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FOREWORD
WELCOME TO LENT 2021

My dear brothers and sisters,
As early as 17th February of this year, many Christians, Catholics especially, will participate in the sober but beautiful liturgy of Ash Wednesday. The carefully chosen texts (prayers and readings) of the Mass and the rite of the ashes will usher us into the long celebration of the Paschal Mystery; the Passion, Death and Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. We would hear in another fresh tone the beautiful penitential catechesis of Prophet Joel (Joel 2:12-18) in the first reading, which invites us to undertake the ancient gesture of putting on sackcloth as an outward manifestation of our inward repentance. The penitential Psalm of David (Psa. 51) sings of our repentant disposition and the posture in which we are asked to take for good. Saint Paul would then assure us in the second reading that this is the favourable time, a time of grace and the day of salvation (2Cor. 5:20–6:2). While putting on sackcloth is important to show that we shun sin, we are called to concretise our repentance and be positively engaged in doing good. That is the reason why the Gospel introduces us to the catechesis of the Beatitudes, as we listen to the wise words of Christ on the correct posture about praying, almsgiving and fasting (Matt. 6:1-6, 16-18), which are concrete acts of contrition. Nourished thus at the table of the Word of God, and responding with the ancient penitential gesture of the imposition of ashes, we finally unite ourselves to the Eucharistic Lord in the Breaking of Bread and Holy Communion. So begins a penitential season, a season of God’s mercy and grace, a paschal season. I welcome all on board. Welcome to the holy season of Lent, and I wish you a graceful season, remembering again the assuring words of St. Paul: “This is a trustworthy saying: if we die with him, we will also live with him” (2Tim. 2:11).
My words at the last year’s Lenten Pastoral were somehow prophetic. We reflected on the Sunday Obligation in Contemporary Social Evolution “Thou shall keep the Sabbath day holy.” In the preamble of the Letter, I reflected on the fact that 20 years into the third millennium (2020), we are still far from realising the flaunted millennium goals that the world and the Church set for humanity at the wake of the millennium. An extract of the Pastoral Letter reads: 
“We are already 20 years into the third millennium. As vivid as the memory of yesterday are the hypes of the millennial expectations both in the civil society and in the Church. The millennium developmental goals were quite ambitious, broad and far-reaching. I remember that in 2000, at the wake of the third millennium, member states of the United Nations came together at different Millennium Summit and defined several challenges; the Millennium Development Goals, namely: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, Achieve universal primary education, Promote gender equality and empower women, Reduce child mortality, Improve maternal health, Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, Ensure environmental sustainability, Develop a global partnership for development; etc” [bold and italics here introduced] (p. 10).
So one of the millennium goals was to raise the standard of health and combat diseases (as emphasised above). That Pastoral Letter was released on 26th February 2020. Barely few weeks later, the whole world began to run helter-skelter concerning a virus that erupted some weeks earlier, and was entangled in a health quagmire that has almost continued to hold everyone to ransom even till today. I am referring to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
In the experience of Lent, we are privileged to follow Christ in his days of sojourn in the desert, in his via crucis (way of the cross), in his death, and fortunately also in his resurrection. By his resurrection, Christ conquers death and thereby conquers all human and bodily inhibitions. A very significant aspect of bodily inhibitions is bodily infirmity; all that is related to ailments, sickness and health. The covid-19 experience has offered all the members of the human community ample opportunity to think once more very seriously about health and related issues. For us Christians, it offers us an angle of opportunity to reflect deeply on the connections between our health and our faith, and this is the theme of this Lenten Pastoral. Taking care of our health should be a priority during any stage of our life. This will help us to have an excellent quality of life in all levels and ages. It is not only a social duty; it is also a religious duty, a religious obligation. Here therefore, we will talk about the importance of health care and how this duty, the taking care of our health and that of others is part and parcel of our religiosity, and especially part and parcel of our Catholic spirituality.


INTRODUCTION
HEALTH AND RELIGIOUS FAITH

What is Health and Faith?
There are certain concepts that even if they may be difficult for people to define theoretically, are almost understood by everybody practically. Life and health are among these. The Igbos have strong and vivid expressions for these: ndu (life) and ahu-ike (health – which could literally mean strong body). But we know that the ‘ahu’ here goes beyond the body, it is the totality of the person. This agrees with the biblical image. Humanity was created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26-27). This image of God includes harmony both with God and the human community as well as with the whole of creation. Health and healing therefore from the biblical perspective goes beyond the physical body alone but must include restoration in the fullest sense. We generally understand health as total wellbeing of the human person which makes for the good functioning of all the component parts of the human person. Our human body has often been compared to a machine. When a part malfunctions, it affects the whole of the machine. Sometimes, the whole machine refuses to run when a part is not in order. The World Health Organisation describes health as a “state of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. Health is a dynamic condition resulting from a body’s constant adjustment and adaptation in response to stresses and changes in the environment for maintaining an inner equilibrium.” One can comfortably say that beyond diseases, wounds and the good functioning of the body, health includes several other factors that play together to make a good quality of life in a human being. When a person is healthy, it means he enjoys a relatively full and happy life at many levels.
From this description, we know that we can talk of health from many angles. There is the physical health, there is the mental health, and there is also the spiritual health. When we are physically healthy, the body organs and parts are functioning and coordinating well. When we are mentally healthy, our mental well being, our mind, our psyche, our temperaments and emotions are in a good balance. We can broadly include intellectual health in this category. When we are spiritually healthy, we are taking care of our relationship with God and improving in the virtue of religion. When we sin, we are spiritually wounded. When we cut off from God and when we fail to nurture our connection with God, we are sick and exposed to more spiritual harm. It is like when one does not take care of his bodily health and is exposed to disease. To cure spiritual disease, we need forgiveness from God and for us Catholics, this is obtained by sincere repentance and the Sacrament of Reconciliation. These areas are so broad and we cannot delve into their intricacies in this Lenten Pastoral. 
While we admit the importance of spiritual health, I have to make it clear that this Letter concentrates more on our physical and mental health, the health of the body and mind. The concentration on this does not neglect the necessity of the spiritual. Everything we do as Christians is ultimately for the well being of our spiritual health, because God created us to know him, love him and serve him here on earth, in order to live with him in heaven. In fact, of what use is it for one to be physically and mentally healthy while the soul is sick (spiritual sickness)? “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world and lose his soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Mark 8:36-37). In that sense, we do not forget that the most important aspect of our health is the health of our soul, and the relationship with God. For at the last, when this physical body disintegrates, it is the soul that lasts, and those who have lived a healthy spiritual life would live forever. But here, we concentrate more on our physical and mental health, what ordinarily we term “ahu ike,” the area which is the expertise of the medical practitioner. 
Faith on the other hand, in this context, means our religious faith, our religious life. It means the totality of our beliefs, actions and dispositions towards God and our neighbour in recognition of God’s role in our lives as the source and goal of our being. Most of what is contained in this letter is written under the bias of the Christian faith, and in a closer range, our Catholic faith. But other believers would also see themselves mirrored in the contents.
In this Letter therefore, we see the connection of taking care of our health with our religious faith, with the health of our spiritual life. In fact, I want to underline that taking care of our physical and mental health is one of the ways to nurture our spiritual health. Anyone who neglects the obligation of taking care of his or her health or the health of others cannot really be taking his religious and spiritual faith seriously. The famous statement of St. Ireneus of Lyons (2nd century AD) still clings: “The glory of God is man fully alive.” In the first place, we need health to fulfil our religious duty very well. We need to be in good health to be able to pray, go to Church, fulfil our God-given roles in the family, carry out our apostolate, perform some charitable works like visiting and aiding people. We need good health care for those who are sick and we need good health to be able to take care of them. But ultimately, taking care of our health means nurturing life which is the first gift of God to us. In summary, as this is an issue that borders on religion and society, this Letter is to call on everyone to take this aspect of our religious and social life seriously. 
In this Lenten Pastoral, I wish to pursue the above mentioned goal by showing the following points:
· How the Judeo Christian Holy Book hints to us that taking care of our health is part of our religious duty
· How the Church has lived this conviction through the ages, up till our local Church
· What goes wrong in our current society and how we can help take care of our health, especially bearing in mind our economic situation
· Admonitions to different communities; the government, business communities, the parishes, families and individuals
· Without forgetting to commend those on the forefront of the fight against diseases
· A word to all of us when we are sick
· Prayer to the sick and commending them to the maternal care of Our Lady Health of the Sick
· Etc.

