LETTER FROM COLOMBO
Now it is springtime in Asia
Reflections of Asian Diocesan Priests at the Jesus Caritas Asian Assembly  
from 9th to 16th January 2013 in the Retreat House Thewatte, Sri Lanka

25 Asian diocesan priests from 5 different countries – India, Pakistan, Myanmar, Bangladesh and Pakistan and two priests from Europe - gathered for one week in the Archdiocesan Retreat House Thewatte to share their lives, to reflect on their vocation and to deepen their way of being priests in the light of Blessed Charles de Foucauld. For some of us it was a kind of Tabor experience which can not be expressed by words.   
From the beginning we were overwhelmed with joy by the natural beauty of the island, by the visibly rich culture of the country and by the hospitality of the Lankan people and the Church. At the opening of the Assembly we concelebrated Holy Eucharist on the feast of the Baptism of our Lord with the pilgrimage community in the majestic Basilica of our Lady of Lanka in Thewatte-Ragama. On behalf of the Asian Fraternity, one of us expressed our gratitude to the Lankan Christians for their faithfulness to Christ in spite of persecution, war and social and natural calamities. He expressed also our respect to the unique history of the Lankan Church and to the country´s effort to regain peace after 30 years of violence and suffering. We congratulated our Christian brethren for their overall peaceful relation with other religions - with Lankan Buddhists, Hindus and Muslims and we requested them to share ever more their religious and cultural heritage with other people and churches and thus helping the Catholic Church to become ever more a truly universal Church relying on unity in cultural diversity.  
As Jesus Caritas priests are inspired by Blessed Charles de Foucauld (1858-1916), the Lanka Christians, both Sinhalese and Tamils, are deeply inspired by Blessed Joseph Vaz (1651-1711). He was a missionary from Goa who in time of plague at home and persecution abroad courageously gave witness to the truth and love of Christ in then called Ceylon. Being an Oratorian priest Joseph Vaz could not live priesthood alone but only in a small community of priests thus later refusing to be promoted on the scale of ecclesial hierarchy. We are very grateful to Archbishop emeritus Oswald Gomis, a great historian and promoter of the Church in Asia, to celebrate with us the closing Mass of the Assembly on 16th January, the feast day of Blessed Joseph Vaz, explaining to us in his homily the life of the Blessed in relation to the history of the Lankan Church and the challenges of today. He also pointed at the relatedness of Joseph Vaz and Charles de Foucauld in regard to community and fraternity in the Church. 
In a contemplative orientation with daily Adoration and Bible Sharing, we tried to explain our experiences and life stories, our various ways of being priests facing each one of us similar or specific challenges in our respective home countries. We realized that there are different social and political conditions of our brothers and sisters in Asian countries - being as Christians at the extreme margin of the society or enjoying certain support of the society: in Sri Lanka (about 20 millions) with 7% Christians going back to early Christianity with two main ethnicities (Sinhalese and Tamil); in India (1,160 billions) with about 4% Christians, also present from the beginning of Christianity and with officially 15 languages and a diversity of cultures; in Bangladesh (150 millions), with a young Church, 0.3% Christians and with one official language which is Bangla; in Pakistan, also a young Church, with 2.5% Christians among 180 millions of Muslim majority, Urdu as national language and 4 local dialects; Myanmar (about 60 millions) with approx. 5% Christians surrounded by many beliefs and creeds and with Buddhism as main religion. 
We sometimes heard with a certain tune of disappointment that Rome does not listen to the Church of Asia. Feeling sad about such statements we were encouraged by the dynamism and openness of Archbishop Oswald Gomes, Auxiliary Bishop Maxwell Silva of the Archdioscese and Fr. Merl Shanti, Archdiocesan Procurator, who inspired us to be Asian priests in our specific Asian culture and respective local churches.
Pondering on the life witness of Blessed Charles de Foucauld we reviewed our priestly lives. We admitted our failures and shortcomings in regard of our commitment to Jesus as our divine and human brother. Fr. Emmanuel Asi from the International Council of Jesus Caritas referred in his presentation to Nazareth as the place of the unknown Christ. Jesus of Nazareth lived a hidden life, a life of human and societal nothingness. We were touched by Bro. Charles´ wit and wisdom to discover the grace of nothingness in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Before moving to Galilee and Jerusalem, Jesus spent most of his life time in the small, looked down upon town of Nazareth. Only when the time had come he went into his public ministry leading him to his passion and resurrection. We renewed our willingness to be more and more faithful to Bro. Charles as our inspiration being brother to Christ, to one another and above all to those who are farthest away from Christ.
