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F L Y I N G  U N D E R  T H E

B L U E  M A N T L E



Airplanes have fascinated me since childhood. As a young boy, I dreamed of 

flying one day; so many fantasies provoked from that white machine soaring 

several kilometers above the ground! As God is far more generous in giving 

than we are in asking, I have had the opportunity to fly around the world, 

covering as many as 50 countries until today. That little boy has become a 

frequent flyer!

 

For quite some time, I have had the desire to write a book of my own, as my 

office demands so much of writing conferences, homilies, and articles. I also 

have to give many talks on numerous occasions, all to diverse audiences. Such 

frequent communications- verbal and written- form certain common themes, 

convictions, and values in us. I have wished to share them in a systematic way 

with others, especially with those who will come after me. In other words, I 

would like to leave behind my footprints so the future generations will come to 

know what I believed in and cared for. 

 

Certain factors have decisively influenced my life, be they the sciences I 

studied, or personal experiences of my own. I studied mathematics, and I love 

this exact science. The concept of infinity is an important one in this field. 

The human mind will find it hard to visualize infinity; the universe is 

infinite, how can we conceptualize it? Our Founder, St. Vincent Pallotti, 

experienced 

 

God as infinite love and mercy. That, perhaps, is easier to understand. It is a 

love “greater than anything we can imagine; it reaches beyond any sin with 

which our conscience may charge us. His is an infinite love, one that knows no 

bounds” (Pope Francis). This is the nature of God Himself. 

 

Another discipline that I have studied is the Philosophy of Science. So 

interesting are the questions of scientific progresses, technological 

developments, and their impacts on the human person and his environment. 

Science and technology: proud innovations of the human mind. If left 
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uncontrolled, they can dehumanize persons and destroy our civilization. But if 

controlled, we have a huge airplane piercing through thin air: what a marvel!

 

The third science that has had a profound influence in my life was the study 

of Psychology. The mystery of the human person- with all of his potentials and 

limitations- has always intrigued me. As Christians, we understand the Biblical 

meaning of the human being as a soul made in the “image and likeness of 

God,” who is also mortal and finite. The process of our own formation is like 

an effort to remove the sand, and discover the precious pearl hidden in the 

shell out in the depths of the sea. Here is the divine image imprinted on our 

mortal nature. This is the process of purification, of inner liberation, and 

enjoying the freedom as children of God. To discover God’s love, let us ask to 

be purified with this love.  

 

We cannot understand the human person only through human sciences. Such a 

mere, humanistic approach can be an existentially suffocating experience. 

Every person- by the very fact of his vocation- is called to a Theocentric self-

transcendence through a life of charity. Such a holistic understanding of the 

person has always fascinated me. Hence, helping an individual in his life-

journey through accompaniment, using a Psycho-spiritual approach, can be 

considered one of my most desired personal vocations. 

 

God reveals Himself and His plans through history. It can be through the 

history of a nation, civilization, or one’s own personal history that is most 

unique to him. This history allows us to understand the person best, because- 

provided we discern the ways of the Spirit within- we see the hand of God who 

has written a story specifically for His child. 

 

This short book is an attempt to reflect on our life’s journey in the simplest of 

ways. It is not a profound theological, spiritual, or scientific study. Rather, 

these are some existential reflections on life and the challenges associated with 

it, based on my experiences as Rector General of the Society of the Catholic 

Apostolate (Pallottines).   

8



It is an office which demands the various functions as a spiritual animator, 

leader, and administrator; an office which exposes me to various countries, 

cultures, and issues. I would like to share these experiences with others, so it 

is written from a personal perspective. 

 

Naturally, my founder, St. Vincent Pallotti, was the first inspiration. This 

Roman Catholic Saint- who from birth to death lived in Rome, Italy (1795-

1850)- was both a mystic and apostle. He was someone who breathed in God, 

and breathed out God; someone whose love for God was translated into 

concrete acts of charity for his brothers and sisters. He was the man of the 

infinite, the universal human being. 

 

The second person of great influence was our Pope Francis. Every Pope has his 

own charism and personal history. Therefore, it is not a matter of comparing 

one pope to another. I love and admire Pope Francis because in him I see Jesus 

who walked on the face of the earth 2000 years ago; teaching, feeding, caring, 

and healing. The joy that radiates on his face, his humility, and his constant 

call to go to the peripheries have touched me deeply. As individuals and as 

Religious communities, we find ourselves in the peripheries, both existential 

and of faith. 

 

By these inspirations, I started to write this book in the late hours of the 

night, after a long day of work. Initially, I had no idea what was to be written. 

It was then- I don’t know how- that I began to think about the airplane and its 

flight. The more I reflected on it, the more relevant I found it to describe 

human life as a flight in the infinite blue skies, going far beyond the clouds. 

For some, the descriptions might appear silly and pure fantasy. However, the 

various aspects connected to an international flight correspond to our own life-

experiences. I have found them as a most interesting way to describe the 

various themes connected to my own life and journeys. 

 

There is one young person to whom I am deeply indebted to, and that is 

Julianne Calzonetti from the United States. As tiny as Mother Teresa, I came 

to know her quite accidentally in our Church in Rome. As I spoke with her 
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day, I was struck by her childlike trust in God, love for our Founder and St. 

Therese of the Child Jesus, and passion for the mission. Soon, we started to 

work together, and founded a new website and bulletin under the title 

www.WeAreAMission.org. Our aim was to reach out to the children and youth 

with news and images from Pallottine missions around the world, inviting them 

to live the Gospel radically, and the Beatitudes freely. Following the teaching 

of St. Vincent Pallotti, we desire to make each young person into an apostle of 

Jesus. All are called to be a disciple of Jesus, and it is to the children and 

youth which together we feel a special mission toward. How wonderful it would 

be to “make a child smile again!” 

 

These common convictions joined us in our joint efforts to infuse a strong 

missionary spirit in others. This book also has such an aim. We need to reach 

out to the youth today in a language that is interesting to them. I hope that the 

plane journey is something that fascinates them; especially as the book itself 

can be light reading during a two hour flight. 

 

I express my sincere gratitude to Julianne Calzonetti for correcting the 

language and editing the entire work. The short texts sent through emails late 

in the night were polished, corrected, and edited by “Jules” for an interesting 

read. May God reward her for the good work. 

 

Another person to be remembered with gratitude is Fr. Peter Sticco, Provincial 

Rector of the Society’s Immaculate Conception Province in the United States. 

Fr. Peter is a zealous pastor, a tireless worker, and a great missionary who 

loves God’s people, especially the children. I have personally witnessed his 

passion for the Gospel, animated by such a spirit of love that there is no 

obstacle in service of God and His people Fr. Peter will not surpass. He is 

constantly encouraging me in all my works, and employs Julianne. So, too, he 

has made many children smile again.

 

I hope and pray that this humble effort may become a source of inspiration to 

all of our members and our readers, so that we may find our faith and trust in 

the “Captain of captains,” who is masterly guiding our destiny. Let it be an 
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instrument that builds up bridges between nations, acceptance of cultures 

across countries, and appreciation of peoples around the world. 

 

Let us get ready for the take-off. The rest is our journey together. We ascend 

in unison, and fly towards our common destination. 
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T A K I N G

O F F

Pallottines, India



 And so I write the first sentence of this book. Only five minutes ago, I asked 

myself, “what could be the title of this book, if I ever realize this dream?” 

From a few titles that spontaneously emerged in my mind, I chose this one: 

Beyond the Clouds.

 

I don’t have much of an idea at this moment what the title is to mean, or what 

I will communicate to you. But what I do know, is that I do not wish to 

postpone this project anymore. Heeding the words of Mother Teresa, 

“yesterday is gone, tomorrow has not yet come, we have only today, let us 

begin.”

 

For a long time, I have felt a slight nudge from the Spirit urging me to put 

some of my convictions, experiences, and priorities- gained through 62 years of 

my life thus far- on paper.

 

Today, we celebrate the feast of the great Pope John Paul II; whom only 

moments after his death, the world declared “santo subito!”; “Saint 

immediately!” I had the humble privilege to meet him personally three times; 

hardly aware I was meeting a saint to be canonized in my lifetime.

 

What a universal human being he was! What a pastoral legacy he left! How 

great a prophetic figure he remains! Maybe, he is giving me a push to do the 

apparently impossible thing; after all, his dominant message always was, "Non 

abbiate paura"! Do not be afraid! Here is a chance for me to verify his words.

 

Another inspiration came from World Mission Day, that we celebrated two 

days ago on 21 October. Pope Francis’ message for the occasion was 

particularly challenging: "Together with young people, let us bring the Gospel 

to all!”

 

I have the greatest admiration for this holy, humble, and simple figure from 

Argentina; I am one hundred percent a Pope Francis fan! Surely, the reasons 

for such a devotion to him will become clear while reading this book.
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After his first appeal, he went forth to say that life is a mission. "Every man 

and woman is a mission; that is the reason for our life on earth. To be attracted 

and to be sent are two movements of our hearts, especially when we are young, 

feel as interior forces of love; they hold out promise for our future and they 

give direction to our  lives.” Our life itself is a mission; every man and woman 

is a mission! What a profound truth! Each one of us has a God-given mission to 

realize during our earthly sojourn. It is precious, it is sacred. No one is exempt. 

To be unaware of this truth is to live life like a ship lost on the high seas, 

tossed around aimlessly. Indeed, a life wasted.

 

If life itself is a mission, what is it in reality for each of us? Have I discovered 

it, or am I still searching for it? Or, have I been totally unaware to it? Young 

or old, rich or poor, educated or illiterate, man or woman, each one of us has a 

mission from Heaven to accomplish.

 

Discovering that hidden treasure may be a lifelong process of study, reflection, 

prayer and discernment. If you have not started the journey yet, please join 

me at this very moment. I am no Buddha or an extraordinary wise man. But 

perhaps by listening to my story, you may find a thread connecting your many 

life experiences. Eventually, you might even trace  God’s finger, 

masterminding your unique mission and destiny. With that hope, we move 

ahead.
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F A S T E N  Y O U R

S E A T B E L T S

Pallottines, India



Many of us have had the opportunity to fly in airplanes. From the time I was 

little, these human wings have always fascinated me.

 

By God’s blessing, I have lived this fascination beyond what I could have ever 

imagined; flying from continent to continent in all sorts of planes. Whenever 

possible, I try to get a window seat; seeing God’s marvels from above, and 

connecting with the world from a vantage point more similar to Heaven’s.

 

How amazing, such huge machines- weighing thousands of kilos- sustained 

seemingly by thin air! There we are, simply seated between Heaven and earth, 

feeling safe and at ease. At times- somewhere over the Atlantic between Europe 

and South America- I have tried to shift away from this comfort; imagining if 

the plane should go down! We are hardly aware that there is only a thin sheet 

separating us from life and death; or, perhaps we rather not think so!

 

Is not our human life something like traveling in an airplane? The journey 

from birth to death is our trek around the globe; the distance is great, but not 

infinite. It might take sixty, eighty, or 100 years if we are lucky, but 

nevertheless, there is an end.

 

Rome to Melbourne: it is long, but the plane shall land. Such is human life. 

The raw truth is what St. Vincent Pallotti tells us; “life is short. Time is 

passing. Today alive. Tomorrow dead. One God, one moment, one eternity. One 

moment that escapes us, one moment that awaits us!”

 

This awareness is not to make us nervous and insecure, just as a plane ride 

would be terrible if we only thought about it going down! Simply, living in the 

conscience of our mortality can make a world’s difference in this very short 

span allotted to each one of us.

 

If this is all we have, then live and let live! Live each moment of our beautiful 

life like a once in a lifetime trip to the Holy Land or the Alps. To live in 

mortality means to cherish each breath; to make even the smallest of things 

memorable. We will never be here again!
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Let us salute the One who flies the entire Universe. Let us clap for the One 

who pilots our own lives. This is the Almighty, the One true God; to whom 

with love, we may call our Heavenly Father.

 

St. Vincent Pallotti experienced Him as a God of Infinite Love and Mercy. 

Love, as we are His most precious creation, born from His own image and 

likeness. Our soul “was not painted on canvas, it was not made of wood, stone, 

or metal, but of a living, rational and spiritual substance which has its own 

characteristics and substantial make-up being created by God.”

 

And Mercy, as He knew we were to be conceived in Original Sin, yet He still 

gave us life! Thus- as Pallotti teaches us- our “soul, being created by God in 

His image, is also a living image of His Mercy,” hence why we are “nothingness 

and sin.” Through both Love and Mercy, God did not abandon us. He sent His 

only Son, Jesus- the first Apostle- to save us, and give us life everlasting. 

Which is precisely why Pope Francis says “we need to constantly contemplate 

the mystery of mercy. It is a wellspring of joy, serenity, and peace.”

 

Love and Mercy are two anthropological realities we are called to face as 

humans. On the one hand, we must view the preciousness of our being as the 

image and likeness of God, while on the other, understanding that we are 

finite and mortal. 

 

Here is the ontological and theological foundation for both a healthy self-image 

and self-esteem. Once we reach such a depth, we begin to remove all protective 

layers, psychological defenses, and idols of immortality.

 

Emptying ourselves before God is to be left with true inner freedom, because 

it is only He that fills us. We transcend with the knowledge that there is no 

need to please others or to make a good impression. We have found the deepest 

source of security: God loves us as we are. His love is steadfast and remains 

forever! This is the freedom of being children of God. This is life in the Spirit.

 

To live in such freedom makes us truly humble before God. It is rooted both in 
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our existential nothingness, as well as on the beauty of our being. The Psalmist 

said, “Lord, I thank you for the wonder of my being.” This is mysticism, the 

fruit of a profound inner journey.

 

In short, what I wish to say is that life is like a plane journey. With God as our 

Pilot, we will make that sojourn with ease and joy, provided that we let go; 

placing ourselves in the loving and protective hands of the One who created 

and sustains us.

 

To abandon ourselves means also to accept our existential poverty, our 

nothingness before God. When flying above the clouds, we are no longer in 

control, willingly handing our lives over to the Pilot. We trust him and we 

trust the machine. There is no grudge, we do so happily so we may reach our 

final destination.

 

This is the childlike trust that St. Therese of the Child Jesus was talking 

about. Trust which is unfailing, confident, and humble. This is the starting 

point for our further journey. Blessed are the poor!
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T H R O U G H  T H E  

C L O U D S

Pallottines, India



One of the most striking experiences of a plane journey is the take off; the 

wheels are up, and our transcendence through the clouds begins. Through our 

traverse, we surpass several layers at different heights, whereupon it’s not 

unusual to experience turbulence as we pierce through the thickest clouds.

 

But once the plane reaches a certain height- as we have seen- the sun is shining 

amidst blue skies if it is day, or we are greeted by twinkling stars if it is night. 

We are in a different universe all together, a universe where we are reminded 

of God’s incomprehensible being; a being which- Pallotti says- has created 

things out of love and mercy for our benefit.

 

“He has given us light, so that we may aspire thereby to understand and 

contemplate forever that Inaccessible Light, which is God.

 

He has given us the darkness of the night, which aids our sleep after a day’s 

work, so that we may prepare for the eternal rest in Heaven.”

 

On the contrary, when the plane prepares for landing, we go through the 

opposite experience. From vibrant blue, the plane’s nose presses through the 

dark clouds, and suddenly the wheels strike the hard surface of the earth. 

Whether we meet a bright day, or a rainy, cool day, it is all the same: we are 

back to the concrete reality of earth.

