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A baptized person is a missionary! (ref. Paul VI ) 

Roger MATTHYS 

Our desire to commit ourselves to the Church. 

Cecile, my wife and I have had the joy of working and living, since 1982, with Cardinal Suenens and a 
team that was formed around him. The most remarkable person in this team, which later became 
the FIAT Association, was Veronica O'Brien. Towards the end of their lives, Cecile and I were happy to 
have been able to accompany them in their passage from life to life; the Cardinal in May 1996 and 
Veronica in February 1998. 

Before the meeting with Cardinal Suenens, at the end of the 1960s, Cecile and I were mass-going and 
socially committed Christians. From the very beginning that Cecile and I were seeing each other, 
Cecile spoke about the poor and I about the Eucharist and step by step we felt that it was the Lord 
who brought us together. It was clear to us from the moment we got engaged that once we were 
married we would go to France to learn French better and to prepare ourselves with the Missionaries 
of Africa for a stay in Africa. Indeed, we stayed in Congo for 10 years and welcomed our 5 children. 
We worked there with young people with social problems, in education and with people having a 
physical handicap.  

For the education of our children we decided to return to Europe, but during the last two years we 
felt the desire to commit ourselves to the Church. For two years we prayed to the Lord to direct us to 
a bishop who could bless us for a mission in the Church in Europe. So when Cardinal Suenens asked 
us to work with him, we welcomed the call as an answer to our prayer. At the same time it was a bit 
scary, me as a little boy next to this great Cardinal of Vatican II.  

If I tell you this, it is also to say to you, "do not hesitate to ask the Lord; He always gives more than 
we ask of Him". We had asked the Lord for a "blessing by a bishop" and the Lord directed us to a 
Cardinal. 

How did Cardinal Suenens touch me? 

Of course Cardinal Suenens was an intelligent man, a good speaker and many other qualities, but the 
aspect that touched me the most, seeing him live closely, was that he was a man of prayer. He would 
start his day in the silence of his little chapel and then all day long, he would remain as if in inner 
listening, which he kept through the different meetings and activities of the day, letting himself be 
guided by the Holy Spirit.  

He had a great capacity for listening and without knowing the whole story of his interlocutor, he 
knew how to say to this person the right word that makes free. The Cardinal was a courageous man 
of the Church. Above all, Cardinal Suenens loved the Church and in this love he found the strength to 
serve her. 

The key to understanding the work of Cardinal Suenens through his writings, his role at the Second 
Vatican Council, and his accompaniment of the Charismatic Renewal is the word "Evangelization". 
Moreover, what helped him to respond to his vocation to the priesthood at the age of 14 was the 
certainty not only that life on earth can be a very short passage, but above all that one must do one's 
best not to arrive in heaven alone. 

Cardinal Suenens' meeting with Veronica O'Brien, and thus with the Legion of Mary, strongly 
underlined the importance of evangelization as a mission for every baptized person.  

The meeting of Bishop Suenens and Veronica 

At the basis of this meeting of Cardinal Suenens and Veronica there was a communist, who during 
the Second World War had promised the Lord that "if he came out of the war alive he would be 
converted". When the war was over, this man wanted to found the Legion of Mary in Belgium. 
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Cardinal van Roey, then Archbishop of Mechelen-Brussels, delegated the follow-up to Mgr Suenens, 
his auxiliary bishop. Bishop Suenens, wanting to know more, tried to contact the Legion of Mary in 
France. Taking advantage of having to go to Paris to the Rue du Bac with a group of railway workers 
in 1947, he was able to meet Veronica in the Rue Boileau. "An encounter that marked a milestone in 
his life," wrote the Cardinal in his memoirs: "She spoke to him of the union of Mary and the Holy 
Spirit, an experience he had experienced with rare depth.  

This spirituality of the Legion of Mary, F. Duff - founder of the Legion of Mary - had found it in the 
book of Saint Louis-Marie Grignion de Montfort: "The True Devotion of Mary". In fact it is not a 
devotion to Mary, but a union with Mary in order to be more and more closer to Jesus'. In this sense, 
Veronica also signed her letters with 'IN EA', which means 'in Her'. 

Forty years before the Second Vatican Council, F. Duff advocated that the laity, through their 
baptism, should participate in the proclamation of the Good News. Moreover, Saint Grignion de 
Monfort's book "The True Devotion of Mary" is a Baptismal theology. Father de Montfort (who lived 
at the beginning of the 18th century) lived very poorly and was also close to the poor, so he was 
called the good Father de Montfort. At his funeral in Sint Laurent sur Sèvres there were 10,000 
people.  

