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1. THE REALITIES OF AFRICA
Africa is a huge continent with very different situations and, hence, it becomes very difficult and risky to make a general description of its situation. Nevertheless, it is necessary to begin the MISSIONARY PLAN, taking into account the African continent and its peoples to gather the most relevant aspects of its reality. We will do this at three levels: social, ecclesial and congregational. In our analysis, we will underline those aspects which appear more frequently in the missionary plans of the Claretian Provinces and Missions of Africa, just as they were presented at the meeting of the Provincial Prefects of Apostolate and Superiors of the Missions, held in Sao Tome in January 1996. With this Missionary Plan, we want to answer to the invitation of the XXII General Chapter to elaborate missionary plans at the continental level (cf. IPM 53.2).

1.1. SOCIAL REALITY

1.1.1. Political situation

We notice, first of all, the honest effort of many persons and groups to give stability to the political structures that have risen since independence, trying to see that human rights are protected, and that true real progress is possible: the benefits of which will be attained by everybody.

Likewise, we discover some alarming situations of political violence, the existence of dictatorships, of false democracies based on demagogy and the interest of persons or groups. We are grieved when we see that there are still conflicts and wars between nations and ethnic groups; we deplore, among other misfortunes, the untenable situation of millions of refugees in our continent. Nor can we keep in silent about the repeated violation of human rights, the condition of women, and the exploitation of children.

We see how the rich resources of our nations are exploited in favor of those holding power or of foreign groups. Their projects are based merely on their own profit without any regard for the most fundamental rights of the inhabitants. This results too in an unequal distribution of national wealth, thus giving rise to social conflict.

We cannot be silent at the traffic of arms, very often fostered by political and economic interests of the industrialized nations, and the cause of so many deaths in our continent.

1.1.2. Economic situation

We can see a growing impoverishment of most African nations. The economic crisis and the repeated devaluation of African currencies make this situation still more serious. On the other hand, the unbearable burden of the foreign debt condemns most of the African continent to conditions of life totally inadmissible at this time in history. There are everyday a greater number of persons who cannot find the work that would give them the basic means of subsistence.

The economic crisis has provoked a great exodus from the rural areas to the cities which lack the necessary infrastructures to receive an ever-growing population. All this brings about increasing social problems (overcrowding, hygienic conditions in the scarce dwellings, lack of schools, plundering, etc.). The great number of Africans who emigrate to Europe and other developed regions demonstrate, likewise, the lack of conditions for survival in Africa. All this contributes to an increase in delinquency, beggars, and the number of the street children.

It is right that we ask ourselves who is responsible, both at national and international level, for the plundering of so many human and natural resources the continent has to offer. There exists in many African nations, at a structural level, social injustice that chokes any effort at economic development.

1.1.3. African culture

With concern we see how some of the aspects of the African culture are threatened and, in fact, step by step are disappearing. These aspects are rich in human values, and constitute the basis for living together: respect for old people, hospitality, respect of nature, close family ties, the transmissions of local languages and the cultural world that is expressed through them. In addition, the world mass media relentlessly spreads programs that undermine traditional cultural and moral foundations.

We also see a whole series of elements that hinder the harmonious development of African peoples and of the whole continent: tribalism, lack of respect for the dignity of women, the loosing of the sacred value of life, etc.

1.1.4. Religious traditions

The spiritual meaning of life for Africans is expressed in religious beliefs and spiritual traditions that we consider “seeds of the Word”. All these traditions are a spiritual treasure that gives Africa an important role in this historic moment: a moment marked by a lack of values and the presence of a growing materialism.

In addition, we ask ourselves about the fact that only a small number of Africans have had the opportunity to hear the Good News of Jesus and to join the community of those who believe in Him.

1.1.5.  Youth and education

Illiteracy is still an important challenge we have to overcome if we are to be serious about the future of the African continent. On the other hand, the access to education is very limited. The causes may be the deficiency of the state services, the economic situation of the families, or the lack of interest of these same families. This illiteracy facilitates the manipulation of public opinion by the mass media which is often in the hands of groups or persons lacking in true ethical principles. All this creates much confusion in young people who gradually lose those values that give wholeness to the person and to social relationships.

1.1.6. Ecology

We notice a gradual degradation of the ecosystems resulting from the greed of many. We powerlessly watch the irrational cutting of large extensions of forest without any serious replanting projects. Meanwhile, some African regions, with the tacit approval of corrupt governments, have become veritable dumping grounds of chemical and nuclear waste from the industrial nations; creating a serious threat to people’s health in those areas and especially to future generations. Ecological awareness is still low among most African people.
Gas Flaring in Major Oil producing Countries of Africa has created alarming environmental Pollution.

1.1.7. Health

In spite of all the efforts done by different agencies, health care in Africa is very precarious. Each year, thousands of people die from illnesses perfectly controllable by modern medicine. Malnutrition and the lack of access to minimal medial care are a reality very present in the continent.

