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Now to him who is able to strengthen you 
according to my gospel and the preaching of 
Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of 
the mystery that was kept secret for long ages 
but has now been disclosed and through the 
prophetic writings has been made known to 
all nations, according to the command of the 
eternal God, to bring about the obedience of 
faith. 

Rom. 16:25-26

VATICAN: Pope Francis 
appealed for a “culture of 
care” in his message for the 

2021 World Day of Peace released 
Thursday, Dec 17.

“The culture of care … calls for a common, 
supportive and inclusive commitment to pro-
tecting and promoting the dignity and good of 
all, a willingness to show care and compas-
sion, to work for reconciliation and healing, 
and to advance mutual respect and accept-
ance. As such, it represents a privileged path 
to peace,” Pope Francis wrote in the peace 
message published Dec 17.

“May we never yield to the temptation to 
disregard others, especially those in great-
est need, and to look the other way; instead, 
may we strive daily, in concrete and practi-
cal ways, to form a community composed of 
brothers and sisters who accept and care for 
one another.”

Pope Francis wrote that he envisioned this 
culture of care as a way to combat the “cul-
ture of indifference, waste, and confrontation 
so prevalent in our time.”

He pointed to the spiritual and corporal 
works of mercy and charity practised by the 

early Church as an example.
“The first generation of Christians shared 

what they had, so that no one among them 
would be in need. They strove to make their 
community a welcoming home, concerned 
for every human need and ready to care for 
those most in need. It became customary to 
make voluntary offerings in order to feed 
the poor, bury the dead and care for orphans, 
the elderly and victims of disasters like ship-
wrecks,” he said.

The Pope also said that the principles of the 
Church’s social doctrine served as the basis 
for a culture of care. He encouraged world 
leaders to use these principles as a “compass” 
to lead the way to “a more humane future in 
the process of globalisation.”

He highlighted the principles of care for the 
dignity and rights of each person, care for the 
common good, care through solidarity, and 
care and protection of creation.

“This will enable us to esteem the value 
and dignity of every person, to act together in  
solidarity for the common good, and to bring 
relief to those suffering from poverty, disease, 
slavery, armed conflicts, and discrimination. I 
ask everyone to take this compass in hand and 
to become a prophetic witness of the culture 
of care, working to overcome the many exist-

ing social inequalities,” he said.
The World Day of Peace — instituted by St 

Paul VI in 1968 — is celebrated each year on 
Jan. 1. The Pope provides a message for the 
occasion, which is sent to foreign ministers 
around the world.

The Pope’s message for the 2021 World 
Day of Peace is entitled, “A Culture of Care as 
a Path to Peace.” The message was published 
on his 84th birthday. 

In his message, Pope Francis quoted a 
speech by Pope Paul VI given in 1969 to the 
Ugandan Parliament: “Have no fear of the 
Church; she honours you, she educates honest 
and loyal citizens for you, she does not foment 
rivalries and divisions, she seeks to promote 
healthy liberty, social justice, and peace. If she 
has any preference at all, it is for the poor, for 
the education of little ones and of the people, 
for the care of the suffering and abandoned.”

Pope Francis also pointed out that “educat-
ing people to care begins in the family, the 
natural and fundamental nucleus of society, in 
which we learn how to live and relate to oth-
ers in a spirit of mutual respect.” 

“Yet families need to be empowered to 
carry out this vital and indispensable task,” he 
said.

Pope Francis began his message for the 

World Day of Peace by saying that he had 
been thinking especially of all those who lost 
family members or loved ones, and all who 
lost their jobs in 2020.

He also paid tribute to all the physicians, 
nurses, pharmacists, researchers, volunteers, 
chaplains, and hospital personnel who “have 
made and are continuing to make great sacri-
fices to be present to the sick, to alleviate their 
sufferings and to save their lives.”

“Indeed, many of them have died in the 
process. In paying tribute to them, I renew 
my appeal to political leaders and the private 
sector to spare no effort to ensure access to 
COVID-19 vaccines and to the essential tech-
nologies needed to care for the sick, the poor 
and those who are most vulnerable,” he said.

“Tragically, many regions and communi-
ties can no longer remember a time when they 
dwelt in security and peace. Numerous cities 
have become epicentres of insecurity: citizens 
struggle to maintain their normal routine in 
the face of indiscriminate attacks by explo-
sives, artillery and small arms. Children are 
unable to study,” he said. — By Courtney 
Mares, CNA

 The full text of the message will be in the  
next issue.

Pope calls for 
‘culture of care’

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

In many ways 2020 has been a difficult year 
for us. We were faced with many adversities, 
challenges and uncertainties. The pandemic 
that plagued the entire world affected us 
physically, financially, emotionally and spir-
itually. But Christmas comes just in time to 
remind us that adversities, vulnerabilities and 
uncertainties are the normal experiences of 
God’s people as we inch towards the Heav-
enly Kingdom. 

Just as Joseph and Mary faced obstacles as 
they made their way towards Bethlehem for 
the birth of Jesus, so we too make our way 
despite the many stumbling blocks that may 
come our way – a journey that is sometimes 
strong, sometimes weak, sometimes with 
faith and sometimes with doubt - but at the 
end, clinging to the truth that in this particu-
lar birth, this particular infant, all God’s good 
promises are coming to birth in us. 

God is with us and shares our human life, 
the joys and challenges along with our pain 
and suffering. The word Emmanuel beauti-
fully describes the gift of Christmas - it means 

‘God is with us’.   This is the main message of 
Christmas. This is the message we carry for 
all the world to hear, that God is with us, now 
and forever despite whatever adversities that 
come our way.

As we celebrate Christmas this year and 
bring to mind the birth of Jesus, may our lives 
be deeply touched by God’s love. As we con-
template the child Jesus who is born, may our 
hearts be filled with joy. May our prayer also 
include the desire to share the love and hope 

of Jesus with the world. Engaging our BECs 
and parish community, let us explore new and 
life-giving ways to share the gift of Jesus with 
others. This is the time when we reach out to 
those who are in need of our support, care and 
love, those who are suffering in some way or 
other. 

Let us live the true meaning of Christmas 
throughout the year by carrying His love into 
the world. Look at the people you meet. See 
that Jesus is with them. Give thanks for the 

gift we are to each other. Our world needs the 
message of Jesus, His love, His forgiveness, 
His mercy, His care. Live in the wonder of 
the gift of Christmas: each of us is loved by 
God. The power of this gift to transform our 
world is our hope. Filled with God’s love and 
hope, may we journey onwards to reveal love 
incarnate with the world. In the coming year, 
let’s try with new intensity to share the gift of 
our Catholic faith with our neighbours.

At this special time of the year, I pray that 
the message of the Christ-Child would be 
reborn in our diocese, our 
parishes, our homes, our 
hearts and our souls this 
Christmas. I wish you all 
peace, joy, health, happi-
ness, blessings and graces 
for a joyful, fulfilling, 
meaningful and a happy 
new year in 2021.

+ Most Rev Julian Leow Beng Kim, D.D.
Archbishop of Kuala Lumpur
December 18, 2020

Nativity Scene at Cardijn House. (photo/Julie Lim)

Christmas Message by Archbishop Julian Leow

In World day of Peace Message 2021:

The Publisher, Editor and Staff of HERALD wish all our readers Merry Christmas. 

May our lives be touched by God’s love



This Christmas, it might be easy to feel 
morose and gloomy.

After all, the pandemic has taken a toll on 
the world and the economy has slumped. 
Many people are unemployed and suffering. 
Federal debt and exposure to liability has 
reached a mind-boggling RM1.3 trillion.

Politically, the situation is fluid, in a state 
of flux – not a situation that inspires confi-
dence.

While many are suffering, wealth in the 
world is concentrated more and more in the 
hands of a small elite group. And that con-
centration of wealth is increasing by the year.

Within the Malaysian Church, many are 
still mourning the demise of Cardinal Soter 
Fernandez.

So what is there to celebrate, many might 
wonder?

Imagine, if you will, the darkness that sur-
rounded the world when Jesus was born, 
probably between 6 BC and 4 BC. It might 
be useful to place it in a bit of context.

The people were ruled by the tyrannical 
Herod the Great, who towards the end of his 
life was growing mentally unstable. It didn’t 
help that he was suffering from an excruciat-
ing disease.

The massacre of the innocents below the 
age of two, mentioned in the Gospels, may 
not be a part of recorded history elsewhere 

— perhaps because Bethlehem was such a 
small place of perhaps a thousand inhabit-
ants. The Jewish historian Josephus does not 
mention the massacre, while the Catholic 
Encyclopedia suggests the number of those 
killed may have been around half a dozen to 
a few dozen (Wikipedia).

But what is certainly part of history is that 
Herod even had a couple of his own children 
executed for fear they would be a threat to 
his own rule. Word of Herod’s ruthlessness 
reached Emperor Augustus Caesar (no angel 
himself), who apparently remarked it is bet-
ter to be Herod’s pig, than his son! So Herod 
was capable of anything.

Economically, times were hard. Herod 
had indulged in a spree of mega-projects. 
He built his palace Herodium 21km south of 
Jerusalem and other palaces or fortresses in 
Jerusalem, Masada, and Caesarea Maritima.

He completely refurbished the Second 
Temple of Jerusalem into a magnificent 
structure. This was his masterpiece, and 

the work on the surroundings of the temple 
proper continued well after his death.

How did he finance all this? Herod had 
vast resources at his disposal, from tracts of 
land he had acquired, royalties from copper 
mines, plantations, confiscations of valu-
ables, temple taxes which poured into the 
Temple and of course taxes on the people.

Resentment against Roman occupation 
was also simmering. Revolts broke out when 
Herod finally passed away, with devastating 
consequences.

It was in this milieu that Jesus was born.
The contrast between the humble birth of 

Jesus in a manger, perhaps in a cave, and the 
enormous wealth at Herod’s disposal could 
not have been more stark.

While Herod lived in a palace with ban-
quet halls, baths and rooms for hundreds of 
guests, Jesus was laid in a manger, which 
some believe to be a stone watering trough 
for animals — rather than the popularly de-
picted place where hay is placed for animals 

to feed.
In these humble beginnings shone a light 

in the darkness.
Where the magnificent Temple stood just 

10km away, in Jerusalem, the Wisdom and 
Justice of God dwelled in Jesus, who was 
born amidst poverty in Bethlehem. Nearby 
were shepherds and other country folk, low 
on the rung of the social ladder. Likewise, 
as Jesus grew up, he lived in the hamlet of 
Nazareth, also on the periphery of another 
city, Sepphoris.

So this was the Jesus born to the world, 
living and mingling among the humble, the 
poor and the dispossessed.

We can draw hope in our own tough times. 
Despite the absence of much festive cheer, 
we can still celebrate Emmanuel, “God is 
with us” in the quiet of our homes and in the 
manger of our hearts.

It is this presence that gives us hope and 
light in the darkness of our time: a little child 
born into world to make known the love, 
compassion, joy and redemption of the Fa-
ther who would proclaim a new kingdom of 
justice and peace and rescue us from slavery 
and sin.

This is the joy of the Gospel, the Good 
News for all of Creation, and this is why we 
should never give up hope in the kingdom 
that Jesus proclaimed. A blessed Christmas 
to you all.

Ten km apart – 
A world of  difference

Sunday Observer
By 

Anil Netto
anilnetto@herald.com.my

The end of Advent has us in a state of 
eager expectation. Christmas is only 

a few days away. There is not much time 
left to prepare for the wonder about to take 
place. The Fourth week of Advent is not 
a week at all, just a few days, a few days 
for us to reflect one last time on the events 
leading to the celebration of the Nativity of 
the Lord. The Eternal Word of God is about 
to become one with us and one of us.

Today’s Gospel takes us to that most fa-
miliar scene. There is Mary, usually depict-
ed as praying with a book by her prie-dieu. 
The Angel appears, Gabriel, and Mary is 
rightly astonished. He does not call her 
Mary. He says, “Hail, Full of Grace.” We 
say, “Hail Mary, full of grace,” but the an-
gel just says, “Hail Full of Grace.” Mary 
wonders, why would he call her that? What 

does this mean? The angel assures her that 
she is the favoured one, she has found fa-
vour with God. She is to be a mother, the 
mother of Jesus, the Son of the Most High. 
Of course, any woman would wonder how 
this is going to happen. Even more, a vir-
gin, perhaps 16 years old or younger, be-
trothed to a man whom mostly likely she 
had barely met, that being the extent of 
their relationship. The angel explains that 
the Holy Spirit will come upon her and the 
power of the Most High will overshadow 
her. He tells her about her kinswoman, 
Elizabeth, who has conceived in her old 
age.

Then the angel waits. The world waits.  
All are waiting for Mary’s response. Will 
she allow salvation to begin within her?  
Will God’s special presence come upon 

earth? Will He become one of us? The 
world waits in eager expectation. And Mary 
humbly responds, “Behold.” That word 
“Behold” is used again. The angel began 
his explanation for his presence with that 
word, “Behold” ...you will conceive and so 
forth. Behold. He used that word a second 
time when he told Mary about Elizabeth, 
“Behold Elizabeth your kinswoman has 
conceived.” Behold. The word “Behold” 
means witness the power, and wonder at 
the glory of God. Behold. Now Mary uses 
that word. “Behold, I am the handmaiden 
of the Lord, be it done unto me according 
to your word.” Mary’s behold follows the 
meaning of the angel’s behold. She says, 
“Behold the power, the wonder and the 
Glory of God will take place within me.”

And the Word Becomes Flesh. It is at the 
Annunciation, at Mary’s “Behold,” when 
the Holy Spirit comes upon her and the 
Power of the Most High overshadows her. 
It is then that a baby is formed within her. 
This is not just a zygote that eventually be-
comes an embryo which soon becomes a 
foetus. This is a baby.  In fact, every preg-
nancy begins with a baby. Mary’s baby is 
different though. Her baby is the Word Be-
come Flesh. God became one of us within 
Mary at the Annunciation. Later in the 
great story of salvation, under the cross, 
Mary would become a mother again, our 
mother.

The world waited for her answer. Finally 
she said, “Behold.”

“Hail, full of Grace,” Gabriel’s greeting 
could be directed to each of us after our 
baptism. At our baptism, we received the 

Life of God. At our baptism, we received 
the grace of God. Did we receive the Grace 
of God to the extent that Mary received 
Grace?  No, we were not conceived totally 
united to God as Mary was at her concep-
tion. We were not conceived immaculately.  
It was after our conception and after our 
birth, and for some after a number of years 
that we were brought to the Church and re-
ceived God’s grace.

We were given the Grace of God. In a 
way we also were overshadowed by the 
Holy Spirit so that we, like Mary, could 
fulfil the mission the Lord has for each of 
us. This mission is certainly not as mo-
mentous as Mary’s, infinitely less, but it 
is still a mission from God. Our mission is 
to proclaim to the world that the spiritual 
has become physical, that God is one of us 
and one with us, that the evil one has been 
conquered, and the ransom price for human 
beings has been paid with the Body and 
Blood of the Christ. We are called to tell 
the world that those who believe that Jesus 
is the Christ will have life in his name.

The world waits. It waits for our answer.  
Will we accept the mission God has for 
each of us? Will we spread the Kingdom of 
Justice, the Kingdom of Peace, the King-
dom of Love? Will we have the humility 
and the courage to join Mary and say, “Be-
hold”? — By Msgr Joseph A Pellegrino

4th Sunday of Advent
Readings: 2 Samuel 7:1-5, 8b-12, 14a, 16;

Romans 16:25-27;
Gospel: Luke 1:26-38

Reflecting on our Sunday Readings

 Fourth Sunday of Advent: Behold!
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Archdiocese of KuAlA lumpur

Chan/MC/21/2020

After monitoring the current public health 
situation in the Archdiocese and having 
considered the recommendations given 
by the Archdiocesan Crisis Management 
Task Force (hereinafter called the Task 
Force), His Grace, Archbishop Julian 
Leow has decided to suspend all public 
Masses in all parishes, churches, chapels 
and Mass centres in the Archdiocese of 
Kuala Lumpur from the eve of Christmas 
(Dec 24, 2020) until the Solemnity of the 
Epiphany of the Lord (Jan 3, 2021).

His Grace recognises that the Christ-
mas season is one of the most important 
and sacred times in our Church’s liturgi-
cal calendar and he fully understands the 
passion and devotion of the faithful who 
wish to come together in public celebra-
tion, but he has come to this difficult deci-
sion by having cognisance of the follow-
ing factors:

1. Although the Church has been 
both prudent and cautious in imple-
menting public safety recommenda-
tions as well as additional protocols 
proposed by the Task Force, such 
measures may be inadequate to ad-
dress additional risks imposed by the 
expected large crowds for Christmas 
and the difficulty of complying with 
additional restrictions from the pub-
lic health authorities (e.g. limit in 
numbers allowed to attend Masses 
etc).

2. Due to relaxation of interstate 
travel restrictions and with the ex-
pected increase in visitors returning 
to their hometowns or travelling to 

holiday destinations during the holi-
days, contact listing and pre-registra-
tion for Masses may be rendered ex-
ceedingly difficult if not impossible.

3. Even though the MKN and state 
authorities may choose to relax their 
restrictions, the hike in sporadic 
cases and emergence of new clusters 
in these past few weeks increase the 
risks of transmission in closed-door 
large gatherings such as a public 
Mass.

Please be reminded that all the 
faithful within the Archdiocese of 
Kuala Lumpur have been dispensed 
by His Grace from the obligation of 
participating in Mass on Sundays and 
Holy Days of Obligation.
Masses for the Christmas season will be 

live streamed from https://Tv.ArchKL.org 
and the faithful are encouraged to follow 
these Masses faithfully with due rever-
ence.

As much as many of us look forward to 
a return to some degree of normalcy and 
seek to spend this holy season in the com-
pany of our loved ones as we offer wor-
ship to God, His Grace, Archbishop Leow 
continues to exhort each of you to be vigi-
lant, not only for your personal safety but 
also for the benefit of those you love.

Fr Michael Chua
Chancellor
Archdiocese of Kuala Lumpur

Dec 17, 2020

MJD News Update #21diocese of 
mAlAccA Johore

2.5 Diocesan Developmental Plans for 
2021 
We can expect the groundbreaking works 
for St Theresa, Masai to take place in 
March; followed by Holy Family, Ulu Ti-
ram in June. Groundwork to set up the new 
parish of Gelang Patah is underway, and 
tentatively to operate as a parish with effect 
from May 2021. 
2.6 What Is Ahead For Malaysia? 
a) The EMIR revealed in a survey that 
Malaysians blame the country’s prolonged 
political instability for their socioeconom-
ic problems rather than COVID-19 which 
they felt will eventually go away.
b) An online survey run on Vase.ai’s plat-
form: the majority viewed the country as a 
democratic nation; only 27 per cent were 
confident of the current government; 52 per 
cent want to see a woman as the next PM; 
62 per cent of Malaysians are getting their 
news updates on social media.
c) A survey by YouGov said 25 per cent of 
Malaysian workers experience a fear of los-
ing their employment; and 82 per cent are 
ready for a COVID-19 vaccine.
The message for us: Watch what we want! 
Watch what we can become! Watch what 
can happen to us! 

Welcome to F12 MJD NEWS UP-
DATES #21: Greetings and Peace of 
the Lord Jesus Christ be with you, 
dear People of God. 