 

Such an experience during our ascension through the clouds- opening up to the 

bluest of skies, or the darkest of nights- has often reminded me of the human 

experience of transcendence. It might even be called the mystical journey in 

the depths of God’s mysteries.

 

Mystics- like St. John of the Cross and St. Theresa of Avila- describe the soul’s 

mystical movement as a progressive journey from the external world of human 

imperfections, to the interior castle of the abiding presence of the Supreme 

Being.

 

When reaching the height of purification, we might experience all sorts of 
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 turbulence: fear, anxiety, depression, and desolation. Just as a pilot sees bad 

weather and signals for the seatbelt, so, too, is what happens when we detach 

ourselves so as to purify ourselves.

 

St. John of the Cross wrote of this movement by drawing a map of perfection. 

St. Vincent Pallotti did the same.

 

“My God,

Not the intellect, but God.

Not the will, but God.

Not the soul, but God.

Not the hearing, but God.

Not the smell, but God.

Not the body, but God.

Not food and drink, but God.

Not honours or distinction, but God.

God in all things, God forever.”

 

Thus, for the one cooperating with the divine grace, there is always the 

possibility to fly higher, until he is exposed to the blue sky of the infinite God.

 

Often times, sitting by the window of the plane, my eyes lose themselves to the 

splendors of which they see; flying through the clouds to a whole world of 

splendid sunshine pressed upon the blue, unending sky. The wonder of this 

image has made me reflect a lot. If we take the time to dwell on it, the more we 

see its meaning for all aspects of our life and mission. 
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T H E

A L P S

Fr. Jacob, Pallottines, Switzerland



One of the most wondrous experiences has always been the air travel from 

Italy to Germany- especially Munich- in the wintertime. Rome, while it can get 

quite cold in December and January, hardly lacks bright sunlight. Yet as we 

soar above the Alps and their snow-covered peaks, the situation is not so.

 

Soon, the thickest of white clouds rest beneath the plane for its sojourn; and 

when it finally pierces through them in its descent, we are faced with a 

situation as cold as the runway’s concrete; rainy, windy, and dark. No longer is 

there the bright sun and blue sky. How drastically different the situation is on 

either side of the mountains! How- in only minutes- the same person is exposed 

to entirely different situations!

 

It is said that these climatic conditions have a tremendous influence on our 

personality and temperament. Often they are factors beyond our control, 

though they still have definitive impacts on every aspect of our lives. Thus, 

they are good to be aware of.

 

Likewise are there such huge mountains in our lives, too. Mountains which can 

effectively block objectivity, as well as impartial perception and judgment. It 

is said that “whatever is perceived is perceived according to the mode of the 

perceiver.” Our emotions, affective memory, unconscious needs and conflicts, 

prejudices, etc., are indeed Alpian mountains, that can obstruct sound and 

objective perception, evaluation, decision making, and good judgment.

 

Consequently, then, we will also have the same experience of living in the 

depths of the thickest clouds, not allowing even a ray of light to pass through. 

The result? A pessimistic, subjective, depressive approach to reality.

 

One thing that certainly destroys life is chronic pessimism. It can be described 

as the attitude of a defeated soldier; in whom there is neither the will nor 

possibility to fight. At times, this can also be used as an excuse to avoid facing 

the pains of life; it is abject surrender to a situation that seems too 

overwhelming. We have abandoned the struggle! But in not facing the problem, 

we are likely to be accompanied by depression.
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Often, people do not realize that they have fallen into depression, as it can 

appear in many disguised forms. When there is no more joy in living, no 

freshness of the dawn of a new day, and no wonder before a beautiful flower, it 

indicates that the person has begun only to exist, and not to live. It is not his 

fault. He was neither able nor equipped to handle the pressure, and- without 

help- left to surrender. That is a dangerous sign.

 

What I wish to say is that when we come to a condition of not being able to 

observe ourselves and identify the movements within us, we lose our ability to 

be in touch with reality. Yes; it can be a rainy, cold, dark day in this part of 

the Alps. But let us be aware that even when we cannot see a ray of light 

through the thickest fog, there is still another world of sun and blue sky 

waiting above the clouds.

 

                                                   +

 

Many times, we come across people who produce strong vibrations of 

negativity; the world is bad, the Church is corrupt, the community is dead… 

there is no good morning! It is continuous mourning and bragging.

 

Let us not judge or condemn them. The danger is that the person is not able to 

recognize that his inner world is totally dark, like the lungs of a chronic 

smoker. It can be extremely painful to live with such persons, especially as 

people of this nature make a strong community among themselves; hence the 

challenge for others becomes even harder. 

 

If there is a real psychological problem of this nature, that needs professional 

help. But for most of us normal people, what is most important is the 

observation of ourselves, our attitudes, our values, and our actions. In spiritual 

terms, this process can be known as what St. Ignatius of Loyola called, 

“discernment of the spirits.” Being able to be conscious of the movements of 

both the good spirit and the bad spirits constitute an essential part of Ignatian 

discernment.
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Life’s path will inevitably involve the flight through the clouds until we find 

the blue sky. Recognition of the traces of clouds in us, and fighting through it 

until the discovery of divine light and truth, are an essential part of the 

mysticism of everyday life.

 

This has to be a daily, hourly, or even every minute process. The mystic who 

breathes in God, and out all that is not God, will soon realise and identify the 

cloud formation in him. The light of the Holy Spirit will illuminate his inner 

world, leading him to eternal bliss and splendour.
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O V E R  T H E

A M A Z O N

Pallottines, Brazil



During one of my Vistations, I was given the rare opportunity to fly over the 

Amazon in a small helicopter, all alone, with only the pilot. My confrere- a 

parish priest- had a wealthy friend to whom it belonged, and with only a 

telephone call, it soon came hovering overhead and landing amazingly on the 

water.

 

My confrere made a generous proposal: I could visit the small, Catholic 

communities by air, and finally land in the city of Manaus. As I had already 

traveled several hours by car, this would give me the possibility not only to 

return by helicopter, but also see the towns from above. Though the same offer 

was made to the other visitor with me, Fr. Vialiy Gorbatykh, only one could 

fit. He politely declined, and I- willingly or unwillingly- had to say yes.

 

Just embarking into the helicopter parked on water was difficult enough! Had I 

not been the passenger, it would have only remained balanced by placing a jar 

of water on the seat adjacent to the pilot.

 

With a forceful thrust, we were propelled into the water filled with crocodiles, 

piranhas, and anacondas. The helicopter uses the water like a runway; as it 

gains speed, the water level goes down. Otherwise, you are seated far below the 

water level! Finally, to my great consolation, the little machine became 

airborne with only a hissing sound. There we were! Flying over a river that 

stretches almost 3,000,000 square miles through South America! Every now 

and then we could see the small communities- each appearing as their own tiny 

islands- waving to us. It was a genuine, canonical visitation!

 

Coasting through the sky, the pilot gave me control of the helicopter. I felt as 

though it was slipping out of the air. I dared to risk no further, not only for 

fear of my own life, but also for the office I was holding. In no way would I 

want the Society to spend a huge amount of money to organize another General 

Chapter. Re-assuming my role as passenger, the adrenaline of the experience 

never ceased! After touching down at our destination- via a mode of 

transportation seemingly far more perilous than a car- I found out that my 

fellow friend, Fr. Vitaliy, had a more disastrous time. He got in an accident, 
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and would reach the next day.

 

This made me reflect. Yes, there were obvious dangers in traveling by that 

tiny helicopter, and the thoughts of the crocodiles and piranhas waiting for me 

never completely left my mind. But I dared to fly.

 

Life is, beyond a doubt, like a journey in an airplane- big or small. We are all 

aware of the risks involved, but we trust the pilot; because in trusting, we feel 

safe. An accident, like a lottery, can happen to anyone of us. But even with 

that fear, we do not remain confined to our houses.

 

If humankind has made progress, it is because someone has dared to risk his 

life to discover something new. That is the story of each discovery- of the very 

plane itself. New lands and continents were only placed on the map because 

someone was willing to travel to the unknown. St. Augustine of Hippo tells us, 

“the world is a book. Those who do not travel read only one page.”

 

Now, we are looking for life in outer space on other planets. It is very probable 

that we may find life in some form or the other elsewhere. What is this earth? 

A tiny spot in the universe. What is a human being, and what are his 

intellectual capacities? Yet our little mind could unravel many mysteries.

 

Christian life itself is supposed to be such a journey in faith; the travel to the 

promised land. It is an exodus. Indeed, we may never arrive at the promised 

land or glance at it. Yet we move ahead, trusting in the promise of God. Again 

recalling the great St. Augustine, “faith is to believe what you do not see; the 

reward of this faith is to see what you believe.” And that is trusting in the 

promise of God. We know He will never fail us.

 

This must be an essential characteristic of the Church and our religious 

communities. We are people of faith. We are never expected to settle down and 

rest comfortably. We are always moving; leaving behind our own lands, and 

never placing our securities in things and persons known to us. We walk to 

what is unknown by us, but what is known to God, the Master of our own 
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destiny.

 

This adventure with Christ keeps our community’s vibrant and dynamic 

nature. To obtain this takes work. I have faced situations on numerous 

occasions when the question regarding the opening of new missions came up. 

There are some who want to get all of the answers before setting sail. They 

need to ensure the venture’s success; that there is enough money to sustain the 

mission for many years, that there will be a sure sign of continuity. We must 

put all our man-made strategies in order before stepping into the boat; we are 

realists, not dreamers!

 

Yet if we truly believe in the words of the Gospel, then that is not what the 

Lord has taught us. When we go, we take no purses, no haversack, no sandals… 

we go forth wishing each one peace, sharing the Good News. The One who sent 

you will take care of you.

 

Are these words true? Most of us might give an excellent homily on that. But 

to wet our feet and dirty our hands, that is far more difficult. While there is 

always the need for prudence, a project for God must always be based on faith. 

His providence must take precedence, and our motivation must be divine and 

pure. Only to conquer the mission lands or make a name for ourselves are 

dangerous motives. “Seek first the Kingdom of God, and everything else will 

be added unto you.”
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term as Rector General
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As I was beginning my second term, it came to mind that I should be 

celebrating Christmas at one of our most remote missions. When we look at the 

birth of Jesus- God’s most precious Son- we see a poor babe in a manger, 

wrapped in swaddling clothes. Our Saviour was not in the presence of princes 

or kings, but of pastors and animals.

 

How has this truth given birth to the luxurious, commercialized Christmas 

celebrations in the comfort of our communities? Jesus, our Redeemer, chose 

such a way to be born! Incredible. Let us think of Mary and Joseph- parents to 

whom God gave the greatest responsibility of raising His Son- left wandering to 

find shelter for His birth. It was a pain of humility amidst Blessed Mary’s 

pains of labor.

 

During the devastating flood of my home state of Kerala, India, in August 

2018, people found a pregnant lady trapped in a flooded house. Thanks be to 

God, she was found with just enough time to be airlifted to the hospital, and 

she gave birth to a healthy baby. A photo of the happy mother and child were 

later published, projected by the media as a wonderful show of humanity.

 

However, the Holy Family was not so lucky. But never a complaint or grudge, 

as that was the design of God. Jesus could have been born in a palace; God 

could have saved us in an infinite number of ways. Yet God saved us through 

the way of humility, poverty, and sacrifice. That was, is, and always will be 

the divine way.

 

Thus, a Christmas celebration in a royal style is absolutely contradictory to 

the way of the Gospel. A joyous reunion, some good food, and decorations are 

all fine to manifest our happiness at the birth of our Savior.

 

What strikes me most often is the contradiction between the Jesus of the 

Gospel, and the Jesus of our creation. The distance is often too much! We may 



have a hundred justifications, but as Pope Pius XII wrote in 1942, “the 

modern world, in the same way that it has attempted to shake the gentle yoke 

of God, has rejected the order established by Him at the beginning of creation, 

and purported it to establish another at man’s discretion.”

 

Only one thing can be true: either we believe in what is written in the Gospel, 

or we deny it.

 

St. Francis of Assisi found this contradiction and went for the radical living of 

the Gospel. Likewise, St. Vincent Pallotti taught us that the only rule for our 

life and apostolate should be the Gospel; it is enough.

 

I know that I, too, am far away from actually living the Gospel. It is a fact I am 

constantly aware of. I also know that I will not make it only by my own efforts; 

God’s grace is needed to follow the Gospel in its radicality.

 

That said, it was with these considerations that I celebrated Christmas 2016 in 

the Democratic Republic of Congo. As we know, it is a country torn apart by 

man-made tragedies. The real motive for the unceasing wars and violence- as 

anyone would say- are the natural resources found in this vast country. The 

precious stones are the only things that the mighty world powers seek. So the 

war goes on. The innocent population is caught in the cross-fire. Corruptions 

abound and political forces become divided. We see women walking along the 

muddy roads, carrying a babe on their back with 50 or 60 kilos of firewood on 

their heads. Anyone with a compassionate heart will feel it breaking.

 

This is where I celebrated Christmas, at our parish of Rutshuru, Gisenyi, 

Congo DR. There were no less than 3000 people for the midnight Mass, 

beautifully and joyfully singing and dancing. The reading was from the book of 

Isaiah, saying, "the people walking in darkness saw a great light.” It was true 

in this Church.

 

There- people afflicted in every sense- rejoiced over the birth of their Messiah. 

There was a raw joy, because they know on a daily basis what darkness is, and 
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the powers it possesses. God came to console them. In the midst of apparent 

hopelessness and confusion, they found God’s hope. That is faith. It is the 

experience of genuine poverty which makes us rich in faith.

 

On the other hand, then, those who boast of their riches, of their super 

cultures, languages,  cars and bank balances- all at the cost of humanity- are 

the really poor and wretched. The problem lies not with these God-given gifts, 

but with foolish arrogance and pride; the outcome of the illusions of greatness. 

Certainly, we are not condemning those who are blessed with earthly 

resources. How many magnanimous materially rich people exist in the world! 

Those who use their resources to bless others, living by the words: to whom 

much is given, much is expected. We are only speaking about the ones who live 

in the illusion of earthly greatness.

 

                                                   +

 

Christmas 2017, moreover, was celebrated in our Bolivian mission. Of all my 

experiences, this is one of the most grueling places to live and work. No doubt, 

people are nice and gracious. But the mountainous, slippery roads and living 

conditions make one shudder.

 

It is worth mentioning one occurrence here. Five of us were traveling in a car 

through the mountain roads, which were under construction at that time. As 

the altitude became higher, the roads became more narrow and dangerous. 

Often, we were blocked by the huge machines responsible for the construction. 

After traveling about four hours on these perilous roads, we finally reached 

the top. Relieved to see more plain terrain, we soon started off again. Sitting in 

the front seat, I could see the car begin to sway. I told the driver to check the 

air pressure of the wheels, but he assured all was in order.

 

Going further, we heard a loud noise from behind. To our terrible surprise, we 

found that the nuts on one of our back wheels had come off, and the wheel was 

almost at the point of detachment! It could have happened on the mountains 

when we were turning left and right on the narrow path, but God protected us. 
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With great difficulty, we fixed the wheel and arrived at the Generalate House 

of the Sisters of Marian Institute. 

 

A few nuts hold together our life, too. They are also limited. How many 

millions of rotations are made by the wheel during the long drive? But they 

hold the wheel, and take us to our destination. Have we given attention to our 

heart pumping blood day and night? We take it for granted until that rhythm 

is altered.