Traditional medicine, in the hands of people who commercialize it under a religious guise, keeps many patients from hospitals and health centers, resulting in deaths that could be avoided with modern techniques. Thus there is an urgent need to promote centers of investigation of traditional medicine.

1.1.8. Struggle for survival

In spite of all the problems and negative factors that we have mentioned, we see with joy and hope how the struggle for life vigorously continues. The grassroots sector continues to develop. Popular organizations grow and multiply fostering new initiatives capable of becoming alternatives to the dominant unjust system. It is here that the great human potential of Africa, especially in its youth, can express itself with full strength. This struggle for life provides much reason for hope.

1.1.9. The image of Africa transmitted by the mass media

We cannot quiet the grief we feel when we watch the images of Africa that the mass media of the industrialized nations, especially those companies and agencies that dominate the news industry, pass on to the rest of the world. They present a partial and inaccurate view which does not do justice to the reality of the African peoples and that, due to its negative tone, leads them towards pessimism.

1.2. ECCLESIAL REALITY

1.2.1. Affirmation of the African identity

The special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa showed to the whole world that the local churches of our continent have a legitimate place in the communion of the universal church. This special moment of grace made the centennial history of the church in Africa burst forth as an epiphany of resurrection and hope. The African church is alive. She is acquiring her own identity one that makes her children authentic Africans and authentic Christians.

The identity and vitality of the African church has multiple expressions. We want to underline some of them:

a. The celebrative and festive sense of faith, with accents, rhythms and colours of its own.

b. The inculturated expression of the faith, shown in the flourishing African theology, urged along by a noteworthy group of native theologians and by the Catholic Universities and Ecclesiastical Faculties, that continue to grow in the continent.

c. The Africanization of the ecclesiastical Hierarchy. Most of the Bishops and Major Superiors of religious Congregations are already Africans.

d. The growing trend to reduce the dependence on the outside, taking maximum advantage of the human and material resources so as to seek greater autonomy of the African churches.

e. The flourishing of priestly and religious vocations in the dioceses and in the houses of formation of international and local institutes. On the Contrary, Justice an Peace issues are understood from the point of view of development Projects, getting money from funding agencies and applying it to the crucial areas of providing basic infrastructural facilities like water, health centers, schools, etc.

f. The presence of a laity working in a committed manner in different associations. They are more and more present in the various settings of the church and society.

1.2.2. An ecclesial situation that demands an effort for formation

Together with these positive aspects, we see other African realities that show a deficiency in Christian identity and commitment among African Catholics:

a. A superstitious mentality which leads to increasing syncretism giving greater value to the sacramentals (holy water, blessings, imposition of hands...) than the sacraments themselves.

b. Lack of committed young people in the church. Given the percentage of young people in Africa, the active participation of the youth in the church is not yet sufficient. 

c. Deficient or nearly non-existent political commitment by the laity, as a demand of a true Christian identity and faith commitment. There is also a certain complicity in some sectors of the official church with the dictatorial regimes.

d. Little respect for human rights in sectors that declare themselves to be Christian.

e. The scare presence of commissions of Justice and Peace in most of the African Churches, at the national, diocesan, and parish levels. In some Christian non-Catholic churches they do not even see the importance of having such commissions, despite the overwhelming lack of respect of human rights.

f. Inter-religious dialogue is handicapped by certain fear and hesitation from the church that prevents it from starting an active dialogue with other religions, especially with Islam, which is growing in Africa, and with Traditional African Religions.

That is why we feel the need for a greater Christian formation of the faithful so that they may give witness to their faith and hope; and may be capable of bringing together their professed faith with their family, church, and social life.

1.2.3. The Church amidst African society

While we are aware that the Catholic Church on the African continent is in the minority, still, we have to underline its active participation in diverse spheres of the historical processes that are taking place there. At the present moment, the statistics show that 17% the continent is Catholic.

1.3.  THE REALITY OF THE CONGREGATION

1.3.1. Claretian Missionaries in Africa 

Claretian Missionaries set foot In Africa for the first time in 1869, when Father Founder was still alive. They were invited to the northern African city of Argel by Bishop Lavigerie. It was an ephemeral and difficult foundation that would end in 1888.
By that time, however, a new presence that would become a reference point for the future of the Congregation in Africa had been already begun. It was the Vicariate of Guinea Golf, actually known as Equatorial Guinea, a Spanish colony at that time. It was initiated by Fr. Xifré in 1882. A pioneer group of 12 missionaries headed by Fr. Ciriaco Ramirez as Apostolic Prefect arrived in 1883.

