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By faith Abraham obeyed when he was 
called to go out to a place that he was to 
receive as an inheritance. And he went out, 
not knowing where he was going.

By faith Sarah herself received power to 
conceive, even when she was past the age, 
since she considered him faithful who had 
promised.

Hebr. 11:8, 11

VATICAN: The United Na-
tions General Assembly 
decided unanimously that 

Feb 4 be observed each year as the 
International Day of Human Fra-
ternity, starting in 2021. It invited 
member states, the UN system and 
others to observe the date in a man-
ner each would consider appropri-
ate.

It was on Feb 4, 2019, that Pope Francis and 
the grand imam of Al Azhar, Sheikh Ahmed 
al-Tayeb, signed the historic Document on 
Human Fraternity in Abu Dhabi. The Gen-
eral Assembly’s resolution specifically refers 
to that significant event in Christian-Muslim 
relations as the inspiration for the date.

“Today marks a great historic achievement 
in the history of humanity,” said Judge Mo-
hamed Mahmoud Abdel Salam. Mr Salam 
is the secretary general of the Higher Com-
mittee for Human Fraternity, the group that 
spearheaded the initiative. The judge also 
made history in October 2020 when he be-
came the first Muslim to present a papal en-
cyclical, Fratelli Tutti, at the Vatican.

“This signifies the international acknowl-
edgment of the joint efforts of the Grand 
Imam of Al Azhar and Pope Francis in foster-
ing interfaith and intercultural dialogue,” Mr 
Salam said.

The committee members met with UN Sec-

retary General António Guterres in December 
2019, and the judge handed Mr Salam a letter 
containing the proposal for the internation-
ally recognised day. But since the committee 
could not present the proposal to the assembly 
— only a member state can do that — it asked 
the United Arab Emirates to present it and co-
ordinated its effort with the UAE to gain the 
necessary support from UN member states.

The request to declare this international day 
was presented to the General Assembly on 
Dec 21 by the UAE on behalf of 34 countries, 
including Bahrain, Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

Speaking on Dec 21, Lana Nusseibeh, the 
ambassador and permanent representative of 
the UAE to the United Nations, on behalf of 

the supporting countries, told the UN General 
Assembly that the international community 
is deeply concerned that in recent years there 
has been “a dramatic increase in violence, 
hate speech, xenophobia, religious bigotry 
and other forms of discrimination.”

“In the face of such transnational threats,” 
she said, “we need to support initiatives that 
encourage solidarity and unity among people 
in the spirit of ‘human fraternity.’”

She underlined the importance of interre-
ligious dialogue and that the resolution ap-
proved by the UN General Assembly recog-
nises the valuable contributions of people of 
all religions and beliefs to humanity. It also 
emphasises the important role of education in 

promoting tolerance and eliminating discrim-
ination based on religion or belief. It com-
mends all international, regional, national and 
local initiatives by religious leaders to pro-
mote interreligious and intercultural dialogue.

The resolution gained the support of the 
27 member states of the European Union as 
well as the United States and was approved 
unanimously.

The Higher Committee for Human Frater-
nity includes five Muslims and two Catho-
lics — Cardinal Miguel Ayuso, the president 
of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue, and Pope Francis’ former private 
secretary, Monsignor Yoannis Lahzi Gaid, 
a Coptic Catholic priest. Other members 
include the secretary general of the World 
Council of Churches, a Jewish rabbi and a 
former secretary general of Unesco.

Speaking to America, Mr Salam empha-
sized the importance of the personal friend-
ship that has developed over these years be-
tween Pope Francis and the grand imam of 
Al Azhar for good relations between Muslims 
and Christians and for peace in the world. He 
drew attention to the fact that the leaders had 
spoken together by phone for over 20 minutes 
on Nov 19, and the following day reaffirmed 
on Twitter their support for “human fraternity 
as the solution to erase violence, discrimina-
tion and hatred in the name of religion.”

He said the approval of this International 
Day of Human Fraternity by the United Na-
tions is an important result of that friendship. 
— By Gerard O’Connell, America

New International Day 
of Human Fraternity

Inspired by Pope Francis’ friendship with the Grand Imam of Al Azhar

Pope Francis accepts a gift from Sheikh Ahmad el-Tayeb, grand imam of Egypt’s al-Azhar mosque 
and university, during a private audience at the Vatican Nov 15, 2019. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)

KENINGAU: The Keningau Diocese is one of the 
earliest dioceses in Malaysia to launch the Year of 
St Joseph. 

The Eucharistic Celebration in conjunction with 
the launch of St Joseph Year will be held at the Holy 
Family Pilgrimage Centre Nulu Sosopon, Dec 27, at 
10.30am. It will be broadcasted live via the Kenin-
gau Diocese Facebook and Youtube.

This was announced by Bishop Cornelius Piong 
during his special segment with the Kekitaan FM 
Dec 23. 

“Pope Francis declared the Year of St Joseph on 
Dec 8. It will be celebrated for a year until Dec 8, 
2021. Along with a theme, With the Heart of a Fa-
ther (Patris Corde), the Bishop stated that among the 
initial plans of the Diocese for the Year of St Joseph 
are to launch of the Year of St Joseph in each parish, 
catechesis on St Joseph and the celebration of St Jo-
seph on Mar 19, 2021.

Personally, the prelate said the theme of the Year 
of St Joseph, From the Heart of a Father is some-
thing close to his heart. It was very appropriate to 
declare the Year of St Joseph at this time in order to 
help fathers to follow the example of St Joseph and 
by strengthening their faith to embrace their voca-
tion and mission as fathers.  

Bishop Cornelius has also often personally drawn 
inspiration from St Joseph, who is courageous and 
faithful in carrying out his duty to protect Mary and 
Jesus. Relying completely on the Holy Spirit, he was 
able to accept life as it is, with all its contradictions, 
frustrations and disappointments.” Joseph teaches 
us to trust God, be they happy or sad situations and 
makes us aware that God can make flowers spring 
up from stony ground.

“As a father, Joseph went through many hard-
ships, challenges and difficulties. For example when 
he was warned by the angel in a dream of the im-

minent danger by Herod, Joseph instantly took Mary 
and Jesus to Egypt. As Mary was nearing the labour 
of giving birth, surely Joseph was anxious that there 
was no room or inn for Mary to give birth to Jesus.

“It is for this reason that St Joseph, who is the pro-
tector of the universal Church, is also known as a 
special patron of all those forced to leave their na-
tive lands because of war, hatred, persecution, or 
poverty.”

The prelate related his experience 40 years ago, 
when a group of Vietnamese were stranded at Kuala 
Penyu. Their ship sank and they had to stay in Kuala 
Penyu for several months while waiting for help. 
Many of them were Catholics and fathers. “To less-
en their worry and fear, I celebrated Mass with them 
and told them to remember St Joseph, that he be-
came a migrant in order to protect Jesus and Mary. I 
urged them to always invoke him, especially in diffi-
cult times, and to entrust their life to this great saint.”

Keningau Diocese launches Year of St Joseph

The Publisher, Editor and Staff of HERALD  wish all our readers Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. 
There will be no issue on January 3, 2021. Our next issue will be on January 10, 2021.

Arch/bishops 
Christmas Message
Pope’s 54th World Day 
of Peace Message
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In the year 2000, I thought it would be an 
opportune time to visit the Holy Land, 
and especially Bethlehem for Christmas 

to see what it was like two millenia after 
the birth of Jesus.

I booked a place with a travel agency, 
paid a small fortune, and was all set to go. 
But soon after that, the travel agent called 
me to say that all tours to the Holy Land 
had been cancelled. The second Palestinian 
uprising broke out in September 2000, in 
protest at the Israeli leader Ariel Sharon’s 
visit to the Al Aqsa Mosque in east Jerusa-
lem, a site revered by both Jews and Mus-
lims. 

So that was that. I got a refund from the 
travel agency, but I was crestfallen.

Twenty years on, we live in a world 
plagued by a different set of calamaties: the 
coronavirus pandemic, a global economic 
slump, climate change and vast wealth in-
equality.

The visible signs of climate change ear-
lier this year have been almost forgotten as 
the pandemic crept in, sending the global 
economy crashing. 

As people stayed at home, the environ-
ment took a breather. For a while, the air 
smelt fresher, the haze vanished, birds 
sang. It offered us a chance to look at how 
our model of unlimited economic growth 
was sending the planet hurtling towards 
climate catastrophe. 

The lockdowns battered the economy, 
and many lost their jobs. More and more 
people had to rely on handouts. Others had 
to adapt to a “new normal”. 

But not everyone suffered equally. Some 

– the world’s richest – found their wealth 
rising. For instance, the world’s richest 
person, Jeff Bezos, the founder of online 
shopping platform Amazon, saw his wealth 
surge $76bn this year. At the peak of the 
economic crisis, from April to July, billion-
aires’ wealth soared by 28 per cent. 

Some of these billionaires and the super-
wealthy had the money – with interest rates 
so low – to buy shares at low prices when 
equity markets were crashing. Some of 
these low share prices, especially in certain 
technology companies, have since recov-
ered, thus expanding the wealth of their 
wealthy owners. Not a few tycoons around 
the world also benefited from government 
bailouts and wage subsidies.

By contrast, many ordinary people found 
it tough going. The absence of any signifi-
cant wealth tax means the gap between the 
poorest and the richest has widened to a 
chasm. The super-wealthy are able to hide 
their wealth in offshore tax havens and se-
cret bank accounts, sometimes using prox-
ies. 

Let’s peer into the world Jesus was 
born into, two thousand years ago. It was 
a world of turmoil, sporadic outbreaks of 
violence, disease and poverty in a land that 

was supposed to be flowing with milk and 
honey. Like today, the disparity in wealth 
was noticeable. 

The Gospels tell us Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem – a name which means House 
of Bread in Hebrew and House of Meat in 
Arabic, a name initially derived from the 
Canaanite god of fertility, Lehem.

Almost 800m above sea level, Bethle-
hem lies about 30m higher than Jerusalem, 
which is 10km to the north. Summers are 
hot and dry and winters mild and wet. 

Up on a hill, Bethlehem also sits on a 
huge aquifer with some of the sweetest 
tasting water beneath the ground. A reser-
voir was built here more than 2,000 years 
ago. Herod “the Great” built three more 
large reservoirs to the south of Bethlehem 
– known as Solomon’s Pools – around the 
time of Jesus’ birth. These provide water to 
Jerusalem.

For Mary and Joseph, it was a gruelling 
155km journey from Nazareth in Galilee 
in the north to Bethlehem in Judah in the 
south. This trip might have taken a week 
or more, moving uphill and downhill along 
the valley of the Jordan River and then 
through the hills near Jerusalem. Along the 
way, through or near the forests, the danger 

of wild animals and outlaws lurked. Not an 
ideal journey for a young woman about to 
give birth. 

When they arrived in Bethlehem, Jo-
seph and Mary would have found the place 
teeming with people from all over. This 
was the place David was from and where 
he was crowned king. But the only refuge 
available for the couple would have prob-
ably been a cave or even a stable in a rela-
tive’s home. 

In any case, it would have been dark and 
not the most hygienic place for a child to 
be born — on a stone manger, the trough 
where animals might drink — perhaps in 
the company of sheep and the donkeys 
used by the travellers. Nearby were the 
humble shepherds, low in the social hierar-
chy of the time. 

Today, Bethlehem lies in Palestinian ter-
ritory and is encircled by an illegal secu-
rity wall and dozens of Israeli settlements. 
Some say it almost resembles an open-air 
prison,its economy largely reliant on the 
tourism industry. Down the ages till today, 
it has also been the home of refugees. Eco-
nomically suffocated by the security wall, 
many residents of Bethlehem — Muslims 
and Christians alike — have emigrated. 

How apt that the Bread of Life was born 
in this obscure little town, known as the 
House of Bread. And how poetic that the 
man who promised us Living Water that 
would never leave us thirsty was born at 
a site with an abundant source of natural 
water below the ground. 

God knows how much our world needs 
this Living Bread and Water now. 

Living Water in the 
House of  Bread

Sunday Observer
By 

Anil Netto
anilnetto@herald.com.my

If anything, Christianity—and especially 
Catholicism — takes human flesh seri-

ously. Our central mystery is the Incarna-
tion — God’s “enfleshment,” the necessary 
condition for the life and teachings of Jesus, 
his redemptive death, and his glorious res-
urrection.

God marries our human flesh and finite-
ness. In Jesus, the eternal Word of God be-
comes wombed in time. Thus, we who bear 
his name and live his life are a people who 
see the transcendent in the particularities of 
names, places, historical events.

To others, our faith and practice may 
seem embarrassingly concrete and physical.

I remember a non-Christian woman, af-
ter weighing the possibility of becoming 
Catholic, saying to me, “But it seems all so 
primitive, so fleshy.”

It is strange, when you think of it. We cel-
ebrate conceptions, circumcisions, and pu-
rifications; we ritualise marriage so highly 
that some of those who have left our com-
munion are struck by the leanness, even 
barrenness, of some other marriage ceremo-
nies. Births and deaths we linger and pray 
and play over. Food and blood characterize 
our Eucharists.

It is unsettling for many — and sometimes 
for us —  that God would penetrate and in-
habit our ordinariness. It might be more re-
assuring if our Child-God had sprung fully 
matured from the head of Zeus, instead of 
appearing in the midst of such inadequacy 
and vulnerability. Sure, we have the angels, 

but they tell us merely to “fear not.” And 
they point, like the star, to things so utterly 
undramatic and common as a makeshift bed 
and plain people.

Even early pseudodocuments of Jesus’ 
birth and childhood seem uncomfortable 
with the common condition of the “baby 
Jesus.” They would have this infant more 
splendiferous, this child more ominously 
powerful, someone shooting lightning bolts 
from his fingers.

And yet the plain humanity of Christmas 

is what it is all about, our lives and God’s. 
In the last analysis we are as defenceless 
as a child before the great forces of time 
and consciousness. What is more, we are 
reminded that our very God, as well, is 
somehow like a child, defenceless before 
us. Perhaps that is why the heavenly advice 
so often given in the infancy narratives is 
“fear not.” It is fitting that the holiness of the fam-

ily also be celebrated at this time. For it 
is only by the ordinariness of being born, 
nurtured, and taught, so frail and depend-
ent upon those who have welcomed us into 
their lives, that we ever grow in strength 
and grace.

God enters these intimacies, too, just as 
surely as God wants entry into all of human 
history. And so the wisdom of the father and 
the authority of the mother and reverence of 
the child reveal the splendour. Sometimes 
the wise old ones in our midst, like Simeon, 
help us name the glory. Other times, it is the 
prophetic ancient, like Anna, who sees the 
truth of our ordinary radiance.

Paul reminds us that the virtues of daily 
life — kindness, thankfulness, patience, 
and forbearance — embody our good and 
gracious God, who has willed to dwell in 
us. Our submission to each other, our love, 
our care lest the frail among us lose heart, 
is the making, once again, of the Word into 
our flesh. — By Fr John Kavanaugh SJ

Holy Family of Jesus,                      
Mary and Joseph

Readings: Genesis 15:1-6, 21, 1-3;
Hebrews 11:8, 11-12, 17-19;

Gospel: Luke 2:22-40

Reflecting on our Sunday Readings

 Solemnity of the Holy Family: God Made Flesh
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Message for December 2020

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

We now come to the end of 2020 and 
enter the wonderful time of Christ-
mas. This year the whole world has 
been deeply impacted by the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. It is certain that the 
world will never be the same with the 
new norms of social distancing, face 
masks and SOP to ensure that COV-
ID-19 is contained. Even our wor-
ship in Church has been different. 
For this year, we could not organise 
our annual Christmas Kuching City 
Parade, Combined Churches Christ-
mas Service and house-to-house car-
olling.

At the close of this year, many 
businesses, corporations, hotel and 
travel industries, nations and even 
churches will be facing loss and defi-
cit. How do we to move on in 2021? 
How are we to celebrate Christmas 
this December? 

Last week, I was asked this ques-
tion, “What is ONE WORD that I 

would use to describe this year?” 
I had to pause and pray in the final 
week of Advent before Christmas. 
And if I may ask you: “What is your 
ONE WORD to summarise 2020?”   

My one word for 2020 is “HOPE.”    
Firstly, I am thankful to God that I 

am still alive and that as your bishop, 
I was able to offer Mass daily for 
everyone and for the world. I am 
grateful to our heavenly Father who 
listens to our prayer. This offers me 
great HOPE.

The first Christmas in Bethlehem 
was not as romantic as we make 
it out to be. Think of Joseph, with 
Mary who was in her ninth month 
of pregnancy, travelling 90 miles or 
145km from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  
When they arrived, they were unable 
to find a bed or a room and thus Jesus 
was born in a stable.  

On this very first Christmas a long 
time ago in Bethlehem, our God from 
on high came down to live among us 
on earth. In Jesus, God shares our hu-
man frailty and suffering. Eventually 
Jesus, on the Cross, suffered and died 

for the sins of humanity and restored 
our relationship with our heavenly 
Father. 

As such, though shopping malls 
are decorated with Christmas trees 
and Santa Claus, the fact remains 
that Christmas is more than just pre-
sents, food, parties and carols.  

Christmas is “Immanuel”, a name 
which means “God with us”  (Mat-
thew 1:23). In Jesus, God comes to 
share our humanity, loneliness, re-
jection, sufferings, pain and death. 
Christmas celebrates Christ who is 
now with us and promises us life 
eternal.  

Be assured that in the midst of this 

unprecedented COVID-19 suffering, 
Christ always remains with us. Thus 
when I have Jesus, I have everything 
that I would ever need, I have HOPE.  
With Jesus, we are able to HOPE be-
cause God will make a way when 
there seems no way (read Isaiah 43).

From Dec 1-24, 2020, the Arch-
diocese launched an Advent Appeal.  
With this funding we have offered 
HOPE by providing over 1,000 basic 
food baskets (10Kg Rice, 1Kg Milo 
and 1 box of masks) to rural families 
and urban poor as well as supported 
all our parishes. I take this opportu-
nity to thank you for your generosity 
and support during this COVID-19 
CRISIS.

Allow me to share with you how 
to face and overcome every CRI-
SIS. The Chinese language describes 
CRISIS as 危機. Comprising two 
Chinese characters:  危 means “Dan-
ger” while 机or written as 機means 
“Opportunity”. This means that in 
every Crisis there is both DANGER 
(危) and OPPORTUNITY 〔机〕.  

So for this Christmas, as people 

of Faith, let us believe, hold on, pray 
and trust in our Lord Jesus. We pre-
sent every challenge to the Lord in 
PRAYER, seeking to DISCERN and 
to RESPOND to God’s will in the 
face of suffering, the cross and even 
death. 

This Christmas, let us celebrate the 
Lord Jesus who comes to live with 
us. He is with us in our human suffer-
ing and pain, and promises to remain 
for 2021. COVID-19 has given us 
this opportunity once again and has 
invited us to focus on Immanuel – 
God with us. This is the very heart 
of Christmas.