 

The same thing goes for a car and its wheels. At times, they can fail, too. Yet 

even in our awareness of that fear, we do not stop using cars. Of course, we 

must always check and tighten the nuts- that is prudence. But after that, we 

leave the rest to the One who keeps the entire Universe moving. We put our 

trust in Him. Thus, our insecurity can be an added reason to feel secure in His 

Hands. As St. Vincent Pallotti once wrote, "how well did you thank God 

today?"

 

In a way, it was Bolivia that changed my life to a great extent. On the morning 

of December 25th, walking through the city, I found a Square with hundreds 

of small children and people. By the Sisters, I came to know that these 

children were gathering to wait for the Franciscan Friars, who were going to 

distribute a few sweets and biscuits. They waited for hours.

 

I saw a lady on a bench sitting with 5 very small children. There was a sort of 

expressionless look on the face of that young mother, whose children were all 

so beautiful and friendly. I sat alongside them and took a photo. There was a 

small boy of about six years holding his younger sister. What magnificent 

children. But they were hungry, untidy, and poorly dressed in the very cold 

winter.

 

Don’t those kids have the same right as any kid in another country, where 

they are covered with toys to play with? Doesn’t this world and its riches 

belong to them as well?
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Though individually we may not be able to blame anybody in particular, why 

do certain countries and systems continue to exploit the poor, to fill up their 

treasuries? And yet the discontentment with the abundance that they have!

 

It is this experience that made me coin the phrase explaining my mission: 

"Make a child smile again"!  Those children had no smile on their face 

anymore! Yet a few biscuits would have made them smile again. They do not 

need great gifts, but very small gifts. Above all, a drop of HUMANITY.

 

Again recalling the great Pope of Peace, Pius XII, “mankind owes that vow to 

the innumerable sorrowing host of mothers, widows and orphans who have seen 

the light, the solace and the support of their lives wrenched from them… 

Mankind owes that vow to the flood of tears and bitterness, to the 

accumulation of sorrow and suffering,” among the innocent people born in a 

world that denounces the downtrodden.

 

As I write these lines, it is almost midnight; yet I knew I must write them 

today to express my convictions from earlier this morning. During the General 

Council meeting, there was- once again- the discussion about the meaning of 

the word "mission". Should it be "mission ad gentes" or"apostolate”? What is 

our charismatic identity?
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Of course, conceptual clarity and Church teaching are all important. But let us 

be careful: do not forget the people of God, the person created in the image 

and likeness of God. It is one thing to sit in an air-conditioned room, listen to 

Mozart, and engage in the hobby of an intellectual or rational chess game to 

create a theology.

 

It is totally another thing to participate in the life-giving, saving mission of 

Jesus Christ of feeding the hungry, healing the sick, and raising the dead to 

life. This is the mission of Jesus Christ. If you are particular, call it the 

apostolate of Jesus Christ.

 

But dirty your hands, go to the streets, visit the prisons, console the elderly, 

give a biscuit to a starving child. If you are not able to do that, you speak only 

empty words and engage solely in spiritual fantasy. Your high intellectual and 

rational boasting will mean nothing. Show the courage to go and live in Bolivia 

or Congo DR for a year. Then it is easier to understand what is mission.

 

This is one of the dangers in the Church and our Religious Congregations. 

Beautiful sermons are prepared with much effort. That is good and needed. 

But the Gospel message has a simplicity of its own. Its message will touch the 

hearts of people when we maintain that simplicity.

 

I heard Mother Teresa speak in the city square of Goa, India, in the 1980s. 

Holding the Rosary in her hands- surrounded by people of many religions- she 

said simply: "God so loved the world and so he sent his only Son Jesus Christ.” 

God loves you all. He loves the poor and downtrodden. Each one of us is 

created in His image and likeness.

 

When you love the poor, you love God. Service to the poor is peace. It’s as 

simple as that. All were edified by these modern saint’s words; there was no 

question about conversion or interreligious dialogue. The human being- 

created in God's image and likeness- became the centre point of dialogue. A 

woman of God spoke, and the people listened. Mother Teresa displayed 

evangelisation par excellence through her entire life testimony; a mission 
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carried out by a Christian, a Catholic nun, and- above all- by a fellow human 

being.

 

The simplicity of the truth of the Gospel’s message is once again shown 

through the words of the Last Judgement: “For I was hungry and you gave me 

something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 

stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was 

sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

(Matthew 25:35-36).

 

As long as you do that, blessed are you! And to all those who do not do, you 

will be judged unworthy of that Kingdom of God. There are no big theological 

or philosophical questions. Just the test of fraternal love, motivated by the 

love of Jesus.

 

Love is our mission. Since God is love, those who abide in God will 

communicate and live that love; this love that is God. Love is life-giving. The 

Salvation promised by Jesus is the fullness of divine life. And how sweet is this 

way! To enable others to participate and share that Divine Love- that life in its 

fullness- is the mission of every Christian, of every human being.

 

As Christians, Divine Love in its perfection is the Incarnate Son of God. This 

means giving and living in Jesus; the Way, the Truth and the Life. Our 

mission.

37



T H E  B E R L I N

W A L L

Pallottines, Zambia



Have we ever noticed, on this odyssey through the clouds, that we are often 

seated next to persons we have never met before? In a big plane- and most 

common for international journeys- there can be up to four people in the same 

row, only separated  by a few centimeters.

 

Most people do not engage in an anything more than a casual greeting, though 

at times we may find a new friend. We eat meals together- sitting shoulder to 

shoulder- and our comfort depends on the passenger in front of us. If he 

chooses to have a comfortable sleep, we are left with very little space to 

negotiate!

 

Others, moreover, may be both more fortunate and more satisfied in business 

class. Red or white wine will be granted on demand, and the serving personnel 

is most courteous and obliging.

 

Yet most of us reading this will fall in the economy class; the ordinary 

passengers who are neither able- nor wish- to pay the price for anything 

higher. Here we will also find clergymen or religious, as very few people of this 

vocation will ever dare to travel in the business class. Pope Francis’ pontificate 

has had its effect in air travel, too.

 

How many life lessons we can learn from this compressed cabin situation! The 

more we reflect, the more we realize the truthfulness that they possess.

 

Whether one is seated in business or economy, it is the same plane that carries 

all the passengers. We all share a common origin and a common destination. 

Surely, the first class passengers get better treatment and rest. Yet even so, 

they, too, depend on the same machine. Their safety does not increase in 

relation to the cost of the ticket or the quality of food. If we land, we do it 

together. If by chance that landing is in the Atlantic, they will go down first!

 

The moral of the story is that as human beings, we all possess an immortal soul 

and the  same destiny. We share joys, we share pain; we share health, we share 

sickness. For those that are wealthy, their life may be prolonged due to 
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medical care, whereas for others, they only reach the Eternal faster. How 

beautiful a blessing it is to see those who grow old gracefully with no regrets or 

complaints, be they rich or poor. At the end of it all, naked we came from the 

womb of the mother, and naked we shall return.

 

In many ways, it is something like global climate change; hence why Pope 

Francis has set precedential standards for the papacy and its role in the 

environment. For example, the effects of carbon emissions in one country are 

not merely limited to its geographical boundaries. Rather, the damage is 

shared by the entire globe. Borders are what man created on a map, to which 

nature does not follow.

 

This is precisely why Pope Francis, in his encyclical Laudato Si- Caring for our 

Common Home- says, “we are faced with two separate crises, one environment 

and the other social, but rather with one complex crisis which is both social 

and environmental… we must regain the conviction that we need one another, 

that we have a shared responsibility for others and the world, and that being 

good and decent are worth it.”

 

The higher we go, the greater the horizon before us. Those who live in the 

valleys do not see the lake on the other side, but if you scale the mountain, 

you are given a new world. The more you transcend the limitations, the more 

universal you become- both as a human being, and as a believer in the 

Almighty.

 

                                                      +

 

I was born in a very small, hilly village. We lived at the foot of the hill. To 

reach my Church of the Little Flower, in a place called Ayyampara, we had to 

climb 3k. As a seminarian, when visiting home for the holidays, it would take 

me 45 minutes. On a good day, I could see the lighthouse out at sea, 80kms 

away. What was once unseen at the bottom, now stretched 100km wide.

 

When I was a child, I could catch a plane flying overhead once in a blue moon. 
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And to that little boy, it was truly a heavenly object! Yet today that moon is 

my frequent flyer. I have seen the world from the skies; from the Sahara, to 

the mountains of Afghanistan, the Alps, the Himalayas, and the Colosseum.

 

I have seen various cultures, languages, food, and the diverse ways of life in at 

least 55 countries. I cannot imagine how blessed this village boy is to have 

received such blessings.

 

The ideal Pallottine priest in my heart is the late Fr. Dr. Joseph Bockenhoff, a 

German Philosopher who worked in India for many years as a formator and 

Philosophy Professor. In addition to teaching, he also worked as a Yoga Master, 

both for us students and for the foreign tourists who came to Goa, India.  The 

greatness of this man was his universal being.

 

Though a German by birth, he adopted Indian culture in every respect. He 

wore a "Dhoti and Kurta", the usual dress of an ordinary Indian male. He was a 

vegetarian and a profound man of prayer and contemplation. He worked hard 

and made others do the same. On the very first day as a novice, he made us 

pull a plough like a bull. Yet we had no complaint.

 

He practiced what he taught. He respected us, and he respected our culture. He 

passed no judgement of the Indian way as compared to his German way. He left 

behind a world of his own to be born into another culture; he was the true 

missionary! Just like the mystery of incarnation.

 

So in this world, as fellow passengers- whether we be seated in business or 

economy class- we fly together. The differences are superficial and temporary. 

Perhaps one may enjoy a little better food, and given drinks upon request. But 

we will take off together, fly together, and land together. It is our common 

origin, destiny, and mission.

 

This is the cherished vision that I have for my Religious Institute, the Society 

of the Catholic Apostolate. While we may be Italians, Germans, Polish, 

Brazilians, Indians, or Cameroonians, we are all Pallottines by virtue of our 
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consecration. Even more profoundly, we are fellow Christians by the grace of 

Baptism.

 

If we go one step further, we are all fellow human beings, created in God’s 

most perfect image and likeness. This anthropological foundation comes before 

both our Christian and Pallottine identity. And it is precisely to this which our 

collaboration among the various Pallottine Provinces and components- a 

hallmark of our charism- must be rooted.

 

I have always believed that unless one has grown up in the presence of a 

universal personality like Dr. Joseph Bockenhoff- who is able to see and 

respect the image and likeness of God imprinted upon every human being, 

regardless of the colour of his skin or the place of his origin- we become tiny, 

little human beings like Lilliput.

 

This is the miniscule man who builds up walls around him for either real or 

imagined insecurities. It is a sign of inner uncertainty; of a very small self. 

Even Rome’s legendary walls were not able to resist the enemy’s onslaught, 

because the city had already fallen morally and spiritually.

It is no different today when man speaks of atomic bombs or weapons as a 

sense of security. It is man’s inner world which must be enlivened. As Pope 

Francis says, “peace is a precious gift which must be promoted and protected. 

Never has the use of violence brought about peace. War begets war, violence 

begets violence.” If we wish to live in the ways of truth, then we must live the 

Beatitudes.

 

So when we are seated side by side with an unknown person, let us not imagine 

we are strangers. To have nothing to do with him or her is a wrong 

presumption, and the attitude of “leave me alone” is a very short- lived vision. 

Our destiny is the same for our sojourn, and maybe, this very neighbor would 

come fix my oxygen mask as I was gasping for breath. Perhaps she may take 

care of my child if I fell unconscious. We need each other.

 

In my Religious Institute, there are members from as many as 50 countries 
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and cultures. Some Provinces are big, some are small. Some have many 

members, some have very few. Some are economically well off, some are 

developing entities which need financial support until they are able to manage 

on their own. Yet I say again, we need each other.

 

No entity, country, or member is self-sufficient. No culture is perfect. There is 

something beautiful everywhere.

 

The Masai people in Tanzania and Kenya are not travelling around in huge and 

costly cars. They have a long stick, very clean clothes, and move around with 

the cattle. Yet they show a tremendous sense of community and humanity.

 

On the contrary, I have come across persons, at times even some confreres, 

who think they have a superior culture or language simply because they come 

from a particular nation with a solid economy or infrastructure. It is sheer 

ignorance and an illusion. I would say here are the real yardsticks to evaluate 

cultures and development: humanity, compassion, service, and kindness.

 

At times, the richer we are materially, the poorer we become in showing 

humanity. For example, it has been my experience in the so-called “third-

world countries,” that we can always find food and a bed at whatever hour of 

the night we reach. Whereas in the more sophisticated cultures and countries, 

it is often unthinkable! How many times I have found my Provincial Rectors 

and confreres waiting for me at the airport at 2 am and 4 am to receive me? 

They could have also advised me to take a taxi and reach home. It is something 

very natural in one culture, while in some other places, it can look like the 

loss of precious hours of sleep. Yet this is what makes us human beings, very 

different from mechanized robots.

 

I have participated in the funeral Mass of some of our confreres here in Rome. 

There was the 30 minute Mass, and the obligatory prayers before sending off 

the mortal remains in the undertaker’s car. No tears shed! Can this be the way 

of saying goodbye to a member who gave his whole life for the Society and the 

Church?  May be, I feel it because of my cultural background. I have found 
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such moments profoundly distressing. It is as good as sending a 70 year-old fiat 

car to the cemetery, to be dismantled and destroyed. When we lack humanity, 

we are as good as cadaver.

 

                                                     +

 

The fall of the Berlin Wall was a historical moment for the entire world. It 

symbolized not only a change in Europe’s political system, but also a change in 

mentality. Hatred, prejudices and divisions gave way to a better world marked 

by fraternity, humanity and transcendence. Many walls have been built in the 

history of the human race, and many more walls will continue to be built. But 

so, too, will many more walls fall.

 

If we ever suffer from feelings of insecurity, try to recite Psalm 27: “the Lord 

is my light and Salvation, whom shall I fear?” How beautiful and liberating is 

our faith! The Pilot of pilots is in command!

 

So, dear friends, enjoy the flight together. Speak to your neighbour and make 

him or her comfortable. Let us live by the Holy Father’s “culture of 

encounter.” For though we disembark and go our separate ways, the world in 

which we live is small. Who knows, we might see each other again. After all, 

the entire world is nothing but a plane. We are flying together day and night! 
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Years back, I accompanied the then-Rector General, Fr. Fritz Kretz, on his 

visitation to the Region of the Most Holy Trinity, Cameroon. Our community is 

in Kribi, which lies very close to the Atlantic Ocean. After lunch, when taking 

a little walk around the house, I noticed a small bush. To my surprise, it 

marked the tomb of a German Pallottine Brother. He was only 24, and likely 

perished from malaria. Though his stone rested alone, he was not.

 

Going to the remote missions on distant continents was an adventure for 

Christ. Unprotected and unaccustomed in every way, so many of these young 

men left for the Eternal shore too soon. Yet of those who lived, one of the 

strongest of them all was Bishop Henryk Vieter. He founded not only the 

Pallottine's presence in Cameroon, but the Catholic Church itself. An 

extraordinary priest and missionary, he is buried in the capital city of 

Yaoundé. I went to his tomb in May 2018, and prayed for the beatification of 

my confrere.

 

There are also similar missionary tombs in Broome, North Western Australia, 

where the Pallottines were well known for their service of Aboriginal people. If 

we traverse the Indian Ocean to Queenstown, South Africa, we will also find 

the final resting place of many confreres.

