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Message of John Paul II
for the UN Year of Volunteer Work

Dear Volunteers!

1. At the end of the year, that the United Nations dedicated to volunteer work, I
wish to express my heartfelt appreciation for your constant dedication, in every
part of the world, in going to meet those who live in poverty. Whether you work in-
dividually or gathered together in special associations, you represent for children,
the elderly, the sick, people in difficulty, refugees and the persecuted a ray of hope
that pierces the darkness of solitude and encourages them to overcome the tempta-
tions of violence and egotism. 

What makes a volunteer dedicate his/her life to others? First of all, the innate
movement of the heart that inspires every human being to help his fellow man. It is
a law of existence. A volunteer experiences a joy that goes far beyond what he has
done when he succeeds in giving himself freely to others. 

For this reason, volunteer work is a special factor that contributes to humaniza-
tion. Thanks to the many forms of solidarity and of service that they promote and
make concrete, volunteer workers make society more attentive to the dignity of the
human person and his/her many expectations. Through their activity, volunteers
come to realize that, only if one loves and gives himself to others, does the human
creature reach perfect fulfillment. 

2. Christ, the Son of God made man, communicates to us the profound reason for
this universal human experience. Revealing the face of God who is love (cf. I Jn
4,8), He reveals to the human person that love is the supreme law of his being. In
his earthly life Jesus made the divine tenderness visible, emptying “himself, taking
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” (Phil 2,7) and “gave him-
self up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5,1). Sharing our
earthly life unto death, he has taught us “to walk in charity”. 

Following in his footsteps in these two millennia, the Church has not ceased wit-
nessing to this love, leaving an exemplary record thanks to the saints who left their
mark on history. Among the more recent ones, I am thinking of St Maximilian
Kolbe, who sacrificed himself to save the father of a family, and Mother Teresa of
Calcutta, who consecrated herself to the poorest of the poor. 

Through love of God and love of the brethren, Christianity releases all of its lib-
erating and salvific power. Charity represents the most eloquent form of evange-
lization because, responding to corporal needs, it reveals to men God’s provident
and fatherly love, concerned for each one. It is not a matter of satisfying only the
material needs of our neighbour like hunger, thirst, lack of housing, medical care,
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but of leading him to a personal experience of the charity of God. Through volun-
teer work, the Christian becomes a witness of this divine charity; he proclaims it
and makes it tangible with courageous and prophetic contributions. 

3. It is not enough to help whoever is in material difficulty; it is necessary at the
same time to respond to his thirst for values and personal spiritual solutions. The
kind of help we offer is important, but more important than the kind of help offered
is the heart of the one who gives it. Whether dealing with microprojects or great
initiatives, in any event, volunteer work is called to be a school of life, especially
for young people, contributing to educate them in a culture of solidarity and out-
reach, open to the free gift of self. 

How many volunteers through courageous commitment to their neighbour come
to discover the faith! Christ, who asks to be served in the poor, speaks to the heart
of the one who places himself at their service. He makes them experience the joy
of disinterested love, that is the fountain of true happiness. 

I warmly hope that the International Year of Volunteers, the occasion for orga-
nizing many initiatives and events, may help society to promote the many forms of
volunteer work that are the sign of growth in social awareness. Often, volunteers
fill gaps and anticipate the presence of public institutions that must give due recog-
nition to the works born of their courageous initiative and foster them without los-
ing the originating spirit. 

4. Dear Brothers and Sisters, who make up this “army” of peace spread over the
face of the earth, you are a sign of hope for our times. Wherever situations of hard-
ship and suffering appear, make bear fruit the hidden resources of dedication,
goodness and heroism in the heart of the human person. 

Making myself the spokesman for the poor everywhere, I want to say “thank
you’ for your steadfast dedication. Continue your journey with courage; do not let
difficulties ever stop you. May Christ, the Good Samaritan (cf. Lk 10,30-37), be
the sublime model to be imitated by every volunteer. 

Imitate Mary, who going “in haste” to assist her cousin Elizabeth, became a mes-
senger of joy and salvation (cf. Lk 1,39-45). May she teach you her humble and
concrete charity and obtain from the Lord the grace for you to recognize him in the
poor and suffering. 

With these wishes, I impart a special Apostolic Blessing to you, and all whom
you meet every day in the course of your service to the human person. 

From the Vatican, 5 December 2001.
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Prayer of the Voluntary Worker

Lord, let me be everyone’s friend,

Let me be a person who inspires trust

In those who suffer and lament

In those who look for light far from You

In those who would like to begin and do not know how to

In those who would like to confide in someone

But do not feel that they can.

Lord, help me,

So that I do not pass anyone by

With an indifferent countenance,

With my heart closed,

With a hurried step.

Lord, help me to become aware immediately

Of those who are next to me,

Of those who are worried and disorientated,

Of those who suffer without showing it,

Of those who feel isolated without wanting to be.

Lord, free me from selfishness, 

So that I can serve You,

So that I can love You,

So that I can listen to You,

So that I can welcome You

In every one of my brothers

That you make me meet,

Amen.
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model for all health care
workers, but as regards volun-
tary workers we were very
much struck by certain words
that Your Holiness pro-
nounced some years ago. You
told us that in these voluntary
workers ‘works the compas-
sion of the Father made visible
in Christ, bearing witness to
provident God in the world
and living charity in truth.1

These are the footsteps of his
figure and thus we were
moved when observing, as
Your Holiness stated, that ‘the
purity of their motivations
makes them transparent; the
breath of their hope makes
them constant; and the humili-
ty of their charity renders
them credible’.2

We thus think of the fig-
ure of the voluntary worker as
a perfect expression of Christ-
ian hope, especially in the face
of the illnesses that most dis-
turb our world, such as AIDS,
whose World Day we are cele-
brating today, in this year

Most Holy Father,

We are deeply grateful to
Your Holiness for this audi-
ence, which has been granted
at the end of our international
symposium on ‘Catholic vol-
untary work in health care’.
Many voluntary workers are
present, and especially those
who work in the world of
health care and the sick, to
whom they give their service
of love. They have come from
many countries and are joyful
at your presence. They await
the light of your words which
will enlighten and strengthen
their intentions to do good and
they humbly beseech your
Apostolic Blessing.

During the proceedings of
the symposium we have inves-
tigated and dwelt upon the
subject of voluntary work and
received accounts of very rich
experiences from different
parts of the world. As always,
our model has been Christ, the
Good Samaritan. He is the real

which is dedicated to volun-
tary work.

May Your Holiness lead
our voluntary workers in this
admirable service of the Good
Samaritan so that with your
authoritative words, which
have never been absent from
us, and your Apostolic Bless-
ing, their work will always be
characterised by the virtue of
hope.

H.E. JAVIER LOZANO 
BARRAGÁN,

Archbishop-Bishop Emeritus 
of Zacatecas,

President of the Pontifical Council
for Health Pastoral Care,

the Holy See. 

Notes
1 JOHN PAUL II, ‘Insegnamenti, Incon-

tri con I giovani nello stadio comunale:
siete indispensabili per quello che
potrete fare attraverso la fede nel Dio
della pace, che si fa cultura e impegno di
pace’, Turin, 3 September 1988.

2 ‘Insegnamenti, alla Confederazione
delle Misericordie d’Italia’. 

Address of Homage to the Holy Father
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Most Dear Brothers and Sisters,

1. I extend a warm greeting to all of you at
the conclusion of the International Sympo-
sium on ‘Catholic Voluntary Work in Health
Care’ promoted and organised by the Pontifi-
cal Council for Health Pastoral Care

My affectionate thoughts go first of all to
Msgr. Javier Lozano Barragán, the President
of your Pontifical council, whom I thank for
his courteous words addressed to me on be-
half of everyone. I greet the other prelates, the
priests, the male and female religious, the rep-
resentatives of states and government, the
scholars, the researchers, as well as the nu-
merous voluntary work associations, who,
through their presence and scientific contribu-
tion, have wanted to honour this important
demonstration.

Through each one of you I would like my
grateful thoughts to reach all those voluntary
workers, involved in a very large number of
forms of solidarity, who work on behalf of the
Church at the side of the poor and suffering.

2. This Symposium of yours, whose theme
is the words from the Gospel, ‘Vade et tu fac
similiter – Go thy way, and do thou likewise
(Lk 10:37), is to be placed in the context of
the International Year of Volunteer Work, pro-
claimed officially by the United Nations. It
constitutes, therefore, a valuable opportunity
to reflect on voluntary service, which the
Church has always strongly encouraged.

In a society which feels the influence of ma-
terialism and hedonism, the vitality of volun-
tary work is a promising sign of hope. The ac-
tion of voluntary work brings out the value of
solidarity, which is an irreplaceable contribu-
tion to responding to the deep hopes of the
person and to solving the grave and urgent
problems of humanity. Voluntary work is
characterised specifically by its ability to bear
witness to freely given love to one’s neigh-
bour, contributing in this way to bringing
about the hoped for civilisation of love.

3. ‘Go thy way, and do thou likewise’! As a
model of reference for your action you have
chosen, dear voluntary workers, the Good
Samaritan, of whom the well-known gospel

parable speaks. This is a parable that is really
eloquent, that calls on each believer and every
man of good will to bear witness, personally,
to love, especially towards those who suffer.
Jesus is the outstanding model for Christian
voluntary work. He ‘came not to be served,
but to serve’ (Mt 20:28) and ‘he impoverished
himself for your sakes, when he was so rich,
so that you might become rich through his
poverty’ (2 Cor 8:9). During the Last Supper,
in the supper room, after washing the feet of
his disciples the Master said to them: ‘I have
been setting you an example, which will teach
you in your turn to do what I have done for
you’ (Jn 13:15). Following in his footsteps,
voluntary workers bring to every person in
pain the balsam of divine love.

In order to perform this mission faithfully,
they should keep their gaze on Christ, because
only from his heart comes that spiritual vigour
that transforms experience. In our socially ad-
vanced modern societies, despite the provi-
sion of specific institutions to meet the needs
of the poor and the suffering, the need for a
‘supplement of the soul’ which infuses hope
into the bitter experience of suffering and pre-

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 48-2001

Solidarity to Solve the Grave and Urgent Problems 
of Humanity
SPEECH OF JOHN PAUL II TO THOSE TAKING PART IN THE INTERNATIONAL
SYMPOSIUM ON ‘CATHOLIC VOLUNTARY WORK IN HEALTH CARE’
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cariousness as well, fully respecting he digni-
ty of every human being, is strongly felt. Insti-
tutions can certainly meet the social needs of
people but none of them is able to take the
place of the heart of man, his compassion, his
love, and his initiative.

4. Thanks to God, very many lay faithful
are today involved in a large number of forms
of voluntary work. The Christian community,
through their work, engages in a prophetic
‘fantasia of charity’, recalling the spirit of the
early community of Jerusalem which ‘of-
fered…the moving sight of an…exchange of
gifts, even to the point of holding all things in
common, for the sake of the poor’ (Novo mil-
lennio ineunte, 53)

May this always be your style of service,
dear voluntary workers, especially when you
have to look after the sick and the suffering.
Ensure that your activities are a visible ex-
pression of that charity of works, by which the
preaching of the Gospel, which is the first
charity, does not run the risk of ‘being misun-
derstood or submerged by the ocean of words
which daily engulfs us in today’s society of
mass communications’! ‘The charity of
works’, indeed, ‘ensures an unmistakable effi-
cacy to the charity of works’ (ibid., n. 50).

And when you find yourselves engaged in
common action for the sake of man with vol-
untary workers of different religions, or who
declare that they are non-believers, see this
opportunity as providential for the implemen-
tation of dialogue and inter-religious and in-
ter-cultural dialogue. The defence and the pro-
motion of life are not, in fact, the monopoly of
anyone; they are, rather, a task entrusted to
everybody. 

Together, it is easier to fight and defeat the
grave forms of injustice and acute poverty that
offend human dignity; together, it is possible
to offer a decisive contribution to the growth
of civil society, whose institutions are often
unequal to the request for help that rises from
those in need. Together, one can create a more
welcoming world.

It is, therefore, in the interest of the public
structures themselves to encourage and sus-
tain the activity of voluntary work, both that
engaged in by individuals and that promoted
by associations organised to quicken the pace
of the path towards the construction of a soli-
darity-based society where justice and peace
reign.

5. Your interesting Symposium ends today,
a day rich in meaning, which celebrates the
World Day of the Fight against AIDS. On this
occasion, public opinion is invited to become
aware of the causes and consequences of this
grave illness.

Dear brothers and sisters who are sick with
AIDS, do not feel that you are alone! The
Pope is near to you with affection and sup-
ports you on your difficult path. The Church is
at the side of men of science and encourages
all those who work tirelessly to cure and de-
feat this grave form of illness. Following the
example of Christ, she sees assistance to those
who suffer as a fundamental component of her
mission, and feels that she is called upon per-
sonally by this new domain of human suffer-
ing. Aware that every brother is a ‘special
way’ for the welcoming of the Word, she
bends down with love to every brother and
sister afflicted by this evil.

Dear health care workers and dear volun-
tary workers! To you is entrusted the task of
ensuring that those who are in pain feel the
love and consolation of Christ. Through you
may there sound out in the hearts of these suf-
fering brothers and sisters of ours the invita-
tion, full of love, of Christ: ‘Come to me, all
that labour and are burdened; I will give you
rest’ (Mt 11:28)!

May the Virgin of Consolation and Mercy
with her maternal tenderness accompany you
and sustain you at every step!

With such wishes, I most warmly impart to
each one of you, to those who share your
praiseworthy commitment and to those whom
you serve and console in the name of Christ, a
special Apostolic Blessing.

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002
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Most Reverend Excellency,
I received your invitation

with great pleasure, but it is,
unfortunately, impossible for
me to take part – as I would
have very much liked to do – in
your Symposium on voluntary
work in health care.

I sincerely regret this, espe-
cially because I know how
much importance this question
has in the construction of a so-
ciety in which the needs and the
dignity of every man are fully
respected.

From the tasks of religious
and moral assistance, from
blood donors to those who
work with love for the disabled
and the elderly, to those who as-
sist the terminally ill: where
there is somebody who suffers
we always find a voluntary
worker at his or her side.

Voluntary work is certainly
the highest expression of the
civilisation of a country, the
most eloquent testimony to the
fact that the human feeling of
brotherhood, generosity, in the
end prevails over all forms of
selfishness. And this does not
take into account, in addition,
that the time we give to those
who suffer makes us richer in
human terms: what we receive
is much more than what we be-
lieve we give to others; indeed,
in giving we discover the best
part of ourselves.

I cannot but have great admi-
ration, therefore, for those who
dedicate their energies to the
activity of voluntary work, of-
ten making up, as they do, for
the failings of the public ser-
vices.

In health care, in looking af-
ter the elderly, in supporting the
disabled, we know that public
structures are not always ade-
quate to meeting the needs that
exist; we know that prevention
is often neglected, and above all
that services directed towards
the person are in short supply.

Notwithstanding the high
costs borne by the state, the so-
cial services are in some cases

inefficient and above all else
lack warmth and humanity,
which are often more effective
that an anonymous and bureau-
cratic service.

The role of the state in the
field of social care, therefore,
should be profoundly reformed,
and this should involve facili-
tating and supporting all those
organisations that are engaged
in activity involving assistance
and voluntary work. For some
time the third sector has been
an important reality not only
from a social but also from an
economic point of view. My
government is committed to
favouring a legislative and fis-
cal reorganisation of the whole
of the non-profit making sector
and a full utilisation of its po-
tentialities. 

To conclude: the world of
voluntary work is an irreplace-

able presence, the most mean-
ingful expression of the extra-
ordinary moral and religious re-
sources of our people, and a
presence which achieves ad-
mirable results.

Personally, I have always had
a ‘full’ idea of solidarity in the
sense that it cannot be limited
to ‘giving a hand’ but must be-
come responsible for problems
in their entirety, also changing
at a deep level our way of living
and of thinking about our rela-
tionships with other people and
other peoples.

In this spirit and with this
commitment, I would like to
extend my greetings to all the
distinguished speakers and par-
ticipants,

Yours sincerely,
SILVIO BERLUSCONI

President of the Council of Ministers, 
Italy

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002

Letter from the President of the Council 
of Ministers, Silvio Berlusconi, 
to H.E. Msgr. Lozano Barragán
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It is a great pleasure for me
to be able to greet all of you,
who have come here to take
part in this International Sym-
posium on Catholic voluntary
work in health. During our
meetings we will certainly find
increasingly clear light to go on
with this task that we have em-
braced.

In the Gospel according to
St. Luke we read that Christ,
when talking to a person who
had invited him to a meal,
replied: “When thou givest a
dinner or a supper, do not ask
thy neighbours to come, or thy
brethren, or thy kindred, or thy
friends who are rich; it may be
that they will send thee invita-
tions in return, and so thou will
be recompensed for thy pains.
Rather, when thou givest hospi-
tality, invite poor men to come,
the cripples, the lame, the
blind; so thou shalt win a bless-
ing, for these cannot make thee
any return; thy reward will
come when the just rise again”
(Lk 14:12-14).

The voluntary worker, and
especially he who provides ser-
vice in the field of health care,
is face to face with life itself,
which is in danger, and with ill-
ness, and he is concerned about
this not because he seeks some-
thing for himself but out of
goodness, without asking for
anything in return. He applies
to his life what Christ stated in

this passage from the Gospels,
and in this way he is like God
the Almighty Father who creat-
ed the world of His own free
will, without being forced to do
so, out of His goodness alone.
The voluntary worker requires
nothing from the person he
cares for – he does everything
freely, out of compassion. Free
giving is something that we
must defend strongly in the
contemporary world, a world in
which we are dominated by the
approach of business: indeed,
our relationships are located in
a concealed or open way in
giving as long there is a return.
Free giving, in different fash-
ion, is offered and this offering
thus becomes a divine ap-
proach.

In this way, the Christian
voluntary worker does every-
thing for Christ, to be similar to
Christ who redeemed us
through his death on the cross,
not because he had to pay a cer-
tain debt but because of a debt
that we contracted and which
he paid in a selfless way, out of
pure love and compassion.

In this symposium, by exam-
ining the central subject in
depth, we will listen first of all
to His Eminence the Secretary
of State who, in his prolusion,
will illuminate us on ‘Catholic
voluntary work in health care’;
there will then follow a survey
on the doctrine of the Holy Fa-

ther John Paul II on the same
subject. The following subjects
will then be addressed: the bib-
lical and theological founda-
tions of voluntary work; from
the Good Samaritan to the ec-
clesial community of the third
millennium; varies testimonies
of voluntary work; voluntary
work and the promotion of au-
thentic solidarity; voluntary
work and the AIDS emergency;
various reports on the world of
voluntary work and ordinary
health care for elderly people,
the terminally ill, and children,
both in hospitals and rest
homes, hospices or at home.
These subjects will be ad-
dressed by people with great
expertise – indeed, by people
who are specialists in these ar-
eas.

We extend a most cordial
thanks to all of them, as well as
our most keenly-felt gratitude.
And to all of you who will take
part actively in this symposium
during the various moments of
discussion: many, many thanks.

And now it is an honour
for me to invite His Eminence
Cardinal Angelo Sodano, the
Secretary of State, to speak.

H.E. Msgr. JAVIER LOZANO
BARRAGÁN,

Archbishop-Bishop Emeritus 
of Zacatecas,

President of the Pontifical Council
for Health Pastoral Care,

the Holy See.

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002

Inaugural Greeting
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30
November
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Dear members of this con-
gress: in the celebrations of the
International Year of Volunteer
Workers proclaimed by the UN
is placed the voice of the Holy
See, which, through this meet-
ing, seeks to give all of its sup-
port to this important initiative
of the United Nations.

My paper will present a num-
ber of subjects for reflection on
voluntary work as a resource
for the mission of the Church, a
tangible witness to charity, and
an active presence for the de-
fence of life in the field of
health care.

1. Voluntary Work 
Associations: 
Christian Witness

The first year of the third
millennium is offering us an
opportunity to reflect on what
could be the future of human
civilisation, subject as it is to
opposing tendencies, which on
the one hand push us towards
higher scientific advances, and
on the other, make us fall into
tragic explosions of violence.

Within this scenario there are
people and associations that
have chosen to work for the im-
provement of the quality of our
history and for the development
of civilisation – voluntary
workers.

They have embraced the ban-
ner of mercy – there are very
ancient and glorious associa-
tions which even have that
name – and they seek to hear
the cries of silence, the voice of
those without speech, and the
cry of the land in order to find
an answer ‘as long as this is
possible’.

Interpreting one of the most
involving tasks of Christianity,
voluntary workers have decided
to place their own lives at the
service of other people in order
to construct a ‘civilisation of
love’. Moved by religious faith
or because they believe that a
more civilised world is possi-
ble, they want to give a hand to
anyone who is experiencing a
situation of malaise and diffi-

culty. Beginning with the or-
ganisation of that creative mi-
cro-organism, the parish, or
pushed forward by humanitari-
an movements, voluntary work-
ers struggle against the deleteri-
ous consequences of racial dis-
crimination, fight against social
exclusion linked to a multiplici-
ty of forms of poverty, and pro-
mote campaigns to defend the
right to the defence of human
dignity in every historical and
geographical context.

Following the Christian vi-
sion of life, many are con-
cerned with the ‘last’, who are
the privileged of the kingdom
of God.

The Church immediately
perceived the force present in
the voluntary work movement
as a bearer of civilisation in
care for the elderly, abandoned
children, the chronically ill, the
disabled, the homeless and im-
migrants. This is a presence that
wants to create, and specifically
in favour of the last, conditions
of life that are more human, out
of respect for God, the only Fa-
ther of all men.

I realise that almost inadver-
tently I have pointed out the
spheres of your service, the
field of work of those amongst
you who make courageous de-
cisions to welcome the poor in-
to your homes, to share the few
financial resources that are
available, and to accompany
those who cannot manage on

their own. And there are so
many of you!

When we reflect on the vary-
ing activities promoted by vol-
untary workers we suddenly
feel a sense of admiration, but
also a certain fear because one
asks oneself how voluntary
workers can carry out the tasks
which society entrusts to them
today. The Church, which has
created and nourishes at her
breast many associations,
points to moral coherence and
the promotion of Christian val-
ues as the inescapable point of
reference and the inspiration of
every social activity, as can be
deduced from the encyclicals
Centesimus Annus and Evan-
gelium Vitae of the Holy Father,
John Paul II. Strong because of
they belong to this solid inner
structure, Catholic voluntary
workers through their action
can give a soul to the civilisa-
tion of the third millennium and
encourage the advance of
everyone without us falling into
the brutal dehumanisation to
which so many wars have
borne witness. Speaking about
possible regressions, we should
not, however, yield to pes-
simism because, as we can hap-
pily observe, today voluntary
workers exist, and they have
been defined as the ‘flower in
the buttonhole’ of the ecclesial
community for the new millen-
nium.

The Church looks with hope
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to voluntary work, which is the
soul of solidarity and – inde-
pendently of the possible and
various interpretations of this
phenomenon – is involved in
spiritually guiding so many of
her sons and daughters, by sup-
porting their organisation,
forming their consciences, and
encouraging the exercise of
free-giving in favour of one’s
neighbour.

2. Voluntary Work: 
Witness to Charity

Your activity, therefore, is an
activity that seeks to radiate –
in the world of suffering – the
light and the warmth of the
‘Gospel of charity’ following
on from the good news that has
marked the two millennia of the
Christian era.

In order to identify the char-
acteristics of this unique mes-
sage of love lived out down the
centuries and in different con-
texts, I want to go over some of
its salient stages with you.

The spring of this river of
charity for our brothers and sis-
ters is the Lord Jesus. Before
returning to the Father, on the
Mount of Olives he bid farewell
to his disciples and assured
them “the Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and you will receive
strength from him; you are to
be my witnesses in Jerusalem
and throughout Judaea, in
Samaria, yes, and to the ends of
the earth” (Acts 1:8). From the
early group of the Apostles to
the Christian communities from
the beginnings until today, this
commitment, which marks out
believers, has accompanied the
life of the Church.

This witness, specifically be-
cause it affects the whole exis-
tence of Christians, led the
Twelve to be the ‘agents’ of a
deep human and social renewal.
This is what happened at the
beginning of Christianity and
this is what is happening now
and will happen for centuries to
come. The saints, indeed, were,
and are still, lighthouses of high
spirituality and authentic hu-
manity, and have faithfully fol-
lowed the command of Jesus by
spreading, through their lives,
the gift of the love of God.

This was well understood by
the early believing community
which made of fraternal love a

rule of life and saw service to
the poor as its constant endeav-
our. The book of the Acts of the
Apostles tells us that ‘there was
one heart and soul in all the
company of believers... every-
thing was shared in common’
(Acts 4:32), and adds in chapter
6 that the need to look after the
poor and widows led to the cre-
ation of six deacons. These few
references are enough to bring
out the importance of witness to
charity in the lives of the early
Christians.

St. Basil thought that philan-
thropy was an integral part of
the Christian vocation and for
this reason he established a vast
complex of charitable institu-
tions, hospitals, orphanages and
homes for the poor in Cesarea. I
think that it is useful to recall
that a Father of the Church such
as Gregory of Nyssa, a close
friend of St. Basil, wrote: ‘the
multitude of the unclothed and
the homeless that our times
have brought us is great. A large
number of prisoners are in front
of everyone’s door. Foreigners,
exiles, are not absent, and
everywhere one sees out-
stretched hands, begging. For
them their home is the sky;
doorways and the isolated cor-
ners of squares are their lodg-
ings. They are dressed in rags;
their victuals are the good will
of the compassionate. You who
fast provide for them! Be gen-
erous towards the ill-fortune of
your brothers! What you de-
prive your stomach of give to
those who are hungry. Your giv-
ing is certainly not a loss. Do
not fear: the fruit of alms will
bud vigorously. Sow your gifts
and you will fill your home
with beautiful sheaves’ (Love
for the Poor, I).

These are words of a tor-
menting contemporary rele-
vance and they push us to trans-
late the love of God into service
to the poor, who, as Jesus said,
‘will always be with you’ (Jn
12:8). 

During the medieval period,
the drawing up of an ethic that
sprang from charity was very
forcefully engaged in, and there
were many foundations dedi-
cated to those in need. We may
cite, amongst others, the Order
of the Trinitarians, founded by
St. John de Matha (1213) for
the redemption of Christian
prisoners and humble service to

the poor. And one cannot forget
the epic deeds of the mendicant
orders founded by St. Francis-
co, St. Dominic and other
saints.

In the Iberian peninsula,
there lived and worked during
the sixteenth century a former
soldier of the army who, after
his conversion, dedicated him-
self to the abandoned sick and
poor people of Granada. He
went round the city to collect
alms with a large basket and
two pans. This was St. John of
God (1550), the founder of the
Hospital Order of the Fatebene-
fratelli. His motto was ‘Do
good brothers because of God’s
love for you’. And I cannot for-
get, in this lineage, another gi-
ant of love for one’s neighbour
– St. Camillo de Lellis (1614),
the founder of the Order of the
Ministers to the Infirm. In the
words of Pope Benedict XIV,
this saint gave rise to a ‘new
school of charity’. In his own
words, his vocation was to
serve poor sick people perfect-
ly. I would like to emphasise
that his action of charity began
when he was a member of the
laity – he was, in fact, ‘the mas-
ter of the house’, a kind of bur-
sar, of the San Giacomo hospi-
tal in Rome. 

St. Vincenzo de Paoli
(1660), in addition, can be
seen as almost the heir of these
two ‘giants of charity’. Indeed,
amongst the poor, the sick and
the suffering of his France, he
gave rise to a great movement
of evangelisation based upon
authentic witness to Christian
love. Basing himself on de
Paoli, the young Federico
Ozanam (1853) – a member of
the laity, a student, and now
Blessed – at the age of only
twenty gave rise to the first
‘Conference of Charity’, a
movement destined to wel-
come members of the laity in
order to bear witness to Christ-
ian faith through personal and
generous service to brethren in
poverty and need.

During the nineteenth centu-
ry, in Italy, St. Giuseppe Bene-
detto Cottolengo became the
symbol of the welcoming of
poor and sick deformed people,
those who were rejected by
everyone.

Amongst the heroic figures
of committed members of the
laity, there was also Bartolo
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Longo (1926), who built a real
and authentic city of charity
with nurseries, orphanages,
hospitals and schools in the
shadow of the Virgin of Pom-
pei. 

Together with the Blessed
Bartolo Longo we remember
Don Guanella, Don Orione,
Padre Pio and the endless for-
mation of male and female
saints of charity who in many

countries have kept alight the
flame of hope and preceded the
final victory of love.

I would like to finish this sur-
vey by referring to a woman
who died a few years ago, small
in body but gigantic in spirit –
Mother Teresa of Calcutta. In
the heart of the Church she re-
mains an unforgettable witness
to love that places itself at the
concrete and unceasing service
of our poorest and most mar-
ginalized brethren through the
contribution of a very large
number of voluntary workers.
She was the mother of the poor
because they, in her own words,
are the favoured ones of Jesus. I
accepted the honour of officiat-
ing at her funeral in Calcutta
and in the great stadium of that
city I saw a phrase of hers stand
out: ‘works of love are works of
peace’. Through the daily hard
work of her own hands, Mother
Teresa crossed the boundaries
of religious, cultural and ethnic
boundaries, teaching that there
is more joy in giving than in re-
ceiving. This is an excellent
teaching for voluntary workers!

And how many other women
have heroically dedicated them-
selves to suffering! We need
only remember, in modern

times, two figures dear to Ital-
ians – St Francesca Saverio
Cabrini and the Blessed Vanini.

The example of such forms
of witness to charity must be
for all believers a stimulus to
live the present time in a
prophetic way and should in-
spire voluntary workers to find
increasingly new forms of soli-
darity in order to give back
hope to the poor.

3. Voluntary Workers 
in Health Care and 
the Defence of Life

In the last part of my reflec-
tion I would like to address two
important aspects of the work
of voluntary workers.

3a. The first concerns the
specific character of service by
Catholic voluntary workers.

We all know that the world
we live in appears to be based
more on criteria of economic
success and productive effi-
ciency than on the values of re-
spect for human dignity and hu-
man life. Catholic voluntary
workers in health care are in-
volved in a battle of civilisation
which concerns the very con-
ception of life. By helping
mothers in difficulty, children
with often serious handicaps,
and elderly people – both inside
and outside public health care
structures – they seek to imple-
ment authentic respect for
every human life in any situa-
tion of difficulty in which it
finds itself.

If we look at today’s health
care, confined between techno-
logical performance and man-
agerial efficiency, we can ob-

serve that on the one hand the
idea of the hospital-company is
getting stronger, and on the oth-
er that health care outside hos-
pitals is notably gaining
ground.

Above all in the poorest areas
of the Western world and in de-
veloping countries, the health
care situation is so complex that
without the help of voluntary
organisations the existing evils
would have much more serious
effects. We may think here of
the spread of the HIV virus and
the attempts to care for those
suffering from AIDS, which is
destroying the lives of so many
young people.

We can say the same about
care for drug-addicts, the men-
tally ill, the elderly, the termi-
nally ill, immigrants and
refugees. For each of these cat-
egories, voluntary workers
have invented suitable models
of home-based care, night nurs-
eries, kitchens to distribute hot
meals, the collection and distri-
bution of medicines and
clothes, and clinics for free con-
sultations.

The elderly, moreover, are in-
creasing in number, but not all
of them have enough money to
live in a dignified way, and of-
ten they do not enjoy good
health. For such people, volun-
tary workers have thought of
places to meet, as well as home
visits, to ensure that the so-
called third and fourth ages are
experienced as periods to be
lived with intensity and dignity
despite the fall in energy and
the loss of autonomy.

3b. The other aspect which I
would like to subject to the re-
flection of everyone is the rela-
tionship that exists in all the
different kinds of action you
engage in between the specific
needs, and the overall health, of
man.

In this sphere we can say
that a form of voluntary work
does not exist that is not direct-
ly concerned with the overall
health of the whole human per-
son. And the Catholic vision of
health rises above mere physi-
cal well-being to involve men-
tal equilibrium, the meeting of
spiritual and religious needs as
well, and an opening up to
hope of a transcendent salva-
tion upon which it is possible
to base one reasons for living
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or accept the natural end of
earthly life.

From this typically Christian
matrix is born the movement of
voluntary workers in hospitals.
Personal readiness to help and
ethical coherence lead volun-
tary workers to be integrated in-
to the tissue of public and pri-
vate health care , as a result, as
well, of the sensibility of civil
authorities. Today Heads of
State and Governments exhort
citizens to belong to the com-
plex field of health care, not on-
ly in order to make up for the
failings of the system but also
to complete its social mission.

The associations that come
into existence to meet this need
do not only use the free time of
voluntary workers but allow
men and women of all ages to
dedicate their lives to helping
the sick whilst also dedicating
themselves to the duties of their
own status or the commitments
of their professional or home
work.

As attentive observers of the
voluntary work movement say,
the originality of this phenome-
non lies in the practice of care
as the activity of a citizen who
is fully integrated into society
and sensitive to the bonds of
solidarity that tie men together.
Accompanying this sponta-
neous ‘vocation’ with adequate
training, one can manage to
sustain and help very many sick
people who would otherwise be
neglected, if not actually aban-
doned.

In the same spirit, voluntary
workers work by accompany-
ing the terminally ill. In the face
of the abandonment to which
many of them are subject, vol-
untary workers emphasise,
through home-based care, the
value of suffering by opening
the hearts of those who suffer
and their family relatives to
hope in salvation.

The action of voluntary
work, in addition, has allowed a
clarification of the ambiguity of
a concept of quality of life
which is based at times solely
on criteria of efficiency, given
that the quality of human exis-
tence cannot be cynically re-
duced to parameters of well-be-
ing, exaggerated ideas of effi-
ciency, and productivity. When
a person, albeit suffering from
an incurable illness, is freed
from the anxiety of loneliness
and the bite of pain, he or she
can meet death with complete
dignity and serenity.

Thanks to voluntary workers
another step forward towards
the civilisation of love has been
made, with the involvement, as
well, of many professionals,
who today, in their protocols,
include the action and the pres-
ence of voluntary workers as
the protagonists of care.

4. A Message of Hope

In conclusion, I would like
on behalf of the Holy Father
John Paul II thank all those who

are active as voluntary workers
in the various fields of provid-
ing care to those in need. By
your material and intellectual
help, your presence, and your
projects, you give more than
the service you offer. You bring
hope and you stimulate your in-
terlocutors to find the strength
to overcome their momentary
difficulties or weakness.

Your reward can be none oth-
er than the Suffering Christ
himself in the sick that you care
for with love, And so many
times – let us employ the words
of Mother Teresa – one receives
more than one gives.

Today the Church remem-
bers the voluntary workers of
the whole world so that their
work may be transformed into a
message of peace between gen-
erations, religions, and popula-
tions, and so that, through
them, the reasons for the dis-
putes that lacerate the world
may vanish.

In time of war the Holy See
often asks that at least the hu-
manitarian corridors be opened
so that help can be brought to
those who suffer. By analogy,
faced with the evils of today, I
am certain that voluntary work-
ers, through their work, will be
the builders of similar corridors
of hope traversing the world of
pain.

His Eminence Cardinal 
ANGELO SODANO,

Secretary of State,
the Holy See.
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The subject of voluntary work
is widely addressed in pastoral
care in health because the con-
tribution that it makes to the
world of health care is really im-
portant. In this paper we will
study this area by referring to
what John Paul II has said about
Christian voluntary work. Since
1979, His Holiness has dealt
with this subject on more than a
hundred and seventy occasions.
We will summarise his thought
under four headings: the premis-
es, the personality, the charac-
teristics, and the action of Chris-
tian voluntary work. I will deal
with these headings by also
adding a few brief comments.

Premises
As Christians, we can choose

voluntary work only on the ba-
sis of motivations linked to pro-
found ethical and moral require-
ments.1 Christian voluntary
work, in addition, must have a
capacity for dedication and loy-
alty in daily life.2 In this way it
gives meaning to life, retrieves
the values of the family, of the
community, of living together in
a united way, of favouring de-
velopment, social justice and
peace.3 It works against selfish-
ness through an opening up of
the will and the heart to the
common good.4

One cannot be a voluntary
worker spontaneously. Specific
training is required.5 To the en-
thusiasm of the initial impulse
should be joined a gradual and
patient pathway of training and
perseverance.6 We should notice
how young people in this field
are the most sensitive towards
human needs.7 In every case
there should be an authentic mo-
tivation of one’s own Christian
action, a clear and determined
will. Virtue is required and vol-
untary workers have to over-
come selection and be helped in
their activity.8 Christian volun-
tary work does not proceed in a
merely natural way but needs to
raise love for man to the heights
of the charity of Christ and
thereby restore awareness of the
dignity of each man and discov-
er new paths which will be fol-
lowed according to various

needs.9 In this way Christian
solidarity will be achieved.10

The Christian lives out his or
her voluntary work as a freely-
given gift to serve Christ in the
same way as Christ himself
served.11 This is the free-giving
of charity.12 The multiplicity of
forms of voluntary work come
from the same source, namely
Christ himself.13

Personality
Voluntary work is a typical

phenomenon of our times14 and
it offers us inexhaustible rich-
es.15 It is the fruit of the respon-
sibility of the whole communi-
ty16 and is based upon perennial
human and Christian values.17

Christian voluntary work is a
force for social and political re-
newal that addresses emergen-
cies, at the same time as it stim-
ulates the authorities who are re-
sponsible for such sectors to re-
move the causes that have made
it necessary.18 At a more specific
level, such voluntary work is an
antidote to the crisis of meaning
and values, and opposes selfish-
ness and violence.19 It introduces
the challenge of witness, on
which depends the future of the
whole of mankind.20 It is witness
to love for one’s brother and to
loyalty to the Gospel.21

Christian voluntary work,
which is a sign of charity, is
deeply engraved in the heart of
Christ and the Father, who sees
it even though He acts without
showing Himself.22 Voluntary
work and compassion amount
the same thing – seeing Christ in
a poor person.23 It is the alive
and constant preaching of the
presence of Christ, who is al-
ways journeying with mankind.24

It involves the radical approach
required by the mystery of the
redemption – to serve God fol-
lowing the example of Christ,
until death. This is the kingdom
of God, the path of Christ, which
is very distant from the human
criteria of power, strength and
money.25 The first incarnation
took place with the ‘fiat’of a
person; voluntary work achieves
incarnation through the many
‘yeses’ spoken to the Father.26 In
this way it takes part in the mis-

sion of the Church,27 realising
the great divine mystery accord-
ing to the differences of each
charism.28 It is, therefore, an im-
portant expression of aposto-
late,29 especially for the young
people who take on its tasks by
working amongst those of their
same age.30 It is the most fertile
terrain for vocations that ex-
ists.31

Scientific voluntary work,
and in particular voluntary work
which acts in the field of ecolo-
gy, is one of the most noble
forms of love for one’s neigh-
bour that there is.32

The Virgin Mary, with her
“here I am”, is the icon of Chris-
tian voluntary work.33 She is the
model in which divine compas-
sion shines forth – this is the
meaning of Mary’s visit to her
elderly cousin, Elisabeth.34

Characteristics
In order to become a Christ-

ian voluntary worker one has to
be open with one’s will and
one’s heart to the common good
in order to achieve civilisation
and brotherhood.35 It is natural
that a fundamental characteristic
of such work is maturity.36 An
open life inspired by solidarity
towards the poor and the young
is necessary.37 It should be dis-
creet, generous, respectful to-
wards people, well-trained by
ethical principals in its motiva-
tions. And a method should be
followed that has solid spiritual
roots,38 and is full of hope
against indifference.39 There
should be freedom of initiative
against selfishness.40

There should be that Christian
who distinguishes himself or
herself from other voluntary
workers because of gospel-
based motivations cultivated in
prayer and education in open-
ness to a possible final commit-
ment to the consecrated life.41

Poverty and chastity are his or
her characteristics. Christian
voluntary workers are simple
and meek, and they cultivate the
spirit of sobriety and of sacri-
fice.42 Purity of motivation
makes them transparent; the
breadth of their hope renders
them constant; and the humility
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of their charity makes them
credible.43 They have great char-
ity, patience and the capacity to
give.44 Federico Ozanam was a
great protagonist of Christian
voluntary work in its very large
number of aspects and expres-
sions.

Action
The action of Christian volun-

tary work has many expressions
and features. Let us now see
how John Paul II describes such
work: ‘the Christian voluntary
worker aspires to help and jus-
tice,46 acts to modify the causes
of suffering,47 tries to provide
new answers to emergent prob-
lems, especially those brought
about by modern forms of mar-
ginalisation,48 acts as a yeast
within the social tissue (forms of
compassion),49 takes the side of
those who have problems so as
to help them to follow the path
of authentically human libera-
tion and advance,50 and pro-
motes the culture of life and au-
thentic solidarity.’51

His or her endeavour is to
make the culture of love grow
and develop in the world,52 pro-
vide help in relation to ancient
and new forms of poverty,53 and
foster the service of welcome
and reception by young people.54

The Christian voluntary
worker, together with profes-
sional health care workers,
builds up the health care fami-
ly55 and tends to make of human
society a single community.56

The recipients of his or her ac-
tion are the sick, the disabled,
the elderly, and the poor ; he or
she wishes to create a collective
reality of love and service57. The
Christian voluntary worker un-
dertakes to integrate disabled
people into ordinary life;58 al-
ways places the person of Jesus
at the centre of personal and col-
lective decisions;59 and imple-
ments the compassion of the Fa-
ther that was made visible in
Christ.60 The Christian voluntary
worker is a witness to loyalty to
man and to Christ; works for
Christ with the least of our
brethren;61 and his or her love is
creative.62 Giving occupies a pri-
mary position in the Christian
voluntary worker to the point
that he or she offers his or her
own life. He or she offers his or
her suffering as his or her most
valuable contribution.63 In this
way, God reveals Himself as
love, because the Christian vol-

untary worker bears witness to
the presence of provident God
in the world, and lives charity in
truth.64

Comments

Premises
Let us mow turn our attention

to the premises that in this field
seem to us to be fundamental,
that is to say the values that con-
stitute the prerequisite for Chris-
tian voluntary work.

Without wanting to be exces-
sive or pessimistic, we have to
accept the fact that at least in
certain areas of contemporary
culture (and perhaps not only
the culture of the West) we are
face to face with a levelling of
life. To speak of metaphysical
values is like speaking about
alchemy or science fiction. Peo-
ple are the declared enemies of
all abstraction; they live in a
world of the practical and every-
thing else is seen as belonging
to obscure epochs foreign to the
domain of scientific experimen-
tation.

In post-modern culture, refer-
ence is made to the fall of
‘isms’. It is said that ideologies
have given way to the concrete,
to what is real, to the daily reali-
ties of life itself which is taken
as it comes. It should be experi-
enced and only subsequently
can there be space for reflection,
if this is something that actually
interests anybody. The Christian
voluntary worker does not agree
with this approach. By involve-
ment, he or she asks questions
about the meaning of life – why
serve the family? What is pain?
What are suffering, death, and
the community? What does liv-

ing together mean? What are de-
velopment, liberation, and jus-
tice? The Christian voluntary
worker is interested only in the
value of life and what it is worth
living for, and knows how to
open his or her heart.

The path of the Christian vol-
untary worker begins with love
for man. However, he or she
soon realises that if such a con-
cern remains at a horizontal lev-
el it is not sufficient – at the cen-
tre of things there will always be
his or her person and others are
left at secondary level. Only
greater depth will allow the
move to real charity and the re-
alisation that to open oneself to
the dignity of the persons of oth-
ers means to open oneself to
Christ, to the Lord. This means
to worship, and there is only one
who can be worshipped.

At the level of the tangible, in
our information technology and
audio-visual culture, where the
image has a fundamental impor-
tance, there is to be found a
point of encounter with the cul-
ture of words and images, both
tangible and audio-visual, of the
Word made flesh.

