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A team of Jesuit novices with Fr Simon Bishop SJ and Vron Smith recently joined a group of prisoners in 
HMP Hewell in the West Midlands, to accompany them on a week of guided prayer. 

It was a week of surprises, with prisoners from a wide range of age, race and even faith background. 
Novice Luke Taylor SJ explained, "We offered a variety of Ignatian ways of prayer. Some prisoners 
shared one-on-one with a prayer guide while others drew their own spiritual journeys. Some entered 
scripture through imaginative contemplation while others dramatised biblical scenes. "   

Muslim prisoners were included in the group, which gave the week an extra dimension for Luke, "These 
men expressed an open and articulate interest in both the similarities and differences between Islam and 
Christianity. The team felt honoured to share with them." 

With a real concern about the radicalisation of prisoners 'inside', when conditions are not adequate and 
opportunities for authentic spiritual growth are restricted, perhaps this week could be seen as a model for 
other prisons to copy. The famous Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner said in an address to prison chaplains, 
"When you go from your own surroundings into a prison, you do not go out of a world of harmony, light 
and order into a world of guilt and unfreedom: you stay where you have been all the time. It is merely 
made clearer to your bodily senses what has been surrounding you all the time: the unfreedom of guilt, 
the imprisonment from which God's grace alone can set us free into the freedom of the children of God." 

Luke reflected that feeling when he referred to the prisoners as being 'prisoner disciples'. It is often noted 
that on a week of guided prayer the distinction between those accompanying and those being 
accompanied breaks down when you witness God working in people's hearts.  ''One morning, we enacted 
Jesus inviting Peter to walk on water. Our Peter not only walked, but tap-danced his way back to the boat 
– a spontaneous demonstration of joyful faith. My favourite comment of the week came from another 
prisoner disciple: “we are all in the same boat,” he pointed out."  
> > > https://jesuits.eu/news/520-god-s-grace-alone-can-set-us-free 
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GLOBAL : Recovering Our Bearings - The Role of the Common Life in the Rebuilding of Priestly 
Fraternity by Fr. John Nepil (HPRWEB via CNUA)  

 

Priests living in communities—those in religious orders 
or those in diocesan arrangements. 

Many priests consume themselves in work, but become alone and lose their bearings. It is thus all the 
more important that the unity of the presbyterate is lived and experienced. Support everything which 
strengthens priests to encounter and to help each other, to live together from the Word and Spirit of the 
Lord.1 

For a witness to hope, John Paul II was remarkably sober. He lacked both the euphoric intoxication of the 
religious enthusiast, and the staid self-assurance of the Church bureaucrat. His Holy Thursday Letters to 
Priests reveal that an honest assessment of the state of the priesthood in no way contradicts a hopeful 
encouragement for its renewal.2 Like every pontificate of the last century, his writings were replete with 
the invitation to restore priestly fraternity.3 As he told the German bishops almost 40 years ago, Stützt 
alles! Support everything that encourages authentic priestly fraternity. 

In many places, this call of John Paul has been heeded, and the work of renewal is underway. But 
authentic renewal presupposes two things. First, we must soberly acknowledge that priestly culture is in a 
critical state. Our present situation was not caused by a particular generation, an ecclesiastical structure, 
and most certainly not by the discipline of celibacy. The crisis is a symptom of the Church passing 
through one of the greatest cultural revolutions in the history of western civilization. Priests now stand in 
the midst of it, attempting, like everyone, to find their bearings. Secondly, the crisis of priestly fraternity 
finds its resolution only in Jesus Christ. Locating ourselves, again, in him through conformity to his 
person, is the only course of true renewal. As we know from the Gospels, Jesus intentionally called a few 
men together, forming them in an apostolic band.4 This continues to this day, described at Vatican II as 
an “intimate, sacramental brotherhood.”5 Priestly fraternity can therefore never be a lifestyle option; it is 
an apostolic mandate of absolute necessity for a full priestly existence. It is the work of every priest, at 
every time, to express this ontological relationship as a willed bond, a living reality and witness to the 
unity of the priesthood of Christ.6 

Though priestly fraternity finds many expressions, only one carries an allergy in our modern day: the 
common life. By common life, we mean the shared life of a priestly household, united spiritually by a 
common vision and expressed materially in common commitments.7 This idea, almost foreign to our 
modern minds, often elicits a response of hesitation, uneasiness and even suspicion. And strangely 
enough, it regularly comes from the most impressive of priests. 

This allergy is further aggravated by the suggestion that those desiring the common life should form 
diocesan priestly associations. Now the objections come strongly to the fore. And though they come in a 
variety of forms, the main critiques are three: it is divisive, impractical and unnecessary. The first, that 
these associations will create a presbyterate within a presbyterate, is a real possibility. Any specific group 
can become insular, disconnected and polemical. But the question as to whether these associations 
are intrinsically divisive would require a study of the relationship of charism, vocation and state of life. As 
for the second concern, if it were practical to have the common life in our day, then it would probably 
exist. But when John Paul II called for a new evangelization of “new ardor, methods and expressions,” it 
is hard to imagine he intended it to be confined to the practical. 8 As for the larger question of how 
American pragmatism is hindering the renewal of priestly culture, a whole different conversation could be 
had. 

The last critique—that the common life is unnecessary—is the raison d’être for this article. Contrary to this 
opinion, we maintain the necessity of diocesan associations of priestly common life for the following 
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reason: the restoration of the common life is an indispensable part of the rebuilding of priestly fraternity; 
and the most fitting way to accomplish this task is the foundation of an association. Only with the 
presence of an authentic common life can the fraternity of a presbyterate fully manifest the reality of the 
sacramental bond. We will propose this in three points: (1) the common life is a legitimate expression of 
priestly fraternity; (2) with a necessary role in combating self-reliant individualism; (3) and the most fitting 
way to re-establish this life is to found an association. 

1. The Common Life as a Legitimate Expression of Priestly Fraternity - The most recent magisterial 
document on priestly formation was the Ratio Fundamentalis, published by the Congregation for Clergy in 
December of 2016.9 In paragraph 88, it reiterates the importance of priestly fraternity and offers six 
concrete ways it can be lived, the last of which is the common life.10 Quoting Canon Law, and 
the Directory on the Life and Ministry of Priests, the document highlights the centrality of common prayer, 
as well as the support the common life provides for—”emotional and spiritual balance.” But perhaps more 
importantly is the following: “Among those ways that can give concrete expression to sacramental 
fraternity, some in particular should be encouraged from the time of initial formation.”11 It is highly 
significant to note that the Church is not only asking for the promotion of priestly fraternity in seminary 
formation, but specifically desiring an encouragement of the common life. 

The theological, historical and canonical foundations of the common life as an expression of diocesan 
priestly fraternity are essentially undeniable.12 The problem is that what was the norm became the 
exception, and now the exception has become non-existent. In our day, it is difficult even to fathom the 
fact that the normative life of the majority of priests for the first nineteen centuries of the Church was lived 
in some kind of common life.13 This means that in our a time, where priests live apart from a common life, 
it is not only highly irregular, but historically anomalous. 

Our present problem is not that the legitimacy of the common life is denied, but that its historical 
precedent is ignored. In our age of radical individualism, we equate proximity with communion, rectory life 
with common life. This can tragically lead to a painful experience in community; for it is oftentimes more 
isolating to live with others than to live alone. The Church has given us a great inheritance in the rich 
theology of the priestly common life. All that is required now is the courage, vision, and creativity to bring 
it into being. That is, if we truly desire it. 

