 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
April 28: St Peter Chanel (Missionary) (Mk 1:14-20)


REPENT AND BELIEVE

St Peter Chanel is the first martyr and Patron Saint of Oceania, canonized in 1954. He is honoured with a Memorial in Australia and with a Feastday in New Zealand. The SFO National Fraternity of Oceania has a special claim on him.


He was born in 1803 to a peasant family and was a shepherd as a boy. He was ordained at 24 and was assigned to Crozet, a parish in decline. He brought about a spiritual revival and turned the parish around, partly because of his ministry to the sick. May he do it again in our day.


He joined the Society of Mary (Marist Fathers) in 1831 and led a band of missionaries in 1836 to the New Hebrides, where cannibalism had only recently been outlawed. He converted many, again as a result of his work with the sick. He was killed by order of a local king who was jealous of Peter's influence. He was clubbed to death on Futuna Island, New Hebrides.


One of Saint Peter's catechumens explained why he believed Peter's teachings: “His teaching is good. He does what he teaches. He loves us. He forgives his enemies.”  


The gospel (Mark 1:14-20) chosen for the Memorial was an integral part of St Peter Chanel’s teaching. Mark describes how four men responded to the announcement made by Jesus: “The time has come and the kingdom of God is close at hand. Repent, and believe the Good News” (Mark 1:15).


The gospel presents Jesus as the herald who announces this joyful message or gospel: the long awaited kingdom of God is at our door. This was good news to many in Futuna.


The announcement is made to all. Everyone is invited to “change”. The kingdom of God implies changes in us. “Be converted!”, Jesus tells everyone. The word he used in Aramaic means “turn right round”, that is, change not only our mind but everything about us that is out of line with God’s loving plans for us that depend on our cooperation. He calls on us to change any negative attitudes that we have towards ourselves, others or God. To the extent that we do that, God’s kingdom will come to us and to our world.


We all have to face up continually to being converted. It can involve changes,  in the light of God’s loving will for us, in the way we feel about ourselves and others and God, and in the way we judge things. God becomes the centre of interest of the person who places God’s will above his or her self-interests.


Conversion into the kingdom of God also includes the requirement to believe in Jesus Christ. Jesus adds: “believe the gospel”. The kingdom of God is expressed in the way that Jesus lived, died and rose from death. Jesus himself is the gospel, the good news. Jesus embodies the kingdom of God and invites all to believe in him. Our conversion leads us to a meeting with God in Jesus, who not only pardons our faults but fills us with his presence.


The call of the four disciples illustrates what it means to repent and believe the gospel. Their conversion did not mean only that they repented of their sins, or that they found the forgiveness of Jesus, or that they accepted the truth of his words. It meant as well that they attached themselves to the person of Jesus and followed him on the way that led him to the cross and beyond, to his resurrection.


Even a small experience of conversion involves suffering. It is a kind of dying to a feeling, a judgment, a behaviour, a habit - to a part of ourselves that we want to hold on to, because we are accustomed to it, or because we value it, or because we find our security in it, or because we identify ourselves with it.


For the most part, we are blind to our need for conversion. We don’t recognize which are the attitudes that we should convert from and which are those that we should convert to. Other people see them clearly enough. It will help us to recognize them if we take note of the negative reactions of others towards us that upset us. Instead of dismissing our critics at once indignantly, we could think about their reactions, carry them into prayer in the presence of God, and, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, discern what truth there is in them. Then we can begin the painful but liberating process of conversion.


So, let us be converted and believe in the gospel of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, our Saviour who opens for us the kingdom of God. Now is the right moment to make up our mind about entering the kingdom of God  through conversion and faith. We need to repent, that is, give up our own perverse mentality and behaviour, and believe, that is, adopt God’s outlook and do his will.


St Peter Chanel taught repentance and belief in Jesus, Saviour of the people of Futuna. He lived what he taught. He loved them. He forgave his murderers. May we Franciscans of Oceania, religious and secular, live what Oceania’s Patron Saint taught, through continuous conversion to God’s will for us.

