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The Pan-Amazon: source of life at the heart of the Church
We consider it our duty as Church leaders to share our concerns and anxieties with our brothers and sisters who live in the Pan-Amazon region.  God, in his infinite love, created this wonderful region for everyone: indigenous people, riverbank populations, migrants, town dwellers, rural communities and people living in cities and large urban areas. The living conditions of these people, with their cultures and their future, challenge us to keep close to one another and live as a “network” in order to resist the onslaught of devastation and violence. It is from this closer proximity and solidarity that our hope emerges.  The Amazon has a future.  We, who live and work in this region, are called upon to build it. 

1. Pastoral concerns
Looking back at more than five hundred years that the Catholic Church has been present in Amazon territory, we can find lights and shadows.  Alongside the martyrs who resisted the conquest, there were those who colluded with the different systems of colonisation.  Our first attitude in face of this history is to ask humbly for forgiveness.  We ask forgiveness for the times when we failed to free ourselves from the project of colonisation and for the times when we thought that it was enough to save souls and when, as a result, we were negligent about the subjugated people. Many missionaries were convinced that a mission without an armed wing would have been a fruitless enterprise. And the colonial administration knew well that, without the missionaries, it would have been impossible to dominate the first inhabitants of this land. The conquerors’ search for gold was tied to the missionaries’ search for souls
.
Our heartfelt conversion and our desire to learn from past mistakes are deeply linked to our plea for forgiveness, for not having always accepted the Amazon’s inhabitants as our primary pastoral partners. Nevertheless, in the search for truth, we should also remember the successes of the ecclesial and pastoral presence of the past and nowadays in a Pan Amazon region which “is multi-ethnic, multi-cultural y multi-religious”. In it, the dispute over land occupation is becoming ever more intense.  The region’s traditional populations want their territories to be recognised and legalised (DA –Aparecida document - 86).

The voice of the prophets has resonated and still resonates in the silence of the forests. The courage of pastors has challenged and continues to challenge private interests, and the blood of the martyrs has bathed and continues to bathe the land and rivers of the Amazon. With Pope Francis, we affirm that “the Church is not in the Amazon like those who have their bags packed, ready to leave after having exploited it. Since the beginning, the Church has been present in the Amazon with the missionaries, religious congregations, priests, lay people and bishops, and it continues to be present, and is crucial to the future of that region”
. Today, the Church of the Amazon is “a poor Church for the poor” (EG –Evangelii Gaudium- 198).

The expansion of big business in the exploitation of the Amazon, through mining, agricultural and ranching expansion, road-building, hydroelectric dams and timber companies, demands from the Church a greater prophetic presence.  The misfortunes of the past, or the traditional sporadic visits, once or twice a year, are insufficient for the spiritual strengthening of our communities. A greater effort is needed in the fight against neo-colonialism and neo-developmentalism. In valuing the Amazon cultures and by committing ourselves to a culturally integrated form of evangelisation, we combat neo-colonialism.  By supporting the political forces that strive for an appreciation of regional and micro-regional development, with the effective participation of the territories’ population, we contribute to the containment of neo-developmentalism. Both perspectives, the cultural and the economic, have great pastoral relevance.
The Pope encourages us to build a Church with an “Amazon face” and to deepen the formation of an indigenous clergy, including priests who know the local conditions”
. Already in Aparecida (2007), the Latin American and Caribbean bishops were aware that “the insufficient number of priests and their unequal distribution made it impossible for many communities to participate regularly in the Eucharistic celebration. Remembering that the Eucharist makes the Church, we are worried by the situation of thousands of these communities, who are deprived of the Sunday Eucharist for long periods of time” (DA 100e).

In the “Letter of the 1st Meeting of the Catholic Church in the Legal Amazon”
, on 2 November 2013 in Manaus, the region’s bishops lamented: “It causes us deep sadness to see thousands of our communities excluded from the Sunday Eucharist. Most of them are lucky if they can celebrate the Memorial of the Passion, Death and Resurrection of the Lord, only once, twice or three times a year”. Since the Vatican II Council (1962-65), we have known that, “no Christian Community is built without having its roots and its centre in the celebration of the most Holy Eucharist, from which all education of the community spirit must begin” (PO -Presbyterorum Ordinis-  6). In addition, the Dogmatic Constitution “Lumen Gentium” –LG- speaks of the Eucharist as a “source” and “culminating point of all Christian life” (LG 11). Therefore, it has become urgently necessary to create structures in our Church so that the 70% of the communities who are today excluded from the Sunday Eucharist can participate in the “breaking of the bread” (Acts of the Apostles 2, 42), of the “sacrament of piety, sign of unity, bond of charity and paschal banquet” (SC –Sacrosanctum Concilium-  47.

“Relaunching the work of the Church” (DA 11) in the Amazon and deepening “the process of cultural integration” (EG 126) demands that the Church in the Amazon makes “courageous” proposals, is “daring” and “isn’t afraid”, as Pope Francis asks of us
.  The objective of inculturation is to raise up the last and the least so that they may be the closest and the first. Their life is the preferential place of God’s epiphany. If the starting point of inculturation is presence amidst broken and wounded life, its destination is participation in life in its integrity.  Fragmented life and life in its fullness are articulated by a proposal, the Gospel, and by a path to be followed, the mission.
In the documents of the Church in the Pan-Amazon region, the missionary witness, lived out daily is expressed in the commitment of its pastors to the dignity of the human person, particularly the poorest people, to the defence of the environment and to a more intense and integral pastoral presence in service of life.

