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VATICAN NEWS

Africa abuzz ahead of Pope’s visit, Ugandan archbishop says

by Elise Harris (CNA/EWTN News) • October 29, 2015
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Vatican City — For Ugandan Archbishop John Baptist Odama, the upcoming visit of Pope Francis is like the visit of a spiritual ‘grandfather’ who offers encouragement and a sense of identity.

“It is very wonderful, we are very excited in the country about the coming of the Pope,” the archbishop said.

Head of Uganda’s Gulu archdiocese and president of the Ugandan Episcopal Conference, Archbishop Odama spoke with CNA about the Pope’s upcoming trip during the recent Synod of Bishops on the Family in Rome.

“For us, we see him as a grandfather coming to the home of the child … coming to see how this child is (living) the family life in his home.”

Pope Francis’ presence will strengthen the Ugandan people, the archbishop said, “giving us a sense of identity and a sense that we belong, and he is our father and we are also his children and he is guiding us to our ultimate father, God.”

The Vatican officially confirmed the Pope’s Nov. 25-30 trip to Kenya, Uganda and the Central African Republic Sept. 10.

Francis himself had first announced his intention to travel to Africa – specifically the Central African Republic and Uganda – during a news conference while returning from a trip to Sri Lanka and the Philippines in January.

He confirmed the plans in a June 12 meeting with hundreds of priests from around the world participating in the Third World Priests Retreat in the Basilica of St. John Lateran when he answered a question from an African priest about when he planned to visit.

The Pope’s schedule for the trip – packed with interreligious encounters and focus on the poor – was released earlier this month. He will set foot in Kenya first, where he will stay from Nov. 25-27, before moving on to Uganda Nov. 27-29. His last stop will be the Central African Republic, from Nov. 29-30.

His visit falls just ahead of the Central African Republic’s presidential transition, and just after the 50th anniversary of the canonization of the Uganda Martyrs.

Saint Charles Lwanga and his 21 companions were killed by the king in the 1880s alongside 23 Anglican converts to Christianity for refusing to recant their faith, and were canonized Oct. 18, 1964, by Bl. Pope Paul VI in St. Peter’s Basilica.

Preparations have already begun for the celebration of the Golden Anniversary of the canonization, with the local Church holding a diocese-wide conference on the 22 saints.

The Shrine of both the Anglican and Catholic martyrs at Namugongo will be Francis’ first main stop in Uganda.

After arriving at the Ugandan airport of Entebbe the evening of Nov. 27, the Pope will head to the shrine the next morning, where he will celebrate Mass.

Later he is scheduled to meet with youth and visit a charity center before heading back to the archbishop’s residence, where he will meet with the country’s bishops before holding an audience with priests, religious and seminarians. He will depart for the Central African Republic the next morning.

In his comments to CNA, Archbishop Odama noted that the country is buzzing with preparations, both on the level of the government and the local Church.

While the government of Uganda is taking care of practical things that don’t necessarily have to do with Catholics, those who practice the Catholic faith are busy organizing the Pope’s Mass at the Namugongo shrine, “where so many people will come with all the interest and enthusiasm.”

Archbishop Odama said that Pope Francis will likely encourage Ugandans to be like the martyrs, and “to follow the example of his brothers and sisters who died for us.”

Francis, he said, “is coming to encourage us in that one. So we look with great hope and are preparing ourselves. I think God will bless his visit and it will be a joy for us all.”

Before heading to Uganda, Pope Francis will visit Kenya, where he will meet with their president, Uhuru Kenyatta, and the local authorities after his arrival in Nairobi.

Over the next two days, the Pope is scheduled to hold an interreligious meeting, celebrate Mass at the University of Nairobi, pay a visit to the United Nations Office in Nairobi and hold an audience with the country’s priests, religious and seminarians.

He will also travel to Nairobi’s poor Kangemi neighborhood and meet with Kenya’s bishops before departing for Uganda.

After Uganda, Pope Francis will make his final stop in the war-torn Central African Republic. Once he lands in Bangui the morning of Nov. 29, he will visit with the country’s civic leaders and interim president, Catherine Samba-Panza.

The Pope will then visit a refugee camp before holding separate audiences with the country’s bishops and Evangelical community. Later that day he will celebrate Mass with priests, religious, catechists and youth at the Cathedral of Bangui.

After celebrating Mass, Pope Francis will hear the confessions of some young people before leading a prayer vigil in front of the cathedral.

Before heading back to Rome Nov. 30, Francis will meet with the country’s Muslim community in the central Mosque of Koudoukou and celebrate Mass at the Barthélémy Boganda Sports Complex. He is expected to arrive back to Rome at close to 7 p.m. local time.