1.0 A Thought For The Week: 
“It was Thomas Aquinas’ proofs for 
the existence of God that brought me 
into the Church,” said the eager the-
ology student to his professor. “I’m 
very happy for you,” replied Sofia, 
the wise, seasoned and experienced 
teacher, “they almost drove me out 
of it.” 

There’s a big difference between 
proving the existence of God and ex-
periencing God; between explaining 
God and encountering God. Think-
ing, analysis, and philosophical ar-
guments are lovely and can be very 
helpful tools but they also run the risk 
of boxing up the faith in dangerous 
and suffocating systems of belief. An-
alysing God or faith is like dissecting 
a frog. When you take it apart, you 
might find out what it’s made up of, 
but the frog itself is killed in the pro-
cess. Are you seeking to define God 
or to encounter God, like the Psalmist 
who said: “Taste and see that the Lord 
is good”?

3.0 This Week’s Questions & 
Queries
Is there such a thing as community dis-
cernment? 

This week we will examine the 
second model called the Three-View 
Guidance. 

The first, the Blueprint School, be-
lieves in the one and only perfect plan 
for us. They look for signs and exam-
ine the circumstances, but against pres-
sure, many voices and choices. 

The second, the Wisdom School, 
believe that they are renewed by scrip-
tures, have grown in wisdom and are 
capable of choices. For them, God is 
far, so it is preferable to trust their own 
capacities. 

Finally, the third, the Friendship 
With God School, seeks the mind of 
God, meet God as follower and Friend, 
being close to God in decision-making. 

Let us continue to build God’s King-
dom together. Have a great weekend. 
God bless you. 

Bishop Bernard Paul
December 18, 2020

Click here to watch the video

2.1 The Catholic Bishops’ of Malaysia raised a total 
of RM484,694.47 for The Disaster Fund. The do-
nations will be sent to the countries affected by the 
Typhoon Vamco. Thank you for doing your part.

2.2 Today we will be concluding with the third and 
final Advent Friday Holy Hour, dedicated for the 
sufferings of the world. Continue to pray and fast for 
God’s intervention and love.

2.3 The Virtual Christmas Charity Concert 2020, 
a joint project of the Caritas-MJD and Catho-
lics GoLive ended last Sunday. Thus far, a sum of 
RM26,000.00 has been raised for the three benefi-
ciaries ie the SSVP CIC JB’s Homeless Project, the 
Montfort Youth Centre Malacca and Care Haven’s 
Kota Tinggi New Orphanage. This collection will 
run till Dec 29, when the final amount will be up-
dated. 

2.4 Not rumours. Not false news. Not something to 
viral. 
Msgr Michael Mannayagam is on medical leave 
till Dec 23 after a bout of pneumonia. He resides at 
Graceville for on-going treatment and nursing care. 

Fr Cyril Mannayagam has tested COVID posi-
tive. He is under quarantine at Melaka Hospital. The 
KKM did their tests, sanitisation and contact tracings. 
They cleared the parishes and the priests to continue 
their ministry. A warning was issued by the KKM on 
circulating false news and making allegations.

2.0 Announcements For This Week:

Suspension of Public Masses 
during Christmas Season
(Dec 24, 2020 until Jan 3, 2021)
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Updates and notifications 
from the Diocese of Penang
Dear Clergy, Religious, Heads of Minis-
tries and the Lay Faithful,

Greetings of Joy, Mercy and Hope!
I send you fond greetings of Advent and 
Christmas as we prepare ourselves indi-
vidually and as a community, during this 
Season of Grace. I wish to share with you 
some updates that have taken place during 
these months.
1. The Diocese of Penang through the 
Penang Office for Human Development 
(POHD) will be responding to the Appeal 
for Disaster Relief of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the recent tropical cyclones 
which caused massive flooding and damage 
to those mentioned below from the Disaster 
Relief Account. The aid will be mainly used 
for shelter, food, protection, healthcare and 
support to rebuild their lives.

Those who wish to make a contribution 
towards this fund, which will also be used 
for future Disaster Relief, may do so at the 
below mentioned. All donors are to indicate 
“Disaster Relief Fund” on the back of their 
cheque, or in the remarks for online trans-
actions. For receipt of confirmation, kindly 
email the bank-in slip to pohd@pgdiocese.
org

Cash / Cheque payable to:
PENANG OFFICE FOR HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT
290 Jalan Macalister, 10450 Georgetown, 
Penang
Maybank Account Number: 507068315122

Clergy  Appointments
2. Fr Louis Loi has been appointed As-
sistant Priest at the Minor Basilica of St 
Anne, Bukit Mertajam with effect from 
Nov 21, 2020, Feast of the Presentation of 
Mary.
3. Deacon Konstend Gnanapragasam 
has been appointed Assisting Deacon at 
the Church of the Nativity of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, Butterworth, with effect from 
Dec 8, 2020, Solemnity of the Immaculate 
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

Permanent Diaconate Formation
4. Mr Richard Wilson is currently in for-
mation as a candidate for the Permanent 
Diaconate at the Church of St Joseph, Batu 
Gajah since  Nov 1, 2020, under the guid-
ance and direction of Fr Edmund Woon.

Pastoral Assignments For 
Seminarians
5. Seminarians Raymond Raj, George 
Vaithynathan and Desmond Jansen of 
our diocese, will be returning for their 
semester break and pastoral assignment 
from St Peter’s College (Major Seminary), 
Kuching. They will be starting their pas-
toral assignment of four months beginning 
in 2021. Desmond Jansen and Raymond 
Raj will be doing their Clinical Pastoral 
Education (CPE) programme with Assunta 
Hospital, Petaling Jaya.

l Continued on Page 4

Country
Philippines
Vietnam
Cambodia
Laos
Franciscan  Sisters of the Im-
maculate Conception (FSIC), 
Sabah pastoral outreach to 
those affected by COVID-19

TOTAL

SUM (MYR)
20,000
20,000
20,000
20,000
20,000

RM100,00.00

diocese of penAng

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k8aUeyYiqgM
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KUALA LUMPUR: The Archdiocese of Kuala 
Lumpur recently donated about RM30,000 
worth of personal protective equipment (PPE) 
to frontline healthcare workers in Sabah.

The Catholic Doctors Association of Malay-
sia (CDAM) and its Sabah Chapter, led by its 
chairman, Dr Michael Raj, handed over N95 
masks, gloves as well as protective coverall 
gowns with boot cover to Sabah State Health 
Department Director, Datuk Dr Christina Run-
di Dec 14.

 These will be distributed to the various hos-
pitals and health clinics in Sabah who are in 
dire need of them. — By Dr Freddie Loh

KL Archdiocese donates RM30k worth of PPE to Sabah

Sabah frontline healthcare workers receive the personal protective equipment. 

Updates from Bishop 
Sebastian Francis

l Continued from Page 3

New Candidates For The 
Priesthood
6. With your prayers, we will be having 
three new candidates to the Diocesan 
Priesthood for the Initiation Year 2021 at 
College General Major Seminary, Penang. 
The candidates are Mr Dennis Raj and Mr 
Bryan Angelo Patrick from the Church of 
Our Lady of Lourdes, Silibin and Mr Jus-
tin Amal Raj from City Parish, Penang.

New Candidates For Permanent 
Diaconate
7. There will also be a new candidate 
for the Permanent Diaconate at College 
General Major Seminary, Penang next 
year. He is Mr Dave Jean Kameron from 
the Church of St Michael, Alor Setar.

Brother In Charge Of La Salle 
Schools
8. The Diocese of Penang welcomes Bro 
Jason Blaikie, FSC as Brother in Charge 
of La Salle schools in Penang and the 
northern region. He will be working to-
gether with the Penang Diocesan Educa-
tion Council (PDEC).

He currently resides at St Francis Xavi-
er’s Institution, Penang and forms a com-
munity of brothers together with Bro An-
thony Rogers and Bro Stephen Ooi.

Education
9. Beginning next year, the Penang Di-
ocesan Education Council (PDEC) will 
have two new members, namely, Bro Ja-
son Blaikie and Sr Amy Sam, IJS replac-
ing Sr Anne Wong, IJS. Mr Kenneth Wong 
will step down as the Ex-Officio, and will 
be replaced by Mr Brian de Rozario. We 
thank Mr Kenneth Wong and Sr Anne 
Wong for their dedicated and committed 
services, as we welcome the new members 
on board.

New Leadership
10. The Sisters of the Franciscan Mis-
sionaries of the Divine Motherhood 
(FMDM), have a new leadership team in 
Malaysia. Sr Angelin Gnanapiragasam 
is the FMDM Country Coordinator with 
team members comprising of Sr Clara 
Lee, Sr Cyrilla Baptist and Adeline Kee 
(Convent Manager of Our Lady’s Convent 
in Ipoh, Perak).

diocese of penAng

Closure
11. The Province Leader, Sr Salomi Cruz 
has written to the Bishop’s Office inform-
ing that the Good Shepherd Sisters and 
the Board of Joyful Steps Sdn Bhd have 
come to a difficult decision of closing 
Mariaville Good Shepherd Kindergarten 
in Ipoh, Perak effective 31st December 
2020. The kindergarten has been in exist-
ence for 40 years.

Fr Edmund Woon is delegated to fol-
low up on the utilisation of the premise for 
other pastoral outreach.

New Mission
12. Sr Angeline Poh, FMM has been mis-
sioned to Kota Bahru, Kelantan. She has 
just completed her MA in Counselling 
and will be helping at Our Lady of Fatima 
Kindergarten, Kota Bahru effective Dec 
16, 2020.

IJ Sisters To Open International 
School
13. The Provincial of Sisters of the In-
fant Jesus Malaysia, Sr Mary Theresa 
Chua, IJS has officially informed the 
Bishop’s Office that the Infant Jesus Sis-
ters Malaysia, as the owner of the Convent 
Light Street Penang (CLS) have signed 
an agreement to collaborate with educa-
tion provider ACE Edventure to open a 
private international school using part of 
the CLS’s premises. The co-ed school will 
start as soon as the necessary approvals 
from the authorities have been obtained.

Appointments
14. The World Community for Chris-
tian Meditation (WCCM) in the Diocese 
of Penang will be headed by Mr Mike 
Yong with immediate effect. We thank 
him for his generosity in accepting this 
new role.
15. The Director of Lighthouse, which is 
under the Penang Office of Human Devel-
opment, will be Mr Bernard Han replac-
ing Mr Gerard Robless effective January 
2021. This replacement also includes be-
ing a Member of the Board of Manage-
ment for the Penang Office for Human 
Development (POHD).
16. Mr Sebastian Steven is employed 
as a new staff for the Diocesan Migrant 
Ministry replacing Mr Dennis Raj for the 
Perak Office. He will be assisting Mr Peter 
Barnabas who heads this ministry in the 
Diocese of Penang.

Vacancy
17. The Diocese is looking for an inter-
ested, suitable candidate to take up the 
position as Head of the Creation Justice 
Commission for the Diocese of Penang. 
Ms. Clare Westwood will focus on her 
role as Regional Director of the Episcopal 
Commission for Creation Justice of Ma-
laysia, Singapore and Brunei. Please send 
your recommendations to the Bishop’s 
Office directly at penangdiocese@gmail.
com

Public Juridic Personality
18. Catholic Healthcare Asia (CHA) 
which includes Mt Miriam Cancer Hos-
pital, Penang, officially established as a 
Public Juridic Personality by the Vatican 
on June 19, 2020, has now been incorpo-
rated under the Companies Act as a Public 
Company Limited by Guarantee on Dec 4, 
2020. Its official name is Catholic Health-
care Asia Limited with the registered of-
fice of the company situated in the Repub-
lic of Singapore.

Act of Spiritual Communion
19. Below is a recommended Act of Spir-
itual Communion that has been revised.
Revised Act of Spiritual Communion

My Jesus, I believe that You are 
present in the Most Holy Sacrament.

I love You above all things and I 
desire to receive You into my soul.

Since I cannot at this moment 
receive You at the physical Mass,                           

come into my being.
I embrace You as You are spiritually 
here and unite myself wholly to You.

Never permit me to be                             
separated from You.

Amen.

Dispensation
20. I thank all parish priests and the parish 
team who have been consistently monitor-
ing the situation with the diverse realities 
on the ground at present. As the COV-
ID-19 pandemic continues to remain un-
predictable within the districts and states 
in the Diocese of Penang, please adhere 
accordingly to the standard operating pro-
cedures imposed respectively for each dis-
trict or state and always consult the local 
authorities if need be.

Please be reminded that I, as Bishop of 
the Diocese of Penang, continue to dis-
pense the faithful from the obligation 
of attending Mass on Sundays and holy 
days of obligation.

As this will be the final notification and 
update from me for the year 2020, I take 
this opportune time during this 3rd Sun-
day of Advent to wish you a Blessed Jour-
ney in Expectant Waiting for the Lord this 
Christmas. Let this be a celebration full of 
Hope, Peace, Joy and Love as we welcome 
Jesus with firm conviction in our hearts.

I greet you with the very words of the 
angels, “Glory to God on high and peace 
to people of good will”.

Wishing you a Blessed Advent and a 
Joyous Christmas in the Lord.

“May the God of hope fill you with all 
joy and peace in believing, that you may 
abound in hope by the power of the Holy 

Spirit.” (Romans 15:13)

Be Disciples of Hope
Sincerely in Christ

Rt Rev Bishop Sebastian Francis
Bishop of Penang Diocese

Dec 12, 2020
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Helping the poor communities 
around Masai in Johor
JOHOR BAHRU: STC Christ-
mas Campaign for The Poor is a 
programme by the Parish Office 
of Human Development (POHD) 
from the Church of St Theresa 
(STC) led by Madam Caroline 
Charles under the supervision of 
parish priest Fr Adrian Francis. 

This campaign is specially 
designated to help the poor com-
munity around Masai, regardless 
of race, ethnicity and religion. 
The main objective is to encour-
age the parishioners to share the 
‘joy of Christmas’ with the poor 
and needy. The POHD team had 
identified in advance the needs 
of the target group who are also 

known as Friends In Need (FIN). 
Most of the FINs come from dif-
ferent backgrounds and have 
various needs. They are cancer 
patients, dialysis patients and 
families with single parents. 

The Orang Asli community 
situated in Kuala Masai will 
also be helped through this pro-
gramme. 

A list of items that were most 
needed such as diapers, rice and 
other essential stuff, was posted 
to the parishioners through the 
PowerPoint presentation after 
Mass. The list was also distribut-
ed in the form of bookmarks that 
were given through the church’s 

bulletins and multi-media plat-
forms such as Facebook and 
WhatsApp. 

The parish POHD bank de-
tails were also included to help 
the public to donate. These me-
dia posters and bookmarks were 
prepared in three different lan-
guages namely English, Tamil 
and Bahasa Malaysia. 

Aware that even the parishion-
ers themselves are also affected 
by the pandemic, the parish wel-
comes cash donations of any 
amount to be given to the poor. 
Everyone, regardless of religion 
is welcome to take part in this 
campaign. — By Casment Isaac The POHD team with some the provisions to be distributed.

KOTA KINABALU: The first 
of a two-part Advent-Christmas 
Carolling Together 2020 at St Si-
mon Catholic Church saw some 
700 households joining on both 
Zoom and YouTube on Dec 13.

Its rector, Fr Cosmas Lee, said 
the idea of holding the virtual 
carolling, themed Celebrating 
the Birth of Christ, God-with-us 
in the pandemic, was first mooted 
when the COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupted the traditional house-
to-house carolling norm.

“We’re better focused on the 
Word of God… on what we’re 
actually singing and praying,” 
he said on the virtual carolling, 
in contrast to physical gather-
ing where some people could get 
distracted by appearances and 

other things.
“It is possibly a richer personal 

and spiritual experience. Let’s 
make the most of it.”

Among the highlights of the 
event included the carols led by 
St Simon Likas choir, the rec-
tor showing two sets of statues 
— that of the Nativity which 
he bought from Bolivia some 
20 years ago, and St Joseph the 
Dreamer — from the comfort of 
his rectory, as well as the chit-
chat session.

Fr Lee added that the St Joseph 
statue, which was lined up neatly 
alongside the miniature figures 
of Mother Mary and Baby Jesus 
in front of him, was even more 
appropriate as Pope Francis de-
clared the Year of St Joseph from 

Dec 8 of this year to 2021.
Also present at the event which 

was broadcasted live from the 
church were the parish’s newly-
formed live-stream crew com-

prising Soccom Ministry leader 
Tracy Lim, streamers Denis Tsen, 
Daniella Han, Mitch Micheal, 
seminarian Wilson Francis and 
PA supervisor Vincent Wong. 

The second part of the two-part 
virtual carolling session, hosted 
by Godfrey Moey, will be held on 
Dec 20. — By Audrey Ansibin,                   
Catholic Sabah 

Seven hundred households join St Simon Likas’ virtual caroling

 Fr Cosmas Lee at the virtual carolling session.

PETALING JAYA: Four re-
cipients were honoured with the 
Merdeka Award for their contribu-
tion towards a more sustainable 
Malaysia.

The recipients were recognised 
for their work in areas ranging 
from the community and the en-
vironment to health and research 
excellence.

Prof Dr Christopher Ng Kwan 
Hoong from Universiti Malaya 
(UM), and of the Cathedral parish 
of St John KL,  was conferred the 
Outstanding Scholastic Achieve-
ment award for his educational 
and pioneering work towards 
advancing the fields of medical 
physics and radiation medicine in 
Malaysia.

“I was in disbelief. I thought 
a mistake had been made. It’s a 
humbling experience, ” he told 
The Star after the names of re-
cipients were announced on the 
Merdeka Award’s website yester-
day.

Each year, the award is con-
ferred on individuals or organisa-
tions in five categories: Education 
and Community; Environment; 
Health, Science and Technology; 
Outstanding Scholastic Achieve-
ment; and Outstanding Contribu-

tion to the People of Malaysia.
The other recipients are the 

National Cancer Council (Educa-
tion and Community), South East 
Asia Rainforest Research Partner-
ship (Environment), and Suzanne 
Mooney (Outstanding Contribu-
tion to the People of Malaysia).

There was no winner for the 
Health, Science and Technology 
category.

Dr Ng, from UM’s Faculty of 
Medicine, is currently working 
with local and international social 
scientists, linguists and historians 
to focus on the social impact of 

COVID-19.
At the height of the Covid-19 

outbreak, too much emphasis was 
placed on the impact of the virus 
on people’s health and the eco-
nomic ramifications, he said.

He also led a group of scientists 
from Malaysia and the United 
Kingdom in May 2020 in the de-
velopment of an online resource 
for new and emerging COVID-19 
research publications.

Dr Ng and his team set out to 
bring an end to the rapid spread 
of false information regarding the 
novel coronavirus by developing 
authentic research materials.

“People must work towards the 
common good of humankind, and 
not for their own glory.

“Moving forward, I want to 
consolidate my mentorship pro-
gramme and develop leadership 
skills among the younger genera-
tion, ” he added.

In March, Dr Ng came up with 
the concept design of Malaysia’s 
first infrared digital thermometer 
that can collect real-time data.

He went on to co-head a team of 
UM researchers to develop the In-
ternet of Things (IoT) innovation 
that can be used to predict and de-
tect COVID-19 hotspots.

In November, Prof Ng was 
awarded the International Un-
ion for Physical and Engineering 
Sciences in Medicine (IUPESM) 
Fellowship in recognition of his 
outstanding contribution to the in-
ternational development of physi-
cal and engineering sciences in 
medicine.

