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Pierre Diarra 
 

Configuration actuelle de la mission 
 
 
Responsable, pour la France, de l'Union 
pontificale missionnaire, œuvre chargée de 
la formation au sein des OPM, Pierre 
Diarra enseigne à l'ISTR de l'Institut 
catholique de Paris. Il est membre du 
Conseil épiscopal pour le dialogue 
interreligieux et les nouveaux courants 
religieux. 
 
À partir des témoignages précédents qui 
constituent ce dossier, il est possible 
d’indiquer des pistes de réflexions 
théologiques. Les témoins insistent sur leurs 
relations avec le Christ et sur celles qu’ils 
doivent tisser avec les personnes vers qui ils 
sont envoyés, en dévoilant comment le 
Christ est au fondement de la mission et 
pourquoi celle-ci est avant tout un service. 
Pour le missionnaire, cela suppose d’abord 
un lien spécial avec le Christ, une vocation, 
avec un désir ressenti personnellement et 
confirmé par un appel officiel en Eglise. 
Cela implique ensuite, pour la personne 
envoyée, un travail sur soi et une formation 
adéquate pour mieux rendre service. 
 
La mission: sortir de sa coquille 
Pour Bertrand Evelin, missionnaire Oblat de 
Marie Immaculée (OMI), la mission exige 
que l’on sorte de sa coquille, de soi-même. 
L'expérience d'un séjour à l’étranger permet 
de relativiser diverses choses : « il existe 
donc sur la planète d’autres nombrils, par 
lesquels passent d’autres axes du monde, 
d'autres mises en cohérence du réel. » Les 
Bwa du Mali disent : « Tant que le crapaud 
n’est pas tombé dans l’eau chaude, il ignore 
qu’il existe autre chose (que l’eau froide)1. » 
Le contexte du proverbe et le symbolisme 
des Bwa permettent de préciser que l'eau 

                                                 
1 Pierre DIARRA, Proverbe et philosophie. Essai sur 
la pensée des Biva du Mali, Paris, Karthala, 2002, p. 
94. 

froide renvoie à une certaine paix, tandis que 
l’eau chaude indique l’empressement, 
l’agitation, voire le conflit et la violence. 
Changer de cadre de vie comporte toujours 
une certaine violence et, pour être bien 
comprise, la nouvelle situation doit être mise 
en rapport avec l’ancienne. De même, l’eau 
froide doit faire penser à l’eau chaude tout 
comme la tranquillité doit suggérer 
l'agitation ou l’inquiétude. 
Sortir de chez soi pour aller chez les autres 
est une expérience qui permet de découvrir 
comment les autres vivent, différemment, et 
aussi de percevoir avec un nouveau regard 
comment on vit soi-même. Chercher à 
comprendre le sens des différences c'est 
écouter ce qu'en disent les personnes chez 
qui on les trouve. Que dit-on, par exemple, 
de la manière d'accueillir l'étranger, des 
règles concernant les bonnes manières, le « 
bien parler »? Comment communique-t-on 
selon « les bonnes coutumes » locales? 
Bertrand Evelin se préoccupe de l'histoire de 
la Bretagne au moment où il va s'en éloigner, 
comme s'il était nécessaire de retrouver ses 
racines pour mieux s'ouvrir à l'altérité. Pour 
sortir de sa coquille, faut-il s'assurer qu'on 
pourra s'y référer? Si les autres peuvent 
expliquer une cohérence qui gagne à être 
connue, il faut que le missionnaire puisse 
expliquer à son tour qui il est et la cohérence 
des personnes avec qui il vivait avant d'être 
envoyé. La relativité culturelle ainsi dévoilée 
grâce à la présence du missionnaire, témoin 
d'une autre culture, favorise une ouverture 
aux cultures qui portent le message biblique 
depuis de nombreux siècles. 
Pour aller vers les autres, le missionnaire 
doit vaincre sa timidité et inventer des « 
stratégies » pour communiquer. Il s'agit, 
selon Bertrand Evelin, « d'une mise à nu : le 
passage, déroutant mais nécessaire, du 
prosélytisme conquérant à la quête d'une 
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proclaiming release to the captives, recovery 
of sight to the blind and setting at liberty 
those who were oppressed, through the 
power of God’s Spirit (Lk 4:18-19). In the 
fourth gospel the Jubilee, the kingdom, is 
experienced through the deeds of light (Jn 
3:16-21).   
  
The biblical idea of salvation and the naming 
of God or Jesus as saviour has to be 
understood from this integral sense. No 
wonder, Cyrus the Persian king who sent 
Israelites back to their own land is called a 
saviour (Is 44:24 – 45:8). Similarly, Peter, in 
the Acts of the Apostles qualifies a man as 
saved because he is healed of being a cripple 
by the power of the risen Jesus (Acts 4:5ff). 
 
Jesus makes God and God’s reign actual, 
tangible. “Those who have seen me have 
seen God” says Jesus (Jn 12:45; 14:9) for he, 
as the one descended from God, is the only 
one who has seen God (Jn 1:18; 6:40, 46). 
By doing the Father’s will and speaking the 
Father’s word Jesus becomes the concrete 
presence of the Father. 
 
Jesus Christ is the vibration of God, God’s 
body language, one may say. Albert Einstein 
gave the relativity theory, i.e., reality, at the 
sub-atomic level, is a combination of matter 
and energy as shown by the perception of 
light as a shower of particles as well as a 
wave of energy. Historical Jesus is to be 
approached not only through the historical 
critical method, but also through certain 
‘waves’ (shem in Hebrew), by looking into 
the overflow, breath, rhythm and the tenor of 
his entire ministry. The Father and the 
Father’s reign was his shem, his vibration. 
This should modulate our mission today.  
 