 

It’s somewhat comparable to the lost generation sent to the front lines of the 

first two World Wars, left to be shot down by another his age. Only in our 

case, our soldiers were the young soldiers of Christ; who laid down their life so 

that others may live, and the Kingdom of God may be established.

 

How many millions of youth were given the false fantasy of war, sacrificing 

their lives to defeat the forces of unimaginable evil. Let us make no distinction 

among them as friends or enemies. It was likely not their choice; they were 

thrown into a situation of no return. In the eyes of evil, their life was only 

worth a bullet.

 

 



How many white crosses in the cemeteries of Berlin, Germany, and Nettuno, 

Italy remind us of the wrathful wars which still have found no cease; and the 

habitual prayers for soldiers who continue to make the ultimate sacrifice. It is 

for them we remember 100 years of the end of World War I this November 

2018, solemnly rejoicing for that brief moment of peace before the second 

arrived.

 

                                                     +

"No more war.”

 

I was in St. Peter’s Square on that March afternoon, when St. John Paul II 

cried those words from the window of the Papal Palace in 2003. The United 

States had been in the Iraq War for over a year, and other countries were 

preparing to follow suit. In his old age, this man of such wisdom and right 

judgment further continued to the crowd, “I belong to that generation that 

lived through World War II and, thanks be to God, I survived it. I have the 

duty to say to all young people, those who are younger than I, who have not 

had this experience: “No more war,” as Pope Paul VI said during his first visit 

to the United Nations. We must do everything possible. We know well that 

peace is not possible at any price. But we all know we have this great 

responsibility. Therefore, prayer and penance.”

 

As you read these lines, take a moment to pay homage to the unknown soldier; 

the unsung heroes of everyday life. We remember the victorious Generals, but 

who remembers his foot soldiers? Perhaps only his parents and dear ones. Yet 

without his sacrifice, to what glory would the General have?

 

Let us divert our route now to the airplane. We are well accustomed to the 

aircrew, especially the stewards who welcome us with an unfailing smile, 

always serving us without complaint throughout the flight until we disembark. 

How many of us will take their smile seriously? Do we experience a sense of 

gratitude for their service? Some of us might appreciate them, while others 

consider them as part of their ticket. We take our bags and leave!

 

 

47



At times, I have found them eating their own meal well after finishing their 

service to us. “These young men and women must have families of their own,” 

I thought to myself. "All have a personal history. They go through different 

time zones; they are also exposed to all sorts of demands."

 

The world is made great by people who do not do it for the accolades. It is 

made great by those who do it knowing that the Father, seeing what is done in 

Heaven, will reward them (cf Matthew 6:4). To live in this way is seen from 

Mother Teresa’s poem written on the wall of her children’s home in Calcutta.

 

People are often unreasonable, irrational, and self-centered.  Forgive them 

anyway.

If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives.  Be kind 

anyway.

If you are successful, you will win some unfaithful friends and some genuine 

enemies.  Succeed anyway.

If you are honest and sincere people may deceive you.  Be honest and sincere 

anyway.

What you spend years creating, others could destroy overnight.  Create anyway.

The good you do today, will often be forgotten.  Do good anyway.

Give the best you have, and it will never be enough.  Give your best anyway.

In the final analysis, it is between you and God.  It was never between you and 

them anyway.

 

The people that live by this are the real saints. What we receive gratuitously, 

we must give gratuitously. A genuine friend seeks nothing in return. A mother 

rarely looks after her child for a reward or recognition. They will be blessed.

 

This is all the more true when we talk about Christian life. We say the Church 

is missionary by nature because its Saviour, Jesus Christ, was a hero on the 

cross; the ultimate symbol of self-sacrificing love. If the Master was so, a 

genuine disciple cannot be different. It might be good to ask ourselves every 

now and then, “in whose name am I doing this for?”
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Jesus’ heart is the soul of the priesthood; the chamber to which blood only 

flows when a good shepherd gives his life for the sheep. By losing himself in 

love, he finds himself! Every now and then, we might find a shepherd who 

runs away from the wolf, endangering the life of his flock. The calculated 

attack on the Church by different forces in the world serves as a conscious 

reminder of the great mission entrusted to us to protect our sheep. As long as 

there are the Church’s unsung heroes and heroines of charity, the forces of 

evil cannot overwhelm the Kingdom of Christ.

 

Visiting the numerous destitute houses and orphanages run by religious sisters 

all over the world show us how many unknown soldiers of Jesus are in action. 

By serving the poor, the downtrodden, the lepers, and the needy, they believe- 

as Pope Francis says- they are touching the flesh of Christ.

 

St. Teresa of Calcutta responded to these words of Christ from the Cross: “I 

thirst.” She is known to the world. But how many other “Mother Teresas” 

work in their homes! How many priests endanger their lives to make a child 

smile again, to console the afflicted, to prepare souls for their final flight to 

the Heavenly Father! The unsung heroes and heroines of Christ!

 

During the many Visitations to communities and individual members around 

the world, it is clear as crystal which confreres and which communities are 

guided by the Spirit of God. When one is in cadence with the Dove, his ego 

diminishes, and the Other becomes visible. He is a transparent being.

 

Moreover, the one who is full of self- worldly and ambitious- may say a 

hundred things to impress us, but the real fact of the matter is that he is 

somebody imprisoned within himself. Instead of transcending, he descends into 

the pit of egoism, marked by self-preoccupation, rivalry, competition, and 

jealousy. The net result? Neither joy nor peace.

 

But let us not give up on our brothers. Just as a soldier wouldn’t leave his 

comrade to die on the field if he had a chance at life, neither should we leave 

the souls of Christ! As Pope Pius XII said, “the rays of His love can conquer 
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the icy egoism which holds so many back from becoming great and conspicuous 

in their higher life.”

 

                                                       +

 

In this sense, Pope Francis’ Apostolic Exhortation, “Rejoice and Be Glad,” is 

very important. In the simplest of ways, he speaks of the call imparted upon 

all the faithful: be holy! To do so, just live the Beatitudes on a daily basis. This 

is the way to holiness for the ordinary person, and likewise the way for an 

extraordinary saint.

 

In fact, “this holiness to which the Lord calls you will grow through small 

gestures. Here is an example: a woman goes shopping, she meets a neighbour 

and they begin to speak, and the gossip starts. But she says in her heart: “No, I 

will not speak badly of anyone”. This is a step forward in holiness. Later, at 

home, one of her children wants to talk to her about his hopes and dreams, and 

even though she is tired, she sits down and listens with patience and love. That 

is another sacrifice that brings holiness. Later she experiences some anxiety, 

but recalling the love of the Virgin Mary, she takes her rosary and prays with 

faith. Yet another path of holiness. Later still, she goes out onto the street, 

encounters a poor person and stops to say a kind word to him. One more step.”

 

As we grow in self-transcendence- by means of walking the path of the 

Beatitudes- we will become transparent and holy; manifested through a life of 

selfless giving. Such will lead to everlasting joy, peace, and gratitude. It is the 

spirit of gratitude that drives away unhappiness. Gratitude itself is a prayer. 

When we begin to thank God for the air that we breathe, the water we drink, 

the food we eat every few seconds, that is already a mystical prayer.

 

Nobody can keep oneself alive if there is no air, the water has dried up, or the 

soil that was once fertile bears no food. The Rosary of the prayer of gratitude 

will have many more beads than the Five Mysteries. This is the Rosary made of 

the unsung, unknown soldiers of charity.
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But for those that are known- doing good deeds under air traffic control’s 

radar- be sure to acknowledge them. As I was getting off the plane once, I 

stopped at the stewardess, and- looking at her eyes- thanked her. I really 

meant it. Her reaction surprised me; she looked at me in the same way and said 

thank you. She had become so familiar with the casual greeting from either 

side. That young lady- who kept awake and served us during the 8 hour flight- 

deserved our gratitude.

 

How beautiful life will be if we keep singing and thanking the Lord for all His 

blessings! Not only will it make the sun shine in our lives, but it will also make 

our communities run on positive energy! If our television channels could 

present more of the beautiful things that happen in the world, and present life 

testimonies of the ordinary saints and unsung heroes and heroines, we could 

have a taste of paradise in anticipation.

 

Long live the unknown soldiers who sacrificed their lives; their sacrifice was 

not in vain. And long live the quiet souls that seek justice and promote peace; 

your work is also not in vain. Every good deed continues to reverberate across 

the entire Universe, becoming the creative and positive energy which rotates 

goodness around the world.
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T H E  U N T O L D  
S T O R I E S

O F  T H E  
C A P T A I N



Flying in the plane’s cockpit must be an amazing experience, a privilege most 

only given to the pilots. How vast the Panorama before their eyes! The rising 

and the setting of the sun; the beautiful blue sky by day, the luminous moon 

overhead by night. I suppose even the stars look closer.

 

Yet as far as the pilots are concerned, their confined travel is not only a 

privilege and pleasure, but also a grave responsibility. Even though today’s 

technology has advanced so that planes are able to take off and land on their 

own, the human brain still remains superior in critical moments.

 

Almost ten years ago, Captain Chelsey Sullenberger’s US Airways flight struck 

a flock of Canadian Geese upon takeoff from New York’s La Guardia Airport. 

Seeing his engines lost power, and that even the quickest divergence to return 

to the tarmac was not a viable option, he made a landing known as “the 

miracle on the Hudson River.” All 155 passengers and crew- including one 

handicapped- safely disembarked on the wings of the plane to rescue crews and 

ferry boats waiting in the 2 degree C water.

 

A hero the captain was, and a hero he remains, but not without a slight trial. 

Simulations had shown that, in fact, the plane could have made it back to the 

runway. However, this was without human intervention. When placing the 

stimulation again in the hands of the pilot, a mere delay of 35 seconds in his 

decision to land in the river would have resulted in a crash. Technology can 

only do so much, because as with most near-death experiences, we turn toward 

divine intervention.

 

While not every Captain has a story like Chelsey’s, I am sure many have 

stories to tell. Perhaps near-miss situations with other airplanes, or technical 

problems that they solved without ever having to warn the cabin crew. For 

those in command, they bear the stress of carrying their passengers safely, just 

as they do the fatigue of continuous flying across time zones. Yet as for us in 

economy, we are just trying to get a good sleep!

 

The title The Untold Stories of the Captain came to mind because of my 
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present office as the Society’s Rector General. I have held this position for 8 

years thus far, together with 6 years as a General Consultor and 3 years as 

General Secretary. I would not say that it is such a tremendous responsibility, 

but it is a position in which I am reminded of those who accept the role of 

Captain at various levels.

 

Just think of Pope Francis, navigating the entire Church at over 80 years old! 

Then all of the Bishops, Major Religious Superiors, political leaders and 

government officials who have tremendous responsibilities in their hands. 

They are all captains chartering the flight in their own ways, certainly with 

many untold stories to narrate.

 

Being a captain is demanding, in which it is not a position of esteem, it is a 

position of service. If I may, let me reiterate the words of Pope Francis: “Allow 

me to say it loud and clear: the more powerful you are, the more your actions 

will have an impact on people, and the more responsible you are to act 

humbly.”

 

So as not to venture into unfamiliar terrains, I will now limit myself to the 

religious sphere of leadership. Once given this honor- just like a plane- it is a 

matter of flying steadily into the beautiful horizon like an eagle. However, it is 

also good to keep our seatbelt on for the occasional air pockets and bumps, so 

as not to be injured more than we should.

 

What are the qualities that make a real leader? From my own experiences, 

here's what I have found.

 

As a Christian, I place faith in God as the first and most important trait. Why? 

Leaving behind well-defined theological definitions, faith in God encourages 

you to live your life without insecurities and fear of the unknown. As St. 

Vincent Pallotti would say, being a captain “demands great confidence in God, 

and distrust of ourselves.”

 

There are a lot of things and situations beyond our control. As mortal beings,
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we need to humbly acknowledge, recognize, and accept that we are finite and 

limited. It is not depreciating ourselves. Rather, it is both reality and truth.

 

As Christians, we also believe that everything happens with the approval of 

our Supernatural Being, the Creator, and Father of us all. Placing ourselves in 

His hands, and allowing Him to guide us to our destination, is faith.

 

It's just like our experience in the plane. We are able to sleep far more 

peacefully after that much-awaited meal when we have trust in the captain 

and the plane's capacity to carry us to our destination. Whereas on the other 

hand, if we lack that faith, we are bound for a restless and miserable flight, 

worn out and distraught by the time we touch down.

 

The same is true for our life, too. If we constantly worry over a potential 

earthquake, stock market crash, cancer diagnosis, or accident during heavy 

traffic, there will be no time to live. Let go! Abandon yourself to the One who 

loves and cares for us, the One who will do what is best for us, the one who 

will solve the one thousand challenges facing us in our daily lives.

 

The Captain is the navigator. As St. Augustine says, “God provides the wind, 

but man must raise the sail.” This is why Moses is a key figure in the Bible. He 

is on the move to the Promised Land, even though he knows not when he will 

reach. Yet he advances on the promise of God, never stopping.

 

So, too, is this true of those in leadership roles in the Church. One must be 

always seeking God’s will, discerning wisely the direction the Spirit's wind as 

it blows. Success or failure- let history judge him. If one wants to assure 

success in all that he does, and acceptance from others all the time, he will be 

under continual- and unnecessary- pressure. His human, psychological, and 

spiritual energies will be consumed very fast, and much like a balloon slowly 

leaking air, he will be depleted. This is not to say that any one of us is so 

strong, or beyond the strains of everyday life. We all pay a price. But a man of 

faith- regardless of the tribulations and struggles- will follow the way of Jesus, 

even ending up on the Cross. The difference is that he will live forever, in the 
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hearts of people and eternity.

 

In the work of administration, like in the case of pilots, it’s important to keep 

the crew and its members at cruising altitude. 30,000 feet, in our situation, is 

the vision- or the prophetic ideal- that we challenge all members to seek. Such 

an ideal is absolutely essential for motivating the members, and making them 

strive constantly to achieve it. This is the beauty of teamwork and being 

accompanied by others; there is passion, persistence, and perseverance, 

because the mission encompasses more than just oneself.

 

As far as Christians are concerned, there are no nobler values than those 

presented in the Gospels. The values regarding the love of God, the neighbor, 

the Cross, and sacrifices are the guiding stars that enlighten our path towards 

a meaningful life. As Pope Francis says, “the Beatitudes are like a Christian’s 

identity card. So if anyone asks: ‘what must one do to be a good Christian?’ 

The answer is clear. We have to do, each in our own way, what Jesus told us in 

the Sermon on the Mount. In the Beatitudes, we find a portrait of our Master, 

which we are called to reflect in our daily lives.” If we realize them, we will be 

the blessed ones; for they are the surest way to the holiness of life.

 

As these values find their fullness in Jesus- fully God, and fully man- it is 

another declaration of every Christian’s vocation: to be transformed into 

Christ. He is the sublime model of divine perfection. This is why St. Paul 

prayed, “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.” Pallotti, also understanding 

that there was no greater height, prayed the same: “Lord, destroy my life, and 

let your life be my life.” A genuine, mystical prayer.

 

When the idea of a website focusing on the missions and peripheries came to 

my mind, it struck me that the greatest mission is to “be holy” as our 

Heavenly Father is holy. Thus, Christian mission is not only to be seen as a 

matter of leaving for distant lands, learning new languages, and constructing 

buildings of our own. Perhaps these things may be necessary and inevitable, 

but the primary mission is to be holy.
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As the history of the lives of saints show, each one of us may be attracted to 

some specific aspect of Jesus’ life. Such particular attraction may be the fruit 

of our unique personality, personal story, and the conditions of which we are 

placed. We can look to the examples of St. Francis of Assisi to the poor Jesus; 

St. Vincent Pallotti to Jesus, Apostle of the Eternal Father; and St. Therese of 

Lisieux to the adorable, Infant Jesus. If we go deep into ourselves, we will 

discover that some aspect of Jesus’ life has touched us in a more profound way. 