Please see below for the Pope’s full schedule:

Wednesday, Nov. 25, 2015

7:45 a.m. Departure from Rome Fiumicino to Nairobi, Kenya

5:00 p.m. Arrival at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport in Nairobi

Welcome ceremony at the State House

6:00 p.m. Courtesy visit to the President of the Republic at the State House in Nairobi

6:30 p.m. Meeting with the civil authorities of Kenya and with the diplomatic corps

Thursday, Nov. 26, 2015

8:15 a.m. Interreligious and Ecumenical Meeting in the Salon of the Apostolic Nunciature in Nairobi

10:00 a.m. Holy Mass on the Campus of the University of Nairobi

3:45 p.m. Meeting with clergy, religious men and women, and seminarians, at the athletic field of St Mary’s School

5:30 p.m. Visit to the United Nations Office in Nairobi (U.N.O.N.)

Friday, Nov. 27, 2015

8:30 a.m. Visit to the poor neighborhood of Kangemi in Nairobi

10:00 a.m. Meeting with young people in Kasarani Stadium

11:15 a.m. Meeting with the Bishops of Kenya in the VIP room of the Stadium

3:10 p.m. Farewell ceremony at the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport in Nairobi

3:15 p.m. Departure by air from Nairobi for Entebbe

4:50 p.m. Arrival at Entebbe International Airport in Uganda

Saturday, Nov. 28, 2015

8:30 a.m. Visit to the Anglican Sanctuary of the Martyrs at Namugongo

9:00 a.m. Visit to the Catholic Sanctuary of the Martyrs at Namugongo

9:30 a.m. Holy Mass for the Martyrs of Uganda in the area of the Catholic Sanctuary

3:15 p.m. Meeting with youth at Kololo Air Strip in Kampala

5:00 p.m. Visit to the House of Charity of Nalukolongo

6:00 p.m. Meeting with the Bishops of Uganda in the Residence of the Archbishop

7:00 p.m. Meeting with priests, religious men and women, and seminarians in the Cathedral

Sunday, Nov. 29, 2015

9:00 a.m. Farewell ceremony at the Airport of Entebbe

9:15 a.m. Departure by air from Entebbe for Bangui in the Central African Republic

10:00 a.m. Arrival at M’Poko International Airport of Bangui and Welcome ceremony

11:00 a.m. Courtesy visit to the president of the state of transition in the Presidential Palace “de la Renaissance”

11:30 a.m. Meeting with civic leaders and with the diplomatic corps

12:15 p.m. Visit to a refugee camp

1:00 p.m. Meeting with the Bishops of the Central African Republic

4:00 p.m. Meeting with the Evangelical Community at the headquarters of FATEB (the Faculty of Evangelical Theology of Bangui)

5:00 p.m. Holy Mass with priests, religious men and women, catechists, and young people at the Cathedral of Bangui

7:00 p.m. Confessions of some young people; and the beginning of the Vigil of Prayer in front of the Cathedral

Monday, Nov. 30, 2015

8:15 a.m. Meeting with the Muslim community in the central Mosque of Koudoukou in Bangui

9:30 a.m. Holy Mass in the Stadium at the Barthélémy Boganda Sports Complex

12:15 p.m. Departure ceremony at M’Poko International Airport of Bangui

12:30 p.m. Departure by air for Rome

6:45 p.m. Arrival at Rome/Ciampino Airport
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VATICAN NEWS

Pope Francis to open Bangui’s Holy Door while in Central African Republic

by Elise Harris (CNA/EWTN News) • November 1, 2015
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Vatican City — On Sunday Pope Francis announced that he will jump-start the Jubilee of Mercy by opening the diocese of Bangui’s Holy Door while in the Central African Republic, as a sign of prayer and solidarity for the war-torn nation.

“To manifest the prayerful closeness of the entire Church to this afflicted and tormented nation and to exhort all Central Africans to increasingly be witnesses of mercy and reconciliation, Sunday, Nov. 29, I plan to open the Holy Door of the Cathedral of Bangui,” the Pope said Nov. 1.

One of the novelties for the upcoming Jubilee of Mercy is that for the first time Holy Doors will be designated in every diocese throughout the world.

Each of the four major basilicas in Rome has a holy door, which are normally sealed shut from the inside so that they cannot be opened. The doors are only opened during jubilee years so that pilgrims can enter through them in order to gain the plenary indulgence that is connected with the jubilee.

The rite of the opening of the Holy Door is intended to symbolically illustrate the idea that the Church’s faithful are offered an “extraordinary path” toward salvation during the time of jubilee.