“I, the Holy One of Israel, am your 
redeemer.  I, the Lord, your God,

I am holding you by the hand; I 
tell you, ‘Do not be afraid, I will help 
you.’” (Isaiah 41:13-14)
With prayers and blessing for a Holy 
Christmas and Blessed New Year 
2021.  

+ Most Rev Simon Poh
 Archbishop of Kuching

Jesus gives us hope

Tomorrow will be brighter for all of us
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God…. And 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us”. 

(cf. John 1:1-14) .

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

The celebration of Christmas this year is so 
different. Our minds are preoccupied with the 
fear of COVID-19. Indeed the whole world 
is united not in jubilation as Christmas would 
usually bring, but instead, we are united in 
fear! We are wondering if our family mem-
bers, our friends, our neighbours, and our 
human race even at the present level of ad-
vancement in medical science will be able to 
survive this terrible pandemic virus. We are 
facing an uncertain future.

Since the emergence of COVID-19, we 
have been witnessing the unprecedented im-
pact of the coronavirus pandemic on societies 
throughout the world. The impact is certainly 
more devastating for the poor, migrants and 
the vulnerable. Signs of mental health-related 
issues are already apparent in our society. Cas-
es of domestic violence, sexual abuse, suicide, 
and depression are rising as reported in both 
local and international media.

Few would have foreseen that this pan-
demic COVID-19 would bring such pro-
longed devastation, chaos and confusion to 
our daily life – our economic and social life. 
We certainly did not foresee that the empty 
Churches seen during the Easter celebration in 
April would be again the scene of Christmas 
celebration this year. Normally, we pack the 
churches’ pews at Easter and Christmas, and 
many of the faithful, as they devotedly fulfil 
their religious obligation, even have to stand 
outside our Churches. 

This year, fulfilling our religious obligation 
at Christmas would not be a straightforward 
affair. Those who can be admitted and join 
the Mass must observe the strict SOPs such 
as physical/social distancing and other restric-
tions. And for most of us, our prayers would 
occur mostly at home and in cyberspace, as 
has already been the “new normal” practice 
in the Church today. Festivities at the commu-
nity level will not be possible in the present 
circumstances and even family Christmas 
celebrations are strictly limited to immediate 
family members only.

In the midst of this “new normal” and life’s 
uncertainty, frustration, devastation, and con-
fusion we can be optimistic about the future 
and hopeful that tomorrow will be better! We 
must be strong in faith as we are assured of 
the Lord’s presence in our life. The Gospel on 
Christmas morning says, “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God…. And the Word be-
came flesh and dwelt among us.” 

It is indeed a great consolation to know 
that our Lord and saviour is dwelling among 
his people! God who is divine and holy has 
become one of us. In this way, Jesus, the In-
carnate Word of God, shares all that we are; 
our emotions – our joy, our fears, our strug-
gles – in short, he knows our predicaments 
and shares our stories as a human being. From 
the gospel stories, we read how Jesus encoun-
tered various people, the people who were 
close to him such as his Apostles, the family 
of Martha, Mary and Lazarus (Cf. Jn 11: 1-5), 
the rich young man who wanted to follow him 
(Cf. Mat. 19:20-22) and many others who 
were eager to hear him speak (cf. Lk. 5:15). In 
these and many other instances, Jesus showed 
his love and compassion towards those in 
need. Equally, he also shares our experience 
of distress and uncertainties in life and shows 
compassion and love towards us.

Indeed, the Eternal Word of the Father lives 
among us; he is Emmanuel – God-with-us 
(Cf. Rev 21:3). The Son of God is in our midst 
not just giving us confidence and hope in him 
but more importantly to call us together into 
one body (cf. Col. 3: 15) that truly reflects a 
Christian community of faith. He calls us to 
be caring, compassionate, and ready to extend 
our hands to help those in need, especially 
those financially and socially impacted by 
COVID-19 so that they can stand on their 

own feet and move on in life. As St Paul says, 
“Let all these things be done in a way that will 
build up the community” (1 Cor. 14:26).

Thus, in the light of Christian faith, we face 
the threat of COVID-19, a virus that does not 
choose its victim and knows no borders, by 
uniting ourselves with the rest of humanity to 
stop the spread of this killer virus. There is a 
glimmer of hope as the news that some well-
known companies around the world have al-
ready manufactured vaccines that are said to 
be safe and effective to combat COVID-19. 
Good news indeed! But it will be quite some 
time before such vaccines become widely 
available. In the meantime, we need to be 
vigilant all the time by adhering to the gov-
ernment’s safety protocols, not only protect-
ing ourselves from being infected but also 
preventing the virus from infecting others as 
well. In other words, the whole human society 
must come together in unity to fight against 
the virus. Human solidarity and a concerted 
effort by all are the answer to this crisis.

As already mentioned, most of the Christian 
faithful around the world celebrate Christmas 
this year without the possibility of receiving 
Holy Communion physically, no possibility 
of celebrating as a community in the Church 
as we usually do. Nevertheless, we are confi-
dent that we can still be in communion with 
the Lord spiritually. Perhaps this crisis is also a 
blessing in disguise; there is more time avail-
able for us, as individuals and as a family, to 
reflect deeply that Christ, who was born in a 
manger in Bethlehem, is now born in the fam-
ily and the heart of each of us. In the dark-
ness of the night in Bethlehem, the light of the 
newly born Saviour shone brightly as the sun. 
Similarly, in the darkness of this crisis, with 
the birth of Jesus, there is a new ray of hope as 
we live our lives in the light of faith. With the 
birth of Christ Jesus in our hearts, tomorrow 
will be brighter again for all of us.

As the saying goes “Let us pray for the se-
renity to accept the things we cannot change, 
the courage to change the things we can and 
the wisdom to know the difference.”

BLESSED AND GRACE-FILLED 
CHRISTMAS TO ALL

Rt Rev Datuk Julius Dusin Gitom D.D.
Bishop of Sandakan

A blessed 
Christmas to all

For 2020 years, this couple behind me; Jo-
seph and Mary have been celebrating the 
Birthday of their Son; God’s Gift to the world, 
their Son, Jesus Christ; And I invite all of you, 
people of God Fratelli Tutti; all God’s people 
of all religions, of all faiths, including my 
Catholic brothers and sisters in Kelantan, in 
Perlis, in Kedah, in Perak and in Penang, and 
beyond, to join us to celebrate God’s Gift to 
the world of His Son, Jesus Christ. So, I wish 
all of you, with the words of the angels; that 
the angels spoke to the shepherds, and will 
speak to all of you today.

And those words are, ‘Glory to God in the 
highest and Peace; Ping an; Samanthanam; 
Damai; Peace… to all people, all people, all 
God’s people of goodwill’. And you are those 
people that I am greeting with the peace 
that comes from God. I’ve sent these greet-
ings from the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit 
here in Penang, where I am… and also from 
the Shrine of St Anne, Bukit Mertajam. St 
Anne who prepared Mary to be the Mother 
of Jesus. The shrine that we affectionately 
call these days, the ‘Shrine of Harmony’ be-
cause people of many faiths gather there. So 
I wish all of you,
圣诞快乐
ஆசீருடன் கூடிய கிறிஸ்து பிறப்பை 
கொண்டாடிடுவோம்.  ஆண்டவர் உங்கள் 
அனைவரையும் ஆசீர்வதிப்பாராக
Selamat Hari Natal, hari kelahiran Yesus Kristus
And A Blessed Christmas  to celebrate  the 

Birthday of Jesus. God bless you all!

Rt Rev Sebastian Francis
Bishop of Penang
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Working together to 
plant 1,500 tree saplings

KUCHING: The Unit for Other Religions 
(UNIFOR) released SOPs for Christmas 
Church services which were seen to be 
on the same page as the National Secu-
rity Council (MKN) and the State Disaster 
Management Committee (SDMC).

Churches celebrate Christmas Eve (Vigil) 
Mass between 6.00pm and 10.00pm on Dec 
24, and Christmas Day Mass from 7.00am 
to 1.00pm.

In view of the new SOPs for Christmas 
for Catholics, Archbishop Simon Poh of 
Kuching, announced the cancellation of 
all Masses scheduled to be celebrated after 
1.00pm on Christmas Day. Christmas Eve 
Masses were rescheduled to finish before 
10.00pm.

“We are coordinating with our Churches 
around Kuching City to have only one Mass 
on Christmas in each language: English, 
Chinese and Bahasa Malaysia.

“This enabled all our Catholic Church-
es in Kuching to work together with the 
common aim of making available places 
for Catholics to worship in any Church 
on Christmas Day. We would like to en-

sure that safety SOPs will be followed so 
that our Churches are safe for worship on 
Christmas Day,” Archbishop Poh said.   

He advised parishioners who had pre-
registered for the cancelled Masses to visit 
their church website to register again when 
Mass slots are open for registration. 

The SOPs for social distancing mean re-
duced capacity for parishioners to attend 
the Christmas Eve and Christmas Day Ser-

vices in Church, forcing the majority to at-
tend Mass online.

“With the anticipation of more than 
30,000 viewers who will log in on-line, I 
would like to assure our Catholics that we 
will continue to make available the Vigil 
Mass and Christmas morning Masses via 
live – streaming. Do check the latest sched-
ule available from the Archdiocese of Kuch-
ing website or Facebook page,” he said.

Archbishop Poh explained that the UNI-
FOR guidelines follow the SOP for festi-
vals of the major religions and cultures in 
Malaysia. Celebrations such as Deepavali, 
Gawai, Vesak et cetera, also conformed to 
the restriction of hours for visiting houses 
of worship from 7.00am – 1.00pm, to mini-
mise points of contact and exposure to the 
COVID-19 virus.

“In this time of COVID-19 pandemic, I 
pray that this Christmas will bring hope, joy 
and peace and build solidarity and coopera-
tion among all people of good will as we 
work together to alleviate poverty and suf-
fering,” the Archbishop continued.

He advised all Catholics to confine 
Christmas Day visits to less than 20 close 
family members, and to keep strictly to the 
maintenance of good hygiene. Unnecessary 
trips outside the house are discouraged.

Archbishop Simon Poh announced that 
the annual Archbishop’s Christmas Open 
House this year has been cancelled. He 
sends greetings for a Christmas filled with 
Joy, Peace and Hope to all Christians. — By 
Ivy Chai, Today’s Catholic

PETALING JAYA: In conjunction with our 
Holy Father’s call in Laudato Si to care for 
the Earth, our common home, this Advent/
Christmas season, the Church of the As-
sumption Petaling Jaya’s PIHD ministries 
have come together on an Advent Green 
the Earth Project.

Each person or family which wishes to 
participate is requested to grow five (5) 
fruit tree saplings: four saplings to repre-
sent the four Sundays in Advent and the 
fifth sapling, for Christmas Day, to wel-
come the birth of Jesus.

Coordinating Chairperson for the parish’s 

PIHD ministries, Datuk Thomas Richards, 
said “In a time where many feel isolated, 
we want this project to connect parishion-
ers, and link to the two biggest feasts in the 
Church’s calendar.”

The five saplings must be delivered to the 
Assumption Family House during the third 
week of Lent (March 6 and 7, 2021).

“We hope to get 1,500 saplings which 
will be given to the Orang Asal in Pahang, 
to replant in jungle land which has been 
cleared and left barren. So, in addition to 
helping to green the environment, in the 
long term, it will provide the Orang Asal 

with some income and fruit for consump-
tion.

“During this pandemic, the little project 
also helps many of us learn a new skill like 
planting and caring for saplings while per-
forming physical works of mercy either as 
an individual or as a family.”

Anyone wanting to participate is more 
than welcome. 

For details, please refer to www.assump-
tionpj.org or WhatsApp John @ 012 280 
6025.

Every little tree counts … — By Gwen 
Manickam

Our challenge is to treat everyone with respect
The fruit tree sapplings.

KRUBONG: Despite the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe 
was celebrated in a low-key yet meaningful 
way on Dec 12, 2020 at the Church of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe in Krubong, some 15km 
from Bandaraya Melaka.

Some 250 parishioners were present for 
the 8.00pm Feastday Mass, celebrated by 
Assistant Parish Priest, Fr Damian Charles. 
Rosary and Novena prayers preceded the 
Mass celebrated in three languages. The 
Feastday celebration was also shown on Fa-
cebook live, which generated some 1,500 
views.

This year’s theme touched on the four ele-
ments To Love, To Be Merciful, To Be Help-
ful & To Protect. In his homily, Fr Damian 
invited all to reflect on this theme with the 
Word of God, to connect it with the readings 

today, that God loves, cares, protects and is 
merciful.

In the First Reading, the Prophet Isaiah 
spoke words of encouragement and hope to 
the Israelites, just returned from exile, bro-
kenhearted, unhappy Isaiah advised them 
to be patient. God still loved his people and 
their misery would be turned into joy.

Touching on the Second Reading (St Paul 
to the Romans), Fr Damian said our sins can 
affect our relationships with God, others and 
even nature. Paul made comparison between 
our sins and Christ’s mercy by the cross. The 
grace of God’s salvation by Christ’s death on 
the cross where He saves is the greatest of 
God’s mercy towards us.

‘The Visitation’ from Luke’s Gospel tells 
us that Mary and Elizabeth each have a 
special child — Jesus and John the Baptist. 

When Mary visited Elizabeth, the child in 
Elizabeth’s womb leaped with joy because 
he recognised the Son of God in Mary’s 
womb.  

Fr Damian said there is a connection be-
tween Mary’s visit to Elizabeth and Mary’s 
appearance to Juan Diego, a poor native in 
Guadalupe in 1531.

Juan Diego presented proof for a scepti-
cal bishop in his cloak or tilma, which was 
full of fresh roses and a miraculous image of 
Mother Mary 

This was the only time in history when 
Mother Mary shared a portrait of herself. 
Millions were converted by this miracle of 
God.

Today, at the spot where Mary appeared, 
stands the Basilica of Guadalupe. Fr Damian 
said the spiritual experience shows the mer-
cy of God and the mercy of Mother Mary. 

He said that today’s challenge is a call to 
treat every person, irrespective of status in 
society, with respect. “The maternal love of 
Mary points us to Jesus who never abandons 
us. The greatness of Mother Mary is because 
of her relationship with God. She always 
points us to Jesus. We need to turn to Mary 
and she will bring our prayers to God.

Fr Damian said God knows what is best 
for us. He knows what we need. With this 
confidence in Mary, our spiritual Mother, let 
us be her spiritual children in Christ Jesus. 
— By Bernard Anthony

Change in Mass times for Christmas in Kuching 

Representatives from multi-religious groups, Datuk Amar Douglas Uggah (centre), Archbishop 
Emeritus Peter Chung (3-R), Archbishop Emeritus John Ha (5-L), at Archbishop Simon Poh’s 
(4-R) Christmas Open House 2019. (File photo/TodayCat)

Feastday of Our Lady of Guadalupe Mass in Krubong.

KUALA LUMPUR: Universiti Malaya’s 
Prof Dr Christopher Ng Kwan Hoong was 
busy distributing thermometers which he 
purchased from his crowdfunding project 
to homes and orphanages. 

Prof Ng was recently honoured with the 
Merdeka Award under the Outstanding 
Scholastic Achievement category for his 
contributions to breast cancer research and 
medical physics.

Prof Ng is a senior researcher with the 
university’s Faculty of Medicine and a pa-
rishioner of the Cathedral of St John the 
Evangelist in Kuala Lumpur.

Crowdfunding to 
buy thermometers

Prof Dr Christopher Ng distributing thermometers 
to homes.
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Five Love Languages presented 
virtually by Family Life Commission

KUALA LUMPUR: While a virus 
has plunged the world into a catas-
trophe like no other, many have lost 
their incomes, churches have been 
forced to close their doors and a new 
kind of poverty taken over. This year 
more than ever, we needed ideas and 
inspiration to help us grow in our 
days of isolation and restriction, to 
find that glimmer of hope, that note 
of joy, that promise of comfort. We 
needed to come together, and though 
obligated to be physically distant, we 
wanted to ensure we stayed socially 
and emotionally connected. 

With this in mind, the Liturgical 
Committee of the Cathedral of St 
John the Evangelist, Kuala Lumpur, 
under the supervision of Msgr Leon-
ard Lexson, initiated Journey with 
St Luke to Christmas — 24 days, 10 
priests, one hour a day and one mis-
sion! This was a platform to allow 
parishioners and the Catholic com-

munity, to have a meaningful advent 
and joyfully prepare for the coming 
of Christ, together!

The sessions were a great way to 
lift the spirits of each other by feed-
ing our souls with the Word of God, 
also keeping with tradition (lighting 
the Advent candle and the singing 
of Advent hymns) and prayer (daily 
Advent prayer and the novena to 
Christmas).

We were immensely blessed to 
have ten priests who gladly and self-
lessly committed themselves to this 
mission and took time to journey and 
reflect with us on the Word of God: 
they included Fr Andrew Kooi, Fr 
Biju Matthew, Fr Christopher Wilva-
raj, Fr Clarence Devadass, Fr Rich-
ard Anthony, Fr Surain Durairaj, Fr 
William Michael, Fr Xavier Andrew, 
Msgr Leonard Lexson and Archbish-
op Julian Leow. 

The sessions that were conducted 

at 8.30pm daily on the ZOOM plat-
form also went LIVE on ArchKL’s 
YouTube page, allowing for a wider 
audience reach – and from the count-
less testimonies that have poured in, 
it did exactly that. We have had faith-
ful participation from individuals 
and communities all over the Arch-
diocese as well as from abroad. 

“…when the Advent Journey be-
gins at KL time 8:30pm, it is Toronto 
time 7:30am. I find the presentations 
enlightening and spiritually uplift-
ing. It is a marvel how the Covid-19 
pandemic has shown us creative 
ways to carry out the mission of the 
Church through digital apps.” Aggie 
Gomez, St Aidan Church, Canada.

“Journeying with the Gospel of 
St Luke has been very meaningful 
and enlightening during this 2020 
Advent season. Thank you to all our 
learned clergy who impart insight of 
the chapters and help us understand 

the ‘deep’ message of the Gospel of 
St Luke.” Mary Bernard, Church of 
Visitation, Seremban. 

“Thank you very much for the in-
teresting and inspiring sessions on 
the Gospel of Luke..” FMM Sisters 
of Assunta Convent, Petaling Jaya.

“I have thoroughly enjoyed the 
sessions. They have been both in-
formative and inspirational. I have 
watched them via YouTube. A big 

thank you to all our dear priests and 
our Archbishop, as well as the co-
presenters and organising commit-
tee.” Joseph Anthony Illingworth, 
Our Lady of Lourdes, Klang.

Despite the situation around us, we 
believe that these sessions have al-
lowed for community and cohesion 
to be experienced, and in a strange 
way we have seen this isolation 
bringing us closer together!

KUALA LUMPUR: The Kuala 
Lumpur Archdiocesan Family Life 
Commission conducted the 5 Love 
Languages programme virtually  
Dec 19. 

The 5 Love Languages is based 
on a book by Dr Gary Chapman. He 
is an American author, speaker and 
counsellor. Dr Chapman discovered 
during his counselling sessions that 
people exhibited mostly one of the 
five love languages. They are 1) Acts 
of Service, 2) Quality Time, 3) Re-
ceiving Gifts 4) Acts of Service and 
5) Physical Touch. This enrichment 
programme has been presented over 
the last four years in various parishes 
in the Archdiocese of Kuala Lumpur 
by a dedicated team of presenters.

