedro Nascimento, Comboni Lay Missionary, two years in Ethiopia). As he did with 
Abraham, also to us, through prayer and personal discernment, God said: “Leave your 

country and go to the land that I will show you” (Gn 12:1).

Pedro and Sr Vicenta visit an elderly parishioner
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with the economic collaboration of all, 
and we become close in our experiences 
of pain and suffering, strengthen our 
friendship, share dreams and aspirations 
for the future. These meetings give us the 
possibility to get to know each other and 
to be closer to each other. It is our desire, 
according to our possibilities, to develop 
activities that can help women in the eco-
nomic part, since they have an important 
role in the maintenance of the family. All 
this is very beautiful and attractive, but 
human life is made of happy moments 
and painful moments, days of light and 
days of darkness.

Due to ethnic clashes, especially over 
land ownership, social stability has wors-
ened, many have been killed, villages 

have been burned, some crops have been 
stolen by opportunists, many innocent 
people have been imprisoned without 
knowing the reasons, schools and medi-
cal posts have been closed due to 
insecurity, for fear of students being at-
tacked by rebels and teachers and nurses 
attacked and kidnapped, as most of them 
belong to another ethnic group. Unfortu-
nately, this has been our reality for the 
past two years, with times of peace and 
times of confl ict and insecurity. However, 
whether we live or die, we belong to the 
Lord (Rom 14:8) and He is always with us 
and accompanies us.

In the Sisters’ mission, some women 
asked for protection for few weeks, stay-

ing there to sleep. The situation worsened 
and they decided to escape to the forest, 
where they were able to hide. When the 
situation calmed down, little by little, the 
families returned to their huts. As we 
have already said, this situation has been 
repeated for two years and together we 
have experienced pain, insecurity, but 
also God’s protection. The works of God 
are born and grow at the foot of the Cross, 
as St. Daniel Comboni used to say.

None of this was foreseen when, full of 
illusions, we came to this mission, but we 
decided to make common cause with this 
people, to share the good and the bad 
moments, we decided to stay here and 
abandon ourselves in God’s hands. We 
have lived through many diffi cult mo-
ments and our presence here, in the 
midst of diffi culties, is intended to be a 
testimony of fi delity to God manifested in 
fi delity to the people with whom we share 
our lives. It was Jesus who told us: “Be-
hold, I am with you always, to the close of 
the age” (Mt 28:20).

In the midst of pain, of seeing the suf-
fering of those who escape, of those who 
mourn for their loved ones, either be-
cause they have died or because they are 
deprived of their freedom, all this has be-
come a time of grace that helps us to 
strengthen our faith and fi delity to a peo-
ple who live in times of suffering. Making 
the pain of others my own shows us how 
important they are to us; how much we 
love them. St. Daniel Comboni taught us: 
I make common cause with you and the 
happiest day of my life will be the one 
when I give my life for you.

Right now, peace talks are taking place 
between the government and rebel 
groups, schools and medical posts (some) 
are beginning to open. We are hopeful for 
times of peace, happiness and prosperity.

Pray for us and for the people of Ethio-
pia, because we cannot lose hope; pray 
that we will fi nd support to develop eco-
nomic activities with women and help 
families in need; pray for peace and frater-
nal communion.



6  Comboni Mission • www.comboni.org.uk

Comboni Sister wins 2021 International 
Women of Courage Award

What she told us then has stayed with me 
all these years later.

Many of us were able to hear more on 
this in when Sr Alicia came to the UK in 
2009, on a PHR tour to report on the im-
pacts of those military attacks

In subsequent years we have stayed with 
the Comboni Sisters in Bethany, been en-
tertained by the children in their convent 
kindergarten and visited their kindergarten 
projects in the threatened Jahalin Bedouin 
villages in the desert outside Jerusalem.

We were also able to see their work in Tel 
Aviv with the traumatised refugee women 
and children in the PHR Clinic and the 
Kuchinate Project.

This reward is very well deserved and a 
great celebration on International Wom-
en’s Day. We are pleased and proud to have 
this Woman of Peace and Courage as our 
friend.”

Sister Alicia (right) and Sr Azezet in conversation with a refugee family

Spanish Sister Alicia Vacas Moro, a 
Comboni missionary sister, has been 
named as a recipient of the 2021 In-

ternational Women of Courage Award.
A registered nurse, Sister Alicia Vacas 

Moro ran a medical clinic in Egypt for eight 
years, treating more than 150 low-income 
patients a day. She then moved to the bibli-
cal town of Bethany to help an impover-
ished Bedouin community, especially 
women and children. She set up training 
programs for women that provided them 
with previously unavailable economic op-
portunities, and established kindergartens 
in Bedouin camps, providing an education-
al foundation for children.

In an environment shaped by the Israe-
li-Palestinian confl ict, Sister Alicia also as-
sisted traumatized refugees and asylum 
seekers, a job she continues to perform on 
a larger scale in her current role as the re-

gional coordinator for the Comboni Sisters 
in the Middle East.

When the Covid-19 pandemic struck 
northern Italy, she fl ew to Italy to assist and 
treat fellow sister nuns, undeterred by ex-
treme danger to herself.

Ann Farr, Chair of Pax Christi England 
and Wales writes: “Pax Christi EW sends 
congratulations to our good friend Sr 
Alicia Vacas, Regional Coordinator 
Comboni Sisters Middle East, on re-
ceiving the Woman of Courage Award 
2021.”

Pax Christi has a long association with 
the Comboni Sisters in London and in Pal-
estine and Israel.

Pat Gaffney and I fi rst met her in Bethany 
when she had just returned from Gaza as a 
member of the Physicians for Human 
Rights (PHR) delegation collecting evi-
dence on the horrifi c onslaught there. 

In this brief snippet Pax Christi, England & Wales, acknowledges the award granted to Sr. Alicia
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THE SACRED HEART OF JESUS
The God – Man With A Big Heart

Those whom nobody wanted 
entered into that big heart 
of this God-Man. That was 

Jesus’s very choice of life. He got into 
people’s hearts and let them get into 
His heart. He had a big heart second 
to none on this earth. In fact, I would 
say the biggest that has ever appeared 
in all the years of evolution. The 
secret of a big heart for me is to recall 
that Jesus was born poor, lived poor 
and died poor. He lived and died for 
everyone but especially for the poor. I 
would love to do the same! 

His beating Heart was so well 
acquainted with the suffering of 
people. Indeed, He could never be 
a stranger to suffering with His feet 
so fi rmly on the ground. He was 
thoroughly real and truly authentic. 

I can well imagine how many hearts 
of our readers have been battered in 
these troublesome times. Some of us 
are desperate to experience even just 
a wee piece of that God’s consolation, 
the seething warmth of His heart.  