Perhaps because of a reaction
to a feeling of emptiness, volun-
tary work today is very wide-
spread. There is a search, im-
plicitly or explicitly, for the val-
ue of things, and when secular-
ism is defeated this flowers into
Christian voluntary work.

Personality
I would like to emphasis in

particular the reference of the
Pope to the ‘yeses’ of the incar-
nation. In one of the texts that
has been previously cited in this
paper, the Pope expresses him-
self in the following way: ‘I
thank you for your presence and
your participation and I wish to
exhort you to follow on your
road of voluntary work. To ar-
rive it is necessary to be respon-
sible. But maturity is required to
be able to take part in the com-
mon good: Christ, in whom we
share through the sacraments,
and the whole of this human-di-
vine mystery, is realised in fact
in the Church. There the incar-
nation continues. The first is
manifested through the ‘fiat’of a
person and is then realised in the
very many ‘yeses’ directed to-
wards the Father’.65

The Pope refers to the Marian
‘fiat’. Mary is the icon of volun-
tary work and dedication. In her
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‘fiat’ we hear the most original,
strong and powerful ‘fiat’ – that
of the Word of God. ‘Then I
said, ‘Lo, I have come to do thy
will, O God’, as it is written of
me in the roll of the book’ (Heb
10:7).

The Word of God fully con-
forms to the Father in the Spirit
and the mystery hidden in eter-
nity is realised in time.66 Begin-
ning with Mary, this realisation
took place in the subsequent ‘fi-
ats’ that established the Church.

Indeed, the Church is ‘a mul-
titude reunited by the unity of
the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit’.67 It is the multitude
that says ‘yes’ to the congregat-
ing voice that comes from the
unity of the Trinity. For this rea-
son, the Christian voluntary
worker shares in the mission of
the Church and realises the great
divine mystery through his or
her ‘yes’, open to service to the
poor, according to the multiple
forms of his or her charism. In
this way he or she grafts onto
the mystery of the redemption,
and through the pathway of
Christ builds up the kingdom of
God. For this reason, he or she
is sent as an apostle. He or she
works for the unity of the hu-
man family and to this end car-
ries out his or her service. In this
way, the Christian voluntary
worker represents Christ thanks
to the love represented by the
Holy Spirit, and full of this love
he or she goes towards the Fa-
ther, achieving with Christ re-
demption, liberation from sin,
from death and from everything
that accompanies the human
condition (illness, poverty, and
every form of need).

Thus the voluntary worker
leads the whole of mankind
back to the Father for Christ in
the Holy Spirit. It is not rare for
this to happen above all else in
the consecrated life, and for the
Christian voluntary worker to be
the most fertile terrain for voca-
tions.

Characteristics
The Pope points out a list of

virtues which are the character-
istics of Christian voluntary
work: openness, maturity, dis-
cretion, generosity, respect,
hope, initiative, poverty, charity,
chastity, sobriety, meekness,
sacrifice, transparency, constan-
cy, credibility, patience, and a
wish to give. A phrase may be
quoted which after a fashion

summarises all of these virtues:
‘the purity of their motivations
makes them transparent; the
breadth of their hope makes
them constant; and the humility
of their charity makes them
credible’. 

Today the sense of the com-
mon good, the coefficient of
civilisation and fraternity, has
grown weak, especially if we
consider this not only from the
point of view of the limited
horizons of our land or our
homeland but from an interna-
tional perspective. The so-called
first world does not listen very
much to those on whom it has
conferred the title ‘the third
world’. Authentic Christian vol-
untary work is not a handful of
alms given to the poor man who
is lying at the door of a rich man
but an opening of the heart to
the international common good
and rises above economic and
cultural or racial calculations by
achieving real solidarity.

The Pope lays stress upon
the opening of the Christian
voluntary worker to the conse-
crated life and then states that
such a worker distinguishes
himself or herself from other
voluntary workers because of
his or her Gospel-based moti-
vations, which are cultivated in
prayer, and because of a readi-
ness to engage in a definitive
commitment to the consecrated
life.

Indeed, reflecting at a basic
level, the priest is a Christian
voluntary worker par excel-
lence: he has chosen to serve
Christ and his brethren in the
most absolute and generous
way, not for a period of time but
for the whole of his life. Per-
haps we should now renew the
contents of the priestly vocation
through the contribution of
Christian voluntary workers.

Action
We could point out the task

that the Pope assigns to the
Christian voluntary worker by
summarising it in two phrases.
In the voluntary worker ‘the
mercy of the Father made visi-
ble in Christ acts by bearing wit-
ness to the presence of provi-
dent God in the world and by
living charity in truth’.

This action makes Christ visi-
ble and Christ is the compassion
of God, Christ is the ultimate
providence of God, Christ is the
truth that we perceive in the

charity of the Spirit. This is
what the Christian voluntary
worker does. For this reason, he
or she is the builder of the cul-
ture of love and at the centre of
his or her choices is Christ. For
this reason, the Christian volun-
tary worker wants to be present
in cases of emergency, practises
the provision of help and care
without neglecting justice, and
the liberation and the apprecia-
tion of man. For this reason, he
or she wants to make the world
into a single family and his or
her love is creative.

The Pope speaks about an-
cient and new forms of poverty.
One is not dealing here merely
with marginalisation and materi-
al poverty but also and in a spe-
cial way with an existential void
that is experienced in secular-
ism. People have everything that
is material but are deprived of
the meaning of life, which is re-
trieved in particular by the
Christian voluntary worker who
wishes to share it with other
people. Here the aim is to em-
phasise the activity of Christian
voluntary workers in new fields
that are very demanding – the
centres in which culture is
formed. In the document pro-
duced by the Third Conference
of the Latin American Episco-
pate, in Puebla, Mexico, the
bishops speak about the evange-
lisation of the builders of plural-
istic society. This is a very ne-
glected field, primarily because
of the difficulties encountered
by evangelisation which arise
because its organisation is rather
complex in character. But how
effective Christian voluntary
workers will be, who, with due
skill and expertise, work to
overcome these new forms of
marginalisation!

H.E. Msgr. Javier 
LOZANO BARRAGÁN,
Archbishop-Bishop Emeritus 

of Zacatecas, President of the Pontifical
Council for Health Pastoral Care,

the Holy See.
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1. The Co-ordinates 
of the Subject 
of Voluntary Work

The task that has been en-
trusted to me is that of reflect-
ing on the Christian motivation
behind voluntary work and on
its significance within the
Church. In a general sense, we
may say that voluntary work is
directed towards expressing a
different quality of social par-
ticipation by treating the human
person not as a space for theo-
retical exercises but as a plan-
ning model around which all
forces should converge – there
thus emerges a need and an eth-
ical responsibility that does not
confine itself to addressing suf-
fering and marginalisation, and
looking for the other person and
welcoming him within a frame-
work of solidarity, but which in
addition opens up to an institu-
tional level by requiring a
change in society, its customs
and its lifestyles. Voluntary
work is rooted, therefore, in a
wish to regain the meaning of
life and to become a proposal
for a new civil co-existence.

As such, voluntary work
takes the form of an authentic
cultural force: before producing
services, it generates ideas and
new beliefs; before committing
time and energy, it generates a
judgement of situations and his-
tory by involving its own exis-
tence. Far from being a com-
mitment of free time and chari-
table readiness to help, volun-
tary work calls into play the ba-
sic perspectives of one’s own
personal and social view of life,
of the world, and of man.

For this reason, voluntary
work can at a theological level
be located within the context of
the Judeo-Christian understand-
ing of the Covenant. Indeed, in
this context, the experience of
suffering, of the evil that ex-
presses itself in the concrete
condition of the poor (widows,
orphans, the sick, the elderly on
their own, etc.) and the oppres-

sion of people, is a contradic-
tion of the Covenant with God
and thus requires the commit-
ment of man for it to be can-
celled, and this in the name of
the freedom of all the people of
God and the dignity of man,
who is created in the image and
likeness of God.

From the outset, care for the
poor was entrusted to voluntary
workers. This was the practice
during the medieval period as
well, where it was to be found
practised above all in connec-
tion with the monasteries and
the mendicant and hospital reli-
gious orders. And as such, vol-
untary work has always been
spontaneous and freely given
action to help one’s neighbour,
the other person of one’s daily
life. Defined as such, one could
say that it has also been a phe-
nomenon that is as old as the
world,1 and practised within a
family, a clan, a caste or peo-
ples, it can be understood as
group solidarity.

But the second half of the
nineteenth century was a spe-
cial stage in the development of
voluntary work because it
raised the social question in an
acute way. Indeed, it was dur-
ing this period that the encycli-
cal of Leo XIII was issued,2 a
document which sought to for-
mulate the social doctrine of the
Church. And it was also during
this period that states began to
draw up their social systems
and associations were created at
a private level. At the level of
the Church, various movements
took on what the monasteries
and religious orders had done
during the medieval period and
what during the modern period
was performed by individual
Christians and philanthropists
and the associations that they
founded. Of these associations
we should remember: those for
health, for the disabled, for care
for the sick, for people on their
own, for families in mourning
(cf., for example, the so-called
‘Le Misericordie’), the home-

less and the unemployed, the
elderly etc. 

One could, therefore, say that
as organised action within the
context of the experience of
faith,3 or as the social dimen-
sion of the responsibility of the
Church,4 voluntary work began
to be structured towards the end
of the nineteenth century and
experienced an extraordinary
development during the 1960s
and 1970s. However, the phe-
nomenon has been present in
other ways throughout the his-
tory of Christianity. This devel-
opment and this structuring
took place with reference to the
Jewish institution of ‘care for
the poor’5 and the Christian
concept of deaconry.6 For this
reason, the historical roots and
biblical foundations of Christ-
ian voluntary work are to be
looked for in the Christian un-
derstanding and practical ex-
pression of love for one’s
neighbour.

And it is against this back-
ground that we may locate vol-
untary work of a Christian in-
spiration. Indeed, for such vol-
untary work one’s attitude to-
wards another person is pro-
foundly linked to an awareness
of one’s own Christian identity
– identity and openness to the
other person are instances in a
single process. Here we en-
counter a primary element that
characterises voluntary work -
understanding of oneself and
openness to another person;
oneself as a gift. It seems to me
that the difference between one
way of being-for-another, that
which involves taking care of
him and closing him up in one’s
own ‘fondness’, and the Christ-
ian one, which seeks to pro-
mote the other person in his
originality, is not to be found in
generosity and commitment but
in a different consciousness of
oneself.

In his speech to the Federa-
tion of Christian Organisations
of International Voluntary Work
(FOCSIV) given on 31 January
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1981, Pope John Paul II defined
voluntary work as ‘the sign and
expression of gospel-based
charity which is a freely-given
and selfless gift of oneself to
one’s neighbour, especially to
the poorest and the most in
need’.7 One is dealing, there-
fore, with a ‘free service to help
brothers and sisters in need’, a
service that is rooted in the
wish to think and live one’s
faith within history and society,
and which has its source in the
imitation of the free giving of
Christ to the Father and to men.
Hence one can say that the
identity of voluntary work of a
Christian inspiration is today
deeply marked by two facts.

The first is to be located in a
globalisation that today is fun-
damentally economic in charac-
ter and which is creating new
forms of poverty, of the nega-
tion of the other person in rela-
tion to his otherness and digni-
ty: neglected sick people, lone-
ly elderly people, whole peo-
ples, and countries and conti-
nents abandoned to their fate in
their struggle for survival. The
by now general awareness of
the unacceptability of all this
can generate, among other
things, voluntary work as a
form of friendship, of concern
for the other person, and as
sharing and solidarity with the
other person. Such awareness is
born from the urgent need to
apply the Gospel to life and his-
tory. The knowledge that there
is only one history, the history
of salvation, must lead us to de-
lineate in a clearer way the in-
spirational and dynamic charac-
ter of the certainty that the
kingdom of God has already
been planted in this history (Mk
1:14-15).

The second is correlated with
the first and is rooted in the so-
cial and historical character of
Christian faith, which leads
each and every Christian to be a
witness to the Kingdom of God,
thereby realising the missionary
character of the Church herself.
As John Paul II so well de-
clared: ‘It must be precisely this
dimension of faith and charity
that defines your option and
confers a completely special
imprint on your life project and
your style of action as Christian
voluntary workers… In this
way your option of life will not
be born from an existential void

with a view to achieving an es-
cape, but will spring from a
spiritual fullness and thus di-
rected towards the building up
of the Kingdom of God’.8 For
this reason, albeit within a spe-
cial experience, voluntary work
takes on ‘as its own the task of
evangelisation that belongs to
the whole of the Church’.9 Here
we find expressed the ecclesial
and missionary character of
voluntary work which thereby
becomes a sign of the vitality of
the Church in her journey for
men.

In its option for God and ded-
ication to suffering men, volun-
tary work thus becomes a sign
of a Church that is interested in
the totality of man and his his-
tory, of the interdependence be-
tween kingdom and history, and
which contributes ‘a great deal

to making the family of men
and its history more human’.10

In these reflections I will try
in the first instance to call to
mind the rooting of voluntary
work of a Christian inspira-
tion in the understanding of
Christian identity as a gift, as
openness to others (II). Then I
will reflect upon the nexus
that exists between voluntary
work/solidarity and freely giv-
en service (III). Lastly, an at-
tempt will be made to bring out
the missionary and ecclesiolog-
ical character of voluntary work
(IV). The reflections that fol-
low, therefore, are guided by
the fundamental idea that vol-
untary work is based upon a re-
lationship free from every kind
of search based upon interest
and advantage. It places the val-
ue of the person at the centre of
things and as such can be

thought of in theological terms
as being within a relationship of
free giving. In order to establish
its bases, we need to have in
our sights the experience of the
intra-Trinitarian and ecclesial
family.

2. The Theological
Christological Foundation 
of Voluntary Work

The words with which God
revealed Himself to Moses,
and which indicated the char-
acteristic of those who must be
holy like their Father in heav-
en, was a programme which
expressed its own essence – Je-
hovah – which means ‘I will be
there as He who will be there’,
that is to say ‘I am for you in
the present and in the future a

caring God, who will be con-
cerned about you, who will
take care of you’ (cf. Ex 3:14).
God is God for man and hu-
manity. The two tables of the
Law of the Decalogue clearly
show that the ‘yes’ to God
moves through the ‘yes’ to
man and his fundamental
rights: whoever destroys hu-
manity or allows humanity to
be destroyed by another de-
stroys the covenant with God.

Thus one can well under-
stand why the Psalms often em-
phasise the fact that ‘only he
who has clean hands and a pure
heart can ascend to God’ (cf. Ps
15; 34). The Prophets also re-
turned unceasingly to this cen-
tral theme, which is at the heart
of the relationship between God
and man, and also to God’s care
and concern for man. Whether
they were Amos, Isaiah or Jere-
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miah, all of them invited men
not to forget or neglect this pro-
hibition of God: ‘they do not
defend the fatherless and the
widow’s cause does not come
to them’ (Is 1:23). And the
Prophet Micah describes the
existence of man before God in
the following way: ‘to do jus-
tice, and to love kindness and to
walk humbly with your God’
(Mic 6:8).

The concrete meaning that
this sense of fraternity must
have in Israel is specified in the
Book of Leviticus: ‘When a
stranger sojourns with you in
your land, you shall not do him
wrong. The stranger who so-
journs with you shall be to you
as the native among you, and
you shall love him as yourself;
for you were strangers in the
land of Egypt’ (Lev 19:33-34).
The face of the other person, es-
pecially of another person who
is suffering, thus becomes the
way to gain access to God.11 It
is in this tradition of faith that
Jesus is to be located.

The very name of Jehovah
indicates that God saves. In Je-
sus there is thus manifested in a
new way the concern of God
for man and the world. He re-
veals Himself through his
salvific action for man. The
New Testament at a basic level
tries to arrange and to narrate
this concern of God (cf. the var-
ious healings carried out by Je-
sus, cf. Lk 5:12-26). It is from
this action of God in relation to
man that the Christian also
draws his identity and the norm
of his action: the love of God is
manifested in love for one’s
neighbour (cf. Mt 22:39) and
on the last day what will count
will be the capacity that we will
have shown to love the anony-
mous person, the marginal per-
son (Mt 25:31-36) who finds
his expression in the story of
the Good Samaritan, which
brings out the fact that one be-
comes a neighbour by taking
care of those who are ill-treated
and lack care (Lk 10:25-37).
Even in the context of his cruci-
fixion and death, Jesus estab-
lished dedication to the other
person as a principle of Christ-
ian self-understanding (see,
e.g., the washing of feet, Jn
13:4-11). The hymn to love (I
Cor 13 and Rom 5:6-8) also
talks about the primary impor-
tance of love for one’s neigh-

bour and its foundation in the
love of God for man. 

In order to give a concrete
content to this love, St. Paul or-
ganised a collection to help the
community in Jerusalem. One
can speak here of the deacons
being entrusted with taking care
of the poor as being a concrete
expression of the concern of the
community for man (Act 6),
and we can say the same about
when the deacon was entrusted
with taking care of widows (I
Tim 5:9-16). John describes
this characteristic of the Christ-
ian in a simple and full way
when he writes: ‘A man cannot
trace his origin from God if he
does not live right, if he does
not love his brethren’ (I Jn 3:10;
2:21; 3:7).

From what has been said so
far in this paper, it is clear that
the love of God is not conceiv-
able or even credible without
love for man. The Christian life
is the proof of the love of God
for man through the concern of
the Christian for man in his dai-
ly life precisely where there is
an attempt to carry another’s
burden. This awareness has al-
ways been present in the history
of Christianity.

Vatican Council II, which de-
fined itself as a pastoral coun-
cil, emphasised in a particular
way the social dimension of
Christian faith and also de-
scribed the large domain in
which Christian voluntary work
can be practised: ‘Wherever
there is someone who does not
have food or drink, clothes, a
home, medicines, a job, educa-
tion, the means needed to lead a
really human life, there Christ-
ian charity must search for such
people and find them, console
them with attentive care and
raise them up by providing
help’ (Apostolicam Actuosi-
tatem, 8). The Council goes be-
yond this and also expounds the
modalities of the exercise of
this concern: ‘the duties of jus-
tice should be performed first
of all because what is due be-
cause of justice is not offered as
a gift of charity; not only the ef-
fects should be eliminated but
also the causes of the evils; help
should be governed in such a
way that those who receive it
are gradually freed from depen-
dence on others and become
self-sufficient’ (Apostolicam
Actuositatem).

From the Council it thus
emerges that voluntary work is
not a search for oneself but a
search for the other, for the ful-
filment of the other, for his
good. It is not even a substitute
for the state as regards its duties
to take care of its citizens, that
is to say to be really a welfare
state. Here we find two funda-
mental elements that charac-
terise voluntary work: the spirit
of detachment, of not searching
for oneself, and thus the self-
lessness of the commitment, on
the one hand; and on the other
hand, the fact that this commit-
ment meets the principle of
subsidiarity.

The Council thus entrusts the
lay faithful with the following
task: ‘the lay faithful, therefore,
should greatly esteem and sup-
port, according to their capaci-
ties, private and public charita-
ble works and initiatives in-
volving social assistance, of an
international character as well,
by which effective help is
brought to individuals and peo-
ples who are in need, co-operat-
ing in this with all men of good
will.’12 In this task, the Church
opens to the world and takes
upon herself the miseries and
the hopes of the world (cf. GS
1), and she does not seek to ex-
clude anyone from her concern:
‘the Church surrounds with af-
fectionate care all those who
are afflicted by human weak-
ness, indeed she recognises in
the poor and the suffering the
image of her poor and suffering
founder, she strives to relieve
their poor state, and in them she
seeks to serve Christ’ (LG, 8).
She thus rejects every form of
indifference towards others.
The other person becomes the
measurement of her loyalty to
her Spouse: ‘when you did it to
one of the least of my brethren
here, you did it to me’ (Mt
25:40), or again: ‘He has seen
his brother, and has no love for
him; what love can he have for
the God he has never seen?’ (1
Jn 4:20) This is the strange con-
dition of the God of Jesus who
seems to receive a face through
the face of the least, of those
who in the eyes of society do
not count because they are
physically or mentally weak,
because they are poor.

And thus in the face – and in
many contemporary faces – of
Jesus reduced on the cross to a
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person without a face, to a non-
subject, to an object of derision
(Is 52:14), to a slave, to an
abandoned person, to a sick
person whom nobody wants to
take care of, there is manifested
the face of God. Invisible God
makes Himself visible in the
cry that our suffering neighbour
sends in our direction. Thus the
Jewish philosopher Franz
Rosenzweig is right when he
says that ‘faith does not amount
to affirming that God exists, but
involves making Him exist’.13 It
is not the case that the existence
of God depends on our action –
for us His revelation is a matter
of the freely given – but it is in
our action that faith gives Him
a concrete face.

In the face of another person
who suffers an imperative pre-
sents itself to me, a command-
ment that I cannot ignore. This
is not an abstract imperative, a
general imperative such as that
espoused Kant, but a biblical
commandment: ‘Thou shalt not
kill’ (Deut 5:17), which could
also be understood as not al-
lowing your brother to die. This
commandment is illustrated in
the dialogue between God and
Cain: ‘Where is your brother?’
– ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’
(Gen 4:9). Cain believes that in
this way he can escape his re-
sponsibility towards his broth-
er, but God places him face to
face with his responsibility.
Thus in Genesis, this time,
however, addressing Noah,
God says: ‘of every man’s
brother I will require the life of
man’ (Gen 9:5). The face of
God, therefore, is in another
person who is defenceless,
without protection, and naked,14

and it solicits the commitment
of my will, my mind and my
body.

Another person, therefore,
becomes a provocation for my
selfishness, which, indeed,
would like to eliminate him, to
forget about him in order to be
absolute, given that the face of
another person is the bearer of
the commandment of God that I
would like not to be applied to
me. It is here that the note of
Emmanuel Levinas is pertinent
when he connects worship and
relationships with another per-
son.15 Worship renders glory to
God in proportion to it also be-
ing education of the instincts
and the will to bend to the

needs of our weak and power-
less neighbour with a view to
upholding his rights. It is this
dynamism of our heart towards
communion with God that is at
the base of the commitment of
Christian voluntary work. In-
deed, as has already been ob-
served, communion with God
necessarily takes place through
solidarity with one’s suffering
brother or sister.

3. Voluntary Work 
as an Expression of the 
Friendship-Concern 
of God in Relation to Man 

It is in this communion with,
or being anchored in, God, that
voluntary work finds its energy
and meaning: that of communi-
cating to another person what is
at the very base of our Christian
life – the communication of the
experience of the love of God
communicated to us in Jesus
Christ: ‘Silver and gold are not
mine to give, I give thee what I
can. In the name of Jesus Christ
of Nazareth, rise up and walk’
(Acts 3:4-8). And it is from this
experience that there springs
our generosity towards, and
solidarity with, those people
who suffer. This becomes in
turn a guiding compass in our
understanding of the world and
human events, and as such a
testing ground for the salvific
value of our faith. 

Indeed, for Christian faith
the whole of history is under-
stood as a dialogue, as a history
of the covenant between God –
who reveals His love in a his-
torical setting – and man who
decides in a historical setting
for faith or non-faith. It is in
history that the salvation of
man is played out. It is only
where man commits himself to
God and His revelation that sal-
vation reaches man in an effec-
tive way and that revelation be-
comes salvation. It is thus with-
in our history that our salvation
is played out.

Now this history reached its
eschatological fulfilment in the
God-man, Jesus Christ. In his
style of life he revealed the way
to man: a life carried out ac-
cording to the golden rule – ‘Do
to other men all that you would
have them do to you; that is the
law and the prophets.’16 This
rule takes up the formula of ac-

tion of Matthew 5:17: ‘I have
not come to set aside but to
bring to perfection ’

In Jesus is revealed the figure
of a man who becomes realised
only in a relationship with an-
other person, a relationship that
manifests a justice that goes be-
yond every form of justice (cf.
Mt 5:20) because it is based on
a relationship of love, even with
one’s enemy. Indeed, this rela-
tionship is measured beginning
with the way in which we form
a relationship with those who
are hungry and thirsty, with for-
eigners, with the homeless and
those without clothes, with pris-
oners, and above all else with
sick people (Mt 25:31-46).
Christian theology has thought
about this paradox of the ‘ex-
change of places’ within the
context of the doctrine on sal-
vation and redemption, em-
ploying the model of the ‘ad-
mirabile commercium’. This
doctrine is aware of the myste-
rious and intimate tie that ex-
ists between ‘esteem for one-
self’ (love for oneself) and
concern for others. Such a tie is
based upon the unity that exists
between the ‘irreplaceable na-
ture’17 of people and the re-
versibility of roles. This tie
brings out the element of free
giving that characterises volun-
tary work.

The Fathers of the Church
laid especial emphasis on free
giving as an element which is
characteristic of the Christian
life. This can be seen in their in-
terpretation of the words of
Christ: ‘If any man has a mind
to come my way, let him re-
nounce himself, and take up his
cross, and follow me’ (Mt
16:24). The renunciation of the
search for oneself, that is to say
detachment, should here be
placed in a Christological con-
text. One may observe that each
of the synoptic gospels tries to
bring out an aspect of these
words of Jesus. For Matthew,
Jesus is addressing his disci-
ples; for Mark and Luke, he is
addressing the crowd (Mk 8:34-
9, 1; Lk 9:23-27), that is to say
one is not dealing with a condi-
tion of life of only a few chosen
ones but the condition of life of
each and every Christian. Luke
places further emphasis on the
daily carrying of the cross. The
exegetic interpretation of this
sentence brings out, in fact, the
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Christological foundation of
voluntary work.

In the opinion of Schweizer,
in this passage from the Gospel
Jesus refers to the freedom that
must characterise his disciples
– ‘a freedom from oneself and
from all form of security,
whether material or expectation
of a heavenly reward, because
the accent is no longer placed
on one’s own self; a freedom,
therefore, that is possible only
where man abandons himself
totally to God.’18 The Fathers of

the Church interpreted this pas-
sage in a very rich sense with
regard to the understanding of
voluntary work.

The interpretation advanced
by Origen takes the ‘martyr’ as
the central key of understand-
ing. In his view, the passage
works to free us from the fear19

of totally dedicating ourselves
to Christ and thus to another
person rather than looking to
our own interests, to our own
self. Origen perceives the
Magna Carta of the Christian
life in this passage.20 Indeed, for
Origen the whole of our
thought and speech must be
such that we renounce our self,
we come down from our cen-
tres so as to make space for an-
other person. This is the path by
which to bear witness to
Christ.21 The aim is to come to
consider the other person as
ourselves and this is possible if
we faithfully follow Christ.

For Basil, this was real free-
dom, which in turn was the
transposition of our human
heart into heaven so that we can
say: ‘our homeland is in heav-
en’ (Phil 3:20),22 live beginning
with God, and therefore con-

template earthly reality begin-
ning with a relationship with
God. For Augustine as well, the
invitation to renounce oneself
refers to love.23 The same is true
of Gregory the Great,24 who
saw the purpose of self-renun-
ciation as life in Christ.

For Thomas Aquinas, man
must love himself25 where love
is understood as friendship, that
is to say caring about someone26

and as a unifying force. For this
reason, in the opinion of
Thomas Aquinas, the love with

which we love ourselves is an
internal law and a root of
friendship.27 In his commentary
on St. Matthew, Aquinas em-
phasises, however, that the per-
fection of love lies specifically
in renouncing things that be-
long to one, of one’s own will,
out of love for another person,
and finds in martyrdom the per-
fect expression of love, of hu-
mility, and the giving of one-
self.28 In discussing Aquinas,
we can therefore say that the el-
ements employed to form a ba-
sis for voluntary work can be
grasped through his conception
of friendship.

For Thomas Aquinas, friend-
ship requires communication, a
relationship.29 Indeed, in his
view, benevolence is based up-
on communion. To understand
this concept advanced by
Aquinas, we perhaps need to
pass through the Greek concept
of Koinonia found by Aquinas
in Aristotle. This is first of all a
community of persons who are
in communion and who gather
around a good that is common
to them. It refers at the same
time to the active communica-
tion that exists between people,

that mutual exchange that is es-
tablished by them around this
shared common good, bringing
about thereby what Aquinas
calls conversatio (cum versari:
living with), a certain form of
common life in which Aquinas
perceives the existence of the
essence of friendship.

To understand this commu-
nion, the Christian can use the
example of the ‘communio
sanctorum’. This Latin phrase
has two possible meanings:
sanctorum can be the genitive
plural of ‘sancti’ (saints, that is
to say the faithful, as is the case
with St. Paul – cf. Eph 2:19),
and thus one is referring to the
communion that exists between
the faithful; but it can also be
the genitive plural of ‘sancta’
(holy things) and the phrase
would then mean communion
with holy things (the sacra-
ments, grace, and God Him-
self). This latter meaning is at
the base of the former. And be-
cause Christians take part in
holy things, realities that are
common to them all, they can
form the communion of saints
which gathers around the Holy
Spirit. The good around which
friends gather itself has a cen-
tral place in the definition of
friendship.

For this reason, Aquinas dis-
cerns three kinds of friendship:
that based on interest and which
gathers together people who
want to achieve the same goal;
that based upon pleasure, a
pleasure that is sought together
and which people give to each
other; and lastly, friendship
based on virtue. For Aquinas,
the first two forms of friendship
are fragile because they always
run the risk of falling into avidi-
ty, into selfishness. Real friend-
ship for Aquinas is friendship
based on virtue. Although it is
important to know the common
good that is at the base of the
communion of friends, we also
need to know how to recognise
and to identify the good that
forms the foundation of friend-
ship.

At the base of friendship with
God, the foundation of charity
and Christian voluntary work,
is the fact that God communi-
cates his blessedness: ‘the God
who has called you into the fel-
lowship of his son, Jesus Christ
our Lord, is faithful to his
promise’ (I Cor 1:9). Charity is
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nothing else but love based on
this communion with God.
Charity is a certain kind of
friendship with God and man.30

For this reason we find written:
‘he who dwells in love dwells
in God, and God in him’ (1 Jn
4:16). It is the Holy Spirit who
makes us capable of this friend-
ship with God. He, in fact, in-
troduces us into the family of
God and places us so to speak
on the level of God, but it is in
heaven that this friendship with
God will find its perfect realisa-
tion.31 Charity, therefore, is not
any kind of friendship but the
love with which God is loved as
a subject of our blessedness. 
In other terms, God wants us to
be happy with the happiness
that He Himself is happy. Char-
ity is thus associated with the
good that is already possessed
amongst the three persons of
the Trinity, with their very life,
with their happiness, and makes
us share in their ineffable eter-
nal exchange.

In thus putting God’s love for
us as the foundation of our love
for Him, Aquinas presents our
love for our neighbour as based
upon such a love for God. We
love our neighbour on the basis
of the love that God has for us.32

To say that God is the very rea-
son for love of one’s neighbour
does not mean that one’s neigh-
bour should not be loved for
himself, but rather that we can
love him only within the hori-
zon of the love that God Him-
self has placed in our hearts.
Levinas expresses this point
very well when he affirms that
the referring to the Other in ab-
solute is a call to keep watch, a
watch that is responsibility to-
wards one’s neighbour,33 that is
to say placing ourselves in a
state ready to help another per-
son. For this reason, we can de-
fine the response of man to the
friendship-love of God in rela-
tion to Him as a movement to-
wards one’s neighbour.

This responsibility towards
one’s neighbour is nothing else
but moving out from one’s own
indifference in the face of the
cry of a suffering brother. I can-
not escape or hide in the face of
the suffering of another person
in his nakedness, who us with-
out a refuge or protection. My
responsibility towards him
means becoming aware of this
cry and trying to understand it.

This means keeping watch:
‘Keep watch, therefore, be-
cause you do not know the day
the Lord will come’ (Mt 24:42).
To be a neighbour to another
person means my responsibility
towards him, which prevents
me from answering like Cain:
‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ To
be a neighbour means to be
one’s brother’s keeper.

Universal brotherhood is the
name of this responsibility to-
wards one’s neighbour. Indeed,
when Abraham intervenes on
behalf of Sodom (Gen 18:27)
he defines himself in front of
God as ‘dust and ashes’, plac-
ing himself in solidarity with
everything that is dust and ash-
es, and even Moses asks
humbly: ‘What are we?’ (Ex
16:7)34 It is on this becoming
aware of our common human
condition and the need to live in
front of God that our fraternal
responsibility is based. To live
this life ‘coram Deo’ thus be-
comes being directed every day
towards keeping one’s gaze
fixed on, and attentive to, the
needs of those whom God calls
us to love. Our gaze fixed on
God thus directs us towards our
neighbour.

This friendship of charity
finds an exemplary expression
for St. Thomas Aquinas in the
family. This is the place when
love is experienced for the first
time and where it should be in-
tense, stable and strongest. This
lowering down of love of the
friendship of charity into a nat-
ural entity allows us to discern
various aspects of love. It can
be conjugal, maternal, paternal
or filial, but it is the family
which is always the place
where we experience love with
a special tenderness. For this
reason, Aquinas also speaks
about friendship with God in
terms of a familial exchange
between God and his friends.
With this location of friendship
in the family context we are
thus led back to the ecclesiolog-
ical foundation of voluntary
work.

4. Voluntary Work as an 
Expression of the Church 
as the Family of God

The free giving which char-
acterises voluntary work is
demonstrated best within a

Church that understands itself
as a family.35 Indeed, the conju-
gal or family relationship is
fundamentally characterised by
free giving. Each member is ir-
replaceable and cannot be ex-
changed with another member,
but at the same time each mem-
ber performs different roles for
the benefit of all the members
of the family. In love, in fact, it
is not so much reciprocity that
is of primary importance but
giving. It is not his merits or
qualities that render the other
person worthy of my love – he
is worthy solely because of the
fact that he is he. His value as a
person is absolute for me. Thus
in the family every member
acts spontaneously not only be-
cause of the role that is his, but
for the good of all the members
of the family. The concept of
reciprocity is not a fundamental
law; indeed, it is a sign of fear,
of the protection of one’s own
rights and interests and thus al-
ways runs the risk of falling in-
to a pure legalism. What really
characterises the family is the
spontaneity of its relationships,
their free giving. One acts and
one is involved for the good of
all the members of the family,
of the other person as such.

To express this free giving,
the Fathers of the Church em-
ployed the parable of the prodi-
gal son, and tried to distinguish
between mercenaries who act in
the hope of reward and children
who act in a selfless way solely
out of love for God.36 Clement
of Alexandria, when speaking
about the three stages of the
spiritual life, discerns ‘a first
level, which is that of being
moved to do justice out of fear
of punishment; a second level,
which is that of the hope that
moves us to act out of a wish
for better goods; and lastly, the
level of charity which ensures
perfection’.37 Of these three
motives for action, that is to say
fear of punishment, hope for a
reward, and charity that acts on-
ly to please God, the last is the
one to which Clement often re-
turns.38 Good should be desired
for what it is in itself, indepen-
dently of any reward.

For his part, St. Augustine
emphasises the fact that ‘even if
in a paradoxical way there was
no hope of a great good,
blessedness, we must persevere
voluntarily through the difficul-
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ties of the present struggle,
rather than allow the vices to
dominate within us’.39 One may
here remember the invitation of
St. Gregory the Great to see our
image in our neighbour: ‘Recte
enim species nostra dicitur
proximus noster quia in illo
cernimus quid ipsi sumus’.40 If
such great care is directed to-
wards our neighbour this is be-
cause he is the face of God, a
member of the same family of
God.

One of the reasons behind
this love which leads to selfless
commitment is membership of
the mystical body of Christ:
‘we love the others like are own
parts’.41 The image of the mysti-

cal body allows us to perceive
the point to which this real
identification of Jesus Christ
with our neighbour (the other
person) arrives: ‘you are
Christ’s body, organs of it de-
pending upon each other’ (1
Cor 12:27). The image of the
body does not cancel the singu-
larity of each member but bases
it in the relationship. It is in
union with Jesus that our rela-
tionships with our neighbour
are transformed and placed on
another plane. St. Augustine ex-
pressed this point well: ‘Et erit
unus Christus amans seipsum’
(it is Christ himself that one
loves’.42

Given that every believer is a
member of the body of Christ
and that each man is the image
and likeness of God, the Christ-
ian cannot but feel himself
called upon to give to each man
this sublime dignity every time
that such dignity is downtrod-
den. In voluntary work there is
thus expressed the mission of

the Church as a manifestation
of the love of God in history. In
voluntary work the Church
manifests herself as a sign and
sacrament (LG, 1) of Christ, in
whom is revealed the real face
of man (GS, 44:22). Along this
trajectory of an ecclesiology of
communion is placed not only
the figure of the bishop but also
every individual Christian who
makes of the Gospel a choice of
life and a commitment to trans-
form society, as is said in the
letter to Diognetes with its
statement to the effect that ever
Christian must be Providence
for the other person,43 thereby
bringing out the sacramental
character of the Christian. Vol-

untary work is to be located in
this domain of witnesses to the
faith in the silence of the suffer-
ing people of every day.

Placing voluntary work in
this Christological and ecclesi-
ological context brings out its
transcendence in relation to
everything that could simply be
mere humanism and social ac-
tivity directed towards making
up for the failings of the state,
and roots it specifically in the
interior of the Christian identi-
ty, which is fundamentally
characterised by concern for the
other person – the sign of the
love of God and thus an antici-
pation of his Kingdom.

Conclusion: 
the Kingdom of God and 
the Missionary Character
of Voluntary Work

In conclusion, we can say
that in Christian voluntary work
is to be found gospel-based

faith which manifests its public
character. Faith cannot be con-
fined to the privacy of a per-
son’s interior; it cannot be satis-
fied with being a private faith.
If it is a relationship with God,
the Other Person in absolute,
He is reachable only through
the absolute mediation of the
other person met on the path of
life. The needs of the poor of
Jehovah cannot be foreign to
him. And it is in this encounter
that there is a foretaste of the
encounter towards which faith
moves – communion with God.
It was for this reason that the
Scholastics declared: ‘fides in-
cohatio vita aeternae in nobis’.
In the act of solidarity towards
those who suffer is revealed, in
a particular way, something of
the Kingdom of God.

The Kingdom of God is an-
nounced in the anonymous dis-
cernment of God in suffering
men or in victims, whatever the
causes for their fall (Mt 25:31-
46). In our concern for such
people, voluntary work be-
comes a critical point in society
(which asks of the state not to
neglect its duties and not to
leave to subsidiary institutions
what it itself should do) and a
point of departure by which one
judges every project for society.
The Kingdom of God refers to
the eschaton. Now, the Christ-
ian eschaton is first of all an ex-
cess (surplus) because of the
advent of the Other, the God of
Jesus. This advent is more than
an ethical value and leaves a
mark within the existence of
believers.

Indeed, faith that expresses
itself in voluntary work is an
unconditional giving of oneself
to the Other without any type
expectation of any kind of reci-
procity; it is the pure expression
of free giving, of pure gift.
Hope places the path of faith in
a future of which we are not the
masters but which is in the
hands of the Other, who takes
care of every man. In faith
which works in charity we ex-
perience the God of Jesus as a
God who draws near to every
man without any repulsion and
see that every human face
refers back to original Love.
These three theological dimen-
sions (faith, hope and charity)
bring out in a more effective
way the free giving of volun-
tary work lived in faith. It bears
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witness to the fact that it is far
from every kind of utilitarian-
ism and opportunism. The
event of God is present where
His free giving (grace) gener-
ates faith, hope and charity; and
thus in the full opaqueness of
this world His Presence can be-
gin to well shine forth.

Prof. JUVÉNAL ILUNGA
MUYA

Profesor of Dogmatic Theology 
at the Pontifical Urbanian University,

Italy.
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‘Devotion cries: “Michelet
come out of the Church!”
It is true, although this alone is
something that devotion has not
seen,
That behind the church there is
man asking for help,
Who is dying, and to prevent
him from dying for loss of blood
We have to tear our cassocks
and make bandages to bind up
his wounds.

And the Pharisee passed by on
the other side...1

The gospel parable of the
Good Samaritan speaks about
the spiritual life, without which
the world would lose its bal-
ance; closed up in the objectivi-
ty of causes and effects it would
not have meaning. The mean-
ing of the world is freedom,
that is to say the person, and the
person is love. Everything be-
gins with that act of Freedom-
Love which is the act of cre-
ation. At the same time, every-
thing tends to this act, hoping to
be able to be saved. Thus there
is only one song in the Free-
dom-Love which is the Begin-
ning and the End of the world,
because to speak about the Be-
ginning and the End in any oth-
er way is impossible.

The gospel parables are this
song. They speak about the dra-
matic event of the gift of free-
dom to man. Opening up to this
gift, man exists in this world but
does not belong to it. Guided by
the desire for something greater
than everything that has been
created hitherto, he leaves the
world and even himself and
goes beyond the places that his
reason and his will can reach.
On this road, freedom takes him
and transforms him, revealing
to him his own name and his
composition – Love. There is
nothing strange in the fact,
therefore, that St. Augustine an-
swered the question ‘Quid sit
veritas’ with the answer ‘Vir qui
adest’. Truth is the Person who
communicates himself to man
in a way proportionate to how
he communicates himself to
those who ask him for a crumb

of faith, hope and charity. In
these three acts that link a per-
son to another person is re-
vealed to men that Freedom that
makes them – if one can express
the point thus – neighbours to
each other.

The covenant with the per-
sonal God, who is the God of
everyone without exception,
obliges man to constantly ex-
tend his covenant to others. He
should not circumscribe it with
ethnic, political, economic or
other kinds of constraints. A
covenant circumscribed in such
a way blocks the spiritual life of
man because it blocks his desire
for God. Spiritual paralysis
makes men incapable of what
Norwid calls ‘moral union’,
without which in society ‘there
are not even parties’ and those
that do exist ‘are like gangs or
polemical camps whose fire is
discord and whose reality is a
river of words’.2 Polemical
morality does not know man.
The more it is immersed in
learning the less it knows him.
Erudition knows nothing of the
fact that freedom is the meaning
of the world and that man is the
wish for this meaning.

It was precisely a lawyer who
asked Christ: ‘Master, what
must I do to inherit eternal life?
(Lk 10: 25ss). This question,
which was correct from the
point of view of scholarship,
which was still divinised by the
moderns just as the Law of the
Jews was divinised, draws away
from that drama which is the
human person, The lawyer does
not ask about the truth of eternal
life but the technique by which
it can be obtained. He anthropo-
morphises the Promise of free-
dom. He bends faith, hope and
love, which this Promise awak-
ens in man, to his own ‘polemi-
cal camp’. In the ‘fire of dis-
cord’, in the ‘river of words’,
faith, hope and love yield to the
technique of how to engage in
faith, hope and love according
to contemporary interests and
needs. This means that the gift
of freedom itself has been elim-
inated by the production of free-
dom. That great producer, the
cogito, every day offers a new

form of happiness, a new form
of freedom that is easier to use.

The evangelist says that the
lawyer put Christ ‘to the test’.
What test? Technical questions
require technical answers from
each of which there can emerge
some formal error. Perhaps the
lawyer wanted to demonstrate
to Jesus that his thought and
teaching, like the thought and
teaching of the learned, were
based upon arguments subject
to the criterion of a formal cor-
rectness that in reality can never
be fully attained.

