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Dedication:


To the memories of Fr Donald Hinfey, SJ, and Fr Kevin Obasi Ikpah.









Introduction


This book may not be the magnum opus among the works of Fr. Damian O. Eze. But it is, certainly, a suitable, albeit brief introduction to the person, vocation and views of the man who is known as a missionary priest, whose beliefs and way of life reminds one of St. Paul the Apostle or St. Damian of Molokai. His answers to all the questions are spontaneous and unambiguous, yet they are not simplistic.


Johan Eddebo, interviewer









CHAPTER 1


First meeting


Interviewer:


We can begin the meeting now.


Fr. Damian:


Okay. Let’s begin with a prayer to the Holy Spirit:


Come, O Holy Spirit, and fill the hearts of the faithful, and enkindle in them the fire of Your love. Send forth Your Spirit, and they shall be created, and You shall renew the face of the earth.


O God, who by the light of the Holy Spirit, did instruct the hearts of the faithful, grant that by the same Holy Spirit we may be truly wise and ever rejoice in His consolation. Through Jesus Christ Our Lord, Amen.


Interviewer:


So let us begin by saying a few words about who you are, Fr. Damian. I recall you mentioned, just as many of us converts who are returning to the Church, that the Eucharist played a very particular role in your discovery of Christ.


Fr. Damian:


Yes. I was born into a Catholic family. I grew up as a Catholic. When I was twenty-one, just like many young people of my time, I studied much about Africa and its situation. Much of what we learned in school was critical of European colonization, and that made me, and my small mind, to begin associating everything European with oppression. That included what I called "the White man's religion". I protested. I stopped going to Church. I said, inasmuch as I wouldn't go back to the old religion, I wanted to be original. I even stopped answering Damian, my baptismal (“European”) name, and instead began using Eze as my first name as well as my surname.


The turning point did not occur until I experienced a revelation of Jesus Christ speaking to me one night. He said:


I am Jesus, and I want to tell you that Christianity is not a European religion. It is a revelation from above, from God.


The Jews who were the first recipients of the Gospel themselves had to be converted. The Europeans were evangelized as well. It's just that they were the people who came to your country. They may have come with some kind of inculturated version of the Gospel, but it is not a European religion. It is about Me. It is about the Truth. It is about Salvation.1


It was too much for me to handle. I became interested in investigating those words. I went back to the Church. I went back to the Sacraments, to the Sacrament of Reconciliation and to the Eucharist. I was away from the Church for nearly three months. For me it was like a lifetime. So, I came back to the Church fully. And when I came back, I began to study. I read practically everything I could lay my hands on to understand more about my faith as a Catholic. And gradually... I believe it was the Spirit of Christ that was leading me, closer and closer and closer. I began to pray the Rosary every day. I made the reading of the Bible a daily practice. I made the Bible my companion, a must-read every day.


Then… I heard about the Charismatic Renewal... I heard that the members were not praying the Rosary, and somehow, I wanted to go and “teach” them the right faith.


Interviewer:


What was the Charismatic Renewal in this context?


Fr. Damian:


It was a new group in the Catholic Church in Nigeria. They were behaving like the non-credal “Pentecostal” quasi-ecclesial groups. They were known for praying spontaneously, and they were “speaking in tongues” and condemning the traditional Catholic modes of worship. They were said to despise the Rosary and were not attending Holy Mass.


So, when I heard that they were going to hold their prayer meeting at the local parish, the Holy Cross Parish, Uturu, I decided to attend. I attended the prayer meeting - not to join them, but to teach them the right way to be a Christian, to be a Catholic. But when I went there, something struck me. The Superior of the Marist Brothers Community, Hopeville, Uturu, was there. One woman who was the headmistress of the primary school in the area was also there. And they attended Mass, all of them. And when the Mass was over, the priest spoke of an activity which was to take place in the church, so, he told the members of the Charismatic Renewal to go to the parish hall for their prayer meeting. When we came to the hall, we needed to move chairs and benches from one place to another. I didn't suspect that the Superior of the Marist Brothers would take part in the ‘menial labour’, but he was the first to begin moving the benches and chairs. And the respected headmistress began to move the furniture as well. I felt challenged.


For this reason, I felt I should not try to correct them as I had planned - I wanted to learn more about their evident humility. Then another thing happened. When they wanted to pray, they prayed to the Holy Spirit in the traditional Catholic way - just as I did before we began this interview. And then - they brought out their rosaries! I had my rosary with which I wanted to teach them how to pray, but they began themselves before I even had the chance. I was silent. After the Rosary, they continued with prayers for the people, for the Church, for the families. During that prayer, I had a spiritual experience. It was as if someone spoke to me, and commanded me to tell this or that person about something of importance. And afterwards I went and asked the persons in question if they had the sort of problem that had been suggested to me, and they affirmed these. "How did you know”? they asked.