The collaboration between Bishop Suenens and Veronica  

In 1956, Bishop Suenens wrote his first book "Theology of the Apostolate of the Legion of Mary", in 
fact to counteract the idea that the apostolate of the laity should be limited to social works. Thanks 
to the members of the Legion of Mary, this book by Bishop Suenens was widely distributed. At the 
time of the Second Vatican Council, the Legion of Mary had one million members spread over 2000 
of the 2200 dioceses of the time. For many priests and bishops, the Legion of Mary was the cradle of 
their priestly vocation.  

One of Frank Duff's publications, rather a booklet, bore the title. "Me a saint, why not?". The call to 
holiness was also strongly emphasized at the Second Vatican Council, notably in the document 
Lumen Gentium. One of the most important documents of the Second Vatican Council. Indeed, a 
Belgian, Bishop Philips, who drafted this document, proposed to reverse the order of priorities. The 
Council Fathers wanted to discuss the hierarchy first - where the First Vatican Council had left off - 
and only then talk about baptism. This was accepted by the Council Fathers and Cardinal Suenens 
said: "the most important day in the life of the Pope is not his coronation day, but the day of his 
baptism".  

For Cardinal Suenens, witnessing to one's faith in word and deed is the duty of every Christian. For 
him, evangelization was the path of sanctification of the Christian, sanctity being the vocation for 
each of us, a vocation inherent in our baptism. Veronica, a great teacher, always proposed to the 
groups she met to read, as a spiritual formation, each year the life of a saint. To situate the 
relationship between Cardinal Suenens and Veronica and their complementarity - the Cardinal as 
'theologian' and Veronica as 'expert in the field' - I quote Miss Yvette Dubois, she was the first 
Legionary of Mary in France. She compared this collaboration to a piano piece played by four hands. 

"For you, who am I? 

In his book "Le chrétien au seuil des temps nouveaux", Cardinal Suenens takes up a sentence of 
Jesus, when the Apostles report what people say about Him. Jesus says: "...and who am I for you?" 
This question, Jesus, through the Gospel, asks it to each and every one of us here present. The 
answer is essential because it determines our life. Do we believe in the Good News? Do we believe 
that God loves us, do I believe that God loves me, as if we were alone in the world? Do we really 
believe in eternal life? If we do, then the Gospel becomes joy, forgiveness becomes true. Then we 
can become hope for the other. I can become God's instrument for a better world. I will become truly 
free, free as a child of God. If not, what is the alternative? Fear? Just look at the world around us. Day 
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after day, the television brings us dramas. Misery reaches every continent. In fact, God cries out 
through television and in a thousand ways! 

 Cardinal Jozef De Kesel in his book "Faith & Religion in a modern society" (2021) reminds us of the 
"catholicity" aspect of our faith, hence our responsibility towards our society, both near and far. It 
also follows that our faith cannot be relegated to our private circle of life. Cardinal de Kesel 
continues: "The resurrection of Jesus is not only about Jesus himself. Through his death and 
resurrection, the redemption of the whole of creation has definitely begun. Nothing can ever again 
separate this world from the love of God. In the same book, Cardinal Jozef De Kesel also gives us two 
characteristics of the Church of tomorrow: it will be more humble, smaller. At the same time, he 
expresses two needs: to become more confessing and more open. And he refers us all to the 2nd 
Epistle to the Corinthians 12,9 which says: "My grace is sufficient for you", for my power is the full 
measure in weakness. 

How do we go about evangelizing? 

If we look at the Gospels as a whole, we see 2 movements: 

First, it is Jesus who calls us to take a little time out to pray, to listen to Him, to speak with the Father, 
to let ourselves be looked at by the Lord. In the FIAT apostolate we call this movement "ad intra".  

The second movement is sending ourselves on mission; it is the "ad extra" movement, that is, daring 
to announce the Good News, in word and deed, each according to his or her charism and wherever 
the Lord sends us. 

Cardinal Suenens, addressing the Charismatic Renewal, said: "It is essential to enter the Cenacle (the 
ad-intra movement), but we must not forget to leave it (ad extra). 

In fact, evangelisation is also this overflow of God's love in us.  

Reference to the Baptism of Jesus 

When Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist in the waters of the Jordan, a voice came down from 
heaven: "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. (Cf. Matthew 3:17). These words were 
there for each of us at our baptism. We matter! We are precious in God's eyes. So let us have 
confidence. 

Evangelisation is not a science; it is an encounter. Mary, filled with the Holy Spirit, went in haste to 
her cousin Elizabeth's house to literally bring the Good News: Jesus Christ. 

