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Was it not a simple trip like hundreds of others?
When John Paul Il went to Plovdiv on May 26,
2002 to beatify three Bulgarian religious who
had been victims of the communist perse-
cution fifty years earlier, he knew that those
martyrs - Kamen Vitchev, Pavel Djidjov, and
Josaphat Chichkov - were part of a long histo-
ry: that of the Church of Silence which had fi-
nally come out of the catacombs, but also that
of a religious congregation which had com-
mitted itself from its very beginning to work
at the outermost limits of the Christian East.
And the Polish Pope did net miss this occa-
sion to invite the religious of this same family
to work for the restoration of unity. That ex-
plains, for example, why we saw a large group
of Orthodox pilgrims from Bulgaria arrive in
Lourdes on August 15, 2006, led by a young
Assumptionist!




Plovdiv, 26 May 2002, beatiﬁcaﬂon of

three Bulgarian Assumptionist martyrs  ©

When cardinals or other religious leaders visit
Istanbul or Moscow, they are all expected to
visitin Istanbul the cathedral of Bishop Louis-
Arrmel Pelatre on the banks of the Bosphorus
- Just as Benedict XV did on December 1, 2006
-and in Moscow the church of Saint-Louis des
Francals next to the headquarters of the for-
mer KGB! Is this a coincidence? The Aposto-
lic Vicar in Istanbul, the “Second Rome,” and
those responsible for the cosmapolitan parish
in the "Third Rome” happen to be Assumptio-
nists in both places. It is as if their vocation
were to be a bridge between the Churches, as
well as among religions. They say that they
want to be "men of communion.”

Has anyone seen very often an Orthodox me-
tropolitan and an apostolic nuncio discussing
for hours about the difficult dialogue between
their Churches, and doing so very openly and

before witnesses, amang them a Greek-Ca-
tholic bishop? This is what happened during
an international meeting on training people
how to dialogue that was organized by the As-
sumptionists in 2004... in a community of Or-
thodox Romanian nuns. The local media have
stitl not gotten over this...

These examples are not isolated cases but the
result of consistency: the firm commitment
of a religious family, almost from its birth, to
Christian unity, especially in the Near East.
That is why In these countries, but also in
Athens and Jerusalem, there are Assumptio-
nists and Oblates of the Assumption who are
passionate about discovering what John Pautl
Il liked to call "the second lung” of Christia-
nity, the East, so that the entire Church can
breathe properly!
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Two authoritative statements, spoken exactly
140 years apart, have challenged the Assump-
tion religious family. The first was addressed
to Father Emmanuel d'Alzen by Pius IX du-
ring an audience at the Vatican: "I bless your
works of the East and the West.” [t was June
3, 1862... and, except for an ephemeral foun-
dation in Australia, the founder of this small
congregation had no "works” outside of Fran-
ce at that time! Forty years later, one-third of
the Assumptionist religious and two-thirds of
the Oblates were present in the regions they
began to call "the Near Eastern Mission.”

As for the second statement, it was spoken
as a fraternal cry for help by Patriarch
Bartholomew | of Constantinople to the
governing body of the two congregations who
went to his residence at the Phanar in Istanbul
to ask him: "What must we do here?” His
answer was quick and obvious: “Stay here!”
That was April 4, 2002. In the middle of the 19
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century, a pope had given the decisive impetus.
And, at the beginning of the 21% century, the
Primate of World Orthodoxy beseeched them
not to abandon a region of the world which,
more than many others, is in need of unity.
Though they wondered how they were going
to manage, given their lack of personnel, the
Assumptionists recommitted themselves.

Was the call from Pius IX accidental or provi-
dential? It is hard to say. What is certain is that
It was not accidental that Father d'Alzon was
open to this possibility and ready to concretize
It. From the outset, this aristocrat, marked by
the strong Protestant presence in his native
Cévennes, was haunted by the unity of Chris-
tians that needed to be restored. So right from
the start, he assigned an “ecumenical” goal
to the congregation cf the Assumptionists he
was founding.

Benedict XV! and Barthelomew |, Istanbul, 1 December 2006

The Near Eastern Mission and
the Oblates of the Assumption

Since the Assumptionist mission in the Near
East needed the collaboration of women, Father
d'Alzon founded in 1865 a new congregation
that would be involved in this work: the Oblates
of the Assumption. Five of them arrived in
Adrigrople in European Turkey in 1868, Their
“ecumenical” mission began with the witness
of their consecrated life and their work at the
senvice of the local population: a Ilospitai, a
dispersary, and schools that were free of charge.
Sr)mefhing rare for that time was the fact that
these [nstitutions were frequeni‘ed sr'mul'f.aneous{q
by Catholics, Orthodox, Armenians, Jews, and
Muslions. Since then, the Near Eastern Mission
has almost. ahoays been staﬁ"ed bq these fwo
congregations worf(fng together, both founded
by Father d'Alzon.

deaq, the Oblates of the Assumption are
present In some lwenly countries, in Europe,
Asia, Afica, and Latin America. Faithful to the
charism of Father d'Alzon, and acting always
as "daughters of the Church” and as “workers
for unity,” their presence throughout the world
is very varied. But above all, they want to
evangelize, work for Chyistian unity, and serve
the most disadvantaged through education,
health care, and social senvices.
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- The adventure -

When Father d'Alzon was received at the Vati-
can in June 1862, he had only a limited expe-
rience of the "East” - i.e. to say, of the regions
of Eastern Europe and of the Near East - ex-
cept for an aborted seminary for the Maro-
nite Church in Lebanon. Pius IX's unexpected
invitation was motivated by Rome’s desire to
help the little Catholic Church of the Eastern
Rite {called “the Uniate Church”] which was
coming into existence in Bulgaria, though not
without politico-religious ambiguities. One of
Father d'Alzon’s successors, Father Gervais
Quenard, noted later on: "Rome sent us to
the Bulgarians who, while still Ottoman sub-
jects, dreamed of being united to the Catholic
Church especially to free themselves from the
Greeks,” ... and, some added, to rid themsel-
ves of the Russian influence. Thus was born
the Near Eastern Mission!

To encourage Christian unity, Father d'Alzon
thought at first of Latinizing the Eastern Rites.
Buttoeliminate their differences made nosen-
se. The Assumption, men and women, would
therefore be — and remains today, at least in
Bulgaria and Romania - at the service of the
Catholics of both rites, Latin and Byzantine,
so that it can experience this difference within

itself and consequently help the Church’s two
lungs to breathe better together.

And so, everything started in Bulgaria with
the arrivalin 1863 of a pioneer, Father Victorin
Galabert. This medical doctor, who was also a
canonist and a theologian, started by founding
schools in Philippopolis [today Plovdivl, So-
fia, Karagach, and Adrianople (today Edirne in
Turkey). Then, with a few confreres and seve-
ral Oblates of the Assumption who were foun-
ded for the Near Eastern Mission {cf. BoxJ,
he started colleges, seminaries, parishes,
and popular newspapers, on the model of La
Bonne Presse founded by the congregation in
Paris. The Assumptionist influence became
considerable on the cultural level [notably for
the French-speaking) and on the ecumenical
level. Their colleges received indiscriminately
young people of all religions: Christians (the
majority were Orthodox who for a while were
granted Eucharistic hospitality!], but also
Jews and Muslims. The heroic behavior of the
priests and sisters at the service of the entire
population during the Russo-Turkish War of
1877, which resutted in the liberation of Bul-
garia, won them the lasting respect of the lea-
ders as well as of the pecple.



Father Victorin Galabert (1830-1885)

This giant of the faith and of the mission was born in the Hérault (southern France) in
1830. After his medical studies, he took the Assumptionist habit in 1855, then received
his doctorate in Canon Law in Rome. As a priest, he taught at the College in Nimes.
In 1862, Father d'Alzon sent him to Constantinople fo lay the foundatinns of the Near
Eastern Mission which sought to unite Bulgarians to the Catholic Church. Wishing
to be helped by sisters, he obtained the foundation of the Oblates. The first thing he
did was create a primary school in Philippopolis (Plovdiv) in 1864. From this school
came the prestigious College of Saint Augustine in 1884. As an advisor to the Bulgarian
Uniate bfshop, he accompanfed him during his _bastora[ visitations and took nofes on
the daily life of the populations under the Ottoman yoke. During Vatican Council |,
Father Galabert served as the theologian of several Near Eastem bishops. Appointed
Superior of the Mission in 1876, he worked tirefessly during the Russo-Turkish War, -

caring for the wounded of all sides. Humble and patient, his religious docility was in Fr. Galabert in the middle of his
sharp contrast with his intellectual knouwledge. This lover of the Near East remained students: AM”@_}?{{&E_@@_HJ
in the Latin Rite, all the while greatly respecting — but not wanting, as did Father

dAlzon, {0 eliminate — the specific spiritual Eastern values. He died at age 55 while

visiting Nimes where he is buried, g

Sister Jeanne de

Chantal Dugas (1848-1940)

After spending some time at Assumption Co“ege with Father d'Alzon, she left at
age 28 for Buigar{'a. She was part of the seventh group of Oblates to leave for this
country. She became Superior of the Oblates of the Near Eastern Mission. At the
outset, she lived in Adrianople where she worked in the numerous undertakings
started by Father Calabert. She nursed, fed, and cared for the victims of the Russo-
Turkish War, irrespective of nationality or reﬁgion,

?-ﬂ%&ﬂ%»udkt “ f{aﬂ'x‘g‘.ﬁ.“ﬂmi{ﬁ —

She was the foundress of the communities in Consf.antr’nopfe, on the Asiatic side,
around 1882. Father Picard asked her to return to France to be in charge of the
novitiate in Sévres, of the sisters who worked at La Bonne Presse, and of the
burgeomng apostolate in Clairmarais. At her request, Father then sent her back
to the Near East. She reiurned to France for the General Chapter where she was
elected general councifor. Before dying at the age of almost one hundred, she said:
“I have aiwanjs felt so much at home at Assumption.”



