Everything in the service of the Gospel”: 
Blessed Peter Donders, C.Ss.R. and Suriname
“We will not abandon the mission”
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Introduction
On August 1, 2016, the Congregation is celebrating 150 years of the Redemptorist presence in Suriname. On August 31, 1865, Blessed Pope Pius IX promulgated the decree entrusting the Apostolic Vicariate of Dutch Guyana (later known as Suriname) to the care of the Dutch Province of the Congregation. In March, 1866, Mons. Jan Swinkels, C.Ss.R. and three Confreres arrived in Paramaribo. This began a new chapter in the ‘missio ad gentes’ of the Congregation. It required a new flexibility and adaptability to ‘proclaim the Gospel ever anew’. 

As we prepare for the Canonical Phase of the XXV General Chapter in Pattaya, Thailand, the experience of the Redemptorists in Surinam offers us an example of ‘restructuring for mission’ involving inter-provincial and international collaboration, as well as the engagement of the General Government. 
The best known Redemptorist Missionary in Suriname is undoubtedly Blessed Peter Donders, C.Ss.R. During the Canonical Phase of the General Chapter, on November 1, we will celebrate the 150th anniversary of his entrance into the novitiate on November 1, 1866 in Paramaribo. The significance of this event remains important for all Redemptorist Missionaries, and I invite you to reflect on his life as an ‘incarnation’ of the Redemptorist Charism, and a model of integral evangelization for us as we ‘proclaim the Gospel ever anew’ today.
A Brief Biographical Sketch

Petrus Donders was born on the 27th of October 1809 in Tilburg. From an early age he had to work because his parents were poor. His financial contribution was necessary to sustain the household. From quite a young age he nurtured the idea of becoming a priest, but the circumstances of his family situation did not permit him to pursue this vocation.

When he was about twenty years of age he began to study in the minor seminary with the help of local clergy and some benefactors. While in the seminary, Peter Donders experienced a deeply felt call to become a missionary. He was encouraged by his director to make himself available for missionary work in Suriname, which at the time was a Dutch colony. This was after Jesuits, Redemptorists and Franciscans all declined to admit him to their respective communities! He was ordained to the priesthood in 1841 – 175 years ago this year. In September 1842 he arrived as a diocesan priest and missionary in Suriname. He remained there until his death in 1887, never returning to his native country.

On arrival in Suriname, newly-ordained Fr. Peter Donders immersed himself immediately in missionary work, beginning in Paramaribo. He also visited the plantations on a regular basis, preaching the word and celebrating the sacraments, giving special attention to the slaves. Paramaribo was a centre for the slave trade, and slavery was not abolished in Suriname until 1863. Donders’ letters express his indignation at the harsh treatment meted out to the African peoples forced to work on the plantations.

In 1856, at the request of the Bishop, he volunteered for service to the leper colony in Batavia. The situation in Batavia was so difficult that it was a challenge to find a priest who would accept this assignment and who could remain for any length of time. Mons. Schepers was only too happy to send this willing missionary to this challenging assignment. Thus, with the exception of a few short intervals, Batavia would be the scene of his missionary endeavours until his death in 1887. 
What is striking about his work in Batavia is that he was not only a spiritual guide for the sick, about 600 in number, but also a nurse/care-giver, and an advocate on their behalf with the authorities in Paramaribo. This advocacy, perhaps better described as constant harassment of the authorities, resulted in the government improving the conditions for the sick at Batavia.
In 1866 he applied for membership in the Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer which had just been entrusted with the Surinamese mission. At last, he would be able to live his missionary vocation to the abandoned and the poor as a member of the Congregation of which this was the expressed charism! He began novitiate on November 1, 1866 and made his religious profession on the 24th of June 1867. 
After profession, Peter Donders returned to Batavia in the company of another Redemptorist missionary. Because he now had a companion helper, Donders could, turn his attention to the native population in their remote settlements, as well as continue working with the lepers. For this ministry he had to learn some local languages in order to minister to them and instruct them in the faith, and he himself explained that he was already advanced in years.
Because of declining health, in 1883 he was transferred to Paramaribo and then to Coronie. However, in 1885 he was sent once again to Batavia where he resumed his ministry to the lepers until his death on the 14th of January 1887.