It could be almost impossible to enumerate the many works done since then in that part of Africa known at that time as Fernando Póo and Rio Muni. Many also were the sufferings; according to chronicles up to 50% of the first missionaries died due to sicknesses. From the beginning the path has been long and painful, more even after 1968 during the post Independence era because of the persecution carried out by President Macías. The Congregation has served also from high positions in the hierarchy like when it assumed the bishoprics of Malabo, Bata and Ebebiyin.

Until 1927 no other foundation took place in Africa. It was that year when missionaries of Castilla Province accepted the mission of Villa Trinidade, in the Portuguese colony of Sao Tome and Príncipe, with the intention of spread further the missionary work of the Portuguese Claretians.   

Again, after a long parenthesis of time the Congregation aimed at Africa when the German Province took in 1962 the mission of Kingandu, Zaire, now Democratic Republic of Congo. They did not lack sufferings before their present consolidation in that country.  

In 1969 Portuguese Claretians extended their missionary work to Angola, where the bishop of Luso offered them a big area of his diocese. This foundation ended in 1977, but after years of waiting they were able to return to Angola in 1992, this time to Corimba. 

The foundation in Camerun was in 1970. The Province of Canada took over Akono mission, extending later on its presence to Yaoundé. In 1986 it was the USA-West Province to open Bamenda mission.

The foundation in Nigeria in 1973 will be very significant due to its great development. It started providentially with the person of Fr. Christian Ihedoro. Owerri has been the center of its activities. At present the Nigerian Claretians have spread thought many other places of Nigeria and in some other African countries as well. There has been a big increase in missionary vocations and it has become Province in 1990. 

In 1975, the Province of Italy decided to open a mission in Gabon in order to help refugees, and in 1990 the Province of Poland started a new mission in Ivory. 

Since 1991 new missionary commitments of the Congregation will appear, in East Africa this time. Such as the house opened by the Province of Nigeria in Mombassa (Kenya) in 1991, and the mission created by Province of Chennai (India) in Tanzania, close to Victoria lake, in 1994. Later on the Indian Province of Bangalore will open a new mission in Uganda in 1999.  

However there would be more challenges to pay attention to in the African continent. So Nigeria Province would open a new missionary front in Ghana in 1997 and in Chad in 2001. Lately, the Spanish Province of Betica has opened in Gokwe, Zimbabwe, the last mission so far of the Congregation in Africa. 

The growth of the Congregation in Africa has advised us to create in 2004 a new Major Organism in the French speaking zone to which Congo, Camerún and Gabon belong. Recently the Claretian presence is becoming more and more consolidated in East Africa, where a greater coordination at all levels is taking place.  Lately, we hope that very soon Claretian missionaries will be present in Mozambique.

1.3.2. Missionary Spirituality

The life of our people finds a clear echo in the prayer and life style of the Claretians. Meanwhile, together with the whole Congregation, we have made an effort to follow a program of vocational reading of the Word of God through the WORD-MISSION program.

Notwithstanding, we cannot keep silent that, due to excessive activism, we easily put aside some fundamental aspects for the harmonious growth of the missionary life, such as personal and community prayer, times of community gathering around the Word of God, etc.

1.3.3. The apostolate

The apostolic activity of the Claretians in Africa takes place mainly in the West Side of the Continent. We see the need to answer the missionary demands coming from other regions of the same continent.

The work of the Claretians missionary teams of Africa is intense and self-sacrificing, carried out generously by everyone. Nevertheless, we have to admit the need for a more serious commitment to planning. This will encourage creativity and allow the development of evangelizing teamwork.

1.3.4. Formation

The high number of Claretians in initial formation has demanded of the Congregation an intensive dedication to the task of forming candidates. The help of Claretians from other Organisms has been a decisive factor in stabilizing the formation process. The preparation of native formators, the truly missionary orientation of formative programs and the assessment of the quality of formation are priorities for all the Provinces and Missions in Africa.

1.3.5. Economy

The deficient economic situation in almost all the African nations has a bearing on the economy of the Claretian Organisms in Africa. Almost all of them depend on the generous solidarity of other Organisms of the Congregation. Work is being done, though, to achieve the greatest economic autonomy of the African Provinces and Missions through the establishment of self-sufficiency projects sponsored by the Congregation.
2. DOCTRINAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. OUR VISION OF THE REALITY

Our analysis of reality, which takes into account data from the sociological research of the African continent, is done from a missionary perspective. We are called to a prophetic ministry and we know that “every prophecy has its historical and geographical context” (IPM 4).

That is why we wish to situate ourselves in the perspective of Jesus: the perspective of the poor, that is to say, of those who suffer the consequences of injustices in our societies, of refugees, of those who do not have any access to education, those deprived of necessary medical care, of those whose human rights are constantly ignored, of so many men and women who suffer hunger and many other hardships, unable to do anything to improve their situation. Jesus identifies himself with them (Mt 25:31-46).