The idea of divine presence is a theme dear 
to the bible. Already in Genesis chapter 3 we 
see how God was moving with humans (Gen 
3:8). This divine presence becomes more 
articulate, especially at moments of human 
helplessness, such as during the Egyptian 
slavery (Ex 3:7) or during the Hebrew plight 
through the desert (Ex 40:38), and through 

many other ways, finally culminating in the 
Incarnation of God’s Word in Jesus of 
Nazareth (Jn 1: 14), who is called 
“Emmanuel, God is with us” (Mt 1:23). The 
entire ministry of Jesus was not only an 
articulation of God’s presence but 
simultaneously it was also a manifestation of 
the way humans become present to God and 
to each other (Lk 10: 37; Jn 13:34). Through 
this presence of love, the community of his 
disciples will produce the same fruit as did 
Jesus (Jn 15.1). In this connection we can 
appreciate Peter’s summarizing of Jesus’s 
ministry as going about doing good (Act 
10:38).  
 
Jesus did create a new community and 
entrust it with his own mission (Mk 3: 14-
15), implying at the same time the need to 
have a community of the disciples in every 
culture to continue that mission (Mt 28: 19), 
nevertheless, Jesus never spoke of a loss of 
salvation for humanity or that his death was 
for winning the salvation back,7 to be made 
available in the community, the Church. 
Jesus explained the existence of evil not to a 
human fall, but to the work of an enemy who 
sowed the seeds of darnel among the wheat 
(Mt 13:24-30).8 Jesus was ever led by the 
goodness of the Father, who makes his rain 

                                                 
7 Though Jesus in the Markan gospel, as in other 
gospels as well, constantly seeks to make the Father 
and Father’s reign known, and that he was the path to 
be followed by the disciples (Mk 10:35-45), the 
church had to wrestle with the problem why, innocent 
though he was, was put to death. This brings in the 
idea of the “ransom” (Mk 10:45) even as the servant’s 
death in Isaiah 53:10 is an “offering for sin”. In the 
same way Paul, struggling to reconcile Jesus’s death 
on the cross with the Deuteronomist pronouncement 
of curse on the one hanging on the tree (Dt 21:23), 
would say “Christ ransomed us from the curse of the 
law by becoming a curse for us” (Gal 3:13). This is 
similar to the dialogue in the Matthean story of Jesus’ 
baptism by John. In Mark we have the primitive story 
of the baptism. But to overcome the embarrassing 
aspect of the Messiah going through John’s baptism 
of repentance, Matthew introduces the dialogue 
between Jesus and John justifying Jesus’ baptism only 
“to fulfil all righteousness” (Mt 3:14-16). 
8 Neither did the followers of other religions ever 
believe that they could be saved only   through the 
church and not through their own religions. 
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Biblical narratives, unlike a book on 
cooking, with its direct meaning, have a 
depth of inexhaustible meaning that has to be 
plumbed out. There is always room for 
further insight and understanding. One need 
not limit oneself to the past interpretation of 
Genesis chapter three as a narrative of fall, 
sin and punishment, but can see it from the 
perspective of “the fountain-like love of 
God” (Ad Gentes n.2). Bible is faith stories, 
stories of God’s action in history, rooted in 
the culture of the people to whom it was 
revealed. They help one to encounter God, a 
God who has carved humans in his palms (Is 
49:16) and who like a hen tries to bring all 
under its wings (Mt 23:37). 
 
For the earliest Christians, mission was 
sharing of an experience. “That which was 
from the beginning, which we have heard, 
which we have seen with our eyes, which we 
have looked upon and touched with our 
hands, concerning the word of life, the life 
was made manifest, and we saw it, and 
testify to it, and proclaim to you the eternal 
life which was with the Father and was made 
manifest to us, that we have seen and heard 
we proclaim also to you…” (1 Jn 1:1-4). In 
the light of the resurrection of the Lord the 
followers of Jesus felt empowered and 
impelled to share their experience of 
discipleship. 
 
Scripture scholar John Shelby Spong has 
argued: “What the gospels tell is the 
presence of God in a contemporary moment, 
they interpreted this moment by applying to 
it similar moments in their sacred story when 
they were convinced the presence of God 
had also been real to their forebears in faith 
… That was the only way they could 
understand and process the God presence 
they found in Jesus that was so powerful.”9  
 
Mission today has no other motive than what 
late Pope John Paul II has said, “To serve 
human beings by manifesting the love of 
                                                 
9 John Shelby Spong, Liberating the Gospels: 
Reading the Bible with Jewish Eyes, San Francisco: 
Harper Collings, 1996, 19-20. 

God made present in Jesus Christ” 
(Redemptoris Missio 2). In this the Pope was 
only true to the concluding instruction of 
Vatican II’s Pastoral Constitution Gaudium 
et Spes: The Church “will share with others 
the mystery of the heavenly Father’s love” 
(GS 93), and make all aware of the divine 
salvation and respond to it.  
Obviously, the practical expressions of this 
service of love, respond to the context. In a 
religiously pluralistic context like most parts 
of Asia, the priority will be Inter Religious 
Dialogue. Where justice is trampled upon 
and human dignity is thrown to the winds, 
mission primarily will be an involvement for 
prophetic justice and advocacy for the 
margins. It could be empowerment in 
different forms, and caring for the sick, the 
lonely, and for creation. It calls for the 
creation of new communities where they are 
not existing. In all this, the Christian 
community tries to be “the letters of Jesus 
Christ” (2Cor 3:2) or “the aroma of Christ” 
(2Cor 2:15), thereby becoming “the light to 
the world” (Mt 5:14). The Christian 
community becomes the Sacrament of the 
divine salvation, divine reign made present 
in Jesus Christ. 
 
As the recent Magisterium of the Catholic 
Church, especially Pope Francis, has taught, 
the Church has to become the carrier of the 
Goodness of God, inviting all to respond to 
this Goodness, by being good to one another. 
“The heart of its message will always be the 
same: the God who revealed his immense 
love in the crucified and risen Christ” 
(Evangelii Gaudium n 11). 
 
(We thank the author for sharing this 
article with our SEDOS readers. It is a 
chapter of a book he is working on. ) 
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continent has become a fertile field where 
the mystery of the Incarnation continues to 
be realized through genuine inculturation 
that brings the Christian faith to an authentic 
dialogue with the various Asian cultures, 
religions, and races.”  
 
