Vigil of All Saints Readings

All Hallow’s Eve, 2007

I. Saint Dominic Ibañez de Erquicia

Saint Dominic Ibañez de Erquicia, a Dominican priest from Spain, was one of sixteen Dominican martyrs who labored to establish the Church in Nagasaki, Japan in the early 17th century. After enduring horrible tortures, they were executed by the method known as the “gallows and pit,” their bodies were burned, and their ashes scattered. Father Dominic was the first to die on August 14, 1633. The feast of these martyrs is celebrated on September 28.

From a letter of Saint Dominic Ibañez de Erquicia to his father, written on October 18, 1630

Dearest father, I hope my letter will be some consolation to you, since I am unable to comfort you in any other way. For I cannot show you my filial devotion, nor be of any help to you except before God. Indeed, I keep you before God in my poor prayers and at the sacrifice of the Mass, whether we live or die. Likewise, I pray for all my relatives and for the whole world that they may receive every good.

Eight years ago I left the Philippines and went to Japan. For twenty years the Christian community here has been persecuted and during this time there have been many martyrs, both religious and laity. Today this persecution increases more and more and for the past two years it has been unspeakably severe. Last year at the end of July a cruel governor arrived in the city where I now reside. He has sealed off every means of departure by land or sea, lest any Christian escape, and has begun to afflict them with so many savage tortures that he has induced many Christians to recant and so abandon their faith in Christ.

When the fury of the persecution had subsided a little, the authorities tried to seize religious and so as a result we have put on disguises and hidden ourselves in one place or another, for they offer rewards to those who will point out religious. On November 20th they seized a religious of the Augustinian Order on a mountain and three days later in this very city they caught a Jesuit priest who had been born in this area. Indeed, he was captured very near to the place where I was hiding and so, committing myself to God, at six in the morning I fled from the house with the help of a disguise.

Last May they captured a lay member of the Franciscan Order. So far five religious have been taken together with a large number of the faithful—the number of martyrs was almost forty. Last month many were burned alive and about thirty were cut to pieces with a saw made of reeds. They employ many cruel tortures in an attempt to compel these poor people to abandon the faith: some they scald slowly with boiling water which is poured upon their heads along with sulphur, resin, oil and other materials which increase their suffering; others they crucify or submerge in water until they die from the cold; still others they bury up to their waists and with a saw made of reeds gradually cut them to pieces in such a way that their suffering is drawn out for seven or eight days. Up to this point they have treated religious no differently, except that they are burned alive by placing the wood around the victims in such a way that they die gradually, but not from the flames themselves.

I have now come to the point of greatest danger for me in this persecution and already have a feeling that this is the last letter which I will be able to write. Therefore, my beloved father, let us so act that we may see one another in heaven for all eternity, fearing no separation here. Let us have no concern for this world, for it is our exile and separates us from God who is our total good. I say to my dearest sister, do not forget to commend me to God. To all my relatives and friends I send greetings. May Lord keep you until you reach our heavenly homeland.

[Source: Supplement to the Liturgy of the Hours for the Order of Preachers: A Draft Translation of the Proprium Officiorum Ordinis Praedicatorum (1982) for Study and Consultation. Chicago: Dominican Liturgical Commission, U.S.A., 1991.]

II. Saint Monica
Saint Monica was born of a Christian family at Tagaste in Africa in 331. While still a young maiden she was married to Patricius. They had children, among whom was Augustine. She poured forth many tears and prayers to God for his conversion. A model of the virtuous mother, she nourished the faith by her prayers and witnessed to it by her deeds. She died at Ostia in 387.  Her feast is celebrated on August 27. 

From the Confessions by Saint Augustine, bishop

The day was now approaching when my mother Monica would depart from this life; you knew that day, Lord, though we did not. She and I happened to be standing by ourselves at a window that overlooked the garden in the courtyard of the house. At the time we were in Ostia on the Tiber. We had gone there after a long and wearisome journey to get away from the noisy crowd, and to rest and prepare for our sea voyage. I believe that you, Lord, caused all this to happen in your own mysterious ways. And so the two of us, all alone, were enjoying a very pleasant conversation, forgetting the past and pushing on to what is ahead. We were asking one another in the presence of the Truth—for you are the Truth—what it would be like to share the eternal life enjoyed by the saints, which eye has not seen, nor ear heard, which has not even entered into the heart of man. We desired with all our hearts to drink from the streams of your heavenly fountain, the fountain of life. 