From the standpoint of Jesus, we see that much suffering and injustice are the fruits of personal and structural sin, of the infidelity to God’s plan. But, again, from Jesus’ standpoint we also discover in the African reality multiple signs of the love and the mercy of God, expressed under different forms through persons and groups or through various initiatives taken at the service of life.

Looking at the situation of our continent from Jesus’ standpoint, we feel the hunger and thirst for justice. Placing ourselves, with Jesus, in the midst of this reality, we hear the forceful call to work to establish God’s plan through our missionary service.

2.2. FUNDAMENTAL THEOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES

Our missionary plan hopes to be a faithful answer to the action of the Spirit that urges us to follow Christ, the Evangelizer. Before detailing the challenges that we meet in the reality we have just described and our missionary options, let us point out four fundamental principles inspiring this missionary plan.

2.3. CENTRALITY OF THE KINGDOM
The Kingdom is the center of the preaching of Jesus, of His life and ministry. He has devoted his life to its proclamation and fulfillment (EN 6-8).

“The Kingdom that Jesus will bring is the Kingdom of God. He himself reveals to us this God whom He calls with the familiar term “Abba”, Father (Mk 14:36). The God revealed mainly in the parables (Lk 15:3-32; Mt 20:1-16) is sensitive to our needs, to the sufferings of every man. He is a loving and compassionate Father who forgives and grants what is asked of Him. The Kingdom will grow provided everyone learns to address God as Father in the intimacy of prayer (Lk 11:2; Mt 23:9) and tries to accomplish His will (Mt 7:21)” (Rmi 13).

Jesus tells us the Kingdom is a reality that belongs to the poor and to those who commit themselves to their cause (the poor of heart), to those who cry, suffer and are hungry and thirsty for justice, to those who show mercy, to the clean of heart, to those working for peace and justice (cf. Mt 5:3-11).

Jesus reminds us that in order to enter the Kingdom we need conversion (Mk 1:15), and, by His words and example, He shows us the demands that follows from our belonging to this Kingdom.

Following the exhortation of Jesus who said: “Look for the Kingdom of God and His justice and the rest will be granted unto you as well” (Mt 6:33), we truly wish that the Kingdom of God be the center of our life and our missionary service of the Word.

We know that the establishment of the Kingdom is only possible thanks to the action of the Spirit who encourages us in earnest desire to make true the plan of the Father who wants everyone to have life and life in abundance (Jn 10:10).

We find renewed motivation in the words of the last General Chapters which asks us to enlighten and promote the projects that open ways to the Kingdom of God by the proclamation of the faith, the living of the Gospel, the defending of life, justice, solidarity and peace (SW 10.2). We are also invited to look for the seeds of the Word and of the Kingdom in the dialogue of life with other religions and different cultures (SW 10.3, IPM 46.3).

2.3.1. The History of  Salvation

We find in the Word of God, handed down in the Bible, the key to understand history as the History of Salvation, nature as a manifestation of the love of God, and all selfishness, coveting, injustices, and other factors that destroy the harmony God has established in Creation, as fruits of sin. This Word gives us the key to read and interpret all the other words that God has written in the book of life and in the history of people.

The Word of God has been handed down to us through the prophets, the wise of Israel, and the disciples of Jesus. Through them we come to know the Heart of God and His plan for the world. It is important, also, to pay attention to the words that God has handed down to us through the wise and prophets of our own people. All of them have been men and women deeply rooted in God and in the concrete reality of the people. “The prophets are persons seduced by God (cf. Jer 20:7), impassioned by Him and his Covenant, partakers in his compassion for the poor and the people. They see historical reality with the eyes of God, they feel with his Heart (cf. 1Sam 12:7-25) and proclaim the message of renewal with the authority of his Word” (IPM 2).

The Word of God has been made present, through Mary, in a very special way, in Jesus of Nazareth, Son of God and our brother. It is He who has revealed all the grandeur, the height and the depth of the infinite love of the Father (cf. Eph 3:17-19).

The Spirit continues to encourage the journey of those seeking God and who are determined to build a history that responds to the designs of His heart. The Spirit today still raises up prophets who, by their word and witness, become a reminder of God’s plan, and who denounce all that is contrary to its accomplishment.

Within this history, we feel called to go forth as evangelizers, together with our brothers and sisters from other religions and all people of good will, to proclaim the love of the Father and to foster all that is good in the cultures of our people (cf. CC 46).

2.3.2. To evangelize is to do what Jesus did

Evangelii Nuntiandi centered the church’s mission of evangelizing in Jesus Christ. Jesus is “the first Evangelizer of the Kingdom” (EN 7), and it is in Jesus alone that we get the full message of evangelization. We follow Jesus continuing his work of evangelization.