Evangelisation is a twofold listening: first listening to what the person is saying to you and often 
there is also a question; if this is the case, try to answer it simply. Cardinal Danneels said: "If you only 
know two words of the Gospel, don't invent a third, just say those two words". 

In a meeting it is already very helpful to say "hello" and politeness is priceless, even if we sometimes 
feel attacked by people we meet. Finally, by remaining calm and polite, one day the person himself 
will open the conversation. 

In the year 2020, I was undergoing cancer treatment; a whole year. For the chemo sessions, I was 
with three other patients each time, all in their appropriate chairs. 

One day, a neighbouring gentleman asked me if he could ask me a question. "Yes, of course. This 82 
year old gentleman shared with me that his cancer was so advanced that, according to the doctor, he 
only had a few months to live. He went on to say that "his wife has Alzheimer's disease and he is 
taking care of her; I don't know what to do. So in that case, wouldn't it be better if I asked for 
euthanasia for both of us? I listened to .... And then I answered, waiting to find an answer to his basic 
question: "that now there are good treatments for pain". Then I was inspired to ask him if he had 
children. "Yes, I have two. "Then I suggest that you talk to them; it is very likely that they have other 
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solutions to offer you. This calmed him down a bit.  I asked for his first name and reassured him that 
we would carry it together with his wife in our hearts and prayers. 

Jesus dying on the Cross offers us Mary 

In the Gospel, Mary is only mentioned at key moments. The first time, in St. Matthew, when the 
angel appears to Joseph: "Do not be afraid to take Mary, your wife, for that which is born in her is of 
the Holy Spirit". And Joseph, assured, took her into his home. 

A second quotation, in St John, chapter 19: ". When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he 
loved standing by her, he said to his mother, "Woman, this is your son.   Then he said to the disciple, 
"This is your mother. John is a representative of all humanity and therefore also of each of us. 

Together, these two passages - Matthew's at the beginning of the Gospels and John's towards the 
end - give us a picture as if Mary frames the whole Gospel. The Church, the Mystical Body of Christ 

For a ship in the middle of the ocean to find its way, it needs three reference stars. The same is true 
for all pastoral activity: the Holy Spirit, Mary and the Church. The Church, a Mother, strengthens her 
children through the sacraments, the study of the Holy Scriptures and oversees pastoral 
coordination. Our prayer for the Church is essential; our brothers and sisters have a right to our 
prayer. By praying in the Church, we help it to radiate Love! 

When Cecile and I developed the "Bondeko Villages" (villages of brothers) in the Congo, we worked 
closely with the deaneries. This is how, today, 40 years later, these Villages, these centres for the 
disabled, are still functioning. Deo gratias! Quite simply, an example that shows the importance of 
acting for one's apostolate, in communion with the Pastors of the Church. 
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God seeks communion with us 

One day I heard Cardinal Danneels give a teaching based on the readings that the Church offers us at 
Easter and for the Easter season. He suggested 3 ways to help us live more in communion with the 
Lord: 

On the morning of the Resurrection when Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and no longer found 
the Body of her Lord Jesus there. Thinking she was talking to the gardener ... she recognised Jesus 
through the Word. The Word is the food that the Church offers us every day. All over the world this 
same Word is welcomed and meditated upon. 

There is the story of the disciples of Emmaus. They recognised Christ in the breaking of the Bread. 
The consecrated host is the Body of Christ, God made Himself so small that we can welcome Him in 
our innermost being. 

Jesus appears to the gathered disciples. Thomas was not there and he said to them, "Unless I see the 
mark of the nails in his hands, unless I put my finger in the mark of the nails, unless I put my hand in 
his side, I will not believe!  

8 days later, Jesus appeared again and Thomas was there. He said to Thomas, "Put your finger here, 
and see my hands; put your hand here, and put it in my side: stop being an unbeliever, be a 
believer." Then Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!" Jesus said to him, "Because you have 
seen me, you believe. Blessed are those who believe without having seen. Cardinal Danneels added: 
"The wound in Jesus' side represents the whole of wounded humanity. To embrace a wounded 
person is to embrace Jesus. Pope Francis insists very much on this dimension of true encounter.  

Dear brothers and sisters, I would like to close with some words from Cardinal Suenens 

"May the Holy Spirit show us the way, 
May Mary accompany us! 
Christ was born and continues to be born in Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit! 
So when we are united to Mary and open to the reception of the Spirit, Christ is born in us and 
around us. 

This is what Cecile and I have been able to accept and what we have tried - and are trying - to live 
through the FIAT apostolate. 

Amen. Alleluia! 

 

 


