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Inspiration, reasons, need and urgency of the centre in the North of Botswana

The Catholic Church in Botswana is still very young, especially in the new Catholic Vicariate of Francistown. In the northern and western parts of the country less than 0.1% of the population is Catholic. It is a missionary frontier of primary evangelisation. Many people have been baptised in the past, new people are joining constantly, and the Church is slowly but steadily growing. There is still hunger for spiritual life among the people of Botswana, for prayer, for knowledge of the Word and for guidance, but especially for healing. People respond well to any opportunity offered to them to grow in knowledge and spiritually, and there is a lot of good will.

However, most of our local Christians are not very committed, often passive, not supporting the Church but demanding and receiving its service; most have very little knowledge and understanding of faith, of the Church of which they are not assuming the ownership - rightly understood as rights but first of all as responsibilities. In addition, there are many moral issues not clear for our people, not explained or not challenged by the Gospel values. Too many things seem to be taken for granted by the pastoral workers or ignored. Some issues are very sensitive and taboo-like.

We cannot blame just our people for this situation. The Church in the early stages of her development in Botswana, because of the circumstances, often had to compromise the time needed for the formation, or even the formation itself, in order to start to exist at all. The consequences of this situation can be seen today in the daily life of our Christians. The most disturbing is the fact that many young people are leaving our church to join other denominations or sects, and many children of our Catholics don’t become Catholics or even Christians themselves.

One of the biggest challenges, therefore, is to provide a proper Christian formation to those who join now and to those who joined in the past but were not given the opportunity to prepare themselves well for the Christian life and for the Sacraments.

The fundamental difference between the Catholic Church and all other churches and sects is definitely the treasure of the Sacraments. What if our people don’t understand them, or even don’t know them? What remains if there are no Sacraments in the church (or they are misunderstood or not known)? – Indeed “very little” – sola scriptura. And in this context other churches seem to be much more attractive with their traditional flavour, syncretism, dancing and drumming, with many small but meaningful (for the people) rituals (“sacramentals”), uniforms and with the sectarian zeal.

Very important is to consider the wider context of Botswana and Southern Africa. The society is rapidly becoming secularised, polarised and sophisticated. The immense social changes are clearly visible everywhere – some of them very destructive and disturbing, often leading to death (AIDS). There are many problems and challenges - the most crucial relate to questionable moral standards, collapse of family life and marriage institution, common sex degraded to daily physiology and alienated from human love, respect, dignity and interpersonal relationship, and consequently frequent sexual abuse – especially of children, the HIV-AIDS pandemic with the highest infection rate in the world (up to 52% of the adult population above 15 in places), alcohol and drugs, escalating crime and materialism.

Botswana is perhaps the most dramatic and tragic example of a cultural and moral collapse of an ancient traditional society induced by foreign influence, development, technology and globalisation.

In addition, there is a confusing variety of churches, sects, and religions - constantly splitting or mushrooming. Some of them are manipulated from outside, attack the youth, “brainwash” them, some are anti-Catholic and some even fight openly against our Church.

This “modern exposure”, religious and moral indifference, saturation with syncretic African churches and protestant sects and the very small presence of the Catholic Church make the missionary work not easy, and in fact very difficult or even impossible in some places.

On the other hand there is also an ever-more tangible problem of our missionary pastoral approach and style of work.

It is not a secret that even today the formation work is not seen as a priority in many of our parishes and missions, or there is not enough knowledge, skills or commitment; that there are problems to run a catechumenate programme, marriage and confirmation preparations, on-going formation, training for catechists or for lay ministers, to provide retreat and recollection opportunities.

So often our pastoral and missionary work is based on a sacramental approach only (celebrating Eucharist even with newcomers and people not ready to participate). The sacramental approach of the pastoral work doesn't work on the mission frontiers, where there is no basic Evangelisation preceding it, where the people are not prepared to celebrate the sacraments, if they don't understand them, and where disastrous results in the lives of our people being confused, lost or leaving our church are so apparent.

Our Local Church is still very much dependent on the expatriate pastoral workers. There is an urgent need to broaden the pastoral base by involving more and more local lay people. They are the hidden treasure of the Local Church; they can be very effective (many examples are already evident), indeed irreplaceable, in missionary-formation work. Local catechists have been for centuries the indispensable missionary force all around the world. Today it is more and more difficult to find voluntary catechists and there are no, or very limited funds in the Church for the paid ones.

At the same time we have a number of people who are trained already in different pastoral ministries or as catechists; some have been trained in Bible seminars. Many of them have not been utilised yet in our parishes and mission communities, are not involved in direct pastoral initiatives, not invited, assisted, encouraged and guided to use their skills, knowledge and enormous potential as lay co-workers in forming and leading of the faithful. There are people in our communities who want to do more in the Church, for God and for others, but first of all they want to develop and to grow spiritually themselves. Often they can't find a structure or organisation that can help them to achieve that. Therefore, we need to develop and support the local missionary force based on sound formation and persistent approach; we need training for our catechists, lay ministers and leaders of our communities; we need local lay missionaries well equipped to help to start or to develop new Catholic communities, missions and future parishes.