2. The Role of the Common Life in an Ethos of Self-Reliant Individualism - Self-reliance is the enemy 
of priestly fraternity. It is a deep, interior disposition that renders communion impossible. But in our time, 
self-reliance is the hallmark of the self-made man. For this reason, we admire super-hero priests; men 
who appear entirely self-sufficient and free of human needs. Despite the statistics of burnout and 
vocational collapse, this instinct to self-reliance is deep set, affecting clerical culture at the level of ethos. 
One of the principle aims of the rebuilding of priestly fraternity is to engage this ethos of self-reliance. The 
common life has a particular role to play in this work, which we will describe in three ways; as 
a touchstone to the apostolic way of life, as a witness in its comprehensiveness, and as 
a protection against fraternal strategy. 

(i.) When we meditate on the method of Christ, we see that he in no way formed an army of 
clerical übermenschen to accomplish titanic pastoral feats. Instead, he called a few, and shared life with 
them. This apostolic way of life became the foundation of their future priestly lives, a foundation which still 
exists in the priesthood today. Of all the expressions of priestly fraternity, it is the common life that most 
directly imitates this apostolic way of life. As a lived expression of this foundation, the common life can be 
called the pre-eminent form of priestly fraternity. Though all priests are not called to live the common life, 
all need a touchstone, or reference point, back to this apostolic way of life. Without the existence of this 
pre-eminent form, the other forms run the risk of being untethered from their apostolic prototype. 

(ii.) Furthermore, the common life witnesses to the presbyterate by the fact that it is comprehensive. What 
we envision here far exceeds a few meals and prayers together, as good as they may be. When the 
common life is truly lived, it is lived comprehensively, like a “family environment.”14 For there is nothing 
more comprehensive than a family, where all things are shared, and the semblance of the private is lost 
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in the depths of relation. Unlike the religious, who live this comprehensive dimension in fact through vows, 
diocesan priests must do so in spirit. This requires not merely an obligation to external commitments, but 
a deep interiorization of the life. The priest must feel the existential need for “salvific disillusionment,” one 
that only true community can provide.15 He must sense that in the fraternal arena, where he cannot run 
and cannot hide, “there is no escape from the whole truth.”16 Only with the courage of this interiorization 
can he receive the gifts of vulnerability, intimacy, and accountability. From these qualitatively different 
relationships, rooted in the comprehensive common life, comes a prophetic witness, recalling to all priests 
the great help and service of fraternity. As Pope Benedict said, “the common life expresses a help that 
Christ brings to our existence, calling us, through the presence of the brothers, to a configuration always 
more profound to his person.”17 

(iii.) Massimo Camisasca once observed that when the ethos of self-reliance imbues priestly fraternity, it 
easily degenerates into “strategy.”18 When everything is based in myself, “fellowship becomes a strategy 
in order to … act more efficaciously.”19 This is a “subtle and dangerous temptation” because it appears as 
“generosity and commitment.”20 The key indicator of a “strategic fraternity” is that it is measured according 
to my evaluation, becoming a means to my end.21 I step in and out of fraternity when I want, when I deem 
it useful, according to my own measure. It is this fraternal calculus that sometimes makes priestly 
interactions feel like “vague and ultimately arid exhortations to ‘charity.'”22 And although this spirit is also 
possible in the common life, it is more difficult to maintain. The greatest assault on self-reliance happens 
in the most immeasurable of relationships. Intimacy always requires a loss of measure. 

Ultimately, the true work of countering this ethos is not structural, but spiritual. Every priest must seek to 
posture himself as a humble beggar before God. Self-reliance is a response to fear in a sinful world; and 
only the grace of Christ Jesus casts out fear. Though growing in reliance on the Lord is a noble work of 
prayer, Jesus gave us the communion of the Church as the human locus for its unfolding.23 Only in 
communion with Christ, expressed in the priestly bond, can the zeitgeist of self-reliance be truly 
exorcised. It is to this purpose that the common life aids, as touchstone, witness, and protection. 

3. Laissez-faire or Associate? We have demonstrated that the common life is a legitimate form of 
priestly fraternity. Likewise, we have seen how it has a necessary role in countering self-reliant 
individualism. Our final consideration is the most difficult—how to make this a lived reality. 

There are essentially two ways to pursue the common life—one is standard, and the other appears novel. 
The standard pursuit of the common life we call the hopeful laissez-faire: with a strange blend of humble 
trust and false resignation, a man embraces the fact that “though I desire the common life, there is really 
nothing I can do … so I’ll hope for the best.” 

There are several problems with this approach. First and foremost, it is difficult. In our present day, it is 
safe to say that the living preference of the priest is a low factor (if one at all) in the determination of his 
assignments. Even for good men trying to care for their brother priests, doing so within the present 
diocesan personnel structures, makes it extremely difficult, if not impossible. Secondly, the laissez-
faire approach is occasional. Even to receive the ideal assignment where a solid common life is possible, 
it will only last for a short period of time. There is no deeper stability for a man, one that will carry him 
through the entirety of his priesthood. Nowadays, a young priest can hope for an assignment of good 
fraternity here and there, but not as a deeper mode of his priestly life. Thirdly, and most importantly, our 
present approach is dissociated. Several priests, living together, desirous of the common life, does not 
necessarily entail a shared vision. Just as there are innumerable ways to live out the common life of a 
family, so, too, with a household of priests. But unlike the family, adult men, steeped in self-reliant 
individualism, given to infinite demands of pastoral ministry, makes this all the more challenging. In 
summary, though not impossible to establish a common life with the laissez-faire approach, it is highly 
improbable. 

This leaves a second option—the formation of an association of diocesan priests in order to restore the 
common life. Before making an argument for why this is a fitting response, it is good to recall how strongly 
this was recommended by the Second Vatican Council. 
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In order that priests may find mutual assistance in the development of their spiritual and intellectual life, 
that they may be able to cooperate more effectively in their ministry, and be saved from the dangers of 
loneliness which may arise, it is necessary that some kind of common life, or some sharing of common 
life, be encouraged among priests … one should hold also in high regard, and eagerly promote, those 
associations which, having been recognized by competent ecclesiastical authority, encourage priestly 
holiness in the ministry by the use of an appropriate and duly approved rule of life, and by fraternal aid, 
intending thus to do service to the whole order of priests.24 

Additionally, canon law affords priests, like all the faithful, the right to associate.25 If Holy Mother Church is 
calling for deepened priestly fraternity, and encouraging the expression of the common life, has she not 
likewise given us this canonical form in order to pursue it? 

But again, the question arises—why associate? Why be different? Because in order to move beyond the 
vapid niceties and bourgeois comforts that surround much of our fraternal life, we need to envision a 
more creative solution. The laissez-faire approach to the common life, the spinning of Boethius’ wheel of 
fortune at the end of each assignment, will always lead to a fragmentary common life. It will be difficult, 
occasional, and dissociated in its expressions, and incapable of countering the ethos of self-reliance. 
Only associations create a new potential capable of addressing the threefold problems listed above. In 
response to the difficulty of priestly assignments, an association provides a new canonical criteria to be 
considered in the assignment process. When taken seriously, as the law maintains, a man’s desire for the 
common life carries a new warrant. Additionally, the associated common life is one that creates a long-
term stability. Member’s commitments to each other are not temporary, but transcend particular 
assignments in a life-long promise. Lastly, only an association can ensure the shared vision requisite for 
true comprehensiveness in the common life. 