CHAPTER ONE
GOD’S CONCERN FOR HUMAN HEALTH IN THE BIBLE

1.1	THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT AND PRESERVATION OF LIFE
Health is taken seriously in the whole of the Bible. There is also an intimate connection between health and faith in God and you cannot discuss health without talking of the healing that comes from God. Scripture as a whole confirms that health is a blessing that comes from God and upholds the image of God as healer. Healing at the hand of others, whether by an Elijah, or through an angel, or a Peter or a Paul, or some other, is always attributed to God, or to the resurrected Lord Jesus, or to the Holy Spirit. The divine is the source of life, and therefore the source of renewed health.
In this connection we must mention the significance of the Decalogue and especially the fifth commandment: “Thou shall not kill” (Exod. 20:13). This is where the obligation to take care of our health is deeply rooted, and so this commandment merits some comment here. This commandment directly forbids murder: “Thou shall not kill.” The catechism of the Catholic Church explains thus: “Human life is sacred because from its beginning it involves the creative action of God and it remains forever in a special relationship with the Creator, who is its sole end. God alone is the Lord of life from its beginning until its end: no one can under any circumstance claim for himself the right directly to destroy an innocent human being” (no. 2258).  Life is the most fundamental gift God has given us. He has made it to be precious and has set this commandment as a fence about it, to preserve it. It means it forbids harming and hurting another or oneself; but also positively implies a duty which is to preserve life: life of others and our own life too. 
1.1.1	The Command in the Negative (Interdiction): Do Not Kill
This commandment of God forbids taking away life, or what we call murder. One can kill in many ways. One can murder another or physically injure them in their body or in their souls. One can also murder oneself in body or in soul. Events in the bible and in history show that there are many ways people are murdered.
With the hand; as Joab killed Abner and Amass. “He smote him in the fifth rib, and shed out his bowels” (2Sam. 20:10). Killing with the hand is almost the same with killing by poison. Today, many kill unborn babies by medicines that cause their death. 
With the mind. Malice is mental murder. “Whosoever hates his brother is a murderer”' (1John 3:15). To malign another, and wish evil against him in the heart, is murdering him. But we can also injure other person’s name. A good name is better than riches. And so it is cruelty to murder someone in their name; either by calumny, or slander. David complains: “They laid to my charge things that I knew not” (Psa. 35:11). The early Christians were accused of incest, and killing their children. Injuring someone’s name is beheading them in their good name and is sometimes an irreparable injury. The Igbo proverb says that rain can clean off the traces of footsteps but cannot remove the effect of a bad word. No physician can heal the wounds of the tongue. We also know that in this connection, the fifth commandment condemns and forbids, unadvised anger, envy (Gen. 37:20; Gal. 5:21; Prov. 27:4) and hatred (Ezek. 35:5; Esther 3:9).
With the tongue, by speaking to the prejudice of another, and causing him to be put to death. The leaders of the Jews killed Jesus by accusing him falsely before Pilate (John 18:30). 
With the pen. Even if it was the Ammonite’s sword that cut off Uriah at battle, yet it was David who killed Uriah by writing to the army commander Joab to place Uriah in the battle forefront (2Sam. 11:15). David’s pen was the cause of his death. Hence God said to David through prophet Nathan: “Thou hast killed Uriah” (2Sam. 12:9). 
By plotting another’s death. Jezebel did not raise hands upon Naboth, but since she contrived his death, and arranged witnesses against him, she was the murderer (1Kings 21:9, 10). 
By witchcraft and sorcery or occult means –forbidden under the Law. There shall not be found among you an enchanter, or a witch, or a consulter with familiar spirits (Deut. 18:10, 11). 
By nursing an intention to kill another. Herod, pretending to worship Christ the new king, sought to kill him (Matt. 2:8, 13). This is same with Saul who made David go against the Philistines, and so intended that David be killed. He said “Let not mine hand be upon him, but let the hand of the Philistines be upon him” (1Sam. 18:17). 
By consenting to another’s death; as Saul did to the death of Stephen. “I also was standing by and consenting unto his death” (Acts 22:20). He that gives consent to murder has committed murder. 
By not hindering the death of another when it is in one’s power. Even though Pilate knew Christ was innocent for he said “I find no fault in him” (Luke 23:4) yet he did not hinder his death. He was therefore guilty. Washing his hands in water could not wash away the guilt of Christ's blood (Matt. 27:24). It is same if one does not prevent someone for doing harm to another person when one is capable. A felon having committed six murders, the judge may be said to be guilty of five of them, because he did not convict and imprison him for his first offence.
By not showing charity or mercy, for example, by taking away that which is necessary for the support of life, as to take away the tools or utensils by which a man gets his living. “No man shall take the upper or the nether millstone to pledge, for he taketh a man's life” (Deut. 24:6). Or by not helping him when he is ready to perish. One may be the cause of another’s death, if one does not feed him who is starving. 
[bookmark: 2285]We can also murder others by injuring their souls, and this is the greatest murder of all, because in our soul we resemble God (God’s image). Corrupting others by bad example or by scandal falls into this category. Scandal is an attitude or behaviour which leads another to do evil. One who gives scandal damages virtue and integrity; and could be said to be drawing another into spiritual death. Scandal takes on a particular gravity by reason of the authority of those who cause it – especially when given by those who by the nature of their office are obliged to teach and educate others – or the weakness of those who are scandalized. To it, Jesus utters a serious curse: “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea” (Matt. 18:6). It also concerns those who entice others to sin. Ministers of the gospel who either starve, or poison or infect souls are guilty of this. “There shall be false teachers among you, who shall bring in damnable heresies, denying the Lord that bought them” Peter warns (2Pet. 2:1). But yet he advises: “Feed the flock of God which is among you,” (1Pet. 5:2). And he recommends: “Let the priests who come near to the Lord sanctify themselves” (Exod. 19:22). People destroy others by getting them into bad company. One drunkard can easily make another.
One can also murder oneself. One may be guilty of self-murder, directly and absolutely when one lays violent hands on himself, as Saul decidedly fell upon his own sword and killed himself (1Sam. 31:1-4) and as Judas took his own life (Matt. 27:1-10). Suicide is the most unnatural kind of murder. Normally, a human being’s self is most near to him or her. The sin of self-murder which targets God’s primary gift of life therefore breaks both the law of God, and the bonds of nature. A person may be guilty of his own death, in some sense, by neglecting the use of means for preserving life. One who is sick, but uses no remedy; one who has incurred a wound, but refuses to apply a cure, hastens his own death. One who has the means of cure offered him, but chooses rather to die is a self-murderer. One can also harm one’s soul lethally and fatally. Those who avoid the means of salvation kill their souls. They willfully murder their own souls who resign themselves to their lusts, and make no efforts to come out of it. There are people who know how to take care of their bodies, eat, drink and enjoy all bodily pleasures, but will not set their foot in God’s house. 
[bookmark: 2268]There are still lots and lots of other considerations concerning the fifth commandments in what concerns murder; for example, the question of intention, that of manslaughter, capital punishment, abortion, euthanasia, suicide, the question and justification of legitimate or self-defence, the question of war and just war theory, etc. These are outside the limits of this Letter.
1.1.2	The Positive Command: Preserve Life and Health 
But on a positive language, this commandment enjoins us to take care of our lives and the lives of others. While “Thou shall not kill” means that one shall not do hurt to another or to oneself, it also means positively that one should take good care of one’s life and that of others. One way to take care of our lives is to take care of our health. We fulfil this commandment by taking care of our life, our health and that of others. Details of how we fulfil this commandment positively will form the bulk of this Letter in the third and fourth chapter on Pastoral Considerations.
1.2	THE BIBLE AND HEALTH TIPS
Good health is something we take for granted until we start to lose it. God has provided us with an “owner’s manual” that tells us how to operate the human body. That manual is the Bible, a book that contains instructions for proper maintenance. Although the Bible is not a medical lexicon or handbook, it is God’s word. We receive a lot of revelations concerning basic principles for good physical, mental, and spiritual health.
It is stunning that the Old Testament contains some health instructions written thousands of years ago but still relevant in our own day. Many researchers and medical experts are amazed at the accuracy and effectiveness of some of these provisions given thousands of years before the dawn of modern medical science and before scientists developed the technology that enabled them to discover germs, bacteria, viruses, genes, and the like. We have in the Bible laws given to Moses which contain strategic rules concerning water and food contamination, sewage disposal, infectious diseases, and health education.