Close to one hundred Assumptionists - half of
them Bulgarians - as well as a good number
of Oblates, many of whom were native Near
Easterners, worked in this country from 1863
until the communists came to power in 1948
confiscating all the buildings, expelling fo-
reign religious, and placing their Bulgarian
confreres under close surveillance. During the
anti-Catholic trials of 1952, nine Assumptio-
nists were condemned “for political crimes,”
three of whom were shot, namely, the three
martyrs who were beatified by John Paul Hi
in 2002. Some of the witnesses of this great
trial are still Living. Others were condemned
either to camps or forced labor. Among them
was Father Méthode Stratiev who later beca-
me Exarch {bishop) of the Bulgarian Catholic
Church of the Byzantine Rite.

Today, five Assumptionists [two Bulgarians, a
Frenchman, a Croat, and an lItalian), and five
Oblates (three Romanians, an Italian, and a
Congolese] are present in the country, prin-
cipally at the service of the parishes and of
young people, in Plovdiv, Sofia, and the sur-
rounding areas.

Archbishop Méthode
Stratiev (1916-2006)

He was called Nicolas at his baptism in the
Orthodox Church. He took the Assumptionist
habit after his studies at the College of Saint
Augustine in Plovdiv. This simpl[e and smil'ing,
geﬂﬂe and frcitemaf man was to collide head-on
with the violence of history. Ordained a priest in
France in 1942, he returned to teach at Plovdiv
and became the rector of the anzant.me Rite
seminan; and pastor at Yambol. The communist
dictatorship was waiting for him. Judged and
condemned in 1952 at the same time as his
three martyred colleagues, he did eleven years of
forced labor at the Belene Camp. Once freed, he
assisted Archbishop Kourtey, Exarch of Sofia for
Catholics of the Byzantine Rite. He succeeded
him in 1965, Concerned about bringing the
Churches together, this reh'gr’ous wrote: “The rite

is nothing, the Church is evenything” He died
In 2006 after having had the joy of seeing the
Assumpﬁon reborn in Bufgar{'a and of having
received John Paul 1 for the beatification of his

three brothers th persecution.




However, Bulgaria was not a goal in itself
The goal of the Near Eastern Mission, clearly
defined by Father d'Alzon in its early stages,
was to put an end to the Orthodox schism, and
therefore to advance into Russia. But, yester-
day as today, the road from Rome to Moscow
passes through Constantinople, according to
the chronological order of the “"three Romes.”
Accordingly, the Assumptionists installed
themselves in Turkey: in Adrianople in 1867
and in Istanbul in 1883 where Father Galabert
had had his first contact with the Near East
and where the founder visited him in 1863 to
evaluate his project on site. And it was there
that, after the death of Father d’Alzon in 1880,
his successor Father Francois Picard sent
numerous young French religious, thereby
sparing them the military service of an anti-
clerical Republic. Houses of formation and of
studies were opened for them in Istanbul, and
missionary posts [generally in partnership
with the Oblates] increased along the railroad
line that was being built through Cappadocia,
a development which was aided by the expul-
sion of the congregation from France starting
in 1900! But the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913

Saint Sophia Basilica, Istanbul

and especially World War | seriously blocked
this momentum. The secularization of Turkey
by Ataturk in the 1920s set off an exodus of
Christians and lowered the Western preoccu-
pation about Christian minorities. Finally, the
calming of Church-State relations in France,
accompanied by the fraternity that developed
in the trenches during World War |, helped the
religious who had almost all been conscripted
by the mother-country to return home. The
result: whereas 200 Assumptionists (and as
many Oblate sisters] lived in Turkey in 1897,
there were now no more than 28 in 1925,

11
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Sister Michaé! Rainfrab,
(1870-1943)

Sent to Constantinople at age 23, she founded
the community in Haidar-Pacha. She actively
collaborated in the many aclivities (Jf her sisters.
Thus, while caring for the sick suﬁérfng from
smaﬂpox, she contracted this sickness hersei'ﬁ
which immediately won her the veneration of the
local population.

She set up the Haidar-Pacha boarding schoal
that acquired a great reputation. Twice destroyed
ba,; ﬁre, the boarding school was rebuilt thanks
to the courage of Sister Michaél. During the
war of 1914, Sister had to put up with all sorts
of tribulations: she was pofsoned, and then
expe”ed ﬁ'om Turkeq. She took refuge in Plovdiv,
from where she was again expeﬂed, and ﬁmﬂr{

returned to France.

After several years in Western Europe, she left
agath for Constanﬁnop[e where she cared for
refugees of all sorts. In 1933, she founded the
house in Belgrade, and was thenelected during the
General Chapter as the fourth Superior Ceneral

of the Congregation. She died before the end of

her mandate.

Istanbul, the city where the Latin and Byzan-
tine universes meet, nevertheless remained
for a long time a place of reference for the
Near Eastern Mission, thanks to the Insti-
tute for Advanced Byzantine Studies [Institut
des hautes études byzantines]. When it was
transferred toc Bucharest on February 1, 1937
in order to avoid local harassments, it beca-
me known as the French Institute of Byzan-
tine Studies. Founded by the Assumptionists
in Kadikeui (formerly Chalcedon) in 1895, this
research center on the Christian Near East
was built onto a seminary where Leo Xlll wan-
ted to train a Catholic Byzantine clergy and,
in so doing, circumvent the Orthodox clergy.
Qnce this original purpose had become abso-
lete, the institute imposed itself as a scientific
authority in terms of the history and of the ca-
nonical, theological, and, of course, liturgical
traditions of Orthodoxy. Its famous publica-
tions [Echos d'Orient from 1897 to 1942, Etu-
des Byzantines from 1943 to 1945, and Revue
des Ftudes Byzantines since 1946] continue
to serve as international references. The Or-
thodox Church esteemed this small group of
scholarly religious for bringing to light and re-
constructing an important part of its heritage.
Any Assumptionist received by the Patriarch



of Constantinople, still today, is entitled to a
warm expression of his gratitude for the work
done by this Institute!

Besides Bishop Louis-Armel Pelatre, Aposto-
lic Vicar of Istanbul since 1992, there are only
two Assumptionists still in Turkey today, both
French, with an international community of
Oblates. Those responsible for the Congrega-
tion, in France as well as in Rome, are seeking
new ways to be present in this country, mar-
ked by a glorious Christian past and by today's
important presence of Islam which Benedict
XV recognized during his visit at the end of
2006 when he said that it played a unique role
as a bridge” between East and West.

But, lest we forget, the ultimate goal assigned
to the Near Eastern Mission by Emmanuel
d'Alzon remains Moscow. In 1869, he told the
Oblates that the outer border of their mission
was the Great Wall of China! His sons even-
tually arrived in Russia — where they continue
to be present - but at first in Saint Petersburg!
It was indeed in the city of the czars that one
fine morning Father Liévin Baurain and Bro-
ther Evrard Evrard arrived by train, without
any other plan than to convert the country!

Moscow, Cathedral of the Savior :

They even created a mini Russian-Catholic
Church [of the Uniate type] that their
successors and especially political events
deprived of a future. Other Assumptionist
establishments would be scattered over the
map of Russia of that time, from QOdessa
and Kiev all the way to Vilna, and from
Makeyevka to Moscow. These last two
locations marked the path of a man with
an exceptional destiny, Father Pie Neveu,
who, after having worked twenty years in
the Donetz basin, was secretly ordained
apostolic administrator of Moscow and who
remained there in that position from 1926
to 1936.