In these times we must go deep 
and listen to the cries fl owing from 
people’s broken hearts in order 
to understand much of their pain. 
Wasn’t Our Lord very able to see 
the secret beauty that dwelt within 
so many unfortunates of mind and 
body? He certainly understood the 
pain and suffering in their lives. 
Jesus was a man of deep feeling 
and emotion. His heart was as big 
as His whole person and more. He 
was not ashamed to break down 
crying in front of everyone. Wasn’t 
He moved at the death of His friend 
Lazarus as He wept with Mary and 
the Jews?  The Gospels emphatically 
tell us He put His heart and soul into 
all His actions of teaching, preaching, 
healing, forgiving sins, feeding the 
hungry and working miracles. With 
that compassionate heart of His, He 
held and embraced children, cared 
for women, welcomed sinners and 
wept for the dead. His big heart was 
the essence of His very life. You got 
what you saw when you encountered 

Jesus in His earthly life. It was His 
hearty spirit behind all of His life and 
action. How Jesus saw the lame, the 
crippled, the abandoned, the widow-
the miseries and sufferings of people 
around Him, these were very close 
to that burning love in His heart! His 
whole life and activity were always 
on behalf of the least and the last, of 
the broken and lost ones, on behalf 
of the oppressed, sinners and even 
enemies. He had that massive space 
in His big heart which housed all the 
groaning and agony of those who 
were suffering around Him.

Many of those who suffer have 
experienced and know the warmth of 
the bleeding heart of Christ in their 
body and soul. The God-Man with a 
big heart, that’s what the Sacred Heart 
means to me and I hope it can mean 
the same to you, dear reader. Let’s try 
to see what is blind to the human eye 
as we behold much pain in our world 
of today where God’s heart together 
with countless others must be broken 
but pulsating with His tremendous 
love and support.

Sweet Heart of Jesus, we implore 
that we may love you more and more.

Please make our hearts something 
like your big heart.

Through the Heart of Jesus, we achieve reconciliation

by Fr John Clark mccj

Those whom nobody wanted 
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Catholic News Service

With a wall on three sides, Comboni 
Sisters in West Bank build bridges

a series of cement slabs, barbed wire fenc-
es and security roads snaking across part of 
the West Bank.

Two sisters live in a Christian housing 
project just on the other side of the wall to 
maintain a presence and to serve the few 
Christian families who have remained in 
the project.

A small “door” was initially opened in the 
wall to allow the children of the kindergar-
ten to be passed through to the convent, 
but that was eventually blocked, and par-
ents on the other side of the wall needed 
to take two buses, stand in line at a check-
point, then walk 30 minutes to get to the 
kindergarten. It became too arduous a 
journey, and parents sought alternative 
kindergartens for their children.

The wall and military towers loom above 
the convent on all three sides, including 
over the kindergarten playground, which 
has been covered by a fi reproof roof be-
cause of the Molotov cocktails thrown over 
the wall by Palestinian demonstrators dur-
ing clashes with Israeli soldiers. Previous 
shelters have caught on fi re from the Molo-
tov cocktails, said Sister Vacas.

She said the wall near the convent is 
easier to jump than other spots, and Pales-

ten to be passed through to the convent, 
but that was eventually blocked, and par-
ents on the other side of the wall needed 
to take two buses, stand in line at a check-
point, then walk 30 minutes to get to the 
kindergarten. It became too arduous a 
journey, and parents sought alternative 
kindergartens for their children.

the convent on all three sides, including 
over the kindergarten playground, which 
has been covered by a fi reproof roof be-
cause of the Molotov cocktails thrown over 
the wall by Palestinian demonstrators dur-
ing clashes with Israeli soldiers. Previous 
shelters have caught on fi re from the Molo-
tov cocktails, said Sister Vacas.

easier to jump than other spots, and Pales-Sr Alicia in dialogue with a group of bishops.

Children from the kindergarten queue up behind the walls

BETHANY, West Bank (CNS) -- Their 
convent is surrounded on three 
sides by the Israeli separation wall, 

but the Comboni Sisters told visiting bish-
ops they are trying to build bridges of 
peace rather than walls.

“We are here to bring people together,” 
Comboni Sister Alicia Vacas, convent supe-
rior, told bishops from Europe and North 
America participating in the weeklong 

Holy Land Coordination.
The convent, which serves as a spiritual 

retreat and includes the St. Mary Kinder-
garten, was founded in 1966 and has gone 
through numerous political changes since 
its founding on what was then Jordanian 
territory. But in 2004, following the out-
break of the second Palestinian uprising, 
the sisters were cut off from half of the 
population they serve by the Israeli barrier, 
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tinians jump the barrier to reach family, 
jobs or health care on the other side, which 
is under Israeli control. This often makes 
the convent a fl ashpoint for confronta-
tions.

“This creates a very diffi cult situation; 
soldiers come by here twice a day, and any 
time of the day people jump over the wall 
to get over to the other side,” said Sister 
Vacas. “But we are missionaries, and mis-
sionaries are normally on the border. It is 
not by chance that we are here. We are 
here to attempt to make ‘holes’ in the wall. 
Our sadness is that the soldiers are the 
only experience the children have of Israe-
lis.”

The responsibility of keeping the chil-
dren safe under such circumstances is very 
great, she added.

Sister Azezet Kidane briefed the bishops 
on the other work carried out by the sis-
ters, including work with especially vulner-
able Bedouin communities on the other 
side of the wall and working with Eritrean 

refugee women, traffi cking survivors, in Tel 
Aviv. In both projects, they partner with Is-
raeli groups and individuals, she said.

“It is very encouraging for us that you are 
here,” Sister Kidane told the bishops. “We 
see on both sides, the good and the bad. 
Everyone struggles, everybody wants 
peace. The separation from one another 
continues to create more fear ... we try to 
break this wall through our works. Pray for 
Israelis and Palestinians to fi nd a way to 
coexist. We need to be bridges.”

Archbishop Richard Gagnon of Winni-
peg, Manitoba, told the sisters: “You have 
shown what it is to live the Gospel when 
there are no real answers, in circumstances 
beyond our control. Pope Francis spoke of 
going to the periphery, and you have not 
only gone to the periphery, but you are 
right there at the wall.

“You are an example of love and joy 
which lifts us up,” he said.

Auxiliary Bishop William Kenney of Bir-
mingham, England, told Catholic News 

Service the political situation has contin-
ued to cause human suffering for Muslims, 
Christians and Jews, with Israelis having a 
deep concern for their safety.

“There is no progress, and every year I 
go back less hopeful than the time before,” 
said the bishop, who has gone on several 
of the annual trips, designed to show sup-
port for Christians in the Holy Land.

People-to-people connections must be 
created so that people can see each other 
in a similar light, and women can be lead-
ers in those connections, he said.

As someone born in Northern Ireland, 
Bishop Alexander McGuckin of Raphoe, 
Ireland, said he was aware of the diffi cul-
ties of divided societies.

“Authentic Christians always are in rela-
tions with both sides, as are the Comboni 
Sisters here right up against the wall to 
maintain relations with both Palestinians 
and Israelis. This may not seem like any-
thing, but this is respecting the human, re-
specting the good in both,” he said. “We 
need to stand for the good in the other, al-
ways in truth. We are bringing a complex 
message, yet this must be at the heart of 
it.”