The lawyer should have un-
derstood that Christ was not
providing a definition of man or
even a rule for behaviour. His
doctrine in itself had nothing to
do with erudition. It did not
grow because of the quantity of
its concepts but because it
demonstrated to man how irrev-
ocably marked he was by that
gift of Freedom which is God.
Christ simply revealed himself
and man by ‘doing good and
curing all’(Acts 10:38). In the
force that he emanated from his
presence, he revealed the mean-
ing of the world to others,
something that could not be ob-
tained by scholarly erudition.
What Jesus had said to his disci-
ples had certainly reached the
ears of the lawyer: ‘Blessed are
the eyes that see what you see; I
tell you there have been many
prophets and kings who have
longed to see what you see, and
never saw it, to hear what you
hear, and never heard it’ (Lk
10:30-34). The lawyer undoubt-
edly also knew the criticisms
that Jesus had levelled at the
Pharisees who scrupulously ob-
served the Law to the letter:
‘You are always courting the
approval of men, but God sees
your hearts; what is highly es-
teemed among men is an abom-
ination in God’s sight. The law
and the prophets lasted until
John’s time: since that time it is
the kingdom of heaven that has
its preachers, and all who will,
press their way into it’ (Lk
16:14-16). ‘Woe upon you, you
lawyers, for taking away with
you the key of knowledge, you
have neither entered yourselves,
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nor let others enter when they
would’ Specifically after this re-
buke, the lawyers ‘lay in wait
for him, hoping to catch some
word’ (Lk 11:52-53). The pres-
ence of the person for the per-
son is light. Scholarship does
not know how to read this pres-
ence and precisely for this rea-
son it locks itself up in letters,
cancelling the traces of this
presence from them.

Christ corrects the question
of the lawyer in a sensitive way,
and that question was: ‘Master,
what must I do to obtain eternal
life?’ Jesus does not rebuke him
for his ignorance and does not
load him with erudite argu-
ments, Life, in fact, and even
more eternal life, is not an ob-
ject that can be understood
through industry by one’s own
reasoning and one’s own hands.
The lasting happiness that man
desires embraces him in a way
that is proportionate to how he
himself comes to the other per-
son and converts himself to that
person with faith. Christ, there-
fore, sensitively introduces the
lawyer to this coming of the
person to the person, and enters
into dialogue with him.

Every dialogue begins with a
question which in substance
asks for a gift. ‘What’s the
time?’, I ask my neighbour. His
answer, if he is present in it for
me, emanates a light around us
that draws from the shadows the
truth of our persons in this
world. With this light, freedom
reveals itself and by enveloping
the whole world makes it beau-
tiful and manifests its transcen-
dent meaning. If there were no
questions, the world and our
lives would not be beautiful.

Jesus then asks the man what
the man already knows. He
wants to receive from him
something so that in turn he can
give him what he, Christ,
knows. Only he who knows
who to give also knows how to
receive. With the request for
some water, ‘Give me some to
drink!’ (Jn 4:7), Jesus intro-
duces the Samaritan woman in-
to the dialogue of gifts in which
she returns to herself marked
for always by the gift of free-
dom, and ceases to be an object
possessed by others. To the
lawyer who asks him how he
can obtain eternal life, Jesus
asks something that the lawyer
already knows: ‘What is it that
is written in the law? What is

thy reading of it?’(Lk 10:26). In
his answer, the lawyer quotes
the text of the Book of
Deuteronomy (6:5) and Leviti-
cus (19:18): ‘Thou shalt love
the Lord thy God with the love
of thy whole heart, and thy
whole soul, and thy whole
strength, and thy whole mind;
and thy neighbour as thyself’.
Then Jesus says something that
places their dialogue on another

plane: ‘Thou hast answered
right, he told him; do this, and
thou shalt find life’. (Lk 10:26-
28).

The eyes of learned men who
are held back by the scholarship
of their learning do not see what
is substantial in the words of
Scripture: the presence of the
Person. Their objectifying
thoughts condemn them to keep
quiet about God and this is be-
cause God is not an object. Not
knowing the Word by which
God speaks to man, they do not
know the Love that God is and
to which He calls man. Learned
men do not know this appeal.
For this reason, the command-
ment to love God brought out
by the words of Jesus, ‘Thou
has answered right... do this,
and thou shalt find life’, puts
them in a state of embarrass-
ment. The followers of scholar-
ship understand what loving
those beings who take the mea-
surable forms of objects means.
Indeed, they know how to cal-
culate reactions to the body, to
money or to a quotient of intel-
ligence. But they do not under-
stand what loving God totally,
and loving one’s neighbour as
oneself, means. This is because
scholarly thought says nothing
that is essential about the per-
son.

Is it possible for man to love
his neighbour as himself? Man
does not love himself in the
same way as he loves objects.
At times he even despises the
measurable objectivity of his
own being, but despite this fact
he does not cease to love it and
he wants to raise himself higher.
In love for one’s neighbour is it
possible to raise oneself above
his objectivity, which often

shouts out and more than once
generates a sense of disgust?

Wanting to ‘prove himself
blameless’, the lawyer asks Je-
sus: ‘And who is my neigh-
bour?’ (Lk 10:29). He asks
about his neighbour in the same
way as he asks about the objects
with which and for which he
makes other objects as he wish-
es. He asks what kind of an ob-
ject a man must be to be his
neighbour. His ethical activism
selects man. While he con-
demns his ‘neighbours’ to life
he condemns ‘foreigners’ to
death.

For the Jews, ‘neighbours’
were the members of the
Covenant that God had made
with their fathers, but without
doubt Christ sowed a doubt in
their minds by recalling the fact
that sinners and pagans also
love those who love them (cf.
Lk 6:32-33) and that God does
not divide men into ‘those who
belong to him’ and ‘outsiders’
(cf. Mt 5:45). If God were to di-
vide men in this way, love
would be at the same time ha-
tred, and freedom would be
slavery. In addition, experience
tells us that what separates us
from ‘outsiders’ separates us
from those ‘who belong to God’
and in the end also separates us
from ourselves. Those who do

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002



31

not love their enemies sooner or
later will hate their friends. In-
deed, they will become their
own enemies.

In addressing himself to the
question about ‘neighbours’,
Christ narrates that event that is
the person. In the parable of the
Good Samaritan there takes
place the drama of which we are
the actors, and the actors every
day. ‘A man who was on his
way down from Jerusalem to
Jericho fell in with robbers, who
stripped him and beat him, and
went off leaving him half dead.
And a priest, who chanced to be
going down by the same road,
saw him there and passed by on
the other side. And a Levite
who came there saw him, and
passed by on the other side. But
a certain Samaritan who was on
his travels, saw him and took
pity at the sight; he went up to
him and bound up his wounds,
pouring oil and wine into them,
and so mounted him upon his
beast and brought him to an inn,
where he took care of him. And
next day he took out two silver
pieces, which he gave to the
inn-keeper, and said, Take care
of him, and on my way home I
will give thee whatever else is
owing to thee for thy pains’ (Lk
10:30-35).

Every man finds himself in
the situation of that man who ‘on
his way down from Jerusalem
to Jericho... fell in with rob-
bers’. They have wounded his
body and his spirit. Evil has
stopped him and interrupted his
journey; the spiritual life of this
man has experienced a paraly-
sis; in him doors have closed in
front of the gift of freedom; his
personal dignity has undergone
a deformation. Evil has derided
the poverty of his ‘I am’, bend-
ing him towards ‘I have’, and
this has weakened the man’s
obedience to truth and has made
him inclined towards lying. 

However, not everything
within the man has been elimi-
nated. The desire to live keeps
him alive, despite everything,
according to that truth that evil
has not been able to cancel from
his Memory. ‘Half dead’ from
his wounds, he implores those
who pass by to stop and to pour
charity, faith and hope on those
wounds, through their presence.

Each one of us is attacked
and wounded by evil, but at the
same time each one of us passes
by other ‘half dead people’. In

the depths of our desire to wish
notwithstanding everything,
each one of us hears the call to
stop and to be present of those
who, after being wounded by
evildoers, are beside us on the
road that leads from Jerusalem
to Jericho. What does the word
‘neighbour’ mean in this kind of
situation?

In the parable, the priests and
the Levite do not stop at the
side of the man who needed
their help. It may be presumed
that they were going to Jericho
to celebrate religious rites in
the temple. They cast a glance
at the wounded man and passed
by on the other side. The treat-
ment of the wounds of people
in dire circumstances was not a
part of their offices. In addition,
the law that defended their pu-
rity as priests and Levites, un-
derstood in a shallow way, pro-
hibited them from touching
corpses. But if one does not
touch a ‘half dead person’, run-
ning the risk thereby of being
contaminated by his blood,
how can that person be distin-
guished from the person who is
‘totally dead’? Deciding about
such a risk can only be taken by
a person who loves another
person as himself, that is to say
by a person who, with his own
wish to be despite everything,
embraces another man precise-
ly when that man is about to
meet his death. Only violent
people know existential truth
because only they are able to
penetrate it.

The priest and the Levite
work in a calm and effective
way. In order not to be bothered
they are not present, not even
for each other. For their lives,
which have been made func-
tional, the presence of the per-
son for the person has no impor-
tance. Indeed, compassion for,
and suffering with, a man who
asks for a little kindness means
for such people a loss of time
and energy. They do not stop
near to those who do not func-
tion with them. They believe
that their conduct is justified by
the dead need to reach some
place or other in time. Their
dead eyes do not see that the
truth, which is entrusted as a
task to man and is the meaning
of life, comes not in Jericho but
in that event which is the en-
counter with another man and
that gift of love that the system
can neither plan nor foretell.

There is no difference be-
tween the inn-keeper and the
priest and the Levite. We do
now know if the inn-keeper be-
longs to the same Covenant that
they belong to. We can only be
certain that, like them, he is
hindered by his functions, al-
though there is a difference:
these functions are dictated by
the desire for money. He helps
the wounded man, but he is
paid to do this.

In the parable, therefore, we
have three figures who have
been made slaves by the totali-
tarianism of functions. The
Samaritan alone is free.

He is going to Jericho as
well. He passes the same unfor-
tunate man. ‘When he saw him
he felt pity for him’. He did not
ask whether he was a Jew or a
Samaritan. If he had been a Jew,
the Samaritan, for him, would
have been an ‘outsider’ and this
because he worshipped God in
another way. For him, personal-
ly, that poor man was an enemy
– this, indeed, was how the
Samaritans saw the Jews. But
the emotion provoked by the
sight of wounded humanity led
the Samaritan to go beyond reli-
gious, ethnic and political dif-
ferences. In the suffering of the
other person was revealed to
him the unlimited greatness of
the truth about man and it was
this greatness and not his
thoughts that moved him. The
Samaritan was distant from sen-
timentalism. The officials were
different: they were moved
solely by their own accounts of
suffering and only in... Jericho.

Man is moved when faced
with the man who says: ‘From
the depths I cry to you... hear
my voice!’ (Ps 130:1-2); he is
not moved, however, by his
functions. These at the most can
surprise him at that moment.
The moved Samaritan feels
com-passion for the wounded
passer-by whom he does not
know. The Samaritan co-suffers
with him. The wounds of the
poor man become his wounds.
In these wounds these two peo-
ple grow together within a
whole, they con-crescunt,
thanks to which their mutual
knowledge and their actions be-
come con-crete (from the Latin
con-cretum, the past participle
of con-crescere). The truth of
their humanity takes place with-
in them, in their shared suffer-
ing, becoming for them evi-
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dence that requires from them
the mutual fraternal care of each
other. On the basis of this truth,
known by both of them, the
Samaritan and that ‘a man’
make up a society that is free of
prejudices and in which func-
tions are not of primary impor-
tance.

The Samaritan who experi-
ences com-passion does not di-
rect himself according to the
formalism of thought about
himself and other people. He
does not follow his own
thoughts but that ‘half-dead
man’ and he reaches him at an
increasing pace. To a certain ex-
tent, he abandons the interests
that he has in Jericho and runs
the risk of losing something
there. He frees himself and this
allows him to draw near to the
man who is asking for help. The
Samaritan turns to, indeed con-
verts to, the ‘I am’ of the other
man, and the other man, leading
him, reminds him of what it
means to be a person, Specifi-
cally for this reason, the Samar-
itan does not change the exist-
ing structures – he changes him-
self. The change in structures is
a consequence of the change in
man. In converting himself, the
Samaritan does not abandon his
own ‘I have’, yet he does not
connect with it to grow. He and
his ‘having’ do not become con-
cretum. Freed from the ‘having’
that ties him to Jericho, the ‘I
am’ of the Samaritan reveals it-
self and becomes itself in serv-
ing the ‘I am’ of the man who
has been attacked by evil. Their
cry, ‘I am you and you are me’,
has a divine ring because it is
‘in the image and likeness’ of
the cry that constitutes the
Trinitarian life of God. In other
words, the communion of per-
sons begins with com-passion,
and this has nothing to do with
the specific associations of pos-
session.

The ‘I am’ of the Samaritan
watches over things. In his trav-
elling bag he carries oil, wine,
and bandages to bind up the
bodies of wounded people. And
in his heart he carries compas-
sion, with which he binds up the
wounds of their souls. It is no
accident that Christ used this
parable of the figure of the
Samaritan. In Hebrew the word
‘Samaritan’ (shomeronin) means
‘steward’. During the period of
exile in Babylonia of the people
of Southern Palestine, the inhab-

itants of the northern part of the
country thought that they had
been entrusted with the steward-
ship of the real faith. Indeed,
they saw themselves as the
‘Samaritans’ of the faith.

The caring compassion of the
Samaritan does not end with an
act that is engaged in only once.
He offers his own time and his
own goods to the man in need.
After attending to his wounds
he takes him to an inn, pays for
him and for himself (two silver
pieces), and promises that he
will return and refund the inn-
keeper for any expenses, if this
should prove necessary. He
promises the wounded man that
he will return and the wounded
man with his own hope promis-
es the Samaritan that he will
wait for him. In the connection
of the promise of the Samaritan
with the hope of the wounded
man is born an interpersonal
covenant without which all oth-
er covenants would be only a
‘river of words’. The loyalty of
the free Samaritan frees the
poor man from the inn-keeper,
who is a functionary, and the
hope that he gives to the Samar-
itan makes him into the
Promised Land. A new life and
new happiness begin within
both of them when they say to
each other: ‘with all my soul,
with all my strength, and with
all my mind’, ‘I am you and you
are me’.

The covenant of the compas-
sionate promise and the trusting
hope is not to be found in an ob-
ject that is bought and pos-
sessed once and for all. The
promise and the hope ally with
each other again every day, and
were this not to happen they
would no longer be a promise
and a hope. Their covenant
takes place. It takes place in a
dramatic fashion both in the
Samaritan and in the poor
wounded man. At times, indeed,
the promise and the hope ‘dis-
solve’ each other. Then both fall
victim to those formal struc-
tures that work for the mutual
exploitation of men, who are
made fragile by aggressive evil.
both of them behave as though
they were ‘dissolved’.

‘Which of these, think thou,
proved a neighbour to the man
who had fallen in with rob-
bers?’ The lawyer replied: ‘He
that shewed mercy on him’. Je-
sus then said to him: ‘Go thy
way, and do thou likewise’ (Lk

10:36-37). The lawyer must
have realised that Christ had
overturned his scholarly vision
of life. Man should not look for
his neighbour amongst other
men. He himself must become a
neighbour to them. The ques-
tion ‘who is my neighbour?’
must give way to the question
‘Am I a neighbour to others?’ In
directing the question to who
his neighbour is, man asks a
question about his own holi-
ness. Holy Scripture speaks
specifically about this with the
words of the Commandment:
‘love thy neighbour as thyself!)
(Lev 19:18).

For a man, the way to true
life is another man. His Samari-
tan-like presence for others,
which contains nothing in it that
is akin to performing a role,
leads them back to life. ‘Lord if
thou hadst been here, my broth-
er would not have died’ (Jn
11:21), Martha says to Jesus,
the same woman who had com-
plained to him about her sister,
who, instead of helping her, re-
mained seated to listen to his
words. The presence of the per-
son removes from misery those
who do not have anyone to turn
to. The covenant is the negation
of misery. Only the person can
bring back the person to health;
the person is the happiness of
the person. Happiness pene-
trates those who follow each
other in a reciprocal way -
when, that is to say, everybody
is at one and the same time a
promise and a hope, a merciful
and poor Samaritan who begs
for help. In the dialogue be-
tween the promise and the hope,
they each carry each other’s
burdens and thus follow the law
of Christ (cf. Gal 6:2).

We must, therefore, with care
and in a way that follows the
Samaritan, turn our ears to
where this call comes from: fol-
low me! Sequere mi!, in this di-
rection there is happiness. This
alone man can do, the rest is
grace. But this turning of his
ears, also, is not something that
is easy for him. The temptation
to make happiness the object of
his own actions, and the tempta-
tion to reduce the question of ‘a
neighbour’ to a matter of per-
sonal choice, obscure for him
the truth that man is sent to oth-
ers and that, therefore, his mis-
sion is to be a neighbour to oth-
ers, by which, indeed, his being
is irrevocably marked.
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The appeal of the ‘half-dead
man’ who calls on passers-by to
be his neighbour penetrates in-
side them and it rings out in a
harmonious way coinciding
with the voice of conscience. In
calling them to work formed by
love, and to love that is fulfilled
in work, the appeal of the man
attacked by evil and the voice of
conscience introduce those who
follow the way of life to the
very act of the creation of man.
In this act, indeed, God joins
love with work and in this total-
ity shows to man the personal
identity that is entrusted as a
task to his love and work: ‘Be

fruitful... fill the earth and sub-
due it’ (Gen 1:28). The call that
comes from another man and
the voice of conscience awaken
man to life. When man breaks
this whole, when, that is, he
loves without working and
works without loving, the voice
of conscience and the voice of
he who asks for help became
the pained voice of the ‘half
dead’ identity of his person.

We are all ‘half dead’. On the
road on which evil has waylaid
us and wounded us, is there
someone walking who is in the
full sense of the term a Samari-
tan?

Let us not forget that Christ,
through the parable of the Good
Samaritan, answers the question
of the lawyer about the way to
be followed to obtain eternal
life. The parable teaches us that
this way, although it is not the
same as the road that leads to
Jericho, begins on it and man
builds it on that road.

Another person is the life of
the person. The eternal life of
the human person can only be
the Person of God. For this rea-

son, only God can point out to
man the way that leads to His
House. However, he should
with an act of pure freedom – a
‘voluntary act’ as C.S. Lewis
says – enrol in the ward of the
‘half dead’. He should not only
set off on the way where man is
to be found but also place him-
self next to him and with him;
indeed, more than this, he
should implore a drop of oil and
wine from passers-by that the
man learns above all else to ask.
The parable of the Good Samar-
itan is the song of the need of
God to descend from the City
on the hill – His Jerusalem; it is

a song about the Mystery of the
Incarnation. It is significant that
Christ responded to the accusa-
tion made by the Jews, ‘thou art
a Samaritan, and thou art pos-
sessed’, by denying only the
second part of the accusation: ‘I
am not possessed... it is because
I reverence my Father that you
have no reverence for me’ (Jn
8:48-49). From the context it
follows that Christ saw himself
as a ‘Steward’, a ‘Samaritan’, of
what he had seen in the house of
the Father (cf. Jn 8:38ss), and
there he saw Love full of Work
and Work full of Love ‘in the
image and likeness’ of which,
man is created every day (cf. Jn
1:26 and 28).

Christ, the Son of the living
God, makes himself a neigh-
bour to man in order to vivify
him with the divine Presence af-
ter the mysterious and tragic ex-
perience of sin. After taking on
himself in his own Divinity all
that is human, with the excep-
tion of sin, he does not hold
back from linking his own Di-
vinity with the humanity of the
human person afflicted by evil.

The wounds that exhaust man
have covered him to such a
point that even he, the Son of
God, is forced to ask passers-by
for a little oil and wine of the
merciful presence. In becoming
man, he entered to such an ex-
tent into the acute poverty of the
human condition that ‘many
were amazed at him’ (Is 52:14).
‘His nature, is from the first, di-
vine, and yet he did not see in
the rank of Godhead, a prize to
be coveted: he dispossessed
himself, and took the nature of a
slave, fashioned in the likeness
of men, and presenting himself
to us in human form; and then
he lowered his own dignity, ac-
cepted an obedience which
brought him to death on a cross
(Phil 2:6-8). ‘Jesus will search
out company and comfort from
men... But he will not receive
them because his disciples will
sleep. Jesus will be about to
meet death until the end of the
world: there should be no sleep
until that moment... Do you
want to always cost me the
blood of my humanity without
shedding tears’.3 Can you not
shed even a tear ‘in the image
and likeness’ of the blood shed
by my body?

Every day, tired by the jour-
ney, Christ sits beside a Jacob’s
well and waits for one of the
passers-by to give him a little
healthy water. ‘Give me to
drink!’ he asks the Samaritan
woman, without paying heed to
the fact that in this way he is
coming into conflict with the
Jews, who, instead, exclude her
from their covenant with God.
She even asks him in amaze-
ment ‘How is it that thou, who
art a Jew, dost ask me, a Samar-
itan, to give thee to drink?’ (Jn
4:6-9). The Samaritan woman
gives him water to drink and he
gives her everything: he re-
stores to her that holiness which
is freedom. Now, she, too, ‘go-
ing down’ to her own city, will
make herself a neighbour to
others ‘in the image and like-
ness’ of the Good Samaritan,
who says to everyone: ‘Go on
they way, and do thou like-
wise!’. Now she, too, sent by
the Samaritan, will care for the
wounds of those who are at-
tacked by evil.

Making oneself a neighbour
to another man means to watch
with Christ. ‘My soul, he said,
is ready to die with sorrow: do
you abide here, and watch with

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002



34

me?’ (Mt 26:38), Christ asked
Peter, James and John in the
garden of Gethsemane. But they
did not make themselves his
neighbour. Jesus did not fail to
express his sadness to them,
brought about by their absence.
‘Have you no strength, then, to
watch with me even for an
hour? Watch and pray, that you
may not enter into temptation’
(Mt 26:40-41). Peter, James and
John passed by Christ when he
was about to meet his death in
the same way as the priest and
the Levite also passed by. Not
moved by his suffering, they
went on sleeping at a time when
he very much wanted someone
to feel com-passion for him. If
the Father were not merciful... 

Where men pass by with in-
difference, like the priest and
the Levite did, societies are very
impoverished. Like ‘gangs and
polemical camps’, very impov-
erished societies are to be de-
fined by their negation of other
societies, seeing such negation
as their freedom. It is not easy
to make oneself a neighbour to
other people in a very impover-
ished age, which this post-mod-
ern age is. The great poverty of
this time comes from the fact
that the shadows of truth have
been placed amongst men, that
is to say, lies. With these, the
cogito covers the eyes of man
so that he cannot see the men
who ask beneficial com-passion
from him. There weakens in
him that memory of having
been sent to them. To become a
neighbour to others has for him
become just one of many op-
tions. In not answering the call
of others, he lives irresponsibly,

and this makes him fall into
loneliness. He does what he
himself thinks and thinks what
he himself does. He has nobody
to go to, and this is his great
poverty and the great poverty of
that period of time during which
he travels down the road that
leads to Jericho.

Will the third millennium be
a very impoverished time?
Everything depends on whether
in the society of the third mil-
lennium there are Samaritans
who know how to have com-
passion for, and know how to
co-suffer with, other people,
thus ensuring within that soci-
ety that the indifference of
priests and Levites does not end
up by having the last word. It is
the quality of the presence of
the Church in society that will
decide if the third millennium is
to be a very poor time or not.
Without doubt, the Church is in
society because of the presence
within her of the Good Samari-
tan, who is Christ coming down
from the City on the hill. The
presence of Christ makes men
ready to be moved and to co-
suffer, without which society
becomes transformed into a
mass led by priests and Levites
who, ‘absorbed’4 by their inter-
ests in Jericho, pass by with in-
difference, and at times even
with hostility, at the side of the
‘half dead’ man. This presence,
however, can disappear of the
tears of disciples is not mixed
with the blood of the Master.

‘Sleep and take your rest
thereafter: as I speak the time
draws near when the Son of
Man is to be betrayed into the
hands of sinners. Rise up, let us

go on our way; already, he that
is to betray me is close at hand’
((Mt 26:45-46). This is the situ-
ation characteristic of a very
impoverished time. The disci-
ples are weighed down by
sleep, and only Christ watches.
He enters their very poor time
and heals the wounds that have
been inflicted by evil that be-
trays. The more their time is
very poor, the greater within it
is the Samaritan presence of
Christ. This presence frees them
from that presence of the priests
and Levites which is in every
man, and by which they contra-
dict the Church and society.

In the evening of life we will
be judged not on the basis of the
fact that we have reached Jeri-
cho but on whether we have
made ourselves a neighbour to
the others on the road that leads
to Jericho, that is to say whether
we have lived ‘in the image and
likeness’ of the Samaritan who
‘went about doing good, and
curing all’ (Acts 10:38). We will
be judged according to whether
or not we have allowed the
Freedom of God to come for-
ward in us, that God who, in the
act of His creation, revealed
Himself to be Love and Work,
and in the act of His Son which
healed the wounds of the cre-
ation, showed Himself to be
Mercy and Healing.

Prof. STANISLAW GRYGIEL,
Professor of Philosophical 

Anthropology at the
John Paul II Institute for the Study 

of Marriage and the Family,
the Pontifical Lateran University,

Rome, Italy.

Notes
1 C.K. NORWID, ‘Fraszka(!)/II/’, in

Pisma wszystkie, I, Warsaw, 1971, p.
168.

2 C.K. NORWID, ‘G is niedawno do
wychod-tw polskiego przyby-ego
artysty’, in Pisma wszystkie, VII, War-
saw, 1973, PIW, p. 8.

3 B. PASCAL, Thoughts, 736 (The Sec-
ond Mystery of Jesus)

4 Cf. note 1.
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Curriculum

Following a ‘missionary ide-
al’ embodied in Mother Teresa
of Calcutta, and after medical
studies and a specialisation in
infectious diseases carried out
and finished with that perspec-
tive in mind, I worked for a
year in Guatemala (1994-5) as
a voluntary medical doctor in a
clinic run by a Domenican mis-
sion. I then worked in Angola
(1997) where I engaged in fea-
sibility studies for health care
projects in war zones for the
CUAMM. Subsequently, in
Tanzania (1998), I worked as a
clinical specialist in infectious
diseases in the paediatric ward
of a rural hospital in the
province of Iringa. This was
once again for the CUAMM. I
then worked in Mozambique
(1999-2001) as an AIFO med-
ical doctor in Nampula where I
followed the leprosy and tuber-
culosis programmes and sup-
ported the basic health care
programmes, in addition to en-
gaging in small initiatives of a
socio-health care character, to-
gether with the missionaries in
the local area.

Activity in Mozambique

This involved support for the
national leprosy and tuberculo-
sis programme in the province
of Nampula, as well as partici-
pation in basic health care pro-
grammes. I was also engaged
in the provision of health care
in the civil prison of Nampula.
The micro-projects I took part
in were: the ADEMO (Associ-
açao Deficientes Moçambi-
cos), AIDS (the Acquired Im-
munodeficiency System), and
‘Wheelchairs’.

Leprosy/Tuberculosis

Leprosy remains a problem
for public health in Mozam-
bique (14/10,000 against
1/10,000, WHO 2000). Despite

the forms of treatment used to
cure Hansen’s disease, this ill-
ness is still extremely wide-
spread, even in its most ad-
vanced manifestations (grade 2
deformities).

At the same time the situa-
tion of tuberculosis continues to
be dramatic and there has been
an increase in the number of
cases of this illness parallel to
the spread of AIDS (at the pre-
sent time 16% of the population
are affected by this malady).

As an AIFO medical doctor,
I was engaged in the activity
connected with the study-plan-
ning of measures for the lep-
rosy/TB programme; activity
directed towards the training of
medical doctors, nurses, and
voluntary workers; the super-
vising of districts for the moni-
toring of activity, visits to pa-
tients in very difficult situa-
tions; and health care educa-
tion. This supervision allowed
close contact with people in the
villages and allowed us to dis-
cover the simplicity of their
values and of their lives, the re-
ality of poverty where ‘poverty
means nothing’. A rehabilita-
tion project was considered in
order to favour the surgical and
physiotherapeutic rehabilita-
tion of patients with leprosy
who had reversible injuries and
for other kinds of disabled peo-
ple (for example those mutilat-
ed by war wounds). This pro-
ject should commence at the
beginning of 2002.

Prison

My activity of providing
health care to prisoners in the
civil prison of Nampula began
after access was granted to the
prison because of the need to
identify those suffering from
tuberculosis within the peniten-
tiary. Shocked by the condi-
tions of extreme precariousness
in hygiene and health care
terms that were to be found
there, the AIFO granted me
funds to set up a small ‘health

corner’ (a very small clinic) in-
side the prison. This small bud-
get also allowed the purchase
of drugs and medicines, and the
heads of the prison assured me
that there would be a subse-
quent provision of such materi-
als as well as the employment
of a nurse. In this way continu-
ity over time and self-sufficien-
cy were guaranteed. For me
this was a new and beautiful
human experience which al-
lowed me to know about the re-
alities of the prison from inside
its walls. The young men who
were in the cells were there in
80% of cases because of acts of
petty theft; they had to wait for
a trial for years (even 2-3) only
to then discover that were giv-
en a prison sentence lasting a
few months. 

In the prison there were situ-
ations like those to be found in
a concentration camp – there
were numerous cases of malnu-
trition and above all examples
of the violation of human rights
by the police in their treatment
of the prisoners. The denuncia-
tion of such a reality was per-
haps imprudent and from cer-
tain points of view dangerous
as well – the risk was that one
would be expelled from the
country. A broad plan was then
studied (by the MLAL and the
AIFO together) of a social
character which involved en-
gaging in work activities (agri-
culture, pastoral farming),
courses in literacy and profes-
sional courses, with a parallel
integration of these young men
into society. This will be a
MAE project which should be-
gin at the beginning of 2002.
Personally, for me this was an
experience which reached its
high point during the Christ-
mas celebrations when a chick-
en lunch was organised for all
the prisoners (the AIFO bul-
letin, December 1999).

Micro-projects

Other small activities were
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engaged in as part of joint-ac-
tion with the ADEMO, a local
non-governmental organisa-
tion of war victims, people
who had been struck by polio,
and mine victims, which
makes sandals for lepers. In
January 2001 a training course
for cobblers was held so as to
improve the quality of the san-
dals. Another Combonian-
AIFO initiative was the micro-
project ‘wheelchairs of happi-
ness’ which received funds
from private friends (Chicago):
wheelchairs were bought for
handicapped people who lived
on the streets. There was also a
project involving the ‘Amigos
SIDA’: a group of voluntary
workers was created, including
AIDS victims, who were
taught about the illness in order
to sensitise the population by
providing their witness and
sharing their knowledge about
the affliction. A fund was set
up for families who experience
the difficulties of this illness
and have major economic
problems in order to help them
in the purchase of (essential)
drugs and medicines and in sit-
uations of emergency.

Questions

To speak about ‘voluntary
work’ is to deal with something
that is very complicated and
beyond my expertise. In my
daily life I constantly ask my-
self and wonder whether we
are doing everything that is
possible as individuals, as a
country, and as a Church. I ask
myself how much our solidari-
ty is real and how much it is
merely apparent, how much it
is selfish. Often I ask myself if
my involvement and that of
others like me or like you who
work in the field of co-opera-
tion in favour of the so-called
developing countries has a
meaning, if it is useful and for
whom. To be a voluntary
worker is a challenge which is
not in the least easy and which
is often discouraging. The im-
pact of certain realities of ex-
treme poverty, of illnesses that
are scourges such as AIDS
which when seen on the
ground appear to have no
prospects of being countered,
generates despair and produces
pessimists. But experiences

such as the one I had in that
prison (a mega-project from a
micro-project), the results that
are gradually being achieved in
the field of leprosy, or the emo-
tion produced by the wheel-
chairs of happiness, are en-
couraging and generate trust
and hope. But perhaps the most
encouraging aspect and from
certain points of view the most
meaningful and true, is the re-
alisation that consciences
change and develop. 

The sensitisation of people
gives its fruits, and on this
point I would like to take ad-
vantage of this occasion to pre-
sent the Charter of Peoples for
Health, which was signed in
December in Gonoshasthaya
Kendra in Bangladesh when
1,453 participants from 92
countries met to discuss health
as a right, as a matter of justice,
and applied pressure so that the
(utopian?) goal of the World
Health Organisation, ‘health
for all by the year 2000’, which
was not remotely reached and
drawn near to (please forgive
the notes of pessimism), would
be placed in the right point in
the agenda for development. It
is certainly the case that health
is a right, but it is also and
above all else an economic and
political question. If the inter-
ests of the powerful are not
challenged, if the political and
economic priorities are not
changed, healing a person suf-
fering from leprosy will be to
no avail if he or she then dies of
AIDS or tuberculosis…or even
worse of malnutrition…The
Charter of Peoples for Health
launches the challenge of

health as a right, asking every-
one, the World Health Organi-
sation, non-governmental or-
ganisations, and all of us, to
take the side of the least
amongst us. The AIFO is pro-
moting this Charter and asks all
of us to subscribe to it.

To conclude this paper, de-
spite doubts and questions I
have never thought of changing
the decision I made: what I do I
like doing, it makes be feel
good, it makes me feel useful,
independently of the fact that I
am up to it or not. To be a vol-
untary worker for me is not on-
ly a question of ‘heart’ or a
‘good heart’. For me it is also a
question of justice, of solidari-
ty, which is not a matter of pity
but of compassion. Respect for
the dignity of man or of the
poor requires a struggle which
at times is also an angry one,
but this does not mean that it
should be violent. It should be
a strong struggle in which one
believes. Quite apart from
whether one is a believer or
not, whether one is religious or
not, I believe that to love one’s
neighbour as oneself is to
recognise who this neighbour
is and to be with him or her for-
ever. This is one of the many
ways to love God. It is what I
chose. In a world in which war
and hatred continue to be de-
clared, to be on the side of the
least amongst us through vol-
untary work is a cry of peace
and love which does not sur-
render.

Dr. VINCENZA LORUSSO,
AIFO Voluntary Worker in

Mozambique.
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My name is Analena Tonelli.
I was born in Forlì in Italy on 2
April 1943. I have worked in
health care for thirty years but I
am not a medical doctor. I
graduated in law in Italy. I have
a qualification to teach English
in Kenyan high schools. I have
certificates and diplomas in the
control of tuberculosis from
Kenya; in tropical and commu-
nity medicine from England;
and in the care and treatment of
leprosy from Spain. I left Italy
in January 1969. Since then I
have lived serving Somalis.
These have been thirty years of
sharing. In fact, I have always
lived with them, apart from
small interruptions spent in
other countries which I could
not avoid. I decided to be for
other people – the poor, the suf-
fering, the abandoned, the
unloved – when I was a little
girl and this is what I have been
and will continue to be until the
end of my life. I wanted to fol-
low only Jesus Christ. Nothing
else interested me so strongly:
he and the poor in him. For
him, I chose radical poverty,
even though poor like a real a
poor person, the poor of which
my days are full, I could never
be. I live at the service of others
without a name, without the se-
curity of a religious order,
without belonging to any or-
ganisation, without pension
payments being paid on my be-
half for when I am old. I did
not marry because this is what I
chose with joy to do when I
was young. I wanted all of my-
self to be for God. I have
friends who have helped me
and my people for thirty years.
Everything that I have done I
have been able to do thanks to
them, above all to my friends
of the Committee for the Fight
against Hunger in the World
based in Forlì. Naturally, I have
other friends in other parts of
the world. It could not be other-
wise. The needs are great. I
thank God for having given
them to me and for continuing

to give them to me. We are one
thing in two breaches that are
different in appearance but the
same in substance – we are
fighting to ensure that the poor
can be raised from the dust and
freed, we are fighting so that all
men can be one. I left Italy af-
ter six years of service to the
poor in one of the slums of my
city of birth, the children of the
local foundling hospital, the
mentally handicapped children
and the victims of major trau-
mas of a family home, and the
poor of the third world, thanks
to the activity of the Committee
for the Fight Against Hunger in
the World, which I had helped
to establish. 

I thought that I could not
give of myself totally if I
stayed in my own country: the
boundaries of my action
seemed to me so tight, so suffo-
cating. I soon understood that
one can serve and love every-
where, but by now I was in
Africa and I felt that God had
brought me there and there I
stayed with joy and gratitude. I
left committed to ‘crying out
the Gospel with my life’, fol-
lowing on from Charles de
Foucauld, who had ignited my
existence. Thirty years later I
cry out the Gospel with my life
alone and burn with the desire
to continue to cry it out until
the end. This is my basic moti-
vation, together with an uncon-
querable passion, which I have
always had, for those who are
wounded and reduced without
deserving such a fate, beyond
considerations of race, culture
and faith. I try to live with ex-
treme respect for ‘those’ that
the Lord has given me. Where
possible I have adopted their
style of life. I live a very mod-
est life in my housing, my food,
my means of transport, and my
clothes. I spontaneously aban-
doned Western habits. I have
looked for dialogue with other
people. I have given care, love,
loyalty and passion. I hope the
Lord will forgive me if the

words I have spoken are on too
great a scale.

I have almost always lived
with the Somalis, first with the
Somalis of the North-West of
Kenya, and then with the So-
malis of Somalia. I live in a
world that is rigidly Muslim.
The only friars and sisters who
have been present in Somalia,
who were there from the times
of Mussolini until the civil war
which broke out eleven years
ago, were accepted exclusively
to provide religious assistance
to Italians. I lived for fifteen
years in Borama in the extreme
North-West of the country on
the border with Ethiopia and
Djibouti. There, there was no
Christian with whom to share
my time. Two times a year,
roundabout Christmas and
roundabout Easter, the bishops
of Djibouti came to say Mass
for me and with me. I live
alone because the companions
of my journey, who together
with the poor made my life
heaven on earth during my sev-
enteen years in the desert, left
me after I was forced to leave
Kenya. That was in 1984. The
government of Kenya tried to
commit genocide against a
tribe of nomads who lived in
the desert. They wanted to ex-
terminate fifty thousand peo-
ple; they managed to kill a
thousand. I managed to prevent
the massacre from being car-
ried to its completion. For this
reason, I was deported a year
later. I kept quiet about the
young ones that I had left at
home and who would have
been punished if I had spoken
out. However, the Somalis
spoke with one voice and
struggled to ensure that light
was thrown on the truth about
this genocide. Sixteen years
have gone by and the govern-
ment of Kenya has publicly ad-
mitted its responsibility, has
asked for forgiveness, and has
promised compensation for the
families of the victims. The
newspapers and the BBC spoke
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at length about my role. And
today Somalis who felt rancour
towards me now accept me and
have become my friends. To-
day they know that I was ready
to give my life for them, that I
risked my life for them. At the
time of the massacre I was ar-
rested and brought before a
military court. The authorities,
all of them non-Somalis, all
Christians, told me that they
had arranged two ambushes
which I providentially avoided,
but that I would not have es-
caped another. Then one of
them, a Christian, asked me
what had led me to behave in
that way. I replied that I did it
for Jesus Christ who asks us to
give our lives for our friends.
On more than one occasion
during the course of my long
life I have seen that there is no
evil which does not see the
light of day. What matters is to
go on fighting as though truth
was already upheld and wrong-
doing was not able to touch us
and evil was not triumphing.
One day good will shine forth.
We ask God to give us the
strength to wait, because we
may be dealing with a long
wait – even until our deaths. I
live waiting for God and I un-
derstand that waiting for the
things of men weighs on me
less than on other people.

I live deeply immersed
amongst the poor, the sick, and
those who nobody loves. I am
largely concerned with the con-
trol and treatment of tuberculo-
sis. I went to Kenya as a
teacher because that was the
only work that, at the begin-
ning of such a new and strong
experience, I could do without
causing anyone any harm.
Those were times of intense
preparation of lessons in nearly
all subjects, because there was
a lack of teachers, of studying
the local language, culture and
traditions, and of intense in-
volvement in teaching out of
the belief that learning is a
force for liberation and growth.
The students, many of whom
were of my age or a little
younger than me, had gone to
the headmaster when they
learnt that a female teacher was
about to arrive and assured her
that they would have prevented
me from entering the class-
room, turned out to be very
committed and motivated. The

results were so good that vari-
ous students of that time now
fill splendid positions in the
various Ministries of the gov-
ernment, in private activity in
the country, and often the news
comes to me that all the stu-
dents of the North-East of those
times say that they were my
students and that I was their
teacher – something, of course,
that is true.

I remember that almost im-
mediately after my arrival I fell
in love with a child who was ill
with sickle cell and hunger -
those were times of a terrible
famine. I saw many people die
of hunger. During my life I wit-
nessed another famine, ten
months of hunger, in Marca, in
the South of Somalia, and I can
say that those experiences were

so traumatising that they threat-
ened my faith. I brought four-
teen children who were dying
from hunger to come and live
with me. I immediately gave
my blood to that child and
begged my students to do the
same: one of them donated
some and then many others fol-
lowed suit, thereby overcoming
the resistance of the prejudices
and closures of a world that in
my eyes at that time seemed to
ignore any form of solidarity
and pity. And this was perhaps
my first experience of the fact
that in a Muslim context as
well love generates love. But
my first love were those who
suffered from tuberculosis, the
people who were the most
abandoned, the most rejected,
the most turned away of that
world. Tuberculosis was wide-
spread in Somalia for centuries.
It is thought that almost the

whole of the population was in-
fected. Providentially, only a
few of the people who are in-
fected develop the illness dur-
ing their lives. I was in Wajir, a
desolate village in the heart of
the desert of the North-East of
Kenya, when I met the first
people suffering from tubercu-
losis and I fell in love with
them and this was a love that
has lasted my whole life. Those
with tuberculosis were in a
ward for hopeless cases. What
most broke one’s heart was that
they were abandoned, and that
their suffering was accompa-
nied by no kind of comfort. I
did not know anything about
medicine. I began to bring
them the rain water that I had
gathered from the roof of the
fine house that the government

had given me as a teacher in a
secondary school. I went with
canisters full, emptied them of
the very salty water from the
wells of Wajir, and filled them
with fresh water. I was given
sorts of orders by people who
were apparently disturbed by
the clumsiness of a young
white woman whom they want-
ed to get rid of as soon as possi-
ble. Everything was against
me. I was young and thus not
worthy of being listened to or
worthy of respect. I was white
and therefore despised by that
race which thought itself supe-
rior to everyone else: whites,
blacks, yellows, or the mem-
bers of any other nationality. I
was a Christian and therefore
despised, rejected, and feared.
Everybody at that time was
convinced that I had gone to
Wajir to proselytise. And I was
not married, something that
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was absurd in that world where
celibacy does not exist and is
not a value for anybody; in-
deed, it is to a certain extent an
anti-value. Thirty years later,
because of the fact that I am not
married, I am still looked at
with compassion and contempt
throughout the Somali world
by those who do not know me
well. Only those who know me
well say and say tirelessly that I
am a Somali in the same way
that they are and that I am an
authentic mother of all the peo-
ple I have saved, healed, and
helped, thereby ignoring the re-
ality that I am not a natural
mother and never will be. I im-
mediately began to study and
to observe, and every day I
passed with them, I served
them on my knees. I was beside
them when they turned round
and did not have anybody to
take care of them, anybody
who could look them in the
eyes, anybody who gave them
strength. 