(%)
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Bishop Pie Neveu
(1877-1946)

Born in Gien (Loiret) in 1877, this son of a laborer
became an Assumptionist in 1895, wertl o study
theology in Jerusalem, then taught in Karagach
(Turkey). He was ordained a priest in 1905 and
the following year went 1o Saini Pelersburg hefore
going to Makeyevka in 1907 to become the pastor
of this French mining cofomf in the Donetz basin,
from where he sent reports 1o the Viatican on the
situation of the Church in Russia. In 1926, the
Holy See, not having been able to regotiate with
the Soviets the reestablishunent of the decimated
f’rferarchl;, decided to install clandestine bishops
in the USSR, Father d'Herbighy. a Jesuit secretly
ordained in Betlin bq the Nuncio Pacelli, went to
Moscow to confer the episcopaci on Father Neveu,
This astonishing ordination took place on Apel 21,
1926 in the church of Saint-Louis des Francais,
with the doors closed and r_qu two wifresses:
Mrs. Alice Ott, the church sacristan, and the
Military Attaché at the ltalian embassy. On the
following Oclober 3rd, Bishop Neveu, celebrating
so[emnhf in the nei311boring church of Saints Peter
and Paul, revealed his status as bisfﬂop and his
new position as pastor of Saint Louis. These were
heroic times of parﬁaf underground as peop[e
faced the frenzied antiveligious persectlion fed by
Stalin. Thanks to his sense of humor and to the
protection of the French Embassy, Bishop Neveu
was able to stay there until 1936 when illness
forced him to return to France, without Moscow
ghving him amy hope of being able to return, after
ﬂ'*tirtq years of apostalate with the people that he
foved so much. He died in 1946 in Paris.



However, the Soviet period did not stop an As-
sumptionist presence in Moscow. The Roose-
velt-Litvinov Agreement of 1933 between the
USSR and the United States gave Americans
the right to have a chaplain at the embassy for
the pastoral ministry of American diplomats
and citizens. Father Leopold Braun, the first
chaplain to go to Moscow, arrived on March
1, 1934 and served concurrently as American
Chaplain and as Bishop Neveu's assistant un-
til the latter's departure in 1934. Consequent-
ly, ten American Assumptionists were able to
maintain an offictal Catholic presence behind
the iron curtain hetween 1934 and 1999, ex-
cept between 1955 and 1959 [See the testimo-
nies of Father Braun, In Lubianka’s Shadow,
The Memoirs of an American Priest in Stalin's
Moscow, 1934-1945 University of Notre Dame
Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 2006, 352 pages,
and of Father Georges Bissannette, Moscow
My Parish, McGraw-Hill Book Company, New
York, 1956, 273 pages. See also The Catholic
Chaplaincy in Moscow, A short History 1934-
1999 by Father Robert J. Fortin, Brighton, MA,
2003, 89 pages).

Saint-Louis des Francais Church saw the re-

turn of a French Assumptionist in 1990, while
the red flag was still flying over the Kremlin.

Moscow, Saint-Louis-des-Francais Church

Father Bernard Le Léannec, after a year of
studies in Zagorsk, bravely settled in, before
being joined by other brothers, then by the
Ublates. The community has been the source
of the first Russian Assumptionist vocations. [t
should be noted that the Moscow Patrtarchate
has a very positive opinion of the Assumption
family because of its ecumenical openness
and its disinterestedness.
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Father Judicaé!l Nicolas
(1901-1984)

This religious, born in Morlaix (Finistére) in 1901, was
modesty ifseiﬁ Without seeking it but nevertheless aceepting
it, he becarne an illustrious figure because of the suffering
he endured. A student int Istanbul, this born-artist profited
from a training period at the College in Varna to initiate
himself in the art of Byzantine mosaics and to study the
Bufgarian iar@uage. He trained again in Befgium in the
art of makmg miniatures and of itlueminating manuscripts
before his ordivation in 1930, He then went to teach af the
Creek-Catholic secondary school of Beius in Romania. In
1943, taking advantage of the advances of the Cerman
army, which included some Romanians, he left for
Odessa to retake the church of Saint Peter founded bq the
Assumptionist Father Auguste Maniglier (1874-1958) to
serve the strong minority of Russtan and French Catholics.
It was there that he was arrested by the GPU (secret
police) in April 1945 after the return of the Soviet troops
and was imprisoned in the r'nfamous Lethignka in Moscow,
located across the street from Saint-Louis des Frangais
church. He was subjected to harsh interrogations and was
deported firsi. to Kazakhstan then, from 1947 to 1953, to
the guiﬁg of Yorkuta beyond the Arctic Circle to work in the
PFLES. Suﬂ%ring from the extresmes of cold and hungen to
say mihing of the moral forture, and unable
to celebrate the Eucharist except rarely by
usr’ng a bit of cunming, he survived thanks to
his artistic talenis by dmwing ofﬁciai pasters,
He recounted his story with a bit of humor in
"Heven years in Paradise” (Fayard, 1958},
In this book, the word "Cu{aﬁ" appeared
long before it was popularized in the West
by Sofzhemfsnjm, He retumed to France in
1954 and died in 1984,

-A Turning Point-

The appointment of Father Gervais Quenard
as head of the Congregation in 1923 marked
a turning point for the Near Eastern Mission,
The new Assumptionist Superior General had
been until then the superior of this Mission,
having worked in Vilna and Plovdiv and spent
time in Moldavia! To be sure, the evolution had
been brought on by the political reality. The
changes that took place in Turkey and Rus-
sia encouraged a redeployment of the Near
Eastern Mission in the Balkans. In addition
to Bulgaria, it was in Romania that the As-
sumptionists got involved in 1923 after a call
from the Greek-Catholic Church of Transylva-
nia (the Oblates arrived in 1925.) They spread
themselves widely, adopting here also the
Eastern Rite, until the communists came to
power in 1948, at which time the Greek-Ca-
tholic Church was suppressed, all its property
confiscated to the benefit of the Orthodox, and
Its clergy ordered to join the Orthodox Church.
This was an unacceptable demand for the As-
sumptionists who had no choice but to join the
Latin Rite. Some of them did. The other option
was to go underground at the risk of losing
their freedom. Several were therefore arres-
ted and condemned, at times very severely, to
forced labor.
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However, these survivors of the persecution
had the joy not only of regaining their freedom
after the fall of the Ceausescu regime but also
of seeing new Romanian vocations for the As-
sumptionists. With the help of Western reli-
gious who went to strengthen the transition
of generations, they saw the Congregation re-
born in broad daylight, not only in Greek-Ca-
tholic Transylvania, but also in Roman Catho-
lic Moldavia [Latin Rite). In close collaboration
once again with the Oblate Sisters, they got
involved in parish apostolate, and especially in
welcoming and forming young people. In the
process, they did not forget to involve them-
selves in social work, notably with orphans.

The Romanian Assumption, equipped today
with ten active religious in the country and
with as many in formation in the West, as well
as with some forty Oblates, welcomes a ma-
Jor project in which the entire Assumptionist
congregation is called to participate, namely,
the refoundation of a community in Bucha-
rest, in the very same building that had lodged
the prestigious Institute of Byzantine Studies
between 1937 and 1947, whose goal, hence-
forth, is to work especially for a reconciliation
between the Catholic Churches (of both rites)
and the Orthodox Church, in answer to this
Assumptionist vocation and to the renewed
calls of the papacy.

Fr. Cervais Quenard at Vilna

The Near Eastern Mis-
ston remains indebted to
the long mandate of Fa-
ther Quenard as Supe-
rior General (1923-1952)]
for its long but modest
presence in Yugoslavia
during which it rendered
a pastoral service to the
Catholics of Belgrade
from 1925 to 1982. The
Oblates were also pre-
sent in Belgrade where they ran a college
from 1925 to 1945.

Mention must also be made of a very brief
mission in Lebanon, from 1950 to 1958, where
the Dutch Assumptionists were responsible
for the Syrian-Catholic seminary in Charfet.
The present Syrian-Catholic Patriarch, His
Beatitude Mar Ignace Pierre Abdel-Ahad, who
resides in Beirut, was a student at this semi-
nary, as was his predecessor in Beirut, Cardi-
nal Ignace Moussa Daoud who later became
Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for the
Oriental Churches until his retirement in 2007.
At the same time, the Dutch Assumptionists
created an Institute for the Study of Eastern
Christianity in Nimeguen, Holiand, entrusting
It to the university in 1991.
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On the other hand, there is still an Assumptio-
nist community present in Greece. This country
had already received a famous Assumptionist,
Father Louis Petit, who after being in charge of
the Institute for Byzantine Studies, was appoin-
ted Archbishop of Athens in 1912, He succee-
ded in obtaining the help of several religious,
among them, a Belgian Brother, Jules Pector, a
specialist in transcribing ancient manuscripts!
After Archbishop Petit's retirement in 1925,
two Greek religious set up a residence in 1934
and served as chaplains for communities of
teaching-brothers and sisters. They found vo-
cations, always of the Latin Rite - two of them
became bishops - and they provided accommo-
dations in Athens for a branch of the Byzantine
Institute in order to keep the ecumenical flame
burning in this land, which is primarily Ortho-
dox.