In 2018, he became the first sci-
entist from a developing country 
to receive the prestigious Interna-
tional Organisation for Medical 
Physics (IOMP) Marie Sklodows-
ka-Curie Award.

In 2013, he was named one of 
IOMP’s top 50 medical physicists.

The Merdeka Award was intro-
duced in 2007 by Petronas, Exx-
onMobil and Shell to recognise 
Malaysians and non-Malaysians 
who have made outstanding and 
lasting contributions to the nation 
in their respective fields.

Due to the unprecedented 
COVID-19 pandemic, the recipi-
ents will receive their awards in 
a physical ceremony that will be 
held next year, the Merdeka Award 
Trust said in a statement yesterday.

Each recipient will receive a tro-
phy, a certificate and a cash award 
of RM500,000. — By Sandhya 
Menon, The Star

University Malaya professor gets Merdeka Award

Dr Christopher Ng received the Outstanding Scholastic Achievement award 
for his pioneering work towards advancing the fields of medical physics and 
radiation medicine in Malaysia. (The Star photo)
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First Malaysian Catholic online 
marketing platform launched
KUALA LUMPUR: Catholics at 
Home launched the first Malay-
sian Catholic online marketing 
platform Willing Hearts via Face-
book a week ago. In seven days, it 
has garnered almost 2,000 mem-
bers and is quickly expanding.

The Willing Hearts team, com-
prising Fr Dr Clarence Devadass, 
Mark Darren Lee, his wife Melis-
sa Jillian Au, and Dorothy Head-
ley started this project/communi-
ty to reach out to those in need of 
a little pick-me-up. It is a place to 
belong to and a place of support 
as we help each other sustain our-
selves during these trying times.

“We want to help make a dif-
ference,” Lee said.

“Amidst this pandemic, many 
people were calling Fr Clarence 
looking for jobs, and our friends 
too are struggling to make ends 
meet, so we thought it would be 
a great place to start and sup-
port our community as the world 
moves towards gig economy.”

Fr Clarence said, “At a time 
like this, actions speak louder 
than words. With this project, it 
is our effort to translate our con-
versations into a way of helping 
people in need. It may not be the 
biggest project, but at times like 
this, something is better than 
nothing.”

The platform is moderated by 
five volunteers to ensure rules are 
followed and members practice 
“love, joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gen-
tleness and self-control within 
the community”.

Lee is happy to note people 
from all walks of life and from 
all over Malaysia are joining the 
platform. There are several first-
timers, so the team guides them 
on how to create an eye-catching 
post. Even national diver, Pande-
lela Rinong Pamg, shared a post 
about her little sister’s hand-made 
Christmas designed earrings.

In true Malaysian style, various 

mouth-watering food is filling the 
pages – from festive cookies and 
cakes to meats and meals, pick-
les, honey and even Sarawakian 
rice wine Tuak. There are also 
personalise items like T-shirts, 
Sippy cups and Christmas orna-
ments, Pest Control & Disinfec-
tion Services, soaps, spa items 
and essential oils. Some are of-

fering services like a step by 
step guide on How to Create and 
Digitise Forms for Your Business 
(Digitisation via Google Form), 
Christmas Arts & Crafts work-
shops online and courses to em-
power women, among others.

On why the name Willing 
Hearts, Lee said it stemmed from 
a project he and some friends 

from Church of the Assumption 
PJ (who are now part of Catholics 
at Home) started over 20 years 
ago called Willing Hands.

“Back then we lent a helping 
hand to those in need, now in 
our 40s, this project aims to draw 
willing buyers and willing sellers 
to willingly support each other in 
these trying times.”

Once the festive season rush 
is over, the team hopes to use 
the platform to also host faith-
building sessions, talks on entre-
preneurship, women’s empower-
ment and possibly programmes to 
teach new skills.

When doors reopen for public 
events, they intend to organise a 
bazaar so Willing Hearts entre-
preneurs and buyers can meet and 
interact in person.

So, what are you waiting for? 
Join the Willing Hearts now 
h t tps : / /www. facebook .com/
groups/willingheart — By Gwen               
Manickam

Willimg Hearts by Catholics at Home facebook page.

JOHOR BAHRU: The first Virtual 
Christmas Charity Concert in Man-
darin was organised by “Catholics 
Go Live” in collaboration with Car-
itas Malaysia-Diocese of Malacca 
Johore was held on Dec 12. It is the 
first project since Caritas Malacca 
Johore Diocese was formed. The 
proceeds from the charity concert 
will go to three beneficiaries, ie the 
SSVP CIC JB’s Homeless Project, 
the Montfort Youth Centre Malacca 
and Care Haven’s Kota Tinggi New 
Orphanage. 

To date, they have raised 
RM26,000. This event will run un-
til Dec 29, when the final amount 
will be updated.

Bishop Bernard Paul in his mes-
sage highlighted the need to care 
for the needy in a new and crea-tive 
way. He said Christmas is a time 
to remind us that God has entered 
into our times and space; love has 
entered into the cold world; light 

illuminates the darkness, and its 
warmth stirs the cold hearts.

This initiative was planned four 
months ago. All the crew involved 
in this project are volunteers, com-
ing from different professions, dif-
ferent parishes to come together to 
contribute their God-given talents. 

Four members of the clergy from 
various parts of the world spoke or 
sang at the event. They are Fr Ter-
ence Wee CSsR from Singapore 
Archdiocese, Fr Derrick Ting Bar-
ria from Macau Archdiocese, Fr 
Jacques Duraud SJ from Kaohshi-
ung Taiwan and Fr Simon Lau from 
KL Archdiocese. 

Due to the pandemic, the pre-
senters had to record their shar-
ings. These were then edited  with 
visuals and songs tracks to make 
this programme a successful one in 
order to spread the true meaning of 
Christmas to the public and seeking 
financial aid to help the three ben-

eficiaries from Nov 29 to Dec 29. 
There are seven core members 

led by Sylvester Liew. This pro-
gramme received strong backing 
from various individuals who have 
the passion to sing for God’s people 
and help others. There are about 20 
performers coming from various 
parts of Malaysia as well as from 
Singa-pore. 

With the recent spikes of effect 
of COVID-19 pandemic straining 
the public at large, we may be wel-
coming Christmas under extraordi-
nary circumstances, but let that not 
dampen our spirits to serve and to 
worship our Lord in hope. 

Let’s play little part in creating 
a national family by being chari-
table to the poor and marginalised 
and bring Joy of Christmas even to 
strangers. 

To view the concert, please go to: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UC-onuqfsbRaHmUw2uSKUXGw

First Virtual Christmas Charity 
Concert raises RM26k

A screenshot of carollers during the Virtual Christmas Charity Concert.

KUCHING: The Mandarin RCIA 
(Rite of Christian Initiation of 
Adults) 2019/2020 candidates from 
Blessed Sacrament Church (BSC) 
were baptised and confirmed at a 
Service Rite held in BSC on Dec 
5-6. A total of 34 candidates re-
ceived the Sacraments of Baptism 
and Confirmation, while another 
four candidates received only the 
Sacrament of Confirmation.

The first batch received their 
Sacraments and Certificates Dec 
5, while the second batch received 
theirs on Dec 6 under full compli-
ance with the Parish’s SOP. The 
neophytes also received their first 
Holy Communion on the same day.

The current COVID-19 pandem-
ic has necessitated some changes to 
the performance of the rites. God-
parents and limited family mem-
bers of candidates were given per-
mission to attend the celebration 
with an estimated congregation of 
around 60 persons at each Mass.

Both Masses were celebrated 
by Fr Nicholas Ng, who had been 

granted the faculty to administer 
the Sacrament of Confirmation by 
Archbishop Simon Poh, the Ordi-
nary Minister of Confirmation.

In his homily after the Gospel 
reading, Fr Ng urged all candidates 
to begin their new life with a strong 
faith moving forwards. It is their 
responsibility to strive to live a life 
of Christian faith.

He also added that their journey 
of faith may not be smooth sailing. 
However, they should face chal-
lenges and pain with a new per-
spective and attitude. The entire 
congregation later congratulated 
and welcomed all the candidates 
into the community.

It was indeed an occasion to re-
joice, despite the long postpone-
ment. The RCIA Team thanks Fr 
Nicholas Ng and BSC Rector Fr 
Patrick Heng, church ministries, 
sponsors, godparents and parish-
ioners for extending their prayers 
to make the celebration a memo-
rable one. — By Ivy Teo, Today’s 
Catholic

The RCIA candidates. (Today’s Catholic photo/Dato’ Philip Hii)

RCIA candidates
receive sacraments

https://www.facebook.com/groups/willingheart
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1139x3dnw6o&t=4218s


Singapore Church starts 200th 
anniversary celebrations
SINGAPORE: The Singapore 
Church has marked the official be-
ginning of year-long celebrations 
of the 200th anniversary of the 
advent of Catholicism to the city 
state by calling on local Catholics 
to “ignite and shine with faith.”

The start of the jubilee year was 
marked on Dec 13 with a virtual 
Mass celebrated by Archbishop 
William Goh of Singapore, the 
launch of a jubilee website and 
a special jubilee logo, and the 
screening of a documentary on 
the social impact of the Catholic 
Church in Singapore.

The celebrations will end on Dec 
11, 2021, with a concurrent Mass 
in all 32 parishes in Singapore.

The theme for the jubilee year 
is Ignite and Shine with Faith in 
line with the pastoral vision of the 
Archdiocese of Singapore to shape 
a more vibrant, evangelizing and 
missionary church.

Events will focus on renewing 
the faith of the Catholic commu-
nity through four aspects: deepen, 
discern, witness and celebrate.

The Catholic community will at-
tend prayers to collectively thank 

God for their missionary forefa-
thers and to contemplate the chal-
lenges of living out their faith to-
day. At the parish level, churches 
will organise spiritual and commu-
nity activities to deepen the faith of 

their communities.
Conferences, talks and events 

will be organised by church or-
ganisations on various aspects 
of Catholicism and its impact on 
Singapore with topics including 

education, business ethics, social 
responsibility, serving the poor, 
strengthening family relationships 
and interreligious dialogue.

A virtual Christmas concert will 
be held on Dec 25.

The highlight of the year-long 
celebrations will be an eight-day 
festival from Dec 4-11, 2021. 
Most activities will take place in 
four Catholic locations — the Ca-
thedral of the Good Shepherd, the 
Church of Sts Peter and Paul, St 
Joseph’s Church (Victoria Street) 
and the Catholic Centre (Waterloo 
Street).

Among the planned activities are 
an exhibition of Christian paint-
ings and 3-D artwork by selected 
artists; a presentation of local 
Christian literary works and Cana 
Films Showcase, and an exhibition 
of 200 years of artefacts, heritage 
and Catholic culture in Singapore. 
— ucanews.com

St Laurent Imbert, founder of the Church of Singapore. 

Pakistan acts on forced conversion, underage marriage
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan is setting 
up a special centre to examine forced 
religious conversion and the under-
age marriage of minority girls.

The announcement was made by 
Hafiz Tahir Ashrafi, special aide to 
Prime Minister Imran Khan on reli-
gious affairs and chairman of Paki-
stan Ulema Council, in a tweet on 
Dec 16.

“A Special Coordination Centre 
has been established to address the 
issues of minorities. No one will be 
allowed to cause panic in the coun-
try over the issues of forceful con-
versions and underage marriages,” 
Ashrafi said.

“The issues being faced by non-
Muslim Pakistanis will be addressed 

by the formation of interfaith harmo-
ny councils.”

The move comes after a Karachi 
court on Dec 9 approved the inclu-
sion of a rape offence for the trial of 
a Muslim man accused of converting 
and marrying an underage Catholic 
girl.

Arzoo Raja, a 13-year-old resident 
of Railway Colony in Karachi, was 
allegedly abducted, forcibly con-
verted to Islam and married to her 
44-year-old Muslim neighbour Syed 
Ali Azhar.

Raja’s parents approached Sindh 
High Court, which declared the mar-
riage to be invalid and ordered her 
transfer to a shelter home after her 
refusal to go home. Ali Azhar was ar-

rested and remains in police custody.
The announcement of the coordi-

nation centre came a few days after 
Ashrafi met with Catholic and Prot-
estant bishops and acknowledged the 
misuse of blasphemy laws.

“You know and we accept that 
295-C [the blasphemy law] has been 
misused in the past. But the trend has 
decreased 90 percent under the pre-
sent government,” Ashrafi said.

“We have decided to sit with non-
Muslim leaders and spread aware-
ness regarding the issue of insulting 
Islam and the Prophet to discourage 
misuse of this law. The blasphemy 
law has saved the lives of Christians 
accused of blasphemy.” — ucanews.
com

HERALD December 20, 2020 AsiA 7

Arzoo Raja is escorted to Singh High Court in Karachi on Nov 9, 2020. 
(UCA News photo/ Nadim Bhatti)

India’s top court to examine demand to ban confession
BHOPAL: India’s top court has 
agreed to examine a demand to ban 
the practice of confessing sins to a 
priest in the Malankara Orthodox 
Syrian Church after a complaint 
that it violates individuals’ privacy.

The Supreme Court of India on 
Dec 14 sought the opinion of the 
head of the Orthodox Church, 
based in Kerala state in southern 
India, and the federal government, 
among others, on the complaint 
that came to court as public inter-
est litigation.

The petitioners — Mathew T. 
Mathachan, P.J. Shaji and C.V. 
Jose, all members of the Orthodox 
Church — wanted the court to ban 
the age-old Christian practice of 
confession, claiming it violated 
privacy and human dignity.

The petition cited instances of 
priests blackmailing and sexually 
exploiting women by threatening 
to expose their confessional se-
crets to husbands.

A three-judge bench, headed 
by Chief Justice of India Sharad 
Arvind Bobde, prima facie found 
merits in the petition and agreed to 

examine it after hearing from all 
the parties.

The petition said churches have 
made confession mandatory for 
members. “The compulsion to 
confess is a serious intrusion into 
the privacy of a person,” it said.

The petitioners said the “perni-
cious practice of forced, compul-
sory and a mandatory confession 
from every member (both men and 

women) is causing several other 
problems including sexual exploi-
tation of women and blackmail-
ing.”

The petition claimed that priests 
even exploit men by extorting 
money for not exposing their con-
fessional secrets to wives.

Church authorities, however, re-
acted very cautiously to the court 
seeking an opinion.

“Confession is an important 
sacrament and an integral part of 
practising our Christian faith,” 
said Fr Johns Abraham Konatt, 
spokesperson for the Orthodox 
Church.

He said they are aware of the 
court seeking their opinion on 
the issue but they have not yet 
received the notice, he said. “We 
will file our reply once we get the 
notice,” he said Dec 15.

“There might be a few instances 
of misuse of confession, but that 
does not mean that the sacrament 
should be done away with,” the 
priest said.

The demand to ban confession 
gained momentum in June 2018, 
when the Orthodox Church sus-
pended five of its priests follow-
ing allegations that they sexually 
abused a mother of two children 
by using her confession secrets to 
blackmail her.

It was alleged that the priest had 
sex with the woman after threaten-
ing her to break the “seal of con-
fession” to reveal some of her con-
fession secrets to her husband.

He allegedly video-recorded the 
sex act and passed the information 
and video to another priest, who 
also blackmailed her into having 
sex.

Fr Konatt, however, said the top 
court would understand the impor-
tance of the sacrament of confes-
sion and would “not interfere in its 
practice because as it is a strictly 
personal issue for a believer.”

If the court bans confession, it 
will impact Christian groups fol-
lowing the practice, such as Cath-
olics, who constitute some 70 per 
cent of India’s 29 million Chris-
tians in a population of 1.3 billion.

Christian activist C.S. Chacko 
filed a similar petition in 2018 in 
Kerala High Court arguing that 
the practice violated Article 21 of 
the constitution, which guarantees 
“right to life and personal liberty.” 

The court, however, dismissed 
the petition and said the “constitu-
tion also mandates that a person 
has the right to join or leave a re-
ligion as per his choice and there 
is no compulsion on this.” — By 
Saji Thomas, ucanews.com

St Basil Church of the Malankara Orthodox Church in New York. (UCA News 
photo/YouTube)
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VATICAN: If Christians forget to 
remember in prayer people who are 
suffering, their prayer can become a 
superficial activity that feeds their ego 
rather than seeking the good and well-
being of others, Pope Francis said.

“Those who pray never turn their 
backs on the world” but instead, seek 
to intercede for humanity through 
prayer, the Pope said Dec 16 during 
his weekly general audience.

“When believers — moved by the 
Holy Spirit — pray for sinners, no se-
lection is made, no judgment or con-
demnation is uttered,” he said. “They 
pray for everyone, and they pray for 
themselves. At that moment, they 
know they are not that different from 
those for whom they pray.”

Continuing his series of talks on 
prayer, the Pope reflected on “the 
prayer of intercession.”

Although many people seek soli-

tude and silence in prayer, he said, 
they should do so always keeping 
“the door of their hearts wide open” 

to pray for those who can’t or won’t 
pray for themselves.

People who pray aware of others 

are like “God’s antennas in the world” 
and, as stated in the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, have “a heart at-
tuned to God’s mercy.”

“This is beautiful,” the Pope said, 
departing from his prepared remarks. 
“When we pray, we are in tune with 
God’s mercy, mercy in the face of 
our sins; he is merciful with us. But 
he is also merciful with all those who 
have asked us to pray for them, those 
who we wish to pray for in tune with 
God’s heart. This is the true prayer, to 
be in tune with God’s mercy, with that 
merciful heart.”

Continuing to cite the Catechism, 
the Pope said that those who pray for 
others participate in Christ’s interces-
sion before God for all of humanity.

True prayer, he continued, must 
also be done in a “spirit of love.” 
Those who do not pray with love in 
their hearts, especially for others, only 

“pretend to pray or they think they are 
praying and they’re not because that 
spirit of love is missing.”

Recalling Christ’s parable of the 
Pharisee and the publican praying in 
the temple, the Pope said it serves as a 
reminder that “we are not better than 
anyone” and that as sinners, all share 
a common “fragility, suffering and 
being sinners.”

One who prays like the Pharisee 
does it “in an arrogant way”. That 
isn’t prayer, but is more like “looking 
at yourself in the mirror with makeup 
on.”

“We are all leaves on the same 
tree,” Pope Francis said. “Each one 
that falls reminds us of the great pi-
ety that must be nourished in prayer 
for one another. Let us pray for one 
another; it will be good for us and for 
all.” — By Junno Arocho Esteves, 
CNS

Pray for one, pray for all

VATICAN: Especially in a year 
when the COVID-19 pandemic 
will rule out many people’s favour-
ite Christmas traditions, they have 
a right to express their dislike of 
the decidedly untraditional Nativ-
ity scene on display in the centre of 
St Peter’s Square, said a priest who 
specializes in catechesis through art.

But it may be more edifying to try 
to understand it, said Msgr Timothy 
Verdon, director of the office of sa-
cred art for the Archdiocese of Flor-
ence, Italy, and director of the Flor-
ence cathedral’s museum.

First, he said, people need to rec-
ognise that dioceses ask the Vatican 
to feature their Nativity scenes, and 
the Vatican City governor’s office 
makes a choice from those offers 
many months in advance.