It is interesting, for example, how the Bible, in the language proper to the époque, condemns what is today regarded as self-medication. There are health experts that should be consulted. God commanded the children of Israel to seek the advice of a competent authority, to determine whether a condition was contagious or harmless. In an epoch when the priest in the community doubled as priest and doctor, Leviticus 13:2-3 instructs: “When a man has on the skin of his body a swelling, a scab, or a bright spot, and it becomes on the skin of his body like a leprous sore, then he shall be brought to Aaron the priest or to one of his sons the priests. The priest shall examine the sore.” To make an appropriate diagnosis, the priest would sometimes need to investigate further than the symptoms his patient presented. He might isolate the patient and carefully examine him after a week for any change (verses 4-6). The necessity of studying how a condition developed over time suggests that the priests would have used some form of medical records. Applying God’s instruction, the priests were able to examine patients and prevent the spread of diseases. Is this not the practice today? If one researches symptoms on a medical manual or website, one is likely to be advised to go and see a doctor, and not to carry on diagnosis on oneself. Even doctors prefer submitting themselves to other doctors for their own health issues. 
In the New Testament, alongside preaching of the kingdom, Jesus placed a particular emphasis on care for the sick in his ministry. According to the New Testament, he and his Apostles went about anointing and curing the sick. Christ gave his followers the example of caring for the sick by the numerous miracles he performed on the sick, including the most abhorrent in the time, leprosy. He also charged his Apostles in explicit terms to heal the sick (Luke 10:9) and promised that those who will believe in him will possess the same power, and even more, over sickness (Mark 16:18). 
In some discourses such as the Sermon on the Mount and didactic stories like the Parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus invited his listeners to worship God through attention to the sick. Such teachings formed the foundation of the Catholic Church’s involvement in health care and social services. Following the discourse on the Last Judgment with the parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matt. 25), Jesus identified so strongly with the sick that he equated serving them with serving him: “For I was sick and you took care of me … whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers, that you do unto me” (Matt. 25:36, 40).
There is generally in the Bible a subtle connection between evil and sickness, between good moral living and health, but this mostly in the generic sense that sickness and death are all consequences of the Fall. It is interesting to note that in some occasions Jesus heals a person by also forgiving his or her sins. The story of the healing of the paralytic by Jesus that attracted the criticism of the Pharisees is one (Matt. 9:1-8). When Jesus saw him, he said to him, “Your sins are forgiven you.” His hearers took this up: “Who can forgive sins if not God alone”? And Jesus stunned them by daring them: “Which is easier to say: ‘your sins are forgiven’ or ‘get up and walk.’ But to tell you that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins – he said to the paralytic – ‘get up and pick up your bed and go home.’” In the episode where Jesus was told of the atrocity of Herod; how he mingled the blood of people with the victim of sacrifice, and how the tower of Siloam fell on eighteen people and they died (Luke 13:1-5), Jesus made a statement, “If you do not repent, you will all likewise perish,” even though he first of all cleared the air arguing that those innocent victims who suffered such a catastrophic fate were not worse sinners than the rest of the people.

CHAPTER TWO
THE CHURCH AND CONCERN FOR HEALTH IN HISTORY

A SHORT HISTORICAL GLANCE
The Church in History
Before Christ, ancient Greece and Roman civilizations had developed solid foundations over the centuries about health and cure but Greek and Roman religion did not preach of a duty to tend to the sick as a religious duty. Christianity emerged into this world from Jewish background and early Christians from the outset went about tending the sick and infirm following the example of Jesus. Priests of this new religion were often also physicians. The mission of the Church is a spiritual one, the salvation of souls. But the Church has also understood salvation from the holistic point of view as referring to the whole human being composed of spirit and body. There is every reason to believe that the Church took the injunction of her divine Master seriously, euntes docete et curate infirmos… “Go, teach and cure the sick...” (Matt. 10:6-8).
The Church has always understood taking care of human health as part and parcel of her mission to humanity in order to realize the salvation wrought by Jesus Christ. Among the many works of Christian charity, the care of the poor in general was from the beginning understood by the Church as a sacred duty for the faithful. Gradually, it devolved in a special way upon the bishops, presbyters, and deacons. The same services that brought relief to the poor naturally included in a preeminent way provision for the sick who were visited in their homes. The Church has also understood personal concern about one’s health and the health of others as part of one’s religious duty before God. Later, the emphasis of Christianity on practical charity gave rise to the development of systematic nursing and hospitals after the end of the persecution of the early Church.
St. Benedict the founder of monasticism and whose rules are famous is known to have said: “The care of the sick is to be placed above and before every other duty, as if indeed Christ were being directly served by waiting on them.” In keeping with the Benedictine rule that the care of the sick be placed above all other duties, monasteries were the key medical care providers prior to 1300. The Benedictine order was noted for setting up hospitals and infirmaries in their monasteries, growing medical herbs and becoming the chief medical care givers of their districts. Through this network of religious health centres, the Church developed early version of a welfare state. From the Cathedral schools, gradually a network of medieval universities took shape giving rise to many scientists who were members of the clergy and who made a significant number of discoveries that was the beginning of modern medical science. 
It is on record that Saint Albert the Great (1206-1280) was a pioneer of biological field research. In the fifteenth century, Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) helped revive knowledge of ancient Greek medicine. The popes of the Renaissance era were often patrons of the study of anatomy. There were Catholic artists like Michelangelo who furthered knowledge of the field through depictions of pathological conditions in painting and sculpture. It was the Jesuit Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680) who first proposed that living beings enter and exist in the blood which was a precursor of germ theory. It was the Augustinian Gregor Mendel (1822-1884) who developed theories on genetics for the first time. Etc.
As the Catholic Church grew and spread to the rest of the globe, religious congregations, priests and lay people established health care centres around the world. Women’s religious institutes opened and operated some of the first modern general hospitals.
Today, apart from the governments in the countries of the world, the Church, particularly the Roman Catholic Church, is and has been the largest non-government provider of health care services in the world. With more than 25,000 clinics and hospitals according to standard statistics, it has also more than 17000 homes for the elderly and for those with special needs. In 2010, the Church’s Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Health Care Workers said that the Catholic Church manages 26% of the world’s health care facilities.
Our Local Experience
The same trend in the universal history of the Church is also what is obtained in many local Church histories; and in ours too. The missionaries came to our part of Nigeria, the South East, some 135 years ago. We know that the missionaries came not only with evangelization (preaching about Jesus Christ) but also with many other humanitarian and social services. Prominent among these is the health care system. That shows that missionary activities around us confirm once more that health is part of faith.
With the coming of the faith, a new understanding of health dawned on our people. We cannot deny that our people knew a lot about taking care of their health in their own way before the advent of the Christian faith. There were different categories of healers (dibia): dibia mgborogwu (herbalists), dibia afa (fortune tellers), dibia ara (local mental health workers and psychiatrists), etc; which smacked of different specializations and who served as anchor points and specialists where people could go and seek healing. However, the health system suffered many great lacks. For one, that traditional system lacked insight into many diseases. A lot of ailments were understood wrongly. For example, sickle cell anaemia would easily be understood as “ogbanje,” diabetic wounds were easily seen as poison by an enemy, stroke patients were easily classified as those struck by the spirits, etc. While you may not disparage our traditional system totally in their cause and effect analysis of ailments, it was modern medicine mainly brought nearer to us through the axis of missionary activities that opened our eyes to a better mode of appreciating health issues and sickness.
On a more significant note, history will remain witness to what the Church did for our people during the civil war of 1967-1970. After the declaration of independence by the Eastern Region in 1967, and the subsequent declaration of war on Biafra by the Nigerian government, one of the policies was the closure of borders and the hunger policy. The imposition of blockage created acute food shortage and the lack of protein-rich foods (mainly meat from Northern Nigeria and fish from the Nordic countries) took a heavy toll on the health of the Igbo population, affecting children and nursing mothers the most. But we know that in response to this, various humanitarian groups all over the world tried to intervene, as the Catholic and Protestant Churches from many countries created a Joint Church Aid, a relief organization aimed at providing health services to famine-stricken civilians of Biafra. The expatriate missionaries, most of who refused to leave their suffering flock to return safely to their countries, even when they were permitted to go, felt they needed to sustain the faith they preached with the aid (health) they could give to a hungry and sick population. In fact the Church’s involvement in the relief organization, and especially in the alleviation of health hazards of the Igbo population was the reason why the effects of the war on Igbo population was not huger than what it was. 