This presentation now turns to highlighting 
the “Eucharist-Mission” dimensions of the 
Fifty-first International Eucharistic Congress 
in Cebu City.  One finds rich insights both in 
(a) the Basic Theological Text which shaped 
the perspectives of the entire congress, as 
well as in (b) the various speakers who made 
presentations during the sessions held from 
January 24-31, 2016.  The week-long 
congress contained rich insights manifesting 
how the Eucharist empowers the People of 
God for missionary evangelization. 
 
I.  FIVE KEY MISSION THEMES 
PRESENT IN THE IEC BASIC TEXT 
 
A.  Dialogue as the Privileged Mode of 
Mission.  In the concrete context of Asia, 
“the Church, which is always and 
everywhere a community-in-mission by 
virtue of her origin and relationship with 
Christ, is called in a very special sense to 
undertake her missionary mandate in a spirit 
of dialogue.”  “Dialogue as a particular 
approach to mission is … necessitated by the 
multiracial, multilinguistic, multireligious, 
and multicultural reality of Asia on account 
of which peoples should be in constant 
conversation among themselves to ensure 
their peaceful coexistence.  This mode of 
missionary engagement has its root … in the 
Trinitarian economy of redemption and call 
to communion whereby the Father engaged 
humanity in a loving dialogue of salvation 
with Himself through the Son in the power 
of the Holy Spirit.  Dialogue is the way God 
realized his plan for our redemption in and 
through His Son who became man, shared 
our human life and spoke in a human 
language to communicate his saving 
message.” 
  
“There is no other way, therefore, for the 

Church to realize her missionary mandate 
from her Master and Lord (cf. Jn 13:14) than 
by a dialogue of salvation with all men and 
women….   Vatican II’s vision for the way 
the Church is to undertake her mission in the 
modern world likewise reflects a dialogical 
engagement with diverse races, languages, 
religions, cultures, and socio-political 
structures.  This is true in a particular way in 
Asia where she has to engage in dialogue 
with those who share her belief in Jesus 
Christ the Lord and Savior, but also with 
followers of every other religious tradition, 
on the basis of the religious yearnings found 
in every human heart.” 
  
Already in their First Plenary Assembly 
(1974), Asia’s Bishops (FABC) discerned 
what special configuration this dialogue in 
the context of mission in Asia should have: 
“continuous, humble and loving dialogue 
with the living traditions, the cultures, the 
religions, in brief, with all the life-realities of 
the people in whose midst it has sunk its 
roots deeply and whose history and life it 
gladly makes its own.”  This has been 
referred to as the “triple dialogue” since forty 
years ago, but has remained valid until the 
present time: “dialogue with the cultures of 
the Asian people, dialogue with their 
religions, and dialogue with the life-
situations of poverty, powerlessness, of 
suffering and victimhood, which is the lot of 
a great number of people.”  
 
This triple dialogue has to be undertaken “as 
a witnessing to Christ in word and deed, by 
reaching out to people in the concrete reality 
of their daily lives.”  For witnessing to Christ 
in word, that is, in the explicit proclamation 
of the Gospel of salvation, the use of stories 
and other narrative forms holds greater 
promise of effectiveness, for most Asians are 
able to relate better with “an evocative 
pedagogy, using stories, parables and 
symbols.”  The First Asian Mission 
Congress held in Chiang Mai, Thailand in 
October 2006 “recalled with fondness and 
with much gratitude that Jesus himself taught 
by using parables and insightful vignettes 
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that revealed the depths of God’s reign—that 
he is God’s love story in the flesh!  Stories 
have a special power to make understood 
even the deepest mysteries of the faith, to 
transform perspectives and values, to form 
community, and to establish fellowship.” 
 
This dialogue “is not an end in itself; it is in 
view of sharing and receiving. It disposes 
one to respect others and to recognize their 
giftedness.  It enables one to listen to what 
the others are expressing in and through their 
lives of the goodness of God….  For their 
part, Christians in dialogue should be ready 
to offer their faith, to give an account of the 
hope that is within them (1 Pt 3:15).”  For 
further insights, see: FABC Papers 130: 
“Dialogue: Interpretive Key for the Life of 
the Church in Asia.”  
 
B.  Mission in Dialogue with Peoples and 
Cultures.  The Church’s mission in Asia has 
to be undertaken in dialogue with a wide 
variety of cultures.  Asia is the world’s 
largest continent and “home to almost two-
thirds of the world’s population; it is also 
host to an intricate mosaic of many cultures, 
languages, beliefs, and traditions.”  Pope 
Francis has pointed out the many challenges 
that are being brought to bear on Asian 
cultures, among them, the new patterns of 
behavior caused by over-exposure to various 
forms of mass media; traditional values, 
including the sacredness of marriage and the 
stability of the family, are being undermined 
by some damaging elements of the media 
and entertainment industries (cf. EG 62).  
Also, in many parts of Asia, Christianity has 
remained a minority religion, often perceived 
as “too Western” and an “instrument of 
colonial domination.” Thus, by necessity 
Christian mission in Asia must include “a 
dialogue between the Gospel and the 
Christian faith on one hand and the culture of 
the Asian people, on the other.” 
 
This effort, known as inculturation, “is 
motivated by a vision: that of genuine 
Christian communities in Asia—Asian in 
their way of thinking, praying, living, and in 

communicating their own Christ-experience 
to others.”  Inculturation is not merely one 
possible option; it is rather a theological and 
pastoral imperative.  “The mystery of the 
Incarnation and the Paschal Mystery are at 
once the foundation and the model for the 
deep insertion of local Churches in the 
surrounding cultures”; this includes many 
aspects of their life: celebration, witness and 
mission. 
 