Lastly, but chronoclogically among the first
foundations of the Near Eastern Mission: Je-
rusalem! Father d’Alzon had thought about Je-
rusalem long before his famous interview with
Pius IX. He had thought of buying the Cenacle
in order to found the Maronite seminary he had
dreamed of. But it was in the context of the large
pilgrimages the Assumptionists re-launched in
1882 to the tomb of Christ, now relieved of the
Ottoman yoke, that they installed themselves in
Holy Land. The success of this operation rapi-
dly led them to build a huge hotel, called No-
tre-Dame de France, next to the Old City whose
wall they had pierced, thereby creating a new
opening now called New Gate and facilitating

their access to the Holy Sepulcher! The Oblates
were also there from 1935 to 1957. Many As-
sumptionists went to study there, including with
the Dominicans at L'Ecole Biblique {The Biblical
School where, like Father Joseph Germer-Du-
rand, they became known for their archeologi-
cal work. The Assumption, through its Bonne
Presse and its pilgrimages, greatly contributed
to the Eucharistic Congress held in Jerusalem
in 1893, a congress which, in the mind of Leo
Xlll, was meant to focus the attention of the
entire Church on the Eastern Rites. Also to be
noted is the considerable work undertaken by
Father Frangots Picard following the encycli-
cal Orientalium dignitatis of Pope Leo XIIl who
entrusted the Assumptionists, on May 25, 1898
with the special task of founding the Archcon-
fraternity of Our Lady of the Assumption.

After having sold Notre-Dame de France to the
Jewish National Fund in 1970, the Assumptio-
nists had to cede it in 1972 to the Holy See which
renamed it Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center.
But the Congregation still owns and operates
the shrine of Saint Peter in Gallicantu ["at the
Cock's Crow”] next to Zion Gate and to the Arab
quarter in East Jerusalem, where it has been
established since 1887 on a site where two peo-
ples and two religions meet face to face! Saint
Peter in Gallicantu was completely renovated,
modernized, and enlarged by Father Robert
Fortin between 1993 and 1999 in order to bet-
ter accornmodate the hundreds of thousands of
pilgrims who visit the shrine each year and who
now find it an inspiring and prayerful oasis.



Jerusatem, Saint Peter of Cock Crow Sanctuary B



-The challenges of renewal -

The end of the 20th century, in the years that
marked the centennial of most of the congre-
gations that are part of the mosaic of the Near
Eastern Mission, was also a time of upheaval.
In the Catholic Church, starting with Vatican Il
It was a time of determined and “irrevocable”
commitment [John Paul ll] to the ecumenical
movement. This was perceived as a clear en-
couragement for the Assumptionists to renew
the importance they gave to Christian unity! At
the same time, on the political level, the end
of the “cold war” between the Soviet block
and the West took place, followed by the fall of
communism starting in 1989,

The Assumptionists and the Oblates of the As-
sumption were again able to see a sign of the
times. They immediately got involved in the
rebirth of their Mission in these countries by
sending religious from the West, by encoura-
ging vocations in Romania and Russia as well
as In Bulgaria, by broadening the fields of their
apostolate, etc. As in the past, their desire was
to offer their services to the local Churches in
order to help them get back on their feet after
the period of the catacombs and especially to
accompany young people in their search for
points of reference and spiritual guides.

_Saints Cyril and Methodius, apostles of the Slavs



At the same time, in Romania and Bulgaria,
they linked their clear commitment to ecu-
menism with the resurrection of the Eastern
Catholic Churches which are united to Rome
but seen by the Orthodox Churches as a major
obstacle on the road to achieving unity. A
handful of members of our congregations, in
faithfulness to their history, accepted to join
this “second lung” of Christianity, without
encouraging a proselytizing “uniatism” but
allowing the separated Churches to get to
know each other through them [cf. box on the
various Eastern Rites).

A political challenge also followed from the
new configuration of the European Union of
27 countries, whose borders now pass through
the Near Eastern Mission. Besides Greece,
which was already part of the Union, two
countries joined it at the beginning of 2007
(Bulgaria and Romaniaj. But there are still
three leading capitals that remain outside of
it: Moscow, Istanbul and Jerusalem.

A final challenge, but not the least: the pre-
sence of Islam, a religion that, since Septem-
ber 11, 2001, arouses many fears and chal-
lenges and poses real questions, especially
about what Is at stake for our congregations
In present-day Turkey.




Fastern Chrisﬁamf:q

fn the beginning, five mother-Churches spread the Gospel around the
Mediterranean, constiliding a "pcnmrchq” of patriarchates: Rome fbr the
Latin world (corresponding to the Western part of the Rosman Empire), with
primacy over aff of Chn’sﬁcmit{r, and )‘bur Clusches sharﬂ'ng the Eastern part
of Roman Empire and falling within the Byzantine orbit; Constantinople,
Alevandria, Anfioch and Jerusalem. These sees were declared to be
in communion with each other bq the Councils of Nicaea (325) and
Constantinople (381). There is theofogical' diversitq and friendfiness among
them ... bui at a distance.

Things changed for the woise when this one Church of Christ met in Councils
to ciariﬁj the faith. In 431 at Ephesus, Nestorius, Hshop of Constantinople,
was condemned for having posited “a double personality” in Christ. An
Assyrian Church was created at this time in Mesapotamia. Claiming to
have been founded blf the Apostle Thomas {reputed to have emnge!'ized
Babylonia, then India), and wanting fo remain faithful to the Nestorian
doctrine, it took ifs distance from Byzantium and propagated itself as far
east as China and India. Before the present war, the Assyrian Church of the
East had approximatefq 300,000 faithﬁ{[ in trag and the diaspora.

The tear in Chyist's tunic got larger at the Council of Chalcedon (451)
whose doctrine on the {we natures (| phqsis, in Greek) in Christ was refuted by
Antioch and Alexandria. Called "Monophysites,” they were condemned and
took advantage of the condemnation to emancipate themselves. Thus were

born the Churches called “ron-Chalcedonian,” or “pre-Chalcedonian,”

or “ancient Oriental Churches™

- The Syrian Church or “Jacobite Church” (from Jacques Baradat, its
founder). Htis also called the “Syriac” Church because of fts Antiochian
hen’fage. ft has less than 300,000 ﬁ;ithﬁd, especially in Syria.

- The Coptic Church (from the Arabic "Qubt,” meaning “Egyptian”).
It is under the patronage of Saint Mark and is very linked to the history
and culture of Egupt. 1t has approximateiq 7 million faithful; their pope is
Shenouda 1. In modern times, the Eihiopian Church separated itself from
the Coptic Church, as did in turn the Eritrean Church from the Ethioplan
Church.



- The Amenian Church is the ﬁrst—ever national church. 1 was
foum’ed in the 4th century by Saint Gregory the Huminator, hence the
name "Cregorian.” It _}'oined the group off\/‘lonophqsites ouf of concern
for cuttural and rel[r'gious independence. It has approximately 6 miflion

faithfi; 1ts Catholicos is Karekin 11 of Etchmiadzin,

Each of these Churches claims to be “Orthodox,” in the sense of haw'ng
“the true faith," Usage, neverthefess, reserves this claim to the Greek
"Chalcedonian” tradition which broke with the West in 1054, This
Byzantine family ended up with a constellation of Churches of the
Greek Rite which recognize the primacy of Consfaﬂtmop[e, the “new
Rome.” whose "ecumenical” patriarch has a primacy of honor ("furst
among equals”) but not of jurisdiction, fike in the Church of Rome,
fndependent from one another ("autocephalous”), these Churches are
united by the tradition of the Futhers and the closeness of their rites
performed in Greek or in Arabic around the Mediterranean basin, and
in the Slavic languages in Easlern Europe. There are:

- Four mother-churches: the patriarchates of Constantinople,
Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem;

- Five more recent patriarchates: Moscow, Serbia, Romania, Bufgaria,
Georgr'a;

- Five autocephalous Churches (archbishoprics): Cyprus, Greece,
Poland, Albania, the Czech-Slovak Republic. Also, the Orthodox

Church in America whose autocephaly s not rmiversaﬂq recoghized.

- Several autonomous churches, including the Churches of Mount

Sinai, Finland, Japan and Macedonia.

- Several churches in the Diaspora who broke with their mother-church
(wer poh’ﬁr:s but who have remained canonical and reunited with the
larger Orthodox community, as the Albanian Orthodox Diocese of
America, for instance.

For a fong time, the theological difference between the Greek Orthodox
Church and the Catholic Church was focused on the question of the
Filiogue. For the Orthodox Churches, the Holy Spirit proceeds ony
"from the Father,” contrary to the Latin creed which, since the 9th
certury, adds: “and the Son.” Today, this obstacle has been overcome.
The debate now concens ftself with eccfesfofogq, with the guestion of

the primacy of the bishop of Rome. It stumbles on "uniatism,” on the
axistence of the Eastern Rite Churches “united” to Rome.