Since then, the Churches, the Catholic Church in particular, have not ceased to be on the forefront in providing health services; all in conviction that faith and health are inseparable. There is no gainsaying that amidst the collapsing health care system in the country, hospitals and clinics run by the Churches are relatively doing better and giving better services to a people who have lost all hope in their state’s health system. Every diocese tries to have an organized and coordinated network of health services, engaging her hospitals, clinics and maternities. A good percentage of Church personnel are in the health sector. In fact, after pastoral work mainly by the priests, the health sector is the second major engagement by the clergy and religious. While we would still need a lot of improvement in this area, recent experiences around us confirm that the Church is at the forefront of the care for the health of the population. Faith and health go hand in hand.
REVIEW OF EXPERIENCES IN THE LAST ONE YEAR
The consciousness of a possible outbreak of diseases and infections has been a part of humanity and us. From childhood, most parents teach their children about hygiene, about washing of hands, and keeping their surroundings clean. From primary schools, we are taught the same. I still remember we used to have inspection days – when the teachers inspected our finger nails, toe nails, our teeth and haircuts, the neatness and smartness of our uniforms (I wish that still obtains today?). The idea was not mainly to teach us the need for beauty and make up, but the need to be neat, tidy and organised. We learnt that word ‘unkempt’ as we always heard from our teachers: “it is not good to be unkempt.” But further we were told we could contract diseases through dirty finger and toe nails, we could contract germs, bacteria and bugs (igwu) through bushy and unkempt hair. And the ultimate danger was that once one person contracts any of these undesirables, he can easily spread it to the whole school. And such a scenario was particularly avoided.
Human history has recorded such sudden outbreaks of transmittable diseases that have spread fast and wide. The recent history includes viruses like the HIV that came into consciousness about 40 years ago. There was also the Ebola, to mention but a few. But none has had a more global effect and significance within a short time span than the Corona virus that surfaced in 2019, and whose effects have not yet become a thing of the past.
The Corona virus (also called the Covid-19) pandemic, whose outbreak started in Wuhan, Hubei China in December 2019, came with severe acute respiratory syndrome. The World Health Organization (WHO) called it a pandemic on 11th March 2020. As at the time of writing, there has been recorded more than 100 million cases worldwide and has been reported in more than 188 countries and territories. More than one million people have died of the virus and more than 23 million people have recovered. 
The spread of this virus has serious social, economic, cultural and especially religious effects which concern us here. The religious effect was particularly serious to practicing Catholics. Since large gathering was avoided in favour of social distancing, it meant that it affected the dispensation of the sacraments and in fact affected religious worship generally. At first it concerned less significant details about whether we should give the kiss of peace, hug, handshakes in the Church, whether we should sing, how best to give communion – in the hand or on the tongue – sharing of the cup (wine) during communion, all as precautionary measures against the spread of the virus, etc. Before long it became serious, whether there should be religious gathering at all. Many Christians were disturbed and in fact disappointed by the fact that the Church allowed health considerations and civil (government) regulations to determine the discipline about the sacraments. It was particularly heartbroken for all of us that Masses were said by priests without the gathering of the faithful; that in some circumstances, people could only participate at the Mass ‘online;’ that funerals were conducted in most unusual circumstances (some without the full rites as they would have wished), and in fact, most serious of all, that the Holy Week and Easter celebrations, the heart of the Christian celebration, were observed but not as traditionally as is done with the full and physical participation of all who wished.
Perhaps this could be another opportunity to document further an explanation so that Christians, especially Catholics, would understand the reasoning and discipline of the Church, Mother and Teacher (mater et magistra), in those difficult circumstances. First of all, I must admit that many Catholics who expressed displeasure, or even their disappointment on the way the whole issue was handled, did that out of genuine concerns that emanate from their truly religious conscience. Questions that understandably went through many minds included: What happens to the age-old obligation to attend Holy Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation, which was my theme for the Lenten Pastoral last year? Did we not give in too much to those who may not be the best of friends of the Church? Did we not help those who do not love the Church and religion to close the doors? Did religious fervour and appreciation for the Holy Mass not wane after the encouragement to assist at Mass online? What of our conviction that even prayers and Masses are in the last analysis the best and most efficacious means of combating the most deadly diseases? And many more questions.
Some of these concerns were addressed by the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria as a body, and by individual bishops in various dioceses and at various platforms, and it is not my intention here to repeat the apologetic reasonings. Suffice it to mention that it falls into the logic of this letter: while our bodily and mental health is not to be an absolute goal, taking care of our health is part of our religious obligation. When this pandemic broke out in the whole world, the Church, living today in the world, would not be unconcerned. The document of the Second Vatican Council on the Church in the Modern World begins with the famous statement: “The joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the men of our time, especially of those who are poor or afflicted in any way, are the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the followers of Christ as well. Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo in their hearts …” (Gaudium et spes, no. 1). The Church has always been in the forefront working for the health of humanity, and therefore should see herself in the position to contribute in any reasonable way to the global efforts to contain the spread of the virus. Part of this was and is to abide by all reasonable measures, and to help explain to people the reasonability. It was not a question of putting government prescriptions over our spiritual and religious obligation. The Holy Father, the highest religious authority in the whole world, was one of the firsts to key into measures to help contain the virus, not because the government had said it, but because he considered those measures reasonable. Our faith, though not to be submitted under the authority of pure and unguarded reason, is nevertheless rationale. The Church would not encourage any measures that would endanger the health of her faithful and the health of humanity. 
About the question of Sunday obligation, we have to recall that following the Pastoral Letter of last year, even though the commandment of God is true and everlasting “thou shall keep the Sabbath day holy,” the onus has always fallen on the Church to define and elucidate this commandment, and admonish the faithful on the details at different ages, epochs, settings, situations and circumstances. The title of that Pastoral Letter is “The Sunday Obligation in Contemporary Social Evolution.” The idea is that it is the Church that has received this injunction, and it is the Church that tries to understand it in her different journeys in life and history. And so in a circumstance like this, Christians, and Catholics especially trained in the holy attitude of obedience to the Church as Mother and Teacher, always look up in faith and hope to the directives of the her Magisterium, and accept in faith and trust the stipulations made after long prayer, reflection, and attentiveness to the Spirit. It was therefore in harmony with faith and reason that in those extraordinary circumstances, extraordinary regulations were made concerning the celebration of the sacraments, especially those that entailed a large gathering of people. Masses were still offered even at those most critical periods by priests, whether these Masses were open to the generality of the people, to a limited number of them, or to very few. And a proper catechesis tells us that if the sacraments serve the good of the souls in mysterious ways, Masses said anywhere by priests, once the faithful unite themselves with these sacrifices, still retain their efficaciousness in their lives and in the world. The Church never decreed that Masses be stopped. ‘The voice of prayer is never silent, nor dies the strain of praise away’, sings John Ellerton (1826-1893, Hymn for Night Prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours).



CHAPTER THREE
PASTORAL CONSIDERATIONS

After these theoretical considerations looking briefly at the Bible and concern for health, the Church’s solicitude for the health of her members and the world at large, the current Covid-19 experience, it is time for us to take a pastoral look at our situations, and at the same time offering directions and admonitions. As it concerns our faith and our health, I wish to take a two-way broad look; duties to oneself, and duties towards others. These duties are in the understanding of this Letter, sacred.
SACRED DUTIES TO ONESELF
Early Preventive Measures: Cleanliness
The most important issue in discussing on how our faith helps our health is on the prevention of sickness. This is a sacred duty everybody owes to himself. Prevention, they say, is better than cure. One of the ways to maintain preventive measures is clean environment and hygiene. In many of my pastoral visits to parishes, I have often insisted on the need to keep our environments clean. Keeping clean environments is one of the best and efficient preventive measures. Most germs and bacteria erupt and thrive in dirty environments. There is need to practice good hygiene and sanitation. Our environments have to be truly human environments. It still baffles my imagination to notice the level of filth in some of our environments and surroundings. The civil society organizes what has been termed “clean up” exercise; sometimes monthly (last Saturdays of the month). Some people do not take these exercises seriously. It is appalling that even in our cities, even capital cities, you see refuse littered on the highways and public spots. It is disgusting that many people are not shocked to behold filth and dirtiness around them. Sometimes one is shocked that food items are openly sold in these dirty circumstances and environments. Such disgusting environments challenge the humanity in us. 
Look at a provision in Deuteronomy thousands of years ago: “Also you shall have a place outside the camp, where you may go out; and you shall have an implement among your equipment, and when you sit down outside, you shall dig with it and turn and cover your refuse” (Deut. 23:12-13: see also Lev. 11:32). God taught the children of Israel to cleanse themselves by bathing, washing hands and clothes, and separating latrines from the places where they ate and slept. Whatever the centres for disease control and prevention say today are only commentaries and modern elaborations of these age-old provisions. 