There is some guiding value and ideal in the life of each of us. 

 

For me, Jesus’ birth in the manger, His life of poverty until death on the 

Cross, His compassionate heart that pulsed for people who were hungry, His 

profound empathy towards the broken persons, the Paschal Mystery of His 

suffering, death, and resurrection, are all values that have determined my 

experience of Jesus. Hence when I go on Visitations, the most important 

matters to be discussed are not the buildings and finances, but rather our call 

to an authentic Christian life.

 

Again, let us turn toward St. Francis. When he received a call from God that 

said, “go, rebuild My house,” it was not to rebuild the beautiful basilica that 

now stands. No, it was to give his life radically for the Lord and His Church, 

becoming a testimony that lives forever. Francis shows us that a Christian’s 

foundation is not built upon man-made concrete, but rather living stones 

beside one another that follow the values of the Gospel. This is the foundation 

of God; the only foundation that survives the tests of storms and times. 

 

In these storms, the pilot can likely make an error, causing the plane to drop 

in altitude without our knowledge. But with the Lord no harm will prevail, 

and it will be soon brought back to cruising altitude. In spiritual terms, it is 

the process of daily discernment that enables us to maintain the safe, spiritual 

altitude. As St. Ignatius of Loyola would say, we need to keep watching the 

movement of the good spirit and the bad spirit, making necessary adjustments 

along the way.

 

This leads to the one quality that is so essential for a captain, as well as anyone 
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who is in a leadership role: calmness or serenity, especially when faced with 

critical situations. A turbulent, panicking mind can lead to disasters for 

himself and others. This is all the more true of pilots who only have precious, 

little time to make a life or death decision. What we call professionalism in 

secular terms, could be considered the depth of faith or trust in spiritual and 

psychological language. A display of such calmness and confidence is an 

exterior manifestation of trust in the Almighty, trust in others, and definitely 

a trust in oneself.

 

Thanks to psychological studies and personal work on myself, I try to keep 

observing my own attitudes and behaviours. The moment I become more 

negative, pessimistic and irritated with people and situations, symbolizes that 

there is much stress in my life. If I tend to act, relate and decide in that 

mental situation, I can hurt many people and make many wrong decisions. 

There is nothing as important as silence and prayer in order to harmonize my 

fragmented self and spirit. At times, the entire hard drive needs reformatting!

 

There are so many untold stories of the Captain and those in leadership roles. 

Behind every serious decision, there are many hours of reflection and prayer. 

Before every good initiative, there are many communications, and moments of 

dialogue. Likewise, there may also be many moments of misunderstandings and 

hurt feelings caused by those who boast of their ability to speak loudly and 

frankly. When some act in a totalitarian manner, it’s hard to digest, and even 

harder when they have the presumption that they are always right.

 

On the contrary, so, too, do people struggle when they are so sensitive that 

they fear of hurting someone. Such people suffer all the more, because they 

suffer from within. In dealing with human persons, we need to gain a lot of 

wisdom and experience. Mutual respect, dialogue, empathy, listening, courage, 

trust, are all values required for good leadership. Blessed are those who have 

found such a delicate harmony of natural and supernatural values!
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L I F E -  
C H A N G I N G

C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Pallottines, India



There are times we pick up friendly conversations with our neighbor during 

long flights. Often, they start simple; the appropriate greeting depending on 

the time of day, progressing into where we live.

 

“I am from Rome or India,” I say, perhaps garnering the response, “I was in 

India last year and visited the Taj Mahal!” Just like that, the conversation 

turns captivating and time flies by.

 

In the flight of life, we come across many such first-time friends, all leaving 

behind a special trace of memory within us. Hence, it's so important to keep 

our hearts and minds open to new opportunities. If we remain enclosed in our 

inner world of fantasies, we will miss that chance to experience the novelty of 

life and the beauty of creation.

 

In a very unexpected way, I happened to meet some very different passengers 

today. Though they taught me something very new, above all, they touched me 

most profoundly. It is the 18th of November 2018, the Second World Day of 

the Poor initiated by Pope Francis. I was invited to concelebrate Holy Mass in 

our parish of St. Christoph and St. James in Paris, France, during my visitation 

to the French Region of the Society. At the end of the celebration, I was asked 

to give a short message, and spoke about the person of Pope Francis and his 

deep love for the poor. I reminded the assembly that we are all poor before 

God, and that recognition in this existential truth can strengthen our 

relationship with the Father, as it enables us to put our trust in Him all the 

more.

 

300 or so people filled the Church, and it was evident they came from the 5 

continents of the world, particularly Europe and Africa. In seeing the 

multiculturality, I told them that being poor also meant reaching out to our 

brothers and sisters in need, and welcoming those who knock on our doors for 

help. That is the plight of most migrants who flee their countries to save their 

own lives, or to find hope for their families at home.

 

I shared the story of an abandoned little girl in Rwanda, who was adopted by 
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one of our European priests. This is concrete charity lived to the full. “In a 

word: charity cannot be neutral, antiseptic, indifferent, lukewarm, or 

impartial. Charity is infectious, it excites, it risks, and it engages” (Pope 

Francis). Charity is touch, it is human contact that sees not race, culture, or 

borders. In all of these definitions, we see the face of that priest and child 

exemplifying the very deeds Pope Francis had in mind when he initiated 

World Day of the Poor, and encompassing this year’s scripture motto:

 

"This poor man called and the Lord heard his cry" (Psalm 34:7)

 

But the best part of the day was meeting 8 migrant boys from different 

African countries, and sharing a meal which they prepared for us. All were 

young men sleeping on the streets in Paris since they had no shelter atop their 

heads, and no documents to present to the authorities. Our three priests and 

some lay members from the parish brought them back to the Church, giving 

them a place to sleep. The men are gracious and happy of this hospitality, 

which allows them to work on their documents, and even more importantly, 

getting back to their normal self.

 

Our meeting together lasted an hour, and each one mentioned his name and 

place of origin. I asked them to recount their journey to Europe, and the 

hardships they encountered on the way. All of them said they left home 

because of the immense poverty. It’s not uncommon that the able-bodied man 

parts in search of finding work to support his family back home.

 

They traveled from country to country, taking up small works for the money 

to press onward, paying agents to take them across the borders, where they 

were packed like sardines in vehicles. They worked in subhuman conditions 

for little money, if that pay ever reached their hands. They were beaten up 

and treated as though they were worthless. In Libya, there was much suffering. 

There were too many people, and too much confusion. They only reached 

France because they knew how to speak the language.

 

There are many more details about their personal stories, of which I will not
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recount here. These facts must mostly be true, even if we have no means of 

verifying them. Because the simple truth is this: they each had to undergo 

tremendous human suffering until they reached the promised land.

 

Let us not get into the whole debate about migration. It’s a hot topic today, 

and it can change the world substantially once again. Politics, economics, and 

elections enter into the picture, casting a shadow over the portrait of 

humanity. In any case, there has been migration from the very beginning of 

human history. People moved from place to place, country to country, merely 

for survival or better living conditions. It happened after the two World Wars, 

just as it happened after the many small wars in the Gulf Countries. There is 

also much migration taking place for economic reasons from South to North 

America. So many motives spark the movement of peoples.

 

In these days of October and November, Rome is filled with millions of small 

birds. I have heard that they are migrating from the cold winter of Northern 

Europe and Russia to the warmer climate surrounding the Saharan desert. 

Rome is only their stop-over. Interestingly, for the many migrants from Africa, 

Italy is also becoming only a stop-over. Most will move onward to other 

European countries for better opportunities.

 

                                                          +

 

Before I conclude, there is just one impression that I wish to share. When we 

hear about migrants en masse, we almost look at them as a crowd as opposed to 

individuals. These men sitting before me- recounting their harrowing 

nightmares- were human beings with families. They had pains and sorrows, 

likewise hopes and dreams. They were not merely numbers or impersonalized 

migrants from unknown places. And it was thanks to the humanity of these 

French people that they are back to normal young boys who laughed and 

treated us with great culture and respect. That was the most touching aspect of 

the encounter.

 

So often I have listened to conversations as if migrants are the trash of the 
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earth. It is even worse when such a reaction comes from the son of a migrant 

who is blessed with good fortunes at the moment. How quickly we forget our 

past! It is for this reason that Pope Francis’ first pastoral visit was to 

Lampedusa: a tiny island off of Italy’s coast, which serves as a major 

destination amongst migrants.

 

He gave a speech in which he called to mind the consciousness of others, a 

speech to concretely change the hearts of humanity by reminding us of the two 

questions God posed: “Adam, where are you?" and “Cain, where is your 

brother?” Both answers symbolize the false illusion of being all- powerful and 

immortal.

 

The Pope continued, “God’s two questions echo even today, as forcefully as 

ever! These brothers and sisters of ours were trying to escape difficult 

situations to find some serenity and peace, but instead they found death. Who 

is responsible for the blood of these brothers and sisters of ours? Nobody! That 

is our answer: It isn’t me; I don’t have anything to do with it. Yet God is 

asking each of us: "Where is the blood of your brother which cries out to me?" 

Today no one in our world feels responsible; we have lost a sense of 

responsibility for our brothers and sisters. It’s not our responsibility, and with 

that we feel reassured, assuaged. The culture of comfort, which makes us think 

only of ourselves, makes us insensitive to the cries of other people, makes us 

live in soap bubbles which, however lovely, are insubstantial; they offer a 

fleeting and empty illusion which results in indifference to others. In this 

globalized world, we have fallen into a world of globalized indifference.”

 

Of course, this is not to justify uncontrolled migration or promote countries 

without borders. This is just to remind ourselves that we are all migrants on 

this earth. Every person has a right to the blessings that God has bestowed on 

us. Some are more privileged and more fortunate; let us thank God for that. 

But let us not be blind to the plight of the less fortunate ones. That would be 

really cruel and will merit divine punishment.

 

This is the sense of World Day of the Poor. Paradoxically, the poor are rich, 
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and the truly rich are those who remain poor. These are the candidates worthy 

for the Kingdom of Heaven. So I ask you now the third question Pope Francis 

said during his voyage to Lampedusa:

 

“Has any one of us wept because of this situation and others like it? Has any 

one of us grieved for the death of these brothers and sisters? For the young 

mothers carrying their babies? For these men who were looking for a means of 

supporting their families?”

 

I have a warm room and bed to sleep in after a good meal. Maybe I have 

worked enough today to merit this good treatment. But I will sleep peacefully 

tonight because I know my confreres have given a warm place to sleep for 

these young men from Africa. They cooked us a great meal this afternoon. 

Even if they will not have an evening meal, the good lunch will carry them 

through the night. Let us hope that tomorrow will be a good day for them, too.
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T H E  G L O B A L

C O M M U N I T Y

Pallottines, Malawi



Are we aware that we live in a global community during our voyage in 

international airspace? Be it for a short time or many hours, whether we like it 

or not we have no choice. People of different nationalities, languages, cultures, 

and colours all seated next to each other! We breathe the same air, share the 

same meal, and use the same toilets. Even more striking is that we share the 

same destiny. Whatever our roots, we travel as one.

 

I write this after having spent an entire day with my confreres working in 

Europe, though are originally from another continent. We spoke much about 

the challenges of international collaboration, as well as the importance of 

linguistic, cultural, and pastoral formation when living and working in a 

totally different environment from what we are accustomed to. Indeed, the 

challenges are many.

 

Each one of us is rooted in our own culture and country; a core part of our self 

is constituted by such. The mother tongue that I spoke, the food that I ate, the 

friends that I had, the school that I frequented, the songs I sang are all 

essential elements of my personal history and personality, both individually 

and collectively. In the choices I make, in the way I perceive realities around 

me, and in the nature of my relationships, all very much originate from my 

cultural identity.

 

Therefore, when one is uprooted into another culture and conditions, there is 

an inevitable death to a part of our self. Nobody will be able to do it without 

struggle and pain. For some it may be easier, for others it could be very hard. 

But nobody will be spared.

 

I have the impression that some people do not realize this truth. Let’s say a 

person arrives in Europe from Africa or Asia. On many occasions, I have 

personally experienced that others thought leaving my country was a sort of 

liberation for me. They said, “Oh, so you are happy now! You eat well! You are 

fine now!” The implication being that I finally have good food and living 

conditions. To be honest, such comments can be very hurtful and humiliating. 

Perhaps they are not said with ill-minded intentions, but there is certainly a 
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lot of ignorance- and even arrogance- in them.

 

For a long time, we had an elderly Italian lady working in our Generalate. She 

was so trustworthy and loved that she was given the task to clean our rooms 

one by one. Ever since my election as Rector General in 2010, I have kept a 

nice photo of my mother in my room. Once, this gentle woman enquired about 

her. Out of my genuine appreciation for this little Italian lady in her 70s, I 

told her that I would be happy to have a mother like her. She corrected me 

immediately: “Do not say that! Your mother is the best mother for you. 

Nobody can take that place.”

 

For a moment I was stunned and ashamed. Certainly, my mother was the best 

for me. I do believe that I am what I am because of my caring and gracious 

mother, who said as many as four Rosaries a day. She must still be doing that 

from Heaven above, because I know her prayers sustain me even today. What 

this Italian mother taught me is that I can never be myself without my natural 

mother, even if I may come across many good mothers during my life journey. 

So, too, is this also true of our family and place of birth.

 

While we are all rooted in our particular cultural and personal history, 

exposure to other ethnicities and living conditions is absolutely crucial for the 

development of the human person. Though it might mean death to certain 

aspects of our own person and personal history, it will only widen the horizons 

through the integration of new experiences and challenges. Development 

demands that we put existing convictions and priorities to the test for new 

ways of confronting realities. “To seek to do more, know more, and have more 

in order to be more;” this is what St. Pope Paul VI tells us if we wish to aspire 

to the integral growth of humanity.

 

A very concrete example: the food habits of various cultures. As an Indian, I 

am very much used to hot and penchant food. I have been living in Italy for 

over 20 years now, and as far as I am concerned, the habits are very different. 

But I am at home with the Italian kitchen, and the food is good for me. Do I 

miss Indian food? Yes, I do, regardless of my many years here. What would be 
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lanother solution? Certainly, I mustn't be making another Indian kitchen on 

the side. When in Rome, you live as a Roman.

 

The argument goes in the other direction, too. When you are in India, you live 

as an Indian. You cannot think that Italian food is served all of the world. 

Certainly, if one is not used to hot food, we must make provisions so he does 

not starve. But these are only exemptions.

 

One of our confreres was in India for an event, and upon his return, he spoke 

so much of the different food there. He didn’t realize that the world was 

different, and hence he was unable to get out of his own mental structure. If 

we are not careful, we can all have this same tunnel vision of reality. This is a 

real danger, because if we cannot see past the simple hiccups of diverse food or 

general conversation across cultures, we certainly will not see past the deeper 

things that constitute our faith; such as respectful dialogue amongst our 

brothers and sisters.

 

In the Encyclical Ut Unum Sint- That We May All Be One- St. John Paul II 

wrote that “when we speak of a common heritage, we must acknowledge not 

only the traditions which all communities have preserved and by which they 

have been shaped, but first and foremost the reality of holiness.”

