E-BULLETIN #264

02-Apr-17

"Let the holiness of God shine forth" (cf. Mt 5, 16)
item 490

possibilities - challenges for the African church
Before talking about possibilities and challenges for the Pallottines in
Africa, I wish to reflect briefly on the same issues for the Church itself.
And, since I am no expert on this theme, I will make use of a presentation
of Cardinal Polycarp Pengo [Archbishop of Dar-es-Salaam – Tanzania].
The church in Africa can be described, among other things, as a ‘young
church’, given that most of the continent more or less only came into
contact with Christianity in the past 100 years.
For much of that time the main task of both the early missionaries and
subsequent pastoral ministry has been that of preaching the gospel to
people who were hearing it for the first time. There are still many Africans who have not yet come into
contact with Christianity, so the period of primary evangelisation is still going on. Thus a quest for
deeper evangelisation has been the dominant preoccupation of the African church in the recent past. It was
at the heart of two recent Special Assemblies of the Synod of Bishops [1994 and 2009].
In short, this is what forms the basis for this reflection on the mission and challenges of the church in Africa
today.
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It is a given that there is phenomenal growth in the population of Catholics across the continent. Statistics
indicate that that there are now about 170 million Catholics in Africa with booming vocations to the
priesthood and religious life. This is indeed a great blessing and cause to rejoice in the Lord. However, there is
concern that, in spite of this phenomenal growth, the church in Africa faces the challenges of justice, peace,
unity, and reconciliation as seen in the numerous conflicts that bedevil the continent. As the First Assembly
was sitting, in 1994, a genocide was unfolding in a predominantly Catholic country – Rwanda!
One can also marvel at the critical role the Catholic church has played in promoting health and education
through its numerous hospitals, clinics, health centres and hospices, as well as the schools and socio-cultural
centres. However, as one Zambian Bishop observed, it has become a worrying trend to see that when many
Africans want good education and healthcare they go to Catholic schools and hospitals, but when they want
spiritual care they go to the new Evangelical and Pentecostal churches. The Bishops concluded that it was
perhaps a perception that “we” (Catholics) are now seen as good social workers and less as accomplished
witnesses to the spiritual aspects of our faith.
This lack of true conversion and christian witness together constitute a fundamental challenge. To respond
the church has chosen to focus on ongoing catechesis and formation. Pope John Paul II emphasised that the
most important resource in evangelization, after the grace of Christ, is the people. As a member of the body
of Christ, each person has received a mandate to proclaim the gospel, hence “the whole community needs to
be trained, motivated and empowered for evangelization, each according to his or her specific role within the
church”. In adopting the image of Church-as-Family of God, the Synods opted for values such as care for
others, solidarity, warmth in human relationships, acceptance, dialogue, trust and unity.
The family is said to be the smallest christian community. However, stable families are dependent on rich
cultural values and identity which are handed over from generation to generation. Modern African society
faces great challenges in this area from the intrusive nature of modern means of communication (internet,
social media, cell phones etc) which carry social values alien to both African tradition and christian faith.
Though richly endowed with natural resources, the paradox of Africa is that it remains materially poor. The
country has inadequate material means in terms of finances and means of transportation. Many dioceses are
in rural areas where distances hamper effective pastoral outreach – lack of enabling infrastructure like good
roads, modern means of communication, electricity, and training.
Again, Africa has to contend with
the rise of numerous ‘new
churches’, mainly evangelical and
Pentecostal,
reducing
the
pastoral space for evangelization.
Some refer to this as a
‘cacophony of religious voices’.
When
one
considers
the
challenge of expansionist Islam,
the religious challenge becomes
more accentuated.
Catholic
social
teaching
emphasises
that
natural
resources and the environment
are a common patrimony for all
humanity. The Second Assembly
expressed strong concern and
sadness
at
the
senseless
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destruction of natural resources as well as degradation and abuse
due to human actions borne out of greed for profit, both by local
African leaders and in complicity with foreign interests. The
church’s challenge is one of concerted efforts to conscientize
people about the sanctity of nature. Our christian faith teaches:
“God the Creator made all things good and gave the earth to us to
cultivate and take care of as stewards.” Looking at nature from the
common good point of view is the only way Africa will remain
habitable beyond the present generation and guarantee
sustainable and responsible care of the earth. Local churches are
being urged: “to introduce environmental education and
awareness; persuade local and national governments to adopt
policies and binding legal regulations for the protection of the
environment and promote alternative and renewable sources of
energy….”
It is known that migration is a universal human phenomenon and
that it requires dialogue and prayer to deal with it adequately. The
bishops are aware that there are various types and causal factors…
Uncontrolled and undisciplined migration, coupled with the human
trait of jealousy and greed, has resulted in antagonism. In an
increasingly globalized world, the church recognizes that the movement of people from one part of the world
to another is increasing. Migrants contribute to the economic development of their adopted countries.
Therefore the church in Africa calls for the rights and the dignity of migrants to be safeguarded….
The Bible says God “created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he
created them.” This is the motivation behind renewed efforts to tackle the issue of the dignity of women –
an issue that is exacerbated due to certain cultural traits coupled with high poverty levels. The church has not
shied away from this challenge. More attention ought to be placed on provision of sound education and
increasing representation in decision-making processes. Emphasis is also being put on fighting poverty,
human trafficking and the negative portrayal of women in the media.
Another challenge facing the church is
the increasing phenomena of child
labour, drug trafficking and human
trafficking which youth has to contend
with today. The church considers
pastoral care for youth should be an
integral part of the overall pastoral plan
of our parishes so that young people
will be able to discover very early the
value of the gift of self and essential
means to reach maturity. World Youth
Day is a privileged instrument for the
pastoral care of youth which favours
their formation through prayer, study
and reflection.
For the past quarter century Africa has faced the devastating effects of a well documented HIV/AIDS
pandemic. The good news is that there are now many new initiatives that help to mitigate the effects of this
terrible disease. A new approach treats it not as a pharmaceutical problem or solely as a mater of a change in
human behaviour, but as an issue of integral development and justice, which requires a holistic response by
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the church. Happily there are reducing HIV and AIDS prevalence
rates across the continent, but the church is still disturbed by the
pharmaceutical industry’s desire for super profits in the midst of the
dire needs of the infected. It calls for a commitment not only to
research but also to the affordability of drugs.
Peace is a constant call of God for the Church and for everyone:
“Seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, and plead
for the widow.” “This is what Yahweh asks of you, only this: to act
justly, to love tenderly, and to walk humbly with your God.” With
political conflicts endlessly ravaging Africa, hampering social
development in the process, the church feels specially called to
intervene positively in order to help bring about the establishment
of the rule of law and democratic processes.
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