After a few years, in the TB
Manyatta (village) each sick
person who knew that they
were about to die wanted only
me next to them so that they
could die feeling that they were
loved. I began to supervise the
patients’ treatment after they
were discharged from the hos-
pital. The fact became known
about. Treatment carried on
and completed in the desert did
not exist. They were all default-
ers – at the rate of 100%. In
1976 I was asked to become
the head of a project of the
WHO to deal with tuberculosis
in the nomad population, a pi-
lot project for the whole of
Africa. I was asked to invent a
system to ensure that the sick
people received the anti-tuber-
culosis treatment every day for
a period of six months. In fact,
for the first time in Africa
short-term treatment was given
to an open number of sick peo-
ple, treatment that allowed a
cure for a period of six months,
where up to that time a period
of eighteen months of medi-
cines taken every day had been
necessary. That was in Septem-
ber 1976. I decided to invite the
nomads to come to a piece of
the desert in front of the Reha-
bilitation Centre for the Dis-
abled where I worked with my
companions who over the years
had come to work with me, all

of whom were women and vol-
untary workers, and all of
whom worked for the poor and
for Jesus Christ. Together with
them I had created a centre
where they helped in the reha-
bilitation of polio victims of the
desert of the north-east for a
period of ten years. We were a
family. Together with the polio
victims, we took in especially
pitiful people to treat and reha-
bilitate, in particular blind,
deaf, physically and mentally
handicapped people: the chil-
dren grew up with us full-time
mothers and I am still for them
today a constant point of refer-
ence. Meanwhile the nomads
began to come with their tents
tied down on the backs of their
camels.. They took down the
canvasses, the bent frames and
the ropes and built a tent. For
six months the taking of medi-
cines was closely supervised
each day. A diagnosis was car-
ried out solely with the exami-
nation of sputum through a mi-
croscope. The administration
of the medicines was absolute-
ly regular – something that was
almost a miracle for Africa. At
the end of six months the
camels arrived and the whole
caravan and the cured person
returned to the desert. This pol-
icy, called by the WHO ‘the di-
rectly observed therapy short
chemotherapy’ has since be-
come the world policy of the
WHO for the control of tuber-
culosis in the world and is ap-
plied in many countries of
Africa, Asia, America and Eu-
rope, as one of the best instru-
ments by which to guarantee
the compliance of the sick per-
son with the treatment, without
which there would not be au-
thentic recovery and the curse
of tuberculosis would continue
to expand throughout the world
and increasingly in the most
tragic form – that of resistance
to anti-tuberculosis medicines. 

TB Mamyatta was a great
adventure of love, a gift of
God. It was thanks to TB
Manyatta, and only in part
thanks to the Rehabilitation
Centre, that the handicapped
count less than those suffering
from tuberculosis in my world,
that people began to say that
perhaps we, too, will go to
heaven. For five years they had
thrown in our faces that we
would never have gone to

heaven because we did not say
‘there is no God other than God
and Mohammed is his
prophet’. Then a very serious
event occurred which put our
lives in danger and then people
began to say that we would cer-
tainly also go to heaven. Then
we began to be taken as an ex-
ample. The first to do so was an
elderly chief who cared a great
deal for us. “We Muslims have
faith”, he said one day, “and
you have love”. It was like a
great thaw. People increasingly
said that they ought to behave
as we did, that they ought to
learn from us to care for other
people, and in particular for the
most sick, the most abandoned.
Seventeen years later, immedi-
ately after the massacre of Wa-
galla, an elderly Arab stopped
me in the middle of one of the
main streets of that poor vil-
lage. He was greatly moved be-
cause his friends were amongst
the dead, because he had seen
me being beaten while I was
burying the dead, because he
had been afraid and had done
nothing to save his people
whereas I had dared to and had
risked my life for people who
had become my people. He
cried out, because he wanted to
be heard by everyone: “In the
name of Allah, I say to you that
that if we follow in your foot-
steps we will go to heaven”. 

In Borama, where I now live,
the people constantly pray for
my conversion to Islam. In oth-
er places as well that I have
been the people at a certain
point have begun to pray for
my conversion to Islam. They
spoke about it often to me with
sensitivity. Always adding that
anyway God knows and that I
will go to heaven even though I
remain a Christian. They do not
want me to feel offended. And
then they try to make me feel
‘assimilated’ by them, and very
near to them. They tell about
every ‘hadith’ in which the
Prophet Mohammed, following
in the footsteps of Issa – Jesus
– ate with lepers from the same
dish, had compassion for poor
people, and showed love to-
wards the least. I returned to
Italy for a month last June. I
had been away for many years.
For my people down there in
Somalia it was a great event.
Many feared that somebody or
something would have stopped
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me from coming back. They
felt great joy on seeing me
again. And the most loved
sheik, a sheik who has been
and still is the teacher of the
Koran for all the other sheiks of
the area, immediately came to
my office and told me that
while I was in Rome – for them
it is almost as though there is
only Rome in Italy – they were
happy and shared my pilgrim-
age in their thoughts and prayer
because this was an authentic
pilgrimage. Sheik Abdirahman,
rightly proud of his knowledge,
repeated to me that they knew
that some of the disciples of Is-
sa – Jesus –, their great
prophet, are buried in Rome.
To visit the places of martyr-
dom is one of the pilgrimages
that every Muslim wants to
carry out during his or her life.
And thus it was that they felt
that it was they who had sent
me on this pilgrimage and they
waited for me to tell me about
it and share it with them. In a
very broad sense this is what
dialogue with the other reli-
gions amounts to. It is sharing.
There is almost no need for
words. Dialogue is life lived
better; at least I live out dia-
logue in this way – without
words.

I was saying that tuberculo-
sis is a scourge of the Somali
world. Just think that in Bora-
ma, a centre which has fifty
thousand inhabitants, we have
diagnosed and treated one
thousand five hundred people
suffering from this illness each
year, almost all of whom had
positive sputum, above all dur-
ing the early years. We now
have the problem of AIDS. For
three years now we have been
seeing people with TB and
AIDS, but the problem is
spreading. We got down to
eight hundred cases last year
but the presence of HIV is
rapidly on the increase. In a
country like Somalia, in which
tuberculosis is endemic, tuber-
culosis is the first opportunistic
illness developed by people
suffering from AIDS. We are
working very intensely to en-
sure that the population be-
comes aware of the problem
and fights both internally and
externally to make sure that
patterns of behaviour change
and that the spread of AIDS is
checked. I began five years ago

with thirty beds and an increas-
ing number of huts for the seri-
ously ill who could not obtain a
bed in a ward, until I had more
than two hundred. Today I have
two hundred beds, eight wards
built by UNHCR for our peo-
ple, a laboratory built by
UNDP and almost one hundred
huts for those sick people who
cannot find a place in their own
village – some come from far
away, from Ethiopia, from Dji-
bouti, from other parts of the
country; others are rejected by
their families because of the
stigma attached to the illness.
Tuberculosis is a part of the
people, it forms part of their
history, and part of their strug-
gle for existence. And yet tu-
berculosis is a stigma and a

curse, the sign of a punishment
sent by God because of a sin
that has been committed,
whether openly or in a hidden
way. Every day the struggle to
free people from ignorance is
continued in Borama – from
stigma, from the slavery of
prejudice. Still today we wit-
ness people who choose not to
be diagnosed, treated and
cured, and thus choose to die so
as not to admit in public that
they are afflicted by tuberculo-
sis. This fight is carried for-
ward by our staff primarily at a
personal level. With the DOTS
system we see all the patients
every day, every day we speak
to them, every day we deal
with their small and large prob-
lems. Every day we discuss
with them what keeps them
slaves, unhappy, and in the
dark. And they become free,
happy, and they are increasing-
ly in the light. In the TB Centre

we have opened schools for the
patients and their friends – a
school to study the Koran, a
school to teach literacy, and a
school to teach English. I have
been involved in schools for
thirty years – I organise them, I
build them, and if necessary I
finance them. A creature able to
live in God is certainly an event
of grace. There remains, how-
ever, the reality that with edu-
cation man flowers more easily
in a creature who is capable of
living in God, his creator and
provider of every good. Sick
people come to us as wounded,
suffering, frightened, beaten
and unhappy beings. After the
first weeks of care and treat-
ment, as soon as they feel bet-
ter, they want to flee and go

back to the bush, to their
camels, to their goats, to their
fields of millet. In the ‘school’
of talks with the staff that take
place every day, in the schools
to teach literacy, the Koran, and
English, they gain in trust, un-
derstand the reasons why they
have to finish their treatment
and take their drugs and medi-
cines under supervision, they
no longer suffer, they are no
longer afraid – it is possible to
recover from TB and become
strong, stronger than their fam-
ily relatives, their friends and
acquaintances. Once they have
been cured, TB does not spread
to their children, to their wives.
Before they did not know how
to read and write, they knew al-
most nothing about their reli-
gion, now they know, they
know it in translation, they
learn to understand and to ap-
preciate the universal values of
good, the truth, and peace, of
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giving oneself to God: ‘Allah
has given, Allah has taken
away, blessed be the name of
Allah’. They learn to face up to
physical suffering and death,
and not to fear them, not to re-
ject them, to accept them. Allah
exists! Allah knows, meets,
guides. We speak about this to-
gether every day, we console
each other, we find strength
and trust in this awareness that
is acquired and reacquired and
won every day. And their lives
change. And our lives change
into an increasingly deep
awareness, into an ability to
live in the presence of God that
is increasingly authentic. 

After six months there are
patients who ask to be admitted
in order to go on attending the
Centre so as to complete a
school course, their study of
the Koran, and all of them feel
that they are teachers and with
pride show the others their
achievements, their progress,
and their growth in human dig-
nity. In the meantime I share
my life, I deal with all the as-
pects of their care and treat-
ment. Every day I study med-
ical works in order to learn how
to cure them, in order to keep
up to date. I look for male and
female nurses and search for
funds because I do not have ac-
cess to the funds for the NGOs
given that I am a person on my
own without an organisation. I
serve the sick people on my
knees. I give many hours of
lessons to the nursing staff to
make them more sensitive,
more attentive, more capable of
care, and more capable in a
professional sense. And it is
thanks to this sensitive, atten-
tive, caring staff that at the TB
Centre we also have a clinic for
epileptics and for people who
are mentally disturbed. They
bring them to us in chains, dirty
with their excrement, often
shouting. After a few days of
treatment and care we free
them from their chains; they
begin to wash and gradually
they come to take their drugs
and medicines without the peo-
ple who accompany them.
Slowly, they flower into nor-
mal people. And it is thanks to
two obstetric nurses on my
staff and two sheiks – the most
loved and respected who work
closely with us – that we are
engaging in a campaign in the

region to eradicate the mutila-
tion of the female genitals and
infibulation which in our world
are practiced at the level of
100%. And it is also thanks to
our staff that we have an eye
camp twice a year. A team of
eye specialists, friends of many
years standing, come to the
Centre. Over a period of four
days they operate on an aver-
age of three hundred and thirty
blind people, who suffer for the
most part from cataracts, using
an intra-ocular lens. During the
last camp, which was held in
August, they surpassed them-
selves. They restored sight to
four hundred and fifty blind
people. The people are infinite-
ly grateful for this service. We
fill Borama with flags: ‘I was
blind and now I can see’ – our
John the Evangelist, but they
do not know this.

But let us turn to the school
for deaf children. Four years
ago, the first Kenyota Somali
who had been deaf from birth,
whom I had brought to school
to receive a special education
for deaf people in Kenya when
he was four years old, and was
now a man, came to visit me in
Borama after an event-filled
journey of almost a month’s
duration through Kenya and
Ethiopia. He was suffering
from love sickness and had felt
the need to speak to me be-
cause in a certain sense I had
been his mother and had helped
him to become engaged. He
immediately decided to stay
and together we set up a school
for deaf children. A school for
deaf children had never been
opened, nor one for blind chil-
dren or mentally handicapped
children. University professors
did not believe that it was pos-
sible to educate a deaf child un-
til they saw our school. No-
body thought it was possible.
Today, everybody knows that a
deaf child can do everything
except hear, that he can feel
everything, and that he can un-
derstand everything. It is cer-
tainly the case that one is deal-
ing here with a long journey
but perhaps we can now al-
ready see a light which is a lit-
tle less pale. In the distance
there is a light which is so
bright that it can make your
heart explode with joy and
gratitude looking forward to a
day that is not so far off, a new

earth and a new heaven. In our
school we began with three
deaf children, then five, then
eight, then twelve, and today
we have fifty-two. We began to
teach in a room in a small
house that I rent in Borama,
and then we built another room
in the courtyard of that small
house. In the meantime, some
physically handicapped chil-
dren, the victims of polio and
wars, came to beg us to take
them into our school because
they were afraid about attend-
ing schools for normal chil-
dren. Our world is a hard one –
the world of the strong. There
is no space for the weak. We
decided to take them in, we
told them that when they had
gained confidence in them-
selves, the fact that they knew
like the others and knew better
than the others would have in-
evitably given them the
strength to rise up and to feel
like the others, and that we
would have then paid for them
to attend normal schools. We
employed an excellent teacher
for them. In the meantime, the
first TB children had been
cured and discharged, and after
learning how to flourish in the
schools of the TB Centre they
wanted to go on learning. How-
ever, many of them did not
have the money to pay for the
school fees. And thus it was
that we decided to place them
in the classroom together with
the handicapped children. In
the meantime, people spoke in-
creasingly about us, about the
miracles that were occurring in
our school. And thus it was that
the High Commission for
Refugees offered to build a real
school for us. In 1998 we built
four classrooms, an office for
the teachers, a small storeroom,
and bathrooms. Then our
friends of Forlì built two other
classrooms, and some English
Protestant friends whom we
had met because of a series of
providential circumstances,
humble and generous people,
who ask me not to send too
many details when I provide an
account of how I have spent
their money, who say that
everything is going well, that
everything is fine, that every-
thing is the gift of the Lord,
built three classrooms and two
bathrooms, and then once again
our friends from Forlì built an-
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other classroom. On the piece
of land that the community
gave us there is still room for
another classroom. 

Over the last two years we
have taken in thirty children
belonging to a clan despised by
the Somalis – they work in
iron, in leather, are barbers, and
are hunters of small game.
They have never sent their chil-
dren to school. They are ghet-
toised, their girls do not marry
boys from other clans and their
boys do not marry girls from
other clans. They are in rebel-
lion against God and men be-
cause of their status of being
the rejected, the despised and
the marginalised. They are
great workers. Many of them
were ill with TB and thus they
had the opportunity to go to the
school in the TB Centre, and to
savour the beauty, the great-
ness, and the joy of learning, of
understanding, of growing, of
developing, and of becoming
free. And thus it was sponta-
neous for them to ask us to
agree to educate their children,
children who for centuries had
begun to work when they were
still children and encounter tri-
als like no other children en-
counter trials, and earn their
daily rice with the sweat of
their brows. It than happened
that some intellectuals and then
some rich people came to be-
seech us to accept their chil-
dren in our school because it is
a serious school, because in our
school there is discipline, and
because our teachers are com-
mitted, love teaching, love chil-
dren, and are well trained. And
we decided to accept them.
There are only a few of them.
Today the school is a wonder-
ful mixture of children from
every background, with all
kinds of personal histories, of
every kind of capability. The
deaf children naturally study in
separate classrooms made up
of a few children but during
playtime the deaf children and
the ‘normal’ children are to-
gether and this is one of the
most encouraging, most con-
soling experiences, and the one
most able to give hope of a
world in which men will want
to be and are one. This ut unum
sum has been, and is, the loving
agony of my life, the torment
of my being. It is a life that I
fight for and that tortures me,

as Gandhi said, my great men-
tor together with Vinoba, after
Jesus Christ; a life that I fight
for – I, a poor thing – to be
good, to be truthful, not
through violence but through
thoughts, through words, and
through action. Every day in
the TB Centre we work for
peace, for mutual understand-
ing, to learn together to forgive.
Oh, forgiveness! How difficult
forgiveness is! My Muslims
encounter difficulty in appreci-
ating forgiveness, in wanting it
for their lives, for their relation-
ships with other people. They
say that their religion is so
fudud, that it makes so few de-
mands. God asks man, they
say, to forgive, but then if man
is not capable of this, well, God
is forgiving. Every day we
fight to understand and make it
understood that blame does not
lie only on one side but on both
sides; we reason together and
strive to see everything that is
positive in the other person. We
look each other in the face, in
the eyes, because we want truth
to be done. My staff has learnt
to laugh at their limits, at their
baseness, at their ‘monetary’
mentality, at the harshness of
their hearts, at the thirst for re-
venge when they are wounded.
These are all things that make
forgiveness very difficult. It is
certainly the case, they say, that
Allah does not want this, even
though Allah is infinitely mer-
ciful. I, for my part, for many
years have learnt or better have
understood in the depths of my
being that when there is some-
thing that is not right – misun-
derstandings, attacks, forms of
injustice, enmities, forms of
persecution, or divisions – cer-
tainly the fault is mine, certain-
ly I have made some mistake.
At the feet of God, the search
for my faults is easy, it does not
take any time, it makes me suf-
fer but not very much, because
it is so beautiful and great to
recognise one’s faults and fight
to ensure that the blame is can-
celled, so that mistaken forms
of behaviour are changed, so
that in every relationship with
other people my approach be-
comes positive. Our purpose
on earth is to make live. And
life is certainly not condemna-
tion, a ius belli, accusation,
vengeance, putting one’s finger
in a wound, pointing out the

mistakes and the faults of other
people, hiding our faults, impa-
tience, ire, jealousy, envy, a
lack of hope, and a lack of trust
in man. Life is always hoping,
hoping against every hope,
throwing our misery behind us,
not looking at the poverty of
others, believing that God ex-
ists and that He is a God of
love. Nothing worries us and
we always go forward with
God. Perhaps this is not easy,
indeed it could be a titanic task
to think this way. In many
ways, faith is such darkness,
this faith that above all other
things is a gift, and a grace, and
a blessing. Why me and not
you? Why me and not her; not
him, not them? And yet life has
a meaning only if one loves.
Nothing has a meaning outside
love. My life has known so
many, indeed so many dangers;
I have risked my life so many
times, and then so many times
again. For years I was in the
middle of wars. I have experi-
enced in the flesh of my own
people, of those that I loved,
and thus in my flesh, the
wickedness of man, his perver-
sity, his cruelty, his unfairness.
And I came out of this experi-
ence with the rock-solid belief
that what counts alone is to
love. If God did not exist, only
love would have a meaning,
only love frees man from
everything that makes him a
slave, in particular only love al-
lows him to breathe, grow, and
flourish; only loves ensures
that we are no longer afraid of
anything at all; that we turn the
other cheek which is not yet
wounded to the mockery and
thrashing of that person who
hits because he does not know
what he is doing; that we risk
our lives for our friends, that
we believe in everything, that
we bear everything, that we
hope. And thus our lives be-
come worthy of being lived.
And thus our lives become
beauty, grace, and blessing.
And thus our lives become
happiness even in suffering be-
cause we live in our flesh the
beauty of living and dying. I
strongly feel that all of us are
called to love, and thus to holi-
ness. The poor woman of Leon
Bloy who wanders from door
to door, a beggar: “there is only
one kind of sadness in life, that
of not being saints”, she con-
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stantly repeated. I love to think
the following: there is only one
kind of sadness in the world –
that of not loving – which is af-
ter all the same thing. It is cer-
tainly the case that we must
free ourselves from so much
rubbish. But there are practical
methods, there are paths, there
are clear signposts, there is
God in the cell of our souls
who is calling us. However,
this voice is small and silent.
We must listen, we must keep

quiet, we must create a place of
quiet, which is separate, even
though often of necessity near
to other people, like a mother
who cannot be too distant from
her children. Indeed, in order to
love it is not always enough to
have a heart, feelings, and a
thirst for God. It is a part of the
experience of everybody to de-
cide to place oneself at the ser-
vice of the poor, who are not
easy to love, and that the heart
of man, even of those who give
of themselves, can in a mysteri-
ous way be very hard. At Wajir
we were a community of seven
women, and all of us, albeit in
different ways and to a differ-
ent extent, had a thirst for God.
We understood that when we
were losing or about to lose the
meaning of our service and the
ability to love, we could find
our lost possessions only at the
feet of the Lord. For this rea-
son, we built a hermitage and
we went there for a day or a
few days or for even long peri-
ods of silence to place our-
selves at the feet of God. There
we once again found balance,
quiet, long-sightedness, wis-
dom, hope, and the strength to

fight our battle, every day
above all against what keeps us
slaves inside, what keeps us in
the dark. We left that place and
felt immediately ignited with
renewed love for all those peo-
ple whom the Lord had placed
on our path. At times we con-
fided with each other; most of
the time we kept silent. But the
faces of my companions were
so beautiful, so luminous, that
they told me everything that
modesty prevented them from

telling me about with words.
During the course of my life
there have been other her-
mitages, other silences, the
word of God, great books,
great friends, so many and so
many again who have inspired
my life, above all members of
the Catholic faith: the fathers of
the desert, the great monks,
Francis of Assisi, Chiara, Tere-
sa of Lisieux, Teresa d’Avila,
Charles de Foucauld, Padre
Voillaume, Sister Maria, Gio-
vanni Vannucci, Primo Mazzo-
lari, Lorenzo Milani, Gandhi,
Vinoba, Pina and Maria Teresa.
But at the centre there has al-
ways been God and Jesus
Christ. Nothing that is outside
God, outside Jesus Christ, real-
ly matters to me. The least, yes,
the suffering, I go crazy about,
I lose my head over these em-
bers of wounded humanity, and
the more they are wounded, the
more they are ill-treated, de-
spised, without a voice, of no
importance in the eyes of the
world, the more I love them.
And this love is tenderness, un-
derstanding, tolerance, absence
of fear, and audacity. This is
not something to be praised. It

is a requirement of my charac-
ter. But it is certain that in them
I see him, the lamb of God who
suffers in his flesh the sins of
the world, who takes them up-
on his shoulders, who suffers
but with great love. Nobody is
outside the love of God. I have
blamed myself a thousand
times for having agreed to
come here and speak to you
about my life; I was weak and
accepted the opinion of my
friends who are convinced that
at this point in my life, forty
years later, it is a good thing to
share the gifts of God with oth-
er people. But if this ‘putting
me in public’ could help some-
one who does not believe,
someone who does not have
within themselves this extraor-
dinary reality – that God loves
every man, from the most wor-
thy of love in the eyes of men
to the most rejected and de-
spised, to the bad man, to the
criminal – then I would bend
down and give a blessing be-
cause He who is powerful has
done great things in me. The
man who is not good, the man
incapable of forgiveness, the
man who loves to wound, the
man who wants vengeance, the
false man, are not bad men, in-
capable of forgiveness, false
necessarily. They are that way
because they have not encoun-
tered on their paths a creature
capable of understanding them,
loving them, and taking on
their faults. “Have you done
wrong? I will pay in your
place”. This is what Gandhi
said, This is what Jesus Christ
has been saying for two thou-
sand years. Who knows why
we men have been so deaf?
Certainly, his voice is often
small and silent, but then he is
in the cell of our hearts and it
should not be so difficult to go
down there and live with Him.
Words? No. Truth! Reality!
Certainly, for most of us hu-
mans it will be, and it is, neces-
sary to create silence, quiet, to
turn off the mobile phone, to
throw the television out of the
window, and to decide once
and for all to free ourselves
from the slavery of what ap-
pears to be and what is impor-
tant in the eyes of the world,
but which counts for absolutely
nothing in the eyes of God, be-
cause they amount to non-val-
ues. At the feet of God we find
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again every lost truth, every-
thing that had fallen into dark-
ness becomes light, everything
that was a storm becomes still,
everything that seemed a value
but is not a value appears in its
real clothes and we reawaken
to the beauty of an honest, sin-
cere, good, life, made up of
things and not appearances, in-
vested with good, open to other
people, in an omnipresent very
strong tension towards making
men one.

The time has arrived to come
to the end of my paper. I have
given a lot to the Somalis. I
have received a lot from the
Somalis. The greatest value
that they have given me, a val-
ue that I am still not able to live
out, is that of an extended fami-
ly, as a result of which, at least
within the clan, everything is
shared. The door is always

open and welcomes the most
distant member of the clan. The
meal table is always shared.
What has been prepared for ten
people will be shared with any-
body who comes to the door,
and with the greatest natural-
ness. There are not, and there
will not be, recriminations,
complaints, and forms of pre-
tending to be a victim. To share
with one’s brethren is the most
natural thing in the world. In
my world, in Borama, unem-
ployment is the great scourge.
Some people have never
worked in their lives because
they have never found a job.
And thus it is that those few
who work are ‘forced’ to share
the fruit of their labours with
twenty to thirty other people

who do not work. But such
people do not live this as a
‘constraint’. They live it with
naturalness. Down there shar-
ing is a part of existence. And
then their prayer five times a
day where what you are doing,
even if very important, is inter-
rupted to give time and space to
God. Ever since I have been
with them, for these thirty
years I have tormented myself
at the fact that in our world we
do not stop working, get up if
sleeping, interrupt any talk to
be silent and remember God,
something which is done better
with others, to acknowledge
that we come from Him, we
live in Him, and we return to
Him. But the most extraordi-
nary gift, the gift for which I
thank God and them forever
and for always, is the gift of my
nomads in the desert. They are
Muslims and they have taught
me faith, unconditioned self-
abandon, surrender to God, a
surrender that is not in the least
fatalistic, but a surrender that is
solid and rooted in God, a sur-
render that is all trust and love.
My nomads of the desert have
taught me to do everything, to
be everything again, to work
completely in the name of God.
‘Bismillahri Rahmani Rahim’:
in the name of God Almighty
and Merciful. People get up in
the name of God, they wash,
they clean their homes, they
eat, they work again, they
study, they talk, they do a thou-
sand everyday things, and fi-
nally they go to sleep – all in
the name of God. The custom
of the name of God being re-
peated constantly that had al-
ready upset and fascinated my
life as narrated by a Russian
pilgrim before me departure,
permanently transformed my
life. I thank my nomads of the
desert for having taught me
this. And then life has taught
me that my faith without love is
useless, that my Christian reli-
gion does not have a series of
commandments, but only one;
that it is no use building cathe-
drals or mosques, that services
and pilgrimages are of no use,
that the Eucharist which scan-
dalises atheists and the other
faiths includes a revolutionary
message: “this is body made
bread so that you also become
bread at the meal table of men,
because if you do not make

yourself bread you will not eat
bread that saves you but will
eat your sentence”. The Eu-
charist tells us that our religion
is useless without the sacra-
ment of mercy, that it is in mer-
cy that heaven meets the earth.
If I do not love, God dies on
earth; I am the cause of God
being God, says Silesius; if I do
not love, God does not have
epiphany because we are the
visible sign of His presence and
we make Him live in this hell
of a world where it appears that
He is not present, and we make
Him live every time that we
stop at the side of a wounded
man. In the end, I am really ca-
pable only of washing the feet
of the abandoned in all the
meanings of that word, of all
those people who nobody
loves, of those who, mysteri-
ously, are not in the least attrac-
tive in any way in anybody’s
eyes.

Luigi Pintor, a so-called
atheist, wrote one day that
there is nothing more important
in life than bending down so
that somebody else, clinging to
one’s neck, can get up. That is
the way it is for me. And in
kneeling down, so that by
clinging to me they can get up
and go on their way, or even
walk where they had never
walked before, I find peace, a
very strong charge, the certain-
ty that everything is grace. I
would like to add that the least,
those without a voice, those
who count for nothing in the
eyes of the world, but matter a
very great deal in the eyes of
God, His chosen ones, need us,
and we must be with them and
for them, and it does not matter
at all if our actions are like a
drop of water in the sea. Jesus
Christ never spoke about re-
sults. He spoke only about lov-
ing us, about washing each oth-
er’s feet, and about always for-
giving. The poor are waiting
for us. The ways of serving are
infinite and left to the imagina-
tion of each one of us. We are
waiting to be instructed in the
field of service. We are inven-
tive. And we will live new
heavens and a new earth every
day of our lives.

ANNALENA TONELLI,
Member of the Committee

for the Fight Against Hunger 
in the World.
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Taking the history of hu-
manity in its entirety, the at-
tainment of social rights has
been recent and is now far
from being universally recog-
nised. Acquired only by the
citizens of developed coun-
tries, such attainment is still
far from being at a satisfactory
level for everyone and it is not
spread in a uniform way.

In addition, this attainment
is not yet irreversible. The ad-
vance of certain social indica-

tors, even though positive in
itself, creates pressures on so-
cial systems which could
weaken this advance.

This premise seeks solely to
emphasise that for many cen-
turies citizens had to face all
the events and misfortunes of
which they were the victims
on their own. The profound
stratification of society, to-
gether with the scarcity of
available resources, brought
about situations of enormous
suffering in both individual
and collective terms, above all
as regards forms of illness,
epidemics, and hunger. 

During such periods it was
the task of the Church, through
her action of developing the
practice of charity, to give re-
lief to such suffering through

the organisation of confrater-
nities that helped not only lo-
cal people in their specific ar-
eas but also people who were
travelling, that is to say pil-
grims.

The deterioration in such
situations, both because of the
numbers of people involved
and the seriousness of their
condition, required a reorgani-
sation of health care services,
and this was especially the
case in Italy. We came to

know about this in Portugal
thanks to the impact of a Por-
tuguese institution with its
headquarters in Rome, diplo-
matic relations with Portugal,
and the role played by Cardi-
nal Alpedrinha and the Por-
tuguese, D. Jorge da Costa.

The fifteenth century in 
Portugal was an epoch when
the country experienced con-
trasts. On the one hand, there
was a great increase in wealth
thanks to the discovery of new
lands, whose natural resources
strongly contributed to the po-
litical, financial and economic
strengthening of the country.
On the other hand, the reality
of these geographical discov-
eries required a great effort on
the part of society: the recruit-
ing of the crews for the ships

deprived the fields of their
labour force, that is to say of
the younger men, and thus de-
prived families of resources
and their means of economic
support.

The high number of ship-
wrecks, together with the fact
that many people involved in
the project of colonisation in
the new world did not return
to their homeland, caused
grave situations of social dis-
tress: widows, orphans and
abandoned people increased in
number in broad sectors of the
Portuguese population and
such people were not able to
maintain themselves in an
economic sense.

In such circumstances, mass
movements of migration to-
wards the great urban centres
took place as people strived to
obtain better standards of liv-
ing and ways of life. Lisbon it-
self was invaded by crowds of
poor and hungry people, with
all the consequences that
flowed from this: the forms of
crime and violence associated
with families in crisis, unem-
ployment, and acute poverty
that epochs marked by great
transformations bring with
them.

In the face of this situation,
Queen D. Leonore, the widow
of King D. João II, could not
remain indifferent. She acted
as the regent of Portugal dur-
ing this period, and later be-
came a Clarissan nun in the
convent of the Mother of God,
which she herself had estab-
lished in Lisbon. Compassion-
ate and sensitive to suffering,
she herself had been the vic-
tim of cruel family tragedies.
Inspired by her confessor, Frei
Miguel Contreras, and after
learning about the existence of
a confraternity in Florence
which invoked the protection
of Our Lady of Mercy, she be-
lieved that the time had come
to create an institution able to
deal with the very serious so-
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cial problems that people were
having to struggle against.

At that time, Our Lady of
Mercy was often prayed to for
protection against epidemics
which raged in a regular and
cruel way because of the pre-
carious sanitary and hygienic

conditions of the time.
Queen D. Leonore, howev-

er, was aware that her protec-
tive hand could have a broader
influence than that of the insti-
tution of mercy of Florence.
She thus conceived of an insti-
tution which had more ambi-
tious objectives – fighting the
social plagues of the time in a
way that we would today de-
scribe as ‘integrated’. She thus
drew up a statutory objective
made up of the fourteen works
of mercy consecrated in the
Gospel according to St.
Matthew: seven were spiritual
and seven were corporal and
they were as follows:

Spiritual Works:
– teaching simple people;
– giving good advice to

those who have asked for it;
– punishing in a charitable

way those who err;
– consoling disconsolate

people;
– forgiving those who have

erred;
– bearing insults and of-

fences with patience;
– praying to God on behalf

of the living and the dead;

Corporal Works:
– serving and visiting pris-

oners;
– healing the sick;
– clothing the naked;
– giving food to the hungry;
– giving drink to the thirsty;

– giving hospitality to pil-
grims and the poor;

– burying the dead.

All these works had to be
practiced ‘when this was pos-
sible’.

Thus in 1498 the Misericor-
dia of Lisbon was founded,
and this institution was ap-
proved by Pope Alexander VI
in his Bull Cum. Sit Carissi-
mas of 23 September 1499, in
which, indeed, the initiative
was praised. This papal Bull
can now be found in the Vati-
can archives.

The statutes of this new in-
stitution was given a name full
of significance, that of ‘com-
mitment’. This was to under-
line the responsibility to be
borne by those who directed
this institution and the natural-
ness of the agreement that
united the members of this
body.

This fact takes on an even
greater importance during a
time such as ours when people
seem more concerned about
their rights than about their
duties. In addition to the ob-
jectives of the statutes, the
‘commitment’ contained de-
tailed instructions regarding
its implementation. Even
though none of the original
texts has actually come done
to us, one should not forget a
directive which appeared in
the version of 1618. In this di-
rective, a brother has to have
the necessary financial means
by which to serve the confra-
ternity without thereby be-
coming poor himself’.

What an extraordinary les-
son for our times!

Although basing itself on
the Italian institution, the Mis-
ericordia of Lisbon was the
first of those to be subsequent-
ly established which had such
a broad vocation. This allowed
it to grow and to live for a
long time down the centuries,
providing it also with an abili-
ty to adapt in order to meet the
specific social needs of each
epoch and each place. And this
is still the case today.

The fact that it was founded
in a country which was experi-
encing the high-point of geo-
graphical discoveries, and
within a power that was ad-
ministering vast territories, al-

so allowed it to export its own
institutional model, thereby
giving rise to similar institu-
tions of mercy throughout the
world, many of which are still
active today. Indeed, such in-
stitutions are present in West
and East Africa, in Asia from
India to Japan, and from China
to the Philippines and on to In-
donesia and Timor, as well as
in South America.

I cannot but call your atten-
tion to the lucidity of the lead-
ers of that time who once
again showed that they were
ahead of the times. Indeed, if
we observe the flags of the
Misericordie of the various re-
gions we can see that the man-
tle of Our Lady of Mercy, in
addition to those groups tradi-
tionally involved, also in-
volves people of different
races, a fact which constitutes
an evident consecration of the
principle of non-discrimina-
tion.

Special reference should be
made to Brazil. The fact that
such a small people as the Por-
tuguese was able to colonise
such a vast country as Brazil
still provokes puzzlement. The
Misericordie contributed with-
out doubt in a major way to
this colossal endeavour. In
fact, because of the concerns
of their work and the forms in
which such work was prac-
ticed, they were given the
name of ‘Holy Houses’ by the
people. This was the case in
Portugal and also in those ter-
ritories that were under Por-
tuguese administration. One
can well understand the politi-
cal importance of such institu-
tions in ensuring that the gov-
erned populations accepted
the governing power.

Given that they still number
more than a thousand, to be
exact about 1,2000, it is easy
to grasp their importance in a
country in which the public
welfare structures are weak, in
which social inequalities are
an objective fact, and in
which, for this reason, actions
of mercy are needed to meet
the requirements of the poor-
est of the poor.

In addition to the breadth of
its objectives, the Portuguese
Misericordia is different from
its Italian counterpart for other
reasons as well. To cite the
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most significant, and with the
help of the historical research
carried out by Carlo Dinis da
Fonseca and Magalhães Bas-
to, we may point to the follow-
ing such elements:

– in the Misericordia of Flo-
rence which was made up of
seventy-two brothers, thirty
had to be priests; in that of
Lisbon there were a hundred
brothers and they all had to be
members of the laity;

– in the institution of Flo-
rence the governing bodies
were chosen by lot and con-
tained both priests and mem-
bers of the laity; in the institu-
tion of Lisbon they were cho-
sen by vote, and the elected
members had to be drawn
equally from the working
classes and from the well-off
classes;

– in Florence visits were
carried out by four visitors,
nurses and priests; in Lisbon
the visit was carried out by the
members of the confraternity
themselves;

The most important differ-
ences between the institution
of Portugal and that of Flo-
rence, therefore, were:

– the secularisation of the
Portuguese institution, a fact
which enabled it to involve or-
dinary people, and not only
members of the Church, in ac-
tive initiatives designed to
solve social problems;

– the mixing of members of
different social classes in the
leadership of the Portuguese
institution, a fact which en-
abled it to overcome social in-
equalities and unite the action
of everyone on behalf of the
poorest of the poor;

– the democratisation of the
mechanism by which the gov-
erning bodies were chosen in
Portugal.

Down the centuries, these
characteristics ensured that
populations felt that the Mis-
ericordie were their own; that
such institutions were es-
teemed and appreciated; that
they increased in number; and
that they were able, because of
their prestige, to bring togeth-
er the generosity of people, es-
pecially the richest and/or
those who did not have de-
scendants, who uses their
goods to pursue and achieve
the ends of these institutions.

Furthermore, emphasis
should be laid on the form of
association of the members of
the institution, which was
based on the principle of serv-
ing the institution because one
was not in a state of need –
hence the real spirit of organi-
sation that we uphold and pro-
mote today.

Hence, also, the value of re-
membering this institution and
the importance of providing it
with international visibility
during this International Year
of Volunteer Work.

More than five centuries af-
ter the creation of the first of
these institutions, their exis-
tence is still justified and, in
addition, its efforts are called
for in new spheres of action
and intervention.

The Misericordie have re-

sisted all the vicissitudes of
history and have known how
to find new forms by which to
implement their calling, even
after the period which fol-
lowed the democratic revolu-
tion in Portugal of 25 April
1974, when the nationalisation
of this institution’s health care
structures was carried out.

New areas of action have
appeared during this age,
when inequalities in opportu-
nities have become increas-
ingly evident, and when imag-
inative and integrated forms of
action have been required in
order to mitigate the forms of
social and family breakdown
which have taken place in sit-
uations of poverty, unemploy-
ment, illness, drug-addiction,
and the unsolved problems en-
countered by public structures
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in relation to the terminally ill
or the integration of immi-
grants.

The breadth of its objectives
and its presence throughout
the country have given the
Misericordia of Portugal a
versatility which has enabled
it to adapt itself to every time
and every place.

But from my point of view
it is really important to re-
launch this kind of institution
in all the former Portuguese
colonies, where there are very
grave situations marked by a
failure to meet basic needs,
situations which are made
worse by wars, by the continu-
ation of conflicts, and by a
lack of minimum structures as
regards public services.

And this is the case not only
in these lands! I would say
that in other countries the
presence of these institutions
is necessary: their spread, in-
deed, is one of the objectives
of the International Confeder-
ation of the Misericordie,
which unites the institutions of
this kind throughout the world
and whose headquarters is in
the country which holds the
temporary presidency.

This Confederation includes
the European Union of Miseri-
cordie, which has its institu-
tional headquarters in Flo-

rence and its operational head-
quarters in the country which
holds the temporary presiden-
cy – at the present time that
country is Portugal. And it al-
so includes the Confederation
of Italian Misericordie (which
are more than six hundred in
number), the Union of Por-
tuguese Misericordie (398 in
number), the Confederation of
Brazilian Misericordie (about
1,2000 in number), and the
National Association of Mis-
ericordie of Spain (fourteen in
number), as well as those that
exist in various other coun-
tries, such as France, Luxem-
bourg, Angola, Mozambique,
São Tome, India (Damão and
Diu), Macao, Timor, South
Africa, and the various coun-
tries of the CSI (the Commu-
nity of Independent States).

This choice at the level of
organisation, based on the
spirit of doing good, of gen-
erosity, and of solidarity, con-
tains all the ingredients de-
signed to carry out an effective
mission in many of these
countries, in a way distant
from the mechanisms of pow-
er and such as to ensure that
the action that is taken really
reaches those at whom it is di-
rected.

To conclude, I would there-
fore say that the model of the

Misericordia of Portugal ex-
alts the spirit of voluntary
work in that real sense which
this congress and its President
which to promote. It consti-
tutes an always flexible and
innovative way of responding
to the challenges of the con-
temporary world in developed
countries. It has enormous po-
tential as regards solving the
basic problems of developing
countries and communities. 

There therefore exist institu-
tions which were certainly es-
tablished in the past but
which, in fact, have a vocation
for the future. This is because
they are based on: a spirit of
doing good; concern with the
more serious problems of our
time and the concentration of
the efforts of everyone, with-
out class distinctions or dis-
tinctions of any other kind, in
order to solve them; a lack of
interest in material reward; the
humanity of contacts with
those people towards whom
their action is directed; and the
upholding of the dignity of the
human person and the promo-
tion of his or her growth and
development.

Dr. MARIA DE BELÉM
ROSEIRA,

President of the ‘Misericordie’ of
Portugal,

Lisbon, Portugal.
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The American psycho-soci-
ologist, J.L. Pearce, wrote that
‘the motivations of voluntary
workers are stable in all coun-
tries and all ages’. The Interna-
tional Year of Volunteer Work-
ers, called for this year by the
United Nations, could support
this statement given that the
whole planet is a heteroge-
neous context in which so
many people of good will come
forward who wish to offer a
part of their lives to ‘doing
good’.

I think that I would express
some reservations about an
idea of voluntary work that
places on the same plane the
cultural, ideal, socio-economic
and political forms that volun-
tary work takes under different
skies. To confine myself to the
movement that I can here legit-
imately represent, that is to say
the International Red Cross
Movement and the Red Cres-
cent, I ought to say that for us a
debate has opened up on the re-
cruitment of voluntary work-
ers, not least because they are
the principal instruments there
are for the carrying out of our
activities in favour of the most
vulnerable.

From a recent survey carried
out by the International Federa-
tion of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, it emerges
that over the last decade the
number of voluntary workers
active in the Red Cross and the
Red Crescent has decreased by
50%. Since 1990, indeed, they
have fallen from 220 million to
105 million. Even though it is
practically impossible to make
an exact estimate of the num-
ber of voluntary workers now
active in the world, the fall has
been notable, and given that the
contribution of such people is
of fundamental importance in
the realisation of our services
within the community, our
movement is drawing up new
strategies for the sector of asso-
ciations. But this withdrawal is
not confined to the Red Cross
alone. Instead, it reflects a gen-
eral trend that affects a multi-

tude of volunteer organisations,
whether they are religious,
trade union, or humanitarian in
character. This phenomenon
springs from a combination of
social and political factors,
amongst which we may cite the
strengthening of individualism,
the disappearance of a system
of collective voluntary work,
and, in addition, the develop-
ment of a concept of voluntary
work that has shifted from see-
ing it as civic duty to viewing it
as a free time occupation.

Despite this development,
the International Red Cross
Movement continues to believe
in the force of the spirit of soli-
darity – the world that sur-
rounds us may change but we
continue to hope, our mission
continues in the same way and
with the same force. At this
sensitive moment above all
else, there is a real need for vol-
untary work animated by the
desire to provide mutual sup-
port and help.

The United Nations, in pro-
claiming the International Year
of Volunteer Workers, like the
nations of the world that have
introduced laws to encourage
voluntary work, voluntary as-
sociations and the non-profit
making sector, have demon-

strated interest in a social phe-
nomenon that has been devel-
oped, and is interpreted, in dif-
ferent ways in different coun-
tries.

A socio-political fact of by
no means small importance
should be emphasised, almost
as a premise for the subject of
this paper  – that voluntary
work manifests itself with
greatest force in basic terms in
democratic and pluralistic sys-
tems.

The second factor which de-
fines the context of voluntary
work is the extent to which the
state, even in democracies, ex-
pands its organisational and
managerial power into those
sectors which most directly af-
fect the life of every citizen.

Voluntary work in a general
sense, in relation to public insti-
tutions, can express dissent, in-
tegration, complementariness,
subsidiarity, and otherness.

These relational models
shape the various normative
systems that govern the rela-
tions between voluntary work
movements and institutions.

I would like to emphasise
that we are dealing here with
organisations and not with indi-
viduals. Indeed, personally, I
consider the decision of indi-
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viduals to work in favour of
third parties – whether individ-
uals or institutions – a life
choice, and thus ‘to be con-
cerned’ about others and to
share in their needs corre-
sponds to acts of charity for the
Christian and to acts of civic
duty for the citizen.

Our Constitutional Charter,
indeed, refers to the duty of
every citizen to engage in par-
ticipation, to ‘carry out, accord-
ing to his or her own possibili-
ties and his or her own choice,
an activity or a function that
works towards the material or
spiritual progress of society’
(article 4).