“Pope Francis goes out of his way 
to surprise people, to get them to 
think, to go to a deeper, more mature 
understanding of their faith,” said 
Msgr Verdon. So, given the Pope’s 
willingness to embrace a challenge, 
when the governor’s office chose 
the ceramic Nativity scene from the 
town of Castelli, it made sense.

The controversial scene was made 
by students at a high school special-
ising in art; the pieces on display at 

the Vatican are among the 54 pieces 
students created over a 10-year pe-
riod beginning in 1965. The town 
of Castelli, in the mountains of 
Italy’s Abruzzo region, had a world 
famous, thriving ceramics industry 
since the 17th century, but the art — 
and the town — was dying out. The 
school was part of an effort to revive 
the industry and modernize it.

The human figures in the Nativity 
scene are made of rings of ceramic 
stacked on top of each other. They 
are cylindrical, not curvy like a natu-
ral human form. And the presence of 
an astronaut and a knight carries the 
whole thing to another level of un-
traditional.

“This is not the sweet, warm nos-
talgia that Christmas usually gener-
ates,” Msgr Verdon said. “But even 
in this intimate area of our religious 
lives, we have to grow in unexpected 
ways.”

As for adding the astronaut, the 
monsignor said that definitely is part 
of tradition. “In Naples, they add 
political figures, pop stars and, this 
year, (Diego) Maradona,” the soccer 
star who died in late November. “Not 
only shepherds and kings go to the 
manger, but all humanity makes that 
pilgrimage in one way or another.”

“But maybe especially this year 
when the celebration of Christmas is 
going to be so poor in tradition, when 
many people will be unable to do the 
beautiful, warm, tender things” they 
are used to associating with Christ-
mas, they might not need such a 
challenging Nativity scene, he said.

And, at least judging from the so-
cial media reaction, they did not wel-
come it.

The vehemence of the reaction 
may be attributable to “a widespread 
idea that a lot is going on in the world 
that is not being explained to us — 
a maniacal universal plot to deprive 
humanity of values and traditions,” 
Msgr. Verdon said. And even if one 
does not buy into such a conspiracy 
theory, “everyone is at the limit of his 
or her patience, so something like the 
creche in St. Peter’s Square becomes 
bigger than it should be.”

Angelo Bottone, a native of Abru-
zzo teaching in Dublin, was one of 
the few people on Twitter defending 
the manger.

“There is a sentimental element 
because it comes from my region,” 
he said. For example, the scene has 
a curved neon light behind it. “For 
a foreigner, that may mean nothing, 
but I immediately saw that that is the 

Gran Sasso mountain — it’s a sym-
bol of Abruzzo — where Pope John 
Paul II used to go skiing.”

The colours used are the tradition-
al colours of Castelli ceramics, he 
said. But “it’s also traditional in the 
sense that especially in the south of 
Italy, we always have contemporary 
elements in the ‘presepe,'” the Italian 
word for a creche.

“It’s been a very well-established 
tradition for centuries. The crib is not 
historically accurate at all; the Holy 
Family is surrounded by people of 
the time the creche was made be-
cause the sense is that Jesus is born 
now, in our world,” Bottone said. 
“So, when the teenagers from Cas-
telli made it in 1965 and the years 
following, they included contempo-
rary elements of their own day.”

Those elements included an astro-
naut after the moon landing in July 
1969. “What they did was portray 
an astronaut offering the moon to 
Jesus,” Bottone said. “To me, it’s an 
expression of profound worship.”

Many of the negative reactions are 
simply the result of not understand-
ing the Nativity scene, Bottone said. 
Others thought “this was something 
that Pope Francis commissioned. 
And obviously, the whole anti-Fran-
cis brigade went berserk.”

“It’s important for people to 
know that this was made by teenag-
ers in 1965; it was not made today 
by some mad artists,” he said. “If 
people don’t like it, that’s fine. It’s 
a piece of art, and we have differ-
ent tastes.” — By Cindy Wooden, 
CNS

Away with the manger? Nativity scene 
at Vatican generates controversy

A Nativity scene is pictured as Pope Francis leads his general audience in the library 
of the Apostolic Palace at the Vatican Dec 16, 2020. (CNS photo/Vatican Media)

Figures of Joseph, an angel and Mary are pictured in the Nativity scene in 
St Peter’s Square at the Vatican Dec 14, 2020. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)
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Pope says Vatican City will aim 
for net-zero carbon emissions
VATICAN: Pope Francis pledged 
Vatican City State would achieve 
net-zero carbon emissions before the 
year 2050, and he urged everyone in 
the world to be part of a new culture 
of care for others and the planet.

“The time has come for a change 
in direction. Let us not rob the new 
generations of their hope in a better 
future,” he said in a video message 
for a global summit.

Pope Francis was one of about 75  
leaders who contributed to the Cli-
mate Ambition Summit, which was 
held online Dec 12. Co-hosted by the 
United Nations, the United Kingdom 
and France, and in partnership with 
Chile and Italy, the meeting marked 
the fifth anniversary of the Paris 
Agreement on climate change.

During the meeting, the leaders 
renewed or strengthened invest-
ment pledges and commitments to 
cut greenhouse gas emissions and 
achieve carbon neutrality.

Some 24 leaders announced at 
the summit their commitment for 
net-zero emissions, which would be 
achieving a balance between green-
house gas emissions produced and 
greenhouse gas emissions taken out 
of the atmosphere, for example by 
switching to “green” energy and 
sustainable agriculture, increasing 
energy efficiency and reforestation.

In his message, Pope Francis said 
everyone has a responsibility “to 
promote, with a collective commit-
ment and solidarity, a culture of care, 
which places human dignity and the 
common good at the centre.”

That means there are some meas-
ures that can no longer be postponed, 
he said, including implementing 
strategies to reduce net emissions to 
zero.

The Holy See is committed to this 
objective, he said.

Vatican City State will work to 
reduce net emissions to zero by 

2050, he said, and it will continue 
to strengthen and expand its efforts 
toward greater energy efficiency, im-
proved resource management, sus-
tainable transportation, waste man-
agement, and reforestation.

The Holy See is also committed to 
promoting a greater understanding of 
integral ecology, he said.

“Politics and technology must 
unite behind an educational process 
which favours a cultural model of 

development and sustainability fo-
cused on fraternity and an alliance 
between human beings and the envi-
ronment,” he said.

In a written message for the sum-
mit, Cardinal Peter Turkson, prefect 
of the Vatican Dicastery for Promot-
ing Integral Human Development, 
said more must be done to help the 
poor and the planet.

“God has entrusted us with this 
planet and its wonderful resources,” 
he wrote, appealing to world leaders 
to look at earth’s assets as a com-
mon good for all people and to fo-
cus much more on those who are the 
poorest and most vulnerable.

Governments should also stop in-
vesting in fossil fuels and help poor 
communities who need sustainable 
and “green” energy.

“We are one human family and we 
can only count on each other for tak-
ing care of our common home,” he 
added. — By Carol Glatz, CNS

Solar panels are seen on the roof of the Paul VI audience hall at the Vatican 
in this Dec 1, 2010, file photo. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)

Vatican holds webinar to imagine 
world without nuclear weapons

Pope Francis to be 
featured in new Netflix 
documentary about seniorsVATICAN: The Dicastery for 

Promoting Integral Human De-
velopment hosted a webinar to 
push for global nuclear disarma-
ment.

It comes on the heels of Pope 
Francis’ recent encyclical Fratelli 
Tutti, in which he calls for inter-
national peace and stability to be 
based on mutual trust rather than 
the threat of mutual destruction.

According to Prof Gerard Pow-
ers, a member of the Vatican 
COVID-19 Commission’s task 
force for security, the event was 
organised for a three-fold pur-
pose.

The Coordinator of the Catho-
lic Peacebuilding Network told 
Vatican Radio that the first goal 
of the webinar was to present the 
recent publication of a book enti-
tled A World Free from Nuclear 
Weapons. The volume contains 
the papers from a major symposi-
um held by the Vatican in 2017 to 
relaunch efforts toward creating 
a world free of nuclear weapons.

It was at that event, noted Prof. 
Powers, that Pope Francis issued 

“a groundbreaking statement on 
nuclear weapons: that nuclear 
weapons were not only immoral 
to use but also immoral to pos-
sess.”

Prof Powers said the webinar 
comes at an appropriate time be-
cause the “Treaty on the Prohibi-
tion of Nuclear Weapons” is set to 
come into force on Jan 22, 2021. 
It was adopted in mid-2017 but 
was only recently ratified by the 
required minimum of 50 nations.

The agreement represents the 
first legally-binding attempt to 
prohibit signatory nations from 
possessing nuclear weapons.

“The Holy See has been one of 
the most active states in support-
ing the treaty,” said Prof Powers.

The third motivation behind 
the online event was the recent 
publication of Fratelli Tutti.

Prof Powers said the Pope’s 
latest encyclical reiterates the im-
morality of nuclear weapons and 
the moral imperative of working 
to eliminate them.

He added that Pope Francis re-
casts the issue “in the paradigm 

of human security instead of na-
tional security as the overriding 
way to shape international af-
fairs.”

The Dec 16 webinar saw the 
participation of several high-level 
actors in the field of security and 
arms control, as well as a host of 
top Vatican officials and Catholic 
intellectuals.

“They all do not agree on many 
issues,” said Prof Powers, “but 
what they will all agree on is that 
the nuclear status quo is morally 
unacceptable.”

He cited recent efforts by sev-
eral nations to modernise their 
nuclear arsenals and the demise 
of the existing nuclear arms con-
trol regime.

“The world needs to reverse di-
rection and start moving toward 
nuclear disarmament,” said Prof 
Powers.

When asked why the Catholic 
Church pushes for nuclear disar-
mament, Prof Powers affirms that 
Pope Francis, as well as his pre-
decessors, has sought to delegiti-
mise nuclear weapons and pro-
mote arms control agreements.

“The problem with nuclear 
weapons,” he said, “is that, unlike 
other weapons, they are indis-
criminate and disproportionate. 
It’s very difficult to imagine a use 
of nuclear weapons that would 
meet the just-war norms of dis-
crimination and proportionality.”

Prof Powers concluded that nu-
clear arms can only guarantee a 
“negative peace”.

“The risk of accident and 
misperception is very high,” he 
noted. “Unlike other weapons 
systems, if there is an accident or 
use of nuclear weapons because 
of misperception, we don’t get 
a second chance.” — By Devin 
Watkins, Vatican News

ROME: Pope Francis will be featured 
in a new Netflix documentary series 
focused on sharing the voices of senior 
citizens around the world, which is set 
for release in 2021.

Based on the 2018 book Sharing the 
Wisdom of Time, in which the pontiff 
responded to stories from 31 seniors, 
the series will include new on-camera 
interviews with Francis offering his 
thoughts on aging and other themes.

Loyola Press, which published the 
original volume, announced the news 
Dec 16 in a release to NCR. It said 
the film would centre on the stories of 
the seniors included in the book, “told 
through the eyes of the younger gen-
eration, talented young filmmakers un-
der the age of 30 residing in the elder’s 
country.”

“We were so thrilled to publish the 
book Sharing the Wisdom of Time to 
support Pope Francis’ efforts in ensur-
ing that elders are seen and heard, es-
pecially by young people,” said Joellyn 
Cicciarelli, president and publisher at 
Loyola Press.

“This docuseries takes our mission 
one step further — meeting young 
people where they are, through media 
— and inviting them to find their own 
ways to connect with and learn from 
elders in their own families and neigh-

bourhoods,” said Cicciarelli.
Loyola Press said Francis, who turns 

84 this week, will be “heavily featured” 
in the documentary, and will reflect on 
the stories shared by the seniors “as 
well as provide his own commentary 
on themes such as love, struggle, work 
and dreams.”

Francis has been the subject of sev-
eral documentary projects since his 
election as pontiff in March 2013. The 
Pope was most recently featured in 
Russian filmmaker Evgeny Afineevs-
ky’s project Francesco, which caused 
controversy by the way it edited to-
gether previously recorded clips of ear-
lier comments by Francis about same-
sex civil unions.

The essays in the Sharing the Wis-
dom of Time book were originally cu-
rated by Jesuit Fr. Antonio Spadaro, 
editor-in-chief of Italy’s La Civiltà 
Cattolica periodical and a close advi-
sor to Francis.

The Pope often mentions the need 
for society to better focus on the needs 
of senior citizens, and frequently ex-
horts young people to get to know their 
grandparents. During his 2015 visit to 
the US, for example, he told crowds in 
Philadelphia to recognise that grand-
parents carry “the memory of the past.” 
— By Joshua J. McElwee, NCR

Arms control experts are among those taking part in the Vatican 
conference  (Gerasimov)

A book cover of ‘Sharing the Wisdom of Time’ .
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The COVID-19 pandemic and other recent outbreaks of in-
fectious diseases of animal origin have shed a new light 

on one of the most famous passages of Genesis, the story of 
the creation and the relationship between human beings and 
the animal world. In Gen 1:26, in an inner monologue, God 
shows his intention to create humans, male and female, “in 
our image, according to our likeness,” and this – he specifies it 
from the very beginning – in order to “let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over 
the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over 
every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” Once having 
created in this way, God communicates to them their purpose 
with a sequence of imperatives: “Be fruitful and multiply, and 
fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing 
that moves upon the earth” (v. 28).

The coronavirus crisis is linked, as we know, to human inter-
ference in the integrity of the habitat and life of non-domestic 
animals, and it has been amplified by people’s lifestyles and 
movements today, which make them high-speed viral propa-
gators. The outbreak of the pandemic did not surprise virolo-
gists and epidemiologists: the clinical outcome of COVID-19 
was a feared scenario.

David Quammen’s 2012 book, Spillover: Animal Infections 
and the Next Human Pandemic, is instructive in this regard. 
In it the spillover phenomenon, the jump of a virus from an 
animal species to the human species, is considered an inevita-
ble scenario: “Human-caused ecological pressures and disrup-
tions are bringing animal pathogens ever more into contact 
with human populations, while human technology and be-
haviour are spreading those pathogens ever more widely and 
quickly.”

To Quammen’s voice can be added that of Richard Leakey, 
who has warned: “By continuing to put pressure on other liv-
ing beings, we will promote the passage of new pathogens 
from fauna to humans.” Leakey is the Kenyan paleoanthro-
pologist who, in 1995, published the prophetic book, The Sixth 
Extinction. Biodiversity and Its Survival. Five major extinc-
tions have interrupted natural evolution since plants and ani-
mals began to diversify about a billion years ago.

They were caused by catastrophes on a planetary scale: large 
volcanic eruptions, climate change, alterations in the composi-
tion of the atmosphere, impact of an asteroid. Each time the 
cataclysm caused a huge extinction of living species. The sixth 
extinction has as its cause a particular species: humans. The 
pressure we exert on animal species with our intensive agri-
culture and animal husbandry, deforestation, poaching of wild 
species for the benefit of the growing urban population, etc., 
leads inexorably to the upheavals we are witnessing.

Long before Leakey and Quammen, the Book of Genesis 
expressed a similar warning. In Gen 1:28, the Creator God 
constitutes humans, male and female, as the guardians of ani-
mal species and makes them the guarantors of their distinc-
tion. So we can see that the Bible, far from being an anthology 
of obscurantism, is the fruit of a wisdom at once long-estab-
lished and prophetic. 

No less than some in-depth scientific books published 
in recent years, the Bible is prophetic when it comes to the 
relationship of humans with the range of animal species. It 
dares to make humans the guardian of the species, the witness 
and guarantor of their distinction within the system of living 
beings. It teaches that the divine image in us is inseparable 
from a right relationship with all animal species. The Christian 
reading of the Bible over time has not enhanced this line of 
interpretation, and there was a need for the encyclical Laudato 
Si’ (LS) of Pope Francis (2015), a document of the Magiste-
rium dedicated exclusively to the question of the protection of 
creation. — By Jean-Pierre Sonnet, SJ, La Civiltà Cattolica

The guardian of the species: 
Gen 1:28 and COVID-19 “Instead of watching Mass on the 

computer, why don’t we read 
from the Bible together?”

That’s how our eight-year old daughter 
reacted last Sunday when we gathered to 
watch the celebration of Mass at home, 
where we’ve been self-quarantined 
since last week.

From the mouths of babes…
Our daughter is used to seeing me as 

an extraordinary minister of the Eucha-
rist at our parish where she’s preparing 
to make her first communion. That cer-
emony, by the way, will most likely be 
postponed.

She really misses not being able to at-
tend Mass right now. Our parish priest 
usually has lay ministers lead a special 
biblical catechesis for the children dur-
ing the Liturgy of the Word, which she, 
her little brother and their classmates at-
tend.

Just like us, she is going through a dif-
ficult moment. But, even at her young 
age, she’s grasped the theological point.

Lockdown, social distancing and 
being Church
The situation of protracted total lock-
down and social distancing is pushing 
all of us – and in a rather unexpected and 
abrupt fashion – to explore new ways of 
being Church.

No one should romanticise what is 
happening. Given the lockdown, not 
only the celebration of Mass, but also the 
Church’s pastoral activity has almost to-
tally stopped. This is a serious problem.

One Italian bishop from the Lombardy 
region (ground zero of the pandemic in 
Italy) told me that they are very worried.

“This is like a crash course in Church 
and the media for us,” he said. “We can 
use the media as a substitute for our on-
the-ground pastoral activity, but only up 
to a certain point.”

Many bishops are expressing this 
same anxiety on social media. But some 
are advocating for “business as usual.”

They don’t seem to fully understand 
how dangerous it is – not just for priests, 
but for the entire community – to push 
the limits of the social distancing that 
now is required of us.

A state of emergency that challenges 
our theology
The coronavirus emergency is forcing 
all of us to reconceptualise our religion. 
Not just intellectually, but also visually, 
emotionally and anthropologically in all 
of us.
This is a formidable test for our theolo-
gy: liturgy and sacramental life, ecclesi-
ology, and the relations between Church 
and State.

It is particularly challenging to our 
moral theology.

Epidemics and pandemics tend to 
awake brutal survival instincts in all of 
us. They can also provoke other reac-
tions and behaviours that contradict the 
message of the Gospel.

If the Church is to be a presence in all 
of this, it must be so in ways that are dif-
ferent from its normal default position – 
the celebration of Mass.

The current pandemic is testing the 
capability of the institutional Church – 
including the papacy and the Vatican – 

to be present, almost invisibly, without 
being able to rely on the apparatus of the 
visible Church.

Pope Francis’ pastoral response to 
anti-coronavirus measures
It’s also a difficult test for Pope Francis’ 
theology. The pontificate has to walk 
an extraordinarily fine line between the 
need to follow the government’s anti-
virus measures for the sake of the people 
and the need for the Church to be the 
Church.

Historians talk about the “institutional 
loneliness” of the papacy. That’s true in 
normal times. But a pope is even lone-
lier in times of crisis. Francis is being 
forced to interpret his job as a lone actor 
on the now almost totally empty stage of 
Rome, in an almost Becket-like perfor-
mance.

The 83-year-old Jesuit Pope looks 
more comfortable navigating the pub-
lic and political side of the issue (the 
relations with the state) with his appear-
ances, than in dealing theologically with 
the meaning of this emergency for an all-
ministerial church.

Judging from what he has said up to 
now in his homilies at daily Mass and 
his reflections at the Sunday Angelus, 
his emphasis has been more about what 
the priests can and must do, rather than 
on what every Christian called to holi-
ness is able to do.

