Report of the North East India Regional Pastoral Conference 2016
Theme: Ministering to Christian Families
Date: 12-15 September, 2016 Venue: NEDSF, Guwahati

The North East India Regional Pastoral Conference (NEIRPC) was held at NEDSF, Guwabhati from
12 tol5 September, 2016. The number of participants for the animation sessions was 120. The
theme was ‘Ministering to Christian Families’ based on Apostolic Exhortation, Amoris Laetitia
of Pope Francis. Fr.Kuriakose Poovathumkudy of Oriens Theological College, Shillong assisted by
Fr. Thomas Manjaly organised the Conference. The other organisational nitty-gritty was attended to
by Sr.Tessy Joseph MSMHC.

The participants were invited to join the thanksgiving Eucharistic celebration in the Cathedral of
Guwahati Archdiocese on 12" Sept. at 4.30 P.M. in honour of the canonisation of Mother Teresa in
which Archbishop John Moolachira was the main celebrant and all the other Bishops
concelebrated. And the program thereafter was in the Guwahati Medical College auditorium where
His Excellency Shri. Banwarilal Purohit the Governor of Assam along with 2 of the former Chief
Ministers of Assam and other State dignitaries were present. Almost 2000 people participated in it.

On 13" Sept. the Pastoral Conference began with Holy Mass at 6.30 am and the main celebrant was
Archbishop Dominic Lumon. Little Flower Convent, Hatigaon Community choired the mass
hymns.

At 8 A.M. Fr. Kuriakose the organizer of the PC invited Archbishop Dominic Jala, Bishop John
Thomas and Bishop P K George to the dais. The session commenced with a hymn to the Holy
Spirit and a Biblical reading by the Superior General Sr. Philomena Mathew MSMHC.

After which Most Rev. John Thomas welcomed the assembly and gave the logistics of the
Conference and he said that it is our Common mission to hold every year the Pastoral Conference
and wished all the very best. He also congratulated the Archdiocese of Guwahati for the grand
celebration organised for the canonisation of Mother Teresa. As he spoke he emphasised that the
conference would be centred on the theme * Mi ni sto@hriinsggt i an famili es”

Bishop PK George explained the theme of the conference and quoted Pope Francis saying “smell
the sheep” which is much relevant in our family ministry by reaching out to the families,
confirming faith and assisting the family to live a better family life. This should be the objective of
the Pastoral Conference he stressed.

Archbishop Dominic Jala the president of the Pastoral Conference gave the inaugural address. He
said many people are captured by controversies in married and family life. But let us not be too
quick to be carried away by the negative reports projected by the media. For the people are too fast
to pick up the negative side of the family. Rather we should be positive and the Conference should
take up the challenges of the family issues to deal with it.

Fr.Thomas Manjaly thereafter gave an explanation of the dynamics of Pastoral Conference. And he
said, “Evangelisation of families, sharing of ministry and Eucharist give spiritual nourishment to
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every Christian family”. And so we are called to search for truth. We are here to achieve this
objective through various commissions.

With an exhortation to the participants about the maintenance of time and the logistics of the
institutions with the available facilities to help out the participants for a comfortable stay the
inaugural session came to an end.

Highlights of the North East India Regional Pastoral Conference 2016 (NEIRPC)

In the background of the two synods on Family and the Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia
NEIRPC chose to reflect on the topic, Evangelization through ministering to Families. We are
inspired and challenged by the words of the Holy Father,

As Christians ... there is no sense in simply decrying present-day evils, as if this could change
things. Nor it is helpful to try to impose rules by sheer authority. What we need is a more
responsible and generous effort to present the reasons and motivations for choosing
marriage and the family, and in this way to help men and women better to respond to the
grace that God offers them. (AL 35)

All the orientation papers and the panel discussions focused on making the families strong and
healthy to withstand the onslaught of present threats to families and to equip the Christian couples
with Gospel values to be evangelizers in today’s society. The presentations on various topics and
discussions brought into light the crises and efforts to address these issues by the church in
Northeast India. In many ways the Pastoral Conference of 2016 had its own specificity and
uniqueness:

Some of the Specific Threats Faced by Families in the Region

Negative influence of media

External imitation of Western ideologies and life style
Addiction to alcohol and drugs

Divorce and improper care of children

Poverty and illiteracy

Issues regarding marriages such as Early marriage, Mixed marriage, Inadequate understanding
of Christian marriage

Faith formation

Domestic violence

Migration to cities

Human trafficking
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Positive Interventions:

U Many positive and effective steps have been taken in the region for ministering to families and
to build up strong evangelizing families.

U Proximate preparations are carried out in some dioceses in the region while the other dioceses
are yet to do them in an organized way.

U As observed, so far the preparation carried out is more for wedding than for a married life.



Regular family visits, catechism to children, retreats, seminars, intervention through ecclesial
movements like SCC, CFC, ME, Neo Catechumen way, Jesus Youth, YCS, prison ministry and
Care for street children are also being carried out.