I responded by telling each of them that when we were praying in the charismatic meeting, I received this message for you. The people were shocked. Nobody except them knew what I told them,” How could I have known?" they wondered. Well, the Lord says you have certain duties to perform, I responded. And we prayed together.


Before the end of the prayer meeting, one of the leaders asked the congregation if there were any new members, I stood up and was registered. I did not have anything to teach them, it was very much the opposite. I joined the very people I had first wanted to correct. And that was the beginning of my adult spirituality.


I began to understand Catholic teaching better by joining the Catholic Charismatic Renewal. The next year, 1984, I relocated to a place called Umuahia, the capital of Abia State, one of Nigeria’s 36 states and I was convinced beyond words that this was the way for me. But the bishop of that diocese didn't know about the Charismatic Renewal, so he was suspicious and even banned the members of the Renewal from holding their prayer meetings in St. Finbarr's Catholic Church.


So, what did we do? We hired a hall for our meetings, but we kept going out to evangelize, to people who had fallen out of the Catholic faith, persuading them to return to the true faith. We also preached to Protestants and even Pentecostal pastors. A good number of them converted to the Catholic faith. As a result of our activities, many lapsed Catholics came back to the Church. People who were not married in Church came back and had their unions validated. So many people came back to the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Many received the Sacrament of Confirmation. When the parish priest reported this development to the bishop, he was greatly amazed. He praised him for the fruitful apostolate. But the priest answered: "My Lord, it wasn't I. It was the Charismatic Renewal." The bishop began to cry - he was a holy man. He said: "Lord, forgive me. I judged this group in error." This reminds one of the words of Gamaliel:


" …What I suggest, therefore, is that you leave these men alone and let them go. If this enterprise, this movement of theirs, is of human origin it will break up of its own accord; but if it does in fact come from God you will be unable to destroy them. Take care not to find yourselves fighting against God.” (Acts.5:38–39)


He ordered us to come back and hold our prayer meetings in the church, and that's how the Charismatic Renewal was given official approval in Umuahia Diocese.


I worked as an accounts clerk in a private company during this time. My friends and I were dedicated to our Catholic faith and practice but I faced a certain challenge, especially from the Pentecostals with their ‘powerful arguments’ to the effect that Catholics worship this “piece of bread”. But the Eucharist is the heart of the Catholic teaching. According to Sacrosanctum Concilium, the Eucharist is called the fons et culmen, the source and the summit of the Church's life. And their challenge was thus directed against the very heart of my faith, it meant that we as Catholics were probably completely in error. So, I honestly and before God attempted to understand whether this core of the Catholic teaching was true or not. I prayed, and I prayed, but to no avail – there was no revelation. I admit, I ought to have asked a priest for explanation.


But God took me by surprise one Sunday, when I attended Holy Mass at St. Finbarr’s Catholic Church, Umuahia with my friend, Matthew Agupusi, who sat next to me. The Mass began. The celebrant was not particularly popular among the parishioners - but he was the one celebrating Mass. The Church was fully packed. During the time of Consecration, when the priest took the Host, and began to recite the Words of Institution, something overwhelming happened. I felt like I was transported into another world, while still being conscious of remaining in the Church. I ‘saw’ a great multitude of people, impossible to count, all dressed in blazing clothes. You can call them white, but our colours here are not the same as what I saw. It was infinitely different. It was magnificent. It was wonderful. Too wonderful to describe.


And further, I ‘saw’...a Magnificent Man, Resplendent, aweinspiring and incomparable with anyone or anything I had seen before. The priest was like a little boy inside of Him. And His big hands and big fingers were holding the host, together with the priest’s. And that Great One was also present in the little round host. And when the priest said "…This is my body", it was like the Host came alive. It became... Something alive. Breathing. And it was this Great One that was also present and visible in the Host He and the priest were holding.


My friend told me later that I was shivering - that I screamed. 9.30 a.m. Sunday Mass at St. Finbarr's was often attended by probably two to two-and-a-half thousand people, so you do not expect someone to be screaming. The church wardens came round to take care of me, no doubt thinking, this man must be “mad". They were suspicious. They said, “This must be one of the charismatics, they're mad". But my friend told them to let me be, that I was seeing a vision. So, they left.


Then the priest took up the chalice and began to say the words of Consecration, and again, this Magnificent Man was still there, also holding the chalice, and the hands of the priest were like the small hands of a little boy. And when the priest said "This is the cup of my blood", I ‘saw’ Jesus on the Cross, and I ‘saw’ the blood and water pouring out from the pierced side into this chalice that the Magnificent Man and the priest were holding. It was like a strong flame of fire, falling into this cup. And again, according to my friend, I screamed. What had happened? The church wardens came again, and I realized that I was still in the church.


When I regained my composure, I realized that I was sweating profusely, my body as well as my clothes were wet. My experience had been so intense. I gazed at the altar and I saw only the priest. When I went to receive Holy Communion, he looked at me intently and said to me, like one asking a question: "Body of Christ?" I said: "Amen".