This year too there were plans to 
present this programme in the par-
ishes, but the COVID-19 pandemic 
prevented the presentation to an au-
dience, face to face.

However, the Archdiocesan Fam-
ily Life Commission led by the Chair 
Couple Robert and Shelah Basker 

along with Fr Edwin Peter requested 
the presenting team to modify this 
one day programme to be presented 
virtually in 2½ hours. It was pre-
sented via Google meet and also live 
streamed by the Archdiocesan Social 
Communications Team.

The presenting team consisted 
of Noel & Sharon Santiago from 
the Parish of our Lady of Lourdes, 
Klang, Datin Josephine Wong Fon-
seka and Joseph and Anita Pragasam, 
from the Parish of the Assumption, 
Petaling Jaya.

The programme began at 9.00am, 
with a prayer and scripture read-
ing by the Chair Couple Robert & 
Shelah. They then introduced the 
presenters, giving a short personality 
profile of each of them.

The introductory presentation ex-
plained that in order to improve and 
foster good interpersonal relation-
ships between spouses, children, 
youth, older persons and even office 
colleagues, it is very important to 
first know our own love language. 
Then special effort must be made 

to discover the love language of the 
person or persons being related to. 
A concept called an emotional love 
tank which all persons have was in-
troduced. When happy and content-
ed, the level in our emotional love 
tank fills up. When sad, depressed 
and hurt, the level of our emotional 
love tank runs low. 

Prior to this session, assessment 
forms to evaluate our own primary 
love language were emailed to those 
who registered. A brief explanation 
was given on how to recognise their 
individual primary love language 
based on their evaluation. 

The love language, Words of Af-
firmation explained that words of 
affirmation are spoken or written 
words that confirm, support, uplift 
and empathize with another person 
in a positive manner.  

In Acts of Service, if it is to be ac-
cepted as a love language, it must 
be done willingly with a positive at-
titude. 

Receiving Gifts. To a person 

whose love language is receiving 
gifts, more value is placed on the 
thought rather than the monetary cost 
of the gift. 

Quality Time is giving someone 
your undivided attention. Spending 
Quality time is an expression of love. 
This can be done with quality con-
versation and activities focusing on 
each other. 

Physical Touch is a nonverbal love 
language to let others know they are 
cherished.  Placing a palm on your 
partner’s wrist, planting a kiss on 
the forehead or even a hug can come 
across as incredibly loving.

The presentations finished at 
11.35am with a message from Rob-
ert & Shelah thanking the presenters 
and all the participants who followed 
on Google Meet and You Tube. 

In 2021 it is hoped that this pro-
gramme can be presented in the 
parishes in the Kuala Lumpur Arch-
diocese. There are also plans to have 
presentations in Tamil, Mandarin 
and Bahasa Malaysia. 

Spending 24 days journeying with St Luke

KELANA JAYA: Christmas Hope is 
the St Ignatius Church (SIC) Sunday 
School Choir’s second virtual project 
since the Movement Control Order 
(MCO). The song is an original writ-
ten by SIC parishioner Nicholas Kurt 
Sta Maria, with inspiration from the 
children’s thoughts on celebrating 
Christmas in a pandemic. With hopes 
to present something special this holi-
day season, the children were asked 
to write down and submit how they 
felt about the unfamiliar situation 
faced this Christmas.

The children expressed feelings 
of loneliness and boredom, being 
apart from family and friends for so 
long. ‘Since the MCO started, I have 
felt very sad because I cannot go to 
school or meet my friends. I do not 
enjoy staying at home because there 
is nothing to do, except eat and sleep,’ 
stated one choir member in an e-mail. 
Despite the melancholy, most of the 

responses ended with positive hopes 
about celebrations at home as they 
waited for the situation to improve, 

‘my wish for Christmas is that the 
pandemic will stop, and we can go 
back to our normal lives… it will be 

nice to video call and that we could 
celebrate Christmas together.’

About 20 responses were compiled 

and sent to Nicholas, a young multi-
talented musician with an Honours 
Degree in Music & Popular Music 
from the University of Wolverhamp-
ton in the UK. He is also an experi-
enced music teacher currently work-
ing in Singapore and loves children. 
His passion for music and his ability 
to reach out to kids helped in creat-
ing a song that they could connect to. 
He touches on their loneliness and 
fear but stays centred on the hope 
that comes with the true meaning of 
Christmas. Within a week, a com-
plete demo was ready to be sent out, 
with help from the rest of the team, so 
the choir could record their parts.

The final video premiered on SIC’s 
YouTube channel (https://youtu.be/
FxzW_0YQAiY) on Dec 14 and was 
featured on the Catholics at Home 
Podcast’s ‘An ExtraOrdinary Christ-
mas’ on Dec 19. — By Emily Jean 
Legada

St Ignatius Church launches Christmas Hope song

Sunday School Choir singing the Christmas Hope song virtually.

Journey with St Luke to Christmas via Zoom and Youtube.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FxzW_0YQAiY&feature=youtu.be
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TUARAN: In efforts to prevent the spread of 
the coronavirus, St John’s Tuaran got creative 
about bringing the sacraments to the local 
community. During Advent, the priests from 
St John parish held a drive-thru confession 
to bring Christ’s forgiveness and love to the 
faithful in a safe way that won’t increase in-
fection.

The drive-thru confession was held from 
Nov 30 – Dec 22, from Mondays to Fridays. 
The faithful had to adhere to the SOPs and 
register their name before going to the drive 
thru confession. The confessor, in his priestly 
robe, wearing a mask, sat under the white tent 
that had been set up in the parking area.  

Everyday there were three sessions sched-
uled for the drive-thru confession, the first 
session at 8.30-10.00am, the second session 
at 10.30am - 12.00 noon and the third ses-
sion at 2.30pm - 4.00pm, administered by 
Fr Edward Raymond, Fr Abel Madisang and 
Fr Rhobby Mojolou. — By Erica Egtopen, 
Catholic Sabah

Tuaran parish 
begins drive-thru 
confession

The faithful going for confession with Fr Edward 
Raymond through drive-thru.

KUALA LUMPUR: An online premier of 
a virtual choir comprising over 500 Malay-
sians brought the spirit of Christmas to the 
homes of both locals and those around the 
world this weekend.

Touted as “Malaysia’s Largest Ever 
Catholic Virtual Choir”, the effort was 
brought together by Catholics at Home, 
(CAH) which is a podcast set up during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, to help Catholics in 
Malaysia understand, prepare and tackle 
being an online Catholic during the move-
ment control order (MCO).

Among others, the virtual performance 
included a medley of Christmas carols like 
O Come All Ye Faithful, Hark The Herald 
Angels Sing and Angels We Have Heard on 
High in six different languages, including 
the Malaysian sign language.

The programme also featured Christmas 
wishes from Catholic Archbishop of Kuala 
Lumpur Most Rev Julian Leow Beng Kim, 
and unique Christmas cribs from churches 
around Malaysia.

“During this time, it is important not to 
neglect our community’s spiritual needs 
and do what we can to bring the Catholic 
community in Malaysia together and lift 
their spirits,” said the podcast’s team mem-

ber Fr Clarence Devadass.
“Assembling a choir of this magnitude 

was not easy.
“However, the response from Catholics 

across Malaysia was overwhelming,” he 
said, adding that many wanted to be part 
of a unique expression of Christian fellow-
ship necessitated by the current times they 
live in.

“In the spirit of Christmas, at this time 
when we are socially and spiritually dis-
tanced, this enthusiasm to engage through 
all the means available gives us hope and 
courage, and viewers got to see some fa-
miliar faces in our virtual choir, such as 
Malaysian Olympian Pandelela Rinong, 
retired SMK Assunta founder, principal 
Datin Paduka Sr Enda Ryan, and their 
friends and family members too,” Fr De-
vadass added.

The CAH podcast team took two weeks 
to put together the submissions for the 
performance which premiered on Dec 19, 
and submissions were accepted in English, 
Mandarin, Chinese, Tamil, BM, Kadazan, 
and Iban.

“Across the year, we have seen all man-
ner of organisations in Malaysia changing 
how they reach their audiences, and it is 

the same for spiritual communities where 
interpersonal communications is the glue 
that binds the congregation together,” said 
another CAH team member, Mark Darren 
Lee.

“We started this podcast in April dur-
ing the MCO to reach out to Catholics 
who needed their spiritual fellowship and 
growth.

“During this Advent season, we decided 
to use this channel to bring Christmas joy 
to everyone. Malaysians who are not able 
to come home this year to celebrate with 
their family and loved ones can still feel the 
Malaysian Christmas spirit virtually.

“We hope this effort will add cheer to 
everyone’s homes ahead of the upcoming 
Christmas celebration,” Lee added.

He said that when the virtual choir was 
first premiered, it garnered 20,000 viewers.

“To date, we have over 35,000 views 
in total via Facebook and You Tube,” Lee 
added.

The performance can be viewed via Fa-
cebook: http://bit.ly/LargestChristmasVir-
tualChoir_FB or YouTube: http://bit.ly/
LargestChristmasVirtualChoir_YouTube  
— By Marina Emmanuel, New Straits 
Times

Malaysia’s largest virtual Catholic choir 
spreads spirit of Christmas globally

KUCHING: St Joseph’s Cathedral organ-
ised its first open–air morning Mass in the 
Cathedral’s carpark on Dec 19. The 7.00am 
Mass was limited to 20 pre-registered cars, 
and passengers had to comply strictly with 
the state government’s SOPs for houses of 
worship.

The trial run was a prelude to more spe-
cial Masses that will enable Catholics who 
are considered “high risk” because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, to come to Church 
and to receive Holy Communion.

Archbishop Simon Poh celebrated the first 
“Carpark Mass” from the first floor window 
of the Parish office overlooking the carpark. 
Fr Galvin Ngumbang concelebrated.

In welcoming the drive-in parishioners, 
Archbishop Poh said he was happy to see 
them and acknowledged their desire to at-
tend Mass in Church, but could not. Now 
they can come in cars. “God remembers 
you. So now ‘Jesus comes to you,’” he said.

Throughout the Mass, parishioners re-

mained seated in their cars with windows 
wound down and engines cut off. They had 
the option to wear/not wear their masks as 
they came as a family and “car distancing” 
had been put in place.

Holy Communion was brought to them by 
the Extraordinary Eucharistic Ministers.

Many Catholics who belong to the “high 
risk” group, namely the elderly, the vulner-
able, and those with mobility challenges or 
medical conditions, have not attended Mass 
in Church since March this year.

Archbishop Poh has arranged four Car-
park Masses from Dec 24 – 27 specially 
for them. They can now attend the 7.00pm 
Mass on Christmas Eve, Christmas Day as 
well as over the Saturday and Sunday week-
end.

Catholics who are eligible to attend these 
special Masses can contact Brenda at St 
Joseph’s Cathedral Parish Office for more 
information and registration forms. Tel: 08 
2423424. — By Ivy Chai, Today’s Catholic

“Carpark Mass” for elderly 
and vulnerable Catholics

Archbishop Simon Poh celebrating Mass from the window of the Parish office overlooking 
the Cathedral carpark. (Todaycat photo/Shannon Wei)

The virtual performance of Christnas carols in six different languages via CatholicsAtHome youtube and facebook.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T854p6vltJo&t=1s


Sunday of the Word of God: 
‘A day of awakening’
VATICAN: Pope Francis instituted 
‘The Sunday of the Word of God’ to 
be held every year on the third Sun-
day of Ordinary Time, with the Ap-
ostolic Letter in the form of a Motu 
proprio Aperuit Illis issued Sept 30,  
2019.

The Pope intended it to be a day 
dedicated to the celebration, reflec-
tion and dissemination of the Word.

Importance of Sacred 
Scripture in our lives
A note released on Saturday by the 
Congregation for Divine Worship 
and the Discipline of the Sacraments, 
and signed by the prefect, Cardinal 
Robert Sarah, explains that The Sun-
day of the Word of God is a means to 
help people “reawaken an awareness 
of the importance of Sacred Scrip-
ture for our lives as believers, begin-
ning with its resonance in the liturgy 
which places us in living and perma-
nent dialogue with God.”

It adds that the day is also “a good 
opportunity to reread some ecclesial 
documents, especially the Praenotan-
da of the Ordo Lectionum Missae.”

The note itself is divided into ten 

points, the first of which points out 
that “through the proclaimed biblical 
readings in the liturgy, God speaks 
to his people and Christ himself pro-
claims his Gospel.” It indicates that 
“One of the ritual possibilities suit-
able for this Sunday could be the 
entrance procession with the Book 
of the Gospels or simply placing the 
Book of the Gospels on the altar.”

The document then specifies that 
the biblical readings arranged by the 
Church in the Lectionary should not 
be replaced or suppressed, and that 
versions of the Bible approved for 
liturgical use should be used.

“The proclamation of the texts of 
the Lectionary constitutes a bond of 
unity between all the faithful who 
hear them,” says the note, which also 
recommends the singing of the Re-
sponsorial Psalm.

The Homily
Focusing on the homily, it invites 
bishops, priests and deacons to “ex-
plain and enable all to understand 
Sacred Scripture” and to “make it 
accessible to their communities”, 
carrying out this ministry “with spe-

cial dedication, treasuring the means 
proposed by the Church”. The im-
portance of silence in liturgical cel-
ebration is also emphasised, because, 
“favouring meditation, it allows the 
word of God to be received inwardly 
by the listener.”

With regard to those who proclaim 
the Word of God in the assembly 
- priests, deacons and lectors - the 
note specifies that “specific interior 
and exterior preparation, familiarity 
with the text to be proclaimed and 
the necessary practice in the way of 
proclaiming it” are required.

It also insists on the care of the 
ambo from which the Word of God 
is proclaimed, and while “the hom-
ily and the intentions of the universal 
prayer can be proclaimed from it”, “it 
is less appropriate to use it for com-
mentaries, announcements or for di-
recting singing.”

There is also a request to take care 
of the material value and the good use 
of “books containing the readings of 
Sacred Scripture”, adding it is “never 
appropriate to resort to leaflets, pho-
tocopies, and other pastoral aids as a 
substitute for liturgical books.”
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HONGDONG: Msgr Pietro Liu 
Genzhu was ordained bishop of 
the diocese of Hongdong-Linfen 
(Shanxi) Dec 22 (in the morning). 
His appointment was recognised by 
the Holy See and the Chinese gov-
ernment.

Msgr Liu had already been vicar 
general of Linfen since 2010. The 
diocese had no bishop since 2006, 
following the death of the then or-
dinary Msgr. Sun Yuanmo, although 
Msgr Liu was the Holy See candi-
date for a long time. This is the sec-
ond episcopal ordination after the 
renewal of the Sino-Vatican Agree-
ment last October. The first was the 
ordination in Qingdao.

The news of his ordination was 
immediately released by the Pa-

triotic Association and the Shanxi 
Bishops Council.

The ordination ceremony was 
presided over by Msgr Paolo Meng 
Ningyou, bishop of Taiyuan and di-
rector of the Shanxi Patriotic Asso-

ciation. Concelebrants included sev-
eral provincial bishops: Msgr Wu 
Junwei of the diocese of Yuncheng; 
Msgr Ding Lingbin, of the Diocese 
of Changzhi; and Msgr Ma Cunguo 
of the diocese of Shuozhou.

Fr Yang Yu, deputy secretary 
general of the Council of Chinese 
bishops, announced the mandate of 
Msgr Liu on behalf of all Chinese 
bishops.

According to some faithful, the 
rite was “very sober and low-key”. 
Many lay faithful were unable to 
attend the ceremony. The press re-
lease states that in respect of the 
COVID-19 prevention measures 
during the pandemic, “the ceremo-
ny followed the principle of sim-
plicity and solemnity”. Sixty-three 
priests from the various dioceses of 
the Shanxi province concelebrated. 
Two hundred nuns and seminarians 
participated in the Mass.

Bishop Liu Genzhu was born on 
Oct 12, 1966 in Hongdong County 

(Shanxi). In 1991 he completed his 
studies in the provincial seminary 
of Shaanxi (Xian) and was ordained 
a priest in the same year. In June 
2010, he was appointed vicar gener-
al of the diocese of Linfen. He was a 
member of the 9th Committee of the 
Patriotic Association of the Chinese 
Catholic Church, and deputy direc-
tor of the 7th Patriotic Association 
of Shanxi Province.

According to the latest available 
statistics (2014), the Hongdong dio-
cese has about 40,000 faithfuls, with 
16 parishes and a hundred chapels; 
about 50 priests are engaged in pas-
toral work there; a diocesan congre-
gation of nuns works in the aposto-
late of catechesis and medical care. 
— AsiaNews

Hongdong’s Msgr Pietro Liu Genzhu ordained

Episcopal ordination of Msgr Pietro Liu Genzhu on Dec, 2020 in Qingdao.

EAST JAVA: Christians and Mus-
lims in Indonesia’s East Java prov-
ince have decorated a Christmas tree 
using masks and hand-sanitizer bot-
tles to remind people to follow health 
protocols and show unity amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

The tree, decorated with 1,000 
masks and bottles, was a joint effort 
between the Association of Nah-
dlatul Ulama Intellectuals (ISNU), 
part of Nahdlatul Ulama, Indonesia’s 
biggest Islamic organization, and 
Catholics of Christ the King Parish 
in Surabaya, East Java’s capital.

They worked on the 3.5-metre-
high Christmas tree for 12 days and 
put it at the entrance to the church 
where it would be most visible.     

Nur Kholis Saleh, a Muslim cleric 
and chairman of the ISNU, said that 
helping decorate the tree was a way 
of building interreligious harmony.

Several churches in Surabaya 

were bombed in May 2018 in a se-
ries of attacks that killed 12 people.

Before that, a 19-year-old Nahl-
atul Ulama member called Riyanto 
was killed during a Christmas Eve 
bombing while providing security at 
a Protestant church in Mojokerto in 
2000.  

“When Muslims celebrate Aidil 
Fitri, Christians help to provide secu-
rity for that event,” Saleh said.  

Saleh said Christmas is a celebra-
tion for all people, not only Chris-
tians, as is Aidil Fitri, which also pro-
vides inspiration to build peace and 
reconciliation.  

“Celebrating Christmas is like cel-
ebrating Aidil Fitri, so we must show 
unity with our brothers and sisters. 
This is Indonesia, we have to main-
tain diversity,” he said.  

Theresia Mariani, coordinator of 
Christ the King Parish’s Christmas 
celebration, said the use of masks 

and hand-sanitizer bottles was meant 
to encourage Catholics and the pub-
lic to follow health protocols to pre-
vent them from becoming spreaders 
of the virus.

“It warns Catholics to always use 
masks, keep physical distancing and 
wash hands with soap,” said Mariani. 

She also thanked the Muslim 
volunteers who helped decorate the 
Christmas tree.

Fr Antonius Benny Susetyo, a 
member of a presidential unit pro-
moting sectarian ties, said such co-
operation is seen in many parts of 
Indonesia and is a good tradition to 
build communal fraternity.

