Homily for the Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time
October 19, 2008
On the occasion of the World Mission Day, Our Holy Father would like to invite us to reflect on the continuing urgency to proclaim the Gospel also in our times. The missionary mandate continues to be an absolute priority for all baptized persons who are called to be "servants and apostles of Christ Jesus" at the beginning of this millennium.  Pope Paul VI, reminded us that: "Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity."  As a model of this apostolic commitment, the Holy Father points to St. Paul in particular, the Apostle of the nations, as we celebrate this Jubilee Year dedicated to him.  It is the Pauline Year which offers us the opportunity to become familiar with this famous Apostle who received the vocation to proclaim the Gospel to the Gentiles, according to what the Lord had announced to him: "Go, I shall send you far away to the Gentiles".  How can we not take the opportunity that this special Jubilee offers to the local Churches, the Christian communities and the individual faithful to propagate the proclamation of the Gospel to the ends of the world, the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes? 

Humanity needs to be liberated and redeemed. Creation itself –as St. Paul says—suffers and nurtures the hope that it will share in the freedom of the children of God.  These words are true in today's world too.  Creation is suffering.  Creation is suffering and waiting for real freedom; it is waiting for a different, better world; it is waiting for "redemption".  And deep down it knows that this new world that is awaited supposes a new person; it supposes "children of God".  Let us take a closer look at the situation of today's world. While, on the one hand, the international scene presents prospects for promising economic and social development, on the other it brings some great concerns to our attention about the very future of humanity. Violence, in many cases, marks the relations between persons and peoples. Poverty oppresses millions of inhabitants. Discrimination and sometimes even persecution for racial, cultural and religious reasons drive many people to flee from their own countries in order to seek refuge and protection elsewhere, as we have seen in the Sudan and India.  Technological progress, when it is not aimed at the dignity and good of the person or directed towards solidarity-based development, loses its potentiality as a factor of hope and runs the risk, on the contrary, of increasing already existing imbalances and injustices.
St. Paul had understood well that only in Christ can humanity find redemption and hope. Therefore, he perceived that the mission was pressing and urgent to proclaim "the promise of life in Christ Jesus", "our hope", so that all peoples could be co-heirs and co-partners in the promise through the Gospel.  He was aware that without Christ, humanity is "without hope and without God in the world" - "without hope because they were without God".  In fact, "anyone who does not know God, even though he may entertain all kinds of hopes, is ultimately without hope, without the great hope that sustains the whole of life".

It is therefore an urgent duty for everyone to proclaim Christ and his saving message.  St. Paul said, "Woe to me if I do not preach it [the Gospel]!"  On the way to Damascus he had experienced and understood that the redemption and the mission are the work of God and his love.  Love of Christ led him to travel over the roads of the Roman Empire as a herald, an apostle, a preacher and a teacher of the Gospel of which he declared himself to be an "ambassador in chains".  Divine charity made him "all things to all, to save at least some".  By looking at St. Paul's experience, we understand that missionary activity is a response to the love with which God loves us.  His love redeems us and prods us to our mission as Church among any people, of any culture, at any period of history.  It is the spiritual energy that can make the harmony, justice and communion grow among persons, races and peoples to which everyone aspires.  So it is God, who is Love, who leads the Church towards the frontiers of humanity and calls the evangelizers to drink "from the original source, which is Jesus Christ, from whose pierced heart flows the love of God".  Only from this source can care, tenderness, compassion, hospitality, availability and interest in people's problems be drawn, as well as the other virtues necessary for the messengers of the Gospel to leave everything and dedicate themselves completely and unconditionally to spreading the perfume of Christ's charity around the world.
While the first evangelization continues to be necessary and urgent in many regions of the world, it is important to reaffirm that even in the presence of growing difficulties, Christ's command to evangelize all peoples continues to be a priority.  No reason can justify its slackening or stagnation because "the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential mission of the Church".  It is a mission that "is still only beginning and we must commit ourselves wholeheartedly to its service".  How can we not think here of the Macedonian who appeared to St. Paul in a dream and cried, "Will you come by to Macedonia to help us?".  Today there are countless people who are waiting for the proclamation of the Gospel, those who are thirsting for hope and love. There are so many who let themselves be questioned deeply by this request for aid that rises up from humanity, who leave everything for Christ and transmit faith and love for Him to people!

A striking story tells about one remote area in western Sudan.  Foreign missionaries, especially priests, Brothers and Sisters, had labored there for many years with few visible results. Then foreign lay missionaries—married and single –came to that area and soon many Sudanese people become Catholics. A Sudanese elder explained: "When we saw the priests and Sisters living separately and alone we didn't want to be like them. But when we saw Catholic families—men, women and children—living happily together, we wanted to be like them." In our family oriented African society married missionary couples with children have a powerful and unique witness and credibility. 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, may the celebration of World Mission Day encourage everyone to take renewed awareness of the urgent need to proclaim the Gospel.
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