That was the substance of our talk, though not the exact words. But you know, O Lord, that in the course of our conversation that day, the world and its pleasures lost all their attraction for us. My mother said: “Son, as far as I am concerned, nothing in this life now gives me any pleasure. I do not know why I am still here, since I have no further hopes in this world. I did have one reason for wanting to live a little longer: to see you become a Catholic Christian before I died. God has lavished his gifts on me in that respect, for I know that you have even renounced earthly happiness to be his servant. So what am I doing here?”

I do not really remember how I answered her. Shortly, within five days or thereabouts, she fell sick with a fever. Then one day during the course of her illness she became unconscious and for a while she was unaware of her surroundings. My brother and I rushed to her side but she regained consciousness quickly. She looked at us as we stood there and asked in a puzzled voice: “Where was I?”

We were overwhelmed with grief, but she held her gaze steadily upon us and spoke further: “Here you shall bury your mother.” I remained silent as I held back my tears. However, my brother haltingly expressed his hope that she might not die in a strange country but in her own land, since her end would be happier there. When she heard this, her face was filled with anxiety, and she reproached him with a glance because he had entertained such earthly thoughts. Then she looked at me and spoke: “Look what he is saying.” Thereupon she said to both of us: “Bury my body wherever you will; let not care of it cause you any concern. One thing only I ask you, that you remember me at the altar of the Lord wherever you may be.” Once our mother had expressed this desire as best she could, she fell silent as the pain of her illness increased.

[Source: The Liturgy of the Hours. New York: Catholic Book Publishing Co., 1975.]

III. Saint Augustine

Saint Augustine was born at Tagaste in Africa in 354. He was unsettled and restlessly searched for the truth until he was converted to the Faith at Milan and baptized by Ambrose. Returning to his homeland, he embraced an ascetic life and subsequently was elected bishop of Hippo. For thirty-four years he guided his flock, instructing it with sermons and many writings. He fought bravely against the errors of his time and explained the Faith carefully and cogently through his writings. He died in 430. His feast is celebrated on August 28.

From the Confessions of Saint Augustine, bishop

Urged to reflect upon myself, I entered under your guidance into the inmost depth of my soul. I was able to do so because you were my helper. On entering into myself I saw, as it were with the eye of the soul, what was beyond the eye of the soul, beyond my spirit: your immutable light. It was not the ordinary light perceptible to all flesh, nor was it merely something of greater magnitude but still essentially akin, shining more clearly and diffusing itself everywhere by its intensity. No, it was something entirely distinct, something altogether different from all these things; and it did not rest above my mind as oil on the surface of water, nor was it above me as heaven is above earth. This light was above me because it had made me; I was below it because I was created by it. He who has come to know the truth knows this light.

O eternal truth, true love and beloved eternity. You are my God. To you do I sigh day and night. When I first came to know you, you drew me to yourself so that I might see that there were things for me to see, but that I myself was not yet ready to see them. Meanwhile you overcame the weakness of my vision, sending forth most strongly the beams of your light, and I trembled at once with love and dread. I learned that I was in a region unlike yours and far distant from you, and I thought I heard your voice from on high: “I am the food of grown men; grow then, and you will feed on me. Nor will you change me into yourself like bodily food, but you will be changed into me.”

I sought a way to gain the strength which I needed to enjoy you. But I did not find it until I embraced the mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who is above all, God blessed for ever. He was calling me and saying: I am the way of truth, I am the life. He was offering the food which I lacked the strength to take, the food he had mingled with our flesh. For the Word became flesh, that your wisdom, by which you created all things, might provide milk for us children.

Late have I loved you, O Beauty ever ancient, ever new, late have I loved you! You were within me, but I was outside, and it was there that I searched for you. In my unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things which you created. You were with me, but I was not with you. Created things kept me from you; yet if they had not been in you they would not have been at all. You called, you shouted, and you broke through my deafness. You flashed, you shone, and you dispelled my blindness. You breathed your fragrance on me; I drew breath and now I pant for you. I have tasted you, now I hunger and thirst for more. You touched me, and I burned for your peace.

[Source: The Liturgy of the Hours. New York: Catholic Book Publishing Co., 1975.]

IV. Blessed Franz Jägerstätter

Blessed Franz Jägerstätter, a husband and father of three daughters, was an Austrian whose conscientious objection to the Nazi draft led to his beheading in 1943, at age 36. As the grip of the Third Reich tightened in the late 1930s and early ’40s, Jägerstätter worked as a farmer and served—after, so it’s said, a “wild youth”—as a parish sexton in rural Austria. After he was ordered to join the German army in early 1943, despite pressure which reportedly came even from the ecclesiastical authorities, he refused, was promptly jailed, and killed at Berlin within six months. His widow, Franziska, is still alive at 94. Blessed Franz Jägerstätter was beatified by Pope Benedict XVI in October of 2007. 