Moreover, keeping clean environments is one of the best ways to show that one cares for the creation. In the recent times, a lot has been said about ecological consciousness and care for our environment. In the Encyclical by Pope Francis, Laudato Si (2015), he described it as “Care for our common home,” where he understands the earth as our common home, our common patrimony. Though the content of the Encyclical is very broad with international significances, part of the pastoral admonitions enjoins us to build order and cleanliness into our consciousness (see no. 213). 
I acknowledge that poverty and harsh economy affect the quality of our surroundings. Where people cannot provide a standard toilet system for example, they must resort to what is available. Where there is a good toilet system but no water, sanitation and cleanliness will be great challenges. Where the roads are bad and not tarred, erosion or dust will be the consequence. Where housing is poor, overcrowding is the consequence. Yet, even amidst our social and economic challenges, we are called to make the best out of every situation. To be clean does not necessarily mean one has to be rich. Those who are conscious of cleanliness try their best to be so.
Taking Precautionary Measures from Authorities Seriously
By authorities here, I mean civil and medical authorities. In situations like the Covid-19, the government, in close association with medical personnel, came up with some precautionary measures. We were told to wash our hands regularly, sanitize our hands and our environment, avoid crowded places, maintain social distancing, wear face-masks especially when coming in contact with some other persons, restrain from shaking people’s hands, and not to touch our faces with our hands; etc. Obedience to rules by constituted authorities is part of our religious duty recommended by the fourth commandment, “honour your father and mother” (Exod. 20:12; Eph. 6:2) St. Paul also advises so in his letter to the Romans chapter 13 that we should be subject to the governing authorities, for these authorities have been established by God. While we know that in conscience all authority belongs to God and that “we must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29) especially when the civil authority legislates something contrary to the commandment of God, what these biblical injunctions mean is that we have to co-operate with the state in maintaining law and order in the society. We have to be part of the reasonable prescriptions meant for the common good. 
It is baffling that many people are still of the opinion that the Covid-19 is not real. Some say it is for the countries of Europe or America. In this type of situation, it is wise to adopt the native wisdom. The native wisdom says that it is better to err on the side of caution. When something of this sort is on board, the wisest thing is to observe these precautions, knowing that even if nothing is happening, the precautions we have taken are not harmful. Yet, we listen daily to news and watch the scenes of people dying; even around us, we encounter deaths related to Covid-19 symptoms.
Cautions about Eating and Drinking
God has designed the human body so that it is a finely tuned instrument that is the most resilient on earth. It can endure fractures and constant pain. It is nevertheless fragile because it is not built to handle excesses, whether in the form of nourishment, medicine, or additives. It chokes when certain, even profitable elements, are injected into it in excess. Though the body has moving, feeling, and thinking parts, these can be misused. On a daily basis, one makes choices for what one eats and one’s lifestyle. The choices we make for ourselves and for those around us (our families) influence our health, and help us, if we have good choices, to remain healthy and live life to the fullest. God feeds us, but he also gave us the virtue of moderation. The virtue of temperance (voluntary self-restraint) disposes us to avoid every kind of excess: the abuse of food, alcohol, tobacco, or medicine. By drunkenness or a love of speed, one endangers their own and others’ safety on the road, at sea, or in the air, and thereby incur great guilt. In fact one of the fundamental things we learn about the “tree of good and evil” in the Garden of Eden is the idea that we should restrain and be careful of what we eat or drink. The old Latin adage has a lot of import: plures periere crapula, quam gladio (more perish by drink than by the sword). The cup kills more than the cannon. Many dig their grave with their teeth, as too much oil chokes the lamp. Many things could be allowed but in right measures, at the correct time and correct manner. With time, many are coming to know that as one advances in age, the body mechanism can no longer tolerate some of the things we consume, and so the need calls to be careful and selective of what we eat and drink. While the numerous occasions and ceremonies we have in our communiies – funerals, wedding, parties and invitations – offer us free meals especially in these hard times, they should not be occasions for a person to indulge inordinately because they are free. These are moments that one should exercise self-control and human virtue of moderation and consume as much as is necessary for his/her life. We should always bear in mind that whatever we consume beyond what our body needs is no longer food but poison. Proverbs 25:16 says: “Have you found honey? Eat only as much as you need, lest you be filled with it and vomit” (see also verse 27). This means that one should always re-evaluate their eating habit and constantly make changes. There must be a time when smoking and drinking must be stopped completely or drastically reduced to minimum necessity. There is no substitute to clean water. Isaiah 5:11: “Woe to those who rise early in the morning, that they may follow intoxicating drink; who continue until night, till wine inflames them!” (see also Prov. 20:1; 23:29-35; and 1Tim. 3:8). 
It is a thing of joy that our people are more and more becoming conscious of the value of fruits and vegetables. One sees a lot of these for sale along the way. That means that our culinary culture is being improved constantly. We still have much room for improvement. I recommend what has always been said to be a reasonable and civilized practice, for example, of eating together in families. This makes meal time a time of prayer, culture, civilization, sharing and consideration. Let families endeavour to at least, as much as possible, have one common meal together in a day. Eating as family community helps not only to economise, but also to commonly choose the best healthy foods possible. Those who constantly eat alone, or eat out (restaurants, fast foods) end up consuming more of junk foods than real foods. 
Fasting
Talking about eating and drinking offers an opportunity to comment on fasting. While fasting has spiritual benefits for the soul and even health benefits for the body, let it be said that one should not fast to death or to sickness. Unfortunately, some religious fundamentalists induce their unsuspecting followers to this. Some present fasting as if it is alternative to medical handling of sickness. While fasting may have both spiritual and therapeutic effects, one should not be fasting when his or her body needs a little food for medical wellbeing. The Church is not unwise by stipulating that people above or under a certain age, or people who are sick, are not under the obligation of fasting on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. Fasting is not an end in itself. We do not fast for fasting sake. Rather we fast in order to train and discipline our bodies so that it can be more attuned to believe in the Gospel and obey God’s will, reserve what we have fasted or abstained from for the good of the less privileged. God does not take pleasure in the mere fact that a Christian is going hungry. In fact, even before Jesus explained the discipline of fasting in the Gospels (Matt. 6:16-17), Isaiah the prophet had already given some notions in the Old Testament. After describing the wrong but popular notions of fasting by the people, the prophet Isaiah recommends: “Is this not the fast that I have chosen: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke; is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and that you bring to your house the poor who are cast out; when you see the naked, that you cover him, and not hide yourself from your own flesh...” (Isa. 58:6-7).
Health Consciousness: Check Ups
Incidentally in our context, people go to see the doctor only when they are sick, or even dying. It seems we read too far into Jesus’ words when he mentions that “it is not the healthy who need the doctor but the sick” (Mark 2:17). He says this in a different context altogether and wants to stress the fact that he came to call sinners to repentance. But we know that preventive health is important; and thanks to God, it is becoming commonplace as people become more educated and empowered about their own health. People should pre-emptively seek medical advice on how to live a healthy life, even when they have no perceived sickness. This helps lower the risk of various diseases. A regular visit to the doctor and a thorough check up can detect a malady at an earlier stage. Sometimes you hear people with a weird argument as they say: ‘I do not want to go for check up so that they do not discover one thing, and I will suffer it for life. The other day, my neighbour Mr. X or Mrs. Y was healthy and normal. He went for check up, and they told him he had one big issue. He has been suffering this till today...’ This is not a realistic thinking. What is better: discovering something earlier and treating it or not discovering it and cutting short one’s life? 
The essence of health consciousness is not to prevent death. Death will come one day. It is to live the best healthy life that is possible, and to help protect the life God has given to us, and to help prevent the spread of diseases to others. These are all religious duty just like praying and giving of alms. At a certain age, a man or a woman should have checked him/ herself and known the possible predispositions he or she has. By this I mean whether someone is disposed for High Blood Pressure, Diabetics, Asthma, etc. There are certain check-ups people should undergo depending on their age, sex, family history, and life circumstances. This information or knowledge helps one to manage his health well. Regular check-ups can help discover potential health issues before they become a problem because early detection gives you the best chance for getting the right treatment quickly, and to avoid complications. It limits the risk of complications by closely monitoring existing conditions and also reduces healthcare costs over time by avoiding costly medical interventions. Sometimes, financial considerations are at the base of not submitting oneself to regular check-ups, but incidentally, in trying to run away from costs, someone might end up incurring heavier costs at the long run.