“They [Christians and Muslims] 
want a peaceful and successful 
Christmas,” said Fr Susetyo.

According to him, all religions 
should welcome people with differ-
ent views by loving, respecting and 
sharing, especially in this difficult 

time caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic

“I hope religious people make reli-
gion an inner inspiration for the com-

mon good,” he said.    
As of Dec 22, Indonesia had re-

corded 678,125 COVID-19 cases 
and 20,257 deaths. — ucanews.com

Indonesian Christians, Muslims create COVID Christmas tree

Nahdlatul Ulama cleric, helps Catholics of Christ the King Parish in 
Surabaya, East Java, decorate a Christmas tree using masks and hand-
sanitizer bottles. (UCA News photo)

Formation meetings
In order to make Sacred Scripture 
and its value in liturgical celebra-
tions better known, the Congrega-
tion urges the promotion of forma-
tion meetings, in proximity to or in 
the days following the Sunday of 
the Word of God, to highlight in 
greater detail “the criteria for the 
liturgical distribution of the vari-
ous biblical books in the course of 
the year and its seasons, as well as 
what the structure is of the Sunday 
and weekday cycles of the read-
ings for Mass.”

Finally, the document identifies 
the Sunday of the Word of God, 
where the community celebration 

of Lauds and Vespers is promoted, 
as “a fitting occasion to deepen the 
link between Sacred Scripture and 
the Liturgy of the Hours, the pray-
ing of the Psalms and Canticles of 
the Office, as well as the biblical 
readings.”

St Jerome
It also suggests that St. Jerome be 
proposed as an example “for the 
great love he had for the Word of 
God.” — Vatican News

Click here for the Note on the 
Sunday of the Word of God from 
the Congregation for Divine 
Worship and the Discipline of the 
Sacraments

The Sunday of the Word of God to be held every year on the third Sunday 
of Ordinary Time.

https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2020/12/19/201219a.html
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ABU DHABI: Despite restrictions, 
closures and limits to celebrations 
and events, “Christians in Arabia 
will have open churches, while com-
plying with the rules set by the gov-
ernment. To give an idea: from the 
morning of the 24th to the evening 
of the 26th we will have 70 Masses 
in the Abu Dhabi compound, ac-
cording to a detailed and structured 
health and safety programme,” says 
the Apostolic vicar of southern Ara-
bia (United Arab Emirates, Oman 
and Yemen) Msgr Paul Hinder.

Since April the prelate is also ap-
ostolic administrator of the vacant 
seat of northern Arabia (Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Bahrain) 
following the death of Msgr Camillo 
Ballin.

He continues: “The procedures 
are complex and articulated, be-
cause the places must be sanitised 
each time and the faithful have to 
go through special scanners for de-
tecting body temperature. However, 
it will be a Christmas together and 
participatory.”

“The celebrations will take place 
in the cathedral, in the church of 
Santa Teresa and in a hall above the 
Church of Santa Teresa, which we 
have used as a place of worship. We 
will always have three at the same 
time, to ensure maximum participa-
tion even in the face of contingent 
admissions and maintaining the live 
streaming on television and online, 
on social networks, to involve even 
those who are unable to move”.

The request was such, he contin-
ues, that “once the programme was 
defined, we saw that there was a 
need for two more Masses. Hence 
the reopening of the registration sys-
tem which, in less than two hours, 
was full. This is certainly a sign of 
the willingness of the Christians of 
Arabia, many who are waiting to 
return to Mass and receive the sac-
rament in a worthy way” to partici-

pate.
Bishop Hinder then addresses a 

thought to the many who “will not 
be able to come to church” who just 
like Joseph and Mary “found no 
space in the inn” and have taken ref-
uge in a manger with the ox and the 
donkey. To all, the prelate launches 
an invitation to “follow the celebra-
tions online” on television or on 
social networks “looking forward 
to the day when you can physically 
join the community again”.

The new coronavirus pandemic 
has modified, but not upset, some 
passages of the celebrations. “We 
are not allowed to sing, to use the 
great choirs,” underlines Msgr Hin-
der, “except for a small group in the 
cathedral. Perhaps some faithful will 
sing from behind the masks, but 
these are some of the limits imposed 
by the health authorities in the public 
sphere”.

“Compared to the past,” contin-
ues the prelate who in recent days 
received the Chinese-made anti-
COVID-19 vaccine administered in 
recent weeks in the Emirates, “peo-
ple will not be able to stay in the 
compound at the end of the Mass”. 
Christmas Day is usually “an oppor-
tunity to meet, to visit the Nativity 

Scene, but this year it will not be 
possible, just as we will not be able 
to organise a community lunch for 
people alone or without families”.

The condition of the Christian 
community of Arabia, overwhelm-
ingly made up of migrant workers, 
has been severely impacted by the 
pandemic. “Many have lost their 
jobs, others have already returned 
to their countries of origin or have 
stayed and are in great difficulty. I 
do not know what developments 
will be in the coming months, but it 
is clear that the Church will have to 
review and update its commitment 
and its pastoral programme, taking 
into account these renewed needs.”

One last thought Msgr Hinder ad-
dressed “to the brave” Pope Francis, 
who will go to Iraq in March, an 
absolute first, which follows the his-
toric apostolic journey to Abu Dhabi 
in February 2019. “We can speak 
of continuity with the previous visit 
and of a further effort in establish-
ing relations of mutual esteem and 
understanding with Islam. Further-
more, for the Chaldean and non-
Chaldean Christians of the country, 
who have lived through many diffi-
cult years, it will be a great source of 
encouragement.” — AsiaNews

Vicar of Arabia: beyond COVID, open 
churches and Christmas together

A nativity scene at St Joseph’s Cathedral compound. (Asianews photo)

HO CHI MINH: Vietnamese Chris-
tians are preparing to celebrate 
Christmas with, in the background, 
the novel coronavirus pandemic and 
its impact on the economy and the 
lives of families.

Despite this situation, Christmas is 
a time of community sharing and a 
propitious occasion for acts of love, 
solidarity and mutual help towards 
the needy, drawing in believers of 
other religions attracted by the at-
mosphere and symbols of the cel-
ebration.

Vietnam has 2,738 parishes, most 
of which have been engaged in social 
outreach activities associated with 
the holiday season, such as visits to 
the poor and the sick, even in the 
most remote areas.

Such acts attract the whole com-
munity. This is the case in Bến Lức 
district, Diocese of Mỹ Tho (Long 
An province). Here Catholics along 
with Protestants, Buddhists and non-
religious people have set up a nativ-
ity scene and Christmas decorations.

In Ho Chi Minh City, the festive at-
mosphere is also visible everywhere, 
including churchyards cleaned and 
decorated with Christmas trees and 
nativity scenes, as well as bright col-

oured lights.
The faithful – especially children 

and young people – spend time deco-
rating their homes in an atmosphere 
of joy and happiness, waiting for 
Christmas Eve and the day of cel-
ebration.

In some locations, preparations 
and the Christmas spirit also involve 
local government officials, who 
are associated with the Vietnamese 
Communist Party, who visit the poor-
est families and bring small gifts.

In Nghĩa Đàn district (Nghê An 
province), members of the local Peo-
ple’s Committee visited the local par-
ish, and met with its priests and the 
needy, bringing gifts for Christmas.

“A few days ago,” said Mr Sáu, 
a Buddhist farmer, speaking to Asi-
aNews, “some members of the Bình 
Sơn parish, in the archdiocese of the 
former Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh 
City) asked me to make a small na-
tivity scene in the garden, among the 
bonsai plants. I accepted the request 
with joy, because this is the 'Bethle-
hem of God’ (Đức Chúa mà). This 
is why there is a large and beauti-
ful Bethlehem grotto in my garden 
now.” — By Paul Nguyen Hung, 
AsiaNews

Christmas celebration and 
solidarity for Vietnam’s Christians, 
Buddhists and non-religious

A church in Vietnam.

VATICAN: Celebrating the birth of the 
baby Jesus who brings the light of hope and 
salvation into the world, Sr Patricia Mur-
ray, Executive Director of the International 
Union of Superiors General (UISG), delves 
into her own roots and brings us a message 
from the Celtic tradition:

UISG represents Congregations of Wom-
en Religious throughout the world. It seeks 
to witness to and proclaim the identity of 
apostolic religious life in all its diversity. 
The mission of UISG is to build bridges 
that span distances, borders and boundaries 
in order to create ways for members to be in 
communication, in community and in com-
munion. Its purpose is to promote an under-
standing of religious life, and its members 
are involved in different projects including 
the fight against human trafficking, protec-
tion of migrants, interreligious dialogue, 
education, justice, peace and care of crea-
tion. — Vatican News

Christmas 2020: The light of  
hope shines brightest in darkness

The Adoration of the shepherds. (Vatican News photo)

Sr Patricia brings us a prayer for all who 
feel in need of a guiding light:

If your path is menaced by 
shadow,  may the Lord circle you,                                  

keep light within, and darkness out.
If your path is targeted by conflict, may 
the Lord circle you, keep Love near, 

and keep hatred afar.
If your path is threatened by worry, 

may the Lord circle you, keep peace 
within, and fear without.

We have waited long for you, Oh 
Lord. Deep has been the darkness.                             
We long for you to come, right here 

among us where we are now.
We will not fear the shadows 
that surround us because                                              
you are coming among us.

We await the sound of a cry in the 
night, the joy that follows pain, the 

coming of Hope into our world.
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SEOUL: Crowds of South Korean 
pilgrims including children, young 
people and adults have been flock-
ing to a “Santa Village” that seeks to 
welcome Jesus and heal the wounds 
of the coronavirus during Christmas.

Asan Gongseri Holy Land in Dae-
jeon Diocese has been transformed 
into a Santa Village by a priest, a 
nun and children in front of Gong-
seri Cathedral.

Santa Village opened on Dec 1 
and will run until Jan 3. Every day it 
welcomes hundreds of visitors from 
5.00am to midnight.

LED lights decorate seven cherry 
trees on the right side of the entrance 
to the village and 17 pine trees on 
the left. The nativity scene in the 
middle is also illuminated with LED 
lights.

With all trees on the hillside deco-
rated with LED lights, lights on the 
top of the castle and large torches 
held by life-size figurines of Our 
Lady, Santa Village sparkles as dusk 
descends. 

Fr Hong Gwang-cheol, the par-
ish priest, said the reason he set up 
Santa Village was to touch the hearts 
of people who are still suffering due 
to the coronavirus and to encour-
age them to come to the church for 
Christmas Mass.

“When Mass was stopped due to 
COVID-19, I was heartbroken. Al-

though Mass has resumed, attend-
ance is only a third compared to nor-
mal times. If the current trend [of the 
coronavirus] continues, it is obvious 
there will be a limited number of 
Mass attendees,” Father Hong said.

The priest plans to make the 
whole place beautiful in order to 
allow small groups to attend Christ-
mas Mass at intervals throughout 
the holy place. Large monitors will 
be installed everywhere.

“I will celebrate Mass in the ca-
thedral, but people will be able to at-
tend Mass while watching the moni-
tors by gathering separately not only 
in the cathedral but also in the front 
yard or in front of the museum,” the 
priest said.

Sr Yun Eprem, the nun in charge 
of decorating Santa Village, ex-
pressed joy despite the hard work in 
November.

“During November I couldn’t 
take a day off,” the nun said, adding 
she was delighted to see people vis-
iting the village regularly.

Santa Village also encourages vis-
itors to donate to the poor and needy 
during the festive season.

A large tent set up in the village 
offers gloves, hats and clothes as 
Christmas gifts, with the proceeds 
going to a women’s welfare group in 
Daejeon to help the poor and disa-
bled. — ucanews.com

VATICAN:  Two top Vatican officials 
— Cardinal Konrad Krajewski and 
Cardinal Giuseppe Bertello — have 
tested positive for the COVID-19 
virus, Italian media reported, and a 
Vatican source confirmed.

Cardinal Krajewski, the 57-year-
old papal almoner, was tested at the 
Vatican health clinic early Dec 21 
and was hospitalised at Rome’s Ge-
melli hospital with the initial signs of 
pneumonia.

Cardinal Bertello, the 78-year-old 
head of the commission governing 
Vatican City State, also tested posi-
tive, but was quarantining at his Vati-
can apartment.

People who had been in close con-
tact with the two have been moni-
tored, a Vatican source said Dec 22, 
and neither of the cardinals attended 
the Pope’s meeting Dec 21 with of-
ficials of the Roman Curia. At a 

meeting later that day with Vatican 
employees, many of whom work for 
the city-state, Cardinal Bertello was 
also absent; instead Bishop Fernando 
Vergez Alzaga, secretary-general of 
the office, attended.

Pope Francis was tested for COV-
ID-19 on Monday, Dec 21, and re-
ceived a negative result, the Italian 
news agency ANSA reported today, 
Dec 23, saying it got the information 
from Vatican sources.

The Vatican has had at least 30 
cases of COVID-19, although it has 
reported no deaths.

Dr Fabio De Giorgio, who works 
at the Vatican health centre, was one 
of those who had tested positive and 
has since recovered. He was chosen 
to speak on behalf of the lay employ-
ees at the meeting with the Pope Dec 
21.

Urging his fellow employees to 
work together and help one another, 
the doctor told them and the Pope that 
“we know it will not be over quickly, 
but even if we must still face days 
of suffering, the certainty that better 
days are coming gives us hope.”

Dr Andrea Arcangeli, director of 
the Vatican health service, had an-
nounced Dec 11 that the Vatican 
would begin vaccinating employees 
early in 2021.

After someone who attended the 

Pope’s Oct 21 general audience test-
ed positive, the Pope stopped holding 
the gatherings with the public present 
and instead returned to livestreaming 
the weekly appointment from the li-
brary of the Apostolic Palace.

A dozen members of the Swiss 
Guard tested positive in October and 
were quarantined, and four other Vat-
ican citizens or residents, including 
one who lived in the Domus Sanctae 
Marthae, where the Pope lives, tested 
positive and were quarantined.

The Vatican confirmed its first 
COVID-19 case in early March, 
saying it was a priest from the hard-
hit city of Bergamo who had first 
gone to the Vatican health clinic for 
a routine pre-employment exam. 
By early June, the Vatican had reg-
istered 12 cases among employ-
ees and residents. — By Cindy                              
Wooden, CNS

Two Vatican cardinals test positive 
for COVID-19; one hospitalised

LONDON: France, Germany, Italy, 
Ireland, Belgium, India and Cana-
da were among the many nations 
which cut transport links to Britain 
after Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
warned that the new strain of the vi-
rus was a danger to the country. On 
Sunday, the number of coronavirus 
cases in Britain surged by nearly 
36,000, the highest daily rise since 
the start of the pandemic.

Here in London, Johnson was 
set to chair an emergency response 
meeting to discuss the travel ban is-
sue and in particular the halt to the 
flow of freight in and out of Britain. 
On Sunday evening, France an-
nounced it was shutting its border 
for 48 hours to arrivals of people and 
trucks from Britain.

The move has closed off one of the 
most important trade arteries with 

mainland Europe and British super-
markets have warned it could lead to 
a shortage of fresh food supplies if 
the closure continues. Long queues 
of trucks were reported in south east 
England hours after the travel ban 
went into effect.

The travel restrictions have com-
pounded problems for Britain just 
days before it is due to leave the Eu-
ropean Union on December 31st af-
ter a transition period this year. Lon-
don and Brussels have so far failed to 
reach a post-Brexit trade deal, raising 
the prospect of chaos in goods traffic.

Scientists say there is no evidence 
yet that the new more infectious 
strain of the virus detected in Britain 
is either more lethal or causes a more 
severe illness.

But the variant’s ability to trans-
mit the virus more easily has caused 
global alarm and left Britain looking 
more and more isolated. — By Susy 
Hodges, Vatican News

COVID: UK increasingly isolated

Cardinal Konrad Krajewski

European neighbours shut doors to Britain amid alarm over new coronavirus 
strain. (Vatican News photo)

Santa Village at Asan Gongseri Holy Land in Daejeon Diocese in South 
Korea. (UCA News photo/Catholic Times)

Cardinal Giuseppe Bertello

VENICE: “Policoro” is a project of 
the office of social communications 
of the Diocese of Oppido Mamerti-
na-Palmi, inspired by Laudato Si’.

“Find Out Who Made the Pack-
age” initiative: a series of local prod-
ucts packaged together that make 
great Christmas gifts, that support 
local businesses. The proposal, pro-
moted and supported by the Com-
munication Office of the Diocese of 
Calabria, provided the opportunity to 
various businesses taking part in the 
project to witness to how daily work 
can be put at the service of the com-
mon good and those who are most 
vulnerable, those who otherwise risk 
not having access to decent jobs.

The cooperative “I.d.e.a.” (Intent 
on Entertaining and Aggregating) 
started in 2008. Its objective was to 
offer working opportunities to mi-
nors with difficult backgrounds so 
as to accompany them toward a bet-

ter future. The fertile terrain which 
allowed this enterprising activity 
to see the light of day came from a 
community of the Congregation of 
the Daughters of the Immaculate 
Conception located in Luigi Monti 
di Polistena in Reggio Calabria. The 
community runs a centre for youth 
aged 6 to 21 which can properly be 
characterized as an educational vil-
lage.

“We welcome young people who 

have been entrusted to us by social 
services or by the Centre for Juvenile 
Justice”, explains Bro Stefano Caria, 
the president of the cooperative. 
“And we created an adequate work-
ing environment, a cosmetic lab. We 
try to help the youth understand that 
it is important to work well, to fol-
low a schedule, to follow directions 
not only so as to produce a qual-
ity product, but this is important for 
personal growth as well. We have 
seen young people improve, even 
physically, after having participated 
in this work experience. When they 
understand that they have capacities 
that they were not aware of before, 
they change. Sometimes it is difficult 
to get the work off the ground, to be 
firm with the young people regarding 
objectives, but this is what we have 
always proposed and Laudato Si’ 
and Pope Francis provide the ‘input’ 
in a sense”. — Vatican News

Find out who Made the package: 
Christmas gifts inspired by Laudato Sì

An Artisans of Charity loom.

South Korea’s ‘Santa 
Village’ draws pilgrims
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Christmas teaches us that God did not look down upon 
us and pass by but fully assumed our nature and the 

human condition, except sin. This event gives meaning to 
human existence and the whole of history and can remove 
the pessimism generated by the pandemic.

 The birth of Jesus has become a universal feast and has 
a charm about it even among people of other faiths. For 
Christians, it is a “decisive event, an eternal fire that God 
has kindled in the world, and must not be confused with 
ephemeral things”.

 Christians are to make the celebration of the birth of 
Jesus rich in faith. Christmas is not merely a sentimental 
or consumerist event.

Last Sunday, Pope Francis drew our attention to this 
problem, pointing out that consumerism has “hijacked” 
Christmas. “It is necessary to curb a certain worldly men-
tality, incapable of grasping the incandescent core of our 
faith,” namely that God became man and dwelt among us.

This fact invites us to reflect on two things. On the one 
hand, there is the drama of history, in which men and 
women, wounded by sin, ceaselessly search for truth, 
mercy and redemption. 