His reference last Sunday to Don 
Abbondio, the cowardly priest in Ales-
sandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed, the 
famous novel staged in plague-stricken 
17th-century Milan, was a nice literary 
touch. But it reflected a rather priest-
centred Church.

Like fish out of water
There is so much of Christian spirituality 
that can be rediscovered at this extraor-
dinary time, without going back to a the-
ology of the priesthood that is no longer 
sound and even less safe in the time of a 
pandemic.

I was listening on Saturday, via Inter-
net, to the sound of the bells warming 
the air of Rome’s totally empty streets. It 
was like the beginning of Grand Silence 
for a community where all differences 
are now relativised.

It reminded me of a monastery and the 
saying of one Abba Antony, one of the 
Desert Fathers: “Just as fish die if they 
stay too long out of water, so the monks 
who loiter outside their cells.”

Many of us are going to have to live 
inside for quite some time, and it’s not 
clear for how long.

Catholics need the sacraments, but our 
body is already the temple of the Holy 
Spirit. In Christian life there is a sacra-
mentality that does not depend on the 
sacraments per se.

Liturgy of the Hours and lectio divina
Watching Mass online is really no sub-
stitute for physically participating in the 
celebration of the Eucharist. And dur-
ing this time of pandemic we should be 
focusing less on live-streamed Masses, 
“spiritual communion” and private de-
votions.

The hierarchy (Pope Francis included) 
should be encouraging Catholics to ex-

plore the Liturgy of the Hours, lectio div-
ina and family celebrations of the Word.

There is enormous potential in this. 
It’s not just a matter, in some countries 
especially, of offering a viable alterna-
tive to the hyper-clerical fare that some 
Catholic media like EWTN dishes up. 
It’s also about providing real spiritual 
nourishment in ways that are theologi-
cally richer and technologically just as 
simple.

Catholics in many countries will 
find themselves in this lockdown situ-
ation for the next several weeks, if not 
months. In this time of emergency our 
Church – that includes all of us, not just 
the hierarchy – is showing how difficult 
it is to truly actuate the vision of spiritual 
renewal that was launched by the Sec-
ond Vatican Council (1962-65) and has 
been so energetically re-proposed in this 
pontificate.

For instance, the post-Vatican II li-
turgical reform was not just the “new 
Mass” – the turning around of the altar, 
use the vernacular and active participa-
tion of the faithful. It was also a way of 
understanding liturgy in the context of a 
non-hierarchical ecclesiology and of a 
theology of Revelation that ushered in a 
new approach to Sacred Scripture.

This is a moment to experience soli-
darity with others, especially with the 
most fragile, as we fulfil our Christian 
and civic duties.

Apart from some intellectuals and 
clerics, most Catholics do not seem par-
ticularly troubled by this extraordinary 
and temporary emergency measure of 
suspending communal liturgical celebra-
tions. But the Pope and the bishops must 
tell those who are that they should not 
be.

Public liturgies halted, our liturgical 
spirit continues
Catholics will continue to believe. We 
will continue to keep our faith commu-
nity united through social network, of-
fering support to each other as we antici-
pate the day we can resume our normal 
liturgical life.

In many countries the Church has al-
ready suspended Mass and other litur-
gies with the participation of the people. 
This will happen in other countries, too.

But our liturgical spirit has not been 
halted. There is something liturgical in 
the spontaneous but coordinated sing-
ing from Italian balconies (as bad as that 
singing may be at times!).

We support each other in a thousand 
ways, in the one human family, in our 
common humanity and in faith. Cer-
tainly this difficult period of dealing 
with COVID-19, however long it lasts, 
will have consequences for faith and the 
Church.

But this is a time to trust the sensus 
fidei of the people and find ways that are 
both creative, but also very traditional 
(the liturgy of the hours, lectio divina, 
family celebrations of the Word) to sus-
tain us as we cross this desert.

Otherwise, all the recent talk about the 
urgent need to end clericalism will be re-
vealed to have been just another mask – 
one we certainly don’t need at this time. 
By Massimo Faggioli, LCI (https:// 
international.la-croix.com/

Mass myopia and 
coronavirus
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When the Catholic Church opted 
to go virtual for its Holy Week 

services this past year, I had misgiv-
ings about the relative scale of values 
this implied. 

Jesus teaches us to prioritise spir-
itual health over temporal concerns: 
“Do not be afraid of those who kill 
the body but cannot kill the soul” 
(Mt 10:28). 

As a Jesuit, moreover, I am haunt-
ed by the stories of forebears who put 
themselves in harm’s way to minis-
ter to the faithful. “What are the sons 
of Loyola for?” Blessed Miguel Pro 
asked in a letter written shortly be-
fore his martyrdom, “if they flee at 
the first flare?” 

Does the cancellation of the sacra-
ments and ministries because of the 
coronavirus reflect a loss of faith or 
at least of nerve?

With this rather unsettling ques-
tion in mind, I began to study the his-
torical record, especially the pastoral 
response of Jesuits in Italy to the so-
called Plague of St Charles in Milan 
(1576-78). What I found surprised 
me. Even then, the Jesuits restricted 
sacramental offerings to preserve 
temporal life, though not life for its 
own sake. 

By strategically tempering their 
boldness, they found themselves 
feuding with none other than St 
Charles Borromeo. 

The “case study” may provide a 
more forgiving standard by which 
to assess the contemporary Church’s 
pastoral response.

Before describing in detail the 
Jesuit pastoral strategy and its logic, 
however, it is helpful to note a few 
key similarities and differences be-
tween la peste di San Carlo and our 
novel coronavirus pandemic. 

It is sometimes assumed that early 
moderns had no notion of interper-
sonal contagion and thus of the dan-
ger plague ministers posed not only 

to themselves but to others. This is 
false. 

By the 16th century, the Milanese 
board of health subscribed to conta-
gion theory, taking this as the justi-
fication for confining the sick to an 
isolated hospital (a lazaretto) outside 
Milan’s city walls. The pestilence of 
Milan proved far more virulent than 
COVID-19. Most estimate that over 
18 months it claimed about 17,000 
Milanese, roughly 15 per cent of the 
city’s population. 

The proportional death toll in the 
United States would be nearly 50 
million. In short, the Milanese Jesu-
its faced a health crisis that, though 
analogous to our own, belonged to a 
different order of magnitude.

How did the Jesuits in Milan re-
spond to a pestilence assumed to be 
highly contagious? 

According to A. Lynn Martin’s 
book Plague? Jesuit Accounts of 
Epidemic Disease in the 16th Cen-
tury, they adopted what was more or 
less the “official” Jesuit policy for 
plague-time ministry. 

With the blessing of the Jesuit su-
perior general, Everard Mercurian, 
they isolated the majority of Jesuits 
while dedicating a few to vital spir-
itual ministries for plague victims, 

especially confession. 
At that time Milan had Jesuit com-

munities attached to both the Col-
legio di Brera and the parish of San 
Fedele. They sequestered the teach-
ers and scholars of the college, by far 
the larger group, but left a handful of 
volunteers at the Casa di San Fedele 
to care for plague victims. 

Two of the Jesuit volunteers fell to 
the pestilence almost immediately, 
and others then volunteered to take 
their place. Though the Jesuits did 
not shy from heroism, they chan-
nelled their heroic impulses so as to 
reap the greatest spiritual dividends 
from their investment of life.

This measured response, however, 
did not please all. St Charles Borro-
meo, then the cardinal archbishop of 
Milan, reproached the Society bit-
terly when he learned that the Jesuits 
of San Fedele were not giving Com-
munion to the sick but only hearing 
their confessions. 

One of the Jesuits at the college, 
Bernardino Viottino, revealed in a 
letter written to Fr Mercurian that 
he tried in vain to placate the arch-
bishop with theological authorities. 
Having adduced weighty opinions 
against the existence of a strict ob-
ligation to dispense Communion to 

plague victims, Viottino concluded, 
“Monsignor, we teach the doctrine 
that we have from the Holy Doctors 
and nothing else.” 

Cardinal Borromeo is said to have 
retorted, “You are not a bishop, and 
to say that we should do that is none 
of your business; I do not like this 
doctrine and I do not want it.” 

He doubtlessly preferred the ap-
proach of the Capuchins, who sent 
their friars en masse to minister in 
the lazaretto, losing 10 all told. The 
Society of Jesus clearly used differ-
ent criteria to determine the scope of 
its response.

What principles guided their de-
liberation? The two most significant 
were indifference, in the Jesuit sense, 
and the more universal good. 

Jesuit indifference finds classic 
expression in the “First Principle and 
Foundation,” the introductory con-
sideration in the Spiritual Exercise 
of St Ignatius. 

After noting that the purpose of 
human persons is to “praise, rever-
ence, and serve God our Lord, and 
by this means to save their souls,” 
the First Principle and Foundation 
draws a rather bracing conclusion: 
“To do this, I must make myself 
indifferent to all created things, in 
regard to everything which is left to 
my freedom of will and is not forbid-
den. Consequently, on my own part, 
I ought not to seek health more than 
sickness....”. 

This indifference to health implies, 
of course, that a good Jesuit will risk 
his health when the salvation of 
souls calls for it. But indifference to 
sickness, also implied, means that a 
good Jesuit will not insist on reckless 
self-immolation, either. 

The option to be chosen should 
depend solely on its conduciveness 
to the end in view: divine service.

According to the Jesuit Constitu-
tions, however, this greater divine 

service is practically synonymous 
with the “more universal good”: 
“The more universal the good is, the 
more it is divine.” This second prin-
ciple dictates that Jesuit superiors, 
looking to the “universal” Church 
rather than to a single region, should 
prioritise missions that meet more 
urgent spiritual needs or have a more 
far-reaching spiritual influence.

Given this standard for the choice 
of missions, one easily sees why the 
Jesuits arrived at a prudential judg-
ment different from that of Cardinal 
Borromeo, whose pastoral horizon 
remained his single, plague-ridden 
diocese. As members of an interna-
tional religious order, by contrast, 
the Jesuits’ horizon included a far-
flung but chronically understaffed 
educational enterprise. In 1575, the 
Jesuits had 3,905 members and 210 
schools, many of them in religious 
battleground regions like Germany. 
In light of this situation, they contin-
ued to favour the policy Juan de Po-
lanco proposed to St Peter Canisius 
in 1562:

“The shortage of members that 
we have in Germany obliges us to 
conserve them as best we can for 
the divine service and the common 
good. Although we ought to prefer 
the good of another’s soul to our 
own life, we should not expose the 
life of an effective servant for the 
consolation of one person, because if 
the servant lives he could help many 
souls.”

Having different responsibilities 
than Cardinal Borromeo and differ-
ent customary ministries than the 
Capuchins, Jesuit superiors judged 
that the “more universal good” 
would ordinarily be served by moth-
balling their teaching corps. — By 
Aaron Pidel SJ, America
* Aaron Pidel, SJ, is an assistant 
professor of theology at Marquette 
University.

A guide to pandemic ministry

There was a recurring theme dur-
ing a Dec 7-11 young adult min-

istry conference: Zoom encounters 
were adequate in the early months of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, but they 
quickly became a poor substitute for 
in-person ministry and worship.

Everyone’s eager for human inter-
actions, and the vaccine can’t arrive 
soon enough.

This sentiment was, not surpris-
ingly, expressed on Zoom.

Brian Rhude, the project coordina-
tor for the Catholic Apostolate Cen-
tre in Washington, used to schedule 
a weekly Divine Mercy chaplet with 
friends that way “before everyone got 
tired of Zoom.” He doesn’t think that 
would work now.

“Simply listen to form relation-
ships with young adults,” he advised. 
“They’re individuals that come with 
stories and experiences. They’re be-
loved sons and daughters of God.”

Cynthia De Leon, a volunteer youth 
minister from San Antonio, said the 
pandemic isolation gave her “the ap-
preciation of being in a group” and to 
“just enjoy the little moments, to never 
take these for granted again.”

They were among the participants 
in the National Leadership Forum on 
Ministry with Young Adults, hosted 
by the US Conference of Catholic 
Bishops’ Secretariat of Laity, Mar-
riage, Family Life and Youth and 
organized by our National Advisory 
Team on Young Adult Ministry.

According to Paul Jarzembowski, 
the secretariat’s assistant director of 
youth and for the US bishops, the 
forum was originally planned as a 
two-day leadership gathering in New 
Orleans in early December.

But the advisory team, he said, “re-
developed the programme into an all-
online formation experience for min-
istry leaders in the Church who are 
seeking ways to better engage and ac-
company young adults” ages 18 to 39.

Participant Kara Dixon, a TV jour-
nalist from Portsmouth, Virginia, said 
she’s had “stronger relationships this 
year due to COVID. One of the things 
I’ve learned this year is just being 
present, and just being along for the 
journey.”

“Psychologists will tell you that you 
form your identity as a child of God 
in relationships,” said Tracey Lamont, 

an assistant professor of religious edu-
cation at Loyola University in New 
Orleans.

De Leon said that hit home for her 
when she found herself afraid when 
she simply bumped into a cashier at 
her supermarket. “You yearn for that, 
that physical touch, so I think that was 
just the biggest hit.”

Sarah Jarzembowski, the coordina-
tor for campus and young adult minis-
tries for the Archdiocese of Baltimore, 
said conversations to remind young 
adults that they have a calling have to 
start early on and regularly.

“Young people have to take the 
Church out of the catacombs after 
the pandemic,” said Schonstatt Fr Al-
exandre Awi Mello, secretary of the 
Vatican Dicastery for Laity, Family 
and Life, one of the keynote speakers.

“From this crisis, we can get better 
or worse. Right now, what we need, 
Pope Francis says, is the opportunity 
to change or innovate,” he said.

Unemployment has limited the 
availability of young people for min-
istry, Fr Mello observed. “We wonder 
what to do to minister to them ... to 
give them an encounter with Christ 

and their Church.”
They ask, he said, “for a dedicated 

accompaniment” by older adults, and 
“if we had to choose one stop to re-
inforce — I would suggest we put all 
our strength into accompaniment.”

He pointed to surveys that “say very 
clearly that young people live this 
exclusion. They all feel completely 
alone most of the time. About 40 per 
cent have no one to talk to and feel left 
out.”

“The Church should not hesitate to 
give them space to be protagonists. To 
give them space so they can act.”

Referencing mission synodal-
ity, Pope Francis’ theme for the next 
World Synod of Bishops in 2022, Fa-

ther Mello predicted “a better world 
— something that’s going to surge af-
ter the pandemic. ... As we know, the 
spirit of the Lord surprises us every 
time.”

Doug Tooke, vice president of min-
istry advancement for ODB Films, 
based in St Charles, Illinois, mentioned 
“a lot of distrust” by young people, in 
part because of church scandals, and 
in part because of flawed messaging.

He recommended, “Focus on that 
language of humility and language of 
reconciliation. Our language and our 
tone for all of our ministry endeavours 
can’t be grandiose. It has to be sim-
ple.” –– By Kurt Jensen, ucanews.
com

Pandemic seen as chance for Church ‘to innovate’ 
ways to engage young adults

St. Charles Borromeo visiting the Plague Victims in Milan.

National Leadership forum on Ministry with Young Adults from Dec 7-11, 2020.



Whatever doesn’t kill you 
makes you stronger. That’s 
a pious axiom that doesn’t 

always hold up. Sometimes the 
bad time comes and we don’t learn 
anything. Hopefully this present 
bad time, COVID-19, will teach us 
something and make us stronger. 
My hope is that COVID-19 will 
teach us something that previous 
generations didn’t need to be taught 
but already knew through their lived 
experience; namely, that we’re not 
invulnerable, that we aren’t exempt 
from the threat of sickness, debilita-
tion, and death. In short, all that our 
contemporary world can offer us in 
terms of technology, medicine, nu-
trition, and insurance of every kind, 
doesn’t exempt us from fragility 
and vulnerability. COVID-19 has 
taught us that. Just like everyone 
else who has ever walked this earth, 
we’re vulnerable.

I’m old enough to have known 
a previous generation when most 
people lived with a lot of fear, not 
all of it healthy, but all of it real. 
Life was fragile. Giving birth to a 
child could mean your death. A flu 
or virus could kill you and you had 
little defence against it. You could 
die young from heart disease, can-

cer, diabetes, bad sanitation, and 
dozens of other things. And nature 
itself could pose a threat. Storms, 
hurricanes, tornadoes, drought, pes-
tilence, lightning, these were all to 
be feared because we were mostly 
helpless against them. People lived 
with a sense that life and health 
were fragile, not to be taken for 
granted.

But then along came vaccina-
tions, penicillin, better hospitals, 
better medicines, safer childbirth, 
better nutrition, better housing, bet-
ter sanitation, better roads, better 
cars, and better insurance against 
everything from loss of work, to 
drought, to storms, to pestilence, 
to disasters of any kind. And along 
with that came an ever-increasing 
sense that we’re safe, protected, se-
cure, different than previous genera-
tions, able to take care of ourselves, 
no longer as vulnerable as were the 
generations before us.

And to a large extent that’s true, at 
least in terms of our physical health 
and safety. In many ways, we’re far 
less vulnerable than previous gen-
erations. But, as COVID-19 has 
made evident, this is not a fully safe 
harbour. Despite much denial and 
protest, we’ve had to accept that 

we now live as did everyone before 
us, that is, as unable to guarantee 
our own health and safety. For all 
the dreadful things COVID-19 has 
done to us, it has helped dispel an 
illusion, the illusion of our own in-
vulnerability. We’re fragile, vulner-
able, mortal.

At first glance, this seems like a 
bad thing; it’s not. Disillusionment 
is the dispelling of an illusion and 
we have for too long (and too glib-
ly) been living an illusion, that is, 
living under a pall of false enchant-
ment which has us believing that the 
threats of old no longer have power 
to touch us. And how wrong we are! 

As of the time of this writing there 
are 70.1 million COVID-19 cases 
reported worldwide and there have 
been more than 1.6 million reported 
deaths from this virus. Moreover 
the highest rates of infection and 
death have been in those countries 
we would think most invulner-
able, countries that have the best 
hospitals and highest standards of 
medicine to protect us. That should 
be a wake-up call. For all the good 
things our modern and post-modern 
world can give us, in the end it can’t 
protect us from everything, even as 
it gives us the sense that it can.

COVID-19 has been a game-
changer; it has dispelled an illusion, 
that of our own invulnerability. 
What’s to be learned? In short, that 
our generation must take its place 
with all other generations, recognis-
ing that we cannot take life, health, 
family, work, community, travel, 
recreation, freedom to gather, and 
freedom to go to church, for grant-
ed. COVID-19 has taught us that 
we’re not the Lord of life and that 
fragility is still the lot of everyone, 
even in a modern and post-modern 
world.

Classical Christian theology and 
philosophy have always taught 

that as humans we are not self-
sufficient. Only God is. Only God 
is “Self-sufficient Being” (Ipsum 
Esse Subsistens, in classical phi-
losophy). The rest of us are con-
tingent, dependent, interdependent 
… and mortal enough to fear the 
next appointment with our doctor. 
Former generations, because they 
lacked our medical knowledge, our 
doctors, our hospitals, our standards 
of hygiene, our medicines, our vac-
cines, and our antibiotics, existen-
tially felt their contingency. They 
knew they weren’t self-sufficient 
and that life and health could not be 
taken for granted. I don’t envy them 
some of the false fear that came 
with that, but I do envy them not 
living under a pall of false security. 
Our contemporary world, for all the 
good things it gives us, has lulled 
us asleep in terms of our fragility, 
vulnerability, and mortality. COV-
ID-19 is a wake-up call, not just to 
the fact that we’re vulnerable, but 
especially to the fact that we may 
not take for granted the precious 
gifts of health, family, work, com-
munity, travel, recreation, freedom 
to gather, and (yes) even of going 
to church. — By Fr Ron Rolheiser, 
all rights reserved  

 Fr Ron Rolheiser

The illusion of  invulnerability
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SEOUL: Seoul Archdiocese has se-
lected a group for a special award for 
its outstanding activities and contri-
butions in preventing suicides and 
raising awareness of love for life.