U.S. Archbishop Timothy Broglio of the 
Archdiocese for the Military Services noted 
the importance of teaching children about 
“the other” at an early age.

“We need to stop building walls and start 
reaching out together. It is incumbent on 
the Western world to be instruments of di-
alogue, so that some sort of lasting solution 
can be found,” he said. “This wall will con-
tinue to be a tinderbox until people can 
learn to live together.”

Sr. Azezet converses with a bishop at the meeting 

Coptic Church in the Holy Land
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By Pauline McKenna – member of Sacred Heart Church, Sunningdale

Ayear ago, the world was plunged 
headlong into a pandemic.  No 
one really knew what to do, but 

our government, a little belatedly, shut 
everything down, and told us to stay at 
home to avoid getting the dreaded Cov-
id-19 virus and potentially exiting this 
mortal coil.

Much to our consternation, the 
Churches across the land were shut 
down just before our most holy and cel-
ebrated time of year – Easter!  What to 
do?  Fortunately, our enterprising Priest-
in-Charge, Fr Julio, rallied, and in a cou-
ple of weeks had the Sacred Heart web-
site up and running with a livestreaming 
site with the help of Tom and Oliver 
Checkiewicz.  In no time at all, we had 
Mass every Sunday at 11:30am, lives-
treamed from our beautiful chapel.  
What a Godsend!  To have the opportu-
nity to participate online in the Mass 
with our priests in our chapel gave us all 
such comfort at such a worrying and 
challenging time.  

Very quickly, Fr Julio changed our 

weekly Lectio Divina meetings at the 
church to online Zoom meetings.  Most 
of us had never heard of Zoom and had 
to overcome real reluctance to embrace 
this technological nightmare. Fr Julio, 
coached us through the intricacies of 
joining and working Zoom with the pa-
tience of a saint.  He even showed sever-
al of us how to show online presenta-
tions on Zoom.  We still have to ask 
people to Unmute themselves when 
they’ve been happily talking away with 
the Mute button on!

Eac week Fr Julio emails out the Mis-
salette with the Sunday Mass prayers on 
it, and the Newsletter letting us know 
what’s happening in the church that 
week.  This has been wonderfully inclu-
sive for everyone, especially vulnerable 
people who can’t come out, and is 
reaching many more people than it did 
when they were only available in the 
church.

Pastoral Team meetings, Study Group 
meetings and Confi rmation sessions are 
all being held on Zoom.  We have discov-
ered that attendance at these sessions is 
much improved as people fi nd it much 
easier only having to turn on their com-

puters and click on the Zoom link in-
stead of getting in the car and driving to 
the church on a cold dark evening. 

Our much-appreciated Livestreaming 
Team has been busy these last few 
weeks: at the Bishops request we held a 
Memorial Mass on 23 March 2021, the 
fi rst anniversary of the fi rst lockdown, 
for the people in our church who’ve 
died this year, some with Covid-19; we 
had a beautiful Requiem Mass for a dear 
friend and member of our church for 
many years and other celebrations have 
followed.

Whilst Zooming and livestreaming 
have their advantages and have been 
good ways to keep going during lock-
down, nothing beats seeing everyone at 
Mass in person and meeting face to face.  
We will defi nitely keep some of the 
Zoom meetings going as they have been 
found to serve particular needs, but we 
humans are social animals and even the 
most introverted of us has found a sur-
prisingly great need in our hearts to be 
with our families, friends and communi-
ties.  Church or home?... perhaps Church 
will prevail!

We all need a great big hug every day!

MIRACLE

THE

Nina and Pauline

Members of the Pastoral Team
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Reawakening
Shall we emerge from the fi nal lock-down

as fl owers opening in the heat of the Sun?

Or will some of us be like the honey bee,

buzzing from fl ower to fl ower;

and resting in their embrace?

Seeking the nectar from loving friendships;

sweet as honey from the combe;

giving love with kisses and hugs;

and bringing that love back home.

Protected by vaccination,

will we thrill with anticipation,

To reach out and touch family and friends?

Giving out the love God sends.

Yes surely the Lord will give us love;

and just as Noah sent forth the dove,

we will touch the Earth in half- forgotten places;

singing like birds released from their cages.

Or will we be like sleepy bears

waking from hibernation

stepping warily back into the glory of Gods’ creation?

And if absence does make the heart grow fonder,

will we now fulfi ll that which we’ve longed for?

Starting afresh, some like babies

coming forth from the womb;

and others perhaps, a little like Jesus,

being released from the tomb.

by Harvey Martin

11 Comboni Mission • Summer 2021
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By John Paul Pezzi mccj

and to the planet, living simple lives, being 
mindful of others and showing love for the 
planet. These three “As” are weaknesses, 
absence of love - for creation, for our neigh-
bours, for God - and alienate us from our 
own selves, from each other, from nature, 
and ultimately from God.

There will be no real answer to the cry of 
the earth and of the poor in the Chambers 
of Commerce, or in plenary Halls of the UN, 
or in parliaments around the world. Even 
though, there is a huge amount of work to 
do in those venues. The answer will come 
only from the people who suffer, whose 
lives and livelihoods are at stake. From 
those millions, perhaps billions, of people 
who, right now, this crisis affects already. It 
is not a crisis of a distant future; it is here 
and now. We need to work hard and togeth-
er, now, stand together, as a human family, 
to confront this crisis. “This is the moment 
that I feel can be the uniting factor for hu-
manity. We must not lose that opportunity,” 
is Yeb Saño’s advice (The cry of the earth is 
no different from the cry of the poor).    

“God saw everything that he had made, 
and behold it was very good”.

The throng of poor and most vulnerable 
in the world today are mainly due to wars, 
pandemic, economic crisis, social injustice 
and inequalities. They ask protection of hu-
man life in all forms, from birth to death, 
with special attention to indigenous people, 
migrants, unborn children and children at 
risk of slavery. However, today there is what 
Pope Francis calls the “ecological debt be-
tween the global north and south,” (LS 51), 
related to the cry of the earth provoking the 
cry of the poor.

As scientists explain, “climate-related haz-

Many people see the ecological crisis 
as the climate crisis, because the 
climate crisis is one of the most 

pervasive manifestations of the ecological 
crisis. However, we cannot talk about pro-
tecting the environment whilst we are ne-
glecting the needs of the Earth’s most vul-
nerable people. Laudato sí calls to look at 
the environmental crisis as an issue of social 
justice, which encourages safeguarding the 
interests of our brothers and sisters – the 
nearest and the furthest - if we want to pro-
tect the future of the earth. The actual eco-
logical crisis is thus a spiritual crisis, too. 
The ecological conversion and the care for 
each other and for the creation needs a 
spiritual conversion. Pope Francis therefore 
speaks of an integral ecology, that is envi-
ronmental, economic, social, cultural, and 

daily life ecology, that is a human ecology
(LS 138-155).