2. Pan-Amazonian Church Network (REPAM)

The call for the defence of the life of the Pan-Amazon peoples and their biosphere was loudly echoed at the Meeting of the Pan-Amazon Church Network, held in Brasilia from 9 to 12 September 2014. During those days of communion between the different representative bodies of the Church that make up the countries of the Pan-Amazon region, the organisations of consecrated missionary life located in the territory, the ecclesiastical institutions and fraternal partners from Europe and the United States, REPAM, the Pan-Amazon Church Network was founded as an organisation of articulation and communion that seeks to strengthen links of collaboration and attain a shared vision of missionary and evangelising work in the region.

REPAM places itself at the service of the Pan-Amazon peoples and aims to strive to defend their ancestral wisdom, their territories and their right to an “effective participation in decisions” that are made about their lives and future.  The Amazon peoples have “the right to consultation” in the face of all the policies imposed on the region. We recognise and value their spirituality in harmonious relationship with creation.
The urgency of the call to defend the environment and the lives of the peoples of this region has come from observing the impact of macro-economic projects which have been imposed there.  Structured around the initiative for the Integration of South American Regional Infrastructure (IIRSA), together with the advance of agribusiness and predatory ranching production; such projects put at risk the flora and fauna of the Amazon and its rich biodiversity, and as a result of this situation, the threat of global warming and its repercussions for the whole planet are becoming more and more palpable in the region.
We denounce those projects, their search for profit regardless of the cost and the destructive consequences which put at risk the lives of the Amazon peoples. We denounce the unscrupulous position of those who defend political and economic strategies with a colonialist concept of progress that attempts to subjugate the Amazon.  We also denounce the inequality of a scientific and “civilising” mentality that denigrates and manipulates the wisdom of the indigenous peoples and justifies its arrogance in order to achieve the unlimited exploitation of the whole of nature, extracting and destroying its resources, which are true gifts of God our Creator.

We ask for this appeal to be shared with the participants of the COP20 (conference of parties to the united nations framework convention on climate change), which will take place in the coming month of December (2014) in Lima, Peru. We endorse the concerns and protests of those who seek to address the causes of climate change. In the conference, we promise to serve as an echo of the voice and testimony of the indigenous peoples of the Pan-Amazon countries, who bear ancestral knowledge that can contribute to the future of their  biosphere and for the “good living”
 of the whole of humanity.
We understand that the whole Church and all of humanity have a shared responsibility in defending the ecosystem of the Amazon basin. For that reason, and with future generations in mind, it is urgent to listen to the voice of the Pan-Amazon indigenous peoples.
3. Message of Hope
We take this opportunity to bring a message of hope to all of God’s people, firstly, the men and women of all nations, so that they may feel co-responsibility for our planet, for our shared home, and therefore for the Amazon. In this our world, which is dominated by rampant consumerism, we make an appeal for conversion, for a change of mentality and of our practices, habits and attitudes.  We need to listen carefully to Pope Francis who makes a strong appeal to us “to respect and safeguard all of creation that God has entrusted to human beings, not to exploit it unscrupulously, but to transform it into a garden”
.
We wish to strengthen the perseverance and hope of the missionary disciples who devote their lives to daily shared living with the Amazon peoples. Many of them are lay people, priests, religious sisters and brothers and bishops who bear witness to their faith in the proclamation of the Word, in community life and in solidarity in all areas of those peoples’ lives.  Their closeness and their sacrifice, in the way they have become present amongst the countless communities of this immense territory, are a permanent sign of a Samaritan and prophetic Church, always alive and at service in the heart of the Amazon.

We want to live a “culture of encounter” with all of the indigenous peoples, the communities who live along the river banks, the small scale farmers, and with all faith communities. In the midst of so many difficulties and threats to their culture and way of life, the missionary disciples are living witnesses of hope. In founding REPAM and based on our commitment to strengthen the ties of collaboration and communion in the mission, we want to provide a service that can take root in the fertile soil in which our peoples live. Our union with the Pan-Amazon inhabitants is rooted in the heart of the Trinity which has the same design for everyone: “a life of fulfilment” (-Gospel of Saint John- Jn. 10, 10).

May Our Lady, Most Holy Mary, so fondly loved by the Amazon peoples, intercede for us so that we may assume with courage and intelligence what her Son, today and always, asks of us, (cf. -Gospel of Saint John- Jn 2, 5), those of us who have the privilege to live in this sacred land, a gift of God that is entrusted to our care and responsibility.
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� Cf. VIOTTI, Hélio Abranches (org.). Letters (01.09.1554): Active and passive correspondence. Complete Works. Vol. 6, São Paulo, Loyola, 1984, p. 57 [01.09.1554].


� Speech of Pope Francis in the encounter with Brazilian Bishops. July 27, 2013. Río de Janeiro, Brazil.


� Speech of Pope Francis in the encounter with Brazilian Bishops. July 27, 2013. Río de Janeiro, Brazil.


� Meeting of the Brazilian National Bishops’ Conference –CNBB- and other guests, Manaos, Brazil. 


� Speech of Pope Francis in the encounter with Brazilian Bishops. July 27, 2013. Río de Janeiro, Brazil.


� Or the “Sumak Kawsay“ of the Andean peoples.


� Message of Pope Francis in General Audience. June 5, 2013. Vatican City
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