 Jesus, the Son of God “became man, a Jew, 
and thus became part of the history, culture, 
traditions, and religion of the Jewish people.  
The Church, too, should incarnate herself in 
every race and culture where she finds 
herself.  She must become part of every 
people among whom she … [is] implanted.”  
Why?  It is “for the same motive which led 
Christ to bind himself, in virtue of his 
incarnation, to the definite social and cultural 
conditions of those human beings among 
whom he dwelt.”  The Church “must be 
assimilated into the life of a people that 
receives her; she cannot remain a stranger to 
them.  She must incarnate herself in such a 
way that she can be regarded not only as the 
Church that is in Asia, but as the Asian 
Church, not only as the Church that is in the 
Philippines but as the Filipino Church.” 
  
This incarnational stance, “rather than 
jeopardizing the universality of the Church, 
will even foster such universality.  Through 
the faith of the Church and through the 
celebration of his work of redemption, Christ 
continues to incarnate himself in the various 
races and cultures.  He is the universal 
Savior because he can make himself part of 
the concrete realities of every particular 
people and there bring them redemption.  
The Church, too, is truly universal because 
she can incarnate herself in the concrete 
realities of every local Church.  When she 
incarnates herself, she enriches both the local 
people and herself.  Incarnation brings about 
mutual enrichment to the people who receive 
the faith and to the Church who incarnates 
herself.” 
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Christ embraced everything that is human 
(except sin) in order to assume them within 
the radius of his redeeming love and power.  
It was within the religious tradition of Israel 
that Christ revealed the mystery of God and 
accomplished his saving mission.  His 
Apostles and the earliest foreign 
missionaries of the Church had the same 
dialogical stance in the face of the varied 
religious cultures of the Greco-Roman 
world.”  
 
In a dialogical and missionary spirit, the 
Church enjoins all Christians to assume an 
attitude of openness toward other religious 
traditions and discover “with gladness and 
respect those seeds of the Word which lie 
hidden among them” (AG 11).  Moreover, 
she encourages Christians “to use cultural 
forms, teaching, arts, architecture, melodies, 
languages, and sciences of the other religious 
traditions, provided that these are not 
incompatible with the Gospel and the 
Christian faith, to praise the glory of the 
Creator.” 
  
This attitude of openness and sharing “will 
enable Christians to discover and therefore 
appreciate the heart and soul of their fellow 
Asians….  Far from placing their Christian 
faith on shaky ground, this dialogue with 
other religious cultures and traditions will 
motivate Christians to find authentic ways of 
living and expressing their own Christian 
faith amidst the adherents of other faiths.  It 
will help them discover the many riches of 
their own faith which they might not have 
seen before.  This dialogue will help them 
discern in the light of God’s Word how their 
faith in Christ can be enriched by the other 
religious traditions, what in these religious 
cultures must be purified, healed and made 
whole before being absorbed into the 
practice of the Christian faith.”  
 
Given the multi-religious context of Asia, 
the Church’s evangelizing mission will have 
to emphasize, first of all, direct Christian 
witnessing of the Father's love in simple, 
direct and concrete ways.  This means that, 

“by living like Christ, Christians and 
Christian communities are called to draw 
their non-Christian brothers and sisters to 
faith in the one God revealed by Christ.  
Most of the time, this may be in the form of 
presence and solidarity with people to make 
them feel cared for and wanted in their 
poverty and misery.  It may be to respond to 
people’s needs as Christ would do in the 
Gospel, making them feel welcome….  
Perhaps this attestation of God will be for 
many people the unknown God whom they 
adore without giving him a name, or whom 
they seek by a secret call of the heart.” 
 
“In the midst of so much diversity and, many 
times, of conflicts of various kinds, the 
Church, by her own life, is called to witness 
to God’s call to life-giving unity and 
harmony and be a visible sign and 
instrument of such unity.  Equipped with 
their Christian faith and commitment, the lay 
faithful have a distinctive role to play in this 
dialogue on account of their presence and 
action in the world—family, politics, 
education, culture, social environment.  In 
the manner of leaven, they are enjoined to 
direct the course of human affairs and 
history to the eschatological fullness that 
every man and woman of goodwill hopes 
for.” 
 
D.  Mission in Dialogue with the Poor.  
While Asia is rich in culture and its people 
are rich in human and religious values, “a 
great multitude of them live in situations of 
poverty, powerlessness, marginalization, 
victimization, and suffering.  They are poor 
not because their continent lacks natural and 
material resources, but because they are 
deprived of access to material goods and 
resources which they need to live with 
dignity and ensure a stable future for 
themselves and their families.  Oppressive 
and unjust social, economic, and political 
structures keep them from enjoying the rich 
natural patrimony of their lands.”  
 
 In the face of the particular situation 
in Asia where multitudes are poor and have 
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used for one’s gain and pleasure, with 
Christ’s self-donation that breaks and shares 
oneself so that others may live….  From our 
participation in the Eucharist, we are sent 
forth to be witnesses of God's compassion 
towards all our brothers and sisters.” 
 
E. Mission in Dialogue with the Youth.  
Asia is considered the continent of the youth 
since almost two-thirds of its population is 
young people; it is home to about 60 per cent 
of the world’s young people, many of whom 
are poor.  Thus, mission in dialogue with the 
youth of Asia entails placing them among 
the priorities in the pastoral solicitude of the 
Church.  Young people are not only the 
future of the world but are her present 
precious treasure.  The Church recognizes 
that “she has to deal with young people not 
only as the adults of tomorrow but more 
importantly the reality of today….  With 
their youthful energies, enthusiasm, and 
resourcefulness, however, they are even now 
dynamic agents of change and therefore a 
source of hope in society and in the Church.” 
 
 However, the youth “are also the 
most vulnerable to many destructive forces 
in the society and often fall victims to 
structures of exploitation.  More than ever 
before, the realities that impinge upon young 
people today are both many and varied.  
Globalization, political changes, and the 
media explosion radically affect the lives of 
the youth in every part of Asia.”  Candidly 
admitting that many and complex problems 
confront young people in the continent 
today, the Churches of Asia are enjoined to 
“remind the young of their responsibility for 
the future of the society and of the Church, 
and to encourage and support them at every 
step to ensure that they are ready to accept 
that responsibility.”  
 