All of this presupposes an absolute, unwavering obedience to the bishop of one’s local church. His 
support, or lack thereof, is not a condition of assent, but indication of God’s providence. Here, a humble 
sobriety, and a galvanized patience, is most necessary; for undertaking reform so intimately wedded to 
diocesan clerical structures is not for the faint of heart. We must acknowledge that even with the 
establishment of an association, it is highly unlikely that a man will live his whole priesthood immersed in 
the common life he desires. But it is something he can spend his life working towards, with the hope that 
it may be different for the next generation. That may have been the thought of Pius X, who laid out the 
proposal over a hundred years ago: 

The annals of the Church show that at times, when priests generally lived in a form of common life, this 
association produced many good results. Why might not one re-establish in our own day something of the 
kind, with due attention to differences of country and priestly duties? Might not one justifiably hope, and 
the Church would rejoice at it, that such an institution would yield the same good results as formerly?26 

The pastoral waters of the post-Christian world are tempestuous with the waves of ideology. God has 
placed us priests at the helm, that “at least some may be saved.”27 The time has come to recover our 
bearings, to recover an awareness of our position in relation to its surroundings. We cannot look to 
pastoral ministry to provide these bearings, but only to Christ who re-orients us through our sacramental 
bond. Though an intrepid few man the helm alone, they do so at great risks. The rest of us do what we 
can to hold together, all the while remembering that one greater than us is asleep in the hull.28 
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Rome. His greatest joy is when the Colorado backcountry becomes the pastoral setting of his priestly life. 
> > > http://www.hprweb.com/2017/12/recovering-our-bearings/ 

GLOBAL : Is a Sense of Humor Necessary for Salvation? by Rev. Basil Cole, O. P. (HPRWEB via 
CNUA)  

 

Saint Thomas Aquinas by Pedro Berruguete (c. 1450 – 1504) 
(And, yes, the photo on the left is actually St. John Paul II early in his pontificate!) 

Everyone needs to develop a certain flexibility in life or one simply becomes a grump, unable to be a 
healthy and realistic optimist in the face of trials and difficulties, failures and other mishaps of life. The 
flexible person first knows how to laugh at self because we humans are fickle or changeable, and so filled 
with many imperfections. For example, some if not most, often make many promises and resolutions, and 
do not always keep them (think of new year’s resolutions and Lenten practices). We make modest efforts 
for improving ourselves in terms of virtue, but these attempts sputter and, often, we do not persevere for 
many reasons, both true and false. Taking care of three screaming, mischievous, and energetic children, 
both mothers and fathers try to reason with them to no avail. Parents, in turn, become screamers 
themselves, hoping to create an immediate character of obedience in their kids, which only makes things 
worse. So, enter humor and laughter. 

If part of humility means accepting one’s limitations, then that means a willed death to an obsessive 
perfectionism in one’s self, as well as a domineering attitude to one’s children, spouse, employees, or co-
workers. The virtue of humility does not expect life to be perfectly balanced by what are reasonable 
expectations. The humble mind not only knows truth, but relishes it, and does not become bored with it. 
As this becomes second-nature, so humor and laughter temper one’s life, whether it be with one’s 
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mistakes, imperfections, and even sins of weakness found in oneself or others. Of course, this does not 
necessarily mean that if I laugh a great deal, I am necessarily humble, because jokes can be cruel and 
mean, dirty and obscene. Humor can sometimes stymy or mask the inability to face reality’s hard 
questions in marriage, or family life, or the workplace. The best humor seems to be innocent, as we tend 
to love the clown, or the mime, as well the child’s sometime absurd answers to questions. 

I am thinking of several cartoons in the New Yorker magazine that bring at least a smile to some, or at 
least to me: 

A prisoner arrives in his jail cell. Looking at a dead man in a chair, he asking the dead man: “How’s the 
eggplant Parmesan in this place?”  

One housewife says to another: “It is so nice being on vacation, and having different things to complain 
about.” 

At a meeting of a financial company, the CEO says “As board members, we need to speak with one 
voice. I’m suggesting Donald Duck.” 

They each have their own strange logic of the unexpected. 

Laughter among adults flows from seeing the unexpected and real paradoxes in life which can get very 
ridiculous. Reason and experience expect one outcome, but people normally become greatly surprised by 
the very unexpected consequences. Understanding the unexpected in life’s ordinary incidents leads to 
delight in jokes—a kind of refreshment, similar to an aesthetic experience. However, suddenly losing a lot 
of money or property, of course, is not funny. It can be the joy of envy if someone we dislike, or feel 
envious toward, loses “good fortune.” 

Often having a baby leads to lots of smiles and laughter, playing peekaboo games. Tickling and rough-
housing one’s small child becomes delightful to parents and youngsters alike. A good sense of benign 
humor comes in handy when children misbehave, lest parents go overboard in demanding absolute 
perfection, only to be disappointed. 

St. Thomas has his usual comments to say about simple things like humor. He writes about it (ST II-II 
168, 4) and asks the question whether there is a sin in its lack thereof. He agrees with Aristotle that there 
can be a sin in this area of life when it flies in the face of right reason, and becomes disproportionate in 
the circumstances. Further he develops his ideas relying on Seneca, who says that a lack of wisdom 
among one’s associates and neighbors leads people to think you have become rude or a cad, that is, 
disregarding others’ feelings. Then he explains further what he means by saying: “Now a man who is 
without mirth, not only is lacking in playful speech, but is also burdensome to others, since he is deaf to 
the moderate mirth of others.” He slips in Aristotle by further concluding that people like this are 
sometimes “vicious…boorish or rude.” 

Aquinas explained earlier (ibid. 2) that mirth is helpful to one’s life of virtue because it gives rest and 
pleasure; whereas virtue without it leads to weariness, either of the body or the soul. From this, one can 
conclude that without timely rest or pleasure, the tensions of work, or even contemplation, would lead to a 
breakdown (perhaps just giving up the virtuous life) if the tension is never relaxed. In other words, 
humorous jokes, and turns of phrase rightly enjoyed moderately, enables one to return back to the 
seriousness of work—either in the intellectual realm, or boring work, and often harsh labor—with a 
renewed strength of determination for the sake of one’s family, as experience manifestly shows. A person 
with a “happy return of mind” creates the atmosphere of fulfilling his responsibilities with cheerfulness, as 
Aquinas continues to say. 

Certainly, developing a sense of humor is not the highest of virtues—as are the theological ones, or 
matters of strict justice and chastity—but this small virtue of mirth supplements or aids them when 



circumstances demand this virtue. Without it, one becomes trapped in brooding, or negative feelings, 
stirred up out of dark thoughts. To keep one from becoming overly pessimistic—about the problems of the 
cultural or parish wars concerning liturgy or parochial policies—is a great help to a spirituality of hope. 
Therefore, being able to laugh moderately by seeing the silly side of the non-serious is necessary for not 
only pro-life workers, but even salvation itself. It keeps us from being enslaved by a gloomy spirit, leading 
us to lose trust and confidence in God. 