 

For example, during a visitation to one of the countries, we were offered fried 

snake. Snake, in fact, was considered to be a delicious item served to the most 

important guests. There was a dish filled with fried vipers. I wondered how 

they managed to catch so many of them. Nevertheless, the very sight gave me 

horror and nausea, but I couldn't show that to the guests. I couldn’t eat the 

snake, and I can never do it. But I had to be respectful and grateful to the 

confreres, who prepared it for me out of genuine fraternal love. If I had 

shouted around, making a big deal out of something different than what I was 

accustomed to, it would not only have been an offense to my confreres, but 

also to their culture. We need to be very sensitive to cultural sentiments.

 

                                                          +
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Throughout my life, I must have traveled to at least 50 countries by now. My 

discovery is that there is something beautiful in each culture; not one can be 

considered absolutely perfect. The singing, dancing, and active liturgical 

celebrations in Africa are truly beautiful, likewise the Indian hospitality and 

their wonderful, colorful presentations with the little school children. How 

courteous the Canadians are even when going for a walk! The punctuality and 

hard-working nature of the Germans, the Italians who are crazy about football, 

the fraternal Spirit of the Brazilians, the missionary zeal of the Polish, and the 

multicultural societies in Australia and the USA have all inspired me in some 

way. The gentle and contemplative nature of the Far East touches me, and I 

always feel sweet consolation and joy in finding those few smiling villagers 

waiting for Holy Mass in the mountainous villages of Peru.

 

This is the beauty of being a universal Church. As St. Therese of Lisieux says, 

“the splendor of the rose and the whiteness of the lily do not rob the little 

violet of its scent nor the daisy of its simple charm. If every tiny flower 

wanted to be a rose, spring would lose its loveliness.” We all need each other.

 

Because while we can also point out a number of limitations to each of these 

cultures, what appears to be limitations are not always imperfections to the 

people living in that particular situation. For example, in most of the missions, 

local people tend to come late for Mass. It happened to me once in Bolivia. 

Sunday evening’s celebration was supposed to be at 6:00, but upon arriving, 

there was just a little shed with the catechist. It took almost one hour to get 

only ten people for Mass. The very concept of time is so different in so many 

places. Days are not counted by hours. Often, they have to finish the work in 

the fields or bring the cattle back home before thinking about Mass. For the 

ones who do not have empathy and accept these differences, a mental 

breakdown can be expected. In fact, it is the capacity for understanding and 

making adjustments that fosters a good missionary.

 

Such is the case of our missionaries in Papau New Guinea. I have seen my 

confreres going to the interior of the island’s forest and villages to shepherd 

their flock, returning home after a month. They have no phone, no internet, 
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no company of their brothers. Yet they are happy because they are in the 

company of God’s people; God’s people who live radically different than them! 

As our Father’s children, we are never alone. This is what is meant by Jesus, 

the Good Shepherd, who will go to all ends of the earth to bring just one tiny 

sheep back to His fold.

 

In fact, “both the image of the shepherd and that of the fisherman issue an 

explicit call to unity. “I have other sheep that are not of this fold; I must lead 

them too, and they will heed my voice. So there shall be one flock, one 

shepherd” (Jn 10:16); these are the words of Jesus at the end of his discourse 

on the Good Shepherd. And the account of the 153 large fish ends with the 

joyful statement: “although there were so many, the net was not torn” (Jn 

21:11). Alas, beloved Lord, with sorrow we must now acknowledge that it has 

been torn! But no – we must not be sad! Let us rejoice because of your promise, 

which does not disappoint, and let us do all we can to pursue the path towards 

the unity you have promised. Let us remember it in our prayer to the Lord, as 

we plead with him: yes, Lord, remember your promise. Grant that we may be 

one flock and one shepherd! Do not allow your net to be torn, help us to be 

servants of unity!” (Pope Benedict XVI)

 

So as a whole, to the one whose mind is open and universal, it is not difficult 

to find beauty everywhere. On the other hand, if one is fixated in his culture, 

language, and way of living as the absolute standard for the rest of the world, 

woe to him and the people who receive him. Here is what really measures the 

greatness of a person: if he is a universal being who has transcended the 

barriers. If he is universal, he will fly high above the clouds.

 

Inside the airplane, we do not have too many choices. It is a community 

experience that we are forced to accept if we want to reach our destination. No 

options are given to choose the nationalities with whom we wish to fly, and we 

still come out of this experience unscathed.

 

International and intercultural experiences and communities are topics of 

large discussion in today’s world. White, black, Hispanics, Asians, Africans, 
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Europeans…and how many more categories exist among us! For some, these are 

unconquerable mountains. Yet in one airplane, this doesn’t seem to phase us, 

and no one is really going crazy.

Such debates also exist within the Church. I suppose all Religious Institutes 

spend a lot of time discussing international and intercultural collaboration 

within communities. My own Institute has been doing it since long, with a 

substantial amount of success, too.

 

As I write this note, I am at a meeting of General Superiors from the whole 

world. A multitude of nationalities are present, and each are equally as 

enriching when listening to their backgrounds, experiences, and challenges. 

Learning from each other is an essential part of this meeting. During the 

celebration of Mass over these days, a number of seminarians were serving. All 

were from diverse countries, yet being formed together in Italy. The 

community’s Rector told me it was a good experience; it was possible to do it, 

provided they were accompanied well.

 

It brought to mind a memory of one of my own visitations, when a confrere 

was speaking of the importance of linguistic preparation for those coming to 

his country. While he was rightfully emphasizing a point, he went on bragging 

without any due respect for those who were coming from different cultural 

backgrounds. These young men had to make a lot of sacrifices; they never 

experienced winter, they never felt so lonely in communities where members 

withdrew into their rooms soon after meals to watch tv. A new language was 

only one step up the mountain, and how many steps to the pinnacle remained!

 

When I sensed an air of arrogance from his part, I told this elderly member 

that while a language should be learnt and they must be inculturated well into 

the new surroundings, no language should be equated to the Gospel; it is only 

an instrument of communication. Everyone has a language, and let us not 

exaggerate the superiority of any one in particular. I was quite annoyed by his 

presumptuous and proud attitude, likewise he was not pleased with me, either. 

That member- quite famous for his work- has since passed. If he will be 

remembered, it will be for his testimony of life and the good that he has done 
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for his neighbors. It will not be for the perfection of his language. For the 

language of the humble and loving service will never die.

 

                                                     +

 

We place a lot of conditions on things when we have the possibilities. I have 

seen parents struggling to make their children eat in well to do families. 

Whereas for a poor child- devoid of the many choices of food- anything will be 

good, and he will eat it with much joy. A sense of poverty, no doubt, is the 

essential ingredient for conversion.

 

Once visiting one of our mission stations in north India- where there is a hostel 

for children coming from the remote villages- I was very much touched by 

their simple and hard living conditions. So I decided to give an apple to each of 

them during their evening meal, which means a little rice and curry. They 

were seated on the floor, swaddled in a dirtied shawl or sweater since it was 

winter time. They received the apple with much joy, and cherished it in their 

hands. I noticed that some were not eating it. On enquiry, I found that they 

did not want to eat it because they wanted to see and enjoy it. Once they eat it, 

it will be over. This moved my heart.

 

When we are poor, in a state of want, we will be able to make many 

adjustments. I am not advocating that we do away with quality and accept 

anything and everybody. Many times, we place many conditions on things 

because we can afford to. Remembering the little ones holding their apples, I 

have been puzzled to see how difficult it is for some to choose what type of 

bread they want for breakfast! Recall the plane: at most we get two choices, 

even in good airlines. Fish or meat!

 

Let us not imagine that we are amidst only strangers in this world. While we 

might meet people in the place only once in our life, in a moment of need, they 

could become real angels to us. Thus, the international and global community 

should be built on the most fundamental foundations. We are all created in the 

image and likeness of God, and we have inherited one planet to live in. Our 
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bloods contain the same elements and has the same colour. We travel together 

from one airport, and arrive together at the next.

 

There can be a lot of accidental qualities to our existence, like the country in 

which we are born, the language that we speak, and the profession that we are 

in. They are all important and constitute our personality and personal history. 

But just like Pope Francis, “quite a few years of life have strengthened my 

conviction that each and everyone’s existence is deeply tied to that of others: 

life is not time merely passing by, life is about interactions.” The common 

elements seem to be much more than the differences.

 

It has struck me very much that children all over the world are the same in 

many ways. Their pure, innocent faces show the beauty and dignity of each 

human person. In their beauty we do not know whether they are Christian, 

Muslim, or Hindu. But we can make out which child is really cared for, and 

which one is deprived of his or her childhood. That is why we must invest on 

the project, “make a child smile again!” When a child cries, God cries. When a 

child is in pain, God is in pain. We are each precious in the eyes of Jesus, and 

in returning the joy to a child’s face, we ourselves become more human and 

universal. Mother Teresa has said, “one cannot love, unless it is at their own 

expense.”

 

A dear friend of this new saint is also a global citizen, of whom I admire to the 

greatest extent: St. John Paul II. His heart was big enough to embrace all of 

humanity. He transcended every worldly barrier, and travelled the world 

cherishing the kids, inspiring the youth, inflaming the spirit in the old, and 

was beloved amongst all nations, cultures, and continents. How noble this 

person who walked on the face of the earth! And how many such persons have 

lived among us, transforming the lives of individuals and the world!

 

When we fly beyond the clouds, we get to feel a taste of the infinity; we get to 

live in Heaven while doing our mission on earth. That was why St. Vincent 

Pallotti believed in the God of Infinite Love and Mercy. This great Saint- who 

never left Rome- was genuinely a citizen of the global community; one who 
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transcended and lived in the infinity.

 

Love is the key to building such a global community. Very simply, love is the 

source of life. It is just as vital as the air we breathe together on the plane. 

Since God is love, whenever our being is rooted in God, there will be 

communion. It is the universal force that pushes our plane toward our 

destination. So be humble. It is not status or culture that gives the air its 

flight, it is charity and care. Let’s make the best of our time together, doing 

good and opening our minds. We have, after all, a common destiny.
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M U S I N G S

Pallottines, Malawi



Long flights give us plenty of time to reflect on many things, without the 

pressure of feeling as though we are losing precious hours of our day. As I 

often stay up late the night before departing to finish works, the first priority 

is to sleep. As it has happened so many times before, I am in sound slumber 

before the plane even takes off from the ground. This is a blessing. When 

traveling with the former Rector General, Fr. Fritz Kretz, I would see him 

reading books throughout the night, as he wasn’t able to sleep in a moving 

plane. For someone visiting 56 countries, those sleepless nights will certainly 

turn his hair grey- if he is ever blessed with some still standing on his head! 

Hence, just like St. Joseph, “if there is a problem, I write a note to St. Joseph 

and put it under a statue that I have in my room. It is a statue of St. Joseph 

sleeping. And now he sleeps on a mattress of notes! That’s why I sleep well: it 

is the grace of God.”

 

Nevertheless, once the initial nap is over, the mind can fly in all directions. 

Once I was taking a short flight from New Delhi to another Indian city, 

Raipur. The plane took off at 6:00 am, ascending in the early hours of 

morning. At around 6:30, I noticed a bright spot in the distant sky. Gradually, 

the whole area became brighter and brighter while the rest of the sky 

remained very dark. Then, it struck me that it was the dawn of a new day. The 

sun was rising gradually, yet it was all happening quite fast. I could see how 

quickly the earth was turning. Such a movement is ordinarily not visible, but 

from above, the entire process is evident. As minutes continued to pass, the 

whole area brightened up until we could see the flaming fire of the sun. As it 

rose, darkness withdrew. By 7:00, it was a beautiful morning! The night is 

over, and the day is on! What beautiful colors in the sky! And the earth below 

waking up to a new day. The cool breeze and the singing of birds, it was a fresh 

beginning once again!

 

During the many travels and visitations with full day programs- often up to 

11pm- returning to the room was always a happy moment for me; a sort of 

liberating experience. I wondered how I would be able to do it again the 

following day with the same intensity. So much physical and mental tiredness 

ensued after all of the meetings, homilies, and problem solving during the day. 

76



 However, after a night’s sleep, I have always found the energy to carry on; not 

as an unavoidable burden, but as a joyful responsibility for my community. 

This is the case until today. I cannot explain it, but it is a grace.

 

There are people who think that these travels around the world are a picnic. I 

have heard such remarks with my own ears. The truth is that- while initially it 

can be interesting- these travels become the most exhausting experience, both 

physically and mentally. The jet-lag, time differences, continuous meetings 

and preoccupations will certainly age and wear out every normal person. Upon 

returning home, there are letters waiting to be opened, issues to be solved, 

Council meetings to be had, and communications to persons concerned to be 

attended to. At times, an issue can drag on for several months or years. Even 

having the help of a Council, the captain takes the real punch. While others 

have a shared responsibility, the captain- or “capo”- has to take it all. The one 

who signs the letter is ultimately the one responsible for the decision. 

 

I have often thought of Pope Francis and the responsibilities entrusted to him 

in his 80s. How does this Vicar of Christ continue to carry forth all of these 

tasks with a smile on his face? Where does he get the energy from? What is his 

source of motivations.

 

Certainly, there is the grace of the office. I, too, experience it in my own life. I 

could never have imagined facing the Americans, Brazilians, Polish, Rwandans, 

and all the rest with this much confidence, if it were not for the grace given by 

God to exercise my ministry. They would not have accepted my words, either, 

if it were not for the office that I was holding. That means that if God calls us 

to a mission, He will also give the grace to accomplish it. As Pope Francis 

writes in Gaudete et Exsultate, “could the Holy Spirit urge us to carry out a 

mission and then ask us to abandon it, or not fully engage in it, so as to 

preserve our inner peace? Life does not have a mission, it is a mission.”

 

So, too, is that the story of all the great figures in the Bible like Moses, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Mary, Joseph, etc. “I am with you; do not be afraid.” This seems to 

be the inner message from God. So “You too need to see the entirety of your 
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life as a mission. Try to do so by listening to God in prayer and recognizing the 

signs that he gives you. Always ask the Spirit what Jesus expects from you at 

every moment of your life and in every decision you must make, so as to 

discern its place in the mission you have received. Allow the Spirit to forge in 

you the personal mystery that can reflect Jesus Christ in today’s world.

 

May you come to realize what that word is, the message of Jesus that God 

wants to speak to the world by your life. Let yourself be transformed. Let 

yourself be renewed by the Spirit, so that this can happen, lest you fail in 

your precious mission. The Lord will bring it to fulfilment despite your 

mistakes and missteps, provided that you do not abandon the path of love but 

remain ever open to his supernatural grace, which purifies and enlightens” 

(Pope Francis).

 

Thus, do not be afraid when we experience moments of uncertainty or 

confusion in our mission. We would be lying if we said we didn’t have them. 

That is part of human nature. Being a person of faith in God does not spare us 

from moments of darkness. In fact, as we progress in our relationship with 

God- toward the path of perfection- the experience of the dark night’s of our 

soul is absolutely unavoidable. In mystical language, the deeper our experience 

with God, the deeper also will be the depths of our sinfulness and 

unworthiness.

 

In the darkest of night, I couldn’t see the clouds below, but as the sun rose, 

brightening the sky, so I could see the clouds I transcended above. Only when 

we are in light can we see Truth. Since God is the Absolute Truth, it is He 

alone who brightens up our life, making us also aware of the many shadows 

around us.