Jesus evangelizes in the fullest sense “with words and deeds” (DV 4) announcing his Father’s universal plan of salvation and freeing those oppressed by the evil, revealing the Father, being himself Good News for those afflicted and burdened (Mt 11:28), forgiving sinners, healing and sending others to render the same services. In the words and deeds of Jesus we find a strong denunciation of the situations and attitudes opposed to God’s plan (cf. Mt 23:11-36; Lk 6:24-26; etc.). For us, as for Jesus, to evangelize is, in its fullest sense, everything that may announce the Kingdom, in fulfilment of the plan of God for humanity and for history.

We know very well that our Founder saw his mission and ours, as evangelizers, illustrated precisely in the text of Lk 4:16 and following, where Jesus sees and presents himself as the Anointed One sent to proclaim the Good News to the poor and the oppressed, liberty to the captives, joy to the sad... (Aut 116, 118).

From there comes spontaneously the option for the poor (EA 44), as a concrete expression of fidelity to God´s plan and to the way Jesus placed Himself at its service. This is an option we accept with joy.

 With the power of the Spirit, the main agent of the mission (Rmi 21), we feel called to be, as the post-synod pastoral exhortation Ecclesia in Africa repeatedly reminds us, “witnesses of Jesus”.

2.3.3. The Church, God’s Family

It was Jesus who gathered around himself a group of men and women who, renewed and strengthened by the power of the Spirit, made up the first Christian community. They were the sign of the Kingdom that Jesus proclaimed and instituted and, by their missionary action, announced this Good News to other people. The Church is directed towards the Kingdom of God and is, at the same time, sign and instrument of this Kingdom. There is a close relationship between Christ, the Church, and evangelization (EN 16).

The purpose of evangelization is to proclaim and establish the Kingdom of God, and an invitation to all to assume its demands of peace, justice, love and fraternity. Through the Church’s evangelization emerge communities that incarnate and announce the Gospel and the Kingdom. From this proclamation rise other particular churches that express the “new life” in the different cultural contexts where they are established. This church, in Africa, is understood and lived as “Family of God” (EA 63).

This image accentuates the concern for the other, solidarity, and warmth of relationships, welcoming, dialogue and trust. “The new evangelization will tend, then, to build the church as a family, far from any ethnocentrism, any excessive particularism, trying, on the contrary, to promote reconciliation and true communion between the different ethnic groups, fostering solidarity and sharing persons and other resources with other particular churches, without any undue regards of ethnic character” (EA 63).

This image of the church as God’s family expresses, although imperfectly, the Kingdom of God on earth. The living of this image will help African families to become true domestic churches and to contribute to society’s progress towards a more fraternal life. In this way African societies will be changed through the Gospel.

2.4. SOME TRAITS OF THE CLARETIAN CHARISM TO BE UNDERSCORED IN AFRICA

We are Claretian Missionaries, Servants of the Word. In the Autobiography of our Founder, in the Constitutions and in many other documents of the Congregation, we find clearly stated our identity. We think that the reflection that has accompanied the process of renewal of the Congregation after the II Vatican Council has been very positive. We do not need to repeat again what has been said in these documents. We want, nevertheless, to underscore certain points that can help us to better define better for Africa, this charismatic missionary identity.

a. The importance of the word in the African culture leads us to a deeper understanding of our identity in the church. The word, for the African peoples, is giver of life, but, at the same time, it possesses a destroying power. The word is the link of communion for our peoples that enjoy gathering together to listen to accounts telling them their history and handing down the traditions that have maintained their identity through the various changes they have undergone and to dialogue with interest on the daily events of their lives. The African Claretian, who knows the force of the word, realizes that to be servant of the Word (CC 46) means to incarnate this Word in his everyday life and to live at the service of others.

b. To be servants of the Word in Africa does not mean only eagerness in preaching of the Gospel, but also an attitude of deep respect and of listening regarding the words that God has spoken in diverse ways and through different channels to the people of Africa. This is why we will not be fully faithful to our charism if we do not give ourselves to the study of the cultures and traditions of the peoples to which we have been sent.

c. Missionary creativity is a very well known characteristic of our Founder. For the Claretian who has been sent to announce the Good News of the Kingdom in the African cultural context, creativity is something very important that has to be carefully put as a priority. All this demands dialogue, common discernment and great missionary boldness.

d. We are servants of the Word in prophetic mission. So, taking into account the reality of our people and the resulting challenges, we fully assume the missionary options of the Congregation as they were expressed in the document “The mission of the Claretian today”, and we affirm likewise their full timeless validity in our midst. This will help us to live the prophetic dimension of the service of the Word. We are called to a prophetic life style and ministry, following the path of our Founder, St. Anthony M. Claret.

e. As Sons of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, we must let ourselves be formed by Her as servants of the Word. Her example of listening to the Word and her courageous announcement of the newness of the Kingdom inspires our lives and our apostolate. We feel called, likewise, to express this cordimarian filiation by the tenderness that ought to mark all our apostolic endeavours (cf. IPM 20).
3. PASTORAL CHALLENGES AND OPTIONS