The foﬂowing Catholic Eastern Rite communities were born over the
centuries when the heads of Churches, princes or groups of Orthodox
(Chalcedonians or not) wished to “unite” with Rome while maintaining
their own traditions which include the liturgy, canon law, spfrituafihf
and ihenl’o‘gq. Rome favored this “uniatism” after it fadled 1o Latinize
these rites.

Cunsequenﬂq, parallel to the Orthodox communities whose traditions
they continue {o share, many Eastern Catholic Churches emmerged with
their own canon law™

- In the Assyran tradition: the Chaldean Church. The union came
about in 1830 (one miflion faithfuf, especr'aﬂq in trag). The Syro-
Malabar Church was bora in 1919 (six million especially in fndia);

- In the Antiochian tradition: the Syrian-Catholic Church. The union
came about in 1783 (100,000 members in the Near East). The Siro-
Malankara Church was united i 1930 (300,000 faithfil in India);

- In the Alexandrian traditiosn: the Coptic Catholic Chureh was
established by Leo XH! in 1895 (200,000 members in qupf), and the
Ethiopian Cathofic Church in 1961 (200,000 fuithful);

- The Armenign Catholic Church was borm in 1740 (300,000

members);

- In the Biganiine tradition: the Greek-Melkite Church in the Near
East, established in 1724, Arab—speaking (1.3 million faithful), has
several Greek- Catholic Churches in Eastern Europe (7 million in
Ukraine, bq the lnion of Brest-Litovsk in 1596; 750,000 in Romania,
by the union realized at the Synod of Alba Julia in 1698; 10,000 in
Bulgaria, by its union in 1861, and in Slovakia, Hungary).

- Finally, one Caster tradition was rever separated from Rome: the
Maronite Church, born in the 4th century (Saint Maron) in Lebanon,
where if remained faifhfu[ to the doctrine of Chalcedon while at the
samme time resisting Byzantinization. It was united with Rome during the

Crusades (4 mitlion faithful).
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History, therefore, is largely what determined
for over 140 years the Assumptionist presence
In the Near East. But the present-day geogra-
phical distribution of the religious involved in
this Mission only makes sense in terms of a
constantly renewed desire to work for the co-
ming of the Kingdom of God in conformity with
the vocation of the Assumption. The presence
of this small religious family in all of these
countries today cannot be justified solely on
the grounds that it wants to be faithful to this
glorious past. Rather, it is the existence of
present-day challenges that has heen the
determining factor. These challenges - regar-
dless of whether we are speaking of Chris-
tian unity, the confrontation with Islam, or the
re-launching of evangelization - were taken
into account in the recent decisions of the As-
sumptionist government (read boxes on the
last General and Provincial Chapters).



Taking up these challenges is not just the busi-
ness of the communities and of the religicus
in the regions involved, but of all of Assump-
tion. This is why, for example, the General
Chapter of 2005 asked the entire Congregation
to include this priority in its daily prayer and
in the formation of the young religious: every-
one, in each province, must be sensitized to
our Near Eastern tradition, to ecumenism and
inter-religious dialogue, and a few religious
are to be specifically trained in these fields.
Also, the Congregation shall devise ways of
inforrming the religious and provide times for
spiritual and intellectual animation, so that
the entire Congregation can nourish itself
from the treasures of the Near East. Finally,
the General Chapter asked that the Assump-
tionist institutions involved in communications
and education engage in ecumenical and in-
ter-religious dialogue, and that each Province
evaluate every three years its concrete achie-
vements in these fietds!

“A priority that commits
all of Assumpﬁon"

46. The Eastern European Mission is an
essential component of the Hissionary and
ecumenical thrust of the Church. Benedict
XV reafﬂrmfd it as a priority for the Cathofic
Church. All of our communities five in contact
with the Orthodox Church, and even with
several Churches, especiaﬂq in Jerusalem and
Istanbul,

47. Our communities which are serving
the Catholic Church of the Eastern Rile
in Romania and Bu{gan‘a offer s the
opportunity to experience another approach
to the mystery of God and to ‘breathe with
the two lings of the Church,” to use Pope
John Paud 1's own expression.

A0, We want to make this mission a priority
for the entire Congregation. If we do not,
we will lose an important dimension of our
identity.

(Acts  of the Generdl Chapter  of the
f\ssumpt[onists. Rome 2003}

The Mission to work in the Near East for
the Great cause of Church Unity goes to the
heart of what we are as a Congregation. It is
a hen‘fage that the Church has entrusted to
ws. Each Oblate is colled, wherever she is, to
be “an artisan of unity’.

{Acts Uf the General C.f'lapter of the Oblates :)f
the Assumption, Paris 2005}




) The Assumptionist Mission in the Near East
We must renew is carried out in 2007 in six different coun-
our effort" trigs_and seven communities, for_a totaL of_25
religious. The Oblates have 45 sisters in five
countries. The reality of this Mission is mul-
ti-dimensional in terms of the religious and
of the socio-political and cultural contexts
of these various countries. What follows 1s a
brief outline based on recent testimonies of
Assumptionist religious and Oblate sisters
who live there.

Directly responsible for the Near Eastern
Mission, the Assumptionist Province of France
has also put this topic on its agenda. Here are
some of its conclusions (July 2003):

30. Our Congregation carries in its genes a
concern fr)r ecumenism. Cven r'f promaoting
Christian tenity and t'nfer—r'efigr'ous dia!ogue
is difﬁcu{t Assumption has been committed
since its birth to this concern which remains a
priority. But we must devise a sirategy for this THE BALKANS
mission and strengthen the work of our Riission
among the local Churches in the Near East,
concentrating on unify among aft Christians
and on being present in the world of Istam,

according to the orientations (Jf Vaatican 1.
Rumania

33 A priority for the entire Congregatr’rm, the
Near Eastern Mission must remain just that,
especially for the French Province which received
this inheritance from the very IJeginm'ng_ Bulgaria
{(Official Acts of the Chapter of the Province of Montenegra
France, Valpré 2005 ) Former Yougoslavian

Republic of
Macedonia

Albania



- AR
—Bulgo.fia—

The Assumptionist community in Bulgaria,
of the Eastern Rite, consists of five religious
in 2007: a Croat, a Frenchman, an ltalian,
and two Bulgarians. It has charge of three
parishes - Ascension parish in Plovdiv, the
second largest city in the country, the parish
in Kuklen, a suburb of Plovdiv, and the parish
of Pokrovan, near the border with Greece and
Turkey — all of them of the Byzantine Rite. These
religious, who are bi-ritual, also offer pastoral
services to St Joseph church, of the Latin Rite,
and to the Missionaries of Charity in Plovdiv.
A young volunteer, a Mexican of Japanese
origin, came to replace a French layman who
returned to France after serving two years as
a Volunteer Assumptionist layman {cf. box]. A
young Bulgarian entered the French novitiate
in September 2006 and another is living with
the Plovdiv community during his postutancy.

The world of youth is a constant preoccupation
of the Assumptionists in Bulgaria and of

the Oblates who help them in their pastoral
ministry while, at the same time, animating
a center of their own for young girls. One re-
ligious teaches at the neighboring university
which, until the communists came to power,
was the prestigious Assumptionist College of
Saint Augustine.

The Plovdiv community has also launched a
website about the Assumptionist Near Eastern
Mission (www.assomptionorient.Attervista.org).
Its goal Is to make known not only the Eastern
spirituality and the life of these Churches
to Christians in the West, but also the Latin
Church to Christians in the Near East so that
they too can breathe with their two lungs!
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> Testimony

"My journey to the Near Eastern Mission”

"t was barn in the former Yugoslavia, in a Catho-
tic famely but in a mitieu that was almost com-
pletety Orthodox. From my youth, 1 felt this into-
lerance between the Latin and Eastern {radittons.
Besides, it was linked to nationality: a8 Serb was
automatically Orthodox and a Croat, Catholic. In
catechism classes, they explained to us that the
Catholic and Orthodox faiths are almost the same.
But we had to avoid entering an Orthodox church;
this was considered almost a sin. And even if we
entered and if there were people inside, we were
not to make the sign of the cross. You could do so
only if there were no people around.

In this context, as we searched for everything that
separated us from the others, we could only es-
teern ourselves better than them and more mo-
dern. We tooked at the others from on high, with
disdain, and we saw them as people from the past.
The only solution for them was to join the Roman
Cathotic Church. And even then, those who joined
the Roman Church as "Uniates” were looked upon
with scorn, even by the Latin Catholics.

In France, where f began my religious life, the road
toward the Near Eastern Mission was not very pre-
cise. People spoke to me of Assumptionists who
translated the works of the Greek Fathers; it was
something very important in order to learn about
the other. But for me, this remained on the intel-

lectuat level, a knowledge without any consequen-
ces for my spiritual life. Spiritually, I stayed locked
in my Latin tradition.