Alongside regular check-ups, one must also underline the need to go to experts for issues about our health and our life. Unfortunately again, there are charlatans in every walk of life, and unscrupulous people are cashing on people’s ignorance, gullibility and economic situation, thereby brandishing fake and quack services as cheap to their helpless unsuspecting and vulnerable victims. Sometimes we are pulled unfortunately by economic considerations, and we leave good hospitals and submit our health and life to quack doctors, roadside diagnosers and even spiritualists. These are not trained in these matters. It is not everywhere that the signboards reads “computer diagnostic...” that is really so.
Lifestyle in General
Here I would mean to mention but a few; exercising, and being careful about one’s moral life. 
Today, sedentary occupations and recreations are becoming more and more common. One can easily become the ‘lazy man’ of the book of Proverbs whose daily activity is described as rolling over in bed (Prov. 26:14), hoisting food to his mouth (v. 15) and making excuses for staying indoors all day (v. 13). There is a health alert to us all to imitate in a way our forefathers who were actively engaged physically in farming and trekking. Some who are today blessed with using cars for their daily activities should always remember that nothing is all advantage in every way, and make out time for physical exercises done in leisure. A lack of exercise can contribute to many diseases; of the heart, diabetes, high blood pressure, depression, arthritis, etc. Medical experts know this better. Exercise is not only good for our muscles; it is good for our brains. That is why spiritual masters advise that meditation (a mental exercise) is both spiritually and bodily advantageous. 
Part of watching our lifestyle includes cultivating a positive outlook to life. Proverbs again says: “The spirit of a man will sustain him in sickness, but who can bear a broken spirit?” (18:14; see also 17:22). Even the Bible already means that attitude affects our physical health. Psychologists and spiritual masters agree totally with this. We have more reasons to be grateful to God than to bemoan our woes. We should always try to build up a healthy frame of mind despite all the stress we are going through in our present situation in the country. This frame of mind is one of trust in God, hope that the future spells better for us, and a resignation to God’s holy Providence. With such resigned attitude (that does not negate our engagement with our duty), we can be sure that other areas of our life, like sleep, will take its shape. Too much worry worsens our situation, and begins with introducing sleep problems like insomnia. Even at the loss of a dear one, we are still called to put up the Christian attitude. We worsen the situation by immoderate grief. “Worldly sorrow brings death” (2Cor. 7:10). When God takes away a dear relation, and one is swallowed up with sorrow, he endangers his life. One should not weep oneself into the grave! 
God created us to benefit from rest at the end of an active day. Many people do not give their body the deserved pause and break. In the Lenten Pastoral of last year, The Sunday Obligation in Contemporary Social Evolution, we tried to underline the aspect of rest. God has built this into creation by resting himself on the Sabbath day. Recall the words: “Through the Sunday rest, our daily tasks and concern can fit into their proper perspective, and the material concerns can have their spiritual anchor. Life is more than work, and when work is relaxed, people will have time to pay attention to other important aspects of life and living. This does not make rest a recipe for boredom or licentiousness; rather it must offer spiritual enrichment, real freedom, opportunities for contemplation and fraternal fellowship” (p. 43). While we must struggle to make ends meet, let us not forget that everything we do gains success ultimately with God’s grace. The Psalmist mocks the one who thinks everything depends on his labours and sweats when he says: “You who toil for the bread you eat, while he pours down gifts on his beloved while they slumber” (Psa. 127:2).
And finally, we must add our moral lifestyle into the mix. It should not surprise us that obedience to God’s commandments and other laws would promote health. Keeping to the rules of our faith, praying and living good lives in general is also rewarding healthwise. The Wisdom literature especially eulogises this understanding. Psalm 119:93 declares “I will never forget your commandments, for you have used them to restore my joy and health.” “A peaceful heart leads to a healthy body; jealousy is like cancer in the bones” (Prov. 14:30). “Don’t be impressed with our all wisdom. Instead, fear the Lord and turn your back on evil. Then you will gain renewed health and vitality” (Prov. 3:7-8). “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart, for they will prolong your life many years and bring you prosperity… This will bring health to your body and nourishment to your bones” (Prov. 3:1-2, 8). When we obey them, we operate in accordance with His instructions. Taking one moral aspect for example, with the level of licentiousness, we must state that infidelity is both a spiritual and social wreck as well as a health risk; a health risk which is both pathological and emotional. Sexually transmitted diseases can destroy people’s health to the point that “one mourns at last, when his flesh and body are consumed” (Prov. 5:11). 
DUTIES TOWARDS OTHERS
Obligation of Charity when One is Sick
Leviticus 13:45-46 says: “Now the leper on whom the sore is … his dwelling shall be outside the camp.” The book of Leviticus outlines the need for people with communicable diseases to cover their mouths, warn others not to get too close, and otherwise separate themselves from the community when they are infectious. From experience, it has always resulted in major epidemics or pandemics if the population fails to follow relevant principles in this regard. Quarantine and isolation procedures as God described have on the other hand helped curb the spread of diseases. This has remained true till today. The Covid-19 experience has again brought closer to us the issue of contamination and the spread of diseases. The ethical side to it is that people should religiously avoid being the means for the spread of diseases. This is an obligation of charity. In the case of Covid-19 for example, some of the precautionary measures are not only to avoid contamination, but also to avoid putting the other person in danger. Charity demands that without being told, one avoids contact with the rest of the people whenever one senses unusual symptoms of communicable disease around him or her. People who have communicable diseases (for example, sexually transmittable diseases) should understand that it is nothing less than murder when one hides it from his or her partner. While the rich man in the Bible (Luke 16:19-31) is culpable of selfishly enjoying his wealth and turning a blind eye to the plight of Lazarus, some believe he can be commended at least by the ‘altruistic’ thinking that he did not want his brothers still living on earth to suffer the same fate as he is suffering; and so he wants someone to go and warn them “lest they find themselves in this place of torment” (v. 28). How many would think in this line today. Charity demands that we think of the safety of others even if we are not safe ourselves.
Compassion to the Sick
As said above, even though ancient Greece and Roman civilizations had developed solid foundations over the centuries about health and cure, these civilizations did not preach of a duty to tend to the sick as a religious duty. Christianity did just that, beginning from the ministry of Christ and how he charged and challenged his disciples. “Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers, that you do unto me” (Matt. 25:40). This is why ‘visiting the sick’ has always constituted one of the bedrocks of the corporal works of mercy.
The ministry to the sick takes many various forms ranging from visiting the sick in the hospitals, homes and residences, taking care of the aged ones, praying for the sick and offering Masses for their quick recovery, to helping pay hospital bills for those in need, taking people to hospital who, due to financial constraints, would scratch other forms of attempts at healing. I hereby again encourage priests to intensify their attention to the sick, especially the normal weekly Mass for the Sick, and the routine weekly sick call. Pastors of souls know the satisfaction they have after rounds of visiting the sick and feeling the pulse of their weak parishioners. Let Catholic family members and neighbours be attentive and call the priest for the sick person promptly and not wait till the eleventh hour. The Sacrament of the Sick, we know, brings both spiritual and physical healing to the sick person. 
Here I would also add very importantly, support to mission health institutions. Our mission health institutions as everybody knows are not for profit making purposes, but primarily for purposes of evangelization and humanitarian services. We can give support to our mission hospitals, maternities and clinics, by donations and by patronization. Some of our mission hospitals are having challenges in the communities where they are sited. I call on the communities to give them protection and dialogue whatever challenges that their circumstances present. I thank the communities who understand our plight and provide this needed support. Support to mission hospitals also entails support to health workers in general. Our nurses and doctors, indeed all in the medical field, are like our first responders in critical situations. Those who fight to save people’s life should really be commended and supported.
The Government
We cannot forget the significance of the civil society in the discussion about the health of citizens, whether Christians or non-Christians. Such discussion is all the more necessary following the immediately precedent paragraph that talks of support to health workers. Concern for the health of its citizens requires that society help in the attainment of living-conditions that allow them to grow and reach maturity: food and clothing, housing, health care, basic education, employment, and social assistance. The government has a lot of responsibility towards the health of its citizens, and it is sad to say that in general, even though there are signs of efforts here and there on the part of the government, the level of the government commitment to this cause in our country is still starkly below average. 