Two very fine authors, which I quoted in a small work I once wrote, make the following claims: 

“Because laughter assumes an agreement about core values, joke-telling also signals common 
sympathies… People who regard radical feminists or political correctness as ridiculous are apt to share 
many other beliefs as well. They are less ready to quarrel, and more likely to form bonds of attachment. 
By contrast, an inability to laugh together signals either a profound disagreement about basic values, or a 
mutual antipathy.”1 

“(Humor) also has a social function by satire, achieve acceptance by others, creates group unity, 
strengthens friendships. Sometimes it releases fears, anxieties, even self-disparagement, or relaxing from 
excessive ratiocination.”2 

“Telling jokes makes others like us. So, it can begin an acceptance of the group which lessens tensions 
and conflicts. Cohesion means the members are attached to one another.3 

Buckley further mentions the potential for creating a social relationship that humor has: “…Laughter 
erases distances between people… we cannot imagine true companionship without laughter…” 
Sometimes, we can disarm people’s prejudices against us. They often do not listen to those of us bringing 
the culture of life because we sometimes appear to be from the kingdom of grim! It is easy to notice this 
situation in the Church with the controversy of the Cardinals posing five questions to the Pope. While it is 
a very serious issue, those who think the Cardinals are either heretics, disloyal to Pope Francis, and just 
plain stupid, appear to be mean spirited and somewhat anti-intellectual. Those who accept the five dubia 
as legitimate questions also come across as being harsh, with similar name-calling against the other side. 
Whereas the Cardinals in their questions and analysis seem calm and respectful. A modicum of light 
humor might create more “light” than “heat.” 

When it comes to ordinary temptations of the flesh, being able to run away from these temptations of 
concupiscence by placing in the mind and imagination cartoons, comedies on YouTube—such as Laurel 
and Hardy films—can more easily defang these upsurges toward carnal pleasure by filling the heart and 
mind with innocent humor and laughter, and preventing one from falling into fantasies of lust. Temptations 
are not sins, and can become occasions of growing in virtue. 

Finally, if it is the nature of human beings to laugh—and Jesus Christ was true man, as well as true 
God—it can only be concluded that he laughed from time to time. While we are on the road to heaven—
and Jesus is the “Way” to heaven—then it is necessary for our salvation to imitate Christ’s virtues in our 
state of life. While his love and mercy were present in his suffering on the cross for sin, it must not be 
forgotten that he was filled with a plenitude of virtue. And one of the small virtues is the ability to 
occasionally laugh, when called for, and enable others to laugh, as well. 
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GLOBAL :  My Top Ten Books for 2017 by Ronn Rolheiser OMI (CNUA) Taste is subjective. Keep that 
in mind as I share with you the ten books that most touched me this past year. That isn’t necessarily a 
recommendation that you read them. They may leave you cold, or angry at me that I praised them. Be 
your own critic here and one who isn’t afraid to be critical of my taste. Nobody buys everything that’s 
advertised in a store. 

So, what ten books most touched me this year? 

First, I single out some wonderful religious biographies: 

 Kate Hennessey’s, Dorothy Day, The World Will be Saved by Beauty.To my mind, this book is a 
treasure. As Dorothy Day’s granddaughter, Kate Hennessey had a privileged, intimate 
relationship with Dorothy, but that relationship also had its headaches and heartaches. Dorothy 
was a complex person who when called a saint, reacted by saying: “I don’t want to be dismissed 
that lightly!” This book captures both the saint and the woman resistant to that label. 

 Jim Forest, At Play in the Lion’s Den – A Biography and Memoir of Daniel Berrigan. A great 
insight as to who Daniel Berrigan was as a man, as Jesuit, as a friend, and as a prophet. There 
will be numerous biographies still written on Berrigan, but none, I venture to say, will surpass this 
one. Forest knows his subject well. 

 Suzanne M. Wolfe, The Confessions of X, A Novel. This is fictional biography, a story of St. 
Augustine’s mistress, Augustine’s love for her, their child, and St. Monica’s role in breaking up 
that relationship. Not historical, but researched well-enough to make it credible. 

Next, some religious autobiographies: 

 Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Coach Wooden and Me, Our 50-Year Friendship On and Off the 
Court.You may wonder why I list this book as religious autobiography, but it only needs to be read 
to answer that question. This isn’t a sports book, but a book that reflects deeply on life, meaning, 
friendship, race, and religion. Raised a Roman Catholic, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar shares very 
candidly on what prompted his religious move to Islam. There are lessons to be learned here. 
This is a wonderfully warm story amidst all the pain it shares. 

 Macy Halford, My Utmost, A Devotional Memoir. As an Evangelical Christian, Halford grew up 
with a deep faith, but one that wasn’t strongly challenged in her youth. As a young woman she 
moved to New York and then later to Paris to become a writer. Surrounded now mostly by friends 
and colleagues who consider faith a naiveté, she struggled to root her childhood faith more 
deeply so as to withstand the challenge of the new world she lives in. Her struggle and her 
eventual solid landing within the faith of her childhood can be a help to all us, regardless of 
denomination, as we struggle to keep our faith in an overly-adult world. 

 Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy, A Story of Justice and Redemption. Bryan Stevenson is a Harvard-
educated lawyer who has chosen to put his talents to work in helping the poor, in this case, 
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prisoners on death row who don’t have any means of helping themselves. The issues of racism, 
poverty, inequality, and how we blind ourselves to them, are front and center in this powerful 
book. 

 Nina Riggs, The Bright Hour – A Memoir of Living and Dying. Nina Riggs died in February and 
this book shares her blogs as she, a young mother with two preteen children, journeys through 
terminal cancer, alongside her best friend, also a young mother, who is dying of cancer as well. 
They died a week apart. While Riggs doesn’t write out of an explicit faith, she faces both life and 
death with a courage, buoyancy, and wit that will make a saint envious. A delightful, deep book: 
you’ll laugh, you’ll cry – and you’ll learn how death can be faced. 

A fine book in the area of Existentialism: 

 Sarah Blackwell, At the Existentialist Café, Freedom, Being, and Apricot Cocktails. This is one of 
the best books written on Existentialism that’s accessible to a non-professional reader.  It will 
introduce you to the giants of Existential philosophy: Sartre, Heidegger, Simone de Beauvoir, 
Merleau-Ponty, Camus, Husserl, and Jaspers. Bakewell believes you will understand a thinker’s 
philosophy much more accurately if you also have a picture of his or her life: “Ideas are 
interesting, but people are vastly more so.” Those without a background in philosophy will get lost 
occasionally but if you continue reading you will soon find yourselves again fascinated by the 
lives of these famous, colorful thinkers. 

Finally, two books in spirituality, where the author’s pedigree is sufficient recommendation: 

 Tomas Halik, I Want You to Be – On The God of Love.Halik, a Czechoslovakian priest, is a 
renowned spiritual writer, winner of the Templeton Prize. This is a book of rare insight and depth. 

 Henri Nouwen, Beyond the Mirror, Reflections on Death and Life. Nouwen needs no introduction, 
though this is a unique book within his corpus, chronicling his near-death experience after a 
serious accident. 

Taste may be subjective, but these are good books!  
> > > http://ronrolheiser.com/en/#.WkuJWzThXcc 

INDONESIA : President urges Catholics to work for social justice and prosperity by Mathias 
Hariyadi Pontianak (AsiaNews via CNUA)   In his Christmas address to the people of Indonesia, 
especially the country’s Christians, Indonesian President Joko Widodo urged his fellow countrymen and 
women "To never tire of working in the Lord's garden” for the sake of the nation’s social progress and 
development. The president spoke in Pontianak, the capital of West Kalimantan province, on 28 
December. For the third time, state Christmas celebrations took place in a predominantly Christian city, 
far from Jakarta. 