Then in 19585, | was named to the Assumptionist
community in Plovdiv that lives and works in the
Eastern tradition. This is where my journey began
more concretely and distinctly toward the Near
Eastern Mission. Overnight, | fell into a spirrtual
environment which, though theologically ctose to
me, was in practice far from me. | had to change
my ideas, my opinions, and my point of view. And
this was not very easy. | had to get used to the new
liturgy. A priest does not “say Mass” but “celebra-
tes the Divine Liturgy.” And this already made me
stap and think. | had to get used to rcons, make
many signs of the cross with three fingers, and
many other things.

But behind all of this there was a spirituality that
was guite removed from me. The liturgical vest-
ments are solemn; it takes time to vest. For each
piece of liturgical vesture, there is a prayer. One
must take time to prepare the “anaphora” (Eucha-
ristic prayer in the Eastern Rite], placing the pie-
ces of bread in a very precise manner. During the
liturgy, only the small “royat door” is left open. It
is also astonishing to see this iconostasts that se-
parates the celebrants from the people. And the
practice of all the other sacraments can also seem



very strange to us. But with the help of our brother
Assumptionist, Fr. Gorazde Kourtev, from an Or-
thodox family, | was able to slowly adapt myself.

On this journey toward the Near Eastern Mission, |
understood that one can enter an Eastern church
and visit the inside of the building, all the while re-
matntng on the outside. In order to really enter an
Fastern church, one must have an apen mind. This
means that we must let its spirituality penetrate
our mind. This opened my eyes about many things
concerning our two traditions. Thus, through the
celebration of the Mass and the Divine Liturgy, |
noticed that the Latin tradition stresses the human
dimension while the Eastern tradition stresses the
divine aspect. What is strange 1s that after 50 or
60 years of living under the atheistic communist
regime, one rarely meets someone who claims to
be an atheist. The everyday language always refers
to God: God is great, God will help, God witl decide,
etc. How is this possible? As | thaught about this, it
accurred to me that atheism arose fram a philoso-
phy of the Lalin tradition, as well as communism,
and these ideas were applied in couniries of the
Eastern tradition. It is interesting to note that in the
Latin tradition, one “proves” the existence of God;
there are proofs that he exists. But in the Eastern
tradition, this is unthinkabte. One doesnt need
proofs of God's existence: God is, and that s atl.”

Fr. Petar Ljubas, Plovdiv [Bulgaria)
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Isitaprovidential sign? In 2006, the buitding that
formerly housed the glorious French Institute
of Byzantine Studies on Christian Tell Street in
Bucharest and that was confiscated by the dic-
tatorship in the 1950s has been returned to the
Church. Very shortly, therefore, the Assumptio-
nists should be able to send new personnel to
this country. Their presence in the Romanian
capital would complement their already signifi-
cant presence in the two other large regions of
this country: Transylvania, where they are part
of the Greek-Catholic Church [of the Eastern
Rite) and Moldavia, where they are of the Latin
Rite (Roman-Catholic Church].

The Margineni community, near Bacau [Mol-
davial, is young and very promising with three
religious (one ltalian and two Romanians). It

operates a center for young people in vocatio-
nal discernment and does youth ministry with
the students at the local high schools and or-
phanages. The religious also render pastoral
services (Masses and confessions] to help the
parish priests. Collaboration with the Oblate
Sisters is active, notably with orphans, in trying
to find homes outside of the institution for the
oldest among them.

As for the community in Blaj [Transylvanial, it
comprises three religious (all Romanians) who
are involved especially in youth ministry and
in the animation of a pilgrimage. It shares the
painful fate of the Greek-Catholic Church, ever
confronted with the question of the restitution of
its places of worship: thus, the church of Casa
Domnului, which was turned over to the Or-




thodox in 1948, has not yet been returned... For
the time being, the Assumptionists are the only
male community in'the diocese. This presence
is appreciated because of the model of aposto-
lic life that it represents, a very different model
from Orthodox monasticism. However, celibacy
presents a difficulty for young men who have
before their eyes a married Catholic clergy. As
for the ecumenical dialogue, it remains a real
challenge, because of the unbending positions
of the local churches! '

Following up on the General Chapter of 2005
which rated the Near Eastern Mission as a prio-
rity, Fr. Richard Lamoureux, Superior General,
wrote to the Congregation a letter entitled "In
One Body” in which he talks about this Mission.
In it, among other things, he appealed to all the
Assumptionists who might be able to contribute
to the refoundation of a community in Bucha-
rest, calling for a return to the intellectual tra-
dition of the Assurmptionists in the Near East,
a tradition which began with the foundation of
Echos d'Orient. (At the present time, thought
IS being given to reinstalling in Bucharest a
Byzantine library at the university level). He
also suggested that this is an occasion for us to
further commit ourselves to the movement for
Christian unity, with the help of one or another
of the young Roemanians currently in formaticn,
and possibly with that of one or two Oblates.

> Tesﬂmonq

“Our mission: to help bring about
communion in the Church”

“‘When it was suggested that | come to Romania,
I asked: why should we go back to the Near East?
What would be our goat? | was told that my ques-
tion made no sense, that this is the land where
the faith of our Assumptionist priests was put to
the fest, land that could produce vocations... | have
now been in Rornania for ten years, and this ques-
tion has never left me: why return to the land of
our Fathers?

In order to understand the reasons for our pre-
sence, | read The Mission of the Assumption in
the Near Fast 1862-1924, published in the first
months of 1925, The reasons were clear: to work
in the important apostotate of bringing the East
back to the One Catholic Church; 'to lift the veil of
the schism that hides the Church from our separa-
ted brothers' {Fr. Quenard]. To bring the Orthodox
back to Rome was the goal of this Mission. There
were many different warks, but anly one goal. i
was a way of thinking based on a precise concept
of the Church - the Roman Catholic Church is"the
body of Christ - according to which there can be
no ecclesial realities outside the Catholic Church
[cf. Pius XiI, Mystict Corporis, 1943). With such an
idea of the Church, the conseguences were clear:
bring the lost sheep back into the fold of Rome.
The Assumptionists coutd not do otherwise.



Today, the thinking has changed. We define the
Church as the people of God journeying as pilgrims.
Outside the Catholic structures, there are ecclesial
realittes and even, as in the case of the Eastern Chur-
ches, authentic Churches of Christ. Ecumenism and
mitssion are twin concepts: in the ecumenical move-
ment, the Church takes part in an exchange of gifts
with the separated Churches {cf. Ut unum sint, 28;
57]. Even if the Catholic Church continues to say that
it is the authentic Church of Christ, having atone the
fullness of the means to salvation, it sees all of this
in a diatectical way, by taking the other Churches into
account and by rencuncing triumphatism.

If the way of understanding the Church has chan-
ged, so has the mission. In the new perspective, the
goat af ecumenism can no longer be a return of the
others to the Catholic Church. It can be attained only
thraugh the work of the Holy Spirit and the conver-
sion of everyone to Christ. The basic idea of Vatican !l
ts summarized in the word communio, which defines
the deepest mystery of the Church, icon of the Trinity.
Communio does not mean uniformity but unity in di-
verstty and diversity in unity. Inside the only Church,
there is room for a diversity of mentalities, customs,
rites, rutes, theologtes, and spiritualities.

Communio means bringing to fruition all the gifts
that the individual Churches carry within themsel-
ves.

Here then is our Mission: to work for the catholicity
(universality) of the Church, to work sa that all the
gifts of the Holy Spirit which are present in the indi-
viduat Churches may be brought to fruition. We can
therefore summarize the goal of the Assumptionist
Misston in the Near East in two words: cornmunio
Ecclesiae, that is to say, we want to help bring ahout
communion in the Church.

Father Cleopa, staretz of the Orthodox monastery in
Sthastria {Piatra Neamtl, has stated: One day so-
meane asked a monk in the forest: The end of the
world, when will it come? The holy man answered:
When there will no longer be a path between man
and his neighbor! As long as men live behind fences,
they will close their hearts to each other, they will
forget love, mutual service, in short, cornmunion; at
that pont, life will have no meaning.”™

Fr. Celeste Pianezze, Margineni (Romania)



—BUSSIO-

Saint-Louis des Francais parish remains the
throbbing heart of the Assumptionist presence
in Moscow, continuing a long and glorious his-
tory! Three religious, two French and one Rus-
sian, share the pastoral ministry. Their pasto-
ral service to the personnel of the various em-
bassies and of the many foreign businesses in
the Russian capital touches many foreigners,
while nevertheless leaving the door wide open
to welcoming not only Russian Catholics but
also foreign communities who ask to cele-
brate in their own language.
Sunday Masses are celebrated
in Latin and French, but also
in English and Vietnamese.
With the help of the Oblate
Sisters, the Assumptionists
are also in charge of the
catechetical instruction given
to the students of the French
secondary  school  (lycéel,
which is now located next to
the church in the quarters
of the former parish schools
(there were 150 children
enrolled at the beginning of
the 2006 school year). Finally,
a dacha, in the suburbs of
Mascow, makes It possible to
organize meetings for young
people during the school
year and camps during the

summer vacation.

