>»—Vnu •NOBISCUM DOMIVE/

OFFICE OF THE BISHOP

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

February 2, 2017

We are in the early days of a new year and people are already concerned about the growing
conflict and division in the world. It is important to realize that much of what we are experiencing
has happened before. Past events can help us to understand our present reality with greater clarity and
show us a way forward. This is especially true when we consider an event that happened one hundred
years ago in a simple village at a time of great conflict in the world.
In 1917 the 'war to end all wars' was raging in Europe and the Bolshevik revolution was
beginning in Russia. That year the deadly mix of communism and atheism began its reign of terror. A
war that was supposed to end quickly turned into a continuous conflict that only produced death,
destruction, and misery, for millions of people. At that time, after many failed attempts to get the
armies to lay down their weapons, Pope Benedict XV began a novena to the Queen of Peace pleading
for her intercession to end the war. Miraculously, eight days later, Our Lady appeared in the Cova de
Iris, near Fatima, Portugal to the three shepherd children, Lucia, Jacinta, and Francisco. The message
that she gave was filled with great hope. Our Lady told the children about the Rosary's power to end
wars, bring world peace, and to convert the hearts of sinners. In total there were six apparitions from
May to October 1917 with this same message, "Pray the Rosary every day, in order to obtain peace
in the world and the end of the war". She also told the children that people must amend their lives
and ask pardon for their sins. Many people responded favourably to the Fatima message and, as she
promised, her Immaculate Heart did triumph and peace was restored. The First World War ended
thirteen months after the final apparition in November of 1918. 1 believe this was the direct result of
prayer and Mary's intercession.
Today it seems that terrorism and political ideologies have created a new kind of war that
undermines world peace. Pope Francis has acknowledged this fact, "we must not be afraid to say the
truth, the world is at war because it has lost peace." There are many casualties of this war. A
significant one is the refugee crisis. In many places it continues to fuel a feeling of insecurity and
creates division and fear. Senseless acts of terrorism are having the same effect. Spiritually we know
that our enemy is satan. He promotes sin and tempts us to turn inward, away from God. Marriage and
the family are constantly under attack along with our fundamental understanding of what it means to
be a man or woman. We fight materialism, individualism, and believe that not everything is relative.
It has been said that one of the first casualties of war is the truth. In our various struggles we need the
truth because that is what will set us free. These are some of the battles we face each day and we can
easily become agitated and weary. It was St. Augustine who observed, "You have made us for
Yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You." Our restless world needs peace;
a peace that only a loving Mother can give as she draws our weary hearts to her Son. It is for this
reason that the Fatima message holds as much meaning for us today as it did one hundred years ago.
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With this in mind, I have initiated a Year of the Rosary in our diocese. I am asking that
throughout 2017 we pray for peace in our world with a specific focus on Our Blessed Mother and the
Rosary. Let us deepen our love for Mary and make the commitment to pray the Rosary every day.
We do this as individuals; however, it has been a long-standing tradition in the Church to also pray
the Rosary as a family. Let us promote the Rosary in our parishes, schools, and homes. "Living with
the Rosary" booklets will be made available to all parishes to assist with this prayer. I also suggest
reading a classic book by St. Louis de Montfort, The Secret of the Rosary.
A tradition that comes from Our Lady of Fatima is "The Five First Saturdays Devotion". It
involves attending Mass, praying the Rosary, and going to confession (that day or within one week)
on the first Saturday of five consecutive months. You may wish to consider beginning this devotion
in May. This corresponds with the first apparition of Our Lady of Fatima in 1917. She appeared on
the thirteenth of each month from May until October of 1917.
I consecrated our diocese to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary on
the Feast of St. Catharine of Alexandria, November, 25, 2013. During the Year of the Rosary,
individuals, families, and parishes, may wish to make an act of consecration to the Immaculate Heart
of Mary. Our Lady of Fatima told the children that, "Jesus wishes to establish throughout the world
devotion to my Immaculate Heart" and "my Immaculate Heart will triumph." According to Popeemeritus Benedict XVI these statements mean, "The Heart open to God, purified by contemplation of
God, is stronger than guns and weapons of every kind."
Two special events are planned for the Diocese, one in the Spring and the other in the Fall.
Dr. Josephine Lombardi will be giving a presentation on Our Blessed Mother and the Rosary in the
Spring and there will be a diocesan gathering in the Fall to celebrate the Centenary of the Fatima
Apparitions. More details will follow in the coming weeks.
There is one intriguing aspect of the Fatima apparitions that speak directly to our situation
today. Muslim Moors had occupied Portugal from approximately the 8th to the 13th century. Near the
end of the occupation, a young Muslim princess named Fatima was captured by a Christian knight.
She was named after Muhammad's first and most beloved daughter, Fatima. The knight and princess
fell in love. She became a Christian, and the couple married. Sadly, Fatima died within a year of the
marriage. The grieving knight eventually became a monk and settled in an area that he named Fatima
in honour of his wife. This is the place where Mary appeared and I think that it is more than just a
coincidence. I believe that Our Lady of Fatima will assist us in our outreach to those of the Muslim
faith and help to heal the division.
The heart of the Fatima message is repentance and prayer. As we commemorate the 1 00th
anniversary of the apparitions of Our Lady of Fatima, I invite you to join me in praying for peace in
the world by celebrating the Year of the Rosary. Let us turn away from sin and division and embrace
the message of peace. Our Lady of Fatima, pray for us.
Yours sincerely in Christ,

Most Reverend Gerard Bergie, D.D.
Bishop of St. Catharines