Speaking against a climate of growing intolerance and political manipulation of religious sentiment by 
extremist groups, President Widodo reiterated his firm support for Indonesia’s multicultural society. Many 
high-profile national and regional figures took part in the ceremonies in Pontianak. They included cabinet 
ministers, former Indonesian Vice President Try Sutrismo, military and police chiefs, as well as the 
governor of West Kalimantan Cornelis M H. "No matter what your kind of profession or field of work one is 
engaged in, what matters is the constant commitment to the good of the country,” the president said. “The 
Lord would never let us to be inactive,” he added,”but we must do something seriously to make every 
citizen enjoy social justice and prosperity." "The true spirit of Christmas is simplicity, the spirit of sharing. 
This is the most important thing to promote, with the strong expectation of bringing new hope and 
change,” concluded the president.  

In his homily, Mgr Agustinus Agus, archbishop of Pontianak, stressed that peace is an expression of 
Christmas and reiterated what Widodo expressed. "We are called to orchestrate our brotherhood as a 
nation. It is with this spirit that we are called to extend our blessing and charity to others," the prelate said. 
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"This Christmas season calls on all Indonesian citizens to accept and develop our differences as part of 
the nation's riches and celebrate them as a blessing."  

The next after, President Widodo announced a “a national price of energy”, which, according to analysts, 
confirms his commitment to social justice. Given Indonesia’s geography, which strongly influences energy 
prices, such as petroleum, from island to island, the final cost of consumer goods varies, creating strong 
disparities between provinces. With the new policy, the authorities want to end the problem by imposing 
the same prices on all energy producers, including state-owned companies.  
> > > http://www.asianews.it/news-en/President-Widodo-urges-Catholics-to-work-for-social-justice-and-
prosperity-42719.html 

INDIA : Let us all become Lights by Sr. Dorothy Fernandes, PBVM (GSR Today via CNUA)  

 
A prayer service with the staff members of the writer's province. The women teachers and the men 
offered fruits after the puja was performed (GSR photo/Dorothy Fernandes) 
 
What a beautiful festival, the celebration of Lights. The entire nation of India is lit up with diyas (oil lamps), 
candles, and bulbs, and everything looks gorgeous. There is a festive mood and everyone is busy 
cleaning homes and work places.This year it was celebrated on Oct. 19. The date of the festival is set 
according to the Hindu calendar, and changes every year. 

The purpose behind the celebration is to welcome the goddess of wealth (Lakshmi) on the day of 
Deepawali. Deepawali means, literally, "festival of Lights." According to tradition this is celebrated 
because Lord Ram (a major deity of Hinduism and the seventh avatar of the god Vishnu) was sent into 
exile for 14 years but returned to the city of Ayodhaya. The people, filled with joy and delight, lit up the 
entire city with oil lamps as a sign of welcome. 

Yet today, as in every religion, there is a commercialization of religion and I am afraid that most of us are 
losing the essence of the meaning of these festivals. And with this commercialization there is a 
competitive element slowly creeping into our minds and hearts. At different points in the town, stalls are 
erected where the statue of the Goddess of Lakshmi is decorated and where people (especially women) 
of the area come to perform puja, a prayer ritual. 

These stalls are sites for competition and creativity. It is surely a feast for the eyes and as you move by in 
vehicles you will see people bowing their heads with deep devotion before the deity, and imploring 
blessings. 

Puja is performed by the elder of the family in every Hindu home. This is a sacred moment and every 
member of the family has to be present for this puja. Puja is also performed in business and work places, 
imploring the goddess of wealth to bless every enterprise with blessings and prosperity. There is one very 
valuable practice: the person who performs the puja or those who sit for the puja fasts from grain and 
eats only fruit. It is another means of purification that prepares one to be filled with the blessings from 
above. Prasad ("a holy gift" offered during the puja) is offered and exchanged among neighbors and 
relatives in the form of sweets called laddoos — made of either gram flour or dried fruits. 

 
The puja taking place (GSR photo/Dorothy Fernandes) 

For us today in India this is a very meaningful festival as we welcome the Light. All religions hold the 
value of being Lights to light up the paths for each other and to allow the Light within each heart to burst 
forth and shine. 
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Dispelling the darkness of illiteracy, ignorance, hatred, enmity, and untruth and welcoming the Light of 
literacy, love, friendship, and truth is the need of the hour, and calls us to usher in peace and justice. 

Since I am living in an apartment with people of all faiths, participating in their celebrations and believing 
that we are members of one human family, we had a gathering on the terrace with an exchange of sweets 
and greetings. There was laughter in the air, with children bringing their little packets of fireworks — not 
firecrackers, as we were trying to encourage them to care for the earth and not pollute the atmosphere. 

In addition to the religious significance of the celebration, there is an effort to preserve the pluralistic 
values which have kept us as one country down the ages. The secular fabric of our country is at stake, 
and celebrations of this kind bring people of all faiths together and help us to strengthen the bonds of 
family. It invites us to widen our tents and to become inclusive in our celebrations, worship and life; to 
welcome the Divine and recognize the Divine in the other. 

My prayer during this season is that we as individuals, families, and communities will become Lights to 
light up the paths of darkness, ignorance, avarice, and hatred. Let the Light within each human heart 
burst forth and radiate. As we exchange greetings and sweets, let the warmth of our hearts touch the 
heart of the other, our voices and words be filled with sweetness. 

May peace flow into our hearts and overflow among our family and friends and to the entire universe. May 
health and prosperity enter our homes, our work places! To our entire universe peace, pure air and 
respect for all living organisms. 

As a prayer, I conclude with the mantra "Asatoma Ma Sadgamaya": 

asato ma sadgamaya  
tamaso ma jyotirgamaya 
mrtyormaamrtamgamaya 
om shanti shantishanti. 

Lead me from untruth to the truth. 
Lead me from darkness to light. 
Lead me from death to immortality 
Om peace, peace, peace. (Brhadaranyaka Upanishad — I.iii.28) 

This is true prayer — the seeker's admission of his sense of limitedness and his heartfelt cry for 
assistance in transcendence. It is not a prayer for the things of the world. The essence of each of these 
three mantras is the same: "O, Guru, help me free myself from my sundry misunderstandings regarding 
myself, the universe and God and bless me with true knowledge." 

Dorothy Fernandes is a Sister of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary from India. She presently 
serves as Vice Provincial of the Indian province while continuing to be deeply engaged with the urban 
poor of Patna, Bihar.  
> > > http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality/let-us-all-become-lights-51031 

PAPUA NEW GUINEA : The commitment of the sisters against Illiteracy Bereina (Agenzia Fides via 
CNUA) In Papua New Guinea illiteracy is rampant, child mortality is very high, as well as AIDS incidence 
data. A few years ago, the sisters of the Cavanis Community Jesus Good Shepherd, a congregation of 
secular consecrated sisters, born in 2000 with the charisma to educate the mind and heart of younger 
generations, arrived in this remote place of the world and immediately saw that education was important 
for this population. "I felt I was living in the past centuries" says sister Caterina Gasparotto in a note sent 
to Fides. "In villages, people still lived in a primitive way. Papua is an abandoned and poor land, 
education, primary needs for personal hygiene and the ability to relate without violence, unfortunately 
always present in everyday life, were our priorities", the nun continues. It is in the village of Bereina, a 
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mission in the heart of the forest, that the nuns started some educational activities, succeeding in building 
an elementary school that today accommodates many children. After building the school they set up a 
typography for the production of texts. Thus Sister Caterina tells us: "When we started we did not have 
anything, we were teaching children under the trees. Then with the help of some young people we built a 
small elementary school. But here schools do not have books or notebooks; the few texts available are 
imported from Australia and have very high costs. So we thought of producing and printing them 
ourselves. We learned how to make a book. Work has been challenging and long, but with an amazing 
result. " The diocese of Bereina has 17 parishes, 20 priests, 38 lay religious, 4 seminarians, and 2890 
baptized.  > > > http://www.fides.org/en/news/63312-
OCEANIA_PAPUA_NEW_GUINEA_The_commitment_of_the_sisters_of_the_Cavanis_Community_Jesu
s_Good_Shepherd_against_Illiteracy 

PHILIPPINES : A Renewed Clergy for the Renewal of Church and Society by Fr. Jerome 
Secillano (CBCP News via CNUA) 

 

THE Philippine Church has now shifted its focus on the clergy and onconsecrated persons as she 
continues her journey towards 2021, the 500th year of the arrival of Christianity in the country. It is the 
desire of local church authorities to underscore the renewal of our priests. So, for a period of one year, 
from November 2017 to November 2018, we shall be witnessing significant undertakings aimed at 
transforming our priests into worthy ‘’alter Christus” in our midst. 