Blessed Peter Donders and the Redemptorist Charism

´Preference for situations where there is pastoral need, that is, for evangelization in the strict sense together with the choice in favour of the poor is the very reason why the Congregation exists in the Church, and is the badge of its fidelity to the vocation it has received´(Const. 5)
The challenge for the Congregation is not if it should dedicate itself to the poor. As Constitution 5 so clearly states, this is a given, an essential aspect of our Charism. The challenge for all of us, whatever our circumstance, is to discern who are the poor to whom we are sent today and how best we can serve them as witnesses to the Gospel and missionaries of integral evangelization. From one society to another, from one culture to another, those identified as the most abandoned and the poor may vary. It is not a question of uniformity or of one unit or conference imitating another. Rather, each (V) Province and Region and each Conference has the responsibility of ensuring that it has the process and mechanisms in place which enable it to discern the identity of the most abandoned and the poor, and then to follow through with missionary presence and a plan of action.

For anyone undertaking an apostolic project it is always helpful to allow oneself to be inspired by others even if the concrete project and the circumstances are quite different. Thus, for anyone who wishes to commit themselves to working with the poor it can only be beneficial to look at the life of Peter (Peerke) Donders.
Peerke was undoubtedly an apostle with and for the abandoned and the poor. He dedicated his whole priestly ministry to the abandoned poor. While based in Paramaribo, he identified the abandoned poor as the slaves, the lepers and the indigenous population in the city and its peripheries. When he willingly accepted the mission to Batavia, he recognized that these poor lepers were even more abandoned than those in the capital, and the same was true for the indigenous peoples and escaped slaves among whom he later ministered from Batavia as a Redemptorist 
He surely followed “the example of Jesus Christ, the Redeemer by preaching the word of God to the poor, as he declared of himself: ‘He sent me to preach the Good News to the poor’” (Cons. 1). Returning to Batavia after his profession, he rejoiced that he was accompanied by another Redemptorist missionary. Together, they were “sent as helpers, companions, and ministers of Jesus Christ in the great work of redemption” (Cons. 2). At last, he was part of an apostolic community!
He never spared himself. He almost certainly never used the term ´preferential option for the poor’, but that is what his life was all about. For this very reason he is both relevant and significant for Redemptorists today. Peerke assimilated into his life and spirituality what St. Paul said to the Corinthians: ´For you know the generous act of Our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich´(2Cor 8,9). Our faith in Jesus Christ the Redeemer is at the root of our option for the poor. Peerke has left us a rich legacy in that regard. Pope Francis is unequivocal on this point: We have to state, without mincing words, that there is an inseparable bond between our faith and the poor. May we never abandon them. (EG 48)

Pope Francis and the Peripheries:

A recurrent topic in the discourse of Pope Francis has been that of the “periphery”. Pope Francis speaks of both the geographical peripheries and the existential peripheries which mark our world and each society. The idea of a “periphery” refers not only to physical marginalization and distance, but also to the broader and deeper realities of exclusion, alienation, and expulsion which exist everywhere. 
In the contemporary world one can point to so many examples of exclusion, alienation and expulsion. By way of example, one could point to the plight of refugees; the slavery of those who are victims of human trafficking, especially women and children; the discrimination of people on the basis of their religion or their ethnic background or their sexual orientation; the homeless who are left to fend for themselves. 
As Redemptorist missionaries, we hear the cry of the poor in this broad sense and we are scandalized by their suffering and indignant at their situation, just as Peerke Donders was when he saw the state of the slaves and the lepers. Our vocation requires our commitment to the poor and Pope Francis tells us that we have much to gain through this commitment: ´the poor have much to teach us. Not only do they share in the sensus fidei, but in their difficulties they know the suffering of Christ. We need to let ourselves be evangelized by them´ (EG 198). In the words of the Holy Father, we hear an echo of the sexennial theme (1985-1991) which has had a deep and lasting impact on our Congregation – ‘To evangelize and be evangelized by the poor’
Restructuring for Mission:
Fidelity to our mission is the reason for and the goal of authentic restructuring. (Principle 1 of the guiding principles of restructuring, XXIV General Chapter).
Restructuring was a central theme and decision at the last general chapter. Since then much energy has been invested to progress this project forward. This process has faced challenges, difficulties, and obstacles. We are still ‘on the way’, and it will indeed take more time. It is essential to remember that the objective of restructuring is for wider missionary discernment, and greater effectiveness in carrying out the mission to which we are called.