A voluntary work move-
ment, instead, needs to become
relevant and visible so that its
message, written into the ob-
jectives that motivate it, can be-
come recognisable and known
about. For this reason, ‘institu-
tionalised’ voluntary work is
voluntary work that expresses
itself through structured associ-
ations and organisations which
have statutes, representatives,
finance and a ‘social reason’ –
that is to say, goals.

We can ask whether pure
voluntary work can exist with-
out organisation.

But what does ‘pure’ mean?
Perhaps it means ‘sponta-
neous’. A dose of spontaneity
can certainly be attributed to
each person who is committed
to voluntary work, but his or
her spontaneity should be more
properly defined as self-deter-
mination, in the sense that we
have before us a spontaneous
decision that comes from per-
sonal motivation and is not
something compelled from the
outside. For this reason, it is
not spontaneity in the sense of
approximation and superficiali-
ty.

The decision to become in-
volved is followed by a conti-
nuity in which the chosen ac-
tivity is engaged in, and which
is often preceded by a specific
training that leads to the acqui-
sition of a functional compe-
tence in relation to the goals
that are to be pursued.

‘Pure’ in the sense of being
without norms? Anarchy is not
something that applies to the
voluntary worker, who obtains
from the synergy of the various
functions interpreted by ‘col-
leagues’ within the association

an actual increase in his or her
value or which make him or
her feel that he or she is taking
part in a project. Norms relat-
ing to conduct in order to give a
purpose to activity and to have
human and material resources
are indispensable in the
achievement of goals.

‘Pure’: because not connect-
ed to, and even more not de-
pendent upon, political power
and the power of institutions.

In this sense, a clarification
is required. Often an associa-
tion is born because of ideolog-
ical choices and thus it is possi-
ble to trace it back to some kind
of political connection. What-
ever the case, the ideas and im-
pulses of voluntary work are to
be encountered in the actual
creation of political parties and
movements as well.

If, instead, one observes the
modalities of the action of vol-
untary workers in society, con-
nections with institutions, al-
beit in a way that is conditioned
by factors of subordination,
may be required if the chosen
activity is to be engaged in.

There is a multiplicity of
spheres of action but nearly all
statistics agree that over a half
of the action of voluntary work
takes place in services to peo-
ple and in particular in health-
care services and services pro-
viding help and assistance.
There thus arise cultural,
sports, ecological, and civil
protection associations, as well
as others of this general kind.

Voluntary work certainly
does not cover the institutions
that are its counterparts (social
centres, the no-global move-
ment etc.).

However, there is a host of
associations and foundations
that supplement the services of-
fered by the state which have
more soul and thus bear wit-
ness to a dimension of life giv-
en freely under the banner of
nearness and charity. Lastly,
there are the voluntary work as-
sociations and non-profit mak-
ing bodies that in some sectors
take the place of the state and
its various expressions or inter-
pret subsidiarity in a better way
than the state does.

These forms of voluntary
work attest to those human and
civil values that are indispens-
able in the growth of society,
which is enriched by solidarity-

inspired approaches that reduce
forms of social discrimination,
improve services, and contain
costs.

Such voluntary work needs
the state in the same way as the
state needs that array of volun-
tary workers who have decided
to demonstrate the side they are
on: not profit but free-giving,
not selfishness but altruism, not
individualism but solidarity.

The Italian Red Cross, as an
auxiliary of the public authori-
ties, flanks the state in all its ac-
tivities involving prevention,
education, health care, and so-
cial protection, with specialised
voluntary work.

An ordered and pluralistic
society cannot but be interested
in having within itself, and in-
deed strengthening, the array of
such citizens.

The promotion of voluntary
work, therefore, cannot but in-
volve legislation that favours
its activity. In Italy, at the end
of the 1990s, various laws were
approved that bore upon both
the sectors of action and the or-
ganisational models that this
paper has already referred to in
its theoretical outline.

Law n. 266 of 1991 was a
milestone for the world of vol-
untary work. This was a con-
solidating Act on voluntary
work in which was recognised
‘the value and the function of
voluntary work activity as an
expression of participation, sol-
idarity and pluralism, promot-
ing its development, safeguard-
ing its autonomy, and encour-
aging its original contribution
to the achievement of goals of a
social, civil and cultural char-
acter’.

Then there was Law n. 438
of 15 December 1998 which
disciplined and financed the ac-
tivities of associations engaged
in social work, and finally Law
n. 383 of 7 December 2000
which disciplined and promot-
ed associations engaged in so-
cial work, as well as establish-
ing a National Voluntary Work
Observatory and setting up a
national fund for the world of
voluntary work associations.

The most widespread instru-
ments to regulate co-operation
between voluntary work and
public institutions or private
bodies are special agreements
and contracts. In this case, one
is dealing with adapting one’s
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own modus vivendi to criteria
established by the other party.
Does this constitute a limitation
for voluntary work? In an ab-
solute sense one can argue that
in this way voluntary work is
not accepted and that it is
recognised only if it meets cer-
tain previously established con-
ditions. In reality, when a ser-
vice is directed towards citi-
zens, who are the bearers of
rights upheld by the state, it
must respect those criteria and
standards that must be guaran-
teed to citizens. It is thus the
contracting party which re-
quires a pre-established service
through a special agreement or
contract.

A further criticism may arise:
that the work itself can change
the composition of the associa-
tion and transform voluntary
workers into semi-employees
who receive a repayment of
their expenses of such high lev-
els that the services that are
provided alter the market be-
cause of the low costs in-
volved.

This objection often turns
out to be correct and for this
reason vigilance in two forms
is required. As regards the
state, a blurring of lines should
not be encouraged between the
non-profit making sector and
voluntary work; and with re-
gard to voluntary workers, they
should not retreat from the pre-
rogative of freely-given testi-
mony to their feelings towards
life, their neighbours, and soci-
ety. The promotion of volun-
tary work precisely involves
not bridling it but allowing it
guaranteed spaces for a force-
ful role defined solely by the
limits of legality (article 2 of
the Constitution).

Objectives, continuity and
training are the specific prerog-
atives of ‘pure’ voluntary work
that acts within a climate of re-
al subsidiarity. Such voluntary
work acts with society at the
side of citizens and institutions
in order to demonstrate an op-
erative capacity under the ban-
ner of optimism both of reason
and of the will: what each per-
son – together with those who
think like him or her – can do
without (and not against) the
state and its institutions, he or
she does from the heart and
with intelligence governed by
what he or she believes in order

to improve his or her own life
and the community in which he
or she lives.

Many surveys have been
conducted into voluntary work.
The most recent are: the first
census of non-profit making in-
stitutions and companies car-
ried out by ISTAT (1999); the
second sample-based survey

carried out by FIVOL (1995);
and the third sample-based sur-
vey carried out by EURISIKO
for the IREF.

Let us now examine the most
recent survey: that based upon
221,412 non-profit making in-
stitutions. This census revealed
that half of these institutions
are located in Northern Italy
and about two thirds are princi-
pally engaged in activity in the
sectors of culture, sport and
recreation. 55.2% have been
established over the last
decade, a reality that confirms
the novelty of this phenome-
non. In 91.3% of cases these
are associations, of which
61,313 are recognised and
140,746 are not recognised.
3,008 foundations and 4,651
social co-operatives are also
active and although they are
less numerous they play a very
important role because of the
activities they engage in, the
number of employed people
that they use, and the economic
level and weight of their initia-
tives. 

These three surveys, al-
though they utilise different de-
finitions of what voluntary
workers are, can help us to
grasp a first set of salient phe-
nomena.

Although on the one hand
the number of voluntary work

associations has increased, on
the other there has been a no-
table fall in the number of the
members of such associations.
In particular, there has been a
fall in the membership of or-
ganisations in the north of Italy,
and especially in the north-west
of the country, most notably in
Lombardy. It is possible that

these variations in levels of de-
cline are linked to the greater
impact of the developments in
the market and employment
throughout this region.

On the other hand, in the
centre of Italy these associa-
tions are undergoing a rapid
growth and this should not be
separated from the fact that
such associations have earned
the respect of Italians because
of the help and care they have
provided to a multitude of
refugees and illegal immigrants
who have come to our coasts
because of the crisis in the
Balkans, the persecution by the
Turks of the Kurds, or the
chronic poverty that exists in
some countries of the Mediter-
ranean and the Middle East.

I think that it is equally im-
portant to point out, however,
that the north of Italy has a
higher concentration of volun-
tary workers compared to the
south. It cannot be excluded
that this phenomenon is closely
connected to the phenomenon
of unemployment. A person
whose first thought is to find a
job that will allow him to live,
and his family to live, with dig-
nity, does not have the
‘courage’ to become involved
in other activities which are not
paid and which ‘distract’ him.
The more the level of employ-
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ment is raised, the more the
ability to dedicate oneself to
others also increases.

One further fact is worthy of
comment: voluntary work is
made up more of men than
women. From a survey carried
out annually by voluntary
workers of the Italian Red
Cross, a specific phenomenon
is evident – moving from the
north to the south of Italy the
number of male voluntary
workers diminishes and the
number of female voluntary
workers increases.

Perhaps the explanation for
this should be looked for in a
careful analysis of how volun-
tary workers are ‘recruited’ and
how voluntary work organisa-
tions work with institutions.

Although there is a hidden
grey market of voluntary work-
ers, it is evident that stable em-
ployment makes them come
out into the light of day, and in
the same way where unem-
ployment is chronic ‘voluntary
work’ can provide ‘submerged’
workers for the special agree-
ments of voluntary work asso-
ciations, which, indeed, cannot
cover all services with volun-
tary workers alone.

The pathology, therefore,
must be combated so that au-
thentic voluntary work is pro-
moted. There are many ways
by which work in the third or
non-profit making sector can
be increased.

I see the non-profit making
sector as an instrument for very

flexible professional training
because of the fact that those
people who choose it are not
concerned so much about pay
but are more encouraged by di-
versified working days which
are more suited to personal or
family needs. This characteris-
tic is very significant for a ‘hu-
manised’ organisation of work
and for this reason is more suit-
ed to women.

The phenomenon of work in
the non-profit making sector is
gaining ground. One need only
observe that fifteen million
Italian citizens belong to this
sector, and eighty-five million
Europeans. It is for this reason
that economists, especially re-
cently, have directed their inter-
est to non-profit making insti-
tutions.

At the beginning of the
1990s, some critics argued that
behind voluntary work there
were latent forms of undeclared
work, fiscal evasion and ex-
ploitation, and at the same time
trade unions protested about
this reality and expressed their
doubts about the quality of
work. They argued, in particu-
lar, that jobs in the non-profit
making sector were often poor-
ly paid, precarious, and in-
volved exploitation. They ar-
gued above all else that if non-
profit making organisations
were more competitive than
profit-making organisations,
this was due in the main to the
fact that they paid less and
made use of more staff.

This overly simplistic thesis
does not take into account the
fact that the reduction in costs
is brought about by higher lev-
els of productivity which in
turn are created by a more effi-
cient organisation of work and
above all else by a greater use
of voluntary workers. Things
should certainly be so organ-
ised that the social companies
of the non-profit making third
sector become an instrument
for the reduction of the costs of
social care services. This can
be achieved, above all else, by
developing a culture of partner-
ship between the state and the
non-profit making sector.

Recent data bring out that in
the non-profit making sector it
is primarily women who are
employed, as well as people
who belong to ethnic minori-
ties, and this is another reason
why this sector is different
from the world of more tradi-
tional work.

But I believe that the mo-
ment has come for the non-
profit making organisations,
and more generally the world
of voluntary work, to open
their doors to young profes-
sionals who demonstrate an au-
thentic interest both in their
own work and in the achieve-
ment of goals that are connect-
ed with human solidarity.

MARIAPIA GARAVAGLIA,
General President of the Italian

and European Red Cross

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002



53

1. Presentation

I think that it would be ap-
propriate at the outset of this
paper to provide a brief bio-
graphical survey of the life of
St. Benedetto Menni. Angel
Hércules Menni was born in
Milan in 1841. He was the fifth
of fifteen children and received
a careful Christian upbringing
from his parents. 

In 1860, after an experience
as a voluntary worker helping
the war-wounded during the
war of Italian independence, he
entered the Order of St. John of
God. In 1866 he was ordained a
priest. In that same year his Su-
perior General, Giovanni Maria
Alfieri, sent him to Spain with
the approval of Pius IX to re-
store the Order, which had be-
come practically extinct chiefly
because of the results of previ-
ous anti-clerical policies that
will still operating during that
period. His role was of deter-
mining importance in the
restoration of the Order. In
1881, together with Maria Jose-
fa Recio and Maria Angustias
Giménez, he founded the Con-
gregation of the Hospital Sisters
of the Sacred Heart of Jesus for
the care of the mentally ill, who
at that time were not cared for
and were marginalised.

In the vicissitudes of his life
we encounter constant descrip-
tions of voluntary actions and re-
sponses to the urgent needs of
society and to those human prob-
lems that called upon his hospital
apostolate: he helped the wound-
ed of both sides during the third
Carlist war (1872-1876), he
helped those afflicted by the
cholera epidemic of 1885, and he
engaged in an infinite series of
selfless and generous actions
which bore witness to an exem-
plary readiness to receive and
help. St. Benedetto Nenni died in
Dinan, in France, in 1914.

On 23 June 1985 the Holy
Fasther John Paul II beatified
him and on 29 November 1999
inscribed his name on the roll
of saints.

Today the Church recognises
in Menni an exemplary Christ-
ian because of the faith, the
hope and the charity that he
demonstrated, as well as a reli-
gious loyal to the charism of St.
John of God.

2. Benedetto Menni 
the Voluntary Worker: 
an Evangelising Generosity 

I will begin this paper with
an account that seems to me to
be interesting for two reasons:
firstly because it illuminates the
experience of St. Benedetto
Menni as a model for voluntary
work and secondly because it
evokes a gospel passage which
provides an example to follow
for those who work in, or are
connected with, the field of
health and health care. ‘The
story tells of a monk called
Demetrius who one day re-
ceived an imperative order. He
had to meet God on the other
side of the mountain where he
lived, and he had to do this be-
fore the sun set. The monk set
off rapidly towards the moun-
tain. But half way along the
route he met a wounded person
who asked for his help. Without
stopping, the monk told him
that he could not stop because
God was waiting for him on the
other side of the mountain, and

before the sun set. He promised
him that he would return after
he had met God. And he went
on his way. Hours later, when
the sun was high in the sky,
Demetrius reached the summit
of the mountain and from there
his eyes sought out God. But
God was not there…’ In this
quest, Demetrius had met the
wounded man in need of help.

St. Benedetto Menni, from
an early age, was a person al-
ways searching for something.
His life as a follower of Christ
was marked by two constants:
the search for the will of God
and for encounter with sick
people.

His first work as a voluntary
worker that we have evidence
about was when he was eigh-
teen and was a stretcher-bearer
for the wounded at the battle of
Magenta, taking them from the
central railway station in Milan
to the hospital of the Fatebene-
fratelli (1859). He had followed
spiritual exercises in which his
Christian vocation was clear
and in this experience as a vol-
untary worker he discovered
the call of God to the hospital
life. A little time after his arrival
in Spain to restore his religious
Order, the third Carlist war
broke out and he hurried with
his brothers of the Order to help
the wounded of both sides.
When he was engaged in his
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work of restoring his Order and
founding a religious Congrega-
tion, an epidemic of cholera
broke out and ravaged the
Spanish population. He pro-
ceeded to organise groups of
his religious brothers and sis-
ters to take care of the sick.

Generosity towards other
people was a constant response
in his life and his great reward
was the joy of being able to
serve. Menni was a happy man
despite the difficulties that he
encountered in his life, and he
even felt happy to suffer for Je-
sus Christ.

What should be said to the
world of voluntary work of to-
day in order to present St.
Benedetto Menni as an exam-
ple to be followed? Simply that
generosity is a value that makes
us stop and take care of the
wounded man who has been
encountered on the road. In ad-

dition, we should be aware of
the great reward that stopping
and looking after one’s brother
actually brings. Benedetto
Menni lived out this experience
in a radical way and repeated
on many occasions the follow-
ing statement: “How many
thanks should be given to the
Lord for having called us to His
holy service!”1 In our society,
voluntary work can be the ac-
tivity of that person who, by
giving and receiving, offers
through his or her witness small
and alternative lights to those
who at times lose their way in
the living out of human values.
He or she can also be a light for
those people who promote a
technological and aggressively
capitalistic culture and leave
the rights of human beings to
one side, and for those who, in

the hurry to have, to consume,
and do other things, are no
longer aware of the reason for
their existence.

Bendetto Menni did this with
a counter-culture language of
gospel-based love, fraternity,
and the welcoming of the sick
and the marginalised. He was
himself an evangeliser through
his great generosity and was the
Good News for the men and
women of his time.

3. St. Benedetto Menni 
the Voluntary Worker: 
Dimensions 
of Christian Love 

St. Benedetto Menni can be
an example for Christian volun-
tary work because of the
process of illumination, interac-
tion and witness that he gave,
beginning with the key dimen-

sions of Christian love. Refer-
ring to certain texts from the
New Testament, we can well
analyse his experience as a vol-
untary worker. This was an ex-
perience of love that had a face,
an experience with a sense of
communion, passing from great
declarations to small actions,
and, in addition, with strong
witness to charity.

An experience of love 
that had a face

‘If a man boasts of loving
God, while he hates his own
brother, he is a liar. He has seen
his brother, and has no love for
him; what love can he have for
the God he has never seen?’ (1
Jn 4:20).

This reference from the New
Testament reveals to us that the

life of St. Benedetto Menni was
a response to a call to love God
and his neighbour. His motiva-
tion was his love of God, which
led him to share this love with
his brother, in whom he recog-
nised God Himself. The reli-
gious experience of Benedetto
Menni was present within him
and vital. His faith was not the-
oretical but practical and was
expressed in social action and
relations.

For believers, faith in God
and the awareness that we have
been sent to proclaim the king-
dom to men are two important
keys by which to sustain a vol-
untary work experience, in
which we respect those who for
other reasons to our own take
part in different voluntary work
organisations, given that volun-
tary work is not a matter of one
denomination or religion.

St. Benedetto Menni went
beyond human solidarity. In his
actions of voluntary work he
drew near to his neighbour
starting from an experience of
fraternal love. He knew that he
was a loved son of God and for
this reason he felt that he was a
brother to other men. The
phrase from the book of the
Acts of the Apostles ‘they had
one heart and one soul’ (Acts
4:32) explains very well anoth-
er characteristic of the volun-
tary work of St. Benedetto
Menni. He did not act in his
name but felt that he belonged
to a body whose head was
Christ and whose limbs made
up the Church. He defined him-
self as an ecclesial channel of
merciful love for those who
suffer.

In his role as a voluntary
worker was to be found com-
munion with the Church and
with his Order. He thus asked
the permission of his Superior
General, Giovanni Maria Al-
fieri, to prepare himself togeth-
er with his religious brothers to
help the wounded of the third
Carlist war. His Superior Gen-
eral replied: ‘To our very dear
M.R.P. Benedetto Menni, Gen-
eral Delegate of Spain: by this
letter we order you to hasten,
not only with the religious that
depend upon you but with
every kind of means that you
can obtain, to alleviate this poor
Spain, comforting, caring for,
and helping all those who pre-
sent themselves to you, without
any party distinction, solely out
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of love for our Lord Jesus
Christ, from whom alone you
will obtain, O beloved reli-
gious, the prize, just as it will
be obtained by those who by
work and succour help you in
this work of charity, engaged in
out of obedience, with the
blessing of our most Holy Fa-
ther Pius IX.’2

In dealing with the various
urgent needs that required hos-
pital voluntary work, Menni
could count on the exemplary
readiness to help of his reli-
gious brothers and sisters. He
himself was moved by the very
generous responses that many
of them gave to him, even
though they were risking their
own lives. Some Fatabene-
fratelli died in the war hospitals
and many of his religious
brothers and sisters fell victim
to cholera.

Beginning with the perspec-
tive of communion, we should
concentrate on two exemplary
and very topical aspects that St.
Benedetto Menni bore in mind
during his activity as a volun-
tary worker:

– the ecumenical meaning of
voluntary work so as to work
with other associations when
society has urgent needs. His
links with the Red Cross, vari-
ous public institutions, and
members of the laity of other
denominations and ideologies,
speak of openness, dialogue,
and respect in order to help
those in need.

– The experience of team
work with the members of his
Order, of the Congregation that
he founded, and with members
of the laity moved by solidarity
to take part in this sphere of ac-
tivity, was the second model of
his voluntary work. His human
and organisational capacity to
supplement and enrich his pro-
ject of receiving and helping
people by employing members
of the laity was a sign of com-
munion and apostolic effective-
ness for which today we should
be grateful.

Passing from great 
declarations to small actions

The Gospel according to St.
Matthew tells us: ‘Come, you
that have received a blessing
from my Father…For I was
hungry, and you gave me food,
thirsty, and you gave me
drink…(Mt 24:34ss). Christian

love humanises by beginning
with the most simple forms of
solidarity-inspired relations and
actions. In addition to being an
organiser of voluntary workers,
Menni was a voluntary worker
with concrete tasks who was in-
volved in activity to help the
wounded. At all times during
his life he was aware of the fact
that the approach of a Christian
is not that of theory but rather a
matter of witness.

We know that St. Benedetto
Menni worked as a nurse on the
battlefields and that he was spe-
cialised in emergency opera-
tions and in treating bone frac-
tures. On the battlefields he or-
ganised evacuations, looked af-
ter the sick, administered the
sacraments, helped men to die
well, and when necessary he al-
so buried the dead. His life was
full of concrete and sensitive
details connected with the sick
people that he met on his jour-
ney. His life involved suffering
and was lived out in fighting
for people’s rights.

Today we complain about
great promises that are not kept,
about ineffective speeches,
about a culture of words that
lacks life and witness. In this
context, the Christian voluntary
worker is not a subject of great
declarations but of small ac-
tions which gradually improve
the society we live in.

The Christian who stops at
the side of the sick man has
shown that in his heart there is
the wish to heal life and reduce
suffering. The work of healing
that a voluntary worker can en-
gage in has specific contribu-
tions to make: accompanying
people who are alone, visiting
them, listening to them, helping
them at a religious level, pro-
moting health, improving
health care, defending the
rights of sick people, promoting
care for the weakest members
of society, condemning forms
of injustice and abuses, facili-
tating a more real reintegration
of sick people into society and
the Church, helping the family
relatives of sick people…

And, in addition, with a strong 
witness to charity

In his gospel, St. Matthew
has Jesus speak the following
words: ‘You have heard that it
was said, Thou shalt love thy
neighbour and hate thy enemy.

But I tell you, Love your ene-
mies, do good to those who
hate you, pray for those who
persecute and insult you, that so
you may be true sons of your
Father in heaven, who makes
his sun rise on the evil and
equally on the good, his rain
fall on the just and equally on
the unjust. If you love those
who love you, what title have
you to a reward? Will not the
publicans do as much? If you
greet none but your brethren,
what are you doing more than
others? Will not the very hea-
then do as much? But you are
to be perfect, as your heavenly
Father is perfect’ (Mt 5:43-48).

In his work as a voluntary
worker, St. Benedetto also suf-
fered the envy and enmity of a
number of people but charity
enabled him to remain within
the dimension of forgiveness.
In contemplating him, we expe-
rience an invitation to selfless
giving and the deeply rooted
nature of Christian love.

Don Nocasio Landa, the In-
spector General of the Red
Cross in Spain, wrote the fol-
lowing words to Benedetto
Menni: ‘My lord and with all
my respect: very much delayed,
because the post was blocked, I
received yesterday night your
esteemed letter of the twelfth. It
seems to me that the great ani-
mosity towards you, political
passions, have not respected
that beneficial man who estab-
lished a refuge for the aban-
doned and who sought to con-
vert rickety and scrofulous chil-
dren into strong workers, who,
indeed, without such help
would have been unsuited
work. God has kept you under
His protection and for this rea-
son you thank Him, and I send
you my best wishes. I enclose
the credentials so that at any
time you can use the arms of
the Red Cross, which I offer
you with so much pleasure, be-
cause you have demonstrated
your hospital vocation. If you
want, and the possibility of so
doing, to join with other benefi-
cial and charitable people in
that city, you can also found a
committee...’.3

We, who know deeply about
the life of Menni, also know
how his life was troubled by
enmity and destructive criti-
cism and how his ability to for-
give and accept such suffering
was exemplary.
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4. Father Menni: 
a ‘Prophet’ of the Dignity 
of the Human Person

St. Benedetto Menni is a ref-
erence point for the struggle for
the dignity of the person and
this is an important contribution
to society and voluntary work
today. Vigorous charity, such as
that as was possessed by Men-
ni, is a voice that invites us to
defend the rights of those peo-
ple who are downtrodden; in-
vites us to make a preferential
option in favour of the margin-
alised; and invites us to engage
in the promotion of a culture of
solidarity and peace.

The Universal Declaration of
Human Rights argues that ‘all
men are born free and equal’.
The Christian, together with
these rights which he knows he
has, recognises and promotes in
a special way the fragile rights
of the weak and those who do
not have a voice to claim and
uphold their rights.

If we contemplate the life of
St. Benedetto Menni, we realise
that the fight for the rights of
the mentally ill transformed
him into a strenuous defender
of the rights of the most mar-
ginalised. This defence, based
upon the fact that he was be-
liever, had a dual basis: respect
for the dignity of the person
and the defence of his or her
rights.

Respect for the dignity 
of the person

St. Benedetto Menni saw his
own existence as a gift received
from God and this necessarily
led him to offer himself as a gift
to others, in the belief that an-
other person is also a gift of
God both for himself or herself
and for others.

Jesus Christ, his reference
model, showed to Benedetto
Menni and renewed for him the
greatness and the dignity to
which human beings are called.

Don Nicasio Landa, the In-
spector General of the Red
Cross, attested that in 1876 ‘the
presbyter Don Benedetto Men-
ni, after the last civil war broke
out, went to the theatre of war,
and consecrated himself to con-
tinually providing spiritual and
physical help and aid to wound-
ed people in hospitals without
reference to their origins and
with equal Christian love and

charity for those on both sides,
thereby gaining the blessing of
many unfortunates and deserv-
ing the gratitude of the whole
of mankind…’4

The whole of his hospital life
was invested with this sense of
respect for the person, of care
for health, of overall assistance
that embraces the whole of the
human being, and of a concep-
tion of life and health which
saw them as precious goods en-
trusted by God.

Benedetto Menni’s respect for
the dignity of the person, during
the final stage of his life as well,
is demonstrated by the words of
a hospital worker who was a
witness to his dedication during
the Carlist war: ‘To inspect the
services and ensure that they
were provided in a better way,
Father Menni rode a horse to go
from one part to another giving
due orders. It was admirable to
see him in the scrub, along the
cliffs, and over the rocks riding
over the snow of the glaciers, on
the rims of abysses with his fly-
ing white flag followed by some
of his brothers who helped him
in his difficult task of beating
off flocks of crows and collect-
ing rotting corpses in order to
give them a Christian burial... I
often saw him accompanied by
one of his brothers in the middle
of rifle-fire or cannon shells,
without worrying about the
grave danger he was in, to help
the wounded, care for them,
give them comfort, administer
the sacraments to them, prepare
them for a good death, and to
transport the wounded from the
battlefield to the hospitals’.5 We
can deduce from this biographi-
cal account that taking care of
the wounded did not stop at tak-
ing care of their bodies but em-
braced other aspects of the per-
son, such as accompaniment
and human, moral and spiritual
help in the personal realities of
life. St. Benedetto Menni knew
how to restore initiative and
voice to those he met on his way
who were wounded and miser-
able.

His witness transformed and
called the soldiers of the war,
and this to such an extent that
some of them wanted to join his
cause, leading Menni to ask
Charles VII’s authorisation to
allow a large number of the sol-
diers to become candidates for
entry into the Order of the Fa-
tabenefratelli.

The defence of the rights 
of the person

Human dignity requires re-
spect for the singular, original
and specific nature of persons as
unique, never to be repeated and
free beings, as subjects open to
transcendence and called to ful-
fil themselves to the full.

Once the Carlist war was
over, St. Benedetto Menni went
back to attending to the restora-
tion of his Order. The war had
brought him to Escoriaza
(Guipúzcoa) where he founded
a hospital Institution. The bene-
ficial ends that Menni wanted
or had in mind for this Institu-
tion are very moving. He envis-
aged it helping: the mentally ill
of various villages who were
shut up in prison without any-
one taking care of them; war in-
valids; and abandoned or or-
phaned children.

His sense of gospel-based
justice meant that he stopped
on the road and made himself
the voice of those who had lost
their voice in history because
of the selfish interests of oth-
ers. This called him to be a wit-
ness to solidarity and peace at
the side of the wounded on the
battlefields of Milan and the
north of Spain. This sense of
gospel-based justice made him
constantly persevere with pub-
lic institutions for the rights of
the alienated, of orphans, and
of invalids. This sense of
gospel-based justice led him to
establish a Congregation for
mentally-ill women who at that
time were still marginalised
and less looked after than men.
This sense of gospel-based jus-
tice led him to organise groups
of his religious brothers so that
in situations of cholera they
could help the very poor and
the least looked after members
of the afflicted population.
With a clear sense of gospel-
based justice he implemented
the preferential option for the
poor, who, by right, claim our
solidarity.

5. Conclusion

In the statutes of our Associa-
tion of the Hospital Sisters of
the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a vol-
untary worker is described as a
person who freely commits
himself or herself, in a freely-
given and responsible way, to
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care in an overall way for those
people helped by the Hospital
Mission through organised ac-
tivity; at the same time being a
part of the hospital community,
taking part in its mission, and
being a sign and a yeast of the
values of a more human society.

This description can be ap-
plied almost literally to the life
of St. Bendetto Menni as a vol-
untary worker. It should, how-
ever, be observed that the life of
Menni has a much broader and
deeper exemplary character
than that of any other Christian
in the world of health and
health care. This is what I have
wanted to express during the
course of this paper. It is in this
spirit that the Superior Generals
of our Congregation and our
Order, Maria Camino Agós and
Pascual Piles, asked the Holy
Father John Paul II, in this year
proclaimed by the United Na-
tions the International Year of
the Volunteer Worker, to pro-
claim Benedetto Menni the pa-
tron saint of voluntary workers.
They also base themselves on
the words that His Holiness ad-
dressed to pilgrims on the occa-
sion of the canonisation of
Benedetto Menni: ‘St. Benedet-
to discovered his own vocation
specifically when he engaged
in his tasks of voluntary work
in Milan. This service enriches
your lives and develops the ca-
pacity for self-giving and soli-
darity-inspired welcoming of
one’s neighbour, and especially
of those who suffer…’

The Cardinal of Milan, Carlo
Maria Martini, wrote the fol-
lowing in the preface to the

book ‘Il prezzo del coraggio.
San Benedetto Menni...’ (‘The
Price of Courage. St. Benedetto
Menni...’): ‘Another aspect I
would like to emphasise is the
scale of the voluntary work that
recurs throughout the whole of
his life. Not only did it lead him
to decide for his vocation but it
was also the key to the project
of the restoration and the foun-
dation’.

We have also seen that his
style as a voluntary worker
brought forth vocations in the
war context.

The legend of Demetrius,
with which I began this paper,
finishes in the following way:
‘Demetrius reached the summit
of the mountain and his eyes
began to search for God, but
God was not there. God had
gone to help the wounded man
who a few hours previously
Demetrius had met on his jour-
ney. There are those who say
the God was the wounded man
who asked him for help’.

St. Benedetto Menni would
not have gone to the summit of
the mountain because he would
have stopped and taken care of
the wounded man. There, in
those other summits of charity
and Christian love, he discov-
ered the face of God. He used
to say, referring to the sick, that
“the more unfortunate people
there are, the more the living
Jesus is represented”. God
granted to him the grace of ex-
periencing his Horeb in the
people that he entered into rela-
tionships with, especially the
sick and the invalid. He was a
voluntary worker of the ‘es-

cogidos’. His witness is not on-
ly exemplary because of the
good he did to so many people
but also because of the quality,
the meaning and the happiness
of his life, which was dedicated
to the Kingdom.

Sr. ANN MARIA 
GASPAR MONTERO,

Hospital Sister 
of the Sacred Heart of Jesus,

Graduate in Philosophy 
and the Education Science,

Co-ordinator of Voluntary Work 
at the Health Centre of Malaga.
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The Experience 
of the Solidarity Network 
of Health Care Workers

To live again the role of the
Good Samaritan as a voluntary
worker in pastoral care in
health means ‘to see and feel
compassion for the pain of the
sick person and to draw near to
him’; it means to repeat the
work that Jesus carried out for
sick people. ‘Who else could
be the Samaritan if not the Sav-
iour?’, Clement of Alexandria
asked himself.1

Aware of this vocation, and
as men and women who live in
the twenty-first century, we
must know that it is not enough
to be satisfied with such con-
duct alone because we are face
to face with new challenges
that will require our action, and
in relation to which John Paul
II has proposed the globalisa-
tion of solidarity and the ability
to invent new forms of co-op-
eration.

We are a part of a new civili-
sation, created from the starting
point of a society of knowl-
edge. The material wealth of
individuals and nations ‘does
not lie now in physical capital
but in human imagination and
creativity’.2

This society employs the
technological revolution in
communications to transfer in
unlimited forms, and to any
part of the world, financial and
intellectual capital, thereby cre-
ating a whole host of commer-
cial networks. This phenome-
non is the basis of what we call
‘globalisation’, ‘a phenomenon
that is progressively manipulat-
ed by the great economic cor-
porations that in this way exer-
cise an increasing control over
the conditions in which users
can gain access to those ideas,
knowledge and techniques that
are decisive’.3 According to this
schema, those people who can-
not gain access to knowledge
and the use of new technolo-
gies are left to lengthen the
enormous list of the ‘exclud-
ed’.

This phenomenon of ‘exclu-

sion’ is progressively affecting
most of the populations of de-
veloping countries, where 90%
of births take place within fam-
ilies who have an income of
less than two American dollars
a day and which for the most
part do not have the most ele-
mentary medical care. The
population of these countries,
in turn, makes up 82% of the
world’s population.

This grave imbalance is at
the root of the multiplication in
the number of civil wars and
regional wars, with the increas-
ing phenomenon of millions of
refugees and the explosive
growth in the number of illegal
immigrants in industrialised
countries. These processes pro-
duce an enormous challenge
for public health care policies
both in developing countries –
with increasing preventive re-
ductions within policies of ad-
justment favoured by interna-
tional organisations such as the
International Monetary Fund –
and in advanced countries,
which are experiencing the cri-
sis of the welfare state and the
appearance of ‘excluded’ mi-
norities.

At the same time, our society
is undergoing an exponential
growth in knowledge about ill-
nesses and the processes need-
ed to cure them. This growth is
to be ascribed to the major ad-
vances in genetics which will,
indeed, make our century the
‘century of biotechnology’.

Thus we are faced with the
paradox of having a mass of
unprecedented knowledge to
help sick people but which, be-
cause it is left solely to the mer-
cy of the dynamics of the ‘mar-
ket economy’, is only available
to the minority which can pay
for it.

Medical knowledge has be-
come globalised and has al-
lowed millions of health care
workers throughout the world
to acquire great capacities.
They, too, however, feel that
they are locked up in the per-
verse dynamics of supply and
demand which transform pa-
tients into mere customers.

Faced with this panorama, is
there a new form by which to
fight against this kind of exclu-
sion? A new reading of the
parable of the Good Samaritan
tells us that there is.

In this parable we can see
that not only does the Samari-
tan draw near to the wounded
man but he also ‘bound his
wounds and poured oil and
wine on them’ (Lk 10:34) This
was the most appropriate action
from a medical point of view
during that historical period
and in that situation. The Good
Samaritan employed knowl-
edge as a healing element. If he
had not done this, the wounded
man would have died from loss
of blood. But even more
prophetic for our times was the
fact that ‘he took him to an inn
and took care of him. Next day
he took out two silver pieces,
which he gave to the inn-keep-
er, and said, take care of
him’(Lk 10:34-35). He provid-
ed his own co-operation and
got into contact with a person
who had other instruments. He
knew about the place, the inn,
to complete the treatment of the
wounded man, and about who
could take care of him with the
same charity and commitment
– the inn-keeper. If the Good
Samaritan had not acted in this
way, the wounded man would
have died despite the action he
had taken.

This parable shows us the
first ‘network of solidarity in
pastoral care in health’ in histo-
ry and makes a very strong call
upon us. In the twenty-first
century can we be part of a
pastoral care in health that is
not ‘communion’ with those
who have specific forms of
knowledge about health and
who complete what we pos-
sess? Can we carry out our vol-
untary work in an isolated way
or with our group or associa-
tion without being ‘connected’,
without being on line, with all
the other health care workers
of good will, with ‘new inn-
keepers’, in a spirit of commu-
nion and co-operation? Is this
not perhaps now the time to
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engage in a new ‘way of imag-
ining charity’?4

With this question, in 1995,
together with another three
medical doctors from Buenos
Aires, in Argentina, we began
to share our concerns generated
by being aware of the fact that
when our patients asked for
help which went beyond our
specialised fields of knowledge
we could only suggest a con-
sultation within the public
health system, with the high
probability that this would be
late in coming or not arrive at
all. In order to remedy this situ-
ation, we decided to exchange
data so as to ask for mutual
help when our patients needed
it. The result was so encourag-
ing, both for the patients and
for us, that we decided to create
‘a solidarity network of health
care workers’ open to all those
(Christians or otherwise) who
accepted in a spirit of solidarity
to give selflessly of their
knowledge in order to solve the
problem of a patient for whom
help was asked from another
member of the network.

To this end we drew up an
explanatory booklet with three
basic objectives which contin-
ue to be the following:

– To be concerned not only
with the physical condition of
the patient but also with his or
her psychological and spiritual
state. Thus a member of the
network has to identify serious
and worried patients in his or
her work so as to build a bridge
between them and a priest, rab-
bi or pastor according to the
creed of the sick person, there-
by fulfilling the commitment to
establish a ‘spiritual’ consulta-
tion.

– To defend life from its con-
ception and not to engage in
any practice that goes against
life, like, for example, the use
of any abortion-inducing tech-
nique or device.

– To selflessly give of all the
knowledge that one possesses,
trying to solve the problem
both of the excluded patient
and the person who has not
been able to solve his or her
problem in the conventional
health service. The request for
help, which always take place
between colleagues, involves a
dual challenge: it is connected
with solidarity because it trans-
forms ‘your’ patient into ‘our’
patient, and it is connected with

professional knowledge be-
cause efforts should not be
abandoned until the problem is
solved, as a result of which our
knowledge is not enough and
we have to invite other col-
leagues to help us and encour-
age us to join the network.

If a colleague accepts these
objectives, he or she fills in an
enrolment form with all his or
her data and these facilitate a
consultation. These data are fed
into a general database and are
arranged according to the
branch of specialisation. This is
then distributed in the form of
an electronic disk or booklet to
all the members so that all of
them have the data of the other
members of the network.

At that moment we had al-
ready discovered the wonderful
qualities of being moved by
solidarity as regards knowledge
and by working through the
network: the network strength-
ens you and grows the more
you use it; using the imagina-
tion of professionals, it is possi-
ble to overcome the limitations
of the official health system;
and a 100% gospel-based expe-
rience is a daily occurrence:
through the network we can

ask for much more help than is
asked from us.

At the end of 1995 the net-
work had four hundred mem-
bers (a number that doubles
every 6-7 months).

Through the practice of the
spiritual consultation, the con-
fessions and communions en-
gaged in by patients belonging
to the field of intensive care has
gone from15-20% to over 80%
of the population. 1,800 pa-
tients have already been treated

and only one colleague has not
performed his solidarity-in-
spired duty. Thus in 1996 we
began to be a part of pastoral
care in health in an imaginative
way. Those responsible for pas-
toral care in health accepted the
form of work engaged in
through the network by ensur-
ing that the objectives of the
work that was done were in
line with the principles of the
Gospel. In the same way, those
responsible for the network
have published small booklets
containing information for non-
medical voluntary workers in
health care so that they can ask
for help for patients through the
network.

In 1998 there were members
of the network in all the
provinces of the country. We
thus grouped them together in-
to regions, headed by a head
co-ordinating medical doctor
in the principal city of that re-
gion. Thus every member has
all the data of the professionals
belonging to the network of his
or her region and can thereby
work and communicate in a
way moved by solidarity. If a
person, despite this informa-
tion, cannot solve a problem,

he or she can contact the re-
gional co-ordinator and him
gain access through by tele-
phone, fax or e-mail to the data
of the network at a national
level.

Since its creation, the net-
work has required a minimal
infrastructure. Since 1996 we
have had a general co-ordinat-
ing office and an executive sec-
retary inside the Department
for the Laity of the Bishops’
Conference of Argentina. At
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this office there are voluntary
workers who up-date the data-
base and send it to the mem-
bers. 95% of the consultations
take place in a decentralised
form between those who within
the network, and the remaining
5%, the most complex cases,
are dealt with by the general
co-ordinating office which can
call on the help of an ad hoc
team to solve them.

By now, more than 4,700
health professionals, with over
seventy forms of specialisa-
tion, have adhered to the net-
work, working in ‘commu-
nion’ throughout Argentina. To
this should be added the thou-
sands of non-medical volun-
tary workers in health care
who ask for help through the
network and who in turn back
up the work of the profession-
als. Today, more than 80% of
pastoral care in health in Ar-
gentina is done through the
network. Thus this year more
than 80,000 cases of patients
‘excluded’ from the official
health service have been solved
and through solidarity-inspired
‘knowledge’ these people have
been reintegrated into that ser-
vice.

Since 1999, hundreds of con-
sultations arrive at the general
co-ordination office by tele-
phone or fax because of the
spread of the network through
the media. But this challenge
has been met by channelling
every consultation to a member
of the network who then
‘adopts’ the case and shares it
with the other members ac-
cording to the needs that arise.

‘Solidarity-inspired net-
works’ are not only instruments
for ‘communion’ outside the

Church; they also generate
communion within the Church.

The solidarity-inspired net-
work of health care workers
works with the Caritas of Ar-
gentina. The network, as the
agency principally responsible
for professional help, and Cari-
tas, as the organisation which is
qualified to obtain medical ma-
terials or economic resources
when these are needed to sup-
port the process of treatment,
work together always in an in-
ter-relationship. From such
mutual co-operation has arisen
the need to communicate with
other non-governmental insti-
tutions that work in a solidari-
ty-inspired way in the field of
health and health care and in
the other social areas. This
process now underway is a
concrete manifestation of ‘soli-
darity, the fruit of commu-
nion’.5

In addition, in 2002, we be-
gan a programme of co-opera-
tion between the health care
network and the parishes of the
various dioceses of the country.
Thus every parish and parish
community have sent or will
send one or more health care
workers from their parish (a
medical doctor, a nurse, a so-
cial worker, etc.) to belong to
the network.

When the problem of health
of an ‘excluded’ person belong-
ing to that community arises,
the agent who has agreed to
take part is consulted so that he
or she can assess the case and
involve that person in the net-
work. Each of these parishes
thus does not have only one
health care agent but instead
has available from eight hun-
dred to a thousand. This experi-

ence has revolutionised the role
of parishes in marginalised
communities in Argentina.

Social phenomena of great
impact began to develop begin-
ning with the creation of the
solidarity network of health
care workers. One such phe-
nomena, in imitation of the ex-
isting network, is that other
such networks have been creat-
ed in Argentina, such as those
for children and adolescents,
for support for small economic
entities, for social communica-
tion and educational direction.
All of these networks are well
underway and have a similar
capacity to transform existing
realities.