For Yeb Saño, a member of the Global 
Catholic Climate Movement the environ-
mental crisis is rooted in three human 
weaknesses. Arrogance, the belief that we 
are better than God is, and smarter than 
nature. Apathy the dangerous belief that it 
is somebody else’s job to care of people and 
of the environment. Avarice, the extreme 
greed making this world a worse place to 
live in. Greed drives individuals and corpo-
rations to think only about profi ts, never 
about people nor about the planet.

The love we embrace as a commandment 
from God and as followers of Jesus calls 
Christians to stand up against these three 
“A’s” and change our lifestyles, pursuing 
ones that are friendlier towards one another 

The encyclical Laudato Si’ offers a special intuition of Pope Francis: the concept of integral ecology 
an approach highlighting that ‘everything is closely interrelated.’ The cry of the earth is no different 

from the cry of the poor; the ecological crisis is a social crisis. The second goal of Laudato Si’ is thus a 
call to respond to the Cry of the Poor defending life in all its forms, with special attention to vulnerable 
groups such as indigenous people, migrants, unborn children and children at risk of modern slavery.

ThE CrY oF tHe PoOr,
Laudato Si 2nd Goal
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the least responsible for global greenhouse 
gas emissions that disrupt the climate sys-
tem. The fewer goods and services one 
consumes, the less greenhouse gas emis-
sions one produces (Pope Francis, Founda-
tion for Sustainable Development). 

Which actions can we take to 
achieve this 2nd goal?
Pope Francis offers an answer in his mes-
sage for the 54th World Day of Peace (2021), 
‘A culture of care as a path to peace’. At n° 
6, he explains the principles of the Church’s 
social doctrine.

Care as promotion of the dignity and 
rights of each person. Person always signi-

fi es relationship, not individualism; it af-
fi rms inclusion, not exclusion, unique and 
inviolable dignity, not exploitation. Each 
human person is an end in himself or her-
self, never simply a means to be valued only 
for his or her usefulness. Human rights de-
rive from this dignity, as do human duties. 
Everyone is our neighbour, near or far in 
space and time.

Care for the common good, that is the 
sum total of social conditions which allow 
people, either as groups or as individuals, to 
reach their fulfi lment more fully and more 
easily. Our plans and projects should always 
take into account their effects on the entire 
human family, and consider their conse-
quences for the present and for coming 
generations.

Care through solidarity that concretely 
expresses our love for others, not as a vague 
sentiment but as a fi rm and persevering de-
termination to commit oneself to the com-
mon good; that is to the good of all and of 
each individual, because we are all responsi-
ble for all.

Care and protection of creation because 
all in creation is interconnected. Constant 
and attentive listening to the cry of the poor 
and to the cry of creation leads to effective 
care for the earth, our common home, and 
for our brothers and sisters in need. A sense 
of deep communion with the rest of nature 
cannot be authentic if our hearts lack ten-
derness, compassion and concern for our 
fellow human beings.

‘The compass of these social principles, 
so essential for the growth of a culture of 
care, also points to the need for relation-
ships between nations to be inspired by fra-
ternity, mutual respect, solidarity and the 
observance of international law,’ conclude 
Pope Francis. Deep ties binding peoples, 
‘Our planet is a homeland and humanity are 
one people living in a common home,’ (LS 
164), he keeps repeating. Social justice and 
the well-being of the planet are two sides of 
the same coin, ‘We are faced not with two 
separate crises, one environmental and the 
other social, but rather with one complex 
crisis which is both social and environmen-
tal.’ (LS 139)

13

ards exacerbate other stressors, often with 
negative outcomes for livelihoods, especial-
ly for people living in poverty” (Climate 
Change 2014). Therefore, “it is the poorest 
of the poor who suffer”, the “double injus-
tice of climate change.”

The fi rst injustice is that the poor suffer 
the largest impact of climate change from 
extreme weather events like fl oods and hur-
ricanes, increasing water scarcity, reductions 
in crop yields, and rising sea levels affecting 
coastal cities. Tropical countries are often 
the world’s poorest and the most vulnera-
ble to climate change.

The second injustice is that the poor are 

Emergency aid for the hungry

Destruction caused by fl ooding
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Choose Your Mission
You like to make music; you wonder what your path is and what God’s plan is for your life?

Everyone is called by God, be it in the specifi c 
vocation to marriage or 
to a consecrated life, 
but also in general in 
every moment of our 
lives.

Why not share your 
thoughts and ideas 
about your own life’s 
journey and calling 
through the lyrics and 
music of a song that may 
help others on their own 
journey? All type of music 
can enter the competition 
Traditional, Rock, Pop, 
Gospel, Gregorian etc. 
Individuals, group, choirs 
are welcome to compete.

Vocations Ireland is 
organizing a Music awards 
competition for young 
people 18+

You will have the chance 
to not only win cash prizes 
but also be part of a 
professional CD production 
with your song and receive 
feedback from accomplished 
musicians on the jury.

For more details, please, visit 
our Website or Facebook. 

Apply now with your song 
for the Vocation Music Award 
2021, we are looking forward 
to your submissions!

Where is my place?
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Patris Corde
with a Father’s Heart

An introduction to the Apostolic Letter of the Holy Father Francis
on the 150th anniversary of the proclamation of Saint Joseph as patron of the universal church

birth, Joseph and Mary offered their child to 
the Lord and listened with amazement to 
Simeon’s prophecy concerning Jesus and 
his Mother (cf. Lk 2:22-35). To protect Jesus 
from Herod, Joseph dwelt as a foreigner in 
Egypt (cf. Mt 2:13-18). After returning to his 
own country, he led a hidden life in the tiny 
and obscure village of Nazareth in Galilee, 
far from Bethlehem, his ancestral town, and 
from Jerusalem and the Temple. Of Naza-
reth it was said, “No prophet is to rise” (cf. 
Jn 7:52) and indeed, “Can anything good 
come out of Nazareth?” (cf. Jn 1:46). When, 
during a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Joseph 
and Mary lost track of the twelve-year-old 
Jesus, they anxiously sought him out and 
they found him in the Temple, in discussion 
with the doctors of the Law (cf. Lk 2:41-50).