3.1.  CHALLENGES

From the perspective that we have taken and this analysis, we discover in the African reality a great number of pastoral challenges. They are all urgent for us missionaries. Nevertheless, we are aware of the limits of our abilities and resources. Of all these challenges, we underline some that we wish to assume as priorities:

3.1.1. Social challenges

a. What must be done in the face of so many situations showing a lack of respect for life? The growing number of abortions, the economic plans that do not take into account the lives of persons, the constant ecological degradation as a result of the unmeasured greed of the powerful, etc. demand of us a firm announcement of the God of life and our taking part in initiatives capable of supporting such proclamation.

b. The generalized situation of injustice and structural corruption that we see in the unequal distribution of wealth; the famine that afflicts many of our brothers and sisters; the disrespect of human rights by political persons corrupted and eager for power and wealth; the effects of a neo-liberal economic politics causing so many deaths among the poor; the tribal confrontations resulting in huge masses of refugees: all this demands that we seriously engage ourselves in the work of justice and peace: fundamental values of the Kingdom.

c. The widespread lack of access to education and labour leaves a great number of Africans —mainly women—in the ignorance of their rights and renders them easy victims of exploitation. To take part in the effort for human promotion through education becomes a challenge for us. The educational System has broken down due to many social factors: it is a major challenge for missionaries in Africa to work towards rebuilding the educational institutions with facilities to produce new crop of citizens in learning and character.

d. The continuous exodus from the countryside to the cities and the multiplying of great belts of misery in the outskirts of big urban centers is asking from a Missionary Congregation, as ours, a commitment to be present among this people, impoverished and in need of comfort and support. Urban slums have created an alarming number of street families and homeless children in need of evangelization and Education.

e. The lack of proper attention to health problems, that is the cause of many illnesses such as AIDS, infections, and of a high rate of infant mortality, demands of us the integration this concern in our missionary service. There is an alute shortage of basic health care centers that are able to diagonize and treat malaria and associated water communicable diseases. We need to promote more PAC and alternative health care and therapeutic centers.

3.1.2. Ecclesial challenges
a. Urgency of evangelization. The announcement of the Gospel has resounded in the corners of Africa for more than one hundred years. Nevertheless, there is still the urgency to continue to proclaim the Good News of Jesus. The church, entrusted with this mission, has to herself listen to the Word of life in order to explain the newness brought by Jesus. We must show evangelical genuineness to enter into dialogue with the African people and help them to find a balanced synthesis of faith and life, ready to overcome any form of religious syncretism.

b. Urgency of forming the laity. The effort to offer a deep Christian formation must embrace all the sectors of church-life:

i. Lay persons, that may responsibly develop their role as Christian leaders in politics, culture, economy, and in all belonging to social issues. Africa needs lay persona who will be competent and motivated to commit themselves with honesty and dignity in all public offices.

ii. The evangelizers, mainly the catechists who contribute to keep faith alive in the Christian communities.

iii. Young men and women, to achieve their full integration into the life and the mission of the church.

All must be adequately trained in the use of the Bible, which hands down God’s salvific plan and together with the Eucharistic bread, is the food of Christian life.

c. Pastoral planning. Evangelization is a responsibility that belongs to the whole Christian community. It is a challenge for us to promote the participation of all sectors of the people of God in the elaboration of the pastoral plans of the African churches.

d. Family evangelization. The family called “the domestic church” and cells of society, is the fruit of the love between man and woman in marriage. The African concept of marriage is a great challenge for the church, whose teaching on this subject is in contrast with the African practice in some zones where woman’s dignity is trodden and her rights and wishes ignored. The calling for all Catholics to live up to the demands of Christian marriage and the effort to establish a reflection on the way of integrating in marriage the positive traditional values of the African peoples, become important challenges for the Church in Africa.

e. Youth ministry. The big percentage of youth population in Africa and the problems young people have to face in education and labour demands our particular attention. The situation of disorientation that many youths are experiencing as a result of leaving their families and immigrating to the big urban centers, is a factor to be taken into account in our pastoral plans.

f. The sects and other religious groups. The multiplication of sects and of new religious movements is a reality that we have to face in all the African nations. Most of these movements attack the Catholic Church and create confusion among Christians, some of whom fall due to this harassment. The formation of all Christians on the demands of the faith and their capability to enter into a calm dialogue with other religions and sects becomes one of the most urgent challenges we face.

g. The presence of the church in the mass media. The influence of mass media on the life of persons is every day more powerful. The church cannot ignore this reality. In order to be more efficient in its evangelizing task, the church must make use of the mass media available to her: the traditional ones of Africa (songs, dance, music, mime, proverbs and stories) as well as the modern ones like the press, the radio, television, etc. To develop an active presence in these spheres is a great challenge for the African church (EA 122-126).

h. Self-financing. A sign of the maturity of a church is the awareness of its members of the fact that they are themselves the ones that have to support the needs for worship and evangelization. One more challenge that we are facing is to create the necessary conditions to make this possible in the African church.

i. Encourage the mutual relation between the Hierarchy and the religious Congregations. Our desire to render a better missionary service to the African church leads us to build better relationships with the hierarchy and consolidate this collaboration with appropriate contracts.
j. Basic Christian community needs to create good fellowship in the African Churches that are full and anonymous.