On the other, there is the goodness of God, who has 
come towards us to communicate to us the Truth that 
saves and to make us sharers in His friendship and His 
life, which is pure grace, not something we merit.

Christmas’s simplicity and humanity can remove from 
our hearts and minds the pessimism that has spread to-
day because of the pandemic. We rediscover and become 
aware that the poor and humble Child, hidden and help-
less, is God Himself, come to us. Thus, we cannot allow 
ourselves to be overwhelmed by defeats, failures and a 
sense of disquieting bewilderment.

The event of the birth of Jesus shows us that ‘God did 
not look down on us, did not pass us by, was not repulsed 
by our misery, did not clothe Himself superficially in a 
body. Rather, He fully assumed our nature and our human 
condition... He left nothing out except sin: all humanity 
is in Him. He took all that we are, just as we are.’ This is 
essential to understanding the Christian faith.

The humanity of Jesus is God’s Love for us. Christmas 
is the feast of Love incarnate where Jesus Christ is the 
light for humankind shining in the darkness, giving mean-
ing to human existence and the whole of history.

The Holy Father urges all Christians to prepare for 
Christmas by meditating a little in silence before the crib 
in the spirit of St Francis of Assisi, allowing ourselves 
to wonder at the “marvellous” way God wanted to come 
into the world to be reborn in us. This, he said, will revive 
tenderness in us.

The Pope recalled meeting some scientists recently who 
talked about many things a robot can do for us. When 
asked about something that a robot will never be able to 
do, they suggested several things, but in the end, agreed 
that a robot could never give tenderness. 

This is what God brings to us today — a wonderful way 
in which God came into the world, and this revives us 
to human tenderness that is close to God’s tenderness.” 
Today we are in much need of tenderness, compassion 
and human caresses, especially when faced with so much 
misery. 

“If the COVID pandemic has forced us to be more dis-
tant,” Pope Francis said, “Jesus, in the crib, shows us the 
way of tenderness to be close to each other, to be human.”   
— ICN

Jesus shows us the 
way to be close
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Christmas is not really about family 
and gift giving and carolling and 
all that, except and only insofar as 

those things are about this great mystery 
of our faith, the Incarnation. That mystery 
is about the belief that God himself took 
on human flesh, giving it — and therefore 
us — a dignity that demands we cherish 
our time together, bestow symbolic gifts 
upon one another, and even sing to each 
other of the joy of love.

Pope Francis’ essay, a lengthy op-ed 
from our Holy Father in The New York 
Times and book Let Us Dream: The Path 
to a Better Future share the thoughts of 
this most gifted parish priest at this ter-
rible time of pandemic. He does not 
present much in the way of high falutin’ 
theology. Instead, he provides simple les-
sons to explain how this moment calls us 
all to be better Christians and, being bet-
ter Christians, to become better human 
beings. And the Holy Father reverses the 
order, explaining how by being better 
human beings, we become better Chris-
tians. If that is not the real meaning of 
Christmas, I do not know what is.

I should like to highlight just a couple 
of themes from the essay that receive 
fuller treatment in the book to argue the 
case.

In the Times’ essay, the Pope wrote:
These are moments in life that can 
be ripe for change and conversion. 
Each of us has had our own “stop-
press,” or if we haven’t yet, we will 
someday: illness, the failure of a 
marriage or a business, some great 
disappointment or betrayal. As in 
the COVID-19 lockdown, those mo-
ments generate a tension, a crisis 
that reveals what is in our hearts.

In every personal “COVID,” so 
to speak, in every “stoppage,” what 
is revealed is what needs to change: 
our lack of internal freedom, the 
idols we have been serving, the ide-
ologies we have tried to live by, the 
relationships we have neglected.
In the essay he talks about his grave ill-

ness as a young man, and it is beautiful, 
but I was moved by the other two exam-
ples found in the book, and especially the 
third, his “exile” in Cordoba. He writes: 
“That was my third COVID, when I was 
sent to Cordoba between 1990-1992. 
This time has its roots in my way of exer-
cising leadership, as provincial and then 
rector. I’m sure I did a few good things, 
but I could be very harsh. In Cordoba 
they made me pay and they were right to 
do so.”

This is quite remarkable coming from 
a Pope, yes?

The Pope continues, analogising his 
experience thus:

So, an uprooting of that kind, when 
they send you off the soccer field 
and put you on the bench, turns eve-
rything around. Your habits, your 
reflexive behaviours, the reference 
points of your existence that take 
shape over time — all these get 
turned on their head, and you have 
to learn to live life anew, to take up 
arms again.
Is there anything like this degree of 

self-revelation in the writings of an in-
cumbent pontiff? I can’t think of any.

The lessons he shares from the experi-

ence seem very un-modern but spot on: 
the idea that he needed to be purified, 
that somehow, he could not have ac-
complished that purification on his own, 
it had to be imposed, and that he must 
always stay vigilant lest the devil come 
with a “second tempting,” which he iden-
tifies with “polite demons.” This passage 
should cut to the quick any Christian who 
has any degree of success in their life.

So should his conclusion: “These 
were my main personal COVIDs. What 
I learned was that you suffer a lot, but if 
you allow it to change you, you come out 
better. But if you dig in, you come out 
worse.”

The section in the book that I should 
like to call attention to is where the Holy 
Father distinguishes between contradic-
tions and what he calls “contrapositions.” 
This comes after he has characterised, 
with typical incisiveness, the polarisation 
that besets the political life of the West, 
and that infects the Church as well:

As the public arena has become in-
creasingly dominated by the belea-
guered self — anxious, controlling, 
quick to take offence, self-justifying 
— our society risks becoming ever 
more divided and fragmented. The 
Church is not immune to this con-
tagion. How do we act in contexts 
of tribal division when our politics, 
our society, our media seem at times 
to be one long shouting match, in 
which opponents seek to “cancel” 
each other in a game of power? The 
growing verbal violence reflects a 
fragility of selfhood, a loss of roots, 
in which security is found in dis-
crediting others through narratives 
that let us feel righteous and give 
us reasons for silencing others. The 
absence of sincere dialogue in our 
public culture makes it ever harder 
to generate a shared horizon toward 
which we can all move forward to-
gether.
Too often the leaders of the Catholic 

Church sound pie-in-the-sky when they 
discuss how politics should change, but 
Francis is always very down-to-earth. He 
writes that polarisation “has a spiritual 
root” and that “it is born in the heart” 
not in the media. He counsels silence as 
the antidote to the “labyrinth of accusa-

tion and counteraccusation,” to allow the 
devil to reveal himself.

This is not easy, but Francis has shown 
us the way: When disgraced former nun-
cio Carlo Maria Viganò first launched his 
attack on the Pope, hours before he knew 
Francis would be holding a press confer-
ence, the Pope did not engage the accusa-
tions but let them speak for themselves.

Dialogue and new thinking are the 
only means to transcend the divisions of 
our time, the Pope writes, and invoking 
the thought of theologian Romano Guar-
dini, about whom the future pope began 
but never finished a dissertation, he ar-
gues that:

“A contraposition involves two poles 
in tension, pulling away from each 
other: horizon/limit, local/global, 
whole/part, and so on. These are 
contrapositions because they are op-
posites that nonetheless interact in a 
fruitful, creative tension. … To see 
contrapositions as contradictions is 
the result of mediocre thinking that 
takes us away from reality. The bad 
spirit — the spirit of conflict, which 
undermines dialogue and fraternity 
— turns contrapositions into con-
tradictions, demanding we choose, 
and reducing reality to simple bi-
naries. This is what ideologies and 
unscrupulous politicians do” (Let us 
Dream, p.79).
The antidote is dialogue, learning about 

the wisdom that resides in the heart of 
those with whom we disagree, and seek-
ing a deeper synthesis beyond the surface 
disagreements. It requires the building 
up of trust and mutual respect. It requires 
mutual learning. Eventually, “the solu-
tion to an intractable problem comes in 
ways that are unexpected and unforeseen, 
the result of a new and greater creativity 
released, as it were, from the outside.”

The Pope uses the word “overflow,” 
rich with biblical resonance. “Such over-
flows of love happen, above all, at the 
crossroads of life, at moments of open-
ness, fragility, and humility, when the 
ocean of His love bursts the dams of our 
self-sufficiency and so allows for a new 
imagination of the possible.”

What does this political vision have 
to do with Christmas? In the beautiful 
hymn Hark the Herald Angels Sing, we 
affirm the significance of Christmas thus: 
“peace on earth, and mercy mild, God 
and sinners reconciled.”

In this new book, in page after page, 
Francis helps show how to spread peace 
on earth, how to bring mercy into our 
human relations, how to be reconciled 
with God and with one another. The Holy 
Father helps us to become more ready to 
receive the gift of grace offered us by the 
Christ child. He encourages us to stretch, 
and offers consoling thoughts when we 
fall. He reminds us of the manifold ways 
grace continues to operate in our fallen 
world. The Pope shows us how to help 
heal our broken world.

There is much else in this book that I 
could commend. Reading this book will 
not make you feel an ounce of self-sat-
isfaction. It is not warm and fuzzy. But 
it invites us to recognise the grace of the 
Incarnation, the grace of the season, the 
grace of Christmas. And to seize it. — By 
Michael Sean Winters, NCR

Pope Francis’ great 
Christmas gift to us all

Cover art for “Let Us Dream” by Pope 
Francis (Simon & Schuster)
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Every time Christians recite the Apostles’ 
Creed, they affirm their belief in what 
will happen to them after death: “'I be-

lieve in the resurrection of the body and life 
everlasting.”

The belief in the resurrection of one’s physi-
cal body at the end of time is central to Chris-
tian theology, and finds its basis in the resurrec-
tion of Christ, who rose in body and soul three 
days after his passion and death.

But according to a 2018 Pew survey, 29 per 
cent of Christians in the US hold the New Age 
belief of reincarnation — the belief that when 
one’s body dies, one’s soul lives on in a new 
and different body, unrelated to the first.

The percentage of Catholics in the US who 
said they believe in reincarnation was even 
higher — 36 per cent; just shy of the 38 per 
cent of religiously unaffiliated people who said 
they believe the same.

However, according to Catholic teaching, 
belief in anything other than the resurrection 
of the body is completely incompatible with a 
Christian theology and anthropology of the hu-
man person.

Where did the belief in resurrection 
come from?
Even before Christ, the belief that the body 
would rise at the end of time was becoming 
a more common, though not universally held, 
belief among certain groups of Jews, such as 
the Pharisees.

The Sadducees, for example, “were dubious 
about the authority to be given to the Prophets 
and other writings…(which included) scepti-
cism about spiritual realities like the soul or 
even angels,” said Joel Barstad, who serves as 
Academic Dean and associate professor of the-
ology at Saint John Vianney Theological Semi-
nary in Denver, Colorado.

“From New Testament evidence it would 

seem they were particularly hostile to the idea 
of a future resurrection of the dead,” he said.

“The Pharisees on the other hand believed in 
angels and spiritual souls and the general resur-
rection of the dead,” he said.

As they became more convinced of the 
“radical faithfulness of God,” he noted, belief 
in bodily resurrection took root, paving the way 
for the acceptance of the resurrection of Christ.

“The resurrection of Jesus from the dead 
confirmed that belief, but it also gave it a deep 
and solid foundation,” he said.

 
What does belief in resurrection 
mean for Christians?
 According to the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church: “The ‘resurrection of the flesh’ (the 
literal formulation of the Apostles’ Creed) 
means not only that the immortal soul will live 
on after death, but that even our ‘mortal body’ 
will come to life again. Belief in the resurrec-
tion of the dead has been an essential element 

of the Christian faith from its beginnings. ‘The 
confidence of Christians is the resurrection 
of the dead; believing this we live.’ How can 
some of you say that there is no resurrection 
of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of 
the dead, then Christ has not been raised; if 
Christ has not been raised, then our preaching 
is in vain and your faith is in vain.... But in fact 
Christ has been raised from the dead, the first 
fruits of those who have fallen asleep.”

The Christian confidence in bodily resur-
rection comes from Christ himself, and the 
New Testament promise that salvation comes 
through follow Christ in everything, including 
his death and resurrection, said Michael Root, a 
professor of Systematic Theology at The Cath-
olic University of America.

“Salvation is unity with Christ, Christ brings 
the kingdom of God, and that kingdom is real-
ized in the resurrection,” Root said.

There is a great deal of “fuzziness of think-
ing” regarding death that many Christians hold 

besides reincarnation, Barstad added, such as 
believing that after death one dies and goes 
to heaven and stays there forever, rather than 
joining with their resurrected body at the end 
of time.

“The vague notion that something called a 
soul or a spirit or a shade lingers after death in 
some kind of place or condition where it can be 
more or less happy is not Christian,” Barstad 
said.

“A human soul without a body is a tragedy. 
Think about what a body is to the soul. It is 
the instrument, the nexus, the node, the vessel 
through which, by which, in which a soul es-
tablishes and sustains contact with reality,” he 
added.

A body, he said, has concretely experienced 
everything that a soul has gone through in its 
lifetime. It is the actual mode through which 
the soul has related to others. It makes that per-
son who they are - the father of a particular son, 
or the daughter of a particular mother, the wife 
of a particular husband, or the friend of a par-
ticular person.

“A soul stripped completely of its body is 
literally nobody. Who cares whether such a 
nobody lives forever! A Christian is someone 
who wants to be this somebody...now and after 
death and unto the ages of ages. But for that 
to be possible, I’ll need my body resurrected 
along with the bodies of everyone and every-
thing I have a relationship with,” he said.

“I have to die completely and be dissolved 
back into the dust from which I came; and then 
I have to be put back together again in a new 
kind of life,” he said. “The trouble is I would 
cease to exist at the midpoint of this process. 
Someone else has to hold me in being as I pass 
over from death to new life. Only because 
Christ loves me am I held in being, not just my 
soul, the nobody, but the somebody I am be-
cause I have this body.”

Why Christians believe in 
resurrection, not reincarnation

Resurrection of the Flesh, fresco by Luca Signorelli in the San Brizio chapel of Orvieto 
Cathedral (1499-1502). (CNA photo)

The two main reasons that a Christian 
should reject reincarnation is that it is 

opposed to the way of salvation offered by 
Christ, and because it goes against the nature 
of the human person, Root said.

“It contradicts the picture of salvation that 
we have in the New Testament, where our 
participation in Christ’s resurrection is what 
salvation is all about,” Root said, “and it gives 
us quite a different picture of what it is to be 
a human being - a disembodied self that isn’t 
related to any particular time.”

“Christianity takes very seriously the notion 
that we are embodied beings, and any notion 
of reincarnation means that the real self only 
has a kind of accidental connection to any 
specific body, because you’ll go on to another 
body and another body and another body, and 
bodiliness ends up being kind of at best a side 
point about who you are,” he said.

The belief in the resurrection is bound up 
with a Christian view of the human person, 
Root said, which is that a person will only 
ever have one particular body, and what hap-
pens in that particular body matters.

“There’s very little formal Catholic dogma 
about the resurrection details, but one that 
there is, is that we will rise in the same body 
we now have. There’s no official definition of 
what ‘same’ is here, and there’s a big transfor-
mation, but nevertheless it is official Catholic 
dogma that we will rise in the body we now 
have,” he said.

The transformation of the body can be seen 
in the resurrected Christ who, once resur-

rected, was able to walk through walls, appear 
or disappear suddenly, and seemingly control 
who was able to recognise him, though he 
maintained his body, Root noted.

The Christian view of the human person 
also means that what happens with each per-
son’s body matters. In the document “Jesus 
Christ: The Bearer of the Water of Life” by 
the Pontifical Councils for Culture and for 
Interreligious Dialogue, the Vatican said that 
belief in reincarnation is incompatible with 
Christianity because it denies the freedom 
and responsibility of persons who act through 
their bodies.

Reincarnation is “irreconcilable with the 
Christian belief that a human person is a dis-

tinct being, who lives one life, for which he 
or she is fully responsible: this understanding 
of the person puts into question both respon-
sibility and freedom,” the document states. A 
Christian occupies a body, which is able to be 
judged for its sins, but is also able to partici-
pate in Christ’s redemptive work through its 
suffering, the Vatican noted.

“In bringing about the redemption through 
suffering, Christ has also raised human suffer-
ing to the level of the redemption. Thus each 
man in his suffering can also become a sharer 
in the redemptive suffering of Christ,” the 
document states.

Barstad noted that the New Age belief in 
reincarnation as something positive even con-
tradicts most traditional religions that believe 
in reincarnation, such as Buddhism and Hin-
duism, which ultimately view reincarnation as 
something to be escaped.

“I am not aware of any robust doctrine of 
reincarnation, whether that of Western Platon-
ists or Eastern Buddhists, that regards reincar-
nation of a soul as a good thing; maybe certain 
Hindus or a Stoic could see it as a benign cos-
mic necessity, like the physical laws govern-
ing the conservation of energy,” he said.

“But certainly the deepest aspiration of Pla-
tonists and Buddhists is to dissolve the nexus 
of temporal, bodily relationships once and for 
all; that is, to dissolve the relationship to body 
so completely that no further embodiment is 
possible for that soul. The goal is for the soul 
to become completely and permanently no-
body.”

Why Christians should reject reincarnation

Reincarnation is “irreconcilable” with the 
Christian belief that a human person is a 
distinct being, who lives one life.

The hope of the resurrection
Christian hope lies in the belief that Christ has 
conquered death, and Christians will be able to 
be known and loved fully as themselves in eternal 
life, which will include their resurrected bodies, 
Barstad said.

“[A] Christian wants to continue to exist as 
himself. He knows that he is loved by his Crea-
tor and Redeemer who wants him to exist always. 
Consequently, he can have the courage to love 
himself enough to want that self, this somebody, 
to exist forever,” Barstad said.

While Christians may experience wrongs and 
sufferings in this life, they can have the hope of 
knowing that “they have been loved by Christ 
who through his own divine-human dying and 
rising can take them apart, to the very dust, and 
refashion them, making something beautiful out 
of the tangled mess,” he added.

Christians also have the hope that not only will 
they be resurrected individually, but that they will 
rejoin their loves ones, “living in a renewed and 
refashioned heaven and earth,” Barstad said.

“This is why we evangelize, this is why we re-
pent and make amends for our wrongs and forgive 
those who wrong us, this is why we pray for the 
dead, and this is why the saints who already en-
joy the (beatific) vision of God nonetheless still 
pray for us. They are still invested in this world 
and await with us the final revelation of Christ that 
will bring about the resurrection of everybody.” 
— By Mary Farrow, CNA

This article was originally published on CNA Oct 
24, 2018.



Funny how God invariably 
shatters the containers of our 
expectations. We have a no-

tion of how God should act, but 
God ends up acting in a way that 
shatters all of those expectations 
and yet fulfils our expectations in 
a deeper way. That’s certainly true 
of what happened in Bethlehem at 
the first Christmas.