Priests have always had a special place in the process of evangelization. Their enormous contributions in 
spreading the Word of God should be hailed. We’ve seen them embark on perilous journeys, climb 
mountains, cross rivers, visit dangerous mission territories, endure changing weather conditions, organize 
indigenous communities, educate the poor, protect the vulnerable, and spend their own money. But for 
whatever its worth, they are far from perfect. 

In a pastoral letter issued by the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP), the bishops 
echoed this reality. They said, “At times, they seem far from God and from following his will. Some get 
entangled in their concern for material possessions, in their need for pleasures and in their desire for 
power. Instead of becoming servant-leaders of communion they may even lead us to confusion and 
disharmony”. 

It is heartwarming to know that our bishops are fully aware of the imperfections of priests. And it is 
encouraging to hear them provide directions on how to correct these flaws. They said, ‘’Such misconducts 
call for sincere reflection and humble repentance and reparation. May these faults point us to new and 
vast possibilities of renewal and communion with those who are weak and broken. May our Priests and 
Consecrated Persons, in their weakness and woundedness, continue to serve and guide fellow sinners 
with the joy of the Gospel that leads to the fullness of life’’. Jesus himself encourages us with His words: 
“In the world you have tribulation; but take courage, I have overcome the world.” (Jn 16:33) 

Critics have always pointed out that the Church should focus more on reforming her priests than on 
getting involved in government affairs. While true, that is not to say that the Church is ambivalent in 
cleansing her ranks of erring pastors. The Church has always lived with the principle ‘’ecclesia semper 
reformanda’’, believing that she should constantly reform along the way. No wonder, it’s the erring priests 
who have been the first casualties of this reform. 
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The Year of Clergy and Consecrated Persons doesn’t appear to be a ‘’triumphalistic’’ undertaking. It aims 
to interiorly look at the state of the Church knowing fully well that her problems are from within the 
institution and that reforms need to be done ‘’ad intra’’ (from within). 

This process of reform includes revisiting the principles for seminary formation. On Dec. 8, 2016 on the 
occasion of the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception, the Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy 
issued an updated instrument for the formation of priests entitled “Ratio Fundamentalis Institutionis 
Sacerdotalis”. 

According to Card. Beniamino Stella, Prefect of the Congregation, ‘’The document takes into account the 
rapid evolution in historical, socio-cultural, and ecclesiastical contexts. It draws inspiration from Pope 
Francis’ teachings and spirituality concerning temptations tied to money, to the authoritarian exercise of 
power, to rigid legalism, and to vainglory’’. Once fully implemented, we expect our priests to possess the 
required necessities to be authentic ‘’men of the cloth’’ while remaining ‘’men in the world’’. We hope to 
see them shun pretenses – living double lives – and most especially eschew entitlements that allow them 
to be ‘’lords’’ and not servant-leaders. 

Despite our priests’ frailties and inadequacies, they remain our pastors, leaders, and shepherds. This 
may be discomforting to some, but the lofty standards by which we hold them are just that, standards 
created in the minds of the faithful without any factual much less Biblical basis. 

The Letter to the Hebrews 5:1-2 clarifies how priests are chosen in the early Christian communities. It 
says, ‘’Every high priest is chosen from among the people and is appointed to represent the people in 
matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He is able to deal gently with those who are 
ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness’’. 

Truth be told, there are also priests and there are plenty of them, who have been faithful and 
painstakingly lived up to their promise of celibacy, simplicity, (vow of poverty for the religious) and 
obedience with a greater degree of fidelity and dedication. We salute them for their perseverance and we 
hold them in high esteem. These priests are an inspiration to the faithful and pillars of strength for other 
priests who are weakened by sin. 

Unhampered by woundedness, we now take this journey as priests, consecrated persons, and lay people 
towards 2021 and beyond. Let us be motivated by pursuing one goal, that is to embrace Jesus and to 
make Him present in every aspect of the Church and societal life. Our mission, both as sinners and 
saints, is to permeate the Church and society with the enduring “Word of God’’ and not with ephemeral 
values and profane standards. 

Hence, this renewal of priests must not only be in ‘’disposition’’ but more importantly in action. Using 
images associated with a shepherd, a renewed priest must make use of a shepherd’s staff to bring his 
flock to green pastures, not necessarily where there is material plenty, but providing the flock with food 
that nourishes both the body and the soul, the bread that gives life; a renewed priest must also use a 
shepherd’s rod to discipline erring members of the flock. He does this without any fear or favor, not 
pleasing anyone because by doing so, he compromises the truth, undermines what is good, and 
disregards what is just; lastly, a renewed priest uses shepherd’s oil to soothe and heal pain caused by 
sin, injustice, oppression, and indifference. 

Much is desired for the renewal of our Church and society, but it is significantly necessitated by the 
renewal of our priests, shepherds after the heart of Jesus. > > > http://cbcpnews.net/cbcpnews/a-
renewed-clergy-for-the-renewal-of-church-and-society/ 

ROME : A call to leadership by Diego Losada (SJ Europe via CNUA)  
Meeting in the heart of Rome to discuss about leadership in the Society of Jesus. 
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Is there an Ignatian approach to leadership? This question has been flying around in Jesuit circles for 
some time now. A group of 6 people involved in this topic at European Level spent 4 days in Rome asking 
themselves this same question. This group, gathered by Fr. John Dardis SJ (Counsellor for Discernment 
and Planning), revised the existing theories around leadership and, at the same time, connected to their 
experience and knowledge of ignatian spirituality. 

The group is doing a big effort to go deeper on the topic. More discussions and research will be done 
involving the other Conferences.  In the meantime, we continue to expand our knowledge in this area by 
having fruitful discussions and by launching programmes and courses that provide valuable insights. 

Actually, at the moment, there are many good initiatives taking place throughout the structures of the 
Society of Jesus in relation to leadership. We see them taking place at different levels: at local level (in 
institutions and provinces), at conference level (inter-provincial initiatives) and at a worldwide level 
(networks and Roman Curia).  



 

Most of these initiatives, if not all, include many elements that might remind us of the teachings of Saint 
Ignatius. For example, they leave space and times for prayer and to do the daily examen. They put 
emphasis on all the dimensions of the human being and its relation to God. They also put stress on the 
relation of the leader with his team and the quality of that relationship. They highlight the importance of 
doing a good use of the available resources and of managing the institutions well so they can serve the 
mission better… 

Furthermore, these initiatives draw knowledge from many relevant ignatian sources such as the Spiritual 
Exercises, the Constitutions, Ignatius’ Autobiography, Ignatius’ letters, Ignatius’ personal diary, the 
General Congregations, the teachings from Fr. Claudio Acquaviva SJ, the inspirations from Fr. Pedro 
Arrupe SJ and many more. These courses also make use of some useful tools and resources from non-
religious origins like profiling tools for self-awareness, theory on adaptive leadership, or instruments for 
dealing with others. 