After Mary, the Mother of God, no saint is 
mentioned more frequently in the papal 
magisterium than Joseph, her spouse. My 
Predecessors refl ected on the message con-
tained in the limited information handed 
down by the Gospels in order to appreciate 
more fully his central role in the history of 
salvation. Blessed Pius IX declared him “Pa-
tron of the Catholic Church”,[2] Venerable 
Pius XII proposed him as “Patron of Work-
ers” [3] and Saint John Paul II as “Guardian 
of the Redeemer”.[4] Saint Joseph is univer-
sally invoked as the “patron of a happy 
death”.[5]

Now, one hundred and fi fty years after his 
proclamation as Patron of the Catholic 
Church by Blessed Pius IX (8 December 
1870), I would like to share some personal 
refl ections on this extraordinary fi gure, so 
close to our own human experience. For, as 
Jesus says, “out of the abundance of the 
heart the mouth speaks” (Mt 12:34). My 

desire to do so increased during these 
months of pandemic, when we experi-
enced, amid the crisis, how “our lives are 
woven together and sustained by ordinary 
people, people often overlooked. People 
who do not appear in newspaper and maga-
zine headlines, or on the latest television 
show, yet in these very days are surely shap-
ing the decisive events of our history. Doc-
tors, nurses, storekeepers and supermarket 
workers, cleaning personnel, caregivers, 
transport workers, men and women work-
ing to provide essential services and public 
safety, volunteers, priests, men and women 
religious, and so very many others. They 
understood that no one is saved alone… 
How many people daily exercise patience 
and offer hope, taking care to spread not 
panic, but shared responsibility. How many 
fathers, mothers, grandparents and teach-
ers are showing our children, in small every-
day ways, how to accept and deal with a 
crisis by adjusting their routines, looking 
ahead and encouraging the practice of 
prayer. How many are praying, making sac-
rifi ces and interceding for the good of all”.
[6] Each of us can discover in Joseph – the 
man who goes unnoticed, a daily, discreet 
and hidden presence – an intercessor, a 
support and a guide in times of trouble. 
Saint Joseph reminds us that those who ap-
pear hidden or in the shadows can play an 
incomparable role in the history of salva-
tion. A word of recognition and of gratitude 
is due to them all.

On 8 December, 2020, Pope Francis 
proclaimed the ’Year of St Joseph’ to 8 
December 2021. May we continue to 
honour Joseph as Patron saint in our 
daily prayers.

WITH A FATHER’S HEART: that is how Jo-
seph loved Jesus, whom all four Gospels 
refer to as “the son of Joseph”.[1]

Matthew and Luke, the two Evangelists 
who speak most of Joseph, tell us very little, 
yet enough for us to appreciate what sort of 
father he was, and the mission entrusted to 
him by God’s providence.

We know that Joseph was a lowly 
carpenter (cf. Mt 13:55), betrothed to 
Mary (cf. Mt 1:18; Lk 1:27). He was a 
“just man” (Mt 1:19), ever ready to car-
ry out God’s will as be revealed to him 
in the Law (cf. Lk 2:22.27.39) and 
through four dreams (cf. Mt 1:20; 
2:13.19.22). After a long and tiring 
journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, 
he beheld the birth of the Messiah in a 
stable, since “there was no place for 
them” elsewhere (cf. Lk 2:7). He wit-
nessed the adoration of the shepherds 
(cf. Lk 2:8-20) and the Magi (cf. Mt 2:1-
12), who represented respectively the 
people of Israel and the pagan peoples.

from Jerusalem and the Temple. Of Naza-
reth it was said, “No prophet is to rise” (cf. 
Jn 7:52) and indeed, “Can anything good 
come out of Nazareth?” (cf. Jn 1:46). When, 
during a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Joseph 
and Mary lost track of the twelve-year-old 
Jesus, they anxiously sought him out and 
they found him in the Temple, in discussion 
with the doctors of the Law (cf. Lk 2:41-50).

mentioned more frequently in the papal 
magisterium than Joseph, her spouse. My 
Predecessors refl ected on the message con-
tained in the limited information handed 
down by the Gospels in order to appreciate 
more fully his central role in the history of 
salvation. Blessed Pius IX declared him “Pa-
tron of the Catholic Church”,[2] Venerable 
Pius XII proposed him as “Patron of Work-
ers” [3] and Saint John Paul II as “Guardian 

birth, Joseph and Mary offered their child to desire to do so increased during these 

St Joseph

Joseph had the courage to become the 
legal father of Jesus, to whom he gave the 
name revealed by the angel: “You shall call 
his name Jesus, for he will save his people 
from their sins” (Mt 1:21). As we know, for 
ancient peoples, to give a name to a person 
or to a thing, as Adam did in the account in 
the Book of Genesis (cf. 2:19-20), was to 
establish a relationship.

In the Temple, forty days after Jesus’ 
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By Fr Sean Dempsey mccj

My journey back to 

UGANDA

Ileft Uganda in May 2018 where I min-
istered for over ten years building up 
a new Mission in Burunga south west 

of the country with your generous con-
tributions and the hard work of the 
Christians making the bricks, gathering 
stones and sand to build schools, 

churches and a hospital.  I am now in 
Clontarf, Dublin but I always felt the 
urge to return soon and meet my dear 
Christians once again as I am getting old 
and who knows the future. In February 
2020 I landed in Entebbe airport and 
found a taxi to take me to our Provincial 
house in Kampala the capital. Getting 
through Kampala was a nightmare as 
there were motorbikes carrying passen-
gers (called boda boda) whizzing around 
us like hornets

Next morning, I boarded a minibus to 

take me to the south west and was met 
by Fr Arkangel Ayebare with whom I 
worked for four years and is now P.P. in 
Kyamuhunga much further south where 
we arrived at midnight.  It is a hilly coun-
try with tea plantations everywhere. 

The owners have small holdings 
where they once cultivated beans, ba-
nanas and maize, but the profi ts are not 
so great as they have now to buy food to 
feed their families. I spent 10 days there 
and helped out in the Parish. One event 
I cannot forget is the funeral of Angelina 

Kampala’s busy streets Tea plantations now dominate the small holdings
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RIP. She reached the ripe old age of 91.  
She gave birth to eleven children, six 
girls and fi ve boys.  She had little educa-
tion which she received during her six 
months of the catechumenate in the 
parish at the age of seventeen.  She was 
a traditional midwife, cured people with 
malaria, diarrhoea and pneumonia using 
herbal medicine.  Besides she cultivated 
beans and maize with a big hoe feeding 
her husband and children as well as 
sharing food with hunger-stricken fami-
lies.  She was a member of the Legion of 
Mary whose members danced around 
her coffi n.  We were all sad bidding her 
good bye but joyful that Jesus and his 
blessed mother were there to welcome 
her into eternal happiness.  She was a 
leader and an inspiration to all of us and 
her fellow Christians

Fr Ayebare took me to Burunga. The 
children of the primary school nearly 
knocked me down pulling and grabbing 

me, such was their warm welcome and it 
was a joyful experience meeting them 
again if only for a few days.  Since I left, 
the mission of Burunga is now a parish 
with two diocesan priests who have 
made considerable improvements to the 
Priests’ house. I visited some of our 
schools hearing Confessions, celebrat-
ing Mass to the beat of the drum, singing 
and dancing.  We have over 5000 chil-
dren in the schools we built.  Since I left 
the schools have been closed down and 
Sunday services curtailed.  The Virus is 
rampant in Kampala but less so in the 
rest of the country

On the Sunday before I left, I had the 
privilege of celebrating Mass with Fr 
Mubangizi for the Karamajong street 
children in Kampala.  Reading our maga-
zine, you will be familiar with the plight 
of these children.  Their fathers are pas-
toralists always herding their cattle and 
have little time for their children.  Some 

mothers take their children to Kampala 
to fi nd food on the streets 400 kilo-
metres away from home. Some children 
roam the streets day and night which is 
of great concern for the mothers.  Fr 
Mubangizi who knows their language is 
assisting them with your contributions 
especially the girls who want to be edu-
cated unlike the boys who are not inter-
ested in changing their way of life.