This context calls for a response from the Church, perhaps a new and decisive response.

First of all we need to change the style of our missionary work. There is an urgent need to search for new effective and more efficient ways to proclaim the Word in the modern Africa and in the global village.

We desperately need a new missionary spirituality and a new missiological reflection on the mission frontiers, on how to do the primary Evangelisation today.

We need also a new style of a missionary teamwork, and a teamwork including both genders and undeniably lay people - praying, reflecting, working and developing together new creative ways of doing the mission here and now.

We definitely need more focus on the “Word pastoral”, on the basic and the Biblical formation, on the basic catechesis – which means departure from the sacramental “parish style” pastoral, precisely for the sake and respect for the Sacraments, so often becoming “pearls in front of the pigs”. 

Of vital importance is in this light the introduction of the new missionaries, familiarising them with the new style of missionary approach; so is the introduction of the new missionaries to the language and culture of our people, and the subsequent assistance, evaluation and guidance, especially in the first few years of missionary work.

We need facilities for the locally based renewal of missionaries, both, those from abroad and the local ones, including the lay missionaries, and possibilities and resources for the on-going formation for all missionaries.

Nevertheless, it seems that the Christian formation understood as an integral part of the missionary effort is of paramount importance; - a formation that may make the difference, a formation that will help the people to become and to remain real Christians. A good Christian formation will first affect the lives of our Christians, the quality of the Church communities and then, ultimately, it might affect the society at large, the nation. The need of good Christian formation is unquestionable, both for the beginners and for the "old" Catholics. Today, we need more quality in Christianity than numbers of those baptised, we need Christians who are fully aware of what they are, well prepared for Christian life, for the Sacraments that sustain this life, and for modern challenges, having the basic religious and moral knowledge and standpoint wherever they are. But most importantly, we need people who witness with their own life their belonging to Jesus Christ and constant growth in their relationship with Him. 

In fact, in the present context, good Christian formation and quality of the existing Christianity seems to be the starting point and pre-requisite for the future new territorial missionary expansion, and indeed, for the ultimate survival of the Catholic Church in this part of the world.

Formation, broadly understood, holds the key to the mature Christianity, to spiritual growth, to the fruits of Sacraments, to the recognised gifts of the Holy Spirit and to the visible fruits of their presence in our communities; and to the future of the Church and the people of Botswana and Africa.
The work geared towards the family life is critically needed, through education and formation for marriage and family life; through helping, advising, counselling and protecting marriages and families and new life conceived therein.

The proposed Lefoko Centre could help to provide a quality formation to our people, helping to organise and run the formation in our parishes and missions for children, youth and adults, to train catechists, to provide guidance and materials, to lift up the general knowledge of the Word - Christ in our communities, and making them a place of quality Christianity, mature Christianity, attractive to other people, constantly growing not only in numbers but primarily spiritually, changing the life of its members and others.

This work of evangelising formation should be done using all available means, in a creative way, utilising the modern technology of communication whenever possible.

We also need resources: formation materials, programmes, books, posters, videos and other media necessary for our formation efforts. We need translations of Catholic Books and written materials into the local languages.

The HIV-AIDS pandemic in Botswana adds a special dimension to the need and urgency of a proper Christian formation. Fighting the HIV-AIDS will have a very limited long-term effect if there will be no change of behaviour based on sound moral standards and principles. Good Christian formation is one of the important ways to long-term solution to the immense HIV-AIDS tragedy.

That is why the Lefoko Centre is being proposed - a place committed to the missionary formation of our people; a place for recollections, retreats and prayer; a place where materials are produced, stored and made available; a place where our committed lay leaders and pastoral workers, teachers, ministers and missionaries could find assistance, support, encouragement and on-going formation; a place from which well prepared local missionaries could go to visit and help the northern missions and Christian communities, and establish the new ones; a place that could contribute to the growth and quality of our future Church.

The idea of the Lefoko Centre has its roots in the urgent pastoral needs and social context of our mission. Perhaps it is also a call to conversion and change of our missionary work and life style.

Most importantly however, Lefoko Centre wants to become a place of meeting the Word, the Incarnate Word, having the power to create, change, heal and sustain life and to give life to all ready to receive Him.

The name

Lefoko - means word in Setswana. For us, however, it is more than just a word, it is the WORD that became Flesh and was called Jesus - the eternal Word of the Father, the Word that created everything, and is still at work today; a powerful Word that can change human life, that can heal, forgive, guide and inspire; a Word of immense Love of God saving this world. It is a Word that wants to be known, proclaimed, shared, listened to, used and lived - a Word of life.

The name “Lefoko Centre” has, therefore, a deep and intended meaning, becoming a programme – a special place of the Incarnate Word, a place of meeting Him, of study and learning about Him; a place of missionary animation and spreading of the Word. Obviously the centre has to be Biblical.