As part of the Holy Year for Mercy, holy doors will for the first time be designated in dioceses, and will be located either in the cathedral, in a church of special significance or a shrine of particular importance for pilgrimages.

Though the Jubilee for Mercy doesn’t begin until Dec. 8, Pope Francis has decided to open the Holy Door in the Central African Republic’s capital 10 days early, during his Nov. 25-30 visit to the African continent.

Francis made the announcement on the Solemnity of All Saints, after leading pilgrims gathered in St. Peter’s Square in the traditional Angelus prayer.

He is scheduled to make stops in three countries while in Africa later this month. He will set foot in Kenya first, where he will stay from Nov. 25-27, before moving on to Uganda Nov. 27-29. His last stop will be the Central African Republic, from Nov. 29-30.

Pope Francis’ visit to the Central African Republic comes in the midst of an ongoing, violent conflict.

According to BBC News, the majority of tensions began in March 2013 when several bands of mainly Muslim rebel groups formed an alliance, taking the name Seleka. They left their strongholds in the north of the country and made their way south, seizing power from then-president Francois Bozize.

Since then, fear, uncertainty and violence have swept over the country in a conflict that has so far left some 6,000 people dead.

In remarks after the Angelus, Pope Francis noted that recent episodes of violence “have tightened the delicate situation” in the CAR over the past few days, and are a source of “great concern.”

“I make an appeal to all parties involved to put an end to this circle of violence,” he said, and offered his spiritual closeness to the Camboni Fathers of the parish of Our Lady of Fatima in Bangui, where many refugees have fled.

The Pope assured his solidarity with the local Catholics, with the other religious confessions in the country and with the Central African nation as a whole, “which is so sorely tested, while making every effort to overcome divisions and return to the path of peace.”

After opening the Holy Door in Bangui, Francis will open the Holy Door at St. Peter’s Basilica when the jubilee officially begins Dec. 8.

St. John Lateran’s door will open Dec. 13, St. Mary Major’s Jan. 1, 2016, while that of St. Paul Outside the Walls will open Jan. 26, 2016.

Francis announced the jubilee during a March 13 penitential service, the second anniversary of his papal election. It will open Dec. 8 – the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception – and will close Nov. 20, 2016, the Solemnity of Christ the King.
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VATICAN NEWS

The Pope in a war zone – what his visit means to Central African Republic

by Elise Harris (CNA/EWTN News) • November 22, 2015
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Vatican City — Pope Francis’ visit to the Central African Republic next week will be the first time he steps into an active war zone. It is a meaningful visit for locals which portrays the image of father coming to console his suffering children.

“In the minds and hearts of the people (Pope Francis) is a great figure,” Fr. Hervé Hubert Koyassambia-Kozondo said in an interview with CNA. So to hear his message from within the borders of their own country “is very, very meaningful.”

Even a month ago images of Francis could be seen throughout the country through TV and the media, he said, explaining that the Pope is being talked about daily, so he’s “already there in reality.”

To see the Pope in person in their own community isn’t something that happens every day for citizens of the Central African Republic, he said, but for many will only happen “once in their lives.”

“So they are waiting for him and they will welcome him as a true pastor of the universal Church. I like to say father, as a father, truly.”

Francis’ words will be welcomed especially by the country’s Christian population, the Catholics in particular. “What the Pope says in favor of peace will have a lot of weight,” he said, but stressed that this peace must also be worked for.

Fr. Kozondo is from the archdiocese of Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic, and is currently studying in Rome. He spoke with journalists ahead of Pope Francis’ Nov. 29-30 visit to the country, as part of a wider visit to the African continent.

Pope Francis will be in Africa Nov. 25-30, and is scheduled to make stops in three countries. He will set foot in Kenya first, where he will stay from Nov. 25-27, before moving on to Uganda Nov. 27-29. His last stop will be the Central African Republic, from Nov. 29-30.

The last pontiff to visit the CAR was St. John Paul II in 1985, as part of a larger trip to Togo, the Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Zaire and Kenya.

Likely the greatest challenge Francis will face in the Central African Republic is the fact that the visit marks the first time he will be stepping into an active war zone, with new deaths reported daily.

The majority of tensions began in late 2012 when several bands of mainly Muslim rebel groups formed an alliance, taking the name Seleka. They left their strongholds in the north of the country and made their way south, seizing power from then-president Francois Bozize.

Since then, fear, uncertainty and violence have swept over the country in a conflict that has so far left some 6,000 people dead.

The country will hold both presidential and parliamentary elections Dec. 27, after they were postponed in October due to violence and instability. Interim president Catherine Samba-Panza, who has so far struggled to keep peace, will not be a candidate.