Its Committee for Life is to confer 
its 15th Mystery of Life Award on 
Myeongrangchon, also called Myeo-
ngrang Village, a group of residents 
in the Mapogu district of Seoul who 
identify themselves as “a village of 
people who love life.”

Since its founding in October 
2012, the group has been running 
“Life Safety Net” programmes and 
activities that convey the hope of life 
by caring for residents and neigh-
bours.

Among a host of activities are 
training for activists, free hugs, love 
life advice, family visit programmes, 
suicide prevention and life-loving 
campaigns through public-private 
partnerships and networking.

The Mystery of Life Award in-
cludes a certificate and cash prize 

worth 30 million won (US$26,000).
In Myeongrangchon, people wide-

ly use five hand greetings whenever 
they meet anyone anywhere. They 
include connecting each other with 
the little finger to say “I promise” 
and making a heart-shaped sign with 
hands to pronounce “I love you.” 
They also shake hands and do high-
fives to uplift each other’s spirits.

A series of suicides in Mapo-
gu district in the summer of 2012 
prompted residents to establish a 
platform to tackle the growing self-
harm tendency among people in the 
area.

A survey that year found 60 per 
cent of people belonged to high-risk 
groups who had suicidal thoughts or 
had actually made plans to commit 
suicide.

The group started activities from 
Seongsan Social Welfare Centre in 
October 2012 with a life-loving pur-
pose to train volunteers and activists 
to participate in suicide prevention 

and help residents to cope with suf-
ferings caused by successive sui-
cides.

On the ninth day of every month, 
the volunteers hold a regular meeting 
to discuss progress and plans.

Each autumn, the group organises 
a festival for residents that includes 
walking a life-loving path around the 
village with love-for life banners and 
scarfs.

“After the training, I was con-
vinced that suicide can be prevent-
ed,” said Park Mija, a volunteer and 
head of the group. “I felt a great re-
ward when a resident who was suf-
fering from depression told me: I 
don't take medicine anymore.”

Besides training 540 volunteers, 
the group has been closely work-
ing with national suicide prevention 
groups including the Korea Sui-
cide Prevention Centre, the Central 
Suicide Prevention Centre, the Tel-
ephone of Life General Social Wel-
fare Centre, and the Mental Health 

Welfare Centre.
Suicide is a serious problem in 

South Korea, which has one of 
world’s highest suicide rates. The 
scourge has been fuelled by stress 
and depression due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, government data shows.

As of Dec 16, South Korea had re-
corded 612 deaths from COVID-19. 

Roughly twice that number of peo-
ple committed suicide each month 
between January and September.

The suicide rate is particularly 
high among young South Korean 
women in their late teens and 20s, 
with some 1,924 deaths from this age 
group in the first six months of 2020. 
— ucanews.com

South Korean Church to honour anti-suicide group 

JAKARTA: More than 1,100 di-
vorces have been recorded each day 
across Indonesia in the last three 
years, triggered by domestic vio-
lence and financial problems, a fam-
ily care association reported. 

The situation is being exacerbated 
by the prolonged crisis caused by 
COVID-19, it said. 

According to the Indonesian 
Family Activist Association (GiGa 
Indonesia), a group that offers 
family counselling, the number of 
divorces increased significantly be-
tween 2017 and 2020. 

“The number of divorce increases 
every year. Before, there were about 
800 each day, but from 2017 to 2020 
it increased to 1,170 every day, or 50 

every hour,” GiGa Indonesia chair-
woman Euis Sunarti told reporters 
on Dec 15.

Before 2017 an average of 
288,000 divorces were recorded 
every year, but the figure jumped to 
around 421,200 annually over the 
past three years, the association said.

About 80 per cent of cases were 
filed by wives who suffered domes-
tic violence at the hands of their hus-
bands, said Sunarti. 

“The situation this year has been 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic,” she said, adding that more 
families are facing a degraded qual-
ity of life. “So, family resilience be-
comes an important force in facing 
the challenges,” she said.

Amany Lubis from the Indone-
sian Ulama Council (MUI) said 
the trend was worrying, adding that 

most divorces involved couples 
married for less than five years who 
were experiencing financial difficul-
ties.

Muharam Marzuki, a senior offi-
cial at the Religious Affairs Minis-
try, called on families to strengthen 
ties and maintain harmony, espe-
cially through the hardship being 
caused by the pandemic.

“It has affected so many families, 
worsening their economic situation, 
which threatens marriages,” he said.

Yuli Nugrahani, from the Indone-
sian Bishops’ Women and Gender 
Secretariat, said the impact of di-
vorce on children also needs to be 
addressed. 

“Couples should face their prob-

lems together and not blame each 
other. They must overcome together 
and look for solutions together,” she 
said.

She said divorce not only impacts 
the wife and husband but also the 
children and the entire value of fam-
ily life.

“Families and relatives must sup-
port couples and care for them when 
they have problems,” said Nugraha-
ni, who also heads Tanjungkarang 
Diocese’s Justice and Peace Com-
mission in Sumatra.

She also called on religious and 
social leaders to educate and help 
couples in their struggle to build 
a family. — By Konradus Epa, 
ucanews.com

Indonesia records sharp rise in divorce rate

Euis Sunarti, chairwoman of 
the Indonesian Family Activist 
Association (Photo courtesy of 
Institute Pertanian Bogor/ibp.ac.id) 

Two volunteers of South Korean group Myeongrangchon greet each other. 
(UCA News photo/Catholic Times)



Durga is the most dexterous 
and most powerful goddess 
among the Hindu pantheon 

of goddesses. Every year, tens of 
millions of people worship her in a 
10-day-long puja called Durga Puja. 
She is depicted in paintings and pic-
tures as the goddess with eight or ten 
hands.

In each of her hands, she holds a 
weapon, believed to have been given 
to her to fight one of the most power-
ful “demons” in Hindu mythology. In 
short, her power stems from her multi-
ple hands. The more the hands and the 
more weapons you wield, the more 
powerful you are! 

Now imagine a scenario where 

Durga is without her arms! Would she 
have been able to slay Mahishasura? 
Let’s not speculate. Let’s, instead, turn 
to Jilumol Mariet Thomas, born with-
out hands in a hospital at Thodupuzha 
in Idukki district in Kerala.

The gynaecologist into whose 
hands she was born was shocked to 
notice that the baby’s hands were 
missing. The nurses who attended to 
her, too, were in a deep shock. It is 
unimaginable how shocked her par-
ents — NV Thomas and Annakutty 
— were when the baby was handed 
over to them. 

Recently, I saw the picture of a 
beaming billionaire Mukesh Ambani 
holding his newly-born grandchild, 

wrapped in a towel. Such scenes are 
replicated by the thousands at the hos-
pitals all over the world. No, Thomas 
and Annakutty were not in a similar 
state of mind when they unwrapped 
the baby and saw that she was sans 
hands.

The gynaecologist made an offer to 
Thomas that she was ready to adopt 
her, if only the couple were willing 
to give the baby to her. “No chance” 
was how Thomas bravely and bluntly 
reacted to the proposal.

Everybody who saw the baby or 
heard about her pitied the parents, 
for they mistakenly thought that she 
would grow up into a useless person, a 
drain on their limited resources. They 

gave the child the kind of warmth and 
care only her own parents could give. 
Alas, when she reached age four, a 
catastrophic incident happened. 

She lost her mother Annakutty to 
the “Emperor of all Maladies”, as can-
cer was described by its Pulitzer-win-
ning biographer. As is my wont, I try 
to find out the meaning of a new name 
I hear. Google Guru failed to help me 

in the case of Jilumol.
Of course, I could find out what 

each letter in her name stood for.  J is 
for jewel, the sparkle in your eye. I is 
for ideals, no higher! L is for little, the 
little things you do, U is for unite, you 
bring people together. M is for mirth, 
your laughter. O is for original, one of 
a kind! and L is for loyalty, that you 
show.

Rejections never disheartened her
I had a long conversation with Ji-

lumol on the phone and she came 
across as a person who is worthy of 
the descriptions mentioned in the 
previous paragraph. A turning point 
in her life happened when her grand-
mother scattered a pile of books with 
her foot.

Anyone who would have seen the 
lady doing it would have been scan-
dalised, for in our culture, it is sinful 
to touch a book with one’s foot. In 
fact, I grew up making the sign of the 
cross as a sign of atonement every 
time I accidentally stepped on a book 
or a magazine or a printed or written 
sheet.

The grandmother knew that such 
cultural rules were for the ordinary, 
not for an extraordinary person like 
Jilumol. That day, the grandma taught 
her a lesson, in fact, the greatest les-
son she ever learnt in her life. She 
should learn to use her legs in place of 
her missing hands.

It was to teach her this lesson that 
she scattered the books that day. Jilu-
mol was given a task. She should pick 
up each book with her foot and toes 
and nicely pile them up. 

Initially it was difficult to hold a 
book between the big toe, known as 
the hallux, and the second toe known 
as the long toe. It was indeed a diffi-
cult task but she managed to stack the 
books as nicely as anyone with hands 
would have done. 

For once, she learnt that her legs 
were not just for walking but also to 
do sundry jobs like holding a 
book or a mobile phone or 
combing her hair.

Jilumol was in-
deed coming of 
age. The sud-
den death of her 
mother and the 
economic condi-
tion of the family 
forced Thomas to 
send her to Mercy 
Home run by the Cath-
olic nuns. It was a bless-
ing in disguise for her, as she was no 
longer alone and brooding over her 
circumstances. 

She had new friends, some of them 
with varying degrees of disability. 
Each had her own challenges. The sis-
ters were there to instil confidence in 

them to do all their routine jobs them-
selves. She was especially thankful 
to one particular person, Sr Mariella, 
who trained her to do what was con-
sidered humanely impossible.

She learnt to her great delight that 
the books she was taught to pick up 
with her foot contained knowledge 
that would, sooner than later, trans-

form her life. She proved to be a 
good student, who learnt 

as quickly as she was 
taught. She learnt 

how to hold a pen-
cil between her 
toes and write on 
a sheet of paper.

Her handwrit-
ing was out of the 

ordinary. That is 
when she was taught 

how to hold the pencil 
between her toes and draw 

and paint. She began winning prizes 
and her drawings began to be consid-
ered worthy of possession. She might 
not have become a Van Gogh or a 
Shobha Singh or an Amrita Shergill 
but she has certainly become Jilumol, 
the artist!

As mentioned, she was good at 
studies. When she secured 88 per cent 
marks in the Secondary School Leav-
ing Certificate (SSLC) examination, 
it did not surprise her teachers for they 
knew that she was destined for greater 
achievements. They also remembered 
how quickly she had learnt the basics 
of computer and how she even man-
aged the class in the absence of the 
teacher.

Her fellow students felt more com-
fortable clearing their doubts about 
computing with Jilumol than with the 
teacher. As could be imagined, she 
took to computing as a duck would to 
water. The little mouse she controlled 
with her toes opened to her the won-
drous world of art and graphics and 
she never looked back.

After she did her +2 course, she 
opted to do a bachelor course in ani-
mation. I realised how difficult ani-
mation is when I visited the studios 
of the cartoon serial The Simpsons in 
Hollywood, Los Angeles, USA. 

They had over 100 cartoonists 
drawing cartoons to produce the seri-
al. Once photographed and shown in 
a series at a particular speed, the pic-

tures appear as moving images on the 
screen. Computer animation means 
the manipulation of electronic images 
by means of a computer in order to 
create moving images. 

Jilumol did the course admirably 
well. Education alone will not fetch 
an income. For that you have to get a 
job or do a business. That is when she 
realised how a disabled person like 
her had to face innumerable difficul-
ties in getting a job. “While applying 
for a job, I would never hide the fact 
about my disability. When I attend in-
terviews, I realise that they interview 
me in a different way.

“Instead of finding out whether I 
could do the job or not, they would 
reject me on such specious grounds 
as I did not have adequate experience. 
When they find that I have experi-
ence, they will say that they need a 
fresher, not an experienced one like 
me”.

Rejections never disheartened, let 
alone disillusioned her. It is not that 
she did not get a job. She worked at 
a few places where she received sup-
port and encouragement from her col-
leagues. 

Today, Jilumol is known more 
for her ability to drive a car than 

for her knowledge to manipulate the 
movement of a stationary object on 
the computer screen.

In fact, I had seen a video in which 
she opens a Maruti car, sits in the 
driver’s seat, puts on the seat belt, 
switches on the engine, presses the 
accelerator and turns the steering 
wheel and drives the car like a con-
summate driver. For all this she uses 
just her legs!

Anyone who had seen her driving 
would have been pleasantly shocked. 
She could not have been taught driv-
ing by any driver for there is no driv-
ing school where the instructor uses 
his legs to teach driving. So, she had 
to learn it herself like she learnt how 
to brush her teeth, wear clothes, put 
on socks and make her bed using her 
legs.

Try brushing your teeth without 
using your hands to realise how dif-
ficult such routine things as eating 
food and drinking water are without 
hands. Even for learning driving, a 

licence is required. Fortunately, rules 
do not say how the learning can be 
done.

A Learner’s licence is not very dif-
ficult to get but in her case it was an 
uphill task. Driving became a passion 
for her. May be because she did not 
have hands, she saw driving with 
great admiration. While going to 
school, she had the privilege of sit-
ting in the front seat of the van.

Her eyes were always on the driv-
er, how he changed the gear, turned 
the steering wheel, accelerated and 

decelerated the vehicle. When she 
applied for a learner’s licence, she 
was asked to show one precedent in 
India where an armless person was 
given such a licence.

She found out that a person at 
Indore in Madhya Pradesh had ob-
tained a driving licence but he was 
not willing to help her. It is not that 
people were not willing to help her. 

A lawyer, Shinie Varghese, came 
forward to help her the legal way. 
She was finally asked by the Trans-
port Department to show her abil-

ity to learn driving in an altered car. 
She did not have the kind of money 
needed to buy a car and alter it to her 
specifications. The local Lions Club 
came forward to gift her a car.

A Maruti automatic Celeron car 
was made available to her. The accel-
erator and brake pedals were raised to 
enable her to access them. She could 
drive them comfortably but a licence 
remained a distant dream.

The transport authorities were not 
willing to accept the altered car. They 
said the alteration was not acceptable. 
In fact, they refused registration to 
the car as it was altered. Finally, the 
car was registered as an ordinary car. 
While the Central government has 
been favourable to her, it is the state 
government which has been resisting 
her plea. 

In effect, water has been poured 
over her dream of driving a car on 
the roads in Kerala. True, she has a 
car and she can use it by employ-
ing a driver. However, she does not 
have the wherewithal to do so. Her 
ambition remains grounded like the 

Maruti Celeron she owns.
Jilumol stays at the YWCA hostel 

at Ernakulam. She lost her job when 
the lockdown was imposed follow-
ing the outbreak of the Corona pan-
demic. She manages to earn some 
money by giving inspirational talks. 
Who else can inspire a person better 
than her?

Laced with her own personal expe-
riences, such talks are well-received 
but they are not sufficient to make a 
living. When the Kerala Government 
cannot give her a driving licence, 
why can’t it give her a job which will 
fetch her money, sufficient enough to 
employ a driver also?

In any case, Jilumol has proved 
that neither success is final, nor fail-
ure fatal. It is the courage to continue 
that counts.  She never cried because 
she knew she did not have hands to 
wipe her tears. Once she gets a driv-
ing licence, she will create a record of 
her own which few will ever be able 
to replicate, let alone improve upon. 
— By A. J. Philip, Indian Currents
l Used with Permission
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Jilumol Mariet Thomas: 
Turning legs into hands

The books she was 
taught to pick up with 

her foot contained 
knowledge that would, 

sooner than later, 
transform her life.

Known more for her ability to drive a car



HERALD December 20, 202014

Gitanjali Rao : A 
Genius or Super child?
Gitanjali Rao’s profile 

and achievements defy 
conventional wisdom on 

human growth. At 15, this Indo-
American girl hailing from Col-
orado is a scientist, an innovator 
and a motivational speaker, who 
wants to change the world and 
alleviate the human sufferings 
through science and technology.

In her Twitter profile she calls 
herself a “Student, fencer (cyber 
game player), author, speaker, 
community volunteer, science 
enthusiast, STEM promoter and 
board member.” 

The latest feather in her cap 
is her appearing on the cover 
of the Time magazine for being 
selected, among 5,000 contest-

ants, the kid of the year.  
At 12, she delivered her first 

Ted Talk, something that is usu-
ally reserved for persons with 
fame and experience. So far, she 
has delivered three Ted talks 
and several talks to parents and 
educators to motivate them to 
help children become innova-
tors. Gitanjali Rao on the cover of TIME magazine.

Is Gitanjali a superhuman or just a precocious child?
In her interview with Hollywood 

actress Angelina Jolie, Gitanjali 
revealed the secret behind her ex-
traordinary achievements: curiosi-
ty, concern for fellow humans and 
a propensity to pick a problem for 
solving. “There wasn’t any Aww 
moment!” she told Jolie on being 
asked about when she found her 
inclination to become a scientist. 
A blend of charm and confidence 
during the interview stole every-
one’s heart.  She told Jolie, she as-
pires to study genetics and epide-
miology in famed Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) and 
at the same time she is preparing 
to become a trained pilot.

 In September, Gitanjali’s book, 
A young innovators guide to 
STEM: 5 Steps to problem-solving 
for students, educators and par-
ents was released. The idea behind 
the book that is for sale on Ama-
zon website is to make everyone 
a problem solver. Her generosity 
to spread scientific culture is too 
praiseworthy as she treats science 
as a means of solving the problem 
and not something done in the iso-
lation of a lab full of chemicals 
and devices.

Gitanjali was awarded as 
America’s top young scientist of 
2017 by Discovery Channel in a 
competition. While receiving the 
award, she, with the simplicity 
and purity of a young girl of her 
age, said many of her innovations 
had been inspired by just watch-
ing news!

She was ten-year old when she 
watched the coverage of Flint wa-

ter crisis on television. The water 
of the Flint River had been con-
taminated and the same was being 
supplied to the local communi-
ties. She also remembered falling 
sick after drinking water from her 
grandmother’s house in India way 
back when she was just a four-
year old.  

Based on these experiences, Gi-
tanjali came up with her first ma-
jor invention — a sleek and inex-
pensive handheld device that she 
calls Tethys. Run on a nine-volt 
battery, the device uses carbon na-
notubes to detect the harmful ele-
ment in the water and conveys the 
information through Bluetooth. If 
lead is present in the water, it will 
get deposited on carbon. 

The simple idea that pure drink-
ing water is essential for life was 
the idea that motivated her to make 

Tethys. The invention fetched her 
25,000 USD. She is currently 
working with the Denver Water 
facility to convert it into a viable 
product available in the market.

