PERSECUTIONSPRIVATE 

"Coeperunt illum accusare, dicentes: `Hunc invenimus subvertentem gentem nostram...et dicentem se Christum regem esse'" (Lk. 23:3).

("And they began to accuse him saying: `We have found this man perverting our nation...and saying that he is Christ the King.'")

"Commovet populum docens per universam Judeam" (Lk. 23:5).

("He stirreth up the people, teaching throughout all Judea.")

The persecution being suffered at this time by our Belgian brethren who remained in areas occupied by the Mulélists reminds us painfully of our beloved brethren massacred at Kongolo. Meanwhile our brethren in Poland are undergoing a persecution which could be described as scientifically organized, and in many other countries missionaries are subject to harassment and threats of expulsion. At such a time it is good for us to rekindle within ourselves our faith in our vocation, the conviction that in virtue of our profession, and a fortiori of our priesthood, we must in all things be likened to Our Lord. "Nam quos prescivit, et praedestinavit conformes fieri imaginis Filii sui, ut sit ipse primogenitus in multis fratribus" (Rm. 8:29). ("For whom he foreknew, he also predestinated to be made conformable to the image of his Son; that he might be the firstborn amongst many brethren.")

We have been chosen in a very special way to be His disciples and apostles, so how should it surprise us if He asks us to bear the cross that He bore, and to drink of the chalice that He drank? To the eyes of faith it is clear that by the sufferings which our brethren are undergoing and have undergone they directly conform to and resemble Our Lord.

Our brethren are accused of stirring up the people against their leaders. Our Lord was accused of the same thing: "Hunc invenimus subvertentem gentem nostram" (Lk. 23:2). (Translation above). Our brethren are accused of being foreign agents. Our Lord, too, was accused of being of another kingdom, of being in the service of a foreign cause: "Hunc invenimus...dicentem se Christum regem esse" (Lk. 23:5). (Translation above). "Non habemus regem, nisi Caesarem" (Jn. 19:15). ("We have no king but Caesar"). The same is true of every Christian. His baptism makes him a citizen of the kingdom of God, a citizen of the Roman Church, and it is on account of this citizenship that thousands of Christians have been martyred. Many could have saved their lives if they had been prepared to deny this filiation, this membership, but it is dearer to them than their membership of the earthly city, even though they are among their countries' best sons. Can we doubt Our Lord's love for His earthly homeland, embodied in Jerusalem, which He loved so much? And yet he was condemned as a revolutionary and a foreigner.

Catholics and Catholic missionaries would be tolerated if they would agree no longer to belong to another kingdom. Let Catholics form schismatical churches, churches subject only to local governments, and these will be tolerated and even subsidized, for they will assist the state in its political aims.

Our position as Catholic priests, as Catholic and Roman Christians, is such that in all non-Catholic countries, and sometimes even in mainly Catholic ones, it puts us in the position of being foreigners, so true is it that if we want to be like Our Lord our kingdom must not be of this world, and that, Our Lord having designated Peter as His Vicar on earth, we are by our baptism children of Christ and of His Vicar, the Bishop of Rome, which is another reason for our being considered as foreigners.

This essential mark of a Christian who in all things resembles Our Lord must not be a burden for us. On the contrary, it is a pledge of our citizenship of heaven, of the true, the only homeland worth calling such in a permanent and definitive way. It must not, however, be thought to justify an attitude of exaggerated and improper independence towards the legitimate authorities, whoever they may be.

To round off these thoughts, the aim of which is to strengthen our faith in the face of trials and persecutions, we must point out that, if on the face of it the trials inflicted on all foreigners in a given country are the same, and missionaries cannot be considered a special case, still it cannot be denied that the persecuted missionary is persecuted for being present in the country, and the sole reason for his presence is his faith in Our Lord and His Church. It is impossible to separate the missionary from his beliefs and from the motives for his mission. Indeed, we may say that he would not be persecuted had he not the faith which took him to far-off lands. But for that faith he would not be in the country which persecutes him, which is not the case with other foreigners.

If it were a question of legitimate reprisals on the part of a government for unjust actions perpetrated against it we could no longer speak of witnessing to the faith, for the faith never requires the commission of acts of injustice. In any other case, however, it is clear that the missionary who is persecuted, abused or killed unjustly and solely because he is a foreigner is indeed treated so on account of his faith, which is the deep and abiding reason for his being in another country.

The public accusations which were made against Our Lord were clearly political: "He is stirring up the people with His preaching, He is sowing the seeds of revolution and is the enemy of Caesar, because He calls Himself a King, so He must go."

In conclusion, I think it quite legitimate, and in keeping with the Church's tradition, to give to all our brethren who are suffering, or will in future suffer unjust persecution in the mission field, even if solely because they are foreign, the title of martyrs, of witnesses for their faith in Our Lord and in the Catholic Church.

This would apply also, and a fortiori, to our brethren who are natives of Africa or other lands should they, too, be persecuted for belonging to a body which appears foreign because it is first and foremost subject to a spiritual authority represented by a foreigner, the Successor of Peter, the Vicar of Our Lord Jesus Christ.

Such is our fine and noble status as Christians and Catholics, as disciples and priests of Our Lord. The blood of a missionary can only flow as a testimony to his faith and his belonging to Christ, as long as he who sheds it has not been provoked unjustly.
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