Another such phenomenon is
to be found in the fact that
specifically because of its na-
ture and dynamics, the growth
of these ‘solidarity networks’
leads necessarily and gradually
to the practical modification of
unjust social structures (‘struc-
tures of sin’) because they ‘dis-
turb’ the natural flow of infor-
mation and provide help, and
have the further advantage of
being carried out by the com-
mitted Christians and other
‘men of good will’ who per-
form their tasks within these
same structures.

There are a large number of
examples of such an ability,
from sharing health pro-
grammes created for groups of
medical doctors belonging to
the network and intended for
parts of the population at high
risk (pregnant adolescents,
malnourished children and the
homeless) to the creation of a
medical programme for the
building of day clinics for pa-
tients thought to have high-risk
pathologies. Such initiatives do
not increase costs for the public
system. This last project, which
has been accepted by the Min-
istry of Health of Argentina,
will be the work of the public
system and the network will be
the creative body (‘the donor of
knowledge’): a clear example
of subsidiarity and interaction
between the state and civil so-
ciety. It is thought that this pro-
gramme will benefit 500,000
patients each year, that each
year 30,000 to 50,000 hospital
admissions will be avoided, as
well as 5,000 to 7,000 deaths,
through the simple organisation
of existing resources, and that
above all else ‘professional
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knowledge will become soli-
darity-based’ by providing it
with a channel of expression
through the network.

Lastly, we have observed the
innate tendency of these expe-
riences to become globalised,
given that we use the exchange
of knowledge, which itself is
something that is globalised.
Although the ‘health care net-
work’ is much more than an
‘internet of good’ because it re-
ally is a ‘human network’ of
solidarity-inspired hearts and
minds, the Web is the most
favourable instrument for a sol-
idarity-inspired exchange be-
cause it allows us through our
site www.redessolidarias.org to
reproduce between colleagues
of different countries the com-
munication and consultation
that already exist between Ar-
gentinian professionals.

We have discovered that in
this way we can turn in a broad
variety of cases to the help of
specialists with whom our pa-
tients would never have come
into contact, we can lessen the
differences in medical care that
exist between our countries,
and we can even transfer med-
ical technology to those places
where it is really needed.

There are groups that are be-
ginning this kind of network in
Bolivia, the Dominican Repub-
lic, Ecuador, Mexico, the Unit-
ed States of America, and
Spain. By now each group is
made up not only of its local
members but is also in commu-
nion with its 4,7000 voluntary
brothers and sisters in Argenti-
na and other countries.

However, we are far from
having reached the limit of
these possibilities, which, in-
deed, challenge our solidarity-
inspired imagination. Is there a
country or institution that does
not have pain to share or does
not possess knowledge about
health care that it can give?
Certainly, the answer is in the
negative.

Today, thanks to the commu-
nications revolution, it is possi-
ble to meet and ‘get connected
with’ all the ‘Good Samaritans’
and the ‘solidarity-inspired inn-
keepers’ of the world, and in a
spirit of communion to ex-
change knowledge with the
aim of helping all those who
suffer and who we increasingly
meet on our paths.

This, then, is our invitation:
to form a ‘global solidarity net-
work of health care’ through

which to offer, in a humble
way, our energies and our co-
operation.

I strongly believe in the
prophetic call of the Holy Fa-
ther that we should ‘globalise
solidarity’, and I also believe,
with the same force, that we
must ‘make knowledge a mat-
ter for solidarity’.

Dr. GIUSTO CARBAJALES,
Medical Doctor and Heart Specialist,

General Co-ordinator 
of the Solidarity Network 
of Health Care Workers,

the Department for the Laity 
of the Bishops’ Conference 

of Argentina.
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Premise

Before beginning the subject
that I was called on to talk on
here today, I would like to thank
warmly H.E. Msgr. Lozano, the
President of this Pontifical
Council; H.E. Msgr. Redrado,
the Secretary of the Dicastery,
and Rev. Felice Ruffini, its Un-
der-Secretary, with all of whom,
for four years by now, I have
been working on the subject of
HIV-AIDS. Last but by no
means least, I would also like to
thank all those present at this
conference and those taking
part in this World Day in partic-
ular, because of its special im-
portance.

When the title of this paper
was entrusted to me, I have to
admit that I felt charged with a
great responsibility, but at the
same time I felt that this was an
extraordinary opportunity to
maintain the high-level of in-
ternational attention paid to the
question of HIV-AIDS as well
as to emphasise the incisive
and at times determining ac-
tion of thousands of both lay
and religious voluntary work-
ers, whether health care work-
ers or others, who are involved
in the world of providing assis-
tance, care and accompaniment
to those who are suffering from
AIDS and their families.

As you yourselves can ob-
serve, the subject is rather large
and its exhaustive treatment
would require more time than
has been granted to me. For this
reason, I will try to focus on
those key aspects that in my ex-
perience of studying the subject
can provide us with an overall
picture of the subject of volun-
tary work and AIDS.

The Statistics on the Spread 
of HIV-AIDS in the World 

On the basis of very recent
estimates relating to 2001
which have just been published
by UNAIDS, the Joint United
Nations Programme on HIV-
AIDS, there are in all 40 mil-

lion people who live with HIV-
AIDS, both adults and chil-
dren. 95% of these people live
in developing countries and of
these over 70% live in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa. Only 3% of the
rest of such sufferers live in the
Western world (North Ameri-
ca, Western Europe, Australia
and New Zealand). There are
in all 2.7 million children un-
der the age of fifteen who live
with HIV-AIDS. There were
800,000 new cases of infection
and 580,000 children died of
this malady in the same year.
The incidence of the virus, or
rather the new cases of infec-
tion that were detected during
the course of 2001, were esti-
mated to be in all 5 million
(both adults and children). To
make the picture clearer, we
could also say that each day
14,000 new cases of infection
are detected. Of the 5 million
new cases, over 95% live in
developing countries (more
than 70% in Sub-Sahara
Africa) and a little more than
1% live in Western Europe and
overseas – 14% are children
(as has already been observed);
86% belong to an age band
which goes from 15 to 49 years
of age, a fertile age given the
reproductive life of the human
person and a productive age
from an economic point of
view given involvement in
work activity. Over a half of
these are between 15 and 24
years of age, and a little less
than half of them are women.
About 3 million people are es-
timated to have died from
AIDS in 2001, of whom 80%
were in Sub-Saharan Africa
and less than 1% in the West-
ern world. Since the appear-
ance of the virus until today
more than 21 million people
have died from it. At this point
we should mention the or-
phans: it is calculated that
about 13.2. million children
have become orphans as a re-
sult of the death of one or both
of their parents – over a half of
these children live in Africa
and every day they undergo

hunger, privation and a state of
abandonment.

It is clear, therefore, that to-
day people go on dying of HIV-
AIDS but it is equally clear that
one can also live with this terri-
ble illness thanks to new anti-
viral forms of treatment which
slow down its advance and ef-
fects. However, this is still
something that is the privilege
of the few, indeed I would say
of the very few. The debate un-
derway about a new set of rules
regarding the ‘intellectual prop-
erty’ on the patenting of new
pharmaceutical products is well
known about. I think that the
time has come to make a new
social pact which will open up
the way to a new era in the rela-
tionship between pharmaceuti-
cal companies and society, a
pact based upon the ethical and
moral imperative of guarantee-
ing that scientific progress
works to the benefit of every-
one, and above all to the benefit
of the poorest of the planet, and
which ensures that the costs of
this are borne by the richest
countries of the world. In
Africa, and in Sub-Saharan
Africa in particular, people con-
tinue to die of AIDS. Very few
Africans have access to forms
of medical care linked to HIV-
AIDS, such as drugs and medi-
cines for opportunistic illness-
es, which, as is well known, are
the factors which most favour
the emergence of seropositive
situations. Even less Africans
have access to anti-viral drugs
and medicines. 

But people do not die of
AIDS only in the continent of
Africa. There are certain geo-
graphical areas where the inci-
dence of the virus is increasing
at a growing speed. I am refer-
ring here to the situation in the
Caribbean region and the coun-
tries of the former Soviet
Union, in particular the Russian
Federation and the Ukraine.
There is also the continent of
Asia where prostitution and
drug-addiction act as accelera-
tors and favour the spread of the
virus. On 13 November 2001,
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during the first national confer-
ence on AIDS/HIV held in
Peking, the Minister of Health
of China gave the first estimates
of the phenomenon in that
country – at the moment there
are 600,000 people living with
HIV/AIDS in China. However,
the rapid increase in new cases
of infection in sub-populations
in various parts of the same
country leads to the conclusion
that the number of people suf-
fering from HIV/AIDS will in-
crease rapidly in the months to
come.

The Routes of Transmission 
and the Factors that Favour
the Spread of the Virus

In dealing with the subject of
the transmission of HIV/AIDS,
one has to take into account the
special social and cultural fac-
tors that influence and sustain
the transmission of the virus in
countries and contexts that are
different. A large number of
economic, political and social
factors shape the overall con-
figurations of this illness – from
extreme poverty to wars, and
on to migratory movements,
examples of sexual abuse, pros-
titution, drug-addiction, alco-
holism, and the fact that young
people do not have prospects
and hopes for the future.
HIV/AIDS is a violent expres-
sion of the ‘social injustice’ that
is present on the world hori-
zons, but it is also a symptom
of the dissolution of certain ba-
sic values connected with hu-
man dignity. As long ago as
1989, the Holy Father, in a
speech to those taking part in
the international conference
that this Dicastery dedicates
every year to emerging subjects
and which in that year was with
great foresight dedicated to the
subject of AIDS, pronounced
the following words: “We are
not far from the truth when we
say that in parallel with the
spread of HIV/AIDS a sort of
immunity deficiency at the lev-
el of essential value has ex-
pressed itself, which cannot but
be seen as an authentic patholo-
gy of the spirit”. 

What, therefore, are the ac-
celerating factors working for
the spread of HIV/AIDS?

First of all there is the factor
of poverty, which pushes peo-

ple to the margin of society and
excludes them from the spheres
of social relations or rather
from the principal areas of so-
cialisation such as schools and
the world of work. Poverty af-
fects the ability of man to re-
ceive an education, to obtain
training, and to have prospects
and horizons of fulfilment. This
involves a serious injury to the
person at the level of his dignity
as a man and it relegates him to
the margins of society and ex-
poses him to forms of behav-
iour that are at risk such as
prostitution and drug-addiction.
In addition, the perception of
social injustice which is experi-
enced, and experienced pas-
sively, involves a weakening of
those basic values that uphold
community in many traditional
societies – their foundations are
undermined and these societies
are made vulnerable. But we
should also say, and especially
here, that poverty is also the
fruit of inadequate policies and
corrupt administrations – we
know so many cases of coun-
tries that are rich in resources,
oil, precious stones, but which
are in a state of dependency on
the so-called rich countries with
which they contract debts in the
search for economic supports.
This is a system that strangles
the poorest countries which, in
order to obtain loans, have to
accept conditions that adversely
affect their cultures. It should
be remembered that the culture
of a people should also be re-
spected and defended because it
is an important vehicle of infor-
mation and communication and
this characteristic should be
seen as a source of wealth and
not a barrier (C.O. Airhihen-
buwa, 1995). 

In order to tackle poverty and
hunger, huge numbers of peo-
ple leave their own villages and
families for periods which are
often very long. Flourishing
mining industries managed by
Western multi-nationals attract
manual labour not only from
the rural areas in which they are
situated but also from neigh-
bouring economies where work
opportunities are limited and
wages are lower. ‘Mobility’ is
thus one of the factors that
characterises the world popula-
tion. But how do these migrant
populations live? They live in
loneliness, in dormitory towns

built in the areas near to mining
works. They work hard and
every day they risk their lives
because of the lack in their
places of work of minimum
safety standards. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, to learn that
in these places prostitution and
drugs abound. But that is not
all. We could talk about wars
and the lives of the young sol-
diers of Rwanda and Cambo-
dia. They are used to living day
by day and they are conscious
of the fact that their lives can
finish at any moment. As a re-
sult, AIDS frightens them no
more than any other disease.
And what can be said about life
in refugee camps where young
women are raped or forced to
trade in their own bodies? And
what about the young Asian
girls sent off to work in prosti-
tution by their own parents in
order to earn food for their fam-
ilies? 

I would like here to refer to
the ‘Note’ for the Bishop’s
Conferences on ‘The Repro-

ductive Health of Refugees’
which was recently issued to
the press and which had been
prepared by the Pontifical
Council for Health Pastoral
Care, the Pontifical Council for
the Family, and the Pontifical
Council for the Pastoral Care of
Migrants and Itinerant People.
In this work there is a strong
appeal to the promotion of the
education of young people in
favour of responsible procre-
ation and respect for the dignity
of their bodies, and this is seen
as ‘real prevention against this
epidemic’. But this is not all.
Another social factor that con-
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tributes to the silent and slither-
ing spread of this virus is the
stigma and prejudice that it in-
volves. This is something that
favours the perpetration of very
grave episodes of discrimina-
tion towards people who are
seropositive. It is difficult to
measure this stigma – people
with HIV encounter it in rejec-
tion by their relatives and
friends; in the maltreatment of
their children at school or the
loss of their jobs on the grounds
of a banal pretext. Such stigma
and fear inflame the spread of
HIV/AIDS and place a real ob-
stacle in the way of prevention
and treatment. But how should
we fight this enemy which sees
us act against our own brothers
and sisters? We need to combat
this culture of separation and
exclusion with information and
by bearing witness to a new
culture of solidarity and human
brotherhood.

And at this point I would like
to deal with the question of vol-
untary work. Voluntary work is
the ‘front line’ of action against
HIV/AIDS and this is demon-
strated by a series of pro-
grammes and implemented ini-
tiatives, especially where acute
poverty is most devastating. Al-
though it is the case that at the
root of voluntary action in
favour of people sick with
HIV/AIDS there are constituent
elements that can be extended
to its every form of expression,
nonetheless we have to distin-
guish between the ways in
which voluntary work is carried
out in the West and the ways it
is carried out in developing
countries where the overall
framework onto which volun-
tary work is grafted is complex
from a psychological, organisa-
tional and operational point of
view. In the Western world, vol-
untary workers work in various
ways in hospitals and in com-
munities for drug-addicts which
have opened their doors to re-
ceiving seropositive people or
sick people. They also work in
providing home-based help and
in family homes. This is hard
work which involves the whole
of the individual. 

It is well known that ‘taking
care’ of a patient suffering from
AIDS is a very complex opera-
tion. It involves building up a
sort of ‘therapeutic alliance’ be-
tween the various professional

and non-professional figures in-
volved (medical doctors, nurs-
es, social workers, psycholo-
gists, pastoral workers and vol-
untary workers) all of whom
have the aim of treating, caring
for, and accompanying the sick
person and establishing a ‘rela-
tionship of health’ with him.
This relationship of health
should never be ‘exclusive’.
Each person should make their
own contribution to the overall
project just as in a mosaic each
piece contributes to the final re-
sult but at the same time needs
all the other pieces. The volun-
tary worker is an especially im-
portant figure in this relation-
ship of health and in addition is
a point of reference not only for

the patient but also for his or
her family. We should not for-
get that in this illness the suffer-
ing of the patient is joined by
the suffering of his or her fami-
ly relatives who are often the
victims of forms of social ex-
clusion and marginalisation.

You should realise, therefore,
that voluntary work takes place
in contexts, such as those that
reign in developing countries
where hospitals are almost non-
existent, where minimum hy-
gienic conditions are not even
guaranteed, where there is a
shortage or absence of drinking
water, where essential drugs
and medicines are not forth-
coming, and where there are no
publicly organised health ser-
vices. In a few words: where
the right to health is a daily wa-
ger. In these contexts, urgency
and need require the voluntary
worker to make up for the
structural failings of ‘shadow
health services’ and to make

voluntary work take on a more
operational character. The vol-
untary worker is a person who
helps his neighbour, the person
suffering from AIDS who is
abandoned and left alone in his
hut by his own family and who
is heading for an inexorable
death. The voluntary worker is
a person who repairs the roof of
the hut when the rainy season
draws near. The voluntary
worker is the person who offers
the only forms of care and treat-
ment that are available. The
voluntary worker is the person
who takes care of small fami-
lies of orphans, families  in
which children aged only ten
are left alone to take care of
their younger siblings. In these

places the voluntary worker is
the light that breaks the light of
suffering and indifference. To-
day there are many realities in
the developing countries which
are working in this direction,
and indeed increasingly so,
with the co-operation of volun-
tary workers down on the
ground. This is the greatest re-
sult of these programmes. The
witness of members of the laity
and members of religious or-
ders who work in these coun-
tries slowly helps the local peo-
ple to overcome fears and prej-
udices that distance rather than
unite, which hinder prevention
rather than promoting it.

I will give one example from
many – that of the Catholic dio-
cese of Ndola in Zambia where
from 1988 onwards a pro-
gramme of home-care has been
implemented which has sought
to provide a basic level of care
and support to anybody who is
afflicted by HIV/AIDS and tu-
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berculosis. So far this pro-
gramme has reached twenty-
three cities and benefited about
four hundred thousand people.
All this has been done at a rea-
sonable cost but above all
thanks to the key role played by
five hundred voluntary work-
ers, in the main part women,
from the rural communities
themselves, who are committed
to helping their neighbours in
the face of this dual epidemic.
In our Western societies this
could appear to be something
taken for granted, but this is not
the case in African societies
where AIDS is still experienced
with great fear because it has an
absolutely devastating impact
on the family, because it cannot
be cured, because it is transmit-
ted through the transmission of
life, which has a sacred value
and together with health is the
primary condition of man, and
because it leads to an early
death and such a death is some-
thing that is tragic in African
society. Such a death deprives
individuals of their ‘spiritual re-
vivification’, something that
can take place solely through
having a large number of de-
scendants. AIDS, therefore,
acts to undermine the ideals of
harmony and of balance.

It is often said that voluntary
work is special ‘witness to hu-
man solidarity’, but I think that
it is advisable to ask ourselves
about the deepest meaning of
the concept of solidarity. At the
base of solidarity there is some-
thing that links people together
and they are not linked together
by what they ‘have’ but by what
they ‘are’. Thus because every
man is a person and has a natur-
al personal dignity, the founda-
tion of solidarity lies specifical-
ly in the ‘dignity of the person’.
The person, in turn, is a ‘rela-
tional’ being by nature and re-
lates to others in line with two
principal dimensions: that of
being with others, or commu-
nion, and that of being for oth-
ers, or giving. I would like to
direct your attention to being
for others, that being for others
that can also be understood as a
categorical imperative of the
‘ethics of duty’ of Kant, as a
universal imperative, valid for
all men quite apart from their
religious confessions or loyal-
ties, and which finds a basis, its
motivations and its primary

contents in those who believe in
Christ. From Catholic volun-
tary workers, especially those
who work with people suffering
from AIDS, Christ does not ask
for general being with others
but asks for a being for others
that he himself testified to
through his life by embracing
the suffering of the Cross to
achieve the salvation of the
whole of mankind, and by com-
ing to the aid of the least and
the most in need. This is the
deepest meaning of pastoral
care for those who are sick and
the suffering.

Voluntary work directed to-
wards the struggle against
HIV/AIDS – an illness which
strikes the last of the last – is
the mouthpiece of a humanity
that is trodden on and humiliat-
ed. Voluntary work, by its ac-
tion, is the fundamental instru-
ment of peace amongst peoples;
it is the vivid and concrete wit-
ness of the brother who draws
near to his brother, helps him,
and supports him so that they
can return together and take up
their journey. But it also refers
to the person who restores to a
sick man his ability and
courage to be for others, to feel
that he plays an active part in
the relationship of help and that
he is a ‘protagonist’. No worker
more than the voluntary worker
experiences the condition of his
brother in difficulty with such a
special closeness. The Catholic
voluntary worker, and in a spe-
cial way the Catholic voluntary
worker active in the field of
care for people suffering from
HIV/AIDS, working in synergy
with all the professional figures
who are involved in care for the
patient, has a specific mission
to perform: he must be an au-
thentic witness to humanity,
that Christian humanity that
links us all together, and in
whose suffering can be encoun-
tered the suffering of the cross
of Christ. Mother Teresa of Cal-
cutta once said during a speech:
“the greatest suffering is being
lonely, being unwanted, being
unloved, just having no one”. In
these countries where often
there is not poverty but acute
poverty, human beings experi-
ence this hopelessness every
day. 

The voluntary worker who
freely gives his time to this ser-
vice also gives hope to these

people, the hope that they will
no longer be alone, that they
will have someone who loves
them, who surrounds them,
who makes them feel that are
still able to give something and
do not only to receive, who re-
stores to them that human dig-
nity which has so wrongly been
denied to them. But this mys-
tery, the ability to give of one-
self, is not and cannot be com-
pletely human – the suffering
person often realises that be-
hind that giving there is some-
thing greater which moves to-
wards him to comfort him. Be-
hind that extended hand there is
Christ who consoles, supports,
and encourages, that Lord God
who never abandons us. For
this reason, today, voluntary
work is a light, an authentic
and concrete hope that a world
of peace will be built.

Dr. FIORENZA 
DERIU BAGNATO,

Social Researcher,
Italy.
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I am taking the place of the
International General President
of the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul, Dr. José Ramón Diaz
Tooremocha. My name is
Francesco de Barberis and I am
one of the 600,000 brothers and
sisters of our society. 

Yesterday I learnt a great
deal and I was struck by how
much good is done in the world
under the banner of ‘voluntary
work’.

The Holy Father has defined
‘voluntary work’ with a happy
phrase: it is ‘above all else a
question of the heart, of the
heart that knows how to open
to the needs of our brethren’. In
this way the Pope clarified the
nature of the implementation of
the second commandment of
love, as confirmed by Jesus:
‘love your neighbour as your-
self’ (Mt 22:29; Mk: 12:31-32;
Lk 10:27). For a committed
Christian, this is a commitment
to be followed with joy.

Voluntary work was already
being implemented as a ‘ques-
tion of the heart’ during the
seventeenth century by St. Vin-
cent de Paul. In the nineteenth
century his disciple, the blessed
Frédéric Ozanam, saw such
work as a ‘choice of lay life’.

On 23 April 1833, in Paris,
the first Conference of St. Vin-
cent de Paul was created by a
professor and six students of
the Sorbonne. Amongst these
people, one person in particular
stood out as the planner and an-
imator of what would become
the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul. His name was Frédéric
Ozanam.

Ozanam gave the society a
revolutionary character com-
pared to the other associations
of the time, which he accused
of practising the ‘charity of a
glass of fresh water’, whereas
he thought that it was necessary
‘to put one’s hands to the roots
of the evil and with wise re-
forms reduce the causes of
acute public poverty’.

These six young people,
when they established the first
conference, did not really know

how to begin, but they found a
‘mother’ in Sister Rosalie Ren-
du of the Daughters of Charity
(who is now undergoing the
procedure of beatification) who
gave them St. Vincent de Paul
as their ‘father’.

The female branch was born
in Bologna in 1856.

After the Second World War,
the need was felt to work to-
gether. In order to solve the
problem, His Holiness Pius XII
was approached and he ob-
served: ‘today women and men
study together, they work to-
gether; why cannot they en-
gage in charity together?’

The second article of our so-
ciety reads as follows: ‘no
work of charity should be seen
as being extraneous’.

In 1995, in response to an
initiative taken by Rev. Robert
Maloney (the Superior General
of the Congregation of Mis-
sion), and in order to serve
poor people in a better way, the
Family of St. Vincent de Paul
was formed. It was composed
of the Fathers of Mission, the
Daughters of Charity, the Asso-
ciation Internationale des Char-
ité (AIC), the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul, and other as-
sociations who base them-
selves upon the ideas St. Vin-
cent de Paul.

I will present only a small
sample of the experience of our
132 national councils so as to
remain within the time limit
that has been given to me.

Colombia (South America)

We are experiencing a crisis
of values because a small num-
ber of people own great sums
of capital (in large part accu-
mulated through the drug trade)
at the same time as a majority
of the population does not have
essential economic resources
because of the high level of un-
employment. As a result, fami-
lies have to deal with the major
problems connected with find-
ing jobs, housing, food, health,
education etc.

The government does not
carry out its tasks and thus it is
the private sector that has to
take care of, and protect, those
in need.

Our society, with its seven
hundred conferences, which
are supported by the ecclesias-
tical hierarchy and by religious
communities and was estab-
lished to protect poor people,
does what it can to provide help
and care.

Despite the efforts that have
been made, elderly people,
children beggars, vagabonds,
alcoholics and drug-addicts
still remain on the streets.

The more followers of St.
Vincent there are, the more we
will be able to look after a
greater number of poor people.

The compassion of God is
infinite and the creativity of the
heritage of St. Vincent de Paul
needs to grow continuously.

India (Asia)

1. The Poor
Our main work in India in-

volves adopting poor families,
visiting them regularly, and
providing them with help of
both a material and spiritual
kind. We have adopted 31,194
families.

2. The Adoption of Students
Each conference adopts at

least one student so that he or
she can receive an education.
In this way, 3,021 students
have been adopted and the
adoption programme is still un-
derway. In addition to this, sup-
port is given to other poor stu-
dents. Last year, the number of
students that were helped was
51,543.

3. Abandoned Elderly, 
Poor and Sick People.
Our society in the main man-

ages the following institutions:
homes for elderly people (10);
homes for poor people (1);
homes for disabled people (1);
homes for lepers (1); homes for
people afflicted by AIDS (1);
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eye hospitals (1); clinics (3).
At a conference level, med-

ical and eye mobile clinics and
blood donation centres.

The members of our society
regularly visit sick people and
the elderly in their homes or in
hospital. Last year there were
2,957,176 such visits. Last year
51,543 people received med-
ical assistance.

4. The Unemployed
I will now list some of the

systems that we use to mitigate
their problems:

– support for education;
– we manage seven centres

for industrial training within
various councils in order to
provide professional training;

– within various conferences
hundreds of courses are given
to provide training in comput-
ers, typewriting, stenography,
tailoring, embroidery, tech-
niques for packing clothes,
weaving by hand, machine
weaving, carpet weaving, bas-
ket making, nursing and home-
based care, etc.

5. Alcoholism, Drug-addiction
etc.
Seminars and work-days are

organised to make young peo-
ple and the members of the
community aware of ways by
which they can combat the
following evils: alcoholism,
drugs, prostitution, abortion,
AIDS etc. It is above all the
young people of our society
who undertake these initia-
tives. So far measures of a cu-
rative kind have not been im-
plemented.

Ireland (Europe)

The Society of St. Vincent de
Paul is the sole and largest
provider of housing, shelter
and social accommodation in
Ireland. For vagabonds and the
homeless there are twelve hos-
tels and for elderly people there
are fifty programmes to pro-
vide community housing.

1. Drug-addiction
This work involves very

great difficulties. Dublin has a
centre where young people can
obtain news and advice and
where families can go to re-
ceive support.

2. The Elderly
The elderly are visited, holi-

days and parties are organised,
visits to barbers and hair-
dressers are arranged, and help
is provided in filling out forms
and similar documents.

3. Children
In this sphere we organise

summer camps, friendship and
being listened to during holi-
days, as well as nursery schools
for poor families.

4. Sick People and Prisoners
Sick people are visited and

friendships are formed with
them – we help them through
the writing of letters, the distri-
bution of newspapers, washing
etc. All the prisons of the coun-
try are visited and prisoners are
offered support and friendship.
The Society of St. Vincent de
Paul manages two family cen-
tres at two prisons; there are
places where children can play
with their parent and his or her
family can stop and talk and
have a cup of tea.

The Irish Society of St. Vin-
cent de Paul has signed a twin-
ing agreement with the Soci-
eties of St. Vincent de Paul of
Africa and seeks to encourage
and support by financial means
the projects promoted by the
individual Societies of St. Vin-
cent de Paul that are located in
that continent.

Italy (Europe)

The Italians have the defect
of being individualists, people
who want to work on their
own, but they also have large
hearts.

Despite this propensity, the
Italian national council is try-
ing to stress through home vis-
its that red thread that connects
individual forms of poverty to
the social processes that create
poverty and marginalisation,
and to intervene by trying to
stop these processes and where
possible neutralise them. This
is the task of the Department of
Social Policy of the Society of
St. Vincent de Paul, a structure
which arose to promote suit-

able initiatives of social policy
that follow the ideas of our
founder. The path is not easy
but it is obligatory and requires
the courage to change.

Naturally enough, the capil-
lary work of bringing the love
of God to poor people in their
own spheres of life continues.
For the homeless, whose do-
main is a heap of cardboard, a
night service has been set in
motion in Rome to provide
help and food in the railway
stations and in other places
where such people are to be
found. At the present time we
are strengthening the socio-
health care structures in various
regions that take in tramps, the
homeless, those who have been
discharged from prison, and
foreigners. Some structures are
now being built in order to con-
tribute to the work of the hu-
manisation of Italian cities. The
last of these is at its final stage
– the project of primary accom-
modation ‘La Casa de Angela’
in Vittorio Veneto, which seeks
to promote the integration of
immigrants in terms of housing
and work.

At the wider level of the pro-
motion of a culture of concern
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with people, and having ob-
served that loneliness is a con-
stituent element of so many
forms of relational and eco-
nomic poverty present in every
generation, the Italian Society
of St. Vincent de Paul has this
year promoted a national day
centred around the theme:
‘freeing man from forms of
loneliness’. This national day
seeks to sensitise public opin-
ion about the consequences of
loneliness, whose effects are to
be seen in so many episodes of
news, and to collect funds to al-
low us to engage in suitable ini-
tiatives of help and care.

The Italian Society of St.
Vincent de Paul is very con-
vinced, as Federico Ozanam
said, that ‘charity should never
look back but should always
look forward, because the num-
ber of its good deeds is always
too small and because the
forms of misery both present
and future which have to be re-
duced are infinite’.

Holland (Europe)

1. Tramps – the Homeless
There is an increasing recog-

nition of the need to increase
the projects for tramps and the
homeless. Their need for help
is constant. A pilot survey is
being carried out on the home-
less and young tramps. At the
present moment, in order to ad-
dress this emergency, in addi-
tion to managing a number of
homes for tramps and giving
them food and clothes, we are
developing the following initia-
tives:

- The ‘Brotherhood Project’
Young people who belong to

our society approach people of
the same age who are homeless
in a spirit of brotherhood and
draw near to those young peo-
ple who encounter difficulties
in managing on their own.

- The ‘Homeless’ Project of
Amsterdam

This is a home for the home-
less where such people can
meet voluntary workers trained
ad hoc and with whom they
can talk. They can also relax,
have a shower and a change of
clean clothes.

- The Den Bosche Project for
the Homeless

This is a day home for

tramps and vagabonds where
meals at a low price are offered
two evenings a week.

- The Maatijdproject in
Haarlem

In the heart of this city there
is a restaurant called ‘Vincent’
where tramps and vagabonds
can have meals at a low price.

2. The Young People’s 
Initiatives Project
This involves an attempt to

spread within today’s young
people the same enthusiasm
that animated the six young
people who founded our soci-
ety. Young people are encour-
aged to take part in the work of
the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul and to offer their help and
assistance at a local level to
solve the problems connected
with the world of young people
and thereby bring about the ad-
herence of new members.

3. The Free Time Project
We organise summer camps

for children and poor families
(this has been going on since
2000) together with other so-
cial organisations in Holland.

4. The Permanent AIDS 
Council
This promotes special pro-

jects for seropositive people
and those suffering from AIDS
in order to achieve a better un-
derstanding and acceptance of
these sick people on the part of
the Catholic community.

5. The India and Slovakia 
Committee
This promotes the develop-

ment of, and support for, twin-
ing with these two countries, as
well as the organisation and in-
tensification of the collection
of funds.

6. The Project for Elderly 
People
In this project elderly people

are encouraged to take part in
the work of the society and in
those organisations dedicated
to elderly people.

7. The Project against 
Poverty in Holland
This project involves the

provision of material help for
the increasing number of fami-
lies and individuals affected by
the so-called ‘new poverty’.

8. Leegeld
This is a project promoted at

a local level by our confer-
ences and councils to help par-
ents of children of the school
age who are in conditions of
economic difficulty. This is a
need closely connected to the
phenomenon of the various
forms taken by the so-called
‘new poverty’.

9. The Minorities 
and Refugees Project

10. Second-Hand Shops
This project involves shops

selling second-hand clothes
and furniture which are run by
voluntary workers without any
administrative costs. These
shops are of great help to the
poorest sectors of society.

If anybody is interested in
receiving further information
on these initiatives, they are
asked to write to the National
Council of the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul of the Nether-
lands, Geestbrugweg, 128 –
2281 CS Rijawijk, the Nether-
lands.

Scotland (Europe)

Our society works in differ-
ent areas of decay in the city.

1. Vagabonds, Tramps 
and Drug-addicts
We have help centres in the

largest cities for such people.
Those who are helped can re-
ceive food and a change of
clothing in a friendly atmos-
phere.

2. Sick People and Invalids
During the course of the year

2000 we:
Made 51,094 visits to in-
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valids confined to their homes.
Held masses at a local level

and to mark feasts of St. Vin-
cent de Paul.

Administered Holy Commu-
nion to sick people and the el-
derly in their homes and in
hospitals.

3. Unemployed People in Low 
Quality Housing
The national council of Scot-

land believes that having suit-
able housing is a right that
should be guaranteed to all
people. It is investigating at a
detailed level the problem of
housing that does not meet
minimum requirements, as
well as the conditions of pover-
ty experienced by many people
in Scotland.

4. The Receiving of Refugees 
and Exiles who are not 
of the Christian Faith
We are working with other

organisations in the creation of
a network of services for peo-
ple who seek political asylum.
This is based around three
main points:

– The creation of reception
centres.

– Combating the negative at-
titudes that are held towards
such people.

– The planning and provi-
sion of specialist and on-going
services to meet the individual
needs of people who are seek-
ing political asylum.

Uganda (Africa)
In addition to our routine

work – home visits, hospital
visits, and prison visits – we
have extended our services to
the various categories of people
who live in zones affected by
the civil war in the north and
west of Uganda. Murders and
torture are perpetrated on mem-
bers of the civilian population;
there is also pillaging and the
burning of houses and farm-
houses. Children are kidnapped
in the north of Uganda and tak-
en to Sudan. These children are
subjected to terrible torture in
order to change them into ter-
rorists or assassins who then at-
tack their own countrymen.
The girls are forced into early
marriages with soldiers and
rebels. The less fortunate are
sold as slaves to Arabs to work
in the various farms in North-
ern Sudan.

Recently, Uganda and the
Sudan have sought to end their
contrasts and have signed
agreements. As a result, the
kidnapped children run the risk
of being killed by Ugandan sol-
diers because they are seen as
rebels. The challenge that faces
the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul is to address and then
solve this problem. 

The second problem is that
of the more than 466,000 peo-
ple who constitute 50% of the
population of Acholi. These are
refugees who live in shanty

towns and in situations of ex-
treme suffering. Many of them
are the parents of kidnapped
children who are now seen as
rebels. They have to experience
incredible suffering and forms
of frustration. The Society of
St. Vincent de Paul, in addition
to providing services in other
refugee camps, is trying to add
to what is offered by non-gov-
ernmental organisations. But
this is not enough.

To be involved in a Confer-
ence of St. Vincent de Paul
means to work together along a
path of faith that stimulates
people to fight evil with charity.
Such behaviour gives hope and
improves those who receive
and those who give.

The Society of St. Vincent de
Pail arises from young people
and helps them to maintain the
same spirit over time. But there
are also elderly people. At
times you see them in the
streets, seated on benches to
discuss the ‘latest news’. In or-
der to live out the third age
with serenity it is useful to be
involved in voluntary work or
better to join a Conference of
St. Vincent de Paul and work
with it, offering young people
one’s experience and regaining
vitality through their presence.

Dr. FRANCESCO 
DE BARBERIS,

Society of St. Vincent de Paul,
Italy.
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Who are refugees, where do
they come from, why are they
forced to flee their own homes,
what are the problems that they
encounter in the countries
where they find asylum, and
what should be done to solve
these problems? These are
questions that call upon and
touch the consciences of be-
lievers.

The subject of forced migra-
tions is absolutely enormous
and covers and intertwines with
very varied areas of knowledge
and human life: from the rela-
tionship between globalisation
and migrations to the process
of the integration of foreigners
into a society, and on to dia-
logue between religions, to
give only a few examples.

It is not possible to address
subjects of such importance in
a single paper and so I hope
you will forgive me if I neglect
certain subjects whose impor-
tance of course I do not under-
estimate, in order to concen-
trate, instead, on certain points
of reflection that I will now re-
fer to briefly by way of an in-
troduction to my paper.

For example, the definition
of who a ‘refugee’ is, some-
thing that is often interpreted in
a restrictive way, is codified in
article 1 of the Geneva Con-
vention of 1951. And the jour-
ney made by people who are
forced to flee from their own
countries, which makes the dis-
tinction between an economic
migrant and a refugee increas-
ingly artificial given the very
great complexity of the situa-
tions from which people flee.

The situation of the reception
and acceptance in the Western
world of refugees seems to me
one that is characterised by an
attitude of suspicion and in-
creasing hostility, and this is a
reason why we need a clearer
perception of the need to make
the voices of the refugees
themselves heard in order to
change an attitude that runs the
risk of lowering our guard on
the human rights front. The
events of 11 September 2001
have increased concern about

reactions against migrants. Not
knowing whom to blame or
what to do, people could blame
refugees and treat them with
even greater suspicion.

The position advanced by
the social doctrine of the
Catholic Church is different.
This defines as a de facto
refugee anyone who flees from
their own country because of
conflicts, human disasters, the
violation of human rights, envi-
ronmental disasters etc. This is
a position which the Jesuit
Refugee Service (JRS) shares
and puts into practice at a con-
crete level.

It is thus necessary to plan
and create cultural work and
initiatives side by side with,
and in support of, the work and
activity of help and aid in order
to create a different way of per-
ceiving the phenomenon of
forced migrations as part of an
attempt to modify the observa-
tion point of the phenomenon
itself. The focus should no
longer be on the problems
caused by a foreigner who ar-
rives in a country but rather on
the causes of his or her flight
and the dignity and value of
every man and the right of
every person to live his or her
own life in conditions of free-
dom and security.

Lastly, I will dwell on the
mission of the JRS – to accom-
pany, to serve and to defend the
rights of refugees and evac-
uees, and on how this is done at
a practical level, employing as
a concrete example the Centro
Astalli, the Italian headquarters
of the JRS.

The Geneva Convention of
the United Nations of 1951, in
article 1, established who has
the right, through procedures
that are generally long and
complicated, to the status of a
refugee and identified five cas-
es in which a well-founded fear
of persecution gave the right to
acquire such a status: persecu-
tions for reasons of race, of re-
ligion, of nationality, because
of membership of a specific so-
cial group, or because of politi-
cal opinions.

A pillar of international law,
the Convention was signed and
ratified by 140 nations. Unfor-
tunately, in most of the coun-
tries of the Western world it is
interpreted in a restrictive way,
to the point of being used more
as a form of protection by
states in order to limit the num-
ber of admissions of people
who flee from forms of perse-
cution than as an instrument to
protect such people.

We should never forget that
every individual, according to
article 14 of the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights, has
the ‘right to seek and enjoy
asylum from persecutions in
other countries’. In article 33 of
the Geneva Convention the
principle of non-refoulement is
also upheld, according to
which ‘no contracting state can
expel or send back a refugee to
the frontiers of places where
his life would be in danger’.

However, those people who
during their lives have not been
refugees must approach the
subject with great care and
great respect in order to avoid
the risk of judging un-
favourably the reasons for the
flight of those who are forced
to leave their own countries.
This becomes even more im-
portant when we come to the
distinction between political
refugees and economic mi-
grants. Most of today’s
refugees flee from situations
that are very complex and
where their lives are endan-
gered by a multiplicity of fac-
tors which renders difficult the
distinction between poverty,
hunger, political oppression,
armed conflict and other forms
of violence. For many people,
these realities mean incredible
psychological and physical
forms of torture over time. The
person who flees from such a
situation is often defined as be-
ing an ‘economic migrant’.
This is an artificial way of ap-
proaching the subject which is
an expression of those who use
it to justify the hard treatment
envisaged for foreigners rather
than taking into account the ter-
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rible conditions from which
such people flee.

The word ‘refugee’ is always
accompanied by another, and
that word is ‘protection’. A
refugee is a refugee because he
or she flees from persecution
within his or her state and asks
another country for protection.
The first need of any refugee,
which indeed includes all the
others, is to be protected: pro-
tected at the end of a journey
which in most cases is inde-
scribable from the point of
view of difficulties, forms of
suffering, and deprivation; pro-
tected from the psychological
consequences which follow the
trauma of abandoning one’s
own land and in many cases
one’s own family, one’s own
job, and one’s own friends;
protected from the feeling of
guilt that one ‘is alive’ when
others may no longer be; and
protected from new violations

of one’s own fundamental hu-
man rights. One should never
forget that for refugees, Rome,
Italy, Europe and a refugee
camp are merely the last stage
of a journey marked by pain,
desperation, and death. They
have a history to tell and have a
need that is of primary impor-
tance in terms of their other
needs – that of being listened
to. To listen to another person
means to acknowledge the hu-
man being that is in that per-
son, the person with his or her
own dignity, which is often the
only wealth refugees manage
to bring with them from their
flight.

The mission entrusted to the
Jesuit Refugee Service by Rev.

Arrupe, the Father General of
the Society of Jesuits and the
founder of the JRS includes all
the people forced to abandon
their homes because of con-
flicts, violations of human
rights, humanitarian disasters
etc. The social teaching of the
Catholic Church sees all these
people as de facto refugees,
given the involuntary nature of
their emigration and the vio-
lence of its causes (Refugees: A
Challenge for Solidarity, 1992).
Fortunately, therefore, Catholic
social doctrine adopts a broad
definition of the term ‘refugee’.
And while the needs of refugees
differ according to their coun-
tries of origin or the countries
where they seek asylum, or be-
cause of the reasons for their
flight, the pastoral and human
response of the JRS remains al-
ways the same.

During the twenty years of
the activity of the Jesuit

Refugee Service and the Cen-
tro Astalli, the profile and the
needs of refugees and displaced
persons have changed enor-
mously. The number of con-
flicts of an ethnic or religious
character has increased, and
thus the number of victims has
also grown. In addition to this,
today migratory pressure is a
dominant feature of the rela-
tionship between states. But
despite the growth of the global
market, in which states have
great freedom of trade and
commerce, nations are placing
increasing limitations on the
movement of people. In this
context there is an increase in
criminal trafficking in human
beings, a phenomenon which

punishes refugees in a dual
way. They have to pay cash in
order to enjoy their fundamen-
tal right of asylum, and as a re-
sult they are often seen as being
‘illegal’.

The common attitude and the
general climate are, in general,
marked by suspicious hostility.
The first doubt in people’s
minds is that behind the request
for asylum there is economic
migration and that the ‘pseudo-
refugee’ is not forced to flee
because of persecution but has
moved solely to improve his or
her conditions of life. The re-
quest for protection is thus of-
ten seen by public opinion as a
mere excuse to enter Western
Europe and stay there, at least
for a certain period of time.
This attitude runs the risk of
lowering our guard as regards
the defence of human rights. A
culture of diffidence can make
us deaf to the sincere cry of the
request for protection.

Following the tragic events
of 11 September, diffidence has
been transformed, in an in-
creasingly tangible way, into
fear of anybody who is a for-
eigner, and even more if that
foreigner belongs to the Mus-
lim religion. But in reality this
has only made more extreme a
common feeling which was al-
ready present and had been cre-
ated by a long and inopportune
campaign by the mass media
who ensured that in the collec-
tive imagination the subject of
immigration is connected al-
most entirely with criminality.
And this has taken place with-
out asking who the refugee in
front of one actually is – a stu-
dent, a worker, a refugee, or a
person asking for asylum. It is
feared that such people have
come to steal work from our
young people, that their pres-
ence will be a threat to our
well-being, that they will bring
diseases with them etc. Having
worked for the last seven to
eight years in the world of im-
migration, I have heard almost
everything. Immigrants are a
sort of lightening rod which at-
tracts all the collective tensions
and fears. In basic terms, the
mass media, politicians, public
opinion and in a way all of us
have a cyclical need to create
monsters who meet our need to
solve the contradictions of the
world we live in in a rapid way.
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Thus if one can find a category
of people or even an ethnic
group that is responsible for the
evils of the moment, we all be-
come more serene because we
have identified the enemy who
has to be destroyed.