 

However, a better question than “what” is being done might be “why” is it being done. Why are we 
investing time and resources in preparing leaders for the mission? There seems to be common 
agreement in the world that we need good leaders to manage our institutions. This is surely not 
something new today so why has it suddenly become a topic of interest in the Society of Jesus? We 
could mention many reasons but three that seem to stand out are: 

 Before there were many Jesuits that were able to transmit their experience, knowledge and skills 
by osmosis to others. The large amount of Jesuits made it easier for natural leaders to appear 
amongst them. The diminishing of numbers in the Society of Jesus is continuously making it more 
difficult to transmit this knowledge and experiences from generation to generation but there is 
desire to keep the flame alive, a fire that kindles other fires. 

 Secondly, with the risk of sounding too conventional, we are currently living in a very complex 
world where we need to address new and diverse challenges. The traditional ways of doing 
things are not enough anymore. We need to capacitate those leading our institutions, we need to 
give them the skills and tools to do their job better, but most importantly, we need to continue to 
provide them with the passion and love for the others, just like Jesus taught us. 

 Thirdly, nowadays Jesuits are working closer to lay partners in mission. This is not something 
new, but now, maybe more than ever, we are seeing how lay collaborators are being put in 
positions of leadership across the Society. We see directors of retreat houses, rectors of 
universities, high school directors, etc. If we want the Jesuit institutions to remain ignatian we 
need to provide these partners in mission with experiences that allow them to live the Gospel and 
the teaching of Saint Ignatius so they are able to carry on with the charisma of the founder of the 
Society of Jesus. 

We encourage those reading this article to continue with their personal development and with their efforts 
to sense and realise the mission of the Society of Jesus. We wish to finish this short article with a quote 
from the founder of the Society of Jesus: “The person who sets about making others better is wasting his 
time, unless he begins with himself.” > > > https://jesuits.eu/news/568-meeting-in-the-heart-of-rome-to-
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UGANDA : Heart of forgiveness - Women once child soldiers now lead peace by Melanie 
Lidman (GSR Today via CNUA) 

 
Workers at the St. Monica Restaurant, which is open to the public, prepare lunch. Many of the employees 
of St. Monica's are former soldiers and the work has helped them reintegrate into the community. (GSR 
photo / Melanie Lidman) 

On a sunny day last January, the St. Monica's Vocational School for Girls in Gulu, Uganda, was full to 
bursting. More than 5,000 people covered every inch of the verdant campus, celebrating the Gulu 
Episcopal Provincial Annual Peace Prayer Week, which culminated Jan. 13, 2017, with a celebratory 
Mass. 

"May each heart not promote violence! May each mouth not promote violence!" The words of Msgr. John 
Baptist Odama, archbishop of Gulu, echoed across the school grounds. 

Two decades ago, Joseph Kony's Lord's Resistance Army stormed St. Monica's with guns firing, 
searching for children they could coerce to be new soldiers. But on this day in January 2017, the bullet 
holes that still pepper the ceiling of the classrooms were contrasted against thousands of people outside, 
clasping their hands in a prayer for peace. 

Sitting among the crowd was Sr. Rosemary Nyirumbe, the former director of St. Monica's school. 

"I was very observant, and one thing I noticed was that not a single woman or religious nun was able to 
give a voice [during peace week]," said Nyirumbe. "They didn't even invite one! When we're talking about 
peace building, I expected them to say, 'Let's take some of these women who were deeply affected by 
this conflict to give their voice, to find out how they are involved in peace building, what their roles are.'" 

As a result of the male-dominated peace week, Nyirumbe decided to gather some women in Gulu to 
create their own peace forum. "We women should give a voice to ourselves, why are we waiting for other 
people?" she asked. 

Pope Francis marks World Day of Peace on Jan. 1, offering a vision for a more peaceful world in the 
coming year, a message Nyirumbe hopes women will take to heart. 

Nyirumbe is also overseeing an effort to write a women-specific "peace curriculum" with survivors 
northern Uganda's years of terror. The curriculum will use real-life examples and methods that have 
helped women in Gulu, teaching women in other post-conflict areas how to find peace both within 
themselves and within their communities. 

Nyirumbe says peace building requires a two-pronged approach: Women must achieve financial 
independence through both formal schooling and practical skills training; these lead them to a sense of 
empowerment well beyond subsistence survival. Then the real healing can begin. The women must 
forgive themselves and find calmness within before they can turn outward and begin to heal the rifts in 
their society, she says. 

Bullet holes in the ceiling - St. Monica's, like much of northern Uganda, still bears the physical scars of 
the years of unrest. Starting in 1989, more than 30,000 children, both boys and girls, were kidnapped in 
northern Uganda and forced to commit atrocities against their own villages in the 25-year war led by 
Kony. Kony, a self-described prophet bent on overthrowing Uganda's longtime president, Yoweri 
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Museveni, instructed his followers to kidnap children as young as 8, brainwash them and force them to 
burn down homes and rape and kill their neighbors. The violence displaced more than 2.5 million 
people in northern Uganda and left 100,000 people dead. 

 
Sr. Rosemary Nyirumbe, displaying some of the famous "pop-top bags" made by students and graduates 
of St. Monica's school, was frustrated that no women were invited to speak at the 2017 Peace Week, so 
she took matters into her own hands. The pop-top bags are sold around the world and help provide a 
living for students and graduates of St. Monica's Vocational School for Girls in Gulu, Uganda. (GSR photo 
/ Melanie Lidman) 

Children called "night commuters" crowded into the hallways of St. Monica's each evening, walking miles 
each day to have a safe space to sleep, hidimg from the kidnappers. 

The Lord's Resistance Army eventually crumbled into disarray as the kidnapped children escaped, and 
the war petered to a halt. The International Criminal Court issued a warrant for Kony in 2005, and the 
Ugandan government attempted to negotiate for peace starting in 2008. President Barack Obama sent 
special forces troops in 2012 to try to capture Kony in cooperation with the Ugandan army. The 
Department of Defense spent $780 million over six years in pursuit of Kony, though the operation ended 
last spring without Kony's capture. 

Weakened to only a few hundred fighters, Kony withdrew from northern Uganda years ago and is 
now believed to be in hiding in the Central African Republic, Sudan or the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

As the conflict ended and the kidnapped children emerged from the bush, they had to return to the same 
villages they had pillaged. Many communities shunned the returnees, because the children's presence 
was a reminder of the things they did and people they killed, a reminder of impossible loss. The process 
of reconciliation, some of which uses religious leaders to conduct traditional tribal forgiveness 
ceremonies, is ongoing. 

Girls faced an even greater challenge than boys in the process of rebuilding a life after the conflict. Many 
girls were forcibly "married" to rebel army commanders, and they returned to their village with young 
children. The girls had barely completed elementary school and were now single mothers with no 
education or social support because their families shunned them. 

When the first waves of female returnees came back home, the Sacred Heart of Jesus sisters, who have 
run St. Monica's since 1982, adapted their vocational program for young mothers. They started a nursery 
school and kindergarten so mothers could study, and they offered literacy programs for girls who had left 
school so early they could not read. They incorporated therapy into their traditional vocational training in 
agriculture, weaving, catering and tailoring. 

