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December 2008 

      Dear brothers in our MSC Congregation, 

     Greetings to all of you and best wishes as we celebrate the 154th anniversary of the foundation of our Congregation on December 8, feast of the Immaculate Conception of Mary.  May her intercession continue to guide our little Society and make it possible for us to realize everywhere our mission of making the Heart that reveals God’s love known and loved by all.

     This year I will be celebrating our Foundation Day in the Philippines with our confreres who are also celebrating the 100th anniversary of the arrival of the first MSC from the Netherlands.  It will be a time to thank God for all the good our members have been able to do in the Philippines over the course of these 100 years.  May God continue to bless our Province there.

     You would naturally think that the first eight MSC’s who arrived from Holland in 1908 were also the first MSC to work with the Filipino people.  But you would be wrong!  In 1885, some 23 years earlier, Fr. Henri Verjus (Verius) was already working with Filipinos, not in the Philippines but on Thursday Island in the Torres Strait of Queensland, Australia.  Our Fr. Lucio De Stefano reworked the positio on the cause of Bishop Verjus and in an article describing Verjus he wrote:

Verjus intended his stay on Thursday Island to be very brief.  It was only to last the length of time necessary to gather up all that was materially indispensable for getting settled on New Guinea.  But the stay lasted about four months due to the difficulty of finding a ship.  Verjus took advantage of this setback to get closer to the native population of the island, as well as the numerous Filipinos (mostly from Manila) who had settled there attracted by the prospect of farm work, fishing and diving for pearls which could be found in the coral reefs of the Strait of Torres.  Making use of what he remembered of Spanish and of his rudimentary knowledge of the English he had begun to learn during the voyage, Verjus became interested in the Filipinos.  He organized for them an evening Way of the Cross every Friday, a Sunday Mass at 10:00 a.m. and other moments of preaching.  Besides the Filipino immigrants, Verjus was concerned about the aboriginal people who populated the numerous small islands scattered about the strait.  What most struck the young missionary was the miserable condition of the Filipinos and the aborigines and the inhuman way they were taken advantage of by those who employed them, without any guarantee or legal protection whatsoever.  …

The expressions with which Verjus describes the sad conditions of the Filipinos and the aborigines afford us a new and surprising image of him as religious and priest.  Preoccupied as he had been up to that time with his own spiritual life, he was basically ignorant of the real conditions of life of many people.  Finding himself in a new and painful environment, which he had never known before and whose very existence he may not even have suspected, he realistically faces the evil of the social reality that surrounds him and reacts with anger and compassion in relation to the evils and suffering he sees.  The anger is for the men who make other men suffer.  The compassion is for the victims of injustice.

To understand this point better it is good to recall that the missionary who is expressing himself in this manner is not yet 25 years old…. The discernment that he makes of the reality that he finds himself in is already that of the apostle who sees the causes of evil and who will face them with the remedies proposed by the Gospel.  (N. B.  One of these Filipinos Verjus ministered to on Thursday Island, Emanuel Natera, later joined Verjus in New Guinea as the first lay catechist to that Island.)

     I would make but one comment: work for Justice and Peace has been a part of our mission and ministry right from the beginning!  Besides Bishop Verjus, hundreds of other MSC brothers, priests and bishops (and at times even scholastics!) have lived this as a part of their missionary service.  Their hearts have been moved by the sight of any oppression or injustice; they have acted out of love and compassion for the victims of injustice; they have prophetically denounced this injustice and, above all, they have remained one with the people to whom they had been sent (Cf. Const. nn. 6,7,12).

     I invite all of you to use the occasion of our annual celebration to reflect on the importance of work for justice, peace and integrity of creation in your own life and ministry.  JPIC is not a special ministry reserved for a few confreres.  It is an integral part of the ministry of all of us.  It is a part of our charism and of our history.  Each province may have a JPIC coordinator but his role is to facilitate communication and to raise the consciousness of the rest of us.

      As I write this, a number of our confreres in the Papua District of Indonesia are involved in a very important and crucial issue of justice.  The February 2008 Indonesian provincial chapter, which was held there in the city of Merauke, made work for justice for native Papuans a priority of the whole Province.  The problem is the marginalization of most of the native Papuans in their own land.  There is an economic boom in that part of Indonesia but it is not benefiting the local people.  They have been left behind.  In an article recently posted on our website Fr. Herman Pongantung, who for ten years worked in that part of Indonesia, gives us the background of the problem.

     I believe that this issue is important for the whole Congregation because it is one of the few JPIC questions where we as a Congregation can really make a difference.  We have a long history (over 100 years) in the Merauke area and we are one of the few institutions that everyone trusts.  I ask all of you to become informed on this issue and to be one with our Indonesian confreres as they take this courageous step.  May God bless them, and all of us as, we follow the example of Bishop Verjus.

     In this area of JPIC there are two other important things on our website.  Fr. Arci Abellana has written several articles to help all of us understand these issues better.  Fr. Alfred Bour of the French Province has a position paper on REPARATION.  Please read what he has to say to help us integrate JPIC into our spirituality of the Heart.

     Together with the General Council (all of whom are now in different parts of the world!) and with all the confreres here at Via Asmara, I take this opportunity to wish all of you a BLESSED CHRISTMAS and a New Year 2009 filled with grace and blessing.  May we continue to grow into one brotherhood in the Heart of Christ.
Mark McDonald, MSC, Superior General