There is obviously a concern for ecumenism,
with constant attention given to the Orthodox
Church in Russia and, as much as possible,
to contacts with its leaders. The community
and the parish are also in contact with
various countries, notably China and Vietnam,
depending on the length of time spent in
Moscow by their countrymen, some of whom
come in contact with religious life through the
Assumptionists.

i
Moscow, Saint-Louis-des-Frangais Church
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> Testimonq
“Brother Pilgrim”

“On the occasion of the feast of All Saints, we
celebrated the memory of Saint Sergius of Radonezh
who died 600 years ago. The celebration allowed
us see that relations between the Christian West
and Russia are better than people generally think.
And these ties have often manifested themselves
through prayer and devotion to the samts who are
common to both the West and Russia. Saint Clement
and Saint Nicholas, Saint Martin and Saints Cyril
and Methodius, the apostles (o the Slavs, are ‘the
links that attach the daughter-Church of Russia to
the universal mother-Church.” Saint Sergius, the
Father of northern monasticism, has been added fo
this great lineage. Through these examples, Divine
Providence shows each of us the road to be lottowed.
When | arrived in Russia, Saint Sergius was my
first guide and spiritual master. in October 1989, |
was invited by the Patriarch of Moscow to live at the
Trinity-Saint Sergius Lavra [Monastery] during a
whole year. | was received in Russia as a pilgrim.
Near the tomb of Saint Sergius, | prayed every
morning for a year, and there, | came to know,
understand, and love the Russian language, the
Russian people, and Russia. 'In order to understand
Russia, you must understand the Lavra.” said the
theologian Paul Florensky. This was the experience

| was encouraged to make before continuing the
pilgrimnage of my life that led me to Moscow. Thanking
the Orthodox Church for having received me as a
pilgrim brother, | wish to thank Saint Sergius and
ask him to protect the remainder of my pilgrimage
and of my ministry in the service of the Church in
this land of Russia which is the tand of Christ.”

Cr. Bernard Le Léannec (Moscow], All Saints 1992



> Testimonq
“‘Workers for Unity”

“Fr. d Alzon said to Fr. Gatabert in 1876: 'Sooner or ta-
ter, Russia will open its doors to us..." In 1994, Russia
did open its doors to us, which allowed us to found a
new community of Missionary Oblate Sisters of the
Assumption, in keeping with the desire of Fr. d'Alzon
who wanted us to be Workers for Unity.” Since that
time, we have been present in the heart of Moscow
at the Saint-Lowis des Francais Parish, where we
work with our Assumptionist brothers.

In addition to our presence in the parish {with its
French, English, and Vietnamese communities] and
to the catecheticat instruction we give to 150 children
from the French secondary school, the animation of
celebrations, the welcoming of groups, the religious
articles and book shop, and our visits to the sick give
us the occasion fo be in contact with the Russian
people.”

Sr. Maria Zediu and Sr. Regina Pruteanu {Moscow)

With the Oblate community of Moscow

JE




-Turkey-

Located between Europe and Asia, this country
is in a privileged position to help us under-
stand the important political and religious
issues of today. The Assumptionist presence
there is very modest, though it involves more
than the pastoral service of the local Latin
minority. Two French religious live in Istanbul
and exercise an intellectual and ecumenical
apostolate, which includes learning about |s-
lam and even dialoguing with Muslims. The
community is in charge of the Kadikeui parish
(formerly Chalcedon), the only Latin church
on the Asiatic shore of the Bosphorus where
a Levantine Christian minority rubs shoulders
with expatriated Catholics who have come for
commercial or educational reasons. More-
over, this church is put at the disposal of the
tocal Syrian-Orthodox community.

> Testimonq

munion.

from it as it gives.”

The community's project is found in a recom-
mendation of the last General Chapter of the
Assumptionists: “Istanbul, a place so impor-
tant for the Church and a cosmopolitan city, is
actually the only place where we are present
in a Muslim country. It is essential that we
rethink the manner in which we are present
there in order to give that presence new mea-
ning and to assure its future in terms of the
new realities. While this work is taking place,
it is important that we consolidate our links
with this community, in particular by encou-
raging pilgrimages, retreats and sessions in
this place so privileged from the point of view
of inter-religious and intercultural realities.”
Bishop Louis-Armel Pelétre, Apostolic Vicar
of Istanbul since 1992, is also an Assumptio-
nist religious.

“Responding to the signs of the times”

“Turkey is an immense field which needs to be evangelized but which is not
very open to it.. As an Oblate of the Assumption, | think that the Spirit is
catlling the Church of our time to work for the unity of the Churches and for
reconciliation among the beltevers of the various religions.

The service of the parish is what allows us to be present in Turkey, and
thus also to work toward a broader ecumenical and inter-retigious com-

This ts part of our heritage, | am sure that Assumption witl receive as much

Sr. Monica Buhalea [Istanbut)



L -greece-

In G;é;—:;c;_é,:a'neigh’boring country, there are four
religious in the community: three Greeks linclu-
ding Afchbishop -Antoine Varthalitis, archbish-
op emeritus of Corfou), and an American. To-
gether, they stalf the parish of Saint Theresa in
Athens and take a more and more active role in
a new pastoral ministry designed to welcome
Catholic immigrants, especially Filipinos and
Africans. They are concerned about developing
a constructive dialogue with the Orthodox and,
at the same time, a vocation ministry which
is especially difficult because Catholics are a

very small mimority: the country is more than
90% QOrthedox with only 300,000 Catholics, anly
50,000 of whom are native Greeks! Accarding to
certain projections, the immigrant population
could increase tenfold over the next ten years.

This was the context which awaited the Obla-
tes of the Assumption upon their arrival in the
Greek capital, the only place where the As-
sumptionists were present in the Near East but
where the Sisters had not been present until
that time.
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-fecusalem-

For a long time, the religious living in Jeru-
salem benefited from a special status in the
Congregation, which was something that could
isolate them. But to this historical complexity
has been added a great political instability that
requires in turn a very special solicitude on
the part of all the religious, as the Provincial
Chapter of the Assumptionists of France sta-
ted in 2005: “Taking into account the difficult
situation in which our brothers tive in Jerusa-
lem, it is impaortant to strengthen our ties with
them, inctuding cur affective ones.”

Helped also by the Oblate Sisters, the com-
munity at Saint Peter in Gallicantu comprises
four members (three French and one British]
and pursues various activities: welcoming
groups of pilgrims, exegetical research and
biblical courses, preaching of retreats, colla-
boration with the Latin Patriarchate and with
the many Churches in Holy Land, and serving
as ecclesiastical advisor to the General Consul
of France regarding matters affecting the re-
ligious communities and their apostolates in
Jerusalem and the Palestinian Territories.

The location of the shrine, just above the Arab
village of Silwan and just below the top of
Jewish Mount Sion, and very close to the Old
City, places the Assumptionists in the middle
of all the tensions. For the Arabs, the commu-
nity 1s part of East Jerusalem; for the Israe-
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Jerusalem, Saint Peter of Cock Crow Sanctuary ;

lis, it is one of the Christian shrines covered
by the Fundamental Agreement between the
State of Israel and the Holy See. These are two
truths that are not mutually exclusive, but that
represent an immense challenge when com-
bined together!



The presence of the
Oblates of the Assumption

“Successive wars and communism had almost wiped out the presenice of the Oblates of
the Assumption in the Near Eastern Mission, even though the Mission had been at the
origm 0](' fHAr ff)unda fion.

During the War of 1914, there were around 250 sisters, 120 of them from Western
Europe, and 130 native-born from Armenia, Greece, Romania, Turf(eq, and yugosl'avr’a,
efc.

In 1990, we were still present in Istanbul (Kadikeui) and clandestinely in Bucharest.

As soon as it was possibl[e aﬁer' the fa“ of communism, thanks m(Jsf.J'Lf to Romanian
vocations, we were able to extend our apostolate in Romania and, as in the past, answer
the cafl of our Assumptionist brothers ta assist them in Plovdiv, Moscow, Jerusalem and
Athens. To be sure, there is no longer question of operating boarding schools, as we did
formerly in Beigrade, Hatdar-Pacha, Kum Kapu and Varna, or of being in charge of
hospitals, as we were in Bucharest and Adr{'anopfef That, however, was what our former
students were hoping for, praising
the education tfqeq had received. ..
Our situation is much more humble:
to help the people rebuild in the
conlext of the freedom H!ieq now
enjoy in a so-called democracy; to
help the Church’s rebirth, regardiess
of rite (Latin or Byzantine), without
prosefqtizmg and  respecting the
Orthodox Church; and to work with
our Assumptionist brothers with the
same goai and compfementaritq, as
we did when we were first founded.”
Sister Claire Rabitz, Superior General of
the Oblates of the Assumption.