In his comments to journalists, Fr. Kozondo remarked that the greatest challenge the Church faces is “the deplorable situation of the country,” as well as the grave lack of security.

“There are many armed people, and (the government forces) still haven’t been able to disarm them,” he said, adding that “armed people with bad intentions can’t be something stable in terms of peace.”

“Disarmament is needed, but the country doesn’t have the means to disarm. So it must count on foreign or external help to act.”

Though the country has seen coups throughout their history, the priest explained that this one is different due the fact it is fueled by arms from foreigners, and because Christians are being targeted.

With a population of just over 1 million, roughly 36 percent are Catholic and 44 percent are Protestants, with the remaining 20 percent divided evenly among Muslims and local religions.

Fr. Kozondo said the rebels launched their attacks in part due to the ethnic exclusivity of the former government, as the country has always had ethnic divisions, and politicians usually represent certain ones.

However, when the various Muslim rebel groups banded together in 2012, foreign mercenaries helped in seizing weapons, many of whom were from Chad and Sudan. Therefore, many of the fighters are foreigners who don’t speak the local Sango language.

This detail compounded with the fact that attacks targeted cities that weren’t strategically useful in conquering the country – as well as innocent civilians, state structures and symbols representing the nation’s patrimony – made the people wonder their intentions were for “something more, not only a desire to conquer the power,” the priest said.

A second characteristic which has made this conflict unusual compared to those of the past is that amid the various rebellions, it was obvious attacks were “directed toward Christians, against churches and religious structures, against the social Christian structures.”

The systematic violence toward Christian persons and the destruction of Church properties is what fueled the current anti-Muslim sentiments, he said, because what people saw is that “it wasn’t just a rebellion that sought to conquer the country, but also sought to destroy everything that was Christian.”

Before the conflict erupted in 2012 relations with Islam had been relatively peaceful, Fr. Kozondo said, explaining that though they are a minority, Muslims in CAR have always been well integrated and economically powerful because of their savvy in negotiating different affairs.

Fr. Kozondo said that another challenge is to re-establish the authority of the State, because they have lost control of the situation since the radicals began their offensive, leading ordinary citizens to take up arms.

Once citizens saw that the country’s army was ineffective against the rebels, they formed a resistance group, known as anti-balaka, because there was “no one to defend the population.”

The population feels that they don’t have any protection, “so they organize on their own to defend themselves,” the priest observed.

However, he clarified what he referred to as a media farce depicting the “anti-balaka” resistance group as radical Christians who have taken up arms against the Muslims.

Though the group is depicted as being exclusively Christian, Fr. Kozondo said he believes this image was “created by the media to imprint in the mind of the people.”

He told CNA that while there are certainly Christians, Catholics and Protestants included, who have taken up arms, “They don’t do it in the name of Christianity.”

“They don’t do it with means that come from the Church or something organized by the Church. They don’t do it from a Christian push, something that comes in the name of the Christian faith, this no. It’s not a Christian group that goes around in a sullen way against Muslims.”

Fr. Kozondo explained that the bishops and the episcopal conference have repeatedly denounced the idea that the “anti-balaka” group is being pushed by Christians.

In fact, Catholic and Protestant leaders in CAR have joined forces alongside moderate Muslims to give a concrete, pastoral response to the situation, particularly regarding the large number of refugees and those internally displaced by the fighting.

“There are many people whose homes were destroyed or who don’t find themselves in safety,” the priest said, noting that many have either fled to nearby countries or are even taking refuge “in the forests.”

Fighting now includes the element of revenge-killings, the priest said, explaining that in the capital, Bangui, there is a Muslim quarter entirely closed off to Christians which is particularly dangerous.

Inside, there is “a strong presence of jihadists and extremists” who have killed either non-Muslims or moderate Muslims seeking to enter and offer assistance to those inside, as well as to help those who want to leave get out.

“What happens is if they kill someone there, there is also a revenge to kill a Muslim in another area. If a Muslim is killed, there is also a revenge on their part,” Fr. Kozondo observed.

“The things are also a situation of uncertainty. Today everything is ok. Tomorrow if someone is killed, something could erupt. This is what it’s becoming. Then, the civil population is in the middle.”

Pope Francis himself is scheduled to visit the quarter Nov. 30, his last day in Africa, for a meeting with CAR’s Muslim community at the central Mosque of Koudoukou. Though many have advised against the decision, as of now it’s still on the Pope’s slate.

Additionally, the Pope is also scheduled to visit a refugee camp that houses 1000-2000 people the same day he lands in Bangui, Nov. 29, after meeting with the country’s authorities and interim president, Catherine Samba-Panza.
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