Our hospitals are still ill-equipped. In fact, one can boldly say that we have a lot of health institutions – more than enough – that go by the name hospital and clinic, but without quality. There is no need scattering hospitals everywhere without any that is well equipped to meet our needs. The Covid-19 reality has exposed us all the more. In many occasions, people had to die because the hospital did not have oxygen for the patients; people had to die because what we had as special centres were only in the news. It is morally wrong when leaders engage in medical tourism – fly out at the slightest health challenge – while the majority of people die of mild ailments in the country. The questions continue to hunt us: why must our leaders fly out for their medical attention? Why can there be no reliable government health institution that can give subsidized services to an average citizen? Why is there still not a health insurance scheme functional and affordable to all? Why should people still pay through their nose for health services? Why are salaries of health workers still delayed; not that it is justifiable to owe others? Etc. It beats the imagination to know that our health institutions could be allowed to go on strike for weeks and months, without the government doing all it can take to come to terms and negotiations; leaving helpless sick persons to suffer and lives to be lost. 
The government should adopt policies and funding arrangements that encourage public and private providers of healthcare, including the Churches. This means also that there should be fair control by the government to avoid the proliferation of sub-standard health institutions. The government should also listen to the Church, the Catholic Church especially, for the correct interpretation of the Word of God on all that pertain to life and health. By this, the government will understand the Catholic Church’s stand on abortion, contraception, and other health related socio-medical issues. 
Appreciation to Health Workers for their Sacrifices
At this juncture, I cannot forget to appreciate all health workers for the important work they do, both in our diocese and beyond. I refer now to our dedicated doctors, surgeons, nurses, health consultants and specialists, pharmacists, laboratory scientists and attendants, mortuary attendants, without forgetting our priests ministering to the sick, priests and religious administering our health institutions, other non professional staff in these institutions ranging from bursars, porters, cleaners, drivers, gatemen, etc. I would also add those who are taking care of sick or elderly people; either in family homes or caregivers in elderly residences, wives, husbands, children, neighbours, caregivers and volunteers.
Their work needs constant commendation. The sick are like those struggling to keep and hold on to the first gift of God, the primary of all gifts, the gift of life. Helping people in this situation is a help at the most fundamental of all levels. Secondly, it is not always easy to deal with the sick or elderly. It is sacrifice. That is why we all believe that professions in this direction (doctors, nurses, etc) are vocations. It demands patience to deal with patients. Is this the reason why a sick person is called a patient? One who demands a lot of patience from people around? 
It is understandable that health workers are like soldiers in the battlefront. All of us are in this battle called life, and we are all vulnerable. The sick is like an already wounded soldier and the health worker is therefore the first responder to the wounded one. Going to rescue and give aid to a wounded soldier at the battlefront is fraught with a lot of risk. One risks being wounded himself or herself. But still, this charitable work has to be done. In the event of outbreak of diseases, the doctors and nurses and those caring for the sick are very vulnerable. How many doctors and nurses have died of Covid-19 simply because they came in contact with the contaminated? These are martyrs of the faith. Here we remember St. Damien. Their heroism is a Gospel that touches even the heart of a non believer. Here reminds of a story told by one of our priests’ retreat preacher (2020), about what happened in Italy at the heat of the outbreak of Corona virus, and this shows how what doctors, priests and nurses do can be one of the strongest ways of preaching of the gospel of Christ. Here is the reportage:
“A very touching report and eyewitness by an Italian doctor Julian Urban, 38 years, facing the Corona crisis in Lombardi, Italy: ‘I could never imagine in my wildest dreams what I see and experience here in our hospital since three weeks. In the beginning, there were just few people, then they came in their dozens, then in their hundreds, and now in their thousands. We are no longer doctors, what we do now is to sort people and decide those who may live, and those to be sent back to their homes to die, although all these people have in their whole lives paid taxes to the government. Till two weeks ago, my colleagues and I were atheists. We felt it was normal. As doctors, we had learnt that science was the ultimate. I have always laughed over my father’s interest in the Church. Since 9 days, a pastor of 75 years has been coming to us, so friendly human being, and though he had breathing difficulties, he always had his bible in the hand. We were so impressed that he always read out his verses to the dying, and held them by the hand. We were physically and psychologically worn out and had no time to listen to him. Two of our colleagues have also died. But it seems that these experiences have taught me that there where human efforts end, God takes over, and we have begun to ask God for help. We cannot believe it that we, as wild atheists, now each day, seek out our peace, and ask the Lord to help us to have the courage to continue taking care of the sick as much as we can. Yesterday, the 75-year-old pastor died, and even though more than 120 have died before us here since two weeks, his death became both a blow and an encouragement to us that self sacrificing till death is worth all it can. I can really now understand what Christians mean when they refer to their Christ as their strength. Since six days I have never eaten, but that is not a problem to me. The only thing that I want now is to devote my last breath, if it means that, to helping my fellow human beings for the sake of Christ.’”
Along these lines of commendations, I admonish our health workers on the following points which in summary are that their work is an apostolate. Health and faith go hand in hand. Permit me to address with the second person in some contexts:
Respect Life
People know that before one assumes the health profession, one takes an oath to respect and preserve life. And as Christians, your work is an extension of the healing mission of Jesus Christ. Shun everything that endangers life, and follow your Christian Catholic conscience in the discharge of your duties. Take counsel from the teachings of Christ and his Church and never engage in anything that inhibits life: abortion, contraception, euthanasia, etc.
If you respect life, the life of the patient comes first. Unfortunately the commercialization of values has crept into many areas; even areas hitherto considered by everybody as sacrosanct. It is sad to say that some clinics and health centres and hospitals were set up by individuals simply to make money. Patients become objects and targets for making money. Why would a doctor decide on an intervention (like surgical operation or heavy drugs) just to raise the hospital bill and get more money from the patients and their family? Why would a doctor decide never to attend to a helpless accident victim reeling in blood unless a certain amount of money is deposited? Why would a pharmacist sell expired drugs to unsuspecting innocent patients? Why would a clinic or hospital meant to be a place to save lives become a place to kill unborn babies? Why would somebody’s lives be toyed with? Why would a hospital employ unqualified nurses who gamble with people’s life, only because the salary will be cheaper? Endless questions in this direction.
Do Not Exploit the Sick
When I mentioned that the sick is like a wounded soldier in this journey that is life where we all are engaged, I want to underline that the sick person is among the most vulnerable persons on earth. That is why, even if they are adults, they are technically classified as vulnerable adults. In the struggle for life, the sick person does not possess much will power. The sick person is almost ready to do whatever is recommended without the critical power to reconsider the suggestions. He or she is only looking for cure, and once a person cannot help himself or herself, any other voice offering or pretending to offer solace is followed. This is the reason why integrity is required on the part of all who have something to do with the sick; the priest, the medical professional, the caregivers, family members, neighbours, friends, etc. The sick are most often attracted to religious ministers as they look for cure. Let it not be occasion to squeeze money from them, or to put fear into them. They are looking for healing, both physical and spiritual. They need encouragement and support. They need help. Over and above freedom from their ailments, they need the soothing words of Christ and the support of their faith community. This is same with doctors and nurses. The sick need comfort and understanding from them. They should not provide another occasion to enrich the pocket of the medical professionals. Unfortunately unscrupulous people have taken advantage of this very deeply vulnerable situation. My advice to everybody, health personnel, religious ministers and all is: never exploit the sick person. It is like putting a stumbling block on the path of the blind. What the sick person requires from us is understanding, care, support and attention. Attention here entails both physical and spiritual. 
[bookmark: 2300]The dying should be given attention and care to help them live their last moments in dignity and peace. They will be helped by the prayer of their relatives, who must see to it that the sick receive at the proper time the sacraments, and if dying, viaticum that prepares them to meet the living God. The bodies of the dead must be treated with respect and charity, in faith and hope of the resurrection. The burial of the dead is a corporal work of mercy; it honours the children of God, who are temples of the Holy Spirit. 
Mother Theresa’s Prayer Formula for Health Workers
I would encourage all Catholic health workers to enter into the spirit with which Mother Theresa composed this prayer for the Mother Theresa Children’s Home:
Dearest Lord, May I see you today and every day in the person of your sick, and, whilst nursing them, ministering unto you. Though you hide yourself behind the unattractive guise of the irritable, the exacting, the unreasonable, may I still recognize you, and say: “Jesus, my patient, how sweet it is to serve you.” Lord, give me this seeing faith, then my work will never be monotonous. I will ever find joy in humoring the fancies and gratifying the wishes of all poor sufferers. O beloved sick, how doubly dear you are to me, when you personify Christ; and what a privilege is mine to be allowed to tend to you. Sweetest Lord, make me appreciative of the dignity of any high vocation, and its many responsibilities. Never permit me to disgrace it by giving way to coldness, unkindness, or impatience. And O God, while you are Jesus, my patient, deign also to be to me a patient Jesus, bearing with my faults, looking only to my intention, which is to love and serve you in the person of each of your sick. Lord, increase my faith, bless my efforts and work, now and forevermore. Amen


CHAPTER FOUR
SUNDRY CONSIDERATIONS:
SPIRITUAL RUMINATIONS ON HEALTH AND SICKNESS

We cannot conclude this letter without a word to ourselves about sickness, and as encouragement to ourselves when we are sick. There are some fundamental truths about our human existence which we all have to be aware and think of:
Gratitude to God for Health
We take it for granted when we are healthy. That is why, humans we are, we tend not to know the grace we have when we are healthy, until we are assailed by one sickness or the other. Those lying in the hospital bed would appreciate better what privilege and grace those roaming about in good health are enjoying. That is why we have to constantly thank God each day we wake up and can move our limbs, control our faculties, eat what we like, go for our daily activities and not dependent on others for everything. This is also why we have to understand and put up with the demands of the sick person. His or her position is not enviable.