We thoroughly reviewed our lives as brothers in fraternity. We admitted our shallowness and irregularities realizing that Jesus Caritas is being occasionally even misused for personal purposes or for religious tourism. Fraternity is not stupidity but simplicity with honesty. However, we were encouraged to reaffirm our faith that Jesus transforms our nothingness into fullness of life if we surrender ourselves to His will, providence and mercy. We are anew determined to follow the example of Charles de Foucauld by emptying ourselves and by surrendering ourselves into the tender hands of God. One brother priest explained his principle of life: “If none is going ahead, I am the one to go ahead alone”. It is our life from within that can reach out to others in all simplicity and giving ourselves without reserve and without expectation. Thus we summarized our commitment to the essentials, “the package”, of the fraternity (adoration, bible reading/sharing, life review in fraternity, desert day). This is our way to respond to our experiencing of Jesus´ unconditional and intimate tenderness to each human person, not least to us priests. Fraternity in our daily pastoral life means: priests meeting priests from person to person – priests sharing life and faith with one another– priests accompanying priests unconditionally.
We spent one day in Tulana Ashram of Fr. Aloysius Peiris S.J., a researcher and man of interfaith dialogue, who widened our horizon by realizing the divine presence of God in other religions. We were impressed by his relationship with Buddhists monks, some of them depicting scenes of Jesus´ life according to the Gospel in wonderful sculptures and paintings. We also went for exposure to Kandy, the heart of Sri Lanka´s culture, history and main religion and visited the Benedictine monastery of St. Sylvester and the National Seminary which served the Asian Church for centuries. 
On 15th January 2013 Fr. Arthur Charles from Karachi, Pakistan was elected in Kandy as our Asian Responsible. He nominated Fr. Albert Rozario (Bangladesh), Fr. Matthew Mookapaw (Myanmar) and Fr. Edo Conosa Coroza (Philippines) as his councillors.
At the end, some priests wrote down their personal highlights at the Asian Assembly as follows: “Visiting Tulana Ashram of Fr. Aloysius Peiris, I experienced first time deep spiritual dialogue between followers of Buddha’s and Jesus´ teaching”. – “I felt in daily adoration the power of spiritual life”. – “I was impressed by the spirituality of nothingness of Nazareth”. – “The contemplative atmosphere of the Assembly helped me to go deep down into the spirituality of Jesus and Bro. Charles”. – “I could feel divine presence also in Buddhism”.  – “I liked the Eucharistic celebrations with different cultural expressions such as the Indian way of celebrating Holy Mass….”

We feel obliged to our Pakistani brothers who went of their way to prepare the Asian Assembly by tireless communication and planning. Fr. Roy Jayahama from Sri Lanka, working for decades in Pakistan, and Fr. Arthur Charles along with their team paved the way to our meeting in Colombo. Our special gratitude goes also to the Little Sisters and Brothers in Asia and to the growing Lay Fraternity in Asia, becoming more and more a source of inspiration and joy for diocesan priests. We can not forget the services of the Providence Sisters who took care of us in Thewatte Retreat House. We brothers from the Asian Fraternity pay also homage to Fr. Amand De Cook from Belgium for his vital presence and sharing.
Our message to our brother priests in Asia and worldwide and to anyone anywhere are best expressed in following words of some of our brother priests:  “Happy priests are those who have priest friends”. – “Any gathering of priests lacking of adoration, bible sharing and life review is not a Jesus Caritas gathering”. – “We were newly motivated to daily reading and re-reading the Gospel“. – “We have experienced the effect of praying for one another“. – “We continue to search and serve the hidden Christ among our poor and marginalised brethren while working in silence and living an ordinary life in an extraordinary way as Bro. Charles did”. 
A fraternal hug & smile from Jesus Caritas Asia
Frs. Jude Peiris, Dominic Khin Soe, Albert Rozario, Robin Bashir and Klaus Beurle.