Suitable and adequate pastoral care should 
be extended to them, above all, by “sowing 
the truth of the Gospel in them as a joyful 
and liberating mystery to be known, lived, 
and shared with conviction and courage.”  
But since the world now is full of rocks and 

thistles, not to mention the scorching heat, 
youth pastoral care also involves helping 
young people to be a “good soil” where the 
seed of God’s Word can spring up, take root, 
grow, and bear fruit a hundredfold (cf. Mt 
13:4-9). 
 
Youth pastoral care will mean 
“accompanying them in their journey, which 
is not easy, on account of the rapid and 
drastic changes that are happening around 
them but also of the dramatic changes they 
are going through physically, emotionally, 
psychologically, and spiritually at this stage 
of human development.  This kind of 
pastoral care is directed toward preparing the 
ground before the sowing, softening it, 
making it receptive.  It also seeks to 
strengthen them against the many influences 
and distractions that compete for their 
attention and energies and can choke the 
initial growth of the faith in them.”  This 
aspect of pastoral care is necessary even 
before the sowing of God’s Word or 
simultaneous with it—that they may be good 
soil where the seed of God’s Word can bear 
abundant fruit. 
In Asia, the highly successful World Youth 
Day began by Saint John Paul II in 1985 has 
its counterpart —the Asian Youth Day, 
where young people from the various Asian 
countries are able to experience a strong 
sense of being a community through 
common prayer and Eucharistic celebrations, 
sharing of life-experiences, working 
together, sharing meals, and joining one 
another’s songs and dances.  By such events, 
“the youth come to feel that the Church is 
with them, walking closely with them, 
believing in what they can do with their 
youthful energies and good will, 
empowering them.  Journeying with the 
youth means recognizing the important role 
that they have in the Church now and as the 
future of the Church.” It is to see the youth 
as resources and not as problems. The 
Church’s mission today includes directing 
young people toward the Eucharist for 
sustenance in the face of their many 
uncertainties and questions.  
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Paesi che negli ultimi decenni sono confluiti 
come nuova linfa vitale nel “piccolo gregge” 
della Chiesa giapponese. Preziosa 
testimonianza dell’universalità della Chiesa, 
questa cosmopolita presenza richiede però 
alla chiesa locale un non facile processo 
pastorale di assimilazione e integrazione.  

È in questa complessa situazione 
sociale, ecclesiale e missionaria che il 
“Pellegrino missionario” Francesco ha fatto 
risuonare con vigore il messaggio 
evangelico, mediato dal motto che ha 
preparato e accompagnato la sua visita: 
“proteggere ogni vita”. Nella sua 
immediatezza, questo motto – che la Chiesa 
locale ha valorizzato come una singolare 
opportunità di annuncio – ha fatto breccia 
nel cuore e nella mente del popolo 
giapponese. Un efficace servizio di 
informazione ha permesso a tutti, fedeli 
cattolici e non, di essere a conoscenza dei 
dettagli della visita papale; di seguirla, 
momento per momento attraverso i mezzi di 
comunicazione o attraverso la partecipazione 
diretta. Ad esempio, nella diocesi di 
Fukuoka, dove risiedo, tutte le parrocchie 
hanno organizzato il trasporto di coloro che 
desideravano partecipare alla celebrazione 
eucaristica presieduta dal Santo Padre a 
Nagasaki il 24 novembre. Per circa un mese, 
una mostra allestita nei locali della 
Cattedrale ha presentato, oltre all’evento 
della visita papale nei suoi vari momenti, 
numerosi temi relativi alla vita e alla attività 
della Chiesa Cattolica in Giappone e nel 
mondo. Grandi schermi collocati anche 
all’esterno della Cattedrale, hanno permesso 
a quanti non avevano potuto recarsi nei 
luoghi ufficiali della visita papale di seguirla 
visivamente ed emotivamente nelle sue varie 
tappe.  

 

“Proteggere ogni vita” 

        In diverse occasioni, Papa Francesco ha 
avuto modo di ricordare come, da giovane 
gesuita, avesse sognato e desiderato venire in 
Giappone come missionario. Anche ai 
Vescovi giapponesi che l’hanno accolto in 
Nunziatura, subito dopo il suo arrivo a 

Tokyo il 23 novembre sera, ha ripetuto: 
«Non so se lo sapete, ma fin da giovane ho 
provato simpatia e affetto per queste terre. 
Sono passati molti anni da quell’impulso 
missionario, la cui realizzazione si è fatta 
attendere. Oggi il Signore mi offre 
l’opportunità di essere tra voi come 
pellegrino missionario sulle orme di grandi 
testimoni della fede».  

Riferendosi poi al motto del suo 
viaggio apostolico, “proteggere ogni vita”, 
Francesco ha coraggiosamente chiamato per 
nome i problemi che attraversano la società 
giapponese minacciandone la vita: 
solitudine, disperazione, isolamento, 
bullismo, aumento degli aborti e dei suicidi, 
forme di alienazione e disorientamento 
spirituale.  

«Proteggere ogni vita – ha ricordato 
ancora ai Vescovi – può ben simboleggiare il 
ministero episcopale in quanto «il vescovo è 
colui che il Signore ha chiamato in mezzo al 
suo popolo, per restituirlo come pastore 
capace di proteggere ogni vita, e questo 
determina in una certa misura lo scenario a 
cui dobbiamo puntare». Uno scenario che 
Papa Francesco non ha mai perso di vista 
durante il suo breve ma intenso soggiorno. 
“Proteggere ogni vita”, infatti, è stato non 
solo il leitmotiv di tutto il suo viaggio 
apostolico ma anche l’imperativo morale che 
ha voluto lasciare alla Chiesa e al popolo 
giapponese, un popolo che, pur erede di una 
cultura ancestrale che sempre ha riconosciuto 
nella vita un dono divino, rischia ora – a 
causa del secolarismo e del materialismo 
imperante – di smarrirne il senso e il valore.  