Sickness is Part of the Human Condition
However, sickness is part of our human condition in a fallen world even though redeemed. We shall all die. Even the medical doctor who saves people’s lives and cures them, will one day die. The priest who prays for people to recover will also one day die. Creation is the work of a perfect God, but creation is not God, so it is not perfect. The world is unfinished, and so how can one expect completion or perfection in an unfinished creation? St. Paul says that the whole creation is groaning and yearning … and will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God (Rom. 8:19-21). And our faith makes us to wait and to work assiduously for a better world, till that world where there will be no cry, no sickness, no tears, no sorrows (Rev. 21:4). But till then, the world remains a world where sickness, pain, and death are all part and parcel of the equation.
Unfortunately, many of our Christians are still part of an archaic mentality that sees sickness only as punishment from God or the gods. This thinking, one must say, pervades the Jewish mentality in the Old Testament. Some physical calamities or health hazards are taken as signs of disfavour from God. The Book of Job points at this when the friends of Job and his wife would want to convince Job that something must be wrong somewhere in his life for God to strike him with such conditions (Job chapters 4–23). Good health is on the contrary taken as a sign of divine blessings especially for those whose life is upright and blameless. It then means that sickness, especially in certain circumstances, and of certain types, is seen as punishment from the divine. This mentality was not lacking in the New Testament, even among the disciples of Jesus. We recall the occasion where they asked Jesus about a man born blind: “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (John 9:2). How often does a sick person entertain a guilty conscience just because one is sick. It is natural sometimes to question God in faith, but this has to be in resignation. The cry of Jesus; “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (Matt. 27:46) or the lamentations of the Psalmist, are sometimes found in our mouths and lips, and is understandable. However, that cry ended in “Into your hands, I commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46). Yes, disease is a result of Adam’s sin, and the most righteous may suffer. After all, Job was righteous, but God allowed him to suffer disease and hardship. What the Bible says about health is that those who follow God will generally be healthy. That does not necessarily mean that those who do not follow God will always be sick. Nor does it mean that God’s people will be absolutely free of disease. Of course, somebody can suffer ailments resulting from a bad life in the past. Chain smokers, drug users, heavy drinkers, gluttony and careless eating, promiscuous past, negligent comportment, reckless driving, etc; each of these can land someone into a long suffering and sickness that can become incurable even unto death. Yet, it is never correct to measure every sickness and attach divine punishment to it. It is wrong to see in the sick person a personification of divine chastisement. 
There are many other ways to understand our human condition of being sick. God created all of us uniquely. No two people have exactly the same history, the same experiences, the same earthly purposes and mission by God. God does allow sometimes what in our own understanding is painful and hard, all to his glory and purposes. When we must have done all we could do, and yet we fall sick due to the fact of the human condition, we have to accept our condition in faith. For us Christians, each situation calls for an understanding from the point of view of our faith. Each experience offers us a new appreciation of the redemptive work of Christ in our lives. This is why we are called, when we are sick, to unite our suffering with that of Christ. St. Paul has a beautiful way of expressing it: “Now I rejoice in what I am suffering for you, and I complete in my body what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the Church” (Col. 1:24). The sick person in his or her sufferings points to certain realities. It reminds us of the fundamental weakness of the human being; of a creation that is not perfect, and points to an eschatological reality that reminds us that this world is not the ultimate. The sick person reminds us that we are redeemed and that looking up to Christ, we shall die to the flesh, to rise and live forever with him.
Health and Prayer
We cannot over emphasize the importance of prayer in healing. The point that it is God who heals cannot be doubted, no matter how advanced medical science and care has gone. Many hospitals and clinics catch the gist when they insist that “we care but God cures.” Doctors who admit their limits know it fully well that they are only partners of God in his healing work to humanity. Religiously minded doctors who understand the correct dynamism about life, health and death, would always tell the patients and family members to pray along while they make the human medical effort to remedy the medical situation of the patient. In fact, many of them are often awed at the feats they achieve, especially when they cannot medically explain the recovery of some patients. Thus it is God who heals.
But this should not be taken to fundamentalist level. There are Christians who condemn medications and insist that taking drugs is a sign of lack of faith. This is totally wrong. Even in the Bible, God instructs on medical interventions. God commanded Hezekiah to lay a lump of figs upon the boil (Isa 38:21). If he had not done so, he would have been the cause of his own death. Unfortunately, some of our people still fall into the fallacy of rushing to prayer houses as if these were hospitals. And worse, many who claim to be religious ministers and the self-styled healers and prophets discourage unsuspecting victims from seeking timely medical attention to their situation. How often have innocent pregnant mothers lost their lives and those of their dear babies because they were advised by a ‘man of God’ not to go for antenatal, with the promise that they will deliver like ‘Hebrew women.’ How often have people been rushed to the hospital at the ‘eleventh hour’ from prayer houses. 
It is always good to put things in the proper perspective. The Church builds hospitals. At the same time, chaplains are appointed to take care of the spiritual aspect of healing that goes on in the hospital. Parishes are encouraged to organize masses for the sick. The Church has the sacrament of the Sick which is intended both for the physical healing and the spiritual healing – forgiveness of sins, strengthening of the spirit of the sick. Sodalities in the Church are encouraged to visit the sick, pray for them and ask God to heal them. Priests are encouraged to devote at least one day in a week to make rounds in their parishes to visit the sick and pray for them. In my pastoral visits to parishes, visit to some sick ones is always encouraged as one of the high points of the visit. All this is because we believe that ultimately it is God who heals. The Psalmist put it metaphorically: “if God does not build the house, in vain does its builder labour; if God does not watch over the city, in vain does the watchman keep vigil…” (Psa. 127:1). But at the same time, God has given the human being the faculty to develop medicine and to find cures to ailments. This he does by gifting humanity with herbs and roots, and endowing us with nature and intelligence to help further the work of creation.
The Ultimate Good: The Eternal Life
While we sustain the necessity of taking care of our health as a religious duty, we must also mention that ultimately, our physical life is geared to work towards our spiritual life; our eternal life. Physical health is not an end in itself. Jesus said that “I come that they may have life, and have it in full” (John 10:10). The Catechism of the Catholic Church makes it clear that even if religion and morality require respect for the life and health of the body, that does not make it an absolute value (no. 2289). Christianity rejects a neo-pagan notion that tends to promote the cult of the body, to sacrifice everything for its sake, to idolize physical perfection and success at sports. This type of mentality can lead to more deadly ends, like a selective preference of the strong over the weak, which can lead to the perversion of human relationships. 
Obviously, even if God wants us to be physically healthy, he is more interested in our spiritual health than our physical well-being. The Bible is concerned more with spiritual soundness than with physical health. The Bible says, “I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well” (3John 1:2).Yet surely the God who created us would understand what we need to be healthy. Certainly he would teach us the most important rules for caring for the bodies He designed. But we cannot pursue physical health at all costs. In pursuit of healing, one should not lose his or her faith. When one thinks of Catholics who go to places they should not go; or who lose their Catholic faith on account of sickness, it becomes clear that physical health is not the end of it. God can heal us anywhere. He heals everywhere. It is not denomination that heals. It is not a man of God that heals. It is God. A Christian should be able to do everything within the limit of his or her faith to get healed, and should be ready to resign to God’s will if eventually God says ‘it is time.’ We notice that the Church, while fighting vigorously for the health of humanity, would still not endorse everything simply for the human being to live or to be healthy. While the prioritization of charity and healing by early Christians created the hospital, their emphasis was still more on the spiritual health of the people. While the Church is at the forefront fighting to feed the population, the moral stance of the Church against contraception and abortion has been a source of controversy, and the Church is unrelenting in these matters. The reason is that we cannot pursue health and sacrifice obedience to God’s word. 
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