Lefoko Centre – main purpose

Lefoko Centre wants to be a place of a new style of “doing mission”, especially the mission of Primary Evangelisation in the contemporary African context, a place of teamwork, prayer, reflection – a kind of think-tank exploring new, more effective and deepening ways of our missionary work.

The basic catechesis rooted in the WORD, Christian Catholic Formation preparing for the personal relationship with Christ, for the Christian life and for the participation in the Church must be the main focus of the centre’s ministry.

Ultimately, depending on the possibilities and needs, the centre could gradually develop to work in the following areas.

Formation:

Training for Catechists, Lay Ministers and Leaders




First contact catechesis – authentic Primary Evangelisation

Basic Catholic Christian Formation – basic catechesis

RCIA, pre-Sacramental and Sacramental Catechesis

On-going Formation for Adults, Youth and Children

Formation for Marriage & Family Life

Basic Bible Seminar, Biblical formation, Bible Study

Lectio Divina

Behavioural change & sexuality, Education for Life (HIV-AIDS background)

Training for new missionaries

On-going formation possibilities for missionaries

Renewal:       

Spiritual Formation - Recollections, Retreats

Prayer formation - Meditation, Contemplation, Lectio Divina

Short Sabbatical programmes

Courses for missionaries (religious, lay)

Resources: 

Library and repository

Materials, books, posters, tapes, CDs, videos, images

Production of our own local formation materials and aids

Translation work

Communication: 
Dialogue and cooperation with other churches, religions, cultures …

Written materials, music, film, pictures

Other forms of art - usage and production

                     

Basic pastoral anthropological and ethnographic research

Culture(s) and language

Social:


HIV-AIDS related activities




The elders and the sick programmes




Children and youth programmes




Programmes for girls and women




Job & employment creation workshops and exposure




Involvement with the poorest of the poor and the most marginalized – the 

Bushmen of the Kalahari




Justice and peace and integrity of creation related programmes

Location

It is envisaged that the Lefoko Centre will be established in Maun. It is a missionary frontier, where the Catholic population is still very small (less than 0.1%). Maun is also a major, rapidly growing population centre (50.000 people), and it has central location in the North of Botswana.

It is very far, inconvenient and expensive for the Catholics of Maun and from the new Missions in Ghanzi and Gumare to attend meetings, workshops or training courses in other diocesan centres (Mahalapye, Francistown). Maun and other Northern Missions need urgent assistance in missionary and formation work locally.

In addition, it is envisaged that Maun will become an independent diocese in the future.
Appendix: SVD Mission – New Approach to Primary Evangelisation

The “Lefoko Centre” is a missionary endeavour. It is envisaged that it would become a place from where a new style of “Mission” would be seek out, new ways of Primary Evangelisation developed and tried. It wants to depart from the traditional parish approach and look for other “structures”, for more effective and fruitful missionary way of work in the Northern part of Botswana.

It is an opportunity for the SVD to do what is in the very heart of the Society. The Primary Evangelisation is in a difficult place today. Many missionaries are not very sure how to proceed with this important task and become parish bound ministers, often with very limited sacramental approach. 

Today the modern society offers our people many other options and priorities, but there is still a great hunger for spiritual life, for the Word of God and particularly for healing.

There is a substantial pressure from the protestant churches, especially the Pentecostal ones and syncretic African churches. Islam is also spreading quickly with advanced facilities and massive financial backing (in Maun a big mosque has been build in just few recent months and a Moslem mission established.

The participation of the lay people in the missionary work is very limited and often done without proper preparation and back up for our volunteers. Yet, the potential of the local missionary force is enormous and should be utilised.

We need a little more “aggressive” approach at grassroots level to reach more people and to make sure that they will get the best possible formation and introduction to Christian life in the Catholic Church.

Lefoko Centre opens new possibilities of missionary work in a team (perhaps a mobile team), or better in a mixed team, of missionaries praying, reflecting and working together and helping those in the parish-station-mission situations in the vast Northern and Western parts of Botswana.

The team could also attempt the Primary Evangelisation work on itself, especially in those many areas where our Church does not yet exist, and especially among the most marginalized Bushmen of the Kalahari facing rapid cultural, ethnical and physical extinction.

All these ideas are embedded in the SVD spirituality and principles and could help to develop a new model of “doing mission” today. The proposed “Lefoko Centre” is a trial to find an answer to some of the challenges and priorities recognised by the Divine Word Missionaries in the recent chapters and documents of the society. The idea of this missionary centre is deeply rooted in the three recognised important concepts: Witnessing to the Kingdom, Prophetic Dialogue and Characteristic Dimensions (Communication, Bible, JPIC and Mission Animation). And Mission Animation (to a new way of “doing mission”) is one of the focal points.

The centre could be a meaningful, and hopefully, fruitful contribution of the SVD to the Local Church in Botswana and in Africa.

Divine Word Missionaries are “Missionaries” and because of that the Lefoko Centre project appears to be a very exciting missionary venture, although it also means a kind of conversion, perhaps even painful and challenging…

Let us ask Saint Arnold to pray for us and with us as we discern the Will of God and dare to start something new. Let us be also open for the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and His creativity in our missionary work.
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