Thrust & Means proposed by Pastoral Conference

Thrust 1. Remote and Proximate Preparation for marriage
Means

a) Introduce Catechesis on marriage and family in a graded way with a proper syllabus in the
schools.

b) A proper marriage Preparation syllabus adapted to the region in line with syllabus proposed by
the CCBI.

c) Catechism Class for all after Sunday Masses / Prayer services.

d) Teach the youth the responsible use of the media.

e) Systematic training must be given for priests, seminarians and religious, leaders of Ecclesial
Movements, to minster effectively to families.
f) At the time of preparation the emphasis should be:
9 the couples are ministers to themselves in this sacrament
1 inskills in interpersonal relationship
1 on possible difficulties they are likely to encounter
1 on responsibilities in married life.

Thrust 2. Making the Sacrament of Marriage understood/celebrated

Means

a) Conscientise the couples concerning the sacredness of the sacrament of marriage that they do
not easily abandon the marriage.

b) Ongoing faith formation for the people

c) Conduct Family Renewal programs (retreat, seminars) compulsory at different stages of
married life.

d) Give family highest priority in pastoral ministry and make family visits meaningful

e) Celebrate Family Day in every parish: The feast of Holy Family, Mothers’ Day, Fathers’ Day,
Girl-Childhood Day, and announce the jubilee of the married couples.

Thrust 3. Accompaniment of Couples in Difficulty

Means

a) Give assurance to married couples that the Church is a mother and will be with them in any
need and difficulties

b) Identify the families facing problems

¢) Involve exemplary Christian couples and parents to guide

d) Offer spiritual assistance

e) Make family visits meaningful by creating positive rapport with family

f) Make the people aware of the possible recourse to Marriage Tribunal / marriage bureau.



Thrust 4. Strengthen Family Apostolate
Means

a) During the family visits insist on the family prayer and reading the Word of God,

b) Having family altar and other popular devotions

c) Establishment of family cells

d) Family cards with photos of the family

e) Strengthen the family commission- a full timer in every diocese and allocation of funds
f) Family Centre with trained counselors in the diocese

g) Introduce SCC/ Couples for Christ/Marriage Encounter/Neo Catechumen movements

Thrust 5. Address Social Evils

Means

a) Address the social evils of alcohol, drug abuse, poverty, illiteracy, domestic violence etc
through Self Help Groups (SHG) and awareness programs.

b) Set up de-addiction centres

Thrust 6. Counteract Negative Influence of Media
Means

a) Teach the youth the responsible use of the media

b) Impart media education in all our Catholic schools

Thrust 7. Accompaniment of the Migrants

Means

a) Prepare a pastoral plan for the migrants -both preparation for marriage and follow-up

b) Pastoral care of the migrant families

c) Accompany the migrant youth in collaboration with Catholic families and other local Church
bodies

Conclusion

Pope Francis presents a realistic picture and the prevailing alarming situation of the family, with its
struggles and strife, joys and sorrows. There is no such thing as ‘a perfect family on earth,” because
no family drops down from heaven. Hence, the pastoral leaders must become more welcoming, less
judgmental and increasingly loving in their teachings on marriage, family and human relationship.
Thus, our Catholic institutions should pay keen attention to accompany married couples and for an
effective accompaniment, trained leaders of the church such as priest, religious and lay faithful are
essential. Prolonged and consistent accompaniment is required especially in moments of crisis.
Through our pastoral care such occasions can be made for healing the wounds and restoring them
in faith (AL 232). Study and research into the objective problems are very essential to design the
appropriate forms of interventions. It is a challenge as well as an opportunity. The Church leaders
together with Regional Commissions, Catholic Institutions, Lay Associations and Movements can
accelerate the process of making every Christian family truly a “Domestic Church” in the region.



Business Session (15th September 2016)

Archbishop Dominic Jala, the President of NEIRPC and Bishop John Thomas, the
Secretary chaired the Business Session and set the tone with a challenge to the forum
by inviting Fr. Jose Kananthanam to detail on “The project vision” an eye donation
movement. Being the year of mercy, everyone was inspired and enthused to respond
positively to this invitation.

Mrs. Thangkhama from the 'Fiat Bible Ministry' shared about the possibility and
readiness of Kerala Catholic Church to sponsor the dioceses of Northeast in the work
of Evangelization and other ministries. To realise this ambitious project, a Mission
Exhibition is being planned at Angamali in Kerala from 26 to 30 April, 2017, to
provide a platform for the people over there, to interact and get familiarize with the
Missionary activities in Northeast, and to respond to the immediate needs of the local
Church to proclaim the Gospel News to the people of the region.

The book 'Sharing the Gospel' written by Fr. Greviour Augustine was released by
Archbishop John Moolachira, and another book by the same author, ‘Mercy
Catechism’ was released by Rev. Sr. Philomena Mathew, the Superior General of
MSMHC. A copy of each was given to all the bishops.

Evaluation: Highlights:

Though opinions and outlooks of participants varied and kaleidoscopically they were
motivated and inspired by the PC 2016. Some of the outstanding opinions and
suggestions are mentioned here below.