 
Immoralità delle armi nucleari 

 
Il 24 novembre, secondo giorno della 

sua visita, il “Pellegrino missionario” 
Francesco ha attraversato il Giappone dal 
nordest al sud-ovest e viceversa: Tokyo, 
Nagasaki, Hiroshima e, nuovamente, Tokyo. 
Tappe evocative di drammi e momenti 
storici indelebilmente scolpiti nella 
coscienza personale e collettiva dei 
giapponesi. A Nagasaki, di sul luogo 
dell’epicentro dell’atomica, sotto una 
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Nicholas Austin, SJ 

The Virtue of Asceticism 

 
Giving up chocolate? Deleting your 
Facebook account? We all choose to mark 
Lent in different ways and more often than 
not focus on abstaining from something we 
enjoy, but is this always good for us? 
Nicholas Austin SJ explores how our 
attempts at an ascetic way of life for forty 
days each year can go wrong if our 
motivations are not rooted in the wisdom of 
the Christian tradition. How can we 
rediscover the virtue of asceticism? 

So what have you decided to give up for 
Lent? We often we hear that the important 
thing is not to give something up, but to do 
something positive. But it’s strange, isn’t it, 
that the feeling still sticks that Lent is really 
about giving up stuff? Giving up chocolate, 
giving up alcohol, giving up desserts, giving 
up cigarettes, giving up TV, giving up meat 
on Fridays…. For better or worse, we tend to 
ask ourselves not ‘What am I going to do, in 
a positive way, for Lent?’ but ‘What am I 
going to give up?’ So why are we so fixated 
on fasting, abstaining, giving stuff up? 

The way of asceticism 

‘There are only two philosophies of life’, 
Fulton J. Sheen once said, ‘one is first the 
feast and then the headache; the other is first 
the fast and then the feast.’ Today, more than 
ever, the time is ripe for a recovery and 
renewal of this second ‘philosophy’, the way 
of asceticism. 

At a surface level, asceticism (the 
constellation of the practices of voluntary 
self-denial such as fasting from food) does 
not hold much attraction for us today. In the 
film version of The da Vinci Code, the crazy 
and murderous albino monk Silas is depicted 
whipping himself and wearing a chain 
wrapped around his leg that he tightens so as 

to draw his own blood. What such a picture 
conveys is fanaticism, self-hatred and a 
religious practice divorced from all that is 
holy, healthy and good. 

Yet there are numerous signs in our culture 
today that, at a deeper level, there is a desire 
for a freeing asceticism, if only we knew 
how to practise it. In the era of retail therapy 
and consumerism, we hear about people who 
have discovered the benefits of downsizing, 
de-cluttering and material simplicity. Caught 
in the incessant and hectic pace of modern 
life, we yearn for a way to step off the 
conveyor belt of busy-ness and find some 
space just to be, to be with others, to be with 
God. Drowning in an infinite sea of calories, 
we buy into a multi-billion pound yet 
apparently ineffective diet industry, with its 
promises to ‘naturally’ cleanse the toxins 
from our bodies, ‘juice fasting’ and a 
thousand varieties of quasi-ascetical 
practices. Aware of our propensity to 
unintentional overuse of the internet and our 
other communication gadgets, we yearn for 
the freedom that comes from being 
‘unplugged’, but can’t quite bring ourselves 
to pull the plug, even for a few hours. Is 
there, then, a way to recover from the 
Christian tradition the wisdom for an 
authentic practice of asceticism that can lead 
to the freedom and prayerfulness that, now 
more than ever, we yearn for? 

Three distortions 

The first thing to notice is that the Christian 
tradition is quite aware that fasting and 
abstinence can go wrong in a number of 
fairly predictable ways. I shall note three 
prominent distortions to which asceticism is 
especially susceptible, and the remedies that 
the tradition prescribes. 
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1. The distortion of excess 

The first kind of danger to which asceticism 
is prone is that of excess. Fasting for long 
periods, for example, can lead to self-
inflation and pride at one’s own 
achievements, and end up being counter-
productive. As almost anyone who has every 
tried dieting knows, excessive fasting is 
quickly followed by the binge. At its 
extremes, it can even be damaging to one’s 
health, as it was for Saint Ignatius of Loyola 
shortly after his conversion. Later, as he 
grew in discernment and maturity, he 
realised that such heroic fasting was not 
what God desires. 

The traditional corrective to excessive 
fasting is the doctrine of the ‘mean’. The 
mean is the middle-way between too much 
and too little. A helpful analogy is a musical 
instrument: to keep it in tune, the strings 
should be neither too taut nor too relaxed, 
but in the mean. Saint Thomas Aquinas 
points out that even fasting is a matter of the 
mean: one should not fast to such an extent 
that one damages one’s health, or becomes 
too weak to perform the tasks of one’s 
occupation, for that would be to go to excess. 
Following the Stoic philosophers, he 
recommends the gradual approach: start 
small, approach the mean bit by bit. It is 
better to be patient, to be gentle, rather than 
attempt the spectacular, and risk the equally 
spectacular crash. 

Today, we are so far towards the other 
extreme that excess in fasting is hardly our 
primary danger. Thomas makes a 
challenging statement that may surprise us 
today, but is worthy of our serious 
consideration: fasting, he says, is not merely 
a church law, but a requirement of human 
nature itself. In other words, an adult human 
being cannot hope to find the right balance in 
life, can’t hope to find the mean, unless by a 
regular practice of fasting. Otherwise, our 
desires for things that are good in themselves 
overrun their bounds and end up enslaving 
us. 