For centuries, men and women 
of faith, aware of their helpless-
ness to rectify everything that’s 
wrong in life, had been praying for 
God to come to earth as a Messiah, 
a Saviour, to clean up the earth 
and right all that’s wrong with it. 
Exactly how this was to happen 
was perhaps more of an inchoate 
longing for justice, a hungry hope, 
than any kind of clear vision, at 
least until the great Jewish proph-
ets came along. Eventually proph-
ets like Isaiah began to articulate 
a vision of what would happen 
when the Messiah came. In these 
visions, the Messiah would usher 
in a “Messianic Age”, a new time, 
when everything would be made 
right. There would be prosper-
ity for the poor, healing for the 
sick, freedom from every type 
of enslavement, and justice for 

all (including punishment for the 
wicked). The poor and the meek 
would inherit the earth because the 
long-sought Messiah would sim-
ply overpower all evil, drive the 
wicked off the face of the earth, 
and make all things right.

And after all those centuries of 
waiting, of longing, what did we 
get? A helpless, naked baby, un-
able to feed himself. That wasn’t 
the way anyone expected this to 
happen. They had expected a Su-
perhuman, a Superstar, someone 
whose muscle, intellect, physical 
stature, invulnerability, and invin-
cibility would simply dwarf all the 
powers on the planet in a way that 
there could be no argument, no 
resistance, no standing against its 
presence.

That’s still the way, mostly, 
we fantasise how God’s power 
should work in our world. But, 
as we know from the first Christ-
mas, that’s not normally the way 
God works. What was revealed 
in Bethlehem is that normally we 
meet the presence and power of 
God in our world as a helpless in-
fant lying in the straw, vulnerable, 
seemingly powerless, touching us 
subliminally.

Why? Why doesn’t the all-pow-
erful Creator of the universe flex 
more muscle? Why is God nor-
mally revealed more in the body 
of an infant than in that of Super-
star? Why? Because the power of 
God works to melt hearts rather 
than break them, and that’s what 
vulnerability and helplessness can 
do. That’s what infants can do. 
God’s power, at least God’s pow-
er to draw us into intimacy with 
each other, doesn’t normally work 
through might, muscles, and cool 
(invulnerability). It works through 
a lot of things, but it works with 
a special power through vulner-

ability and helplessness. Intimacy 
is predicated on vulnerability. 
You cannot overpower another 
person so as to make him or her 
love you, unless you overpower 
his or her heart the way an infant 
does.  We can seduce each other 
through attractiveness, draw ad-
miration through our talents, and 
intimidate each other through su-
perior strength, but none of these 
will ultimately provide the basis 
for a shared community of life for 
long … but the powerlessness and 
innocence of a baby can provide 
that.

God’s power, like a baby sleep-
ing in its crib, lies in our world as 
a quiet invitation, not as a threat 
or coercion. When Christ took on 
flesh in our world in Bethlehem 
two thousand years ago and then 
died seemingly helpless on a cross 
in Jerusalem some thirty years 
later, this is what was revealed: 
the God who is incarnated in Jesus 
Christ enters into human suffer-
ing rather than stands clear of it, 
is in solidarity with us rather than 
standing apart from us, manifests 
that the route to glory is down-
ward rather than upward, stands 
with the poor and powerless rather 

than with the rich and powerful, 
invites rather than coerces, and is 
more manifest in a baby than in a 
superstar.

But that isn’t always easy to 
grasp or accept. We are often frus-
trated and impatient with God 
who, as scripture tells, can seem 
slow to act. Jesus promised that 
the poor and the meek would in-
herit the earth and this seems for-
ever belied by what’s actually hap-
pening in the world. The rich are 
getting richer and the poor don’t 
seem to be inheriting much. What 
good does a helpless infant do ap-
ropos to this? Where do we see 
messianic power acting?

Well, again the containers of our 
expectations need to be shattered. 
What does it mean “to inherit the 
earth”? To be a superstar? To be 
rich and famous? To have power 
over others? To walk into a room 
and be instantly recognised and 
admired as being significant and 
important? Is that the way we “in-
herit the earth”? Or, do we “inherit 
the earth” when a coldness is melt-
ed in our hearts and we are brought 
back to our primal goodness by the 
smile of a baby? — By Fr Ron 
Rolheiser, all rights reserved  

 Fr Ron Rolheiser

Christmas as shattering the 
containers of  our expectations
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WASHINGTON: The “gravity” of 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 
and “the lack of availability of al-
ternative vaccines,” are “sufficiently 
serious” reasons to accept the Pfizer/
BioNTech and Moderna vaccines, 
the chairmen of the US Bishops’ 
Doctrine and Pro-Life Committees 
said Dec 14.

“Receiving the COVID-19 vac-
cine ought to be understood as an act 
of charity toward the other members 
of our community,” they said. “In this 
way, being vaccinated safely against 
COVID-19 should be considered an 
act of love of our neighbour and part 
of our moral responsibility for the 
common good.”

The bishops addressed the moral 
concerns raised by the fact the Pfizer 
and Moderna vaccines have some 
connection to cell lines that originat-
ed with tissue taken from abortions.

However, this connection to mor-
ally compromised cell lines is so re-
mote and the public health situation 
is too grave to reject the vaccines, 
said Bishop Kevin C. Rhoades of 
Fort Wayne-South Bend, Indiana, 
chairman of the US Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ Committee on 
Doctrine, and Archbishop Joseph F. 
Naumann of Kansas City, Kansas, 
chairman of the USCCB’s Commit-
tee on Pro-Life Activities.

Late Dec 11, the US Food and 
Drug Administration gave emergen-
cy-use approval to the Pfizer vaccine, 
with approval expected for Moderna 

in the week beginning Dec 14. UPS 
and FedEx began shipping doses 
across the country Dec 12, with the 
first shipments arriving Dec 14.

Each state has a distribution plan 
for administering them. National 
guidelines call for health care work-
ers and those in nursing homes and 
long-term care facilities to be first in 
line to get immunised.

On Dec 8, The Lancet medical 
journal reported that based on four 
clinical trials, a third vaccine, being 
developed by the University of Ox-
ford and AstraZeneca, “appears to 
have moderate efficacy in prevent-
ing symptomatic illness, and may 
significantly reduce hospitalisation 
from the disease.” Astra Zeneca is 
expected to apply to the FDA for 
emergency use of its vaccine in the 
coming weeks.

Bishop Rhoades and Archbishop 
Naumann said they found the Astra-
Zeneca vaccine to be “more morally 
compromised” and concluded this 
vaccine “should be avoided” if there 
are alternatives available.

“It may turn out, however, that one 
does not really have a choice of vac-
cine, at least, not without a lengthy 
delay in immunisation that may 
have serious consequences for one’s 
health and the health of others,” the 
two prelates stated. “In such a case 
… it would be permissible to accept 
the AstraZeneca vaccine.”

Shortly after Pfizer and Moderna 
announced Nov 11 and Nov 16, re-

spectively, that their vaccines were 
95 per cent effective against COV-
ID-19, critics claimed the vaccines 
have been produced using cells from 
aborted foetuses, leading to confu-
sion over “the moral permissibility” 
of using these vaccines.

Bishop Rhoades and Archbishop 
Naumann addressed this issue in a 
Nov 23 memo to their fellow bishops 
and addressed it again in a 2,400-
word statement Dec 12. In the memo 
they noted some were “asserting that 
if a vaccine is connected in any way 
with tainted cell lines, then it is im-
moral to be vaccinated with them. 
This is an inaccurate portrayal of 
Catholic moral teaching.”

In their new lengthy statement, the 
two committee chairmen emphasized 
that any such cell lines were derived 
from tissue samples taken from foe-
tuses aborted in the 1960s and 1970s 
and have been grown in laboratories 
all over the world since then.

“It is important to note that the 
making of the rubella vaccine — or 
that of the new COVID-19 vaccines 
— does not involve cells taken di-
rectly from the body of an aborted 
child,” Bishop Rhoades and Arch-
bishop Naumann said. “Cells taken 
from two abortions in the 1960s were 
replicated in a laboratory to produce 
two cell lines that can be reproduced 
again and again, indefinitely.”

“To make the rubella vaccine, cells 
from these cell lines are stimulated 
to produce the chemicals necessary 

for the vaccine,” they explained. “It 
is not as if the making of the vaccine 
required ever more cells from ever 
more abortions.”

The two committee chairmen said 
the Vatican, through the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith and 
the Pontifical Academy for Life, “has 
offered guidance on the question of 
whether it is morally acceptable to 
receive a vaccine that has been cre-
ated with the use of morally compro-
mised cell lines.”

Both the Congregation and the 
Academy “emphasise the positive 
moral obligation to do good,” they 
said, “and also to distance oneself as 
much as possible from the immoral 
act of another party such as abortion 
in order to avoid cooperation with 
someone else’s evil actions and to 
avoid giving scandal, which could 
happen if one’s own actions were 
perceived by other people to ignore 

or to minimise the evil of the action.”
“Our love of neighbour should 

lead us to avoid giving scandal, but 
we cannot omit fulfilling serious ob-
ligations such as the prevention of 
deadly infection and the spread of 
contagion among those who are vul-
nerable just to avoid the appearance 
of scandal,” the two prelates said.

At the same time, the bishops also 
cautioned Catholics against compla-
cency about the moral issue of abor-
tion and ethical issues surrounding 
the development of some vaccines.

“While having ourselves and our 
families immunized against COV-
ID-19 with the new vaccines is mor-
ally permissible and can be an act of 
self-love and of charity toward oth-
ers, we must not allow the gravely 
immoral nature of abortion to be ob-
scured,” Bishop Rhoades and Arch-
bishop Naumann said. — By Julie 
Asher, CNS

Bishops: Getting COVID-19 vaccine is ‘act of charity,’ 
supports the common good

A nurse at University of Louisville Hospital, is inoculated with the Pfizer 
coronavirus vaccine at the Louisville, Ky., healthcare facility Dec 14, 2020. 
(CNS photo/Bryan Woolston, Reuters)
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A culture of care as 
At the dawn of a new year, I 

extend cordial greetings to 
Heads of State and Govern-

ment, leaders of International Organ-
izations, spiritual leaders and follow-
ers of the different religions, and to 
men and women of good will. To all I 
offer my best wishes that the coming 
year will enable humanity to advance 
on the path of fraternity, justice and 
peace between individuals, commu-
nities, peoples and nations.

The year 2020 was marked by the 
massive COVID-19 health crisis, 
which became a global phenomenon 
cutting across boundaries, aggravat-
ing deeply interrelated crises like 
those of climate, food, the economy 
and migration, and causing great 

suffering and hardship. I think es-
pecially of all those who lost fam-
ily members or loved ones, and all 
who lost their jobs. I think too of 
physicians and nurses, pharmacists, 
researchers, volunteers, chaplains 
and the personnel of hospitals and 
healthcare centres.  They have made, 
and are continuing to make, great 
sacrifices 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 sec-
tor to spare no effort to ensure ac-
cess to COVID-19 vaccines and to 
the essential technologies needed to 
care for the sick, the poor and those 

who are most vulnerable.[1]

Sad to say, alongside all these tes-
timonies of love and solidarity, we 
have also seen a surge in various 
forms of nationalism, racism and 
xenophobia, and wars and conflicts 
that bring only death and destruction 
in their wake.

These and other events that marked 
humanity’s path this past year have 
taught us how important it is to care 
for one another and for creation in our 
efforts to build a more fraternal soci-
ety. That is why I have chosen as the 
title of this year’s Message, A Culture 
of Care as a Path to Peace. A culture 
of care as a way to combat the culture 
of indifference, waste and confronta-
tion so prevalent in our time.

To care for one another and for creation in our efforts to build a more 
fraternal society. (Asianews photo)

Many religious traditions have ac-
counts of the origin of human 

beings and their relationship with the 
Creator, with nature and with their fel-
low men and women. In the Bible, the 
Book of Genesis shows from its very 
first pages the importance of care or 
protection in God’s plan for humanity. 
It highlights the relationship between 
man (’adam) and the earth (’adamah), 
and among ourselves as brothers and 
sisters. In the biblical account of crea-
tion, God entrusts the garden “planted 
in Eden” (cf. Gen 2:8) to Adam’s care, 
to “till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). This 
entails making the earth productive, 
while at the same time protecting it 
and preserving its capacity to support 
life.[2] The verbs “till” and “keep” 
describe Adam’s relationship to his 
garden home, but also the trust God 
placed in him by making him master 
and guardian of all creation.

The birth of Cain and Abel begins a 
history of brothers and sisters, whose 
relationship is understood – even by 
Cain, however mistakenly – in terms 
of protection or “keeping”. After kill-
ing his brother Abel, Cain answers 
God’s question by saying: “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9).[3] Cain, 
like all of us, was called to be “his 
brother’s keeper”. “These ancient sto-
ries, full of symbolism, bear witness 
to a conviction which we today share, 
that everything is interconnected, and 
that genuine care for our own lives 
and our relationship with nature is in-
separable from fraternity, justice and 
faithfulness to others”.[4]

God the Creator, a model of care
Sacred Scripture presents God not 
only as Creator, but also as one who 
cares for his creatures, especially 
Adam, Eve and their offspring. Albeit 
cursed for the crime he committed, 
Cain was given a mark of protection 
by the Creator, so that his life could be 
spared (cf. Gen 4:15). While confirm-
ing the inviolable dignity of the person 
created in God’s image and likeness, 
this was also a sign of God’s plan to 
preserve the harmony of his creation, 
since “peace and violence cannot 
dwell together”.[5]

Care for creation was at the heart of 
the institution of the Sabbath, which, 
in addition to ordering divine worship, 
aimed at the restoration of the social 
order and concern for the poor (cf. 

Gen 1:1-3; Lev 25:4). The celebra-
tion of the Jubilee every seventh sab-
batical year provided a respite for the 
land, for slaves and for those in debt.  
In that year of grace, those in greatest 
need were cared for and given a new 
chance in life, so that there would be 
no poor among the people (cf. Deut 
15:4).

In the prophetic tradition, the bibli-
cal understanding of justice found its 
highest expression in the way a com-
munity treats its weakest members. 
Amos (cf. 2:6-8; 8) and Isaiah (cf. 58), 
in particular, insistently demand jus-
tice for the poor, who, in their vulner-
ability and powerlessness, cry out and 
are heard by God, who watches over 
them (cf. Ps 34:7; 113:7-8).
Care in the ministry of Jesus
Jesus’ life and ministry represent the 
supreme revelation of the Father’s 
love for humanity (cf. Jn 3:16). In the 
synagogue at Nazareth, Jesus showed 
himself to be the one consecrated by 
the Lord and “sent to preach good 
news to the poor, to proclaim release 
to the captives and recovering of sight 
to the blind, to set at liberty those who 
are oppressed” (Lk 4:18). These mes-
sianic actions, associated with the Ju-
bilee year, bear eloquent witness to the 
mission he received from the Father. 
In his compassion, Christ drew near to 
the sick in body and spirit, and brought 
them healing; he pardoned sinners and 
gave them new life. Jesus is the Good 
Shepherd who cares for his sheep (cf. 
Jn 10:11-18; Ezek 34:1-31). He is the 
Good Samaritan who stoops to help 
the injured man, binds his wounds and 
cares for him (cf. Lk 10:30-37).

At the culmination of his mission, 
Jesus gave the ultimate proof of his 
care for us by offering himself on the 

cross to set us free from the slavery of 
sin and death. By the sacrificial gift 
of his life, he opened for us the path 
of love. To each of us he says, “Fol-
low me; go and do likewise” (cf. Lk 
10:37).
A culture of care in the life of 
Jesus’ followers
The spiritual and corporal works of 
mercy were at the heart of charity as 
practised by the early Church. The 
first generation of Christians shared 
what they had, so that no one among 
them would be in need (cf. Acts 4:34-
35). They strove to make their com-
munity a welcoming home, concerned 
for every human need and ready to 
care for those most in need. It became 
customary to make voluntary offer-
ings in order to feed the poor, bury the 
dead and care for orphans, the elderly 
and victims of disasters like ship-
wrecks. In later times, when the gen-
erosity of Christians had lost its initial 
fervour, some Fathers of the Church 
insisted that property was meant by 
God for the common good. For Saint 
Ambrose, “nature poured out all 
things for the common use of all…  
and thus produced a common right 
for all, but greed has made it a right 
for only a few”.[6] After the persecu-
tions of the first centuries, the Church 
used her newfound freedom to inspire 
society and its culture. “The needs of 
the times called forth new efforts in 
the service of Christian charity. His-
tory records innumerable examples 
of practical works of mercy… The 
Church’s work among the poor was to 
a great extent highly organized. There 
arose many institutions for the relief 
of every human need: hospitals, poor 
houses, orphanages, foundling homes, 
shelters for travellers ...”[7]

A health care worker, masked for protection from COVID-19, cares for a homeless 
man at the Pope Francis Center in Detroit. (CNS photo/Jim West)

The diakonia of the Church’s 
origins, enriched by the re-

flection of the Fathers and en-
livened over the centuries by the 
active charity of many luminous 
witnesses to the faith, became 
the beating heart of the Church’s 
social doctrine.  This doctrine 
is offered to all people of good 
will as a precious patrimony of 
principles, criteria and proposals 
that can serve as a “grammar” 
of care: commitment to promot-
ing the dignity of each human 
person, solidarity with the poor 
and vulnerable, the pursuit of the 
common good and concern for 
the protection of creation.
Care as promotion of the 
dignity and rights of each 
person
“The very concept of the person, 
which originated and developed 
in Christianity, fosters the pur-
suit of a fully human develop-
ment. Person always signifies 
relationship, not individualism; 
it affirms inclusion, not exclu-
sion, unique and inviolable dig-
nity, not exploitation”[8] Each 
human person is an end in him-
self or herself, and never simply 
a means to be valued only for his 
or her usefulness. Persons are 
created to live together in fami-
lies, communities and societies, 
where all are equal in dignity. 
Human rights derive from this 
dignity, as do human duties, like 
the responsibility to welcome 
and assist the poor, the sick, 
the excluded, every one of our 
“neighbours, near or far in space 
and time”.[9]

Care for the common good
Every aspect of social, political 
and economic life achieves its 
fullest end when placed at the 
service of the common good, in 
other words, “the sum total of 
social conditions which allow 
people, either as groups or as 
individuals, to reach their fulfil-
ment more fully and more eas-
ily”.[10]Consequently, our plans 
and projects should always take 
into account their effects on the 
entire human family, and con-

sider their consequences for the 
present and for coming genera-
tions. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has shown us the truth and time-
liness of this fact.  In the face of 
the pandemic, “we have realized 
that we are in the same boat, all 
of us fragile and disoriented, but 
at the same time important and 
needed, all of us called to row to-
gether”,[11] since “no one reach-
es salvation by themselves”[12] 
and no state can ensure the com-
mon good of its population if it 
remains isolated.[13]

Care through solidarity
Solidarity concretely expresses 
our love for others, not as a 
vague sentiment but as a “firm 
and persevering determination 
to commit oneself to the com-
mon good; that is to say to the 
good of all and of each indi-
vidual, because we are all really 
responsible for all”.[14] Solidar-
ity helps us to regard others – 
whether as individuals or, more 
broadly, as peoples or nations – 
as more than mere statistics, or 
as a means to be used and then 
discarded once no longer use-
ful, but as our neighbours, com-
panions on our journey, called 
like ourselves to partake of the 
banquet of life to which all are 
equally invited by God.