More than 1,500 girls and women have graduated from the various courses, which range from three 
months to two years. 

Nyirumbe said it was a change for the sisters to begin to accept unmarried mothers to study at the school. 
"But we said, 'Where is our compassion? Where is our care? Our care is to embrace both the mother and 
the child,' " she said. 

As the years passed, many St. Monica graduates have found success: They started their own stores, 
began to reconcile with their family and neighbors, got married, had more children. "You can see a girl 10 
years ago, she was so miserable, deeply traumatized, and I see her now very beautiful and well dressed," 
said Nyirumbe. "I see these people have walked through their own pain, they took ownership and they are 
totally transformed." 
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Once Nyirumbe, who gives speeches and interviews about St. Monica's around the world, ran into one of 
her graduates in Ethiopia's Addis Ababa airport. The graduate was returning from a women's conference 
in Egypt, where she was an invited speaker. "She wasn't [formally] educated, but she's getting that 
freedom to go out and talk in the name of others," Nyirumbe said. 

A group of St. Monica's alumni started the Women's Network, an independent group of women who offer 
small-scale bank loans and emotional support. 

Josephine Amena, a graduate of St. Monica's who now works at the school, is one of the members of the 
group and said the financial independence she gained after learning to sew has allowed her to "stand 
firm." 

 
Josephine Amena in the storage room where maize is kept. "I always tell my fellow ladies, 'Stand firm, 
there are problems all over the world, there is nowhere where people aren't suffering,' " she said. (GSR 
photo / Melanie Lidman) 

"Sometimes I'll be defeated, but [after my training] I won't need to go begging to people," she said.  

Amena accompanied Nyirumbe to Washington, D.C., in 2016 for the National Prayer Breakfast and spoke 
to a breakout session. Instead of focusing on the difficulties, her kidnapping and survival in Kony's army, 
or her family's rejection when she returned home, Amena prefers to talk about prayer. "I told them that 
God has relieved me from the bush to continue with life," she said. Amena relied heavily on her prayer 
group, made up of both ex-soldiers and civilian victims of terror, to help her find inner peace. "I always tell 
my fellow ladies, 'Stand firm, there are problems all over the world; there is nowhere where people aren't 
suffering. Even if I'm sleeping hungry, wherever I go, when you have that peace of heart you're not alone,' 
" said Amena. "Peace starts from the inside, and then you have more outside." 

How do you teach peace? "You cannot teach peace," said Nyirumbe. "You have to lead and see it done 
practically. The people who suffered so much are the very ones who can become teachers of peace." 
Nyirumbe is overseeing the creation of the Transformative Peace Education curriculum, part of a 
partnership with the University of Oklahoma's Center for Peace and Development. There are already 
many blueprints for peace education curriculums across the world. But Nyirumbe is giving the survivors, 
not academics, the responsibility for designing the program. 

"We're involving people who went through that past and they can tell the story using their own example," 
said Nyirumbe. One lesson they plan to include in the curriculum is a photo project where the women 
create three photos that represent their past, present and future. "Pictures and storytelling are very good 
for these women," said Nyirumbe. "It encourages them not exactly to forget the painful past but to 
remember it and be able to talk about it now, and keep it as a point of reference to teach their children. To 
say to them, 'This is what we went through so I will take care of you and I won't let you go through this,' " 
she said. 

Nyirumbe said she remembers hearing traditional stories from her mother, including the stories about two 
brothers from the Luo tribe who kept fighting. To this day, she still hears her mother's voice echoing in her 
ear with the moral of that story, warning her never to take revenge. "It is women who can tell these stories 
effectively to the children, who can say, 'You must break the cycle of violence.' Children spend so much 
time with their mothers," she said. 

Nirumbe says many women are cowed by their culture or lack of education. "Education will liberate these 
women from their servitude, from their psychological slavery, from their psychological torture and mental 
torture because they cannot speak about the past. I know there are many things that hold them as 
captives, and one of them is lack of education. Once they are able to write and speak and communicate, 
they are no longer living in that prison." 

http://www.ou.edu/content/cis/sponsored_programs/center-for-peace-and-development.html
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Josephine Amena, who now works at the school, is one of the members of the Women's Network, a 
women's group started by St. Monica's graduates. (GSR photo / Melanie Lidman) 

Pennies and peace - The curriculum will give women around the world practical tools for emerging from 
trauma and conflict toward personal healing and then doing peacemaking on a larger scale. 

First, there's the practical part of making peace, which is making money. More than anything, these 
women know you can't pray on an empty stomach. In conflict areas beset by widespread poverty, the first 
thing is to ensure the women have a way to survive. 

Amena and her friends, assisted by St. Monica's, created small groups of "table banking," or informal 
micro loan groups in their communities, to set up small businesses or shops using the skills they learned 
at St. Monica's. 

"You should always try to save a little money, because the world is like a ball," said Amena, and you 
never know which way fate will roll. "If you think, 'people will help me out,' that is out. You have to stand 
firm and say, 'What I'm doing is not only for my benefit but also for my children.'" 

Then comes the emotional work. Amena said in the early years, after her family rejected her and she was 
struggling to survive as a single mom, people often told her to forget the past and move forward. "But I've 
seen these things with my own eyes," she said. 

Instead, it took years of counseling and community prayer groups to address the trauma she went 
through and begin to heal. There is a pattern towards healing, one Amena and her friends will try to 
crystalize into part of the peace curriculum. "Forgiving people is part of it, you must have a heart of 
forgiveness," she said. One aspect of that forgiveness also focuses internally. "You must have peace of 
mind, peace of heart, peace of body," said Amena. "In families where there is no peace, life will be hard. 
People will be quarreling all the time. When you have peace of mind, it also helps the family to live in 
peace." 

It, too, is important to create a community of people dedicated towards the same goal of healing. "When 
life becomes hard, you can say, 'I have no one,' it can be hard to share or ask for help," said Amena. "I 
live and work with these people, and when I'm stuck with life they understand." 

Nyirumbe and the University of Oklahoma believe that people around the world will also learn and 
understand, gaining insight from the lessons these women have gleaned. "We are working with them, but 
we are making them become the advocates," said Nyirumbe. "They should find other women and say, 'If 
we can do this, then you can reach it, too.' " 

Uganda now hosts more than a million South Sudanese refugees, who have been through their own 
traumas and need the same support and assistance. "Someone can't come and tell you to have peace in 
your heart and mind," said Amena. "It depends on the way you live with people, what you do to people, 
and the life you're going through." 

As Pope Francis reminds the world to pray for peace on Jan. 1, Nyirumbe hopes the message of the 
women of northern Uganda will also reach forgotten corners of the world where conflicts are just 
beginning to fade and wounds are still fresh. "Peace is not just the absence of war, it's also the peace of 
the heart," said Nyirumbe. "And if we can get people to start living and feeling from their heart that they're 
in peace, then development can start taking place. Without this, we will work in vain." 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/equality/microfinance-savings-groups-seed-success-uganda-farmers-17791


Melanie Lidman is Middle East and Africa correspondent for Global Sisters Report based in Israel.  
> > > http://globalsistersreport.org/news/equality/heart-forgiveness-ugandan-women-once-child-soldiers-
now-lead-peace-51061 
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For All That was Thank You Lord.  
For All That Is Going To Be Yes Lord Amen. 

My Lord, My God, Thy Kingdom Come, Thy Will be Done.  
Come Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.  Ave Maria! 
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