It was with a heavy heart I left a day 
later to return to Ireland on St Patrick’s 
day only to be quarantined in our house 
in Clontarf.  What a difference. The par-
ents and children of Kyamuhunga, Bu-
runga and the Karamajong mothers 
gratefully thank you our dear readers  
and the different institutions for advanc-
ing their education and freeing them 
from hunger.  It is a blessing that we can 
help people in need so far away. They 
promise to keep you in their thoughts 
and prayers.

Fr Dempsey ministering at Mass in Uganda

Miss Karamoja greets Karamojong street children

Burunga primary school

Fr John Mubangizi
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After a visit to refugees and migrants 
stranded on the Calais coast, Bish-
op Olivier Leborgne, bishop of the 

diocese of Arras and Véronique Fayet, 
president of Secours Catholique - Caritas 
France, have made a joint statement on 
their plight. Local press report that this 
statement has also been endorsed by 
Christians in Calais.

Bishop Olivier said: Migrants in Calais 
are being treated by the authorities 
“worse than dogs.”

Although MPs, church leaders, aid agen-
cies and UN experts have appealed for the 
local authorities to respect the basic legal 
rights of migrants, in Calais, they continue 
to be systematically expelled by local au-
thorities.

The statement says: “Nothing justifi es 
these people being mistreated in this 
way, excluded from access to essen-
tial needs, humiliated in the depths 
of their being.”

Juliette Delaplace Secours Catholique 
coastal mission offi cer, described the way 
the authorities treat refugees as “ineffec-
tive are inhuman.”

In February local authorities forced a 
small Secours Catholique project, the Cre-
che, which offered basic food, medical 
care and warm clothing, to refugees sleep-
ing in the open. Calais town hall then pro-
hibited the distribution of food.

The Crèche had become a night shelter 
for a handful of migrants. The town’s safe-
ty commission said it was ‘too dangerous,” 
and forced it to close.

On 22 March, ‘Christians of Calais’
distributed a joint open letter to the pre-
fect in which they list a number of viola-
tions of human rights.

They said: “Together with our bishop, 
we see that it is a policy of mistreatment 
unworthy of our humanity.”

They describe migrants, including wom-
en and children, being forced to line up 

outside in the cold to eat, walking three 
km to go to the toilet or take a shower; 
hiding personal effects in the woods; 
pitching tents in the mud, where they are 
only able to sleep for a short time before 
being moved on by police. They ask: “Is it 
fair to treat children, women and men like 
this, in France, in 2021?”

“We cannot remain indifferent to what is 
happening. This is why we wanted to share 
our dismay with you. These people are 
being treated ‘worse than dogs’. No hu-
man being can accept that. Fraternity is 
inscribed in our national currency; conse-
quently and legitimately we ask ourselves 
the question, are we moving away from it?”

They encourage priests and parish 
councils to take part in a refl ection on the 
situation of the migrants on their door-
step.

Juliette Delaplace said she was encour-
aged by the support of local churches. 
“This shows that the people of Calais do 
not all agree with the policy of the town 
hall.”

Campaigners are also taking multiple le-
gal proceeding against the authorities. 
Among the cases the prefect of Pas-de-Cal-
ais is being taken to court for the disman-
tling of a migrant camp in September 2020.

The letter is appealing for
-  an immediate moratorium on evictions 

from camps.
-  allowing access to basic services (food, 

hygiene, electricity recharging, infor-
mation on rights).

-  emergency sheltering arrangements.
-  a plan for a systematic and humane way 

of dealing with migrants and refugees - 
rather than simply moving them on

See the open letter to the parishes of Cal-
ais here: 
www.paroisses-calais.fr/2021/03/ 
declaration-commune-sur-la-situa-
tion-des-exiles-a-calais/

French bishop:

by ICN

Calais migrants are treated 
‘worse than dogs’

not all agree with the policy of the town 
hall.”

gal proceeding against the authorities. 
Among the cases the prefect of Pas-de-Cal-
ais is being taken to court for the disman-
tling of a migrant camp in September 2020.

See the open letter to the parishes of Cal-
ais here: 
www.paroisses-calais.fr/2021/03/ 
declaration-commune-sur-la-situa-
tion-des-exiles-a-calais/

Migrant shelter near Calais

SPOTLIGHT ON REFUGEES
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There has been an alarming in-
crease in rebel attacks in the 
northeast of the Democratic Re-

public of the Congo. (DR Congo). The 
latest attacks took place in the surround-
ing areas of Beni town, where local aid 
workers supported by UK charity CA-
FOD, are responding to the needs of an 
estimated 40,000 people who have ar-
rived in the town.

The Bishop of Beni Butembo, Mgr 
Melchoir Sikuli said: “Beni has been hit 
again with over 200 people killed by re-
bels who attacked the villages by the 
border of North Kivu and Ituri around 
the villages of Mabelenga, Ndalya, Idou, 
Ndimo. Massive numbers of displaced 
people can be found in the centre of 
Beni and Eringeti.”

CAFOD’s Country Representative Ber-
nard Balibuno reports: “It is mainly 
women and children fl eeing with fear in 
their eyes and all that they own strapped 
to their backs. People are now living in 
dire conditions, in the open air, without 
food, water, shelter and medical care are 
urgently needed, as well as essential dai-
ly items such as blankets, buckets, and 
cooking utensils.”

Masika, a mother who fl ed with her six 
children, told aid workers: “We have 
walked over 75 km in the rain and now 
we are sleeping in the open and we have 

no food. Children are becoming very 
weak. The government offi cials have 
registered our names two days ago, but 
no help is coming.”

Over the last year increased levels of 
violence across the region have forced 
up to a million women, children, and 
men to fl ee their homes. Host families 
offer vital refuge for people fl eeing, de-
spite their own challenges says Balibuno: 
“Host families share their already limited 

resources with families despite seeing 
their own humanitarian situation deteri-
orate day by day.

Balibuno concluded that Ebola and 
dealing with COVID-19 is a major con-
cern:

“Local aid workers in the area are con-
cerned at this latest mass movement of 
people with the resurgence of Ebola in 
the area and the continued spread of the 
Coronavirus.”

DR CONGO:
Source CAFOD

Thousands displaced by 
violence
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Introduction:
We start our spiritual journey with this 
Lectio Divina inspired by the Gospel 
of Luke. The aim of this Gospel, ac-
cording to some scholars, is to show 
the Mission of Jesus, that is, God’s 
compassionate Love and Mercy for the 
outcast of society, the sick and the 
sinner, in a very objective and concrete 
way which Luke proves in the histori-
cal and traditional facts of Jesus. As we 
go through the different stories of the 
Gospel, we may take an active role 
and feel co-participants of those facts’ 
portrayed in the stories. Try to identify 
yourself with stories and characters in 
it, so that the Lectio Divina may be-
come more alive.   