 Continued on page 14

The principles of the 
Church’s social doctrine as 
the basis for a culture of care

Children play amid trash at a 
dumping ground in Laferrere, 
Argentina, Dec 15, 2020, during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. (CNS 
photo/Agustin Marcarian, Reuters)

God the Creator, the source of our 
human vocation to care

PoPe’s 54th World day of 
Peace message for 2021
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Care and protection of 
creation
The Encyclical Laudato Si’ is fully 
aware that all creation is intercon-
nected. It also highlights our need 
to listen to the cry of the poor and, 
at the same time, to the cry of crea-
tion. Constant and attentive listen-
ing leads in turn to effective care for 
the earth, our common home, and 
for our brothers and sisters in need. 
Here I would once again point out 
that “a sense of deep communion 
with the rest of nature cannot be 
authentic if our hearts lack ten-
derness, compassion and concern 
for our fellow human beings”.[15] 
“Peace, justice and care for crea-
tion are three inherently connected 
questions, which cannot be sepa-
rated in such a way as to be treated 
individually, lest we fall back into 
reductionism”.[16]

A compass pointing to a 
common path
At a time dominated by a culture of 
waste, faced with growing inequali-
ties both within and between na-
tions,[17] I urge government leaders 

and those of international organisa-
tions, business leaders, scientists, 
communicators and educators, to 
take up these principles as a “com-
pass” capable of pointing out a 
common direction and ensuring “a 
more humane future”[18] in the pro-
cess of globalisation. This will en-
able us to esteem the value and dig-
nity of every person, to act together 
in solidarity for the common good, 
and to bring relief to those suffer-
ing 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, work-
ing to overcome the many existing 
social inequalities. This can only 
come about through a widespread 
and meaningful involvement on the 
part of women, in the family and in 
every social, political and institu-
tional sphere.

The compass of these social prin-
ciples, so essential for the growth 

of a culture of care, also points to 
the need for relationships between 
nations to be inspired by fraternity, 
mutual respect, solidarity and the 
observance of international law. In 
this regard, we must recognize the 
need to defend and promote fun-
damental human rights, which are 
inalienable, universal and indivis-
ible.[19]

Likewise urgent is the need to re-
spect humanitarian law, especially 
at this time when conflicts and wars 
continue uninterrupted. Tragically, 
many regions and communities can 
no longer remember a time when 
they dwelt in security and peace. 
Numerous cities have become epi-
centres of insecurity: citizens strug-
gle to maintain their normal routine 
in the face of indiscriminate attacks 
by explosives, artillery and small 
arms. Children are unable to study. 
Men and women cannot work to 
support their families. Famine is 
spreading in places where it was 
previously unknown. People are 
being forced to take flight, leaving 
behind not only their homes but 
also their family history and their 

cultural roots.
While such conflicts have many 

causes, the result is always the 
same: destruction and humanitarian 
crises. We need to stop and ask our-
selves what has led our world to see 
conflict as something normal, and 
how our hearts can be converted 
and our ways of thinking changed, 
in order to work for true peace in 
solidarity and fraternity.

How many resources are spent on 
weaponry, especially nuclear weap-
ons,[20] that could be used for more 
significant priorities such as ensur-
ing the safety of individuals, the 
promotion of peace and integral hu-
man development, the fight against 
poverty, and the provision of health-
care. Global problems like the 
COVID-19 pandemic and climate 
change have only made these chal-
lenges all the more evident. What a 
courageous decision it would be to 
“establish a ‘Global Fund’ with the 
money spent on weapons and other 
military expenditures, in order to 
permanently eliminate hunger and 
contribute to the development of 
the poorest countries”![21]

[1] Cf. Video Message to the Seventy-fifth Meeting of the General 
Assembly of the United Nations, 25 September 2020.
[2] Cf. Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ (24 May 2015), 67.
[3] Cf. “Fraternity, the Foundation and Pathway to Peace”, Mes-
sage for the 2014 World Day of Peace (8 December 2013), 2.
[4] Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ (24 May 2015), 70.
[5] PONTIFICAL COUNCIL FOR JUSTICE AND PEACE, 
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, No. 488.
[6] De Officiis, 1, 28, 132: PL 16, 67.
[7] K. BIHLMEYER-H. TÜCHLE, Church History, vol. 1, West-
minster, The Newman Press, 1958, pp. 373, 374.
[8] Address to Participants in the Conference organized by the 
Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development to mark 
the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Encyclical Populorum Progressio 
(Apr 4, 2017).
[9] Message for the Twenty-second Session of the Conference of 
the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (COP22), Nov 10, 2016. Cf. INTERDICASTERIAL 

ROUNDTABLE OF THE HOLY SEE ON INTEGRAL ECOL-
OGY, Journeying Towards Care for Our Common Home: Five 
Years after Laudato Si’, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, May 31, 2020.
[10] SECOND VATICAN ECUMENICAL COUNCIL, Pastoral 
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, 
26.
[11] Extraordinary Moment of Prayer in Time of Epidemic, Ma 27, 
2020.
[12] Ibid.
[13] Cf. Encyclical Letter Fratelli Tutti (Oct 3, 2020), 8; 153.
[14] ST JOHN PAUL II, Encyclical Letter Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 
(Dec 30, 1987), 38.
[15] Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ (May 24, 2015), 91.
[16] EPISCOPAL CONFERENCE OF THE DOMINICAN REPUB-
LIC, Pastoral Letter Sobre la relación del hombre con la naturaleza 
(Jan 21, 1987); cf. Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ (May 24, 2015), 92. 
[17] Cf. Encyclical Letter Fratelli Tutti (Oct 3, 2020), 125.
[18] Ibid., 29.

[19] Cf. Message to Participants in the International Conference Hu-
man Rights in the Contemporary World: Achievements, Omissions, 
Negations, Rome, Dec 10-11, 2018.
[20] Cf. Message to the United Nations Conference to Negotiate a 
Legally Binding Instrument to Prohibit Nuclear Weapons, Leading 
Towards their Total Elimination, Mar 23, 2017.
[21] Video Message for the 2020 World Food Day (Oct 16, 2020).
[22] Cf. BENEDICT XVI, Educating Young People in Justice and 
Peace, Message for the 2012 World Day of Peace, (Dec 8, 2011), 2; 
Overcome Indifference and Win Peace, Message for the 2016 World 
Day of Peace, (Dec 8, 2015), 6.
[23] Address to the Parliament of Uganda, Kampala, Aug 1, 1969.
[24] Message for the Launch of the Global Compact on Education, 
Sept 12, 2019.
[25] Encyclical Letter Fratelli Tutti (Oct 3, 2020), 225.
[26] Cf. ibid., 64.
[27] Ibid., 96; cf. Fraternity, the Foundation and Pathway to Peace, 
Message for the 2014 World Day of Peace (Dec 8, 2013), 1.

Dang Thi Ha receives a bag of rice from Daughters of Mary of the Immaculate 
Conception nuns at May Tai Church. (UCA News photo)

Promoting a culture of care calls 
for a process of education. The 

“compass” of social principles can 
prove useful and reliable in a variety 
of interrelated contexts. Let me of-
fer a few examples:
l Educating people to care be-

gins in the family, the natural and 
fundamental nucleus of society, 
in which we learn how to live and 
relate to others in a spirit of mutual 
respect. Yet families need to be em-
powered to carry out this vital and 
indispensable task.
l Together with the family, 

schools and universities – and, in 
some respects, the communica-
tions media – are also responsible 
for education.[22] They are called 
to pass on a system of values based 
on the recognition of the dignity of 
each person, each linguistic, ethnic 
and religious community and each 
people, as well as the fundamental 
rights arising from that recognition. 
Education is one of the pillars of a 
more just and fraternal society.
l Religions in general, and reli-

gious leaders in particular, can play 
an indispensable role in handing on 

to their followers, and to society at 
large, the values of solidarity, re-
spect for differences, and concern 
for our brothers and sisters in need. 
Here I think of the words spoken in 
1969 by Pope Paul VI to the Ugan-
dan Parliament: “Have no fear of 
the Church; she honours you, she 
educates honest and loyal citizens 
for you, she does not foment rival-
ries and divisions, she seeks to pro-
mote healthy liberty, social justice, 
and peace. If she has any preference 
at all, it is for the poor, for the edu-
cation of little ones and of the peo-
ple, for the care of the suffering and 
abandoned”.[23]

l Once more I encourage all 
those engaged in public service and 
in international organizations, both 
governmental and non-governmen-
tal, and all those others who in vari-
ous ways are involved in the areas 
of education and research, to work 
towards the goal of a “more open 
and inclusive education, involv-
ing patient listening, constructive 
dialogue and better mutual under-
standing”.[24] It is my hope that 
this appeal, made in the context of 
the Global Compact on Education, 
will be broadly acknowledged and 
accepted.

Educating for a culture of care
The culture of care thus calls for a 

common, supportive and inclu-
sive commitment to protecting and 
promoting the dignity and good of 
all, a willingness to show care and 
compassion, to work for reconcili-
ation and healing, and to advance 
mutual respect and acceptance. 
As such, it represents a privileged 
path to peace. “In many parts of the 
world, there is a need for paths of 
peace to heal open wounds. There 
is also a need for peacemakers, men 
and women prepared to work boldly 
and creatively to initiate processes 
of healing and renewed encounter”.
[25]

At a time like this, when the 
barque of humanity, tossed by the 
storm of the current crisis, struggles 
to advance towards a calmer and 
more serene horizon, the “rudder” 
of human dignity and the “compass” 
of fundamental social principles can 
enable us together to steer a sure 
course. As Christians, we should al-
ways look to Our Lady, Star of the 
Sea and Mother of Hope. May we 
work together to advance towards 
a new horizon of love and peace, 
of fraternity and solidarity, of mu-

tual support and acceptance. May 
we never yield to the temptation to 
disregard others, especially those in 
greatest need, and to look the other 
way;[26] instead, may we strive dai-
ly, in concrete and practical ways, 
“to form a community composed of 
brothers and sisters who accept and 
care for one another”.[27]

From the Vatican, 
8 December 2020

Franciscus

An outdoor class in a remote village that is part of Caritas India’s effort to 
help village children maintain their education during the lockdown in India’s 
northern Uttar Pradesh. (LiCAS News photo)

There can be no peace 
without a culture of care

a path to peace
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Christmas is one of the most 
important days in the year.

We know that it's Jesus' 
birthday but let's think a bit 
more about what that means...
who is Jesus? He is God. He is 
also a real man.
When Adam and Eve sinned 

they lost the privilege of going 
to Heaven. Now people needed 
to pay back for their sins but no 
sacrifice they could make could 
ever be big enough. Only a per-
fect man could make a perfect 
sacrifice.
And because God loved us 

so much He became a man to 
die for us! Now think about 
God, Who made Himself a lit-

tle baby, coming down to our 
world. He had a poor mother 
and a foster father and He was 
born far away from their home. 
The first people who came to 

visit were the rough men who 
lived in the fields, looking after 
their sheep.
God loved us so much that He 

made Himself into a poor baby. 
Doesn't that just make you 
want to love Him more? 
Today or in the next few 

days, spend some time thinking 
about Baby Jesus and how much 
God loves us. Blessed Christmas 
and Happy New Year 2021, 
children!

Aunty Eliz

The Holy Family 
of Jesus, Mary 
and Joseph
27 Dec 2020 

And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with 
wisdom, and the grace of God was on him. (Luke 2:40) 

Colour the picture

Christmas Day and Feast of the Holy Family
December 25 & 27th, 2020

During the night of the first Christmas, the shepherds were 
out in the fields watching their sheep before the angels came 

to tell them that the Saviour was born.
Can you find all the shepherds in this picture?

How many are there? You can colour in the picture too!

Who did What?
Write the number of the person beside 
what they did in the Christmas Story.

1. Saint Joseph

2. Our Lady

3. The Shepherds

4. The Angels

5. The Innkeeper

6. Baby Jesus

7. The Emperor

___Announced the joyful 
news of the Saviour’s 
birth

___Commanded that 
everyone register in 
their hometown

___Did not have room 
for the man and his wife

___Took his wife to 
Bethlehem

___Pondered all these 
things in her heart

___Went to find the 
newborn Saviour

___Came to save the 
people from their sins

Jesus is born! 
Little Catholics’ CornerLittle Catholics’ Corner
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Dialogue
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Communication

(1996)

Formation

Poor

(1976) (1976)

(1976)

(1976)

Family
(1996)

BEC

Unity
(1976)

INTEGRAL 
EVANGELISATION

Youth
(1986)

KLANG: “Christmas isn’t 
Christmas till it happens 
in your heart” ... and 

those were the exact words that 
inspired the youths of the parish 
of Our Lady of Lourdes to come 
up with some Christmas-centric 
projects to help spread and keep 
the spirit of Christmas alive in the 
parish during this time of an on-
going pandemic.

With their yearly doorstep carolling be-
ing curtailed and discouraged, the senior 
youth members have initiated and released 
four Christmas song covers digitally to 
date, including the 18th century, O Come, 
O Come, Emmanuel and other classics such 
as, We Three Kings, both in English and Ta-
mil and The First Noel. Collaborating with 
members of varying talents, these covers 
were shot, directed, and recorded inside 
the homes of some youths whilst adhering 
to all prevailing guiding directives. These 
covers can be found and enjoyed by all 

on their YouTube channel of Our Lady of 
Lourdes Youth Ministry.

Aside from the above, the youths also 
commenced a Secret Santa plan both 
amongst the youth of the parish and par-
ticularly for the children of foster homes 
within the parish’s vicinity. About 60 youth 
participated in this exercise and approxi-
mately 50 foster children are set to receive 
their Christmas gifts from well-wishing 
youths and parishioners in the coming days 
leading up to New Year’s.

Also, be that as it may, during these 
strange times, the Confirmation class of the 
parish too decided to try their hand in the 
performing arts sphere by bringing about a 
Grinch-themed drama titled The Magic of 
Christmas. The play showcased the differ-
ent emotions experienced by the confined 
youths, particularly the feeling of despond-
ency and the inability to celebrate Christ-
mas with their family and friends at a usual 
scale. The drama ends with all the youth 
eventually realising that the joy of Christ-
mas can always be found when hope and 
faith flourish with love fuelling its embers.

And with 
all this dynamism from the youth, the core 
theme of shared camaraderie, albeit in a 
different setting during Christmastime, 
continues to bring smiles to many parish-
ioners despite the current circumstances, 
with many expressing a sense of renewed 
aspirations for the season and the new year. 
— By Bernadette A. Fernandez 

Christmas play

KUALA LUMPUR: Young people from all over have shared their gifts of song to bring 
us all together. Come, join in and  sing-along with us. A joyous experience of Christ-
mas carols from various communities and languages. See you then.

Catch the Christmas Reconnect on 24th December at 10.15pm via https://TV.ArchKL.
org with your family and loved ones this Christmas Eve.

Secret Santa recipients

pandemic Christmas
A youthful

Christmas cover in Tamil version.

Christmas cover in English.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdZHDGNfV5E
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JOHOR BAHRU: The Malacca Jo-
hore Diocese Young People’s Net-
work (MJDYPN), the name of the 
official diocesan ministry for the 
young people in the Malacca Jo-
hore Diocese, recently organised 
an Online Advent Recollection with 
the theme A time to reflect, recon-
nect and reconcile with the Lord. 

This online programme hoped to 
facilitate a deeper encounter with 
Jesus among the young people as 
well as to help them prepare them-
selves for this Advent Season, to 
make room for Him this Christmas.

The Online Advent Recollection 
was conducted in four languages 
(English, Bahasa Malaysia, Manda-
rin and Tamil) on separate days to 
an encouraging response of over 
100 young people from all over the 
diocese and even a few from the 
other dioceses which was a bless-
ing. The English and Bahasa Ma-
laysia sessions were conducted by 
Fr Paul Sia, whereas the Mandarin 
and Tamil sessions were conduct-
ed by Msgr Peter Ng and Sr Shanti 
Mariadass respectively. 

Sessions began with a simple 
welcoming, praise and worship 
followed by the main input giv-
en by the respective speaker for 
each language. All three speakers 
shared on the theme which was 
well received by the participants. 

Overall, through God’s grace, 
the Online Advent Recollection 

was a very fruitful experience, not 
only for the organising team but 
also for the participants. We pray 
that we may all continue to gath-
er virtually, until it’s safe again to 
gather physically, continuing to 
encourage each other in the faith 
and to spend time as brothers and 
sisters in Christ. 

For any updates on future pro-
grammes or events from the 
MJDYPN, do like, follow and share 
our official Facebook page at Ma-
lacca Johore Diocese Young Peo-
ple Network. Until next time, have a 
blessed Christmas! Sincerely, every-
one from the MJDYPN Team. — By 
Daryl Tan

Online Advent RecOllectiOn by MJdyPn
Reflect, Reconnect and Reconcile with the Lord

Sharings from the participants

“Through the On-
line Recollec-

tion, Fr Paul Sia re-
minded me of the 
gift of Christmas! As 
gifting is part of our 
tradition, it is more of the person who 
gives the gifts that matters. And our 
presence always matters to Jesus, 
especially during this season of Ad-
vent, as we wait for His arrival. And it 
was just beautiful the way Fr shared.’’

“Participating in the BM ses-
sion, Fr Paul Sia helped us to 

remember God’s profound love 
for His people and we are re-
minded of His great gifts. Although 
we have sinned and have gone 
against His commandments, 
God is providing us with abun-
dant  chances 
to repent and 
rejoice in his for-
giveness.”

“The bible verse 
Msgr Peter Ng 

shared during the 
Mandarin Recollec-
tion, John 3:16 For God 

so loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten son  is very relev-
ent for us, especially during this 
time of Advent. I was moved when 
Msgr Peter continued to share that 
sometimes when someone gives 
us something, that person normally 
will ask us to do something before 
we get the gift; but the gift of God is 
totally free, God will never ask you 
to do anything to get the gift.’ 

“Through the Tamil Ad-
vent Recollection, Sr 

Shanti Mariadass made 
me think, ‘Am I ready 
to give myself as gift for 
God?’ From this recol-
lection, I can really un-
derstand the meaning of 
Christmas and prepare 
myself to celebrate the 
birth of Jesus this Christ-

mas.” 

Joanna,               
Sacred Heart 
Cathedral, Johor

Mathilda Jangie, 
Church of St 
Theresa, Masai

Young people from the diocese and other dioceses participate in an Online Advent Recollection.

William,  Church of 
the Holy Name of 
Mary, Penang

Monisha 
Mohan, 
Church of 
St Theresa, 
Masai

KOTA KINABALU: “Christ, our Hope”, a 
theme apt for these times.

Just when things started to get better in No-
vember and we were preparing to attend Mass 
at church in the first weekend of Advent, the 
excitement and joy were cut short when it was 
announced that a priest residing at Emmaus 
Home, located in the compound of Sacred 
Heart Cathedral, had contracted COVID-19 
and that the church would have to be closed for 
two weeks. This is how uncertain the situation 
can be these days.