3.1.3. Congregational challenges

a. Lack of personnel to respond to the missionary urgencies of the continent. In spite of already having a good number of African Claretians, we are asked to make continuous effort in vocational ministry and to show availability towards the integration of Claretians from other parts of the world. At the same time, we have to be open to collaboration with other branches of the Claretian family.

b. The formation of Claretians. Another urgent challenge is to prepare candidates for the Claretian missionary life and to take continuous care of those in different missionary fields in Africa. To this is added the need for suitable specialization programs of some African Claretians, in keeping with the priorities of the Provincial pastoral plans.

c. Inculturation. This becomes a two-fold challenge. On the one hand, we are aware of the need for a reflection on how to understand and express the Claretian charism in Africa. On the other hand, we feel the urgency of a greater effort for the inculturation in our missionary activity. To learn the language of the people to whom we have been sent and to study thoroughly their cultures is an unavoidable necessity for an inculturated evangelization.

d. Pastoral planning. To prepare and evaluate the Provincial mission plans is a challenge for all the Claretian missionary groups in Africa. The same challenge exists with regard to the different apostolic positions under our responsibility.

e. New Claretian missionary presence in Africa. The Congregation has centered itself in western and central Africa. We see with joy the new missions being started in Eastern Africa; to enlarge and strengthen them is a new challenge. An important task of the Congregation for the future will be the good planning of future missionary commitments in Africa, involving the Claretians who are working in the continent. We are also aware of the need for a Claretian missionary presence in the ever-growing slum areas of the big urban centers.

f. Lack of material resources. The growth of the Congregation in Africa and the expansion of its missionary fronts in the continent demand economic resources the majority of African Claretian Organisms do not have. To find ways to get funds to cover expenses coming from formation and apostolic activities continues to be a great challenge for everyone.

3.2. OPTIONS

We feel challenged by the words of Jesus: “Go out to the whole world and proclaim the Good News to all Creation” (Mk 16,15). In front of so many challenges we feel powerless, but again we are encouraged by the words of the Congregation: “Even though our strength may be small, when the Word empowers us, and we are obedient to it, it works effectively in those who listen to it and live it.” (SW 10; IPM 64; 41).

Encouraged by the call to renew evangelizing efforts, which the Pope gives us on the eve of the great 2000 Jubilee of the Redemption, we reaffirm our will to continue proclaiming the kingdom of God in this continent, urged by the love of Christ and the missionary spirit of Claret (IPM 39-40: CC 46). For this, we want to take on, in our life and ministry, the following options, that should later be explained in each place. We opt:

a. For the development of a true missionary spirituality, that stirs in each one of us and in each one of our communities, a decided radical following and congruity with Jesus, the Evangelizer; adopting his own attitudes, learning to live in intimate communion and friendship with him; assuming together with him the suffering of our people and participating in the transforming action of the Spirit; and welcoming the maternal actions of Mary who, in the depths of her heart, forms us as apostles (MCT 150-151; SW 21.1; 25.3; IPM 2; 17-19; 20).

b. For an integral evangelization that responds to all the aspects of the life of the people, joining them in their struggles for dignity and development (EA 68; MCT 168-172; SW 10.1; 25; IPM 43-44).

c. For an inculturated evangelization, that develops from a true appreciation of the religious traditions and the cultures of our people and which helps to enter into a dialogue of life with them in order to offer them the integral announcement of Jesus, the Christ (EA 66-67; MCT 167-168; SW 25.4; IPM 43.6; 58.1).

d. For the promotion and formation of new evangelizers, giving importance to Biblical knowledge and preparing the greatest number possible for serving the Christian community; and for the proclamation of the Gospel (MCT 175-179; SW 25.7; IPM 50.1; 58.4). We will promote the Lay Claretian Movement (IPM 33.3) and the Basic Christian Communities.

e. For an evangelization that, focuses on the announcement of the Kingdom, promotes justice and peace, solidarity and reconciliation among men and women, and empowers the laity to give witness to the Christian values in their social and political commitment (EA 105-108; IPM 50.2.3; 58.2).

f. For a pastoral planning, that better harmonizes our community life with our pastoral activity and which is the fruit of discernment of all the members of the community (SW 25.2). A plan that takes into account the collaboration with other Claretian groups in Africa (IPM 53.3). We want to foster the accountability of each Claretian to his community and its superiors.