1.  Read: 
  Read the text of Luke 3:21-22 

slowly and listen attentively with 
the ‘ear of your heart’. What word, 
sentence or phrase stands out for 
you? [spend 2 min of silence]

2.  Refl ect:
  Read the text again and pay atten-

tion to what touches you; why is it 
meaningful for you. What thought 
or refl ection comes to you.  [spend 
2 min of silence]

3.  Respond:
  Read the text again but this time 

respond spontaneously to the 
word of God. In other words, dia-
logue with God with what comes 
from within you. What gift does 
this text lead you to ask for from 
the Lord? [spend 2 min of silence] 

4.  Stay with the Word:
  Read the text a fi nal time and rest 

in the word. Allow God to speak 
to you in deep silence. Do not say 
anything just listen to God’s words. 
What is He saying? [spend 5 min of 
silence]

5.  Take now the word, sentence, or 
phase, into your daily life/
activity;

  Allow it to become part of you. 
Always listen to it, refl ect on it, 
pray over it and rest on it as time 
allows during the day. Then allow 
the Word leads you to action. 

Conclude your ‘Lectio Divina’ 
with the ‘Our Father’...

Refl ection:
We situate ourselves at the beginning 
of Luke’s Gospel which describes both 
the birth of John the Baptist and of Je-
sus. I am not going to deal with them 
here but at some other time. I would 
like us to concentrate on Jesus’s public 
life and discipleship. He begins his 
public life at the age of 30 (3:23), yes, 
with his baptism Jesus begins a new 
life and public ministry. Denis McBride 
in his book (‘The Gospel of Luke” p. 
57) describes these beginnings as “a 
turning-point” “the beginning of a new 
way” of Jesus’ life and ministry. Jesus 
was baptised not because He needed 
conversion or a change from an im-
moral or wayward life to a holy life, 
but, because He wanted to be in soli-
darity with the people who wanted to 
change their lives turning away from 

sin. Besides God wanted to manifest 
Himself at Jesus’ baptism as the triune 
God, and Luke describes them in a 
tangible or factual way for the reader 
to connect with them. 

Central Message: 
“Jesus after his own baptism was at 
prayer” … “The Holy Spirit descended 
on him in bodily shape, like a dove”. A 
voice came from heaven, ‘You are my 
Son the beloved; my favour rests on 
you’.

Main points: 
a)  “Jesus after his own baptism 

was at prayer”.
  Luke, unlike Matthew (3:13-17), 

and Mark (1:9-11) does not de-
scribe the baptism of Jesus, neither 
both Gospels mention that Jesus 
was at prayer. Notice too that Jesus 
in Luke’s Gospel was baptised be-
fore John was put into prison by 
Herod. These two events are sig-
nifi cant facts which Luke wants us 
to pay attention to. So, the fi rst is 
when John has been put into pris-
on, it marks the end of the last 
prophet before Christ’s coming 
and the beginning of a new era. 
Jesus’ Prayer images baptism 
marks as well the inauguration of 
his Mission as the Messiah, the 
anointed One, who came to save 
his people from the power of evil 
in its many forms. This is the turn-
ing point of Jesus’ life, from being 
for thirty years in hiding, to new 
start of public life of teaching, 
preaching, healing, and training 
his disciples. The second event 

‘LeCtIo DiViNa’
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mentioned in this text is that Jesus 
“was at prayer.”  Luke’s Gospel 
describes Jesus at prayer in the 
most important moments of his life 
or when He must make decisions.  
Jesus must have acknowledged the 
fate of his cousin John and what is 
to come ahead of Him, so, he goes 
to pray to the Father before start-
ing his ministry. While at prayer 
the heaven opened, and the Holy 
Spirit descended on Him. That is 
what prayer does, the Holy Spirit 
comes and overshadows Him, 
comes to assist Him. The Holy 
Spirit will be the one who will sus-
tain, animate guide the Mission of 
Jesus. Therefore, He needs to be in 
constant prayer, in dialogue with 
God the Father to look always for 
his will. We all need a new begin-
ning, a turning point to start a new 
life in the Spirt of Jesus; we all 
need to make important decisions 
in our life and so, we need to fol-
low Jesus’ example, to go and pray 
to God the Father that through his 
Spirit we may know what He 
wants from us.

b)  “The Holy Spirit descended on 
him in bodily shape, like a 
dove.” 

  The descend of the Holy Spirit on 
Jesus is the sign of the anointing 
the chosen one of God for a mes-
sianic mission (Is 42:1). The mani-
festation of the Holy Spirit appears 
here in a very tangible way, a 
dove. Luke perhaps recalls Noah’s 
dove as a sign that the fl oods were 
over. This is only to make the 
reader understand that the Holy 
Spirit is real and must be known in 
some way. The Holy Spirit is the 
one who empowers and guides 
Jesus for his new ministry while on 
earth. In Acts 10:38 we read “How 
God anointed Jesus of Nazareth 
with the Holy Ghost and with 
power” who went about doing 
good and healing all that were 
oppressed by the devil; for God 
was with Him”. In a similar way, 
Jesus said of Himself, “The Spirit of 
the Lord has been given to me, for 
he has anointed Me … (Luke 
4:18,19’).” Jesus was always aware 
of the presence of the Spirit in 
him, who made the bond of unity 
and constant dialogue in prayer 
with the Father. So, it is the same 

Spirit that Jesus will give to his 
disciples to assist them when he 
will no longer be with them “but 
you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you and then 
you will be my witness.” (Acts 
1:8). It is the Holy Spirit who will 
assist the Church giving her differ-
ent Charisms to continue preach-
ing the word of God and be an 
instrument of salvation for all the 
nations. The Church needs to be in 
constant prayer invoking the Holy 
spirit to carry out its mission to the 
world.   

c)  A voice came from heaven, ‘You 
are my Son the beloved; my 
favour rests on you’.

  There are three effects that we can 
identify in Jesus’ prayer. The fi rst 
effect is ‘the heaven opens.’ He 
shows us here the power of prayer. 
God hears his prayer and answers 
him in a form of a Voice coming 
down from heaven. Jesus always 
told his disciples that their prayers 
will never go unheard, but the Fa-
ther will always listen to them: 
“ask, and it will be given to you; 
seek, and you will fi nd; knock, 
and the door will be opened to 
you (Lk 11:9)”. The second effect 
is God’s voice is heard, and it is 
addressed to Jesus to kind of stab-
lish Jesus’ status ‘You are my Son 
the beloved’. It is like the Father 
giving Jesus’ identity ‘my Son’ 
which at the same time confi rms 
God’s identity ‘the Father’, for 
where there is a Son there must be 
a Father. And the third effect is a 

deep and personal relationship 
between God the Father and Jesus 
with an ongoing communion, 
communication, and community 
among them, the Triune God. At 
the end, the Father assures Jesus 
that He is pleased with him to car-
ry out his redemptive mission. We 
participate in the sonship of Jesus 
making us too God’s children and 
at the same time accepting the mis-
sion entrusted to us. We are invited 
to enter into that relationship with 
the Triune God following Jesus’ 
example.