Finding the mean in asceticism today, the 
mid-point between excess and laxity, is a 
task that will require attentiveness to the 
wisdom of the tradition as well as an 
exercise of the Christian imagination. The 
new asceticism today will not involve just 
fasting from food, but from any aspect of 
modern life in which compulsion starts to 
take over and we lose our freedom, our 
balance. If I buy stuff as a means of feeling 
better, perhaps I need to fast from shopping; 
if I find myself obsessively checking 
Facebook and Twitter, or checking my texts 
or emails, perhaps I need to fast from that; 
and so on. In any case, what we need is a 
creative fidelity to the traditional practices of 
fasting and abstinence, aware that the 
asceticism of ages past needs to be recovered 
but also adapted to a new age of 
consumerism, internet and environmental 
degradation. 

2. The distortion of dualism 

The second way that asceticism can be 
distorted is more subtle, and therefore more 
insidious. In Catholic spirituality, those 
seeking progress in the spiritual life were 
often encouraged to ‘mortify’ their flesh, 
literally put it to death. Of course, the ‘flesh’ 
here refers not to the body itself, but to our 
sinful nature. Nevertheless, the impression 
unintentionally conveyed, at least 
sometimes, was that the spiritual life means 
rejecting all that is of the body. In other 
words, there is the risk of a dualism that sees 
the soul as good, and the body and the 
material world as evil. 

Such a dualism is of course strongly 
discordant with some of the basic tenets of 
the Christian faith, the doctrines of Creation, 
Incarnation and Resurrection. We believe 
that, at the creation, God was able to look at 
the world he had created and see that it was 
‘very good’ (Genesis 1:31). We believe that 
in Jesus Christ, God became flesh and so 
sanctified the human body. We believe that, 
on the last day, the body as well as the soul 
will be taken up into Christ’s resurrection. 
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There is no place within our faith, then, for a 
rejection of the body and the material world 
as impure. 

The risk, then, is that our ascetical practices 
unconsciously become infected by a disdain 
for our bodies, our passions, our sexuality, 
which should be seen as a precious gift from 
God. The point of an authentically Christian 
asceticism is not to free the soul from the 
body, nor even to repress the body and its 
impulses, but to raise these to a truly 
spiritual level, to integrate them into the 
spiritual journey towards God. 

3. The distortion of empty religiosity In 
order to identify the third and final distortion 
of asceticism, we need to attend to the 
compelling words of the prophet Isaiah 
(58:5-6): 

Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable 
to the Lord? Is not this the kind of fasting I 
have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice 
and untie the cords of the yoke, 
to set the oppressed free and break every 
yoke?  

Here the prophet attacks an empty religiosity 
that attempts to curry favour with God 
without attending to the basic duty of justice 
towards the poor. Empty religiosity, by 
focusing exclusively on external religious 
practice, is an escape from the real world: the 
power of religious practice to open the heart 
to a transformation leading to a deeper love 
of God and neighbour is lost. 

Yet we should not misread Isaiah’s critique 
as an attack on the practice of fasting as 
such. Isaiah was speaking in a time when 
ascetical practices were taken for granted, 
part of the fabric of everyday life. He called 
people to realise that their religious practices 
had no meaning unless there was a union 
between them and the way they treated 
others. Today, we are often tempted in a 
different way, to assume that true religion is 
simply about how we treat others, and that 
we no longer need a spirituality incarnated in 

concrete religious practices such as fasting. 
In this regard, we may recall the memorable 
criticism by the anthropologist Mary 
Douglas of the view that exterior practice has 
nothing to do with true spirituality or 
authentic religion: 

For it is a mistake to suppose that there can 
be religion which is all interior, with no 
rules, no liturgy, no external signs of inward 
states. As with society, so with religion, 
external form is the condition of its 
existence ... 
(Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An 
Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo 
[New York/Washington: Praeger, 1966], 
p.62.) 

What the prophets call us to is not a rejection 
of ascetical practice, but an authentic fasting 
that involves us body and soul. Then fasting 
will become, not an escape from the real 
world, but a way of coming closer to those 
who practise, in the words of Gandhi, an 
‘eternal, compulsory fast’ simply because 
they do not have enough to eat.  

Why fast? As we have seen, if we are to 
engage in a healthy and holy asceticism 
today, we need to attend the wisdom that we 
find within our tradition, that can help us to 
avoid the pitfalls of excess, of dualism and of 
empty religiosity. Equally importantly, the 
tradition teaches us to avoid over-corrections 
that lead to a disembodied spirituality or a 
too relaxed approach. But what, ultimately, 
are the reasons for asceticism? What is the 
ultimate point? 

Most obviously, fasting can help us to find a 
proper authority over ourselves. Today we 
have a thousand ways of making ourselves 
feel good: I know, I’ll eat something nice, or 
have a drink, or surf the internet, or check 
whether a friend has texted me, or turn on 
the TV, or listen to my iPod, or go clothes 
shopping, or buy something from Amazon, or 
play a computer game. All of these things 
can be good, but if we continually use them 
to make ourselves feel better, we can become 
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slaves to the things we enjoy. When we 
don’t have them, we crave them. When we 
lack them, we feel depressed. When we 
realise we shouldn’t overdo it, we can’t help 
ourselves. So in Lent, when we give stuff up, 
we exercise authority over it, instead of 
letting it control us. We try to unchain 
ourselves. We try to become free. 

But there’s a deeper reason to fast. ‘Filled 
with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned from the 
Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the 
desert for forty days.’ (Luke 4:1) Recently 
my class of university students read the 
autobiography of Dorothy Day, the social 
activist and foundress of the Catholic 
Worker Movement. Some people consider 
her a modern-day saint. The book tells of 
how, as an adult, she became an atheist, but 
then was gradually led back to prayer and to 
God, so that she converted to Catholicism, 
and committed her life to working for the 
poor and for social justice. But she entitles 
the book, The Long Loneliness. And she 
describes how, at times, she experienced a 
terrible loneliness in her life. She longed to 
be with people, with those she loved, and felt 
the pain of separation and grief. But despite 
the pain of loneliness she experienced, it’s as 
though she realised her loneliness was not all 
negative. In that experience of being lonely, 
she longed to be with the poor and she 
longed to know God. 