78



T H E  B E R M U D A

T R I A N G L E

Pallottines, India



During the many flights over the Atlantic Ocean, I have often thought about 

the Bermuda Triangle. I’ve read much about this mysterious, bottomless pit, of 

which ships and airplanes have vanished suddenly into nature’s striking 

mystery. Sitting so high in the sky, I’ve visualized the scene below; the 

darkness of the ocean’s depth, which includes the scariest sea creatures 

amongst the most precious pearls and stones. Imaginations can really go wild!

 

In psychology, we study about the reality and function of the unconscious 

mind. In some way, this psychic reality can be compared to the Bermuda 

Triangle and the the depths of the oceans. Often, this is the undiscovered 

realm of our mind, containing many emotions, memories, and symbols, that 

person is usually not aware of. However, these subconscious materials have a 

profound influence on our everyday living. The insecure feelings we 

experience, the affective memories associated with particular persons and 

events, as well as the crazy dreams during sleep are all connected to the works 

of the unconscious mind. Like plunging meters below the sea, the unconscious 

mind also contains many treasures from which artists,  poets, novelists, and 

mystics draw great inspiration. 

 

There is a mysterious realm in each person, a realm that is even unknown to 

himself, yet very much a part of us. As an image of the Creator Himself, the 

human being cannot be diagnosed and dissected merely by human sciences and 

technology. His being is something far more than that, and we need to bow our 

heads before this sacred mystery. In the Christian sense, each one is a temple 

of God; a dwelling place of the Divine Being. Holding an awareness of this most 

precious fact changes one’s own perception of himself as well as others.

 

Though we will never fathom the depth and width of this mysterious, inner 

part of our core being, our own inroad can be gradually widened through 

meditation, self-reflection, counseling, and -above all- through prayer and 

contemplation. In this way, it’s so important to reduce the weight of the 

unknown part of our self by opening up the windows of the mind and heart; 

especially through the psychic part of our being.
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Self-transcendence requires freedom from within through a continuous process 

of discernment, self-discovery, and self-acceptance. In every way, it’s like 

flying through the thick clouds until we reach the sweetness of the splendid 

blue sky. This is the process of enlightenment. As Christians, this activity is 

carried out with the light of the Holy Spirit, until we shine like a lighthouse of 

divine splendor.

 

Individuals, communities, and even nations can be caught up in the Bermuda 

Triangle. We have seen and heard about beautiful children getting into the 

clutches of drugs, sex, and satanic groups until they are swept in Triangle’s 

current, leading to total annihilation. We have seen nations getting caught up 

in particular ideologies leading to massive prejudices and hatred, culminating- 

at the very worst- into World Wars. Though the power of evil can be 

tremendous at times, eventually the truth will always prevail, because our 

King is not of this world.

 

“Love, justice, and peace: this is the Kingdom of which Jesus is king, and 

which extends until the end of time. History teaches us that kingdoms founded 

on the power of arms and lies are fragile and- sooner or later- collapse; but the 

Kingdom of God is founded on love and is rooted in hearts.” (Pope Francis)

 

Yet unfortunately still, we have all witnessed individuals slipping into the 

bottomless pits. Like the eye of a tornado, the little evil preserved into the 

depths of one’s heart can grow like a cancerous cell until it begins to destroy 

the good cells. Hatred, for example, can eat away at the physical, psychological, 

and spiritual well-being of the human person. Ironically, a hidden hatred for 

someone may do more harm to oneself than to others. It is better to clear it off 

at the earliest- hence, pray for them.

 

Many times, I have come across confreres who find misery in everything. 

Nobody in the community is good anymore, the Society is going to the dogs, 

the Church has lost everything, the world is heading towards total self-

destruction! Yes, there may be elements of truth in their lamentation. 

However, we can easily perceive the dark, inner self of that person, the 
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lightless under sea channel, leading to nowhere. Heavily depressed people feel 

this way quite often. They are no longer able to distinguish between their 

inner reality and the world outside. When their inner misery is projected on 

the outside world and to such persons, those who are depressed can no longer 

see good in anything or anybody.

 

Therefore, it’s so important to be aware of the Bermuda Triangle in our lives. 

The dawn of negativity into our daily life is a clear warning that one is slowly 

being drawn into this dangerous riptide. There can be a thousand motives for 

being pessimistic in our day to day living, it is enough to watch the daily news 

to lose our equilibrium of mind. Paradoxically, very often we also find a sort 

of secondary gain in our own suffering. Many TV channels strive on 

sensational news, ultimately reduced solely for economic gains. More people 

watching means more business; fake news is good news, they need high ratings. 

That is not to say all channels are so, because without the service of such, we 

would be lost to what’s happening around us as well.

 

Thus, the moral of the story is that we need to nurture our soul and inner 

being with all that is noble, precious, and beautiful. This sacred, inner state of 

our soul will determine the way we perceive external realities, as well as 

dictated the quality of our relationships, person, and mission. Those emitting 

hope, joy, and optimism are those who have the inner resources- physical, 

psychological, and spiritual- to resist the pull of the Bermuda Triangle’s 

current. They are the lighthouse for the fisherman lost at sea. They do not 

curse darkness but light the candle, however small that may be.

 

During the final days of her life, St. Therese of Lisieux- whose little way was 

love, simplicity, and joy- shared that one of the most special graces in her life 

came from the tiniest flame.

 

“Sister Marie of the Eucharist wanted to light candles for a procession; she had 

no matches; however, seeing the little lamp that was burning in front of the 

relics, she approached it. Alas, it was half out; there remained only a feeble 

glimmer on its blackened wick. She succeeded in lighting her candle from it, 
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and with this candle, she lighted that of the whole community. It was, 

therefore, the half-extinguished little lamp that had produced all these 

beautiful flames, which, in their turn, could produce an infinity of others and 

even the whole universe. Nevertheless, it would always be the little lamp 

which would be the first cause of all this light. How could the beautiful flames 

boast of having produced this fire, when they themselves were lighted with 

such a small spark?”

 

I once met a little spark during my Visitation to Hong Kong in June 2018. As 

part of the trip, I was supposed to meet with the country’s Apostolic Nuncio. 

When the day finally arrived- to my greatest surprise- my confrere told me he 

would no longer be able to accompany me to see the Nuncio, as he had another 

important commitment. Rather, he introduced me to a middle-aged woman 

from Africa, who landed in Hong Kong as an unemployed migrant. She spoke 

little English, and was alone and fighting hard to survive in her new country. I 

had never faced such a situation anywhere in the world; the Rector General 

being taken to the Apostolic Nuncio by a migrant, whom I had just met for the 

first time in my life! Not only that, but the confrere gave her a Mass kit for us 

to celebrate Holy Mass in her apartment!

 

Nevertheless, the poor woman arrived late and I left with her. She knew the 

city very well, so we took the bus and metro, arriving just in time to meet the 

Nuncio. His Excellency was a fine person and received me warmly. However, I 

couldn’t explain to him who the lady- ever so gracious- was.

 

After parting, we proceeded to her apartment for Mass. I imagined there would 

be some people, but no. Not a soul was in sight except the Chinese workers 

outside as we ascended to her tiny room in a skyscraper. She made a small 

altar, placing the cups, chalice, and books, then sat on the floor as I celebrated 

Holy Mass.

 

On our way to her home, she narrated the harrowing experiences in various 

countries, and her struggle to carry on. Knowing her story, my heart had great 

compassion for her, and I prayed to God that He may bless her with all the 
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necessary documents to make her life happy and secure. She asked me even to 

bless her room with holy water, which I joyfully did. 

 

After Mass, she took me for a good meal and we visited the Sisters of Mother 

Teresa. She goes to their convent daily for the Eucharistic celebration, and 

helps the sisters and inmates. Finally, she took me around the city, and 

dropped me off safely at home, even asking if I wished to see the fireworks at 

night! Still jet-lagged, I had enough for the day, and hence politely declined.

Nevertheless, the moral of the story is this: initially, I found myself perplexed 

and annoyed when I found out that I- as Rector General- would have to be 

accompanied by an unknown, young African woman to meet with a person as 

distinguished as the Apostolic Nuncio. I don’t think that such a thing would 

ever happen anywhere else in the Society. Yet as I came to know this person, I 

found out she was a precious being of tremendous faith in God and Our Lady. 

She was not beautiful only in appearance, but also in her soul. Saying Mass for 

just one person- somewhere in the corner of an apartment- turned out to be a 

most profound moment of faith sharing. She needed God in her life for the 

daily bread, and even for her very survival in a highly sophisticated city like 

Hong Kong. She was loved by God. It was a meeting like that of Jesus with the 

Samaritan woman.

 

Continuing, then, with our story of St. Therese of Lisieux, “very often, 

without our knowing it, the graces and lights that we receive are due to a 

hidden soul… in Heaven, we shall not meet with indifferent glances, because 

all the elect will discover that they owe to each other the graces that merited 

the crown for them.”

 

The humility of this beloved candle I will never forget, because I was about to 

enter into the Bermuda Triangle. My pride and consciousness of my Office 

would have prevented me from this small moment of great charity. It was then 

that God revealed to me the true meaning of my call and mission.

 

                                                       +
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Therefore, when seated in the plane, instead of dwelling on the Bermuda 

Triangle and the mysterious sea creatures, it’s better to glance at the stars 

above and the tiny lights below. It should be seen as a journey into the 

eternity, which- as a believer in God- is for me life in His divine presence; 

heaven. A taste of that eternal bliss is found in the vastness of the evening sky, 

seen from the window of seat 24A! A thought to assure the continuity of our 

existence can be found in the letter of St. Paul to the Romans: “whether alive 

of dead, we belong to the Lord” (Romans 14:8).
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A I R  

P O C K E T S

Pallottines, Malawi



We all have likely encountered turbulence during flights at some time or 

another. On occasions, the Captain informs the passengers in anticipation of 

the impending disturbance, while in other instances, we can also be caught 

unaware. I have heard of an airplane going down as many as 30 meters during 

a flight over Goa, India. By the grace of God, the plane withstood the pressure 

of the sudden loss in altitude, and continued  its journey onward unscathed. 

The passengers, however, surely had their stomach turned upside down!

 

The worst turbulence that I experienced was in a small plane when flying 

between the Caribbean islands of Barbados and Santa Lucia. The runway itself 

was as long as a courtyard, and the small plane took off like a eagle. Seated 

right in the front of the plane, I could see its nose plunging into very thick, 

dark clouds. The flight itself was as good as a bullock cart ride in the North 

Indian Pallottine mission of Kutela in 1974, when I was sent there as a minor 

seminarian for mission experience! The Pilot was not perturbed a bit, as it was 

his daily routine to fly the small plane in that area. However, I was 

undoubtedly strengthened in my faith in God with such a flight.

 

In real life, too, we all hit air pockets at some time or another. It can be 

sudden and totally unexpected. If the seatbelt is fastened, often we escape 

unhurt. If not, it can injure or even kill us; as we are often only left with a 

fraction of a second to react.

 

As I write these lines, we are preparing ourselves for the first Sunday of 

Advent tomorrow. The Gospel’s message is that we must be vigilant for the 

coming of the Son of Man. We need to watch and pray when we see 

extraordinary signs which almost indicate the end of the world. Wars, 

violence, earthquakes, fires, rains… these all represent disharmony, and the 

human destabilization of natural order, against the intention of the Creator 

Himself.

 

“Superficially, apart from a few obvious signs of pollution and deterioration,” 

Pope Francis writes in his Encyclical, On The Care for Our Common Home, 

“things do not look that serious, and the planet could continue as it is for some 
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time. Such evasiveness serves as a license to carrying on with our present 

lifestyles and models of production and consumption. This is the way human 

beings contrive to feed their self-destructive vices: trying not to see them, 

trying not to acknowledge them, delaying the important decisions and 

pretending that nothing will happen.”

 

Hence, read the signs of the times. It is there “we can see that things are now 

reaching a breaking point, due to the rapid pace of change and degradation; 

these are evident in large-scale natural disasters as well as social and even 

financial crises, for the world’s problems cannot be analyzed or explained in 

isolation… if we scan the regions of our planet, we immediately see that 

humanity has disappointed God’s expectations.”

 

When we are young, the years seem to pass very slowly. The first 30 years are 

like the take off and transcendence through the clouds. The next 30-40 mark 

gaining the right altitude, and the cruising speed at which the bulk of the 

distance is covered. The final 20 years are a time for the preparation for the 

landing, and the wheels finally touching down. Destination arrived! The start 

is filled with energy and expectations, and the landing is often marked by 

fatigue. Of course, there is the joy of meeting our dear ones and of 

homecoming. For a believer in God, this is the ultimate arrival home: life in 

the presence of God.

 

Have we reflected on the role of the plane’s wheels in our journey? They take 

the impact of several tons of weight, roll down on the runway, then let us go. 

They vanish into its belly, and reappear out of nowhere to re-establish our 

contact with the real world. Just imagine if these wheels did not come out of 

their resting place! May God be merciful!

 

In some ways, these wheels have the function of our parents, loved ones, and 

friends who help us take off and fly. When we land upon harsh realities of life, 

they are once again by our side to absorb the pressure and lead us home.

 

The musing on the air pocket is meant to help us reflect on the unexpected

88



bumps and shudders we are all destined to face during our journey through 

life. The safest precaution would be to travel with the seat belt fastened, yet 

the seat belt itself is tied to the frame of the plane, which is flying through 

thin air. The plane’s safety is in the hands of the Superior Being. Nevertheless, 

within the plane, it is safer to be tied to the seat with a belt. It prevents 

accidents.

 

There are two sources of security here, the pilot and the machine itself. As 

said earlier, we place ourselves into the hands of the one flying the plane. 

Besides him, it is the Captain of Captains who alone guides our ultimate 

destiny.

 

Then, there are the wheels who carry us, soften the landing, and help us reach 

the destination. They are our parents and dear ones, the real friends who stand 

by our side in both good and bad times.

 

There are many people in the world who think that faith in God is something 

immature, unnecessary, and unreal. They consider it as a clutch for weak 

persons, and a psychological creation. “We do not need God!” they say, “we are 

self-sufficient!” So, too, there can be persons who- in their good times- never 

bother with their loved ones. They are too busy to waste time for others; hence 

they also consider themselves self-sufficient.

 

Have we not witnessed the horrors of the two World Wars in our recent 

memory? How many images appeared on newspapers of fathers and mothers 

running with their kids to take cover from the rain of bombs falling upon 

them? Entire families being buried under the mountains and carbonated 

persons inside cars from forest fires are all common visuals. They have hit the 

air pockets totally unexpectedly.

 

One of my young confreres, who one of the most active men, is now under 

treatment for a very serious cancer. However, he is someone who has fastened 

the seatbelt very well. He continues to assume great responsibilities in life, 

without the slightest fear or hesitation.
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Some years ago, I came to know a Religious Sister who was the Provincial 

Superior of her Congregation for many years. She was a lovely person and very 

efficient in her administrative works. Soon after finishing her term, she had a 

terrible fall and broke her leg. She was left hospitalized and bed-ridden for a 

short time. Once, I visited her in the hospital. The Sister- who had since been 

a great inspiration for me- was reduced to a physical and psychological wreck. 

She was completely depressed with no zeal to live anymore. I wondered, “how 

could this happen to a person who was in a leadership role for so many years? 

How could she lose her faith in herself and God?” The most probable 

explanation is that she was not prepared for the unexpected turbulence. Her 

seat-belt wasn’t fastened, and she was severely hurt.