> Testimomj

“Sisters and Brothers are well pla-
ced to establish bonds of unity!”

“Seeking unity between Christians in a spirit of
love and truth is a fundamental cornpenent of a
more incisive evangetlization,” wrote John Paul 1!
in his apostolic tetter for the 3rd centennial of the
Union of the Greek-Catholic Church with Rome
[May 7, 2000]. In this sense, consecrated life has
a lot of work to do! And we, as Assumption sisters
and brothers, are well placed to continue spinning
a web of relations and communion with Orthodox
nuns and monks, The testimony of a consecrated
life of fraternity, prayer, openness, and )oie de vi-
vre touches people more than speeches. And this,
for two reasons. First, our simple and fraternat
approaches do not commit the hierarchy offictally.
Then, patiently and progressively, they can change
mentalities, the way the other is perceived [the
image of the Catholic Church is not necessarily
very pasitive!] because we must not forget that Or-
thodox bishops are chosen from among the monks.
We must constantly return to and deepen our un-
derstanding of the Trinity and explore together the
common treasure of the patristic, liturgical, and
iconographic traditions. At the same time, by the
very nature of our communities and their apostolic
involverments, we rub shoulders with many Ortho-
dox with whom we have very cordial relations of

friendship and collaboration. In sharing the pro-

blems of daily life, they appreciate our openness
taward people in general and our family spirit.

We can be active interlocutors, a ferment of com-
munion in the local Church, by taking small steps
together, being open to each ather, exchanging our
experiences, forgiving the other, and dialoguing. it
is up to us to become more and more men and
women of communion with God, among oursel-
ves, and in the Church. So why not seek to involve,
in this movement toward reunion, other retigious
congregations whose charism also includes wor-
king for Unity?”

Sr. Felicia Ghiorghies {Rornania}



We're recruiting!'
"Assumption Volunteers”

Concerned about strengthening the atliance between religious and [m’tq, the Assumptionist
faemily has recently enriched tself of an unprecedented component: the “Assumption Volunteers”
who dedicate a period of their life to sharing in the apostolate of a community, in France or
elsewhere. [n this connection, fwo programs are suggested:

- The “Young Assumption Volunteers”™ (YAV), for young people ages 18 to 30 who wish {0
devote a minimum of four months — ideally, one year — of their [Ife as a volunteer. Because the
spfriiua[ component of this program is important, it addresses ftseff to believers seeking to live a
faith experience.

- The "Assumption Lay Volunteers” (ALV), for everyone, men and women, celibates, coupies or
famifies, without any age limit (but at least 18 years old). The duration of this volunteer service
can be of several weeks or up to two years.

Contact: Assumpﬁon Volunteer Programs, 79 Denfert—Ror_hereau Avenue, F-75014 Paris, France
(informat[on on the website HYPERLINK «Http:f'}'www.assum-pt[on.nrg;"» www.assumption_org).
Also: Fr. John L. Franck, Emmarnuel House, 512 Salisbury Street, Worcester, MA 01609-1326, LISA:

i lf ranck@aol com




Accordingly, all Catholics - and all As-
sumptionists - are not of the Latin Rite!
This plurality must nourish the soul of
each Christian so that the whole Church -
and all of Assumption - may breathe dee-
ply with these two lungs. This double mo-
vement, from East to the West and from
West to the East, has a beautiful name:
“an exchange of gifts.”

Therefore, In the context of the glohali-
zation that is taking place at the present
time, the permanence of such a Missian
constitutes, now more than ever, an invifa-
tion to the entire Assumption family:

the Higumen of Rila Monastery in Bulgaria.




* It involves a basic option on the part
of our Congregations, an option recently
and solemnly validated as such;

e |t offers our Congregations an oppor-
tunity to express its charism through the
very diverse commitments and locations
of its men and women religious and lay-
persons;

* And it remains a gamble: that of keep-
ing all of Assumption in touch with
these realities and with this apostolate
of breathing “with both lungs” in the
midst of the Christian East, so that each
persaon, wherever he/or she lives in the
Church and in the world, can become an
artisan of communion!

“A call to a cause”

“While we have to be attentive to today’s realities and very
specifically to be solicitous for our brothers and sisters hard
at work in various apostolates in the East, it is crucial that
we rekindle some of the fire that led Father d'Alzon to
conmit his medger resoirces to a mission about which he
knew and understood very little.

The “call” seems clear. It comes from the Second Vatican
Council and mare recently from Pope John Paul 11 and
now Pope Benedict XV1. [t comes too from the Ecumenical
Patriarch himself. And the call comes from the fact that
we, as congregations, were founded in 3ood part for
this mission. With a century and a half of experience,
we are-recogmzed tn the Church, both East and West,
as "experts” in the ﬁeid. It is not false pride to say that
few congregations have a richer theo[ogical' and pastoral
expetfence in the domain of Cathofic-Orthodox affairs. . .

This ts not a call to a place, the East and Near East, but
to a cause: the hope expressed by, Jesus in the Cenacle Gsee
John 21), the ecumenical cause, the ‘full and visible unity
of all Chyist's followers” (as Pope Benedict puts it), and
particularly with regard to the Church of the East.”

Fr. Richard Lamourewr, Superior General, letter In One Body
on the Near Eastern Mission (2007}
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> Testimonq

“To open oneself to other Christians
is also to open one’s self to God”

“Having been brought up in France in the Latin tra-
dition, | had the grace of being called to serve the
Church in Bulgaria in the Byzantine tradition. To be
sure, as with everyone of the Latin Rite who discovers
the Byzantine Rite, what struck me at first were the
differences. But | always had the inner conviction that
the two traditions confessed the same Christ, that
they both pratsed the same God - Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit - and that it was truly the same Christian
faith. This allowed me to accept these differences wi-
thout any negative a priori, but rather with kindness
and as a possible enrichment.

It is this same state of mind that | would like to share
with Christians of the Latin Rite in order to help them
sense the richness of the Eastern Christian tradition
and to encourage them to pursue its discovery even
further. Is not openness to this other great Christian
tradition a sign of openness to the mystery of God
who transcends all traditions and, at the same time,
a good way to avoid falling into the ever-present
ternptation of diminishing the importance of this di-
vine mystery?”

Fr. Daniel Gillier, Plovdiv [Bulgaria)
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- Websites -

Site of the Eastern Mission :www.assomptionorient.attervista.org

Assumptionists : www.assumptic.org - .

Oblates of the Assumption : www.ohlates-assomption.net

Bulgaria

Assumolionists

Krestio Pastouhov 22

BG-4000 PLOVDIV

Tel. +359 [32) 62 10 12 or (32) 65 13 33
aa_plovdiv@hotmail.com

QOblates of the Assumption
Kostaki Peev 3.

BG-4000 PLOVDIV

Tel. +359 [32) 6233 47
oa_plovdiv@hotmail.com

Greece
Assurmptivnists

Ste Thérése Patish
Odos Eptanissou 32
GR-113461 ATHENES
Tel. +30 2108 214 846
psaltis@hol.fr

Israél’

Assumptionists :
Saint Peter in Gallicantu Community
B.P.31653 .

IL-JERUSALEM 91314

Tel +9722 6731739 0r'2 673 48 12
amarchadour@gallicantu.co.il

~ Addresses -

Chblates of the Assumption
Saint Peter in Gallicantu
B.P. 31453

IL-JERUSALEM 91316

Tel. +972 267374 20
sisters@gallicantu.co.it

Romania

Assumptionisis
Monastirea Sft Augustin
Margineni,

R0-5523 Jud. BACAL

Tel. +40 (234) 211 174
margineni@msaugustin.ro

Parintii Asumptionisti

Piata 1848, n® 13

RO-3175 BLAJ [Alba)

Tel. +40 [258] 710 164
blaj.assomption@caramail.com

From september 2009 .
Str. Christian Tell n® 18 B
R0O-010392 BUCAREST

Obtiates of the Assumption
Provincial House

Str. Zeletin n® 13
RO-013984 BUCAREST

Tel. +40 (21] 23 30 144
oa_prov_romanialdyahoo.fr

Russia

Assumptionisis

Paroisse St-Louis des Francais-
Moscou

Valise diplomatique

128bis rue de UlUniversité
F-75351 PARIS 07 SP

Tél. +7 [495) 625 46 65
assump-moscou@mtu-net.ru

Oblates of the Assumption
Paroisse St-Louis des Francais-
Moscou

Valise diplomatique

128bis rue de I'Université
F-75351 PARIS 07 5P

Tel. +7 [495] 624 3373
sr.oamoscou@gmail.com

Turkey
Assumptionists
Katolik Kiliesi

Cem Sokak, n°5, Moda
TR-34710 KADIKOY
Tel. +90 {216) 336 03 22
monica@s).k12.tr

Oblates of the Assumption
Moda Cem Sokak, 7
TR-34710 KADIKGY

Tel. +90 (216) 336 16 47
oblates_tr{@yahoo.fr