So I asked my students once they had read 
the book: ‘Can you relate to that experience 
of loneliness? Do you ever spend time 
alone?’ And the responses were striking. 
One student confessed that those parts of the 
book about loneliness terrified her. Another 
student said that she spends virtually no time 
alone, and when she is alone, she has some 
electronic device to turn to: her mobile 
phone, or the computer – checking Facebook 
or email. Another said he had begun to learn 
to deliberately make time without his 
computer or phone, so that he could have 
time to reflect or think. And another said the 
only time he really got to be alone was when 
he went for a run, but that such time was 

precious to him precisely because it was his 
only time to think. 

The fact is that it is difficult to withdraw into 
the desert with Jesus today. We live in an 
age of distraction, where we have a thousand 
different ways of filling up that void of 
loneliness. And to some extent, that means 
we’re missing out. A recent report in the 
United States surveyed the use of electronic 
devices by children aged 8 to 18. It wanted 
to know how much children are plugged-in 
to an iPod or a television or the internet or a 
mobile phone and so on: how much time a 
child spent exposed to the media. A few 
years ago it was over 6 hours a day; today, 
the American child spends, on average, 7 
hours and 28 minutes a day plugged in to 
some electronic device. That’s over 50 hours 
a week. 

‘Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned 
from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit 
into the desert for forty days.’ And, during 
his public ministry, Jesus deliberately, 
repeatedly, persistently, withdrew at times 
from the crowds in order to be alone. 
Especially when things were most busy and 
demanding, he developed the asceticism of 
alone time. He spent time alone, in lonely 
places, in order to spend time with God. 

And so I think this Lent is an invitation for 
us to be led by the Holy Spirit into the 
desert, to accompany our Lord as he 
withdraws into a lonely place. This Lent is a 
time for us to unplug a little bit, to cultivate 
that interiority, to use an old-fashioned but 
valuable word. Above all, this Lent is a time 
for us not to be afraid of choosing to be 
alone, but to trust that, even in our 
loneliness, indeed especially there, the Spirit 
of Jesus is with us, drawing us to the Father. 

(Nicholas Austin, SJ, teaches Ethics at 
Heythrop College, University of London. 
This article is taken from: 
https://www.thinkingfaith.org/articles/201
10308_1.htm)
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15:00 – 16:00 Discussion in small groups

16.00 – 16.30 Coffee / Tea Break 
16:30 – 17:30 Panel Discussion II

How do we as a Congregation work on our “ecological footprint”? 
 

18:15 – 19:15 Eucharistic Celebration  (all together) 
19:30 – 20:30 Supper / Free time 
20:30 – 21:15 Special Talk:                    Sr. Sheila Kinsey, FCJM

Sowing Seeds for the Future 
JPIC desk of USG/UISG, Rome, Italy 

 

   TIME THURSDAY, 7/5/2020     Spirituality aspect 
07:30 - 08:30 Breakfast / Free time
08:30 – 08:45 Prayer in English / Orientation — Moderators:
08:45 – 10:15 Fr. Brian Grogan, SJ

 

What hope for a Small Blue Planet? 
 

Loving Sister Earth Movement, Ireland 
10:15 – 10:45 Coffee / Tea Break 
10:45 – 12:15 Fr. Amado L. Picardal, CSsR

 

Deep Relationality: Living in Communion 
 

JPIC desk of USG/UISG, Rome, Italy 
13:00 – 15:00 Lunch / Free time — Personal Reflection
15:00 – 16:00 Discussion — Small Groups
16:00 – 16:30 Coffee / Tea Break 
16:30 – 17:30 Panel Discussion III

 

Challenges and Opportunities of Living Green Mission 
18:15 – 19:15 Eucharistic Celebration

(Language: English, Spanish, French, Italian) 
19:30 – 20:30 Festive Supper / Free time
20:30 – 22:00 Happy Coming Together
  
TIME FRIDAY, 8/5/2020 (Closing Session) 
07:30 - 08:30 Breakfast / Free time
08:30 – 08:45 Prayer in French / Orientation — Moderators:
08:45 – 10:00 PLENARY:  Sharing and Evaluation
10:00 – 10:30 Coffee / Tea Break 
10:30 – 11:15 CLOSING SPEECH:          Fr. Augusto Zampini Davies

 
In the aftermath of the Synod on Panamazonia 

 
                       Dicastery of Integral Human Development 

11.15 – 11.30 CLOSING ADDRESS: 
Fr. Tesfaye T. Gebresilasie, MCCJ, SEDOS President 

11:45 – 12:45 Eucharist Celebration and 
Sending Ceremony 

13:00 – 14:30 Lunch     
Departure          
( Bus departure 2.30 p.m ) 





.



A Corona Virus Prayer

Jesus Christ,
you traveled through towns and villages “curing every disease and illness.”

At your command, the sick were made well.
Come to our aid now, in the midst of the global spread of the coronavirus, 

that we may experience your healing love.
Heal those who are sick with the virus.

May they regain their strength and health through quality medical care.
Heal us from our fear, 

which prevents nations from working together and neighbors from helping one another.
Heal us from our pride, 

which can make us claim invulnerability to a disease that knows no borders.

Jesus Christ, healer of all, 
stay by our side in this time of uncertainty and sorrow.

Be with those who have died from the virus.
May they be at rest with you in your eternal peace.

Be with the families of those who are sick or have died.
As they worry and grieve, defend them from illness and despair.

May they know your peace.
Be with the doctors, nurses, researchers and all medical professionals who seek to heal

and help those affected and who put themselves at risk in the process.
May they know your protection and peace.

Be with the leaders of all nations.
Give them the foresight to act with charity and true concern 

for the well-being of the people they are meant to serve.
Give them the wisdom to invest in long-term solutions 
that will help prepare for or prevent future outbreaks.

May they know your peace, as they work together to achieve it on earth.

Whether we are home or abroad, 
surrounded by many people suffering from this illness or only a few, 

Jesus Christ, stay with us as we endure and mourn, persist and prepare.
In place of our anxiety, give us your peace.

Jesus Christ, heal us. AMEN.  
(by Kerry Weber)
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