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DALLAS -  The splendor of the universal pilgrim Church, in all its tribulations and glories, was made manifest at the Cardinal Mindszenty Foundation of Texas conference on Faith, Family, Freedom in Dallas on February 24.  This 17th annual conference began with recitation of the rosary led by Bishop Rene Gracida (retired) of Corpus Christi.  It concluded with Mass concelebrated by Bishop Gracida and embellished by the Collegium Cantorum of the University of Dallas singing a cappella sacred polyphonic music of the 16th century, directed by Marilyn Walker.


CMF of Texas Chairman Susan Stanzel set the tone of the conference with remarks quoting from Pope John Paul’s apostolic letter upon the closing of the 2000 Jubilee Holy Door. To paraphrase:  We are a pilgrim people led by the Great Shepherd through the Holy Door which is Chrish, the goal of history.  We must not look back but trust Christ’s words and imitate past witnesses to the faith, and with thanksgiving and praise open our hearts to God and neighbor.


Mrs. Stanzel then presented Eleanor Schlafly, president of the St. Louis-based Cardinal Mindszenty Foundation.  Miss Schlafly reminded those present that “we have to work for God’s design.  We must live and proclaim the faith.”


The keynote speaker, Robert Royal, is president of the Faith and Reason Institute in Washington, D.C., which is dedicated to the stydy of religion and culture.  Dr. Royal writes books and articles on ethics, culture, religion, and politics.  I May 2000 he presented to Pope John Paul his new book, The Catholic Martyrs of the 20th Century.  In his address, Dr. Royal said he finds it bizarre that for the most part the estimated 1-2 million Catholis who died for the faith in the 20th century are virtually unknown to the world, such not being the case with other religions.  He cited the Pope’s message to the new cardinals at the February 21 consistory when he said that red is the symnol of martyrdom connected with Christ, the Supreme Martyr.  Dr. Royal added that the Pope has intentionally emphasized in other messages that this martyrdom of the 20th century is central to the survival of the faith in the future; the blood of martyrs is always the seedbed on which the Church goes forward, and their memory must not be forgotten.


Dr. Royal blames great skepticism and hostility toward the Church of Christ for the neglect of the martyrs.  An additional threat today is fundamentalism- Muslim and Hindu in Asia and Muslim in Sudan, where Catholics are even made slaves, he reported.  Here the speaker emphasized how ordinary people showed great heroism and holiness in martyrdom, through the action of the Holy Spirit.  Most people need estraordinary circumstances to do something extraordinary – a fact documented throughout his book, which covers the world.  Catholic martyrdom scholarship will, Dr. Royal hopes, become a thing in itself.  The mtter is of secular, as well as religious, interest to the world- what happened to Catholic people in the 20th century.

Monuments and Museums


Fr. Peter Vasko, O.F.M, a native New Yorker, is president of the Holy Land Foundation, a world wide voice for the Christian community in the Holy Land.  He is the English definitor and director of development for the Custody of the Holy Land, where he has been for the last 17 years.  He works there also as liaison for the U.S. government.


Speaking on “Crisis in the Holy Land: The Christian Exodus.”  Fr. Vasko explained that in 1950, the Holy Land was 25% Christian, today 2%; 25 years ago, Bethlehem was 80% Christian, 20% Muslim; now it is 90% Muslim, 10% Christian.  In Jersualem in 1947 there were 48,000 Christians, in 1967, 28,000; in 2000 there were under 10,000.  If nothing is done, in 60 years the Catholic Church will become monuments and museums.


The reasons for the attrition are economic, political, and religious, with Israelis and eventually Muslim Palestinians acting against the Christian Palestinians, he said.  Fr. Vasko finds justice, respect, right to work, mobility, medical treatment, education, lacking for Palestinians, Christians, Muslims- a desperate situation.  The Israeli rational for its strictures is “terrorism,” but Father asks, “Why punish a whole innocent people for 10-12 terrorists, who should be stopped?”


The criminal element on either side does not consist of the ordinary people.  He finds the mere word “Palestinian” now being used to connote terrorism, while the regular folks, Palestinian and Israeli, are decent and csnscientious.  Fr. Vasko understands the frustration of stone-throwing young Palestinian boys who grow up seeing only violence, hatred, repression, and racism, with no rights against soldiers and settlers.  Israel, he says, has the greater responsibility because it is the greater power; yet, he feels compromise is necessary on the part of all.


The common people of the three groups need better lives for themselves and their children, he said.  The Holy Land Foundation is making some inroads, but much work is necessary.  “We stand on the shoulders of those who went before, and we musthelp those who have guarded Christianity for 2,000 years.  We cannot sit back and lose a living and worshipping community,” concluded Fr. Vasko.


Contributions can be sent to The Holy Land Foundation at 1400 Quincy St., N.E., Washington, DC 20017; tel. 202-269-5430, fax 202-526-3527.