At the moment this enemy is
the foreigner who has an irreg-
ular legal status, the sans-papi-
er or worse the illegal immi-
grant, who cause fear and wor-
ry on the part of public opinion,
which, not understanding the
reasons behind irregular immi-
gration or the various situations
which lead individuals to re-
main irregularly within a state
(the end of their residence per-
mit, the denial of the status of a
refugee), reacts by calling for
increasingly hard political mea-
sures which, unfortunately, in-
crease the role played by crimi-
nality in the whole process. Ir-
regular immigration is not an
abstract problem – we are deal-
ing here with real men and
women who have personal his-
tories, a reason for being here,
a whole baggage of hopes and
fears, projects and goals.

It seems that one of the fron-
tiers of work with migrants in
Italy today operates through in-
formation and the formation of
public opinion. The discussion
about the receiving and the in-
tegration of foreigners should
not concern a few ‘experts’ but
a far wider spectrum of the sec-
tors of society.

With the team I work with I
have made the decision to in-
vest in that sector. We have be-
gun to have systematic encoun-
ters with students, teachers,
voluntary workers, and parish-
es during which refugees and
immigrants themselves are the
protagonists. Allowing them to
speak, ensuring that they are
the principal actors and not
mere recipients, they propose
something to us about which
we can reflect and provide us
with information that we can
acquire. And then there are
contacts with the press and the
mass media in general, the pub-
lication of texts, conferences,
and initiatives designed to
spread ideas and information.
By now this is an integral part
of the work of any voluntary
work association that works on
behalf of refugees and immi-
grants.

I think, in addition, that we

should lead people to reflect on
the fact that for reasons that
have got nothing to do with us
we are born in a certain part of
the world and that others, for
no fault of their own, belong to
poor peoples and lands. And
people should also think that
nobody should be denied the
right/duty to strive for a digni-
fied and honest future for him-
self and his family. If in the
name of the defence of the val-
ues of one’s own culture one
denies someone, whomsoever
he or she may be and whatever
part of the world he or she may
come from, the right to live in a
dignified way, then I wonder
what values and what culture
we are really talking about.

People forced to migrate, in
general, are not seen in a
favourable light by public opin-
ion unless there is a crisis –
such as that of the Kossovo or
the more recent crisis in
Afghanistan – which turns on
the lights and the mirrors of the
mass media. This is temporary
attention and anyway linked to
the emergency of the moment.
But by now the people who are
asking for asylum and protec-
tion, even in Italy, can no
longer be classified as an
‘emergency’. They are a ‘nor-
mal’ phenomenon of today’s
world. And like any normal
phenomenon they need rules,
long-term strategies, and
methodologies in order to be
dealt with in a serene way. For
some time, although many peo-
ple have not realised the fact,
the illusion of ‘zero immigra-
tion’ has collapsed. We thus
need a policy towards migra-
tion, and it seems that the Euro-
pean Union is making great
steps in this direction, that
takes into account above all
else the needs of those who are
forced to abandon their coun-
tries of origin. It is certainly the
case that the policy of the states
of the European Union of ‘zero
immigration’ has had as a result
that of making the request for
asylum almost the only way of
directly entering the territory of
the Union. The data are dra-
matic: in the last ten years
about 4.4. million people have
asked for political asylum in
Western Europe. Only 20% of
these people have been granted
the status of refugees. We do
not have precise data on the

number of voluntary repatria-
tions or expulsions but it is
generally acknowledged that a
large number of foreigners con-
tinue to live in Europe in condi-
tions of illegality. Measures to
regularise their position are one
of the practical possible re-
sponses, and this would be to
recognise a situation that exists.
It is certainly the case that this
is not the complete response
because it does not address the
reasons why irregular immigra-
tion exists. A real response
would involve solving the de-
fects and failings of our legal
systems in the spheres of asy-
lum and immigration.

In 1980 Rev. Arrupe, when
founding the Jesuit Refugee
Service, clearly set out its man-
date: to accompany, serve and
defend the rights of refugees
and displaced persons. Rev. Ar-
rupe created the JRS to deal
with the crisis of refugees from
Indo-China, the boat people,
with the idea of establishing a
service for a short period of
time. But since then the num-
ber of refugees in the world has
doubled and reached the figure
of 50 million people who have
been uprooted from their own
countries. However, the style
of service of the JRS has not
changed over time – it is a ser-
vice which is both human and
spiritual. It aims at the long-
term good of refugees, even
though it does not in the least
underestimate their most im-
mediate and urgent needs and
requirements. Of primary im-
portance in our mandate is ac-
companying the refugees, and
here I would like to refer to the
words of a worker of the JRS
who explained with simplicity
the meaning that we attribute to
this verb: “the choice of being
with refugees can often mean
to be the companions of people
who in other contexts we
would have avoided. It can
mean living and being with
people who are the victims of
violence but also with those
who have been responsible for
such atrocities. It means being
present and witnesses to hope
in hopeless situations”.

Of great importance in un-
derstanding how and where the
JRS works is knowledge of the
criteria, the very foundations,
of the activities of this organi-
sation, which are taken from
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the Constitutions of the Jesuits,
written by St. Ignatius, the
founder of the Jesuits:

Look for the greatest and
most universal good.

Serve where there is greatest
need and where others are not
present.

Serve where we can make
the most significant contribu-
tion.

The Centro Astalli, the Italian
headquarters of the JRS, has
been working for twenty years
and offers a multiplicity of ser-
vices and activities. This centre
is directed above all towards
those who ask for political asy-
lum and towards refugees, but
it is also ready to help immi-
grants who are in situations of
difficulty. We offer services of
‘first acceptance’ (primary help
for people who have recently
arrived in Italy) and ‘second ac-
ceptance’ (help in integrating
people who have been in Italy
for some time).

One cannot neglect the impli-
cations involved in the discus-
sion on immigration for the
Christian conscience. A com-
munity of believers that works
for immigrants can find an
enormous source of inspiration

in Holy Scripture. The foreigner
evokes very many spiritual di-
mensions in the Old and the
New Testament. Moses was a
foreigner for the people (an
Egyptian and Madianite) yet he
was a channel for the revelation
of God. Once the Israelites had
reached the Promised Land they
had to treat foreigners in a great
spirit of sharing, and this in
memory of their own condition
of foreigners in the land of
Egypt. Foreigners, like orphans,
widows and the children of Levi
(the priests) made up the cate-
gory of the poor, those ‘without
land’, which the community
had to always help if it did not
want to risk the vengeance of
God, who would, indeed, give
the land to others. And so things
go forward until the pilgrim for-
eigner of Emmaus and the Let-
ter to the Ephesians, where we
read: ‘you are neither foreigners
nor guests but fellow-citizens of
the saints’.

Specifically because (Italian)
society as a whole has great re-
spect for immigrants, Chris-
tians should be present in this
sphere. Here the words come to
mind of St. Paul when he be-
gins his appeal in his letter to

the Romans: ‘you must not fall
in with the manners of this
world; there must be an inward
change, a remaking of your
minds, so that you can satisfy
yourself what is God’s will’
(Rom 12:1-2).

Immigrants and refugees
speak to us about hope. The
fact that they have faced up to a
journey which probably threat-
ened their very existence, that
they have sold everything they
had in their own countries, that
they have fled from threats and
persecution, that they want to
begin again in a context that is
completely new and unknown
– all this speaks to us about
hope. I would like to say once
again to all of us what hope is,
illiterate as we are in relation to
this virtue. We who have more
or less everything at a low
price, shake deeply when we
come into contact with so
many immigrants who have to
acquire everything, placing
their lives at stake and every-
thing they have, every time.

Rev. FRANCESCO DE LUCCIA
S.J.,

Director of the International Centre
‘Jesuit Refugee Service’,

Rome, Italy.
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1. Caritas - Background 
and motivation

1.1 What is Caritas 
Internationalis (CI)?

CI now has 154 national
members working in relief,
development and social wel-
fare in 198 countries and terri-
tories. The number of mem-
bers and their reach make CI
one of the world’s largest hu-
manitarian networks (third af-
ter the UN and the Red Cross/
Red Crescent systems). We
are rooted in the Catholic
Church, but reach out to all in
need regardless of politics, re-
ligious belief or ethnicity.

Caritas, unlike most non-
governmental organizations
(NGOs), is always an indige-
nous organization with a long
history of presence and ac-
complishments, and a firm
place in the future of individ-
ual countries. Caritas also en-
joys the trust that the people
have in the Church which
makes it a trustworthy source
of assistance and support, es-
pecially in disasters. The long-
term presence and capillary
nature of Caritas makes it an
instant and ideal distribution
system during disasters.

Caritas aims to create a
more just society by working
with the powerless, the home-
less and the hungry, with
refugees and the displaced,
and with the marginalised in
nearly every country in the
world. Caritas responds to the
acute human needs resulting
from major disasters. 

1.2 Why CI Responds 
to Disasters?

CI members have a moral
mandate to respond to the
needs of victims of disasters in
order to save lives and help
the victims live in dignity.

CI members can be viewed
as a family – a family of soli-

darity. And, expressing soli-
darity with the people affected
by disasters means to feel gen-
uinely concerned about what
happens to them and, in a
sense, to share their lot. 

More importantly, we are
concerned about the situation
of the victims of disasters and
help them because we see in
them the suffering Christ. We
react as if we ourselves were
affected, because for Caritas,
it is difficult to accept that the
needs of even a single person
resulting from a major disas-
ter  could be neglected regard-
less of his social/economic
background, ethnicity or reli-
gion.

As a socio-pastoral expres-
sion of the Church, Caritas
takes its inspiration from the
Holy Scriptures and the social
teaching of the Church.
Through the action of our
members, we wish to be, in
the evangelical sense of the
term, committed and resolute
witnesses who contribute to
building the Kingdom of God,
justice and peace through as-
sistance to those affected by
disasters (among other types
of assistance for the needy).
We mobilize ourselves and

our constituents in this direc-
tion which implies daily effort
in favour of the professional-
ization of our member organi-
zations in terms of emergency
response, and education of the
constituents regarding the
needs of the victims and the
sharing of resources with
them.

As mentioned earlier, Cari-
tas is a family of solidarity.
However, our solidarity does
not simply mean giving food,
water, shelter etc. to the vic-
tims of disasters. Our concept
of solidarity means above all
giving the victims tools so that
they can deal with their own
lives again. Through its initia-
tives during and after major
disasters, Caritas contributes
to the rehabilitation and devel-
opment of the affected com-
munities which means the de-
velopment of cultural, social,
economic and political aspects
of life with direct involvement
in the process whenever possi-
ble.

In this context, members of
our Confederation heed the
words of Pope John Paul II
who – in his apostolic letter
Novo Millenio Inuente – calls
for a new creativity in charity:
Now is the time for a new cre-
ativity in charity, not only by
ensuring that help is effective,
but also by getting close to
those who suffer, so that the
hand that helps is seen not as a
humiliating handout, but as a
sharing between brothers and
sisters.

1. 3 CI Mechanisms for 
Responding to Major 
Disasters

Caritas is constantly trying
to improve its efficiency and
coordination in responding to
major disasters. The CI Exec-
utive Committee, at its meet-
ing in Rome last June, ap-
proved a set of new mecha-
nisms that govern the actions
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of all members when a major
catastrophe occurs.

In the context of CI’s re-
sponse, a major disaster is de-
fined as a situation where
there is a substantial loss of
life, great human suffering and
distress, and large scale mater-
ial damage including damage
to the environment. It is a situ-
ation with which the affected
member cannot cope and
needs assistance of others.

When disaster strikes, the
CI General Secretariat forms
an Emergency Response Sup-
port Team (ERST), composed
of experts from various re-
gions of the Confederation
who, within 48 hours, should
be at the disaster zone to assist
the local Caritas or Church in
planning out the Confedera-
tion’s response and to help in
whatever way they can. 

After the immediate emer-
gency phase is finished, the
Caritas in the affected country
can choose from a menu of
options to deal with the reha-
bilitation and development
phases including: the provi-
sion of a consultant; of a Con-
federation-wide Solidarity
Team for Emergency Partner-
ship (STEP) which would help
build the capacity of the local
Caritas to deal with longer-
term reconstruction programs;
of a “liaison agency” or of a
country group and other types
of accompaniment. We have
also established an Interna-
tional Cooperation Committee
(ICC), composed of all seven
regions of the Confederation,
whose tasks are to review the
mechanisms put in place in
major emergencies, act as ar-
bitrator in case of discord, and
review the application of hu-
manitarian standards, such as
the Sphere Project.

2. Earthquakes and floods 
– effects on lives 
and livelihood

2.1 Earthquakes

Earthquakes belong to the
deadliest natural disasters.
They are unpredictable, often
large-scale, resulting in thou-
sands of dead, injured, and
homeless, as well as in de-
stroyed infrastructure. For ex-

ample, last January’s earth-
quake in El Salvador left
about 2,700 dead and thou-
sands of homeless, while in
the earthquake in India in the
same month more than 30,000
lost their lives and millions
were left homeless. There has
been a clear increase in the
damage caused by earth-
quakes of late due to rapid ur-
banization in the world. Some
of the loss of life/damage is
due to greed and disrespect for
construction norms. 

2.1.1 CI’s response
Although earthquakes are

unpredictable, well prepared
communities may be able to
better mitigate them. This also
applies to other natural disas-
ters including floods. The vul-
nerability of populations to
disasters is predictable in most
areas where Caritas works,
and the various countries’ pro-
clivity to disaster even more
so. While the human cost 
– loss of lives and livelihood –
is paralleled by a steep finan-
cial cost, a relatively modest
investment in disaster pre-
paredness may yield substan-
tial returns. 

As a result, Caritas focuses
on improving community and
international preparedness
rather than on reactive re-
sponses to disasters which are
usually short term, sometimes
short sighted, and often “expa-
triate”. Our programs which
aim to protect vulnerable indi-
viduals and communities in-
clude:

Preparedness – improving
capacity to respond through
training, organization and

equipment and through setting
up early warning systems,

Mitigation – reducing a dis-
aster’s impact on communities
and their environment, and 

Prevention – reducing or
eliminating community vulner-
ability to disaster and strength-
ening capacity to cope in a cri-
sis.

These themes are included
in our training programs and
we are trying to integrate them
into development projects, es-
pecially in high risk areas. It
should be noted that Caritas’
strength is in rehabilitation
and reconstruction due to its
long term presence in the
countries affected by disasters.

CI’s response is always im-
mediate and generous, howev-
er the effectiveness depends
on the location of the earth-
quake and access to its victims
– for example, relatively easy
access in El Salvador, India,
Turkey, but very difficult if
not impossible access in Iran
and Afghanistan.

The attached statistics
(Tab.1) re: CI’s response to
earthquakes 1995 – 2001
show that we launched 21 ap-
peals for assistance valued at
US $33.783.368 (6.14% of
the total value of requests for
the period), and received
$24.148.001 (7.17% of the to-
tal contributions received for
the same period). Most of the
funds raised for responding to
earthquakes has been spent on
rehabilitation and / or con-
struction of houses and com-
munity facilities, viz. schools. 

2.2 Floods

I quote from Caritas Cam-
bodia’s  request for assistance,
August 30, 2001:

“The year 2001 may be as
difficult as 2000 in terms of the
misery of the Cambodian peo-
ple as a result of natural disas-
ters such as floods. The water
level of the Meckong River in
northern Cambodia has risen.
This rise has caused flooding
in the provinces of Kratie,
Kompong Cham, Kandal and
Prey Veng. As of today, 24 peo-
ple have died. A preliminary
damage survey estimates a
loss of property to the tune of
$15 million. 380,000 people
have been forced to abandon
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their homes and 74,000 have
faced food shortages as a re-
sult of the flooding. Many
roads and bridges in Kompong
Cham, Kandal and Prey Veng
provinces have been damaged.
Rice crops, secondary crops
and animal stocks have been
affected. 18 people have died
in Kompong Cham province
alone.

Authorities are concerned
about the threat of increased
flooding. The high water level
is expected to remain for sev-
eral months. Last year the
worst flooding in decades
killed hundreds and caused
tens of millions of dollars of
damage. It is feared that the
rains will continue in northern
Vietnam and the Meckong Riv-
er will swell again causing
more flooding in Cambodia.”

2.2.1 Increase in Flooding 
and its Impact

Recent years have seen a
clear increase in heavy rains
and extreme hurricanes (e.g.
“Mitch”) resulting in cata-
strophic floods and landslides.
And, due to global warming,
wet areas get wetter and dry
areas drier. 

The extreme weather
changes resulting mainly from
global warming are with us to
stay and we need to adapt to
them as well as to ‘fight’ them.
The accumulation in the at-
mosphere of polluting gases,
viz. carbon dioxide, from
burning fossil fuels, is trap-
ping solar energy at particular
wavelengths close to the
earth’s surface. This phenome-
non is called a ‘greenhouse ef-
fect’.

How fast the warming con-
tinues will depend on how
quickly the world can bring
emission of greenhouse gases
under control. (As carbon
dioxide stays in the air for at
least a century, we need to re-
duce the gas emissions by
more than half just to stabilise
temperatures at existing lev-
els.) The warming of the at-
mosphere will increase evapo-
ration rates resulting in inten-
sification of storms/floods in
coastal regions and drying out
of continents’ interiors causing
drought and desertification. 

This trend will impact nega-
tively on lives and livelihoods
of tens of millions of people,
particularly those that Caritas
is helping. In practical terms,
this will result in the general
reduction of crop yields in
most tropical and sub-tropical
regions, decreased water
availability in water scarce re-
gions, and increase in diseases
such as malaria and cholera
and risk of flooding.

In fact, the most widespread
direct risk to people from cli-
mate change is flooding and
landslides, due to higher rain-
fall and a rise in sea level. For
example, this century could
see a half meter rise in the sea
level, meaning disappearance
of low lying but heavily popu-
lated areas of countries such
as Bangladesh, Egypt, (the
Nile Delta), Eastern China etc.
In summary, one can say that
today’s natural disasters are
partly caused by man, and
they are almost always aggra-
vated by man (via action or in-
action).

2.2.1 CI’s Response
Given Caritas’ mission, our

members are in the forefront
of responding to these disas-
ters. It should be noted that
about 90% of disaster victims

live in poor, third world coun-
tries, often dislocated by war
and the collapse of govern-
ment.  These countries are the
most vulnerable to climate
change due mostly to demo-
graphic pressures resulting in
settlements in flood-risk areas
or unstable terrain subject to
landslides. They also suffer
most due to the existing level
of poverty.

Although some of our re-
sponses remain within the
emergency relief framework,
we are working hard on pre-
vention (which is a “poor
man’s insurance”) in a similar
way described under “earth-
quakes” above.

The attached statistics
(Tab.1) show that between
1995 and 2001, we launched
98 appeals re: flooding re-
questing US $118.060.906 (or
21.46% of the total require-
ments for the period), and re-
ceived $82.345.042 (or
24.46% of the total contribu-
tions).

2.2.3 Future
With climate change, more

and more people may be ex-
posed to not one, but a multi-
tude of major disasters during
their lives resulting in their
possible marginalisation. Car-
itas plans to work on the local
level by helping communities
manage these risks and sup-
porting them materially, while
raising awareness of the is-
sues at the international level
through advocacy. We also try
to influence political and so-
cial developments so as to
prevent corruption, greed etc.,
and to strengthen civil society
in general.

Dr. KAREL ZELENKA
Head of International Cooperation

Department
CARITAS INTERNATIONALIS
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Tab.1 - Summary 1995 -2001 (until: 21/09/01)

Total Floods Earthquake
appeals

N¡ Appeals: N¡ Appeals: N¡ Appeals:
483 98 21

Budget 550.135.928 118.060.906 (21,46%)   33.783.368   (6,14%)

Contributions 336.658.003 82.345.042 (24,46%) 24.148.001 (7,17%)
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It is a great honour for me to
have the opportunity to be in-
vited to talk to this expert fo-
rum about the prospects for the
Emergency Corps of the Order
of Malta to engage voluntary
organisations in wars and con-
flicts. 

Please allow me a few words
about ECOM. ECOM stands
for The Emergency Corps of
the Sovereign Military Order

of Malta. ECOM – or ECOM,
as we call it in its short form –
is the Orders’ instrument for
humanitarian aid worldwide.
All ECOMactivities are based
on the Order’s principle of
“obsequium pauperum et tuitio
fidei”. Actually today, accord-
ing to the specific needs of
possible disasters,  more than
10 member associations of the
Order of Malta can participate
in international relief opera-
tions, each according to their
means and their capacities.
The ECOMheadquarters are
co-located with the Malteser
Foreign Aid Department in
Cologne, Germany. 

ECOM is a voluntary organ-
isation whose members be-
came active in acute relief op-
erations in war and conflict-
affected areas – through its
different members –  in 1966
and the late seventies during

the Vietnam war. Officially,
ECOM as a supranational or-
ganisation started with the dis-
asters in Rwanda and in the
Congo in the mid-nineties. We
have been working  in nearly
all countries afflicted by the
Balkanwars since 1996, and in
Southern Sudan since 1998.
We have had some experi-
ences in war-afflicted areas or
during armed conflicts, and I

feel very pleased to share
some of them with you today.
ECOM members, like Mal-
teser Germany, are active in
more than 30 countries in 4
continents today, providing
help in rehabilitation and de-
velopment projects.

Introduction

I was asked to speak on the
subject of “Volunteer Services
in Wars and Conflicts.” Since
1966, ECOM members have
been active in international re-
lief operations in war-afflicted
areas in the world. We started
our work during the Vietnam
war. ECOM was active in
Ruanda and in the Congo. In
1992 we started to be active in
the Balkans, and in 1998 we
developed programs in South-
ern Sudan. When the Kosovo

crisis began in March 1999, we
were among the first organisa-
tions to be present in the area.
This short list shows that wars
and military conflicts are one
of the scourges of humanity
and hence among the greatest
challenges for aid organisa-
tions. Operating in places of
war-afflicted areas, wars  be-
tween nations, and even more
of armed conflicts between ri-
val parties within a nation, sub-
jects the aid organisations and
their staff to additional impedi-
ments and dangers. Experience
shows that armed conflicts
show little consideration for hu-
manitarian issues. The helpers
must react accordingly: they
must find their way to provide
help between the parties. The
danger of getting caught in the
crossfire or of being torn be-
tween the different parties’ in-
terests is great. Whilst the need
for aid is growing, the dangers
to helpers are increasing as
well. 

In recent years extensive re-
porting in the media has led to
a rapid increase in the aware-
ness on the part of society
about people in peril. Televi-
sion brings images of hardship
and misery right into our living
rooms. No one can escape from
these impressions. Consequent-
ly, the number of people who
want to help has risen consider-
ably. Many choose to make
donations, making it possible
for aid organisations to pro-
vide help in their name. How-
ever, this kind of aid is not
enough for some. They feel
challenged to make a personal
contribution, i.e. by working
for aid organisations for a lim-
ited time, usually for low pay.
Is this a good thing? The aim
of my paper is to illustrate the
challenges that volunteers are
faced with working in regions
of war and conflict, the de-
mands on the organisation and
the helpers, and how ECOM
deals with this as an interna-

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002

Voluntary Work in Wars and Conflicts



78

tional aid organisation with a
volunteer structure. 

Main section

Please let me clarify one
thing from the start: it is not a
question of whether or not aid
organisations should provide
humanitarian aid during wars
or conflicts. There is no ques-
tion. You will certainly agree
that in times of war humanitari-
an aid, especially in times of
war, is more important then
ever. Wars and other armed
conflicts involve the civil pop-
ulation more and more. Their
needs are given second or third
rank priority by the warring
parties. Just think of the cynical
way that civilian victims are
played down as “collateral
damages.” Appropriate aid or-
ganisations must be there, in
particular in wars and conflicts,
and provide help. That is their
mandate; that is what they are
prepared for. 

The question we should be
asking is how humanitarian aid
can be designed so that it fulfils
its purpose and at the same
time protects the helpers.

Human rights, as laid down
in the four Geneva Conven-
tions, obligate the warring par-
ties to protect civilians. This in-
cludes ensuring that everything
is done to keep the effects of
military conflicts on civilians
as minimal as possible. As I see
it, this also includes permitting
humanitarian aid from outside
and protecting the helpers. Un-
fortunately, these rules apply
only for wars between nations;
they provide only little or no
protection in other armed con-
flicts. This is a gap that must be
closed! 

The helper will additionally
be increasingly confronted
with the question of whether
the fighting parties are willing
to grant aid the necessary
space and hence, in certain
cases, renounce their military
advantages. Helpers are mas-
sively impeded in their work
again and again. The war in
Afghanistan has shown us re-
peatedly what kinds of prob-
lems aid organisations have to
battleface.  Simply when it is a
question of winter and the
fighting has stopped in many

places, and still there is no free
access to the needy. Just when
access became possible from
the north, the victors charged
road tolls for aid transports.
Warehouses with humanitarian
aid goods were confiscated or
released for looting. Many oth-
er examples could be men-
tioned.

In other places attempts are
made to instrumentalise hu-
manitarian aid for war. In this
context I am thinking of the ex-
ample of Southern-Sudan in
1999, where aid organisations
were required to sign a MOU
that would in fact have meant
to “give up their neutral status
and to co-operate with the
SPLA or the organisation
would be expulsed from the
country.” 

These problems are not new.
The international aid organisa-
tions have long been familiar
with them and prepare them-
selves and their staff for them
extensively. The development
of the Code of Conduct of the
ICRC was one answer to the
question of how to deal with
the topic. As an example, al-
low me to point out how im-
portant it is to strictly comply
with the principle of neutrality.
Neutrality is often not only a
guarantee for the efficiency of
the aid provided, but is often
the only guarantee for the
helpers’ safety.

In wars and conflicts the de-
mands on aid and hence on the
helpers themselves are many
times greater in wars and con-
flicts than in the the case of
natural catastrophes. Most of

the problems that aid organisa-
tions have to cope with are laid
on the shoulders of the helpers.
This is not only because of the
lack of legal security. The ex-
periences in Africa in the mid
1990s showed the global pub-
lic to a frightening extent
how difficult it is to take care
of people who are constantly
on the move fleeing from war.
In unclear situations the move-
ment of refugees can only be
vaguely anticipated. Rumours
or even panic among refugees,
for example after massacres,
or rumours, make things even
worse. The helpers are also un-
able to escape from these
stressful impressions as well.
They must always have an ex-
tra reserve of energy to master
their own fears.    

Of course, the quality of the
aid must not be allowed to suf-
fer from all of these precau-
tions. Aid is not an end in itself
for the helper, but must always
be oriented towards the needs
of the people in peril.  Aid or-
ganisations that wish to pro-
vide aid efficiently in war and
conflict zones must always re-
main aware of this challenge.      

What are the resulting conse-
quences for management of aid
operations in wars and con-
flicts? I would like to point out
only 10 major topics in order to
mark the range of possible con-
sequences for the providing of
humanitarian aid in times and
areas of war and armed con-
flict.

The quality of the aid has the
highest priority. The relevant
international standards drawn
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up and generally acknowl-
edged – for example, the
Sphere Project – are the mea-
suring rod. Whoever jumps in
under this rod is not in the right
place to help.

Humanitarian aid in regions
of war and conflict must always
be professionally managed and
directed. Technically speaking,
it must fulfil the same demands
as the other parties on location
– the military. This usually
means being organised to orga-
nize its work as precisely as
“general staffs”  do.

Well thought-out, risk-con-
scious action plans and imple-
mentation ensure the efficiency
of the aid and the safety of the
helpers. 

The growing need to protect
the helpers must be met, for
example, with an intensified,
if possible overlapping, form
of communication. Operation
management that, for instance,
is unable to permanently and
reliably invalidate rumours
will soon lose the trust of its
staff. Aid suffers from this. 

As with every type of plan-
ning – always based on the
task – all accompanying cir-
cumstances must be used to
judge the situation. Security
planning must be a fixed ele-
ment of operative plans. These
plans must be adjusted to the
changing situation regularly,
and their results must immedi-
ately be made available to the
helpers working on the spot.
This also includes knowledge
about the time at which aid
must cease. For ECOM, this
means that we retreat when we
are in danger of becoming vic-
tims of war ourselves. It seems
important to me to stress that
calling retreat at the right mo-
ment is not a sign of weakness.
In many cases other organisa-
tions – like for example the col-
leagues of the ICRC equipped
with its special mandate or the
diplomatic representatives of
the sovereign Military Order of
Malta of the global community
– can still provide effective aid
when most other organisations
must give way. In history the
diplomatic representatives of
the sovereign Military Order of
Malta have done so as well.

The success of aid sinks or
swims with the choice of staff.
Providing humanitarian aid in

regions of war means literally
standing on the front lines. The
helpers working in this envi-
ronment must be extensively
prepared for their task and for
the situation in which they find
themselves. Good will alone is
not sufficient here. Hence it is
senseless to send inexperienced
helpers to war zones. But
please note that I am not saying
that volunteers have no place in
such situations. Just as fire de-
partments and rescue services
are often made up of volun-
teers, this applies as well to hu-
manitarian aid. And just as it is
undisputed among fire fighters
and rescue workers sent to
work that the prerequisite for
service is that they  had exten-
sive and proper training – usu-
ally with demanding examina-
tions at the end! – the same
should apply to humanitarian
helpers. They must be profes-
sionals. Lack of experience en-
dangers aid and endangers the
helper himself. The choice of
staff must take this principle in-
to consideration.

The choice and preparation
of staff must be made with
great foresight. In a concrete
disaster there will normally
not be enough time for suffi-
cient training of inexperienced
helpers.

The helpers must routinely
master their business. Routines
are a tried and tested means of
compensation for the loss of
energy resulting from special
situation-related burdens. Rou-
tines grow often from many
years of experience, which vol-
unteer helpers who are insuffi-
ciently or not at all prepared of-
ten do not possess.

Helpers must be psychologi-
cally stable. Especially in risky
situations that threaten the
helpers themselves, they must
invariably possess the neces-
sary self-control and cold-
bloodedness to take proper ac-
tion. The helpers must be con-
scious of the constant threat
and know about the resulting
consequences of their actions,
as well as their ability to per-
form. They need a well-devel-
oped feeling for safety. 

Often, due to their personal
psychological make-up, helpers
tend to repress the feeling of be-
ing in danger. This repression
mechanism carries the greatest

threats. Fear is necessary; it
sharpens the senses. Humani-
tarian aid needs courage.
Courage does not mean blindly
ignoring the dangers, but over-
coming them while recognising
them. Good preparations and
comprehensive experience are
also needed for this. 

How does ECOM you may
ask yourselves, as an SMOM
organisation, deal with these
challenges?

The answer is brief: just like
any other organisation. 

Top priority is given to the
quality of the aid, both in the
sum as well as in the manner of
implementation. The applicable
quality standards are an ele-
ment of our service policy.

Our aid is non-partisan and
neutral. We respect the dignity
of those needing aid as well as
the sovereignty of the guest
country in which we are acting,
even in times of war when
these aspects are evidently in
dispute. Our task is Christian-
motivated aid, but not Christian
missionary work. 

The quality of the aid has
priority over the urge of the
helper to aid. Based on the re-
quirements in war regions that I
have described already, ECOM
only dispatches staff that are
extensively prepared for the
task. This includes sufficient
psychological stability. 

In most cases helpers who
wish to make themselves avail-
able for crisis work are pre-
pared for their tasks in careful-
ly harmonised training courses.
Individual meetings are used to
attempt to bring aptitude and
inclinations in line. This is not
always academically possible.
We therefore have the goal of
gradually guiding the helper to
the required degree of profes-
sionalism through targeted
participation in different mis-
sions.

Each operation is preceded
by an in-depth briefing, in
which the teams are attuned as
comprehensively as possible to
the concrete situation they will
encounter in the field. 

Those helpers in particular
who are not always active in
the humanitarian field require
supervision before, during and
after the operation. As a Christ-
ian organisation, we under-
stand this wherever possible as
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supervision by priests as well. 
In this context I would like to

bring up a last point, which is
always cause for debate: the
question of the need for advo-
cacy. To what extent must an
aid organisation announce in-
justices experienced, war
crimes or similar? Do we have
the right or the obligation to
point out injustice if we know
that this could put our aid for
the concretely needy at risk? Or
should the news be given prior-
ity over aid in some cases? I do
not wish to take up the discus-
sion here, but merely clarify
our position. Following the
premise of the Order, ECOM,
under strict application of the
rules laid down in the Code of
Conduct, has decided to give
priority to aid. We know that
we can only take this stance

with good conscience because
the colleagues of other organi-
sations are especially dedicated
to the task of advocacy. 

Allow me to briefly sum-
marise what I have pointed out:

Humanitarian aid in war and
conflicts is one of the most dif-
ficult tasks imaginable, and yet
many people still volunteer to
face it. 

Humanitarian aid is a neces-
sity, not a luxury. It is often the
only chance for survival for
those afflicted by war. In spite
of many efforts, aid often
moves within an area not com-
pletely covered by international
law. Therefore, the further de-
velopment of international hu-
manitarian law is of high im-
portance. 

Humanitarian aid, which
acts according to need and in

the end places the interests of
the needy in the foreground as
the only valid criterion, must
meet the highest professional
criteria. In war, the humanitar-
ian helper must possess not
only proven professional skills
but also a combination of addi-
tional qualifications which
make his or her service possi-
ble. Only well prepared
helpers may be put into action
if aid is to be efficient. Wars
are no training ground for in-
experienced helpers. Humani-
tarian aid in wars must be pro-
vided by absolute profession-
als in order for them to live up
to the duty. Only then can we
completely fulfil our Christian
duty.

INGO RADTKE
Secretary General of the 

Emergency Corps Order of Malta
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The Tenth World Day of the
Sick was solemnly celebrated
at the Sanctuary of Our Lady of
Health in Vailankanni in India,
known as the ‘Lourdes of the
East’. The choice of this Mari-
an sanctuary in Northern India
was no accident. As the Holy
Father observed in his message
for this World Day: ‘Vailankan-
ni does not only attract Christ-
ian pilgrims but also many fol-
lowers of other religions, in
particular Hindus who see in
Our Lady of Health the caring
and compassionate Mother of
suffering mankind. In a land of
ancient and profound religiosi-
ty which India is, this sanctuary
dedicated to the Mother of God
is really a point of encounter
for the members of different re-
ligions and an exceptional ex-
ample of inter-religious harmo-
ny and exchange’. ‘Following
in the footsteps of Jesus, the di-
vine performer of miracles,
who came into this world that
they may have life and life in
abundance’(Jn 10:10) was the
theme of this Tenth World Day
of the Sick,  in part in order to
place emphasis on the taking of
a clear decision in favour of the
culture of life and a total com-
mitment to the defence of life
from conception until natural
death. 

The following two prelates
were part of the pontifical mis-
sion led by H.E. Msgr. Javier
Lozano Barragán, the Presi-
dent of the Pontifical Council
for Health Pastoral Care and
the Special Envoy of the Holy
Father to the Tenth World Day
of the Sick: Rev. Alex
Vadakumthala of the Archdio-
cese of Verapoly, the Executive
Secretary of the Commission
for Pastoral Care in Health of
the Catholic Bishops’ Confer-
ence of India, and Rev. Vincent
Arackal of the Diocese of Cali-
cut, a collaborator of the Min-
istry. The pontifical mission

was joined by a delegation of
twenty-five people, and this
delegation was made up of the
Bishop-Secretary Msgr. José
L. Redrado O.H., Officials of
the Ministry, prelates, priests,
members of religious orders
and members of the laity who
have always been involved in
pastoral care in health, from
Mexico, Africa, Italy, Spain,
France, Portugal and Switzer-
land. 

The salient characteristic of
the celebration of the Tenth
World Day of the Sick was the
involvement of the Pontifical
Council for Health Pastoral
Care, the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of India, and the
Episcopal Commission for Pas-
toral Care in Health of India.
This convergent co-operation
made possible not only a suit-
able preparation and celebra-
tion of the Tenth World Day of
the Sick but also gave force to
its special sensitising power in
relation to increasingly vast ar-
eas of the faithful and religious
and lay institutions involved in
the field of health and suffer-
ing.  

The Long-term 
Preparations 
for the World Day

Announced and convoked by
the Message of the Holy Father,
the celebration of the Tenth
World Day of the Sick was the
object of a large number of
preparatory initiatives. It should
be remembered that this Pontif-
ical Council was responsible
for a capillary diffusion at an
international level of the Mes-
sage of the Holy Father through
the bishops entrusted with pas-
toral care in health and through
means of communication (In-
ternet, the press, interviews
with Superiors, etc.), as well as
the preparation of the official

manifesto of the World Day and
its various associated docu-
ments etc. Radio Vatican broad-
cast live the principal initiatives
connected with the celebration.
In addition, the President of the
Ministry, H.E. Msgr. Lozano,
and the Bishop-Secretary, Ms-
gr. José L. Redrado, went in the
month of October 2001 to
Vailankanni to personally fol-
low the preparations for the
World Day and to meet organis-
ers belonging to the local
Church. 

The Celebration of the Tenth 
World Day of the Sick

The salient moments of the
celebration which marked out
the ninth and tenth of February,
culminating in the solemn con-
cluding celebration of the
World Day of the Sick on 11
February, were: prayer, study,
and visits to a number of hospi-
tals and significant places.      

1. Prayer. Over 40,000 pil-
grims, amongst whom were
sick people and those who ac-
company them, from Tamil
Nadu and other States in India,
as well as from various nations
of the world, and in particular
from the continent of Asia,
took part in various events and
celebrations which had been
prepared with care and were
engaged in with due solemnity.
On Saturday 9 February, in the
early afternoon, the solemn in-
auguration of the Tenth World
Day of the Sick took place,
during which the Special En-
voy of the Holy Father, H.E.
Msgr. Javier Lozano Barragán,
blessed the ‘Temple of Inner
Healing’ – the Chapel of Wor-
ship and Reconciliation’, a
monument erected to remem-
ber the Tenth World Day of the
Sick. After this event, the con-
celebration of the Eucharist
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was held, presided over by
H.E. Msgr. Cyril Mar Baselios,
the Archbishop of Trivandrum
and President of the Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of India.
At the beginning of this solemn
concelebration a letter was read
from H.E. Msgr. Thumma
Bala, the Bishop of Warangal
and President of the Episcopal
Commission for Pastoral Care

in Health of India, as well as
the letter from the Holy Father
by which the Holy Father ap-
pointed Archbishop Javier
Lozano Barragán, the President
of the Pontifical Council for
Health Pastoral Care, his Spe-
cial Envoy to the celebration of
the Tenth World Day of the
Sick. This was followed by a
long applause by the assembly
which had gathered together in
prayer. Once again the words
of the Holy Father touched the
hearts of men and projected the
future of the Church, which is
called upon to defend the value
of life, from conception until its
natural sunset. Then there was
the first greeting in the name of
the Holy Father given by Arch-
bishop Lozano. At the concele-
bration, in addition to the Spe-
cial Envoy of the Holy Father,
the following were present:
H.E. Msgr. José L. Redrado,
Secretary of the Ministry, a
large number of Indian and
Asian Archbishops and bish-
ops, civil authorities, and a
very large number of the faith-
ful, amongst whom sister Nir-
mala Joshi, the Superior Gener-
al of the Missionaries of Chari-
ty. After the concelebration of
the Eucharist had taken place,
the ceremony of inauguration

was held during which H.E.
Lozano, the Special Envoy of
the Holy Father, gave an offi-
cial greeting to the Indian peo-
ple, especially to the sick and
infirm, and communicated the
warm greetings and blessing of
the Holy Father. Also present
were: H.E. Msgr. Devadass
Ambrose, the Bishop of Than-
javur, in whose diocese is lo-

cated the Sanctuary of
Vailinkanni; His Eminence
Cardinal Ivan Dias, the Arch-
bishop of Bombay; Dr. C.P.
Thakur, the Minister for Health
of India, who summed up in
three slogans the commitment
of his Ministry to promote,
treat and prevent; Dr. Jee-
vanandam, the Minister for
Agriculture and Tourism of the
State of Tamil Nadu; as well as
another three members of the
Indian parliament. The prelates
who spoke expressed their
hope and wish that this day of
communion and solidarity
would be lived near to those
who suffer in loyalty to the
Spirit of the Lord and the Vir-
gin of Health of Vailankanni.
The inauguration ceremony
ended with a cultural pro-
gramme. On Sunday 10 Febru-
ary the solemn concelebration
of the Eucharist was presided
over by H.E. Msgr. Lorenzo
Baldisseri, the Apostolic Nun-
cio to India and Nepal. The Eu-
charistic procession organised
by the Catholic nurses of India
was very evocative. This took
place at the end of the Sunday
events and was led by Cardinal
Varkey Vithayathil C.Ss.R. the
Archbishop of Eranakulum-
Angamaly, who in his conclud-

ing message emphasised the
commitment of everybody to
the culture of life. 

The most significant mo-
ment of celebration was the
solemn concelebration of the
Eucharist on Monday 11 Feb-
ruary in memory of the
Blessed Virgin of Lourdes,
presided over by the Special
Envoy of the Holy Father for
this day, H.E. Msgr. Javier
Lozano Barragán, President of
the Pontifical Council for
Health Pastoral Care. At the
side of Archbishop Lozano
were twenty-five prelates,
amongst whom Archbishops
and bishops from the continent
of Asia; Cardinal Ivan Dias, the
Archbishop of Bombay; H.E.
Msgr. Cyril Mar Baselios, the
Archbishop of Tivandrum and
President of the Catholic Bish-
ops’ Conference of India; Arch-
bishop Lorenzo Baldisseri, the
Apostolic Nuncio to India and
Nepal; H.E. Msgr. José L. Re-
drado, Secretary of the Pontifi-
cal Council for Health Pastoral
Care; H.E. Msgr. Ambrose De-
vadass, the Bishop of Than-
javur, in whose diocese the
Marian sanctuary of Vailankan-
niis situated; H.E. Msgr. Thum-
ma Bala, the Bishop of Waran-
gal and President of the Episco-
pal Conference of the Catholic
Bishops in India for pastoral
care in health; the bishops who
had come from the Philippines,
Thailand, Malaysia, as well as
a number of Officials of the
Pontifical Council and about a
hundred priests belonging to
the Syro-malabrese and
Syro-malankarese Latin rite in-
volved in the field of pastoral
care in health who had come to
Vailankanni for the celebration
of the Tenth World Day of the
Sick. 

The concelebration of the
Eucharist was solemn and dig-
nified. Thirty-five thousand pil-
grims took part, amongst
whom were sick people togeth-
er with those who accompany
them. These sick people, at the
feet of Our Lady of Health, re-
newed their offering of their
suffering to God for the peace
of the world. Also present were
the leaders and representatives
of international associations
and federations of the world of
health and health care: medical
doctors, hospital chaplains,
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male and female members of
religious orders, students of
faculties of medicine, as a well
as a representative of the reli-
gious of the FERS of Spain. 