 An important and indispensable element in this process is a willingness to push out the boundaries, not to be afraid to venture beyond the tried and tested, to go beyond what we have always done. Pope Francis identifies this as becoming a Church ‘in uscita’ – a Church going-forth. We need to become more and more a Congregation ‘in uscita’, a Congregation going-forth beyond the boundaries of our comfort zone to those marginalized, excluded and on the peripheries. The process of restructuring is not about self-preservation, or maintenance of the institution. It is about courageous missionary outreach together as ‘one missionary body’ (Cons. 2).

The challenges are enormous but gratefully one can point to many examples of courageous new missionary efforts in the congregation at this time. The interprovincial and international collaboration in Suriname is one such example.
The testimony of Peerke Donders, in this context, is impressive. It would have been easy to keep himself busy in Paramaribo and do excellent work there among the slaves, the lepers still in the capital, and the poor which included some migrants and indigenous people. The same was true for St. Alphonsus in Naples with the evening chapels, the Hospital for the Incurables, and the prisoners condemned to death. 
However, like Alphonsus in Scala, Donders undertook more challenging tasks with the three categories of people already mentioned: the slaves, the lepers and the indigenous population in remote areas. He pushed out beyond the boundaries of the comfortable society and situation he already knew. After his profession as a Redemptorist missionary, with the helper and companion sent with him to Batavia, he went to places where others were not available or willing to go. This surely is a hallmark of missionary authenticity as an Apostolic Community.
What groups correspond today?

The ´pushing out of boundaries´ is an important way of responding to the peripheries, of going beyond. Pope Francis gives this call to go forth such prominence in his thinking and in his pastoral exhortations. Of course, he did this precisely in his ministry as Archbishop of Buenos Aires, and he continues to do it as the Pope and Bishop of Rome. He not only leads with his words, but with his actions.
One needs to bear in mind that the periphery of today may well become tomorrow´s place of comfort. There are many instances in our history of making foundations in places because they were inhabited by the poor, but with the passage of time and sometimes due to the ministry of Redemptorists, the situation changes. In many of these foundations, the current residents are no longer poor and the Redemptorists have remained (cf. Principles of Restructuring #3, Decision 1.7, XXIV General Chapter). To be present in a particular periphery may not be a perpetual commitment as other more urgent missionary challenges arise. Mobility and availability for the sake of mission is intrinsic to our calling (Cons. Principle #2).
To be faithful to the spirit of the Constitutions and the Principles of Restructuring, and to a missionary presence in the peripheries, it is essential that the Congregation and every Unit engage in a continuous review and evaluation of our structures, apostolic priorities, and ministries (Cons. 17, GS. 25 and Cons. 107-108) , and make adaptations when opportune. 
Donders´ witness of presence with the poor and of being a missionary in community on the periphery is relevant in the context of restructuring. Restructuring the Congregation will not be of any real consequence unless the missionary presence of the Congregation on the peripheries is prioritized and intensified.

The significance of 1866:

1866 was a significant year in the life of the congregation for a number of different reasons: 
· The Icon of Mother of Perpetual Help was entrusted to us by Pope Pius IX; 
· The mission of evangelization in Suriname was entrusted to the confreres of the Dutch province and began a new chapter in our missio ad gentes;

· Petrus Donders entered the congregation.

These sesquicentenaries are certainly an opportunity to express our gratitude for so many blessings received through the intercession of Mary, our Mother of Perpetual Help, gratitude for all those confreres who since 1866 have worked in Suriname, and gratitude for the joy of being able to say that Blessed Peter Donders is a true Redemptorist Missionary and our confrere.
May the missionary spirit of our confrere, Peerke, continue to inspire us in fidelity our Charism and the mission to which we are called.

Through the prayers of Our Mother of Perpetual Help, the example of Blessed Peter Donders, and the gift of the Holy Spirit, may we continue to follow the example of Jesus Christ the Redeemer by preaching the word of God to the poor!

Your brother in the Redeemer,
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Michael Brehl, C.Ss.R.
Rome, July 2, 2016
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