From a biographical article on Franz Jägerstätter by Robert Royal

Jägerstätter received only a basic education at the local school, but he developed good reading and writing skills. When in his mature years he became an ardent believer, he would take time out of his demanding work on the farm to read the Bible and spiritual works. By the time he was imprisoned, he was well versed enough in Christian history and thought that this "simple farmer" was delighted to find a copy of St. John Chrysostom’s sermons among the prison books.... 
[B]y 1936 Jägerstätter was a firm and active believer and began serving as the sexton in the local church. Around that year, he wrote to his godchild with the boldness of spiritual expression that was characteristic of him: "I can say from my own experience how painful life often is when one lives as a halfway Christian; it is more like vegetating than living." And he poignantly adds: "Since the death of Christ, almost every century has seen the persecution of Christians; there have always been heroes and martyrs who gave their lives — often in horrible ways — for Christ and their faith. If we hope to reach our goal some day, then we, too, must became heroes of the faith." 
In the meantime, he went about his business, much like others, but with important differences. He had three children and a farm to run, but Jägerstätter did not use family needs as an excuse to deviate in the slightest from what was right. He stopped going to taverns, not because he was a teetotaler, but because he got into fights over Nazism. At the same time, he practiced charity to the poor in the village, though he was only a little better than poor himself. The usual custom in the village was to give a donation to the church sexton for his help in arranging funerals and prayer services. Jägerstätter refused them, preferring to join with the faithful rather than act as a paid official. The period of self-discipline prepared him for much more demanding sacrifices. 
When the Nazis arrived, not only did he refuse collaboration with their evil intentions, he even rejected benefits from the regime in areas that had nothing to do with its racial hatreds or pagan warmongering. It must have hurt for a poor father of three to turn down the money to which he was entitled through a Nazi family assistance program. But that is what he did. And the farmer paid the price of discipleship when — after a storm destroyed crops — he would not take the emergency aid offered by the government. 
As the Nazis organized Austria, Jägerstätter had to decide whether to allow himself to be drafted by the German army and thus collaborate with Nazism. Two seemingly good reasons were given to him, sometimes by spiritual advisers, why he should not resist. First, he was told, he had to consider his family. The other argument was that he had a responsibility to obey legitimate authorities. The political authorities were the ones liable to judgment for their decisions, not ordinary citizens. Jägerstätter rejected both arguments. In normal times, of course, obedience to authority may be required even when we disagree on certain policies. But the 1940s in Austria were not normal times: to obey for obedience’s sake would have been to do what Adolf Eichmann would later plead in his trial in Jerusalem — he was just following orders. 
The consequences of Jägerstätter’s position were obvious: "Everyone tells me, of course, that I should not do what I am doing because of the danger of death. I believe it is better to sacrifice one’s life right away than to place oneself in the grave danger of committing sin and then dying." But he serenely decided that he could not allow himself to contribute to a regime that was immoral and anti-Catholic. Jägerstätter was sent to the prison in Linz-an-der-Donau, where Hitler and Eichmann had lived as children. According to the prison chaplain, 38 men were executed there, some for desertion, others for resistance similar to Jägerstätter’s (no others have been positively identified). His Way of the Cross would not be long. In May, he was transferred to a prison in Berlin. His parish priest, his wife and his lawyer all tried to change his mind. But it was useless. On Aug. 9, 1943, he accepted execution, even though he knew it would make no earthly difference to the Nazi death machine. 
A Father Jochmann was the prison chaplain in Berlin and spent some time with Jägerstätter that day. He reports that the prisoner was calm and uncomplaining. He refused any religious material, even a New Testament, because, he said, "I am completely bound in inner union with the Lord, and any reading would only interrupt my communication with my God." Very few men could have made such a statement without seeming to be in denial or utterly mad. Father Jochmann later said of him: "I can say with certainty that this simple man is the only saint I have ever met in my lifetime." 
[Sources: 


http://www.catholicherald.com/royal/royal6.htm
http://whispersintheloggia.blogspot.com/2007/06/blessed-objector.html]