Another of her inventions is 
‘Kindly,’ a Mobile Application 
(App) that can check online cyber 
bullying in the initial stages. With 
her trademark sweetness, she says 
Kindly works on bullies to per-
suade them to give up their efforts 
and is not punitive. 

As schools are shut online bul-
lying has increased by 70 per cent 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and Gitanjali didn’t want to ig-
nore this problem. She was also 
awarded for inventing Epione, 
a diagnostic tool for early detec-
tion of opium addiction requiring 
medication.

She simply used the informa-

tion obtained from the website of 
MIT that she reads regularly.  The 
list of her awards as a scientific 
mind and motivator is long and 
impressive.

Dealing with problems through 
science aren’t the only thing this 
extraordinary girl knows so well. 
Gifted with a generous heart and 
a large mind, she believes in cre-
ating a community of innovators 
who can motivate each other. 
When an Indian Television anchor 
asked her if any of the Indian in-
stitutions had contacted her for 
collaboration, she answered that 
many have but she prefers them 
contacting other young innovators 
too.

This amazingly spirited girl has 
mentored about 20,000 innovators 
all over the world. Her mantra for 
innovations, in the motivational 
workshops she shares, “observe, 
brainstorm, research, build, com-
municate.” She has collaborated 

with many international institu-
tions and organisations to hold 
such workshops.

Gitanjali is lucky to have been 
born in a country where enterprise 
is valued and schooling is able to 
shape young men and women to 
deal with life all by themselves. 
STEM – science technology, en-
gineering and maths – is an inte-
gral part of the school curriculum 
in the USA. 

 However, it’s a simple observa-
tion of life around and having a 
sense of concern for the environ-
ment and taking responsibility for 
solving basic problems. Her mind 
is not mapping abstract ideas but 
the real and mundane problems 
that all of us can see. Most of us 
choose not to do anything to solve 
them. Keeping her eyes and mind 
open, this 15-year old girl says her 
generation has inherited modern 
and conventional problems that 
require solutions.

After reading her story, every 
child would like to be like her. 

Well, is that possible? Ask Gitanjali 
and she has a formula for everyone 
to excel in problem-solving. She 
says she had never pushed herself 
to do things that didn’t interest her. 
She says children must learn to ob-
serve the environment and become 
curious about everything around; 
interest will come naturally pro-
vided one is raised with values of 

empathy for fellow humans and life 
forms.

The life of the young scientist 
isn’t dull and boring, as Gitanjali’s 
may seem to be to children who 
may not have the same zeal and ap-
proach. 

She loves biking and is a pianist. 
She learnt the piano to cheer up peo-
ple who are sick and lonely. — By 
Aasha Khosa, Indian Currents
l Used with Permission

Gitanjali Rao won $25,000 for taking the top position at the 2017 Discovery 
Education 3M Young Scientist Challenge. (Good Times India photo)

Gitanjali’s mantra to 
motivate young innovators is, 
‘if I can do it, so can you’

Gitanjali Rao, invented a quick and cheap lead contamination detector for 
water. (Good Times India photo)
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Dear children,

Christmas is almost here! 
Isn't is exciting? Even though we are 

facing a difficult time due to the pandemic,  
nothing can stop the power of Christmas! 
We might not gather around with friends 
or visit them but no absence of parties, 

events, or even family gatherings can ever 
put an end to what He did for us 

2,000 years ago in Bethlehem. 
Children, perhaps you’ve been hearing 

that many people complain about all the 
difficulties that 2020 has held.  

For this last week of Advent,                                      
let us read and find meaning in                          
the true story of Christmas.   
Let us remember that we have 

Him, who completely poured Himself 
out to become one of us, who came                                 
to save us all, in all our weaknesses. 

Children, think of some things you can do 
this week to love God and bring His love to 
your family, your friends and neighbours.

Love
Aunty Eliz 

Mary Song'S of PraiSe (Magnificat)
My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 

in God my Saviour, for He has looked on the 
humble estate of His servant.  

For behold, from now on all generations 
will call me blessed... (Luke 47-48)

An Angel Visits Mary
You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus.

(Luke 1:31)

Hail, full of grace!
.... Behold, you will conceive in your
womb and bear a son, and you shall
name him Jesus. He will be great
and will be called Son of the Most High...

.... Behold, I am
the handmaid
of the Lord.
May it be  done to 
me according to 
your word.

Then the angel
departed
from her.

What did the angel Gabriel say to Mary?
What did she reply to him?
Look in the mirror to find out!

ELIZABETH
SON

MARY

JESUS
KINGDOM

TOWN

JOSEPH
DAVID
ANGEL

BORN
GABRIEL
THRONE

AFRAID
BIRTH 
VIRGIN
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PENANG: Though it is un-
certain what will happen 
in the future due to the 

pandemic, youth and campus 
student leaders from Kelantan, 
Perlis, Kedah, Perak and Penang 
remain hopeful as they step for-
ward for reflection, discussion, 
and more importantly, planning 
for their journey in 2021.

This event, which usually takes place in 
Stella Maris Retreat Centre, was held vir-
tually via ZOOM Nov 28. Leaders from 
23 parishes and 21 campuses around the 
Diocese of Penang attended this event. 

To summarise, the council was separat-
ed into two meet-ups; Parish Youths and 
Campus Students, yet, both rooms consist 
of virtual games, a brief introduction and 
summary of Fratelli Tutti by Fr Simon 
Anand, a presentation of PDYN journey 
in 2020 and also the proposal of high-
lights for 2021, followed by small group 
reflections and discussion based on the 
proposed highlights. 

The young people’s journey of events 
and activities in Penang Diocese will be 
focusing on Fratelli Tutti, the latest docu-
ment by Pope Francis on social friend-
ship, and also on Christus Vivit; the Holy 
Father’s letter for the young people.

During the council, Bishop Sebastian 
Francis, the Shepherd of Penang Diocese 
who was also present for both meet-ups, 

reminded the young leaders to continue to 
keep in touch with each other, be support-
ive, reach out, push forward, and not be 
discouraged or be afraid due to what has 
happened and may happen in our times. 

He also invited the young people to 
have hope in their hearts and to pray, es-
pecially during the Advent season, this 
prayer: Maranatha. Come, Lord Jesus, 

come.
In preparation for this PDYN Council, a 

Rosary Triduum was held from Nov 24 to 
26. The Triduum was led by young people 
from different parishes and campuses of 
Penang Diocese via the ZOOM platform.

Penang Diocesan Youth Network 
(PDYN) sends heartfelt gratitude to those 
who have joined us in prayer and in pres-

ence, both during the Rosary Triduum and  
the PDYN Council for this year. We are 
looking forward to seeing you again in fu-
ture events and our next journey.

To see the upcoming events in 2021, 
do retrieve our PDYN 2021 Planner in 
our Youtube Channel (Penang Diocesan 
Youth network) and also in the PDYN 
Newsletter. — By Crietel Philip, PDYN

Parish youth and Campus leaders meet for PDYN Council 2020 event via Zoom.

Taking a courageous 
step towards the year 
  2021 via pdyn council

To have hope in their 
hearts and to pray 

especially during the 
Advent season, 

this prayer: Maranatha. 
Come, Lord Jesus, come.

Bishop Sebastian Francis
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JOHOR BAHRU: The Malacca Jo-
hore Diocese Young People Network 
(MJDYPN), which is the new name 
of the official diocesan ministry for 
the young people in MJD, organised 
four sessions on the 4‘E’s: Encoun-
tered, Enlightened, Empowered and 
Evangelising during the months of 
September through November. 

These sessions were conducted 
online via Zoom and catered for 
two age groups: youth (13-17) and 
young adults (18-39). Seventeen 
participants joined the four differ-
ent sessions as they journeyed on 
what it means to be a 4E Catholic as 
a young person. The 4Es were also 
expounded by Sr Jennyfer of the 
Canossian Sisters during the Tamil 
YOULIFT programme (a Lead-
ership programme for the Tamil 
speaking young people in MJD on 
the 27th of October, 2020. 

The 4E spirituality was introduced 
following the Final Statement of the 
Malacca Johore Diocesan Synod 
and also a part of the Vision-Mission 
Statement of the Diocese of Ma-

lacca Johore. It is a framework on 
discipleship and being a ‘discipling’ 
Church for all the people of God in 
the Diocese in their various degrees, 
a call to be e-Priests, e-Catholics, e-
Youths, e-Parishes and an e-Diocese. 
The formulation of the 4Es comes 
from Bishop Bernard Paul DD, the 
Bishop of the Diocese of Malacca 
Johore. 

MJDYPN, having for its vision 
and mission the formation of young 

Catholic Apostles through network-
ing and discipleship, decided to run 
the 4E series in order to help the 
young people of the Diocese learn 
and share practical ways of being e-
Youths through everyday living. 

The sessions were conducted 
by Francisco, a MJDYPN pasto-
ral worker, with input followed 
by breakout room sharing where 
the participants could elaborate on 
their experiences and ask questions 

on the topic at hand. Every session 
ended with an assignment on prayer 
and a practical challenge based on 
the theme for the day which will 
be shared among participants in the 
succeeding session. 

During the third session, EM-
POWERED, held on Nov 11 and 12 
2020, the participants heard a testi-
mony from Sharon De Mello, the 
Catechism Coordinator and a cat-
echist herself in the Portuguese Set-

tlement, Melaka. Sharon shared her 
experience of being empowered and 
how her encounter with Christ has 
led her into taking proactive steps 
in studying the faith and eventually 
sharing the faith through catechesis. 

For further updates on past pro-
grammes or upcoming programmes 
of MJDYPN, do follow our official 
Facebook page at Malacca Johore 
Diocese Young People Network. — 
By Francisco Overee

4‘E’ Webinar Series by MJDYPN

The participants and the speakers of the 4‘E’ Webinar Series.

Encountered, Enlightened, 
Empowered and Evangelising

Step 4 : Be ready 
to hand them their 
individual gift packs 
early in the morning.

For more information, please 
contact:
Malcolm (0111-7944217)
Fiona (012-7281284)

KUALA LUMPUR: Our garbage collectors, the 
people that play the important role of preventing 
our rubbish from piling up, the ones that keep our 
lives comfortable, are often the ones that go ne-
glected. 

Do we know their names, let alone what they 
look like? This year’s season of Advent is slightly 
different, but we must not be turned away from 
the opportunity to give hope, peace and joy to the 
people around us — including the dustmen.

St John Paul II Teens Ministry from Jesus Cari-
tas Church, Kepong, are initiating ‘A gift to our 
Garbage collectors’ during this season of Advent.

Here are some ways to reach out to the dustmen 

(including the ones in the poster) and a few ad-
ditional things to consider:  

Angpows would be preferred for each dustman. 
If not, here’s a  recommended list to consider (one 
set per dustman): 

Since the truck has limited space, please pack 
these items in a tall box that doesn’t take too 
much space on the seat.

 A pack of razors 
 Toothpaste 
 Cordial drink bottle 
 Salt 
 Tea bags 

 Coffee 
 Biscuits 
 Bars of soap 
 Shampoo 
 Maggie Mee

A gift to our Garbage collectors

Youths share their testimony

Isaiah James 
from St Peter’s 

Church, Melaka, a 
participant in the 
young adult’s ses-
sions shared this 
after the series: ‘I 
encountered Christ 
spiritually while 
I was journeying 
through these 4E 
sessions. I noticed that there 
is a pool of knowledge to 
discover about Jesus Christ, 
the importance of under-
standing the sacraments, and 
Mission of the Church and it 
was indeed empowering. 

“Modelling the scene of 
our Blessed Lord with two 
of his beloved apostles in 
the road to Emmaus (a de-
serted sandy road), I realised 
that with the presence of 
this COVID-19 pandemic, 

our lives can be 
also deserted and 
messy like the road 
to Emmaus. Simi-
lar like the two dis-
ciples (where they 
felt tired walking 
for seven miles), 
we also feel tired 
walking through 
each day without a 

certain future. 
“Therefore, we need to en-

counter Christ (like how the 
two disciples did) and we 
can encounter Him through 
His Words which is ever-
living and besides going and 
attending Masses (physi-
cally/online), this webinar is 
a ‘good supplement’ for you 
to have a steadfast faith in 
journeying through your life 
in these trying times.”

Isaiah James, 
from St Peter’s 

Church, Melaka, a 
participant in the 
young adults’ ses-
sions, shared this 
after the series: ‘I 
encountered Christ 
spiritually while 
I was journeying 
through these 4E 
sessions. I noticed that there 
is a pool of knowledge to 
discover about Jesus Christ, 
the importance of under-
standing the sacraments, 
and the Mission of the 
Church, and it was indeed 
empowering. 

“Modelling the scene 
of our Blessed Lord with 
two of his beloved apostles 
along the road to Emmaus 
(a deserted sandy road), I 
realised that with the pres-

ence of this COV-
ID-19 pandemic, 
our lives can be 
also deserted and 
messy like the 
road to Emmaus. 
Like the two disci-
ples who felt tired 
walking for seven 
miles, we also 
feel tired walking 

through each day without a 
certain future. 

“Therefore, we need to 
encounter Christ like the 
two disciples did and we 
can encounter Him through 
His Words which are ever-
living. Besides attending 
Masses (physically/online), 
this webinar is a ‘good sup-
plement’ for you to have a 
steadfast faith in journeying 
through your life in these 
trying times.”

From St Teresa’s Church, 
Masai, Johor, Valentina 

Hendricks says, “During the 
4E sessions, I learned a lot. 
These sessions also helped me 
to find myself and understand 
myself better and what I might 
be missing in life. Not everyone 
has discovered their gift yet, but 
in time to come, you will know 
when you discover yours!”

Eugene Wong, from St Francis Xavier’s Church 
Melaka, noted that, “The four-week series about 

the 4Es were really educational and relaxing. The con-
tent shared by the speaker was 
easy to understand and enlighten-
ing. In the comfort of our homes, 
it was a conducive setting for 
learning, sharing and praying. One 
thing I liked about the sessions 
was that it had an easy-going flow 
and everyone was approachable. 
More young adults should be open 
to listen and be formed through 
simple sessions like these.”

Isaiah James from 
St Peter’s Church, 

Melaka, a participant 
in the young adult’s 
sessions shared this 
after the series: ‘I 
encountered Christ 
spiritually while 
I was journeying 
through these 4E ses-
sions. I noticed that 
there is a pool of knowledge to 
discover about Jesus Christ, the 
importance of understanding the 
sacraments, and Mission of the 
Church and it was indeed em-
powering. 

“Modelling the scene of our 
Blessed Lord with two of his be-
loved apostles in the road to Em-
maus (a deserted sandy road), I 
realised that with the presence of 
this COVID-19 pandemic, our 
lives can be also deserted and 
messy like the road to Emmaus. 

Similar like the two 
disciples (where they 
felt tired walking 
for seven miles), we 
also feel tired walk-
ing through each day 
without a certain fu-
ture. 

“Therefore, we 
need to encounter 
Christ (like how the 

two disciples did) and we can 
encounter Him through His 
Words which is ever-living and 
besides going and attending 
Masses (physically/online), this 
webinar is a ‘good supplement’ 
for you to have a steadfast faith 
in journeying through your life 
in these trying times.”

A final Testimony 
comes from 

Monisha, who also 
hails from St Te-
resa’s Church Masai. 
She says, “I attended 
the Youth Leaders 
in Faith - Training 
(YOULIFT) pro-
gramme organised 
by MJDYPN over 
the ZOOM platform. I would 
like to share the talk by Sr Jen-
nyfer which is about the 4Es. Be-
fore I attended this programme 
I thought that the 4Es were only 
for the adults who have a higher 
position in church. But, she ex-
plained the 4Es well and what we 
can do as young people.

“We as youth always forget to 
encounter Jesus. In the end, we 
struggle to keep our faith strong. 
Sr Jennyfer explained why we 
should encounter God in our life. 
When we really encounter God, 
we will be enlightened and em-
powered to keep moving on in 

our faith, and from 
there we can start 
our evangelisation, 
and we can serve the 
Church well. 

“As a leader, we 
are always able to 
encounter God, but 
we refuse to get the 
empowerment from 
God, and in the end, 

we can’t serve well or keep our 
faith.

“The talk by Sr Jennyfer really 
helped me in my faith and also in 
serving the Church. I’m always 
able to encounter God, but I lack 
the empowerment. From this 
talk, I am able to find the way to 
empowerment myself from God 
and now I can move strongly in 
serving the Church. 

“I would like to thank 
MJDYPN for organising this 
programme and giving me the 
opportunity to join in. I also wish 
them the best of luck for their up-
coming programmes.”



30th Anniversary         
In Loving Memory of

“Eternal rest grant unto him, 
O Lord, and let perpetual 

light shine upon him.”        
May his soul rest in peace.

Deeply missed                          
and always remember in our 

hearts and with love by 
Wife, daughters, son, 
relatives and friends.

Aloysius Anthony 
Theseira

Departed: 24-12-1990

HERALD December 20, 202018

m E m o R i A m
For more enquiries, please contact:
Email: advertisement@herald.com.my
Tel: 03-2026 8290 / 03-2026 8291

          

                    

          

“Aknowledge that the Lord is God. He made us and 
we belong to him.” – Psalm 100:3

Fondly remembered by                                                                     
Lily, Xavier, Emmanuel, Sharuna, Rita, Molly, 
Michael, grandchildren, relatives and friends.

We shall find peace, We shall hear angels, 
We shall see the sky where you shine 

and be comforted. You are                       
watching over us. 

Forever loved, cherished & remembered by:
Beloved Wife –  Viviane Louis

Adored Children – Gaélle and Noemie Louis
Loving Parents and Siblings, Sister-in-Law, 

Niece & Nephew
Greatly missed family and friends

Mass will be offered on the                                      
27th of December at Kristus Aman Chapel.

20th Anniversary                                          
In Loving Memory of

IN REMEMBRANCE OF 
FEDERICK ADRIAN LOUIS

FOUR YEARS SINCE YOU RETURNED HOME

Vincent Gabriel Pereira
Departed: 04-12-2000

From the Lord: 
27.03.1978

To the Lord: 
27.12.2016

18th Anniversary         
In Loving Memory of

14th Anniversary                                                   
In Ever Loving Memory of

2nd Anniversary                                                   
In Ever Loving Memory of

Deeply missed                          
and fondly remembered 
by loving wife, children,                

their spouses and 
grandchildren.

Deeply missed and forever loved.Deeply missed and forever loved.

Alphonso Sta Maria 
(Sunny)

Departed: 24-01-2003

JEEVAN REGGIE
7th September 1954 – 24th December 2006

EDWARD RISHAL REGGIE
15th July 1990 – 16th December 2018

Casket Paradise
& Funeral Care Sdn. Bhd.(311899-W)

* Specialised In Christian Funerals
* Exclusive Handmade And Polished Wooden Casket
* Restoration And Cosmetology
* British Trained & Qualified MBIE Embalming Service (Only One In 

Malaysia)
* Member Of The European Association Of Embalmers
* Private Chapel Of Rest And Coldroom Facilities
*   Economical, Budget Planned & 24 hrs Service

PERSONAL ATTENTION AT ALL TIMES

TEL: 03-2148 5776, 2148 4855                            
FAX: 03-2143 1442

19B, Jalan Lapangan Terbang Lama,                                       
50460 Kuala Lumpur.