Year after year, one of the things the youth 
look forward to is the house-to-house Advent 
visit, which is an annual opportunity for us to 
share Christ’s joy through the singing of carols. 
Due to the pandemic, this year, that has been 
suspended.

But, thank God for technology! While we 

may not be able to physically visit the homes 
of families this year, parish priest Fr Paul Lo 
called on the youth to bring the joy to families 
virtually.

With an extremely limited number of people 
in attendance and strict SOP protocols in place, 
the youth of Sacred Heart came together for 
one night Dec 20 to sing carols in three lan-

guages to a small live audience consisting of 
the parish clergy and the SOCCOM crew, and 
an estimated virtual audience of 1,000.

Carols were sung, with narrations in be-
tween. To add to the merriment, we were ser-
enaded by the priests, led by Fr Saimon Wil-
liam, with three classic Carols: O Holy Night, 
When A Child Is Born and White Christmas. 

The whole event lasted about an hour and 15 
minutes. Despite the hiccups, technical dif-
ficulties and shortcomings, some viewers en-
joyed singing along.

For the youth, it was a unique experience. 
With very limited resources, manpower and 
stringent SOPs to follow, like singing with 
masks throughout, it was a struggle. Never-
theless, like the “little drummer boy” who had 
nothing much to offer that was fit for the King, 
they brought all they had to offer and gave their 
all.

It is a strange and peculiar time that we are 
living in. For many of us, our spirits are damp-
ened, and our hearts are not sure how to an-
ticipate Christmas. Let us continue to trust that 
Christ will come to meet us exactly where we 
are at. He is Emmanuel, God-with-us. He is 
our Hope. — By Aline Lim, CS

SHC youth carolling in three languages, December 20, 2020.

Like the “little drummer boy”, 
parish youth gives their all
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Margaret Rosalind, Janiffer Janet and all loved ones.

Arokiasamy Arulantham
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Eternal rest grant unto her, O Lord                                       
and let perpetual light shine upon her.                                      

May her soul rest in peace. AMEN.
We Love and Miss you

Forever loved and dearly missed by:                             
family members, relatives and friends.

9th Anniversary                                            
In Ever Loving Memory of

Ruth Mary   
Michael Pillay
Gift from God             

18th November 1947                           
Returned to the Lord 
31st December 2011

Husband:                       
Late Sandanasamy 

Anthony Pillay

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy tycoon 
Jimmy Lai was released on bail Dec 23. 
The High Court ordered his release on 
payment of 10 million Hong Kong dol-
lars (about one million euros). The con-
dition imposed by the judge is that he 
remain confined to his home, and report 
three times a week to the police head-
quarters of his neighbourhood.

The 73-year-old owner of Apple Daily 
— a newspaper critical of the city’s and 
Beijing leadership — will also have to 
surrender his travel documents and will 
not be allowed to use social media. In-
terviews, public statements and meet-
ings with foreign political and diplo-
matic personalities are also prohibited.

The release measure was challenged 
by the prosecutor: the Court of Appeal 
could overturn the first degree decision 
and order Lai’s return to prison. The 
democratic activist will appear before 
the judges on April 16 for “collusion” 
with foreign forces, a crime envisaged 
by the Chinese government’s national 
security law: he faces life imprisonment.

According to reports, the prosecutor 
made the charge of collusion for the in-
terviews that Lai granted to publications 
in other countries. His call for foreign 
governments to sanction the Hong Kong 
authorities for their actions against the 
democratic movement is also targeted.

For friends and collaborators, the city 
authorities and those of Beijing want to 

silence Lai. He is the fourth Hong Kong 
citizen to be formally charged under the 
draconian measure, approved on June 
30th. It punishes the crimes of seces-
sion, subversion, terrorism and collabo-
ration with foreign forces. The Chinese 
executive imposed it to stifle the protests 
of the pro-democracy movement. More 
than 30 people were arrested under the 
law.

The tycoon has already been in prison 
since Dec 3 on suspicion of fraud. He 
would have improperly rented some of-

fices of Next Digital, the publisher of 
Apple Daily. On Dec 19, Lai was moved 
to a maximum security prison, where 
gangsters and leaders of the local under-
world are held.

The democratic front continues to 
support the well-known publisher. At 
today’s audience, several leading ex-
ponents of the citizen protest move-
ment were present in the hall, including 
Cardinal Joseph Zen, Albert Ho, Leung 
Kwok-hung, Yeung Sum and Wu Chi-
wai. — AsiaNews

Catholic philanthropist 
Jimmy Lai released on bail

Jimmy Lai arriving at Mong Kok Police station. (Asianews photo)
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Holy Innocents
The Holy Innocents are the children 

mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew, 
chapter 2:16-18.

Herod, perceiving that he was deluded by 
the wise men, was exceeding angry, and sent 
his soldiers to kill all male children aged two 
and under that were in Bethlehem and on the 
borders, according to the time which he had 
diligently inquired of the wise men. Then was 
fulfilled the prophesy of Jeremiah: A voice in 
Ramah was heard, of lamentation and great 
mourning; Rachel bewailed her children, and 
would not be comforted, because they were 
not.

The Greek Liturgy asserts that Herod killed 
14,000 boys, the Syrians speak of 64,000, and 
many medieval authors speak of 144,000, ac-
cording to Rev. 14:3. Modern writers reduce 
the number considerably, since Bethlehem 
was a rather small town. Knabenbauer brings 
it down to fifteen or twenty (Evang. S. Matt., 
I, 104), Bisping to ten or twelve (Evang. S. 
Matt.), and Kellner to about six (Christus and 
seine Apostel, Freiburg, 1908).

This cruel deed of Herod is not mentioned 
by the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, al-
though he relates quite a number of atrocities 
committed by the king during the last years 
of his reign. The number of these children 
was so small that this crime appeared insig-

nificant amongst the other misdeeds of Herod. 
Macrobius relates that when Augustus heard 
that amongst the boys of two years and under 
Herod’s own son also had been massacred, he 
said: “It is better to be Herod’s hog than his 
son” alluding to the Jewish law of not eating, 
and consequently not killing, swine. The Mid-

dle Ages gave faith to this story, and Abelard 
inserted it in his hymn for the feast of Holy 
Innocents.

It is impossible to determine the day or the 
year of the death of the Holy Innocents, since 
the chronology of the birth of Christ and the 
subsequent Biblical events is most uncertain. 
All we know is that the infants were slaugh-
tered within two years following the appari-
tion of the star to the Wise Men (Belser, in the 
Tubingen “Quartalschrift,” 1890, p. 361). The 
Church venerates these children as martyrs 
(flores martyrum); they are the first buds of 
the Church killed by the frost of persecution; 
they died not only for Christ, but in his stead 
(St Aug, Sermo 10us de sanctis).

The Latin Church instituted the feast of the 
Holy Innocents at a date now unknown, not 
before the end of the fourth, and not later than 
the end of the fifth century.

The Roman Station of Dec 28 is at St Paul’s 
Outside the Walls, because that church is be-
lieved to possess the bodies of several of the 
Holy Innocents. A portion of these relics was 
transferred by Sixtus V to Santa Maria Mag-
giore. The church of St Justina at Padua, the 
cathedrals of Lisbon and Milan, and other 
churches also preserve bodies which they 
claim to be those of some of the Holy Inno-
cents. — CNA

Mary’s divine motherhood broadens the 
Christmas spotlight. Mary has an im-

portant role to play in the Incarnation of the 
Second Person of the Blessed Trinity. She 
consents to God’s invitation conveyed by the 
angel (Luke 1:26-38). Elizabeth proclaims: 
“Most blessed are you among women, and 
blessed is the fruit of your womb. And how 
does this happen to me, that the mother of 
my Lord should come to me?” (Luke 1:42-
43, emphasis added). Mary’s role as mother 
of God places her in a unique position in 
God’s redemptive plan.

Without naming Mary, Paul asserts that 
“God sent his Son, born of a woman, born 
under the law” (Galatians 4:4). Paul’s fur-
ther statement that “God sent the spirit of his 
Son into our hearts, crying out ‘Abba, Fa-
ther!’” helps us realise that Mary is mother 
to all the brothers and sisters of Jesus.

Some theologians also insist that Mary’s 
motherhood of Jesus is an important element 

in God’s creative plan. God’s “first” thought 
in creating was Jesus. Jesus, the incarnate 
Word, is the one who could give God perfect 
love and worship on behalf of all creation. 
As Jesus was “first” in God’s mind, Mary 
was “second” insofar as she was chosen 
from all eternity to be his mother.

The precise title Mother of God goes back 
at least to the third or fourth century. In the 
Greek form Theotokos (God-bearer), it be-
came the touchstone of the Church’s teach-
ing about the Incarnation. The Council of 
Ephesus in 431 insisted that the holy Fathers 
were right in calling the holy virgin Theo-
tokos. At the end of this particular session, 
crowds of people marched through the street 
shouting: “Praised be the Theotokos!” The 
tradition reaches to our own day. In its chap-
ter on Mary’s role in the Church, Vatican 
II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 
calls Mary “Mother of God” 12 times. — 
Franciscan Media

Mary, Mother of God

St. John, the son of Zebedee and brother 
of St James the Great, was called to be an 

Apostle by our Lord in the first year of His 
public ministry. He became the “beloved dis-
ciple” and the only one of the Twelve who 
did not forsake the Saviour in the hour of His 
Passion. He stood faithfully at the cross when 
Christ made him the guardian of His Mother.

His later life was passed chiefly in Jeru-
salem and at Ephesus. He founded many 
churches in Asia Minor, and he wrote many 
important works, including the fourth Gospel, 
and three Epistles. The Book of Revelation is 
also attributed to him. Brought to Rome, tradi-
tion relates that he was by order of Emperor 
Dometian cast into a cauldron of boiling oil 
but came forth unhurt, and was banished to the 
island of Pathmos for a year. He lived to an 
extreme old age, surviving all his fellow apos-
tles, and died in Ephesus about the year 100.

St John is called the Apostle of Charity, a 
virtue he had learned from his Divine Master, 
and which he constantly inculcated by word 

and example. The “beloved disciple” died at 
Ephesus, where a stately church was erected 
over his tomb. It was afterwards converted 
into a Mohammedan mosque. 

John is credited with the authorship of three 
epistles and one Gospel, although many schol-

ars believe that the final editing of the Gospel 
was done by others shortly after his death. He 
is also supposed by many to be the author of 
the Book of Revelation, called the Apocalypse, 
although this identification is less certain. — 
CNA

Patron Saint of: Turkey
Feastday: December 27

Feastday: January 1

Daily Short 
Reading

Sunday, December 27
(Deuteronomy 5:16)
Honour your father and your 
mother, as the Lord your 
God has commanded you, 
so that you may have long 
life and may prosper in the 
land that the Lord your God 
gives to you.

Monday, December 28
(Jeremiah 31:15)
A voice is heard in Ramah, 
lamenting and weeping bit-
terly: it is Rachel weeping for 
her children, refusing to be 
comforted for her children, 
because they are no more.

Tuesday, December 29
(Hebrews 1:1-2)
At various times in the past 
and in various different ways, 
God spoke to our ancestors 
through the prophets; but in 
our own time, the last days, 
he has spoken to us through 
his Son, the Son that he has 
appointed to inherit every-
thing and through whom he 
made everything there is.

Wednesday, December 30
(Isaiah 9:5)
There is a child born for us, 
a son given to us and domin-
ion is laid on his shoulders; 
and this is the name they 
give him: Wonder-Counsel-
lor, Mighty-God, Eternal-Fa-
ther, Prince-of-Peace.
Thursday, December 31
(Isaiah 4:2-3)
On that day the plant that 
the Lord has grown shall be-
come glorious in its beauty, 
and the fruit of the land shall 
be the pride and splendour 
of the survivors of Israel. 
Then those who are left in 
Sion, who remain in Jeru-
salem, every one enrolled 
in the book of life, shall be 
called holy.

Friday, Jan 1
(Micah 5: 3, 4, 5a)
Therefore only so long as 
a woman in labour shall he 
give up Israel;
and then those that survive 
his race shall rejoin their 
brethren
He shall appear and be their 
shepherd in the strength of 
the Lord,
in the majesty of the name of 
the Lord his God,
and he shall be a man of 
peace.

Saturday, January 2
(Isaiah 49:8-9)
I have appointed you as cov-
enant of the people.
I will restore the land
and assign you the es-
tates that lie waste. 
I will say to the prisoners, 
‘Come out’,
to those who are in dark-
ness, ‘Show yourselves’.

Feastday: December 28

St John the Apostle
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Evangelisation:  For a life of prayer
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Francis warns Vatican officials their 
conflicts polarise Catholic Church
ROME: Pope Francis Dec 21 urged the bish-
ops and cardinals who lead the Vatican’s 
bureaucracy not to be in conflict with one 
another, warning that the Catholic Church 
could become polarised if the prelates appear 
to be always at odds. 

In an annual pre-Christmas meeting that 
Francis has frequently used to upbraid his 
top Vatican officials, the pontiff acknowl-
edged that the Church may be in crisis due 
to scandals “past and present” but said crisis 
should not be confused with conflict.

“Crisis generally has a positive outcome, 
whereas conflict always creates discord and 
competition, an apparently irreconcilable an-
tagonism that separates others into friends to 
love and enemies to fight,” the Pope told the 
prelates.

“When the Church is viewed in terms of 
conflict — right versus left, progressive ver-
sus traditionalist — she becomes fragmented 
and polarised, distorting and betraying her 
true nature,” said Francis.

“[The Church] must never become a body 
in conflict, with winners and losers, for in 
this way she would spread apprehension, be-
come more rigid and less synodal,” the Pope 
said.

Although previous pontiffs used the tradi-
tional pre-Christmas meeting with the Vati-
can’s leadership to simply exchange brief 
holiday greetings, Francis has taken them 
as occasions to offer rather more serious 
speeches.

In 2014, for example, he told the bishops 
and cardinals about 15 “spiritual sicknesses” 
he said he had witnessed among them. In 
2016, Francis lashed out at high-level prel-
ates he said had been opposing his efforts to 

reform the Vatican, calling their resistance 
“malevolent.”

This year, Francis took a gentler tack. He 
reflected first on the difficulties faced by 
many during the ongoing coronavirus pan-
demic, saying it offered the Church an op-
portunity to reflect on “the meaning of a 
crisis.”

The Pope then gave examples of biblical 
figures who had come out of crises strong-
er, citing Abraham, Moses, Elijah, St Paul 
and Jesus. He said their example “warns us 
against judging the Church hastily on the ba-
sis of the crises caused by scandals past and 
present.”

Francis did not identify the scandals he 
was referring to. One scandal that rocked the 
Vatican’s throughout the fall was the Sep-
tember resignation of Cardinal Angelo Bec-

ciu, who had led the Vatican’s Congregation 
for the Causes of Saints and who has been 
accused in Italian newspapers of various fi-
nancial improprieties.

The Vatican is yet to offer specific reasons 
for Becciu’s resignation. The cardinal has 
denied any wrongdoing.

Francis told the Vatican officials that they 
should not seek to hide from crises, but allow 
them to bring out needed changes.

“Everything evil, wrong, weak and un-
healthy that comes to light serves as a force-
ful reminder of our need to die to a way of 
living, thinking and acting that does not re-
flect the Gospel,” said the pontiff.

Referencing his own seven-year effort to 
reorganise the Vatican bureaucracy in con-
junction with his advisory Council of Cardi-
nals, the Pope also said that efforts to renew 

the Church cannot be like “putting a patch 
on an old garment, or simply drafting a new 
Apostolic Constitution.”

“The Church is always an earthen ves-
sel, precious for what it contains and not 
for the way it may appear,” said Francis. 
“These days it seems evident that the clay of 
which we are made is chipped, damaged and 
cracked.”

“We have to strive all the more, lest our 
frailty becomes an obstacle to the preaching 
of the Gospel rather than a testimony to the 
immense love with which God, who is rich 
in mercy, has loved us and continues to love 
us,” said the Pope.

Francis’ meeting with the Vatican offi-
cials is normally held in the apostolic pal-
ace’s 16th-century Clementine Hall but was 
moved this year to the larger Aula della Ben-
edizione to allow the chairs for the prelates 
taking part to be more distanced from one 
another in line with Italy’s coronavirus pre-
cautions.

Although the Pope did not wear a mask 
during the event, most everyone else taking 
part did.

Francis met later in the morning with lay 
Vatican staff in the Paul VI audience hall. 
While the Pope spoke at that event from a 
chair well distanced from others, he later 
went up to some of the people taking part to 
offer them rosaries and to hold a baby.

The Pope promised the staff members that 
none would be let go because of the pandem-
ic’s effect on the Vatican’s finances, which 
is known to have been substantial. In May, 
the Vatican’s finance minister calculated be-
tween a 25 per cent to 45 per cent loss of 
revenue. — By Joshua J. McElwee, NCR

VATICAN: Pope Francis underlined the im-
portant contribution of religions in building a 
fraternal and just world when he met German 
speaking theology students on Friday.

The students were supposed to be taking 
part in a theological study year at the Abbey 
of Dormition of the Blessed Virgin Mary, in 
Jerusalem, but had to cancel because of COV-
ID-19 restrictions. Instead of going to the 
Holy Land, thirty students were hosted by the 
Pontifical Athenaeum Sant’Anselmo in Rome.

Greeting the students, Pope Francis told 
them that this study year, or Theologisches 
Studienjahr, “is an opportunity for Catho-
lic and Protestant theology students to learn 
about biblical sites and meet with the Eastern 
Churches, as well as the Jewish and Islamic 
worlds.”

“Even if you cannot experience the Holy 
Land this year, ecumenism and interreligious 
dialogue will always remain a distinctive fea-
ture of your programme.”

The Pope stressed that as students of theol-
ogy, they were witnesses for their peers and 
“for the men and women of today to the im-
portance of God in their lives and to the full-

ness which a lived faith brings.”
He said: “It will be your task to enter into 

dialogue with a world where there seems to 
be less and less room for religion. It is a task 
that we share with all believers of different re-
ligions, knowing that making God present is 
good for our societies.”

Quoting from his recent encyclical Fratelli 
Tutti, Pope Francis said that, as believers, “we 
are convinced that religions make an impor-
tant contribution to building fraternity and de-
fending justice in society. On the other hand, 
we believe that when, for various reasons, 
people want to oust God from society, they 
end up worshipping idols, and man soon goes 
astray.”

The Pope expressed the hope that their the-
ological study year would contribute to their 
“formative, spiritual and human journey.” 
Finally, looking ahead to Christmas, Pope 
Francis recalled that “in spirit we will all be 
pilgrims at the grotto of Bethlehem,” exhort-
ing them to be “witnesses of God-with-us.” 
— ICN

Source: Vatican News

When society rejects God, people go astray

Pope Francis leads an audience with a group of Catholic and Protestant theology students 
from Germany at the Vatican Dec 18, 2020. (CNS photo/Vatican Media)

Pope Francis smiles as he arrives to lead his annual audience to give Christmas greetings to 
members of the Roman Curia at the Vatican Dec 21, 2019. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)