 

Air pockets can bring out the best and worst in human persons. Each 

individual has a tremendous potentiality to do good just as they do evil. When 

pushed to the peripheries, these extraordinary powers come into play. That is 

why we hear of amazing heroism of people in totally helpless situations. 

Likewise, so too are human beings brainwashed from destructive dictators and 

political powers. Human history right from the beginning bears witness to 

these innate capacities for both the good and bad in each person.

 

Therefore, it would be highly rewarding if we are always aware of the air 

pockets and turbulence which can shake us at any time. Such an awareness is 

not intended to make us live under constant fear. Rather, our fragility and 

littleness must help us put our trust in somebody who is infinitely more 

powerful and caring: the One who guides our ultimate destiny.

 

                                                     +

 

Simultaneously, let us never miss a chance to acknowledge those wheels of the 

airplanes, our dear ones and friends, our fellow travelers and pilgrims, who 

accompany and sustain us. Heeding the words of St. Paul,  "Finally, be strong 

in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God, so that you 

can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against 

flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
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powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the 

heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day 

of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done 

everything, to stand.  Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around 

your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet 

fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all 

this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming 

arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the 

Spirit, which is the word of God. And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with 

all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep 

on praying for all the Lord’s people" (Ephesians 6:10-18).
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T H E  C O N T R O L

T O W E R



Any flight description would be incomplete without mentioning the control 

tower directing all of the incoming and outgoing flights. Air traffic control is 

like the airport’s brain, and it’s amazing to see the men and women monitor 

the plane’s paths and all necessary functions. Even the slightest mistake can 

have serious consequences; it is an incredible operation indeed!

 

We are familiar with all sorts of different control towers, even our own brain 

with its data processing capabilities can be considered one. We hardly ever 

take note of our beautiful minds that function 24 hours a day. As far as I 

know, even in a competition between the human brain and super computers, 

the human is still ahead; as it is capable of doing far more than mere 

mathematical calculations.

 

As we know, the different areas of the brain have unique functions, 

controlling various systems throughout the body. For example, one of my own 

family members had a fall, hit is head, and how his personality has very much 

changed. In most cases as we get older, our brain functioning will be vastly 

reduced. While there are some people who are blessed with excellent brain 

capacity until the last moment, many others suffer from memory loss and 

degeneration. Such a dysfunction of mental faculties can be much more 

distressing than other physical handicaps, and those who suffer from 

Alzheimer’s do not even recognize the closest members of their families, or 

even themselves. It is all the more painful when it happens to our parents and 

dear ones. For a mother not to recognize her own daughter is heartbreaking.

 

This conversation makes me recall one of my own confreres, who held the 

highest responsibility in our Society. Sadly, he began to show signs of 

forgetfulness in daily living, and- seeing as it was progressing- was soon 

diagnosed with a serious illness. It was devastating to see him struggling to 

recall names. For some time, all that remained was a smile, but that, too, 

eventually washed away.

 

How important it is to take care of these vital organs like the brain or heart as 

much as we can. Even then, regardless of all the care, we can still get into air 
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pockets. and be forced to face the unpleasant surprises of life. Then again, that 

is part of our mortal nature.

 

                                                     +

 

The control tower came to mind also because of my own leadership role that I 

am exercising at the moment. Governing as many as 2,500 persons in 56 

countries- in collaboration with many others, of course- can be demanding for 

various reasons. But when we compare this to someone like Pope Francis- the 

shepherd of the entire Catholic Church- my role can seem rather insignificant.

 

Nonetheless, I have also realized that managing a Province with 400 members 

can be challenging; likewise, managing 40 members can be equally- if not 

more- challenging. In the same way, taking care of a small family of 4 persons- 

with a father, mother, and two children- is also demanding. It is not the size of 

the group alone that matters, but the situation of the members, the ability of 

the leader, the conditions under which ones operates, etc.

 

Each Wednesday morning when Pope Francis rides around on his Popemobile 

to greet the General Audience, I am always in awe of his simple, smiling face. 

How can he continue to radiate such joy with all of the responsibilities and 

tribulations he faces at such an age? It is not that he isn’t aware, or doesn’t get 

affected, by them. And as he once told the press, it isn’t tranquilizers, either! 

Rather, our Holy Father shares that he has had “a very special experience of 

profound peace since I was elected. It does not abandon me. I live in peace. I 

cannot explain. What I am experiencing is a complete new experience for me. 

In Buenos Aires, I was anxious, I admit. I felt more tense and worried. My 

peace is the gift of the Lord.” This divinity enables him to fly above the 

clouds.

 

                                                       =

 

Once, I met a Mother General of a Religious Congregation who talked as 

though she was carrying a huge cross on her shoulders. “The Lord wants me to 
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carry this Cross,” she said with a sigh. I asked her about the number of 

members in her Congregation. She replied with a heavy heart, “90, Father!” I 

thought to myself, “Thank goodness I am not yet weighed down under a Cross 

even with 2400 members!”

 

So, what is the secret behind Pope Francis’ smile? He doesn’t even take 

summer holidays, yet continues to cruise at a steady speed beyond the clouds. 

Humanly speaking, how is it possible? Based on my own little experience, I 

find three possible reasons that accompany his grace from God.

 

First of all, if we love what we do, it is never a burden. When the heart pulses 

to the Spirit’s cadence, there is no obstacle that cannot be overcome; for He 

would not abandon us in the midst of our mission! Sure, physical and mental 

tiredness can be there. That is inevitable, but when we act with pure zeal, it 

reminds of us our littleness, that our works are nothing without God.

 

Let us turn to mothers: I don’t think most mothers consider mothering a 

burden. She sacrifices everything for her child without counting the cost; even 

knowing the pain that will be involved as her little one grows older, struggles 

to find friends, feels lost at sea, etc. She forever loves that baby who is part of 

herself. There is no burden, even though she may lose her patience every now 

and then. Everything that happens to her child- good or bad- touches her.

 

When one loves people, they are never a burden to meet them. If a priest loves 

his flock, he will never be a mere professional who sticks to his office hours. 

He will go out of his way, loving, caring, and shepherding those entrusted to 

his care. If one likes to write poems, there is no strain involved in doing it. If 

one likes to run, he hits the street and find an inner sense of freedom. Such is 

the same with all of our human activities. Do I love what I am and what I do? 

Do I love my own life? Do I love God’s creation? Love conquers all barriers. 

For the one who loves, the little flower in all its glory is able to raise his heart 

to the One who designed it and experience immense joy. For as St. Pope John 

Paul II said, it is love that teaches us everything.
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Secondly, it is our attitude or inner disposition towards the tasks entrusted to 

us, rather than its demand, that takes away our energy. It is not the size of the 

assignment, but our mindset towards it. For example, we come across people 

who have a tremendous capacity to manage so many different responsibilities 

simultaneously. They pursue and accomplish them all without great strain or 

worry. Then, we may also come across people who find it hard when two or 

three duties are given to them.

 

It is true that all of us feel a certain amount of tension when faced with very 

challenging tasks. But we are not crushed by them. In a proper growth process, 

we will learn to manage the daily activities without undue tension. This is 

considered one of the signs of healthy, mature self-development. As St. Pope 

John XXIII said, “we are like wine- some turn to vinegar, but the best improve 

with age!”

Nevertheless, one of the principle reasons for our stress and tension is the fear 

of failure, and the consequences associated with it. Will I succeed? What will 

others say? For a person lacking self-confidence and adequate preparation to 

meet the challenges, there can be too many inner struggles that will begin to 

eat away his energy before the work is even started. Therefore, let’s look again 

to St. John XXIII, who tells us,

 

“Consult not your fears, but your hopes and dreams.

Think not about our frustrations, but about your unfulfilled potential.

Concern yourself not with what you tried and failed in, but with what is still 

possible for you to do.”

 

The third and most important motive is our faith in the Supreme Control 

tower; the Lord of the Universe. Some may not believe in Him, that is their 

choice and we need to respect that. But my own choice is to believe and trust 

in this Supreme Being who is my Creator, my loving Father and my Saviour. 

He is the Alpha and the Omega!

 

On the internet there is a program to find the paths of planes flying around 

the world. We need only to look at the sky above an airport like London to 
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Chicago to see the amazing number of planes in motion at any given moment. 

Each one has its path. Very rarely will they collide, because the human brain 

has worked it out well.

 

Look at the sky. See the number of stars. Scientists tell us that our own galaxy 

is one of the smallest ones. Even if we use the best telescopes, there are still 

stars light years away that we cannot see! How little we know. In 50 years from 

now, what will be the bank of knowledge added to our reservoir? No Pilot, 

however experienced, will be allowed to fly the plane as he wants. If the 

commands of the Control Tower are not respected, great dangers await him.

 

So perhaps this is the simple logic behind Pope Francis’ beaming smile, amidst 

all of the challenges of life he faces. Only the one who has transcended the 

barriers of self-preoccupation can focus his mind on the other; only when one 

defeats the clutch of pessimism and negativity can one fill himself with a 

tomorrow of joy. Joy, as Pope Francis says, springs from a grateful heart. Joy is 

the sign of victory over the forces of darkness and death. It is the sign of 

people who have placed their faith in the Risen Lord.

 

Just like the Christmas we are preparing to celebrate- as I write this note on 

the first Sunday of Advent in 2018- it is a feast of life; of light scattering all 

that is dark. Jesus, Emmanuel, means God with us. Like a precious father or 

friend, we believe in a God who decided to walk with us, and take upon 

Himself the fragilities of our human condition. When we are loved, we are 

never alone; when we are loved, we are able to do miracles. Because love, very 

simply, “is everything. It is eternal, and embraces all things.” (St. Therese of 

Lisieux).

 

Therefore, keep in good communication with the Control Tower. It keeps your 

flight on the right path. Keep talking; the black box is recording everything. 

And that ceaseless communication, chatting with the Supreme Tower, is called 

prayer. It is nothing but the lifeline between us and our Creator, a simple 

glance toward the sky, to enable us to fly safely beyond the clouds!
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B Y E !  S E E  Y O U

A G A I N



Meeting and parting are a fact of life, we say. We reunite with much joy, and 

leave with sweet sorrow. Meeting leads to communion, but parting breaks the 

kindred hearts and leaves a taste of loss within. It can be a physical loss- like 

losing a limb in an accident- or it can by a psychological loss, like losing a dear 

one, or love and prestige. Worse, still, is spiritual loss; and the worst 

experience- as the Psalmist would consider- is the loss of the presence and 

vision of God.

 

Beatific vision or eternal life with God is the ultimate goal of every Christian. 

It is the state of eternal bliss. To lose our Father for eternity would be the 

most gut wrenching loss of all. Such is the fate of a hardened sinner who 

rejects the divine invitation to the fullness of divine life. As Pope Francis says, 

“God never tires of forgiving us; we are the ones who tire of seeking His 

mercy.”

 

Circling back to our plane journey, we have already landed on the ground. We 

descended through the clouds, experiencing plenty of jerks until the wheels 

caught our weight softly. We are comforted and happy to be back. Welcome 

home.

 

I am sure that all of us have seen videos or films of homecomings of parents 

and dear ones. What sweet consolation to see soldiers fighting in dangerous 

wars come back to his child running into his arms! He presses the child so tight 

to his heart, as perhaps the mother watches from a distance with another 

toddler in her hands. Finally, they tearfully embrace, and the little puppy 

even remembers his master! A real homecoming!

 

When we depart the plane, we wish at least a few people goodbye; including 

the crews waiting at the door. To one or the other, we might even add “see you 

again.” Yet just like the seat we had just occupied for our journey, our sojourn 

in this world is really for a limited period of time. During the flight we have 

full ownership of it; even fighting over it if it was encroached by someone. But 

once the journey is over, it’s already allotted to a new person ready to take 

flight.
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 We leave the seat behind without any nostalgia for it, because we knew it was 

only temporary. Once we have the ability to disembark, we are in such a hurry 

to beat the rush and reach home, that we might even forget to say goodbye to 

our neighbor we were sitting next to for 10 hours!

 

Generations come and go. We all occupy seats for a very short period of time, a 

time which is fleeting to us, but not to our Master who remains outside of it. 

Just as the four seasons of the Northern hemisphere come and go, so, too, do we 

pass in such a perpetual motion; autumn, winter, spring, and summer, the 

same trees appear in four different ways.

 

Though we started our reflection with the imagery of the very common 

experience of flying, we realize more and more how human life itself is like 

such a flight. As we have read, the comparisons are many.

 

The runway is like infancy, soon picking up speed and excitement as children 

turn into youthful, young adults dreaming great things for their life. The 

many hours in cruise control resembles the adult age marked by responsibility 

and commitment, in a daily rhythm day in and day out. Finally, the descent 

and the wheels touching town is bidding farewell to our earthly mission. We 

say goodbye and head home, which- for a believer in God- is the heavenward 

ascent to the Creator.

 

This is the reason why all of the saints were very much detached from the 

world, while still being fully engaged in it. As human flesh, we are global 

citizens and it would be inappropriate to denounce the temporary home in 

which we life. But we do not have to fight for a window or aisle seat like some 

people on the plane, because wherever we may be above the clouds, we will 

still arrive at our destination.

 

What is most important is to spend the time during our flight well. Read, 

converse, eat, sleep and pray, so as to come out refreshed and continue the 

mission ahead.
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As Christians, the process of ascending, flying, and descending could be 

compared to the Paschal mystery; the suffering, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus. St. Paul expresses this truth in these words: “For if we have been united 

with Him in a death like His, we will certainly also be united with Him in a 

resurrection like His” (Romans 6:5).

 

The key to life is kenosis: self-emptying, the way of Jesus. Empty yourself and 

be holy, that is everything. Yet we have in us an innate tendency to preserve 

the life that God has given us. So we try- until the very last moment- to live. 

An adolescent person can be quite self-centred as part of his growth process, 

but as he moves on to adulthood, he has to become more altruistic and self-

giving. Such a capacity for this self-gift is the most authentic sign of human 

and spiritual maturity. Genuine love involves death to self, because in this 

case the other person becomes more important to me.

That is why Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice of His own life on the cross: so 

that in all of our unworthiness, we may live. What Jesus taught, He lived 

through. Those who lose their life will find it; those who try to preserve it will 

lose it.

 

The lives of saints give testimony to this most profound spiritual and 

existential truth. St. Vincent Pallotti, the saint of Rome, lived for just 55 

years. He was all things for everyone. His famous prayer was that he may 

become food to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes for the naked, and 

health for the sick. He walked the streets tirelessly doing good; visiting the 

sick and prisoners, conducting classes for the illiterate, hearing confessions 

and administering the sacraments to people. He was a great mystic who 

breathed in God, and breathed out God. He spent hours in prayer on his knees 

after all of his tedious works during the day. Eventually, he was burnt out like 

a candle. He died a death of valor; as an active soldier for Christ on the 

battlefield. He ran the race set out for him, and finished it gloriously. He 

attained the imperishable crown of eternity! This is what life's all about. Be 

the candle flickering with all your might, until the Spirit’s wind blows it out 

and takes you home.
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As we look at the airplane that safely brought us from afar through the 

airport’s windows, we see the final pieces of luggage being unloaded. Soon, the 

plane will be cleaned, refueled, and will be leaving with another crew to a 

distant shore. Once again, with its new passengers in flight, it will pierce 

through the clouds into the marvelous Blue Mantle of Mary; the Mother of 

Jesus, and the Mother of Humanity. Placed in her arms, everything will be as 

God wills. So enjoy the flight, friends. Bye, see you again!
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