H/P: 012-333 4899 / 012-333 4646 / 019-777 5537

VATICAN: With more than 72,300,000 
registered infections and over 1,600,000 
deaths globally, the emergency caused by 
COVID-19 is re-writing the rules in the 
workplace, in faith-based communities, in 
family life, and in social connections, and 
is changing the way we consume goods 
and services.

Echoed by religious leaders of all de-
nominations, Pope Francis is urging hu-
manity to heal the world by building a 
more just and sustainable reality for all. 
The pandemic, he says, is an occasion to 
change some of the deep-rooted exploita-
tive dynamics that have caused the divi-
sions and the gap between rich and poor, 
so cruelly highlighted during this difficult 
year.

Daily news updates, meanwhile, tell a 
story made of many different facets and 
perspectives, many of them highlighting 
the inequality of opportunity and the need 
to protect the weakest.

On Monday morning, headlines re-
vealed that Canada is ready to start its first 
COVID-19 vaccinations, while Spain, 
Singapore and the Philippines are gear-
ing up for their vaccination campaigns. 
Mexico, it appears, will be the first Latin 
American country and the fourth in the 
world (after the UK, Bahrain, Canada and 
the US) to authorise emergency use of one 
of the just-released vaccines.

The media also reported that the Euro-
pean Union is debating whether to donate 
five per cent of its COVID-19 vaccines to 
poor nations and that both the UK and the 
US are assuring the public that politicians 
will not jump the queue for their inocula-
tion.

Mostly it’s sad news with record num-

bers of deaths being reported in many 
countries including the United States, 
while the daily toll in Italy is never below 
a chilling five hundred mark.

That’s why Italy, which already has 
a 10.00pm curfew and strict limitations 
on the number of people who can share 
a meal, is to impose new travel restric-
tions for the holidays. Both Ireland and 
South Korea are preparing to increase 
curbs. Germans can forget their traditional 
Christmas markets as the nation is ready to 
go into a hard lockdown over the festive 
period, while citizens in Spain, Russia and 
the Scandinavian countries will also have 
to abide by new rules.

Thus, billions of people across the con-
tinents will be asked to limit Christmas 
celebrations, stay home to try and prevent 
more and more grief, while the economy 
continues to flounder.

One sad news item that mostly went 
unnoticed was that in a poor country like 
Sierra Leone, families are increasingly 
marrying off their young daughters to ease 
finances, thus depriving girls of education 
and a chance to dream and to hope. 

More generally, a global survey has 
found that anxiety levels are high, that the 
demarcation between work and home life 
has all but disappeared; and that gaps in 
inequality and inequity loom large, par-
ticularly as the pandemic has had a dispro-
portionate impact on low-income commu-
nities, ethnic minorities and women. The 
environment also continues to suffer as the 
world has increasingly retreated to plas-
tics and other disposables, making it clear 
that being sustainable and staying sustain-
able are not always in sync. — By Linda           
Bordoni, Vatican News    

COVID-19 vaccine: changing 
the narrative of the pandemic
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Nativity of  the Lord
The word for Christmas in late Old Eng-

lish is Cristes Maesse, the Mass of 
Christ, first found in 1038, and Cristes-

messe, in 1131; in Latin Dies Natalis.

Early Celebration
Christmas was not among the earliest festivals 
of the Church. Sts Irenaeus and Tertullian omit 
it from their lists of feasts, and Origen, glanc-
ing perhaps at the discreditable imperial Natali-
tia, asserts that in the Scriptures, sinners alone, 
not saints, celebrate their birthday. Arnobius 
can still ridicule the “birthdays” of the gods.

The first evidence of the feast is from Egypt. 
About A.D. 200, Clement of Alexandria says 
that certain Egyptian theologians “over curi-
ously” assign, not the year alone, but the day 
of Christ’s birth, placing it on 25 Pachon (May 
20) in the twenty-eighth year of Augustus. The 
December feast therefore reached Egypt be-
tween 427 and 433.

In Rome the earliest evidence is in the Philo-
calian Calendar, compiled in 354, which con-
tains three important entries. In the civil cal-
endar December 25 is marked Natalis Invicti. 
In the Depositio Martyrum a list of Roman or 
early and universally venerated martyrs, un-
der December 25 is found VIII kal. ian. natus 
Christus in Betleem Iudæ.

De Santi (L’Orig. delle Fest. Nat., in Civiltæ 
Cattolica, 1907), following Erbes, argues that 
Rome took over the Eastern Epiphany, now 
with a definite Nativity colouring, and, with an 
increasing number of Eastern Churches, placed 
it on December 25. Later, both the East and 
West divided their feast, leaving Epiphany on 
January 6, and Nativity on December 25, re-
spectively, and placing Christmas on Decem-
ber 25 and Epiphany on January 6. The earlier 
hypothesis still seems preferable.

Origin of Date
Concerning the date of Christ’s birth the Gos-
pels give no help; upon their data contradictory 
arguments are based. The census would have 
been impossible in winter: a whole popula-
tion could not then be put in motion. Again, in 

winter it must have been; then only field labour 
was suspended, but Rome was not thus consid-
erate. Authorities moreover differ as to whether 
shepherds could or would keep flocks exposed 
during the nights of the rainy season.

Natalis Invicti
The well-known solar feast, however, of Na-
talis Invicti, celebrated on December 25, has a 
strong claim on the responsibility for our De-
cember date. For the history of the solar cult, its 
position in the Roman Empire, and syncretism 
with Mithraism, see Cumont’s epoch-making 
“Textes et Monuments” etc., I, ii, 4, 6, p. 355. 
Mommsen (Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, 
12, p. 338) has collected the evidence for the 
feast, which reached its climax of popular-
ity under Aurelian in 274. Filippo del Torre in 
1700 first saw its importance. It is marked, as 
has been said, without addition in Philocalus’ 
Calendar. It would be impossible here even 
to outline the history of solar symbolism and 
language as applied to God, the Messiah, and 
Christ in Jewish or Chrisian canonical, patris-
tic, or devotional works. Hymns and Christmas 
offices abound in instances; the texts are well 
arranged by Cumont.

Just after Christmas, the Catholic Church re-
members its first martyr, and one of its first 

deacons, Saint Stephen. Roman Catholics cel-
ebrate his feast Dec. 26, while Eastern Catho-
lics honour him one day later.

In the Acts of the Apostles, St Luke praises 
St. Stephen as “a man full of faith and the Holy 

Spirit,” who “did great wonders 
and signs among the people” dur-
ing the earliest days of the Church.

Luke’s history of the period also 
includes the moving scene of Ste-
phen’s death – witnessed by St Paul 
before his conversion – at the hands 
of those who refused to accept Je-
sus as the Jewish Messiah.

Stephen himself was a Jew who 
most likely came to believe in Je-
sus during the Lord’s ministry on 
earth. He may have been among the 
70 disciples whom Christ sent out 
as missionaries, who preached the 
coming of God’s kingdom while 
travelling with almost no posses-
sions.

This spirit of detachment from 
material things continued in the 
early Church, in which St Luke 
says believers “had all things in 
common” and “would sell their 
possessions and goods and distrib-
ute the proceeds to all, as any had 
need.”

But such radical charity ran up 
against the cultural conflict be-

tween Jews and Gentiles, when a group of 
Greek widows felt neglected in their needs as 
compared to those of a Jewish background.

Stephen’s reputation for holiness led the 
Apostles to choose him, along with six other 
men, to assist them in an official and unique 

way as this dispute arose. Through the sac-
ramental power given to them by Christ, the 
Apostles ordained the seven men as deacons, 
and set them to work helping the widows.

As a deacon, Stephen also preached about 
Christ as the fulfilment of the Old Testament 
law and prophets. Unable to refute his mes-
sage, some members of local synagogues 
brought him before their religious authorities, 
charging him with seeking to destroy their tra-
ditions.

Stephen responded with a discourse re-
corded in the seventh chapter of the Acts of 
the Apostles. He described Israel’s resistance 
to God’s grace in the past, and accused the 
present religious authorities of “opposing the 
Holy Spirit” and rejecting the Messiah.

Before he was put to death, Stephen had a 
vision of Christ in glory. “Look,” he told the 
court, “I see the heavens opened and the Son 
of Man standing at the right hand of God!”

The council, however, dragged the deacon 
away and stoned him to death.

“While they were stoning Stephen, he 
prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit,’” re-
cords St Luke in Acts 7. “Then he knelt down 
and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not 
hold this sin against them.’ When he had said 
this, he died.”

The first Christian martyrdom was overseen 
by a Pharisee named Saul – later Paul, and still 
later St Paul – whose own experience of Christ 
would transform him into a believer, and later 
a martyr himself. — CNA

St Stephen Patron Saint of: Deacons
Feastday: December 26

Daily Short 
Reading

Sunday, December 20
(Romans 13:11-12)
You know ‘the time’ has come: 
you must wake up now: our 
salvation is even nearer than it 
was when we were converted. 
The night is almost over, it will 
be daylight soon – let us give 
up all the things we prefer to do 
under cover of the dark; let us 
arm ourselves and appear in 
the light.

Monday, December 21
(Isaiah 7:14-15)
The maiden is with child and will 
soon give birth to a son whom 
she will call Immanuel. On 
curds and honey will he feed 
until he knows how to refuse 
evil and choose good.

Tuesday, December 22
(Isaiah 45:8)
Send victory like a dew, you 
heavens, and let the clouds rain 
it down. Let the earth open for 
salvation to spring up. Let deliv-
erance, too, bud forth which I, 
the Lord, shall create.

Wednesday, December 23
(Isaiah 11:1-3)
A shoot springs from the stock 
of Jesse, a scion thrusts from 
his roots: on him the spirit of the 
Lord rests, a spirit of wisdom 
and insight, a spirit of counsel 
and power, a spirit of knowl-
edge and of the fear of the Lord. 
The fear of the Lord is his deli
ght.                                                                 

Thursday, November 10
(2 Corinthians 12:9-10)
I shall be very happy to make my 
weaknesses my special boast 
so that the power of Christ may 
stay over me, and that is why I 
am quite content with my weak-
nesses, and with insults, hard-
ships, persecutions, and the 
agonies I go through for Christ’s 
sake. For it is when I am weak 
that I am strong.

Friday, December 25
(Hebrews 1: 1-2)
When in former times, God 
spoke to our forefathers, he 
spoke in fragmentary and var-
ied fashion through the proph-
ets. But in this the final age he 
has spoken to us in the Son 
whom he has made heir to the 
whole universe, and through 
whom he created all order to 
existence. 

Saturday, December 26
(Acts 6: 2b-5a)
It is not right for us to neglect the 
preaching of God’s Word in or-
der to handle finances. So then, 
brother, choose seven men 
among you who are known to 
be full of the Holy Spirit and 
wisdom, and we will put them in 
charge of this matter. We our-
selves, then, will give our full 
time to prayers and the work 
of preaching. The whole group 
was pleased with the apostles’ 
proposal.

Liturgy and Custom
The fixing of this date fixed those too of Cir-
cumcision and Presentation, of Expectation 
and, perhaps, Annunciation B.V.M., and 
of Nativity and Conception of the Baptist 
(cf. Thurston in Amer. Eccl. Rev., Decem-
ber, 1898). Till the tenth century Christmas 
counted, in papal reckoning, as the begin-
ning of the ecclesiastical year, as it still 
does in Bulls. Boniface VIII (1294-1303) 
restored temporarily this usage, to which 
Germany held longest.

The Crib (creche) or Nativity Scene
Saint Francis of Assisi in 1223 originated 
the crib of today by laicizing a hitherto ec-
clesiastical custom, henceforward extra-
liturgical and popular. The presence of 
ox and ass is due to a misinterpretation of 
Isaias 1:3, and Habakkuk 3:2 (“Itala” ver-
sion), though they appear in the unique 
fourth-century “Nativity” discovered in the 
Saint Sebastian catacombs in 1877. The ass 
on which Balaam rode in the Reims mystery 
won for the feast the title Festum Asinorum 
(Ducange, op. cit., s.v. Festum). — Catholic 
News Agency
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Evangelisation:  For a life of prayer
We pray that our personal relationship with                        

Jesus Christ be nourished by the Word of God                        
and a life of prayer.

Download the Click To Pray updates now.

Christmas to be annually celebrated 
as a public holiday in Iraq
BAGHDAD: Christmas will be dif-
ferent from now on in Iraq. This 
year, not only are the country’s 
Christians awaiting Pope Francis 
as his Apostolic Journey – set for 
March – draws closer, but now, for 
the first time ever, Christmas will be 
an official and fixed holiday.

The Iraqi government had already 
declared Christmas a “one-time” 
holiday in 2008, but in subsequent 
years this provision was not offi-
cially renewed at the national level, 
being applied in recent years only in 
the Province of Kirkuk.

Then, in 2018 the government’s 
cabinet approved an amendment to 
the Law on National Holidays, rais-
ing Christmas to the rank of a public 
celebration for all citizens, Chris-

tians and Muslims. On top of this, 
now, two years later, a unanimous 
vote in parliament, which imple-
ments this amendment, means that 
Christmas is finally an officially 
recognized public holiday – start-
ing this year, and continuing into the 
future.

On Oct 17, Cardinal Louis Raph-
ael Sako, the Patriarch of Babylon 
of the Chaldeans, made a proposal 
to Iraqi President Barham Salih to 
present in Parliament a bill to recog-
nise Christmas as a public holiday 
throughout Iraq. On that occasion, 
receiving the Chaldean Patriarch at 
his residence, President Salih em-
phasised the role of Christian com-
munities in the reconstruction of the 
country, after the years of jihadist 

occupation of Mosul and large re-
gions of northern Iraq.

After learning of the news of the 
amendment’s passage, Cardinal  
Sako released a message in which 
he thanked President Salih; the 
Speaker of Parliament, Muhammad 
al Halbousi; and all the parliamen-
tarians “for the vote cast for the 
good of their fellow Christians,” in-
voking for all of them God’s bless-
ing and reward.

President Salih also reiterated his 
commitment to facilitate the return 
of displaced Christians to their ter-
ritories of origin, starting from Mo-
sul and the Plain of Nineveh, which 
they were forced to abandon during 
the years of jihadist domination. — 
Vatican News

MONTENEGRO: At least a dozen Orthodox 
bishops have also died from the virus. To date, 
three of its Orthodox leaders — Irinej of Ser-
bia, Ieronymos of Greece, and Anastasios of 
Albania — have been hospitalised with COV-
ID-19; Irinej of Serbia died from it on Nov 20. 
Among the lower ranks of clergy, the numbers 
are even more alarming. In Russia, more than 
one hundred priests or monks have died.

Perhaps we should use these grim statistics 
to remind ourselves that the clergy often serve 
as “first responders” to the sick and suffering. 
In the age of COVID-19, a routine pastoral 
visit can carry genuine risk. Digging a little 
deeper into some of these cases, however, 
suggests that too many Orthodox clerics, bish-
ops included, have acted as though they think 
they are immune to the virus.

Why? Have they wrongly extrapolated 
what they believe about the Eucharist to ex-
tend to their role as sacramental officiants? Do 
they naively think that God protects the clergy 
(or perhaps all “true” believers) from illness?

Let’s start with the case of the much-
loved and respected Metropolitan Amfilohije 

(Radović) of Montenegro, who succumbed 
to COVID-19 on October 30. Prior to Patri-
arch Irinej’s death, Amfilohije was the most 
prominent Orthodox bishop to die from the 
pandemic. Amfilohije was also one of a dan-
gerously large number of bishops who flaunt-
ed social-distancing recommendations. Not 
only was he regularly seen in public without 
a mask, but he also suggested that large reli-
gious gatherings (such as a religious pilgrim-
age to the tomb of St Vasilije Ostroski he at-
tended in May) were “God’s vaccine.”

Patriarch Irinej presided over Amfilohije’s 
funeral on November 1. Thousands of mourn-
ers attended the crowded funeral. None of the 
clergy and few of the attendees wore masks 
during the long service. Nineteen days later, 
the patriarch died. Again, there were thou-
sands of mourners, and again most of them 
ignored guidelines on masks and social dis-
tancing. Then, on December 4, the locum 
tenens of the Serbian Orthodox Church, the 
man entrusted to steer the Church through 
the election of a new patriarch, was himself 
hospitalised with COVID-19. It would be dif-

ficult to overstate the extent to which the virus 
has crippled the leadership of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church.

The situation in Greece is only marginally 
better. To date, six of the nation’s eighty-two 
bishops have contracted the disease; one has 
died. Metropolitan Bishop Ioannis of Lagas, 
sixty-two, an outspoken critic of government 
efforts to curtail church services during the 
pandemic, died on Nov 15. The Episcopal 
Synod of the Church of Greece has been more 
willing than their Serbian counterparts in 
supporting government imposed, social-dis-
tancing restrictions. But there are, of course, 
those who publicly flaunt the guidelines. One 
priest in northern Greece urged parishioners 
to defy government restrictions, irresponsibly 
proclaiming “you’re either with Christ or the 
coronavirus.”

As the threat of the pandemic grew and 
governments around the world forcibly closed 
churches, the debate in Orthodox circles soon 
shifted from a question of whether or not the 
Eucharist could be a conduit for the spread of 
the disease to a series of questions regarding 
government injunctions and/or the possibility 
of participating in services through internet 
technology.

Metropolitan John Zizioulas, arguably the 
most acclaimed Orthodox theologian alive to-
day, shocked a great number of people when 
he declared in an interview that while he sup-
ported the government’s decision to close the 
churches to lay people, he did not believe 
watching a televised liturgy was an accept-
able substitute. “I will not turn the television 
on in order to watch the Liturgy. I consider 
that an expression of impiety. It is impious 
for someone to sit and watch the Liturgy.” He 
proposed, instead, that families read morn-
ing prayers together. But a good number of 
priests in the United States with significant 
online followings were exasperated by the 
metropolitan’s comments. — By George E.                      
Demacopoulos, Commonweal

COVID’s toll on the Orthodox Christian Church
Christians in prayer in Baghdad, Iraq.  (ANSA)

Priests carry the coffin of Metropolitan Amfilohije Radović, the top cleric of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church in Montenegro who died from COVID-19, during his funeral on Nov 1, 2020. (REUTERS/
Stevo Vasiljevic via Alamy)

VATICAN: Amongst those who have sent 
their best wishes to Pope Francis on his 84th 
birthday, Dec 17, was Italian President Ser-
gio Mattarella, who wrote the Pope a letter 
of greetings and goodwill in which he also 
thanked him for the “participation and soli-
darity” he has shown the Italian people in this 
year of uncertainty and fear.

Ecumenical greetings came in as well, with 
Archbishop Justin Welby of Canterbury, the 
primary leader of the Anglican Communion, 
tweeting: “Happy birthday to my friend and 
dear brother in Christ, Pope Francis. Thank 
you for your joyful and humble leadership 
that bears witness to the love of Jesus Christ.”

Director of the Holy See Press Office, Mat-
teo Bruni, said the Pope was spending a quiet 
and simple day in prayer, sharing his meals as 
he always does with other residents at the Casa 
Santa Marta. Bruni also said that through the 
papal almoner, the poor of the city of Rome 
have sent sunflowers to adorn the Chapel of 
the Blessed Sacrament at Casa Santa Marta, 
“as a reminder of the need to always turn our 
gaze towards the Lord who is present in the 
weakest.”

He added that today the Pope sent a gift of 
four respirators to Venezuela in a sign of close-
ness to children with lung diseases. — ICN

Birthday wishes for 
Pope as he celebrates 
his 84th year