From that day, neither the Pentecostals nor anybody could, can, convince me to the contrary - it is certain that the Lord initiated a covenant between Him and me, based on the Holy Eucharist. To teach me that this is the Body of Christ, that this is the Blood of Christ. And this is what constitutes the Church.


As St. John Paul II wrote: "Eucharistia facet ecclesia", the Eucharist makes the Church, the Church is “Ecclesia de Eucharistia”


Interviewer:


I remember when I first encountered you in Gävle, at St. Paul's - I recall that you had a certain affinity to St. Paul's conversion story, and I think there is a reflection of that narrative in what you've just related. And like St. Paul, you've also come here to convert the heathen in a sense, you've come here to secular Scandinavia to bring Christ back to us. Into this darkness, in a sense, and I thought we could move on to this calling you recognize, this calling to evangelize in this special context. And unlike the situation of St. Paul, one faces another set of difficulties here. This is a people who have not only strayed from their religion and from their faith, but a people steeped in non-religion, steeped in secularism and a worldview which in many ways is hostile to the very ground from which the Christian faith springs. So, I think it's a very - it's a historically unique challenge to evangelize a post-Christian society that has uprooted the faith and replaced its worldview with this thoroughly secular substitute that we have here.


Fr. Damian:


You are quite correct. I noticed this quite early. I came to Sweden in September 2000, and perhaps in October, when I was learning Swedish at the SFI (Swedish for Immigrants) school I was visited by two girls who came to interview me. They introduced themselves, and were both sixteen years old. Their first question was on why I chose to be a priest. I was surprised. They asked what I was doing as a priest, and what it meant. I asked them, "Are you not Christians?" And they said, "No, we do not believe in God". It was a rude shock to me. In Nigeria, there was only one man I knew of, who occasionally spoke like that - he never really said he didn't believe in God, he said he was not a Christian. And he was often sarcastic about religion; he had his own syncretic weave of belief. He was not really an open worshiper of the Yoruba gods, but somehow, he seemed to align himself with that kind of thought. What he said is that he was not a Christian, and that he found Christians to be immature. That sort of thing.


Apart from this man, you could hardly find anyone talking about not believing in God. So, the first time I encountered non-Christian philosophers was in the seminary - Europeans who thought that belief in God was primitive and pre-scientific - but to hear it from the mouths of sixteen-year-olds was a shock to me. A real shock. But then I told them, "Well, I think your problem is lack of information". And I decided that since this is a literate society, you don't take anything for granted - because the children were here repeating what they were taught at school. They were not raised like me, being told about God and how to be a good Christian. They were taught about "religion" from a negative point of view. All religions were jumbled together as a concept, and treated as a collection of old-wives' tales and superstitions. That's what these children were fed with, and they were now asking me, half-smiling, how a sensible person could become a priest. That woke me up to the reality that this was a radically different society.


When I visited Athens, I think it was in the year 2006 in the company of two other priests, I was interested in going to the Areopagus mount, for it was there that St. Paul, loaded with knowledge of Judaism and its theology, and the burning faith in Christ, encountered a group of philosophers. I will talk much about this topic in the course of these discussions - the relationship between philosophy and religion, taking a cue from the Greeks, that the major philosophers of this period were also religious. They believed in their religion, but were still well-acquainted with rational and abstract thought. They could philosophize. And that's why some of the greatest Christian theologians took their insights as a sound philosophical basis for theological analysis.


Interviewer:


Yes, because it was common sense.


Fr. Damian:


Yes, Augustine made use of Plato, and Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle, because it made sense to them. Their way of systematic thinking. Now, when I went to the Areopagus, I prayed. I called on the Lord, and asked Him to help me as He had helped St. Paul. I imagined how St. Paul would have been standing before these people, and his wonderful presentation. He could go from what they knew - he cited their worldview - and said "I can see you have many altars; you have the Pantheon there and this assortment of gods." And he added "But I have noticed something", and this is the missionary genius of St. Paul, trying to find something among the people and using that as a starting point in engaging with them. He said that he saw an altar dedicated to the unknown god. Although theologically speaking, you could accuse him of jumping to a conclusion, how did he really make the connection between this altar and the True God that he himself was bearing witness to? "This God I'm talking about, you call him unknown, but He is really the one who made Heaven and Earth." The audience thought it was interesting. The Areopagus was sort of a place like Trafalgar Square in London. From this point on, he continued his analysis and connected to Jesus. They were intrigued. The people present were no strangers to notions of gods and their children, they knew about these things, so when St. Paul said that Jesus is the Son of God, they were thinking of their own gods, their children and their wives. But when Paul came to the point that Jesus died, and he mentioned the very thing that distinguishes Christianity from any other religion, which is that Jesus rose from the dead was absurd to them. They laughed. They said: "We would like to hear this again". However, there was a certain Dionysos who followed Paul after this, so he was not without success (Cf. Acts 17).
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