V. Saint Josephine Bakhita

Saint Josephine Bakhita was born in Darfur, Sudan in 1869. Her life was marked by great suffering. She was kidnapped and enslaved when still a little girl, tortured, and sold several times in the slave markets of El Obeidh and Khartoum, experiencing the humiliations and sufferings of slavery, both physical and moral. Bakhita was not the name she received from her parents at birth. The fright and the terrible experiences she went through made her forget the name she was given by her parents. Bakhita, which means “fortunate”, was the name given to her by her kidnappers. After being rescued by the Italian consul in 1882, she was taken in by the Canossians of Schio and baptized at the age of 21. At 27 she became a Canossian nun. She died in Schio, Italy, on February 8, 1947. Saint Josephine Bakhita was canonized by Pope John Paul II, who called her “our universal sister.” Saint Josephine Bakhita is the first person ever from Sudan to be canonized, or even beatified. She is the first African to be canonized since the early centuries of Christianity. She already has become a symbol of faith and unity for Christians in the war-ravaged country of Sudan, and February 8 is celebrated all over the Christian parts of Sudan.
From the recollections of Saint Josephine Bakhita, written down by her Canossian Sisters in Venice
On the ship's bridge I looked at the African coast which was getting further and further away, and I felt in my heart that I would never again see my own country: goodbye parents, friends, forests, plains, deserts!...
I felt a great yearning for the life I could have lived and which was stolen from me. Then I turned my face towards the open sea. My heart was beating fast and I thought, "Now my new life is beginning! I know it, I can feel it!"
As a nanny I joined in all the children's games that the little girl [Mimmina] played. She adored me and would never leave alone even for a moment. And I, too, loved her very much. Amid all this laughter and fun and games, the torture and suffering I had undergone seemed to belong to a very distant past.
Signora Michieli . . . decided to send Mimmina and me to be looked after by the Canossian Sisters at their college in Venice. As she was leaving, Signora Michieli told me, "Right! This is your home now, Bakhita!" Little did she know how true this would become.

"My home? Have I finally come home?" Just saying it made me feel strangely happy. In fact, it was this place that really changed my life.
Signor Illuminato, the Michieli's business manager, presented Bakhita with a silver crucifix… "Take this," he said, "It's a present for you. It will remind you that Jesus died on the cross for you as well!"

What a precious gift...I guarded it jealously and when I was alone in my room I used to look at it secretly. It made me cry. Because I never owned anything, I was afraid that they would take it away from me...

I joined the Catechumen's Institute run by the Canossian Sisters, to be taught about the Catholic faith. I was assigned to Sister Maria Fabretti. I can't think of her without crying. She was so kind, considerate and loving. I still become moved, today, when I think of her. Some time later, she asked me if I wanted to become a Christian and, when she saw how much I really did, she patiently helped me to reach my goal. That's how I came to know God whose presence I had always felt...

Almost a year passed. Then Madame Turina returned to take Bakhita and Mimmina with her to Africa. But Bakhita refused to leave the Institute. "What do you mean you don't want to! You must, I'm telling you!" she commanded. 

I decided not to give in. I felt that from now on this was my home, my life. When Signora Turina saw how stubborn I was she became furious. She called me ungrateful, she threatened me and she begged me. But I had made up my mind. 
Signora Turina was angry, upset and crying. She left, taking Mimmina with her even though my little friend didn't want to leave my side. I suffered so much to see Signora Turina so bitter and sad, but more so to see how upset my dear Mimmina was. I looked at the crucifix and felt calmness and strength to resist.
Soon, I began to realize that there was a great desire growing inside me: to live for Jesus. Oh, if only I could have just flown back home to visit my people! I could have let my nearest and dearest know all about the love of God, and share this Good News with all my African brothers and sisters! How comforted they would have been to know that there was Someone who loved them and was thinking of them!
One day I plucked up the courage to ask the Sister, "Would I be allowed to become a nun? I'm African, so perhaps they won't want me."
The Superior, Mother Previtali, said to me, "No, Bakhita, skin color and where you come from don't matter to the Lord. What counts is love, love of God and neighbour."
I did everything that was asked of me: working in the kitchen, in the sacristy, the front door, the linen room...helping wherever I could. At evening time I used to take the crucifix and I used to pray in my room. I tried to serve my Master in every way I could.

Bakhita was in Schio during World War II. When air raids were being made on that part of Italy, people were confident Schio would be spared. "For," they used to say, "We have a real Saint living here." And Schio was actually spared.

Not so Bakhita. During the war she fell seriously ill.

A Sister seeing her so peaceful and always in prayer, asked, "Do you wish to go to heaven?"

"I wish neither to go nor to stay. God knows where to find me, when He wants me."

To another who asked how she was going on, she answered, 

"I am going slowly, step by step, because I have two heavy bags to carry—one containing my own sins, the other Christ's merits. When I get to the other side, I will open my bags and say, 'Eternal Father, now judge!' and to St Peter, 'You can close that door of yours, for I'm going to stay.'"

[Sources:
http://www.catholic-church.org/canossians-sg/the%20Canossians/holy%20women/Bakhita/bakhita1.htm

http://www.afrol.com/archive/josephine_bakhita.htm]