In his homily on inter-reli-
gious dialogue, H.E. Msgr.
Javier Lozano, when searching
for the answer to the question
about the definitive meaning of
suffering, wanted to recall the
words given by the Holy Father
to us in his Message for the
Tenth World Day of the Sick:
‘Although the Church believes
that in the non-Christian inter-
pretations of suffering there are
many valid elements, her un-
derstanding of this great human
mystery is unique. “We must
turn our gaze towards the reve-
lation of divine love, the ulti-
mate source of the meaning of
everything exists” (Salvifici do-
loris, n. 13)’. The Risen Christ
is the answer to illness, pain,
suffering and death. If we
preach the Risen Jesus Christ 
– the Special Envoy of the
Holy Father continued – this is
solely because we are con-
vinced that he is the answer
even in ‘extreme situations’,
those in which life must valued
in a most serious way: death,
illness, suffering. 

A very touching moment
during the celebrations was the
administration of the sacrament
of the anointing of the sick to a
group of sick people by the
Special Envoy of the Pope,
Archbishop Javier Lozano,
Archbishop Lorenzo Baldis-
seri, the Apostolic Nuncio to
India and Nepal, and His Emi-
nence Cardinal Ivan Dias, the
Archbishop of Bombay. 

2. Study. On Saturday morn-
ing, 9 February, in the auditori-
um of the Marina centre at the
sanctuary, there took place a
meeting of the bishops respon-
sible for pastoral care in health
and the members of the nation-
al commissions and Asian
commissions on the subject to
reflect upon the theme: ‘nation-
al episcopal, diocesan and
parish organisms for pastoral
care in health’ and to come to a
primary ‘conclusion’ about the
service that the Church renders
to man in the continent of Asia
in the various places of pain
and care. 

After the greeting given to

all the participants by Arch-
bishop Javier Lozano Bar-
ragán, the President of the Min-
istry and the Special Envoy of
the Holy Father to the Tenth
World Day of the Sick, who
presided over the proceedings,
H.E. Msgr. Thumma Bala, the
Bishop of Warangal and the
head of the Bishops’ Commis-
sion for Pastoral Care in Health

in India, and H.E. Msgr.
Lawrence Khai Saen-Phon-On,
the Archbishop of Thare and
Nonseng, the head of the Bish-
op’s Commission for Pastoral
Care in Health in Thailand, also
spoke. Msgr. Tumma Bala ob-
served that in India there are
3,097 health care institutions
and 7,900 primary schools and
universities with one million
seven hundred thousand young
people who are being trained to
enter the world of suffering. A
few statistics, said Msgr.
Thumma Bala, are enough to
have an idea of the complex
world of pain: four million peo-
ple afflicted with AIDS and
40,000 deaths from this disease
every year; 14 million deaf and
dumb people; and 500,000 lep-
ers. In addition, he placed em-
phasis on the strength of the
Church in charitable and social
work: over 27% of initiatives at
the service of all are managed
by the Catholic Church, which
thereby bears witness to Christ,
the Divine Performer of Mira-
cles. The other prelates repre-
senting the various bishops’
conferences who spoke empha-
sised not only the numerical
presence but above all the im-
portance of the witness made
by believers in Christ, called to

express that witness through an
ecumenicalism of works that
builds and constructs, as well
as leaving signs in people’s
hearts. Stress was also placed
on the need for co-operation
and mutual help between the
bishops’ conferences of the
continent of Asia in order to
carry out in an increasingly ef-
fective fashion the mission of

the Church in the field of pas-
toral care in health and suffer-
ing. 

On Sunday 10 February a
conference was held on the
subject ‘in the footsteps of Je-
sus, the Divine Performer of
Miracles: “The Kingdom of
God is near... heal the sick” (Mt
10:8)’ in order to re-examine
the role and the task of health
care structures, hospitals and
health care personnel and staff.
The conference was chaired by
Rev. Alex Vadakumthala, the
executive secretary of the Epis-
copal Commission for Pastoral
Care in Health of the Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of India. 

About two thousand partici-
pants were present and these
had come from the whole of In-
dia and from Mexico, Africa,
Italy, Spain, France and other
countries of Asia. They fol-
lowed the various papers and
communications of the confer-
ence with great interest. In ad-
dition to the Vatican delegation
led by the Special Envoy of the
Holy Father, H.E. Msgr. Javier
Lozano Barragán, the follow-
ing also took part in the confer-
ence: His Eminence Cardinal
Ivan Dias, the Archbishop of
Bombay, H.E. Msgr. Thumma
Bala, the Bishop of Warangal
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and the President of the Episco-
pal Commission for Pastoral
Care in Health in India, the
presidents and the representa-
tives of international Catholic
associations and federations of
the world of health and health
care – medical doctors, phar-
macists and nurses, hospital
chaplains, male and female
members of religious orders,
male and female nurses, and
students of faculties of medi-
cine. The presence of personal-
ities from the world of Indian
learning and culture was also
noteworthy. 

H.E. Msgr. Oswald Gracias,
the Archbishop of Agra and the
General Secretary of the
Catholic Bishops’ Conference
of India, gave a speech of wel-
come to the participants. 

The Special Envoy of the
Holy Father, H.E. Javier
Lozano Barragán, inaugurated
the proceedings of the confer-
ence with a prolusion on the
subject ‘in the footsteps of Je-
sus, divine performer of mira-
cles: healing in the gospels’. In
re-reading the twenty-one
most significant passages of
the Gospel which show Jesus
as a divine physician and per-
former of miracles, Archbish-
op Lozano stressed that Jesus
came first of all to proclaim
the Kingdom of God – the mir-
acles are specifically the an-
nouncement of the Kingdom
of God fulfilled in the Resur-
rection of Christ. In expound-
ing what is said in the gospels,
Archbishop Lozano exhorted
those who worked in the world
of pastoral care in health to
dedicate themselves not only to
the body of the sick person but
above all to his or her spirit. 

After this prolusion by the
President of the Ministry, com-
ments were made on it which
were all directed towards mak-
ing a valid contribution to the
subject of the World Day.

Mr Richard Lai, the Presi-
dent of the International Feder-
ation of Catholic Nurses and
Medico-Social Assistants (CI-
CIAMS) of Malysia and Sr.
Nirmala Joshi, the Superior
General of the Missionaries of
Charity of Mother Teresa of
Calcutta, presented the partici-
pants with their experiences
which were directed towards
bearing witness in a globalised

world to the specific character
of their vocations and their
missions. The subject of
‘Christian hospitals in a chang-
ing scenario’ was addressed by
Cardinal Ivan Dias, the Arch-
bishop of Bombay; Prof. Lor-
raine D’Souza of ‘Fr. Muller’s
Medical College’ of Bangalore
spoke on the subject ‘health
care as a task of the communi-
ty’; and Rev. Thomas Kalam,
the Director of the National
Academy of St. John for Med-
ical Sciences, spoke on ‘health
care and the poor: an Indian ex-
periment’. 

During the afternoon ses-
sion the following subjects
were focused on: ‘the spiritu-
ality of health care workers
(H.E. Msgr. Anthony Soter
Fernandez, the Archbishop of
Kuala Lumpur and President
of the Bishops’ Conference of
Malaysia); ‘health care and
emerging questions’ (Dr. Eu-
stance J. De Souza of the Cen-
tre for Bio-medical Ethics of
the FIAMC, Mumbai); and ‘the
identity of the Christian health
care worker’ (Dr. François
Blind, Secretary General of the
International Federation of As-
sociations of Catholic Doctors
(FIAMC), France). 

The day of study and reflec-
tion ended with a number of
suggestions and proposals to be
made to the bishops’ confer-
ences of the continent of Asia.
One of the tasks of these bish-
ops’ conferences is also that of
improving the presence of to-
day’s Good Samaritans in the
vast field of health and suffer-
ing, which is always a privi-
leged place for the effective
evangelisation of the continent
of Asia. 

3. Visits to hospitals and
significant places. On 7 Feb-
ruary, in response to an invita-
tion extended by H.E. Gee-
varghese Mar Timotheus, the
Bishop of Tiruvalla of the Syr-
ian-malankerese, H.E. Msgr.
Javier Lozano, accompanied
by Rev. Vincent Arackal, a col-
laborator of the Ministry,
blessed and placed the ‘first
stone’ of the Pushpagiri Insti-
tute of Medical Sciences and
spoke to the health care work-
ers who were present on the
subject of ‘health as harmony,
medicine as a profession’. Oth-

er Syrian-malankarese bishops
were also present. 

On the morning of 11 Febru-
ary, Archbishop Javier Lozano
Barragán, accompanied by H.E.
Lorenzo Baldisseri, H.E. Msgr.
Devadass, the Bishop of Than-
javur, in whose diocese is locat-
ed the sanctuary of Vailankan-
ny, the Secretary of the Min-
istry, H.E. Msgr. José L. Redra-
do, Rev. Gianfranco Grieco of
the Osservatore Romano, Msgr.
Jean-Marie Mpendawatu, Ms-
gr. Krzysztof Nykiel, Msgr. An-
tonio Soto, all Officials of the
Ministry, and Mrs Isabel Bion-
di, collaborator of the Ministry,
inaugurated the World Day
with visits to the hospital of
Arokia Matha and the Mother
Teresa Centre for disabled chil-
dren. The Special Envoy and
the Apostolic Nuncio comfort-
ed the sick people, bringing
them the blessing of the Holy
Father and administering the
sacrament of the anointing of
the sick. 

In the afternoon of the same
day (11 February), in response
to an invitation extended by
H.E. Msgr. Peter Remigius, the
Bishop of Kumbakonan, Arch-
bishop Javier Lozano Barragán
accompanied by Msgr. Anto-
nio soto, Official of the Min-
istry, went to Kumbakonam to
visit a leper hospital and
brought a special blessing from
the Holy Father to the one hun-
dred and twenty brother lepers
in various stages of the illness
including its last stages. These
lepers were not only Catholics
but also Hindus and Muslims.
In greeting those present, H.E.
Lozano emphasised the re-
demptive value of suffering
and the silent work that so
many people engaged in as
‘the poor amongst the poor’. In
addition, the President visited
the sanctuary of Our Lady at
Puddi where he bestowed the
blessing of the Holy Father. On
12 February another hospital
was visited by the Vatican del-
egation led by H.E. Msgr.
Lozano – the Child Jesus Hos-
pital of Tiruchirappalu of the
Franciscan Missionary Sisters
of Mary who have six
provinces in India. After the
solemn concelebration of the
Eucharist, presided over by the
Special Envoy of the Holy Fa-
ther, the delegation visited a

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002



86

number of wards of the hospital
and met patients, the medical
staff and personnel and the reli-
gious who for sixty years have
served with joy and love those
who suffer. 

On 13 February, Ash
Wednesday, H.E. Msgr. J.
Lozano, President of the Min-
istry and Special Envoy of the
Holy Father, together with the
Secretary of the Ministry, H.E.
Msgr. José L. Redrado O.H,
and other members of the Vati-

can delegation, went to the
parish of the Salesians of Our
Lady of Lourdes in Madurai.
Archbishop Lozano, in the
presence of thousands of the
faithful, presided over the
solemn concelebration of the
Eucharist of Ash Wednesday. In
the afternoon the Bishop-Secre-
tary, H.E. Msgr. Redrado, visit-
ed the St. Mary of Leuca hospi-
tal, the Catholic hospital of the
Sisters of the Daughters of St.
Mary of Leuca, where he was
able, while meeting the patients
and the community of religious,
to observe how the world of
health and suffering is evange-
lised today in India. 

On 14 February the delega-
tion went to Kottyam and after
a solemn concelebration of the
Eucharist in the Good Shep-
herd Carmelite monastery, and
a brief visit to the cathedral
which had also been visited by
the Holy Father during his first
visit to India on 8 February
1986, the delegation was re-
ceived by Bishop Peter Thu-
ruthikonam who remembered
with gratitude the work of the
European bishops who had
been his predecessors. In his
speech of greetings, the Indian

prelate spoke with disdain of
the discrimination practiced by
Hindus towards Catholics. In
the late-afternoon the Secretary
of the Ministry visited the hos-
pital and other structures for
the elderly administered by the
Fatebenefratelli as well as the
nursing school, and then
presided over a celebration of
the Eucharist in which the reli-
gious community of the
Fatebenefratelli, the sisters, and
also the patients took part. 

In the morning of 15 Febru-
ary, before leaving for
Alapizha and Chocin, Arch-
bishop Lozano and the dioce-
san bishop went to the place
where the hospital that should
come into being in the area of
Kodimatha-Vembanadu will be
built. In the afternoon of the
same day (15 February), H.E.
Msgr. Javier Lozano, accompa-
nied by H.E. Msgr. Daniel
Acharuparambil, the Bishop of
Verapoly, and other members
of the Vatican delegation such
as H.E. Msgr. Redrado, Rev.
Gianfranco Grieco, Msgr.
Jean-Marie Mpendawatu, Ms-
gr. Krzysztof Nykiel, Msgr.
Antonio Soto, Rev. Berhard
Grasser and Dr. Renzo Paccini,
went to the diocesan hospital to
preside over the solemn concel-
ebration in the great chapel of
the hospital, and to bless the
new emergency and dialysis
sections of the hospital. This is
a hospital structure which has
four floors, 500 beds, 64 med-
ical doctors, and 184 nurses, of
whom 75 are female religious. 

On Saturday morning, 16
February, the Special Envoy
of the Pope presided over a
Holy Mass in the cathedral

dedicated to St. Francis of As-
sisi in honour of Our Lady of
Perpetual Help. After the
solemn concelebration of the
Eucharist the delegation visited
the Syrian-malabarese church.
To welcome the group was the
Auxiliary Bishop of Ernaku-
lam-Angamaly, Msgr. Thomas
Chakiath. Then, President H.E.
Lozano, accompanied by the
Bishop-Secretary Msgr. José L.
Redrado, Msgr. Antonio Soto,
Official of the Ministry, and
Rev. Gianfranco Grieco of the
Osservatore Romano, visited
the Hospital of St. Theresa of
Lisieux. This hospital has
1,000 beds, 100 medical doc-
tors, 350 nurses and 200 female
religious from twenty-seven
congregations. 30% of the pa-
tients are Muslims. A moment
of strong emotion took place at
the meeting with Rev. Thomas
Manajcaly, aged 38. A number
of Hindus had shot him on 2
February 2001. He had been
operated on three times but he
still could not walk. In the
name of the Holy Father Arch-
bishop Lozano gave him a spe-
cial blessing. Before leaving
for Rome the Vatican delega-
tion visited, and prayed at, the
tomb of the Apostle Thomas in
Madras (Chennai) and sung the
Creed to demonstrate that the
celebration of the Tenth World
Day of the Sick had been above
all else a pilgrimage of faith in
Christ, the Divine Performer of
Miracles. 

The visits to the temples of
Tanjore and to the Sri
Meenakshi Temple of Marurai
in the State of Tamil Nadu, the
morning visit to the national
park of Periyar, and the walk in
the coffee, tea and rubber plan-
tations also gave to this ‘Indian
pilgrimage’ a historical and
cultural appeal which was of a
completely special character.

The Vatican delegation led
by the Special Envoy of the
Holy Father, H.E. Msgr. Javier
Lozano Barragán, reached
Rome in the late afternoon of
Sunday 17 February.

The logistical and transfer
services, organised by the Un-
der-Secretary of the Ministry,
Rev. Felice Ruffini M.I., with
the active collaboration of Rev.
Alex Vadakumthala, the Execu-
tive Secretary of the Episcopal
Commission for Pastoral Care

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002
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in Health in India; Rev. Vincent
Arackal, collaborator of the
Ministry; and Mrs Alessandra
Ciattini and Mrs Emanuela Mi-
lana, Officials of the Ministry,
made the various moments of
this many-faceted participation
in this celebration of the Tenth
World Day of the Sick comfort-
able and impeccable. 

Conclusions

1. The good preparations for
the World Day and its effective
celebration should be empha-
sised.

2. When taking part in the
days of study and prayer, it was
possible to observe the hospi-

tality and the welcome of the
Catholic Church in India.

3. Despite many economic
difficulties, it is possible to ob-
serve that there is a positive de-
velopment in pastoral care in
health in India. 

4. The participation of the
various groups took place with
an immediate integration into
the celebration of the Tenth
World Day of the Sick.

5. The spirit and the enthusi-
asm of the celebration of this
World Day certainly remain,
and they will lead to greater at-
tention being paid to the sick
and the suffering who are and
remain the way for the Church.
At the dawn of the new millen-
nium, it is more urgent than

ever before that the Gospel of
life is proclaimed and that the
dignity of the person who suf-
fers is reaffirmed.      

6. The Message of the Holy
Father, his love for the sick and
the suffering, remain an invita-
tion to everyone, and especially
to the sick of every age and
condition, to abandon them-
selves to the paternal arms of
God. It is also an invitation to
be always the custodians and
witnesses of the Gospel of life,
doing good to those who suffer
and doing good also with our
own suffering. 

Msgr. KRZYSTOF NYKIEL,
Official of the Pontifical Council 

for Health Pastoral Care

DOLENTIUM HOMINUM N. 50-2002
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To Our Venerable Brother, Javier Lozano
Barragán. Archbishop Emeritus of Zacatecas,
President of the Pontifical Council for Health
Pastoral Care,

Jesus Christ, real God and real man, the
Divine Physician, came amongst men ‘so
that they may have life, and have it more
abundantly’ (Jn 10:10), and sent out his disci-
ples ‘to heal the sick’ (Lk 9:2).

At the beginning of the Third Millennium
of the Christian era, whereas various regions
have witnessed a succession of technological
advances, the number of men who are op-
pressed by very grave suffering, by poverty,
by hunger and by other evils in the world has
increased. Certainly, these constitute the
greatest challenge that faces all Christians,
and at the same time this is an opportunity to
imitate the approach of the Good Samaritan,

whom the Lord Jesus himself presents to us
in the Gospel as an authentic example of
charity.

The Catholic Church, which for some
years now has commemorated the World
Day of the Sick, has this year decided , right-
ly, to celebrate it in India, in the famous
Sanctuary of Vailankanni dedicated to Our
Lady of Health, known as ‘the Lourdes of the
East’. For us this event is a very good oppor-
tunity to analyse pastoral subjects for the
benefit of the sick and to pray for all sick
people.

We admire, with immense joy, the great
number of men and women, of different reli-
gions and cultures, who in every part of the
world, with patience and solicitude, take care
of all kinds of sick and poor people. We wish
to encourage them and in a special way to re-
member here at least two great women who

Letter of the Holy Father Appointing 
H.E. Msgr. Javier Lozano Barragán 
his Special Envoy to the Celebration of the Tenth
World Day of the Sick
ON 25 JANUARY 2002 THE HOLY FATHER JOHN PAUL II APPOINTED 
H.E. MSGR. JAVIER LOZANO BARRAGÁN, THE PRESIDENT OF THE PONTIFICAL
COUNCIL FOR HEALTH PASTORAL CARE, HIS SPECIAL ENVOY 
TO THE CELEBRATION OF THE TENTH WORLD DAY OF THE SICK.
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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

1. Tomorrow is the liturgical memorial of
the Blessed Virgin Mary of Lourdes. A pow-
erful beacon of hope was lit in the small
Pyrenean city, particularly for those suffer-
ing in body and spirit, when on 11 February
1854 Our Lady appeared to St Bernadette in
the grotto of Massabielle, asking that it be-
come a place of pilgrimage and prayer.

World Day of the Sick on 11 February

For ten years now, this Marian feast has
been associated with the observance of the
World Day of the Sick, a suitable occasion
for the ecclesial community to come close to
sick persons, invoking for them the support
of Mary who brings comfort and light to all.
This year, the heart of the World Day of the
Sick, will be Vailankanni, in southern India,

Faith Opens Sickness to Life
SUNDAY ANGELUS: 10 FEBRUARY, THE HOLY FATHER SPOKE ABOUT THE WORLD
DAY OF THE SICK, OBSERVED ON 11 FEBRUARY

are very much loved in India and who for
very many years heroically served sick and
dying people: Mother Teresa of Calcutta, the
founder of the Missionaries of Charity, and
the blessed Mariam Teresa Chiramel
Mankidiayan, the founder of the Congrega-
tion of the Holy Family, who with profound
joy we raised to the honour of the altars
specifically during the Year of the Great Ju-
bilee.

Convinced of the importance of this event,
we wish to express our charity and presence
in the spirit amongst all those who have as-
sembled there or in some way are taking part
in the celebration. For the same reason, we
decree the sending of an esteemed man who
is to represent our person and to express our
benevolence. With trust we turn to you, Ven-
erable Brother, who by your daily activity in
the Pontifical Council for Health Pastoral
Care bear witness to your diligence, and by
this Letter we ap-
point you our Spe-
cial Envoy to the
above-mentioned
celebration.

On our behalf
you will preside

over the liturgical celebrations, and you will
bring our affectionate greetings to everyone.
You must exhort people to a humble and con-
stant devotion to the Mother of God so that in
this way She will implore divine grace, in
particular so that medical doctors and the
other agents of the world of health and health
care may be the defenders of human life,
whose only source and end is God (cf. Eccle-
sia in Asia, n. 35).

Venerable Brother, while we entrust your
Mission to the Immaculate Virgin, we im-
plore her to look with goodness to her chil-
dren gathered together there and all the sick
of the world, filling them with abundant spir-
itual consolation. 

With all our heart we impart to you our
Apostolic Blessing, which you will lovingly
extend to the beloved pilgrims and to all
those who take part, in any way, in this event.

Given in the Vatican Palace, the fifteenth
day of the month
of January 2002,
the twenty-fourth
day of Our Pontif-
icate,

JOHN PAUL II
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where we find the Shrine of “Our Lady of
Health”, called “the “Lourdes of the East”,
and the goal of numerous pilgrims. We also
entrust to the heavenly protection of the
Mother of God people of the Hindu and oth-
er religions who willingly go to that Christ-
ian shrine.

In spiritual union, a special celebration
will be held tomorrow afternoon in St Pe-
ter’s, at the end of which I will have the joy
of meeting the sick, health workers and vol-
unteer associations present in the Vatican
Basilica.

Power of the Father, the Son 
and the Spirit gives Life

2. “That they may have life and have it
more abundantly” (Jn 10,10). These words
of Jesus, that we read in the Gospel of St
John, are the theme of this year’s World Day
of the Sick. They recall the fundamental out-
look of Christian faith that, even in the expe-
rience of sickness and death itself, is always
open to life. The believer knows he can
count on the power of God the Father, of the
Risen Christ and of the Spirit of life. This

prospect gives substance to the dedication of
all those who in a multiplicity of ways lov-
ingly take care of the sick and the suffering:
doctors, nurses, researchers, pharmacists
and volunteers. I wish to express my most
cordial appreciation to all these servants of
human life, among whom are many conse-
crated persons.

Suffering United to Christ can be Salvific

3. I want to remember especially beloved
sick persons in every part of the world. I as-
sure them of my spiritual closeness, remind-
ing them that Christ assumed human suffer-
ing and made it an integral part of his mys-
tery of salvation: salvificus dolor (saving
suffering). By uniting themselves with faith
and love to the passion of Christ, the persons
who suffer share in his victorious struggle
over evil and death, as the witness of the
saints shows.

Let us pray that the Virgin Mary, Health of
the Sick, may assist with her protection
those who suffer in body and spirit, and sus-
tain all those who lovingly take care of
them.
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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

1. I address a heartfelt welcome to all of you
gathered here, in St Peter’s Basilica, at this
now traditional date that brings together many
pilgrims of the Roman Organization “Opera
Romana Pellegrinaggi” and UNITALSI, and
makes us relive the intense spiritual atmos-
phere of Lourdes.

Every year we dedicate 11 February to
prayer for the sick, for their physical and
spiritual healing

I greet Cardinal Ruini, Vicar of Rome, who
presided at the Eucharistic concelebration and
the bishops and priests who are with him. I
greet the directors of UNITALSI and of the
“Opera Romana Pellegrinaggi”, that promoted
and organized this moving event. I greet you
especially, dear sick people present here, and
those wanting to be here who have been pre-
vented from joining us this evening. I greet
you, health-care and volunteer workers,
priests, religious and lay people who carry out
an unselfish service in this most important
field that is the health-care apostolate.

We meet with joy today, when the Church is
celebrating the Memorial of Our Lady of
Lourdes. Associated with this feast for ten
years is the celebration of the World Day of the
Sick, whose “heart” this year is in the Shrine of
“Our Lady of Good Health” in Vailankanni,
India, known as “the Lourdes of the East”. I
send a cordial greeting to all those who are as-
sembled there with my Envoy, Archbishop
Javier Lozano Barragán, President of the Pon-
tifical Council for Health Pastoral Care.

Pro-life Mandate in the Words of Jesus

2. The theme of the Tenth World Day of the
Sick is taken from Jesus’ words: “I came that
they may have life, and have it abundantly”
(Jn 10,10). They are an invitation to adopt a
clear pro-life stance and a sincere dedication
to the defence of life from its conception to its
natural end. Human life is a gift of God and
should be lived as such, even in the most criti-
cal situations. In this regard, how effective is

the witness of many persons, some of whom
are present this evening, who despite being
nailed to their beds by illness for years, are full
of serenity because they know how precious
their contribution of suffering and prayer is for
the Church. I pray to God that today’s celebra-
tion may be an occasion that brings every sick
person extraordinary physical and spiritual re-
lief, and I ask the Lord that it may offer to all
those who are well and those who are sick, the
chance to understand much more the saving
value of suffering.

Christ redeemed human suffering

3. It is right to fight sickness because health
is a gift of God. At the same time, it is also im-
portant to be able to interpret God’s plan when
suffering knocks at our door. For us believers,
the key to the interpretation of this mystery is
the Cross of Christ. The Incarnate Word him-
self met our weakness by taking it fully upon
himself on Golgotha. Since that moment, suf-
fering has acquired a meaning that makes it
extremely valuable. Since that day, pain, in all
its manifestations, has acquired a new and
special meaning because it becomes participa-

Health is a Gift of God; Suffering has Value
ON THE EVENING OF 11 FEBRUARY AT THE END OF THE MASS FOR THE SICK 
IN ST. PETER’S BASILICA, THE HOLY FATHER GAVE THE FOLLOWING ADDRESS
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tion in the saving work of the Redeemer (cf.
Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1521).
Only if they are united to his sufferings, do
our own acquire full meaning and value. By
the light of faith, they become sources of hope
and salvation.

Need for Good Samaritans

4. The World Day of the Sick reminds us,
then, that beside every suffering person there
must be a brother or sister motivated by chari-
ty. Like the Good Samaritan, of whom Jesus
speaks in the well-known Gospel parable,
every believer is called to offer love to all who
are suffering. Never “pass by”! On the con-
trary, he should stop to bend over the person
who is crushed, suffering, and alleviate his
burden and difficulties. This is how the Gospel
of consolation and charity is proclaimed; this
is the witness that the people of our time ex-
pect from all Christians.

Pilgrimage to the Holy Land

In this regard, I am pleased with the

“Opera Romana Pellegrinaggi” and UNI-
TALSI for promoting an important pilgrim-
age to the Holy Land for “the physically
challenged” and “peacemakers” to the places
that witnessed the human events of the Re-
deemer and are now unfortunalely disturbed
by so much violence and bathed in blood.
The pilgrimage that will bring Italian dis-
abled people to meet the disabled of
Jerusalem and Bethlehem is an eloquent act
of solidarity among people with handicaps,
and at the same time a message of hope for
all.

I deeply hope that this beautiful initiative
in the Holy Land, marred by so much hatred
and war, may contribute to making sure soli-
darity and peace prevail. May the Immacu-
late Virgin, who, at Lourdes, came to bring
comfort to humanity, continue to watch lov-
ingly over those are wounded in body and
spirit and intercede for all who care for them.
May she obtain for the Holy Land, and for
every other region of the world, the gift of
harmony and peace.

With these sentiments, I gladly join you
now, in the traditional candlelight procession
that reminds us of Lourdes, and to all I im-
part a special Apostolic Blessing.
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It is a great honour for me to
come to India to celebrate the
Tenth World Day of the Sick.
This is a double honour: the
honour to come here on behalf
of the Holy Father John Paul
II, to represent him as his Spe-
cial Envoy, and the honour to
visit you in this wonderful
country, which is full of cul-
ture and cordiality.

Receive the warm greetings
and the blessings of the Holy
Father! He feels special affec-
tion for India. He holds in high
consideration the immense
culture of this country, the sin-
cerity and openness of its peo-
ple, and its special religiosity.
The population of India has
developed a great sense of
Transcendence. This special
feeling is a very appropriate
weapon with which to fight
secularism in the world.

I would like to greet, on be-
half of the Holy Father, all the
public authorities, and in par-
ticular His Excellency Dr. C.P.
Thakur, the Minister of Health
of the Republic of India, and
His Excellency the Governor
of Tamil Nadu. Their presence
amongst us, as a sign of the
appreciation by the Indian
government and the State gov-
ernments of the participation
of the Catholic Church in the
system of health care in this
country, is greatly appreciated.

I also greet on behalf of the
Holy Father His Eminence
Cardinal Ivan Dias and His
Eminence Cardinal Varkey
Vithayathil; the Bishop of
Tanjore, Msgr. Dadavass; the
Apostolic Nunzio, Msgr.
Lorenzo Baldissieri; all the
Archbishops and Bishops of
India of the Syro-Malabra,
Latin, and Syro-Malanka rites,
and in a special way the Presi-
dent of the Catholic Bishops’
Conference, H.E. Msgr.Cyril
Mar Baselios, and H.E. Msgr.
Thumma Bala, the President
of the Commission for Health
of the Catholic Bishop’s Con-

ference of India. I also greet
all the Archbishops and Bish-
ops of the other countries of
Asia, especially those who
chair the Commissions for
Health of their respective
Bishops’ Conferences.

I would like to render
homage to the Commission
for Pastoral Care in Health for
the great efforts it has made in
organising the celebration of
this Tenth World Day of the
Sick. The President of this
Commission, H.E. Msgr.
Thumma Bala, and its Execu-
tive Secretary, Rev, Alex
Vadakumthala, have worked
with great commitment to pre-
sent this Tenth World Day of
the Sick in all the dioceses of
the country through confer-
ences, courses, celebrations
etc, thereby motivating the
other Bishops’ Conferences of
Asia to celebrate this World
Day and to be present with us
here.

My thanks now go to the
diocese of Tanjore and to the
team that has prepared all the
aspects of this celebration
with so much care, and in par-
ticular to the Rector of the
Marian sanctuary in which we
have all gathered, Rev. Arul

Irudayam. The Holy Father
has been personally informed
of your arduous and efficient
work.

His Holiness sends a special
blessing to all the priests and
to all the male and female reli-
gious who work in the field of
health care. It is extraordinary
to see how all the dioceses of
India have heroically devel-
oped the mandate of the
Gospel in this very difficult
field. A special mention
should be made of the six hun-
dred religious male and fe-
male congregations and their
members who have dedicated
their own lives to proclaiming
the Gospel by helping the sick
of India. By this we do not ig-
nore the large number of
Catholic laity who have taken
their own medical profession
seriously to serve their sick
sisters and brothers, indepen-
dently of their caste or creed.
You are near to the heart of the

Pope, who in his Message for
the Tenth World Day of the
Sick said: ‘Through the cele-
bration of the World Day of
the Sick, the Church expresses
her gratitude and appreciation
for the dedicated services of
the many priests, religious and

Solemn Inauguration of the Tenth World Day 
of the Sick
VAILANKANNI, TAMILNADU, INDIA, 9 FEBRUARY 2002
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laity engaged in health care,
who selflessly minister to the
sick, the suffering sand the dy-
ing, drawing strength and in-
spiration from their faith in the
Lord Jesus and from the
Gospel image of the Good
Samaritan.’1

I greet with great affection
all the lay Catholics of India,
and in a special way those
who are sick, troubled, and
suffering. I bring to them the
blessing of the Holy Father.
The Pope is always with you
and prays for you. He exhorts
you not to lose hope and to be
happy because Christ is al-
ways with you, and through
his cross he transforms your
suffering into joy.

It is also my privilege to
greet all the Christian brethren

present here with us, and to
hope and wish that they re-
ceive the gift of the Holy Spir-
it. All of us believe that Christ
is our Redeemer, and that
through his death and resur-
rection we share in a single
baptism. He transformed his
death into a source of eternal
life.

The Pope also sends a re-
spectful greeting to all other
believers, ‘especially Hindus,
who see in our Lady of Good
Health the caring and compas-
sionate Mother of suffering
humanity.’2 May Our Lady of
Vailankanni be for you a cer-
tain sign of health and happi-
ness!

Every year we celebrate the
World Day of the Sick in a dif-
ferent continent. We wish to

make the Holy Father con-
stantly present in the world as
the principle promoter and
proclaimer of the Gospel in
the difficult field of health
care. There are ‘extreme situa-
tions’ in which life must be
weighed with seriousness:
death, illness, suffering and
health. Our challenge is to re-
spond in a correct and ade-
quate way to these situations,
and in definitive terms it is the
essential question of the whole
of life. If we preach Jesus
Christ, it is solely because we
are convinced that he is the
answer. In his Message the
Pope states that ‘the various
religions of humanity have al-
ways sought to answer the
question of the meaning of
suffering…’ He goes on to say

that ‘even though the Church
finds much that is valid and
noble in non-Christian inter-
pretations of suffering, her
own understanding of this
great human mystery is
unique…the answer to the
question of the meaning of
suffering has been ‘given by
God to man in the Cross of Je-
sus Christ’’ (Salvifici Doloris,
n. 13).3

The Pope continues his
message by calling us to en-
gage in active co-operation in
the struggle against illness. He
says that at the Last Supper Je-
sus asked us to give ourselves
to others. It is the struggle for
health care that involves the
defence of human life from its
conception to its natural end.
Lastly, the Holy Father com-

mends us to the intercession of
Our Lady of Health.

During these days here in
Vailankanni, we will meditate
on, and celebrate, the mystery
of life and death, of illness and
health, following the luminous
path indicated to us by the
Holy Father. Bishops from the
whole of Asia are here, the
largest and most populated
continent in the world, the
forge of the great religions of
humanity. May God be pre-
sent in our efforts to find Him;
may we experience the divine,
mysterious and salvific pres-
ence, as a light shining in the
darkness of pain, illness, suf-
fering and death! We are ready
to follow in the footsteps of
Jesus, the divine Physician,
because the Kingdom of God
is near and we must heal the
sick (cf. Mt 10:8). May our
dear Mother, Our Lady of
Vailankanni, Our Lady of
Health, lead us by the hand
during our steps along the path
of life, in the footsteps of the
divine Physician!

H.E. Msgr. JAVIER LOZANO
BARRAGÁN

Archbioshop-Bishop Emeritus 
of Zacatecas,

President of the Pontifical Council
for Health Pastoral Care,

the Holy See.

Notes
1 ‘Message of the Holy Father for the

World Day of the Sick’, Vailankanni,
India, 11 February 2002, n. 3.

2 ‘Message of the Holy Father for the
World Day of the Sick’, Vailankanni,
India, 11 February 2002, n. 1.

3 ‘Message of the Holy Father for the
World Day of the Sick’, Vailankanni,
India, 11 February 2002, n. 2.
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We are celebrating the mys-
tery of the Eucharist. Suffering
Christ is present in the pain of
humanity. He is not only com-
passionate towards humanity
but overcomes suffering and
death through his resurrection.
We do what we say. This is the
solution to illness, to pain, to
suffering and to death: Christ,
who is the unique physician,
the Divine Physician.

In the profound reflection of
some Asian religions, the ques-
tion of the origin of suffering is
rooted in the very question of
the whole of human existence.
They offer interesting different
answers. In the view of some
of them, the cause if suffering
lies in the bad conditions of the
past and we can be freed from
suffering by knowing the truth
that comes from the Word of
God.

Another of these religions
has a broader vision and argues
that life is always suffering and
its cause is the passion of self-
ishness. In order to free our-
selves from this passion it is
necessary to eliminate selfish-
ness and all kinds of desire,
following the right vision, the
right thoughts, the right words,
the right actions, the right life,
the right efforts, the right atten-
tion and meditation. Some reli-
gions assert that suffering is
due simply to opposition to the
Word of God and that God
himself will provide a remedy.
For others, the origin of suffer-
ing lies in the bad actions of
men against their own lives or
those of other people; moral
crimes such as theft, slavery,
etc., that disturb the spirits,
who must be placated with sac-
rifices.

In his Message for the Tenth
World Day of the Sick, the
Holy Father says that
‘Vailankanni attracts not only
Christian pilgrims, but also
many followers of other reli-
gions, specially Hindus, who
see in Our Lady of Good

Health the caring and compas-
sionate Mother of  suffering
humanity. In a land of such an-
cient and deep religiosity as In-
dia, this shrine dedicated to the
Mother of God is truly a meet-
ing point for members of dif-
ferent religions, and an out-
standing example of inter-reli-
gious harmony and exchange’
(‘Message of the Holy Father
for the Tenth World Day of the
Sick’, Vailankanni, India, 11
February 2002, n. 1). 

We find this meeting point
exactly in the first reflections
on suffering. The Pope ex-
presses the view that: ‘Human
suffering remains a fundamen-
tal fact of human life. In a way
it is as deep as man himself
and touches upon his very
essence (cf. Salvifici Doloris,
n. 3; ‘Message of the Holy Fa-
ther for the Tenth World Day of
the Sick’, n. 2).

In fact, all the previous reli-
gious assertions agree about a
fundamental question: suffer-
ing is not an evil in itself but
the consequence of evil. It is
not a sin but the consequence
of sin. We thus draw near to the
Christian position which sees
in Original Sin the mephitic
source of all suffering. For we
Christians, the extraordinary
thing is not the widespread na-
ture of suffering, but solidarity
in evil. Suffering derives from
evil and if isolated becomes
absurd and unjustified.

Some of the religious ideas
that we have mentioned pro-
pose divine action as a solu-
tion: listening to the divine
word, the fact God himself will
come to free us from suffering
or the offering of sacrifices.
This is a good way, but we ask
ourselves: how? They answer
by speaking about right human
moral conduct. However, when
man has to face up to death as
the culmination of suffering,
how can he overcome pain?

In his Message, the Holy Fa-
ther observes: ‘even though the

Church finds much that is valid
and noble in non-Christian in-
terpretations of suffering, her
own understanding of this
great human mystery us
unique. In order to discover the
fundamental and definitive
meaning of suffering ‘we must
look to the revelation of divine
love, the ultimate source of the
meaning of everything that ex-
ists’ (Salivifici Doloris, n. 13).
The answer to the question of
the meaning of suffering has
been ‘given by God to man in
the Cross of Jesus Christ (ibid.,
n. 13). Suffering, a conse-
quence of original sin, takes on
a new meaning; it becomes a
sharing in the saving work of
Jesus Christ (cf. Catechism of
the Catholic Church, 1521). 

Through his suffering on the
cross, Christ has prevailed over
evil and enables is to overcome
it. Our sufferings become
meaningful and precious when
united with his. As God and
man, Christ has taken upon
himself the suffering of hu-
manity, and in him human suf-
fering itself takes on a redemp-
tive meaning. In this union be-
tween the human and the di-
vine, suffering brings forth
good and overcomes evil’
(Message of the Holy Father
for the Tenth World Day of the
Sick’, n. 2).

In the New Testament St.
Paul offers a detailed descrip-
tion of this mystery: ‘It makes
me happy to be suffering for
you now, and in my own body
to make up for all the hardships
that still have to be undergone
by Christ for the sake of his
body, the Church...’(Col 1:24). 

‘He supports us in every
hardship, so that we are able to
come to the support of others,
in every hardship of theirs be-
cause the encouragement that
we ourselves receive from
God. For just as the sufferings
of Christ overflow into our
lives; so too does the encour-
agement we receive through

Christ is a Long-term Healer Through his Death
and Resurrection
HOMILY GIVEN BY ARCHBISHOP BARRAGÁN ON 11 FEBRUARY 2002 
DURING THE HOLY MASS OF THE TENTH WORLD DAY OF THE SICK
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Christ. So if we have hardships
to undergo, this will contribute
to your encouragement and
your salvation; if w receive en-
couragement, this to gain for
you the encouragement which
enables you to bear with perse-
verance the same sufferings as
we do, So our hope for you is
secure in the knowledge that

you share the encouragement
we receive, no less than the
sufferings we bear’ (II Cor 1:4-
7). ‘I urge you, then, brothers,
remembering the mercies of
God, to offer your bodies as a
living sacrifice dedicated and
acceptable to God (Rom 12:1). 

‘I have been crucified with
Christ, and yet I am alive; yet it
is no longer I, but Christ living
in me. The life that I am now
living, subject to limitation of
human nature, I am living in
faith, faith in the Son of God,
who loved me and gave him-
self for me’ (Gal 2:19-20). 

‘But as for me, it is out of the
question that I should boast at
all, except of the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ, through
whom the world has been cru-
cified to me, and I to the world
(Gal 6:14).

If solidarity in evil is extra-
ordinary, solidarity in good is
wonderful. The reason for soli-
darity in evil, with the first sin-
ner, Adam, is in itself impossi-
ble to understand. We need to
see it as the point of departure
of history: the eternal Decree
of the incarnation of the Word.
It achieves the deepest solidari-
ty through communion with di-
vine grace through participa-
tion in his life, through om-
nipotent love, the Holy Spirit.

From this inner solidarity,
Christ took on our sufferings
and our death on the cross and
transformed it into the unique
source of felicity.

However, as the Pope states
in his Message: ‘The Christian
response to pain and suffering
is never one of passivity. Urged
on by Christian charity, which

finds its supreme expression in
the life and works of Jesus,
who ‘went about doing good’
(Acts 10:3-8), the Church goes
out to meet the sick and suffer-
ing, bringing them comfort and
hope... The command of the
Lord at the Last Supper ‘Do
this is memory of me’, besides
referring to the breaking of the
bread, also alludes to the body
given and the blood poured out
by Christ for us (cf. Lk 22:19-
20), in other words, to the gift
of self for others. A particularly
significant expression of this
gift of self lies in service to the
sick and suffering. Thus those
who dedicate themselves to
this gift will always find in the
Eucharist an inexhaustible
source of strength and a stimu-
lus to an ever new generosity’
(‘Message of the Holy Father
for the Tenth World Day of the
Sick’, nn. 2-3).

The Holy Father, John Paul
II, urges us to carry out the
new evangelisation in this
field. This new evangelisation,
observed the Pope, must be
such in its zeal, method and ex-
pression. It must be an evange-
lisation appropriate to the real
conditions of India and the
whole of Asia. We know that in
India about four million people
have been afflicted by

HIVS/AIDS and that this
country has the highest number
of people suffering from tuber-
culosis. However, the response
of the Catholic Church is al-
ready ready.

Indeed, in India there are
three thousand centres where
the Church takes care of sick
people. We have about seven
thousand hospitals, four hun-
dred and sixty two health care
centres, one hundred and six-
teen hospices, six faculties of
medicine, seven rehabilitation
centres, forty one centres for
the treatment of lepers, and
about one thousand five hun-
dred dispensaries. 

The Church has eleven thou-
sand five hundred schools of
all levels responsible for two
million students.

I would like to finish with
the words of the Holy Father,
when he thanks all the people
who are involved in India and
the whole of Asia in health care
services: ‘My thoughts go to
the countless men and women
all over the world who are ac-
tive in the field of health care,
as directors of health care cen-
tres, chaplains, doctors, re-
searchers, nurses, pharmacists,
paramedical doctors and vol-
unteers…The Church express-
es her gratitude and apprecia-
tion for the dedicated services
of the many priests, religious
and laity engaged in health
care who selflessly minister to
the sick, the suffering and the
dying, drawing strength and in-
spiration from their faith in the
Lord Jesus, and from the
Gospel image of the Good
Samaritan’ (‘Message of the
Holy Father for the Tenth
World Day of the Sick’, n. 3).

May Our Lady of Good
Health give us the light, the
harmony, the Word of God, her
son Jesus Christ, the unique ac-
ceptable sacrificial Victim, the
Lamb of the World who takes
away the sins of the world,
who is complete health, and
who in the end will defeat
death and all pain and suffer-
ing.
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