g. For a more significant presence in the mass media, to form, defend and develop personalized and liberating models of communication, and for a major diffusion of the Gospel message (EA 126; MCT 237; IPM 58.1).

h. For an education that will help youth overcome illiteracy, idleness, hunger and the lack of ideals which stifle their development, and that helps them to critically integrate themselves into modern society. We also will support them so that they can strengthen their commitment to the Gospel, become evangelizers and contribute their values to the church and society (EA 93; 150; MCT 189; SW 25.2; IPM 58.6).

i. For the promotion of an ecological awareness and a rational utilization of natural resources, with which the Creator has enriched the continent and which the greed of many is gradually destroying.

j. For the building up of the Church as God’s Family, where each man and woman is taken into consideration and where he and she feel truly responsible. (EA 63).

k. For an increase of the missionary dimension “ad gentes,” placing ourselves in zones most in need of evangelization within our African geography (IPM 46.1).

l. For the consolidation of our Congregation in Africa, through an intensive vocational ministry, well-defined missionary plans, and progressive self-sufficiency.

m. For a more dynamic  vocation ministry, that allows us to increase our evangelizing efforts

3.3. PROPOSALS

Each Organism, above all, should concretize the options we have just stated. All Claretian Missionary groups of Africa should revise their Provincial Missionary Plans in light of this Claretian Missionary Plan for Africa which they should assume with a great sense of responsibility. In this review, appear concrete proposals that should definitely be put into practice. Nevertheless, we want to advance some proposals, hoping they will find a positive response in the Claretians to whom they are addressed.

3.3.1. To the General Government

a. To accompany the implementation of the Claretian Missionary Plan for Africa.

b. To strengthen the General Mission Procure and to encourage the Provinces to do the same with theirs.
c. To continue the process of re organization of the major organisms of ACLA by creating and constituting new independent Delegation according to the major language groups of Africa namely: English, Spanish, Portuguese, Swahili and French to enable Africa respond better to its missionary challenges.

d. To plan progressively towards the establishment of an ecclesiastical institute of higher studies in consecrated life a Biblical formation in Africa.

e. To plan to hold the next encounter of the Major Superiors of the Congregation 2008 in Africa.

f. To train some Africans for service as translators of documents and meetings.

3.3.2. To ACLA

a. To prepare a Claretian Biblical Team in Africa that will promote common projects in this apostolic field, that is so much a part of our charism.

b. To coordinate the services of African Claretians with specialization to take maximum advantage of their talents for the ministry.

c. To promote the specialization of some Claretians in ecumenical and inter-religious dialogue, especially with Islam and the African Traditional Religions, given the importance of this subject in the continent.

d. To encourage all the Claretians in Africa to study seriously the languages and cultures of the places to which they have been assigned.
e. To constitute consecrated life team for Africa in preparation for the establishment of the TICLA Theological Institute for consecrated life in Africa. It is also necessary to constitute family Apostolate team for a proper grass-root evangelization.

f. To constitute a joint commission for Justice and Peace with persons involved with JIPC in each organism of ACLA. To promote common project (THL 67:3) or join existing continental network like AFJN.

3.3.3. To the African Organisms

a. To review their own Mission Plans, trying to obtain an active participation of all the members of the Organism.

b. To create or consolidate, if it already exists, the Mission Procure and to promote its activities.

c. To create in all the Organisms a commission for Justice and Peace.

d. To prepare some Claretians for a pastoral work in the mass media.

e. To study the possibility of the education ministry, be it formal or informal education.

f. To start, wherever possible, a missionary presence in marginalized urban zones; and gives a proper pastoral attention to the situations of marginalization in the places where we are already working.

g. To promote the Lay Claretian Movement.

h. To demand from each apostolic position (schools, parishes, etc.) a pastoral plan.

i. To promote the utilization of the Word-Mission program as a means of growth and of apostolic and spiritual renewal for our collaborators and us.

j. To stress the vocational dimension in youth ministry.
k. There is the need to create new humanity with a sense of belonging of Africa.

l. A special attention should be paid to the street children and their families and victims of wars, natural disasters, etc.

m. To promote the formation of Basic Christian community.

n. To promote more formal theological education for the laity, specially, the catechist, to help them play more active role in social and ecclesial formations of the faithful.

o. There is need for major organisms of Africa to be open and creatively engage on new ministries other than traditional parochial ministry proper to our charism.

3.3.4. To the local communities

a. To have in each apostolic ministry a pastoral plan, that includes all the members of the community, striving to obtain the participation of the laity in the process of elaboration and constant evaluation of the same plan.

b. To promote in all Claretian Pastoral Ministries the formation of the laity, preparing a concrete plan for this purpose.

c. To establish in each parish the pastoral council and in each educational center a pastoral team.

d. To involve the laity and religious in the Word-Mission program.

e. To strengthen youth and vocation ministry.

Last adaptation, 

ACLA, Kinshasa, July 16th 2005
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