21

Some questions to help 
in our refl ection
1.  What is your turning point in 

life? 
2.  How do you expect the Holy 

Spirit to be present in your life? 
3.  When have you been most 

aware that God is well pleased 
with you??

“Lectio Divina”, a Latin term, means 
“divine reading” and describes a way of 
reading the Scriptures. Open ourselves 
to what God wants to say to us.

Any Questions?
Keep in touch!

Contact me at:
ruben@comboniyouth.org
Father Rubén Padilla Rocha
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MEXICO
Being a priest in Acapulco

South World by Gabriele Monaco

Saint Nicholas of Bari is a small blue 
church on the slopes of the mountains 
embracing the Bay of Acapulco. From 

above, the city looks like a semicircle of 
houses along the road leading to a strip of 
large hotels, with the blue Paci� c beyond. 
Following the Miguel Aleman Avenue, the 
coastal road between the city and the sea is 
full of restaurants, shops and hotels. It was 
here that the � lm ‘Idol of Acapulco’ starring 
‘rock and roll’ singer Elvis Presley was 
made in 1963.  “You can’t say no to Acapul-
co”, Elvis sang.  � e city is also famous for 

the Quebrada Divers, young men who per-
form several times a day, diving from as 
high as 35 metres into the narrow, shallow 
inlets.

� e name ‘Acapulco’ comes from the 
Nahuatl language and Aca-pōl-co means 
‘the place where the reeds were washed 
away’.

Over the years, the illicit drugs trade has 
struck even this most famous Mexican hol-
iday resort. � e city of Acapulco is home to 
no less than � ve drugs cartels (the Sinaloa 
Cartel, Los Zetas, the South Gulf Cartel, the 

Independent Cartel of Acapulco and the 
Familia Michoacana Cartel) which govern 
the sale of drugs. Acapulco is an important 
port and is located on the drugs route.

Extortion is a huge business for the 
gangs. � ere are no exceptions. Whether 
shopkeeper or doctor, anyone with a job 
and an income has to pay protection mon-
ey to the boss in charge of his territory.  
Father Hugo, 61, originally from Guerrero 
State says: “A few months ago, a travelling 
circus came to this city. When the gangs 
demanded protection money, they came 
back one evening and opened � re on the 
spectators, killing about ten of them”.

To understand how the ‘Pearl of the Pa-
ci� c’ became a place where crime rules, we 
must go back to the eighties. � e drug traf-
� ckers were attracted to Acapulco by its 
climate – in the Sierra de Guerrero it is 
perfect for growing opium poppies – the 
strategic location of its port and especially 
for the extreme unreliability of its institu-
tions. Corruption quickly became the norm 
and it is still widespread. “A policeman will 
earn about 200 pesos (about 10 Euro, 
NDR)”, Father Hugo explains; having been 
in pastoral ministry for 34 years, he is fa-
miliar with these things. “� e drug dealers 
will o� er him two thousand and promise 
him more if he turns a blind eye while they 
carry out their crimes. � ey will even give 
him a new cell phone and so the policeman 
becomes a hàlcon, a falcon, a spy who ob-
serves the territory and calls the cartel to 
warn them of danger. He may also be told 
beforehand where a consignment or a mur-

Once the Pearl of the Pacifi c, it is now a hell inhabited by those 
involved in the drugs trade and warring criminal bands. Acapulco 
has become one of the most dangerous cities in the world. One of 

its parish priests, Father Hugo Hernandez, describes it for us. 
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der is to take place and he will, of course, be 
somewhere else at the time, rather than in-
tervene”.

� e government knows everything. 
“When they understood how pro� table the 
drug trade can be, the local police demand-
ed their share of the pro� ts. � ey demand-
ed the tra�  ckers give them 25% of the 
pro� ts in exchange for complete freedom of 
action in their territory”, the priest re-
counts. In the eighties, this ‘State extortion’ 
created an alliance between the cartels and 
the government. O�  cially, the government 
was at war with the tra�  ckers and newspa-
pers told of the army burning illegal poppy 
and marijuana cultivations. But the real 
story was that the government forces only 
acted against those who refused to pay pro-
tection money to the government. At the 
same time, the upper levels of the state were 
being destroyed by corruption while the 
army soldiers helped load the drugs onto 
lorries.

� e situation changed when the corrupt 
politicians wanted � rst 50% and then 70% 
of the pro� ts. � e bosses decided to mo-
nopolise the protection racket. � ey 
stopped paying o�  the police and kid-
napped policemen, civil servants and gov-

from those criminals”. However, despite the 
e� orts of the priest, many young people 
have given up going to the church of Saint 
Nicholas of Bari to join the gangs, follow-
ing the false dream of a better life. “I o� en 
see them passing by with their new clothes 
and a pistol in the pockets”, Father Hugo 
says.

� e tra�  ckers are always on the lookout 
for young people to join their ranks. Father 
Hugo comments: “Some young men join 
the gangs simply to be able to show o�  the 
latest smartphone to their friends. As in the 
case of the halcons, the cell phone become 
a working tool to collect protection money. 
� ese days there is no exchange of cash as 
payments are made electronically. Little by 
little these young people disappear. � ey 

ernors. � ey demanded ransoms and reaf-
� rmed their superiority. � at started a 
period of violence. In the � rst decade of 
this century the great cartels divided into 
smaller groups, o� en � ghting among 
themselves. � e response of the federal 
government of the then President Felipe 
Calderon was to send in the army and � ll 
the streets with armed soldiers.  To no 
avail. Acapulco was brought to its knees, 
tourists disappeared, unemployment 
rose while murder and extortion 
were so widespread that they be-
came the norm.

� at is now life in Acapulco. It is 
balanced on a knife-edge between 
paying protection money and trying to 
live a normal life; people go home early 
in the evenings so as to avoid the shoot-
ings. � ere is little one can do in such a 
situation. Father Hugo organises support 
groups for the victims of violence.

“We try to work through griefs and trau-
mas and we try specially to avoid the desire 
for revenge”, Father Hugo explains. “Re-
garding the youth, the key is to re-educate 
them with values and make them aware of 
the harm they are doing to themselves and 
to others by agreeing to make easy money 

even leave school to 
join the tra�  ckers”. � e wag-

es are good, promotion is swi�  but death, 
too, comes just as quickly. � e same applies 
to the girls. � e hàlconas end up as full 
members of the gang that controls the ter-
ritory, or they are exploited as prostitutes”.

In conclusion Father Hugo says: “I my-
self, right from my childhood, have lived in 
a context of physical and psychological vio-
lence. We are all a� ected by this. When I 
meet these people, I � nd they are not evil 
but empty. � ey have all had much taken 
from them. � ey have been harmed and 
have su� ered. And they react with violence. 
Even when I see before me what looks like 
an evil monster, I try not to go by appear-
ances but to enter the heart of the person. 
Before attacking others, these people have 
themselves been victims. It is this su� ering 
that moves me to continue working as a 
priest in this city”.
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