Involvement of the laity and their sharing was very much enriching.

x Collaborative and coordinative work of the organizers and the supporting team
was lauded.

x “Thinking out of the Box” by the participants, was yet another highlight of this
Conference.

x  The theme was very apt and intertwining with family apostolate; the related
ministries, like prison ministry, were very relevant and that made a difference in
this conference.

x  The conference had an intellectual bent; it is desirable to focus more on the
practical.

x Before the publication of the historical facts, an objective and a critique
observation is required.



x  There could be more invitees from families and the resource persons from North
East would make the conference more effective.

With a note of thanks to the Director of Social Forum and his supporting team
Archbishop Jala, asked the floor to suggest themes for the Pastoral Conference 2017.

The following were suggested:

Lay initiative

Evangelization of Assam plains

Laity and Evangelization

Formation for Evangelization
Evangelization through works of mercy
Laudato Si and its effects in the North East
Emerging North East

Church and lay people
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Two action plans suggested were to work against Human Trafficking and Addiction
in North East. The general request was made to the CRI to collaborate and network
with the dioceses to combat Human Trafficking and Addiction.

The response of the Church on issues such as 'Love Jihad', 'Saffronization’, ‘Media'
and 'RSS propagation’, was discussed during the session.

It was keenly felt that the Church has to engage with the Social Media to spread the
Gospel values and to confront the present day evils in the society; it would be
beneficial to have a North East channel or hire the local channels for an hour or two
to telecast Christian programmes. At the same time it was felt that newspapers are of
great importance to achieve the aforementioned goals. Archbishop Dominic Jala
cited an example of Shillong media channels, where the Catholic youth have taken
the initiative of propagating Catholic teachings.

Talking about the launching of the Regional Channels and the News papers, Bishop,
John Thomas responded saying that several attempts were made in the past, but there
was no positive result. “Who can do it?” is the question, since enormous amount of
money and personnel are involved.

One of them pointed out that it would be difficult to launch a North East channel but
the existing print media like ‘The Teenager,” “The New Leader’ etc., with specific
column or reference to North East are near possibilities. Archbishop Jala added that



a Sunday Channel could be started to highlight what happens to the Catholic and
Christian communities, so as to inspire and encourage the younger generation.

Regarding Islamaization, Archbishop Jala said that ‘some of the Catholic girls prefer
to marry boys from outside the tribal community, due to the financial security they
provide for the family; they also abstain from alcoholic drinks. The question was
how to address this issue? The mandate was given to the Youth Ministry to look in to
it more seriously.

There is a fear felt that the government may move to remove the secular nature of our
Constitution. In this regard it was felt that Fr. Ravi Sagar SJ, being a lawyer who is
well versed in RSS policy, would be able to explain saffronization and its effects on
the community. At this juncture it will be also good to hand hold and network with
other like-minded Civil Society Organizations to stand together to safeguard
ourselves.

A retreat centre and a training institute for laity is the need of the hour in North East,
in order to powerfully propagate the faith.

To the question on the New Education Policy of the government, the Regional
Secretary of the commission for Education & Culture said that this final draft of the
NEP was prepared in the RSS head quarter, Nagpur as it was quoted in the
parliamentary speech by Mr. Sitaram Yachuri. And the 43 pages draft is against the
minorities and particularly against the people of North East. This draft policy is at the
public domain till 30" September. And he said that the response from North East in
particular was very poor. He added saying that the North Eastern Education
Commission has responded to it through a memorandum. But it requires many more
memorandums and objections from every diocese and may be from the
congregations as well. One of the participants spoke of the urgency of drafting a
memorandum at the earliest and forwarding to the concerned department.

To the question, why the communion was not given in the hand in some dioceses by
priests, Archbishop Jala explained the abuses connected to it and the danger of
carrying the communion away for the satanic worship by people, and even selling for
this purpose. One of the members discussed the need for instructing people on the
modes of receiving communion with respect. It was also said that each priest is free
to decide the mode of the distribution of Holy Communion, but within the parameters
of the local Church directives. It was felt that in all public functions, it is good to
give the communion on the tongue rather than in the hand in order to avoid this
danger.



After the short tea break, the reports were presented by the Commission Secretaries
which were adopted by the assembly. (And the reports are filed)

Remarks:

1 Absenteeism of individuals in meetings was remarked. On this a member said
that the dates of programmes are not circulated in advance. So Bishop John
Thomas said that the dates are fixed one year in advance in the PC itself and
the members are aware of it. Moreover, immediately letters are sent to all
members about the next PC and later in the year emails are repeatedly sent. So

all members are requested to have an email ID and submit the ID to the Dy.
Secretary.

1 To make known the information about the IAS coaching class in NEDSSS, a
website has been created for its purpose. Banners are displayed in Guwahati
city and brochures are distributed. It was suggested that it could be announced
in the parishes too. We need to increase the facility.

1 An engineering college in Jabalpur requires students and they are promoting
young people from North East. We need to think beyond and in a professional
level. The cost of it could be circulated.

1 It was informed of the forthcoming CCBI commissions’ meet at Bangalore.
One of the points of discussion would be the sexual harassment of women in
work places. It was suggested that the Commission for Women and
Commission for Family could explore ways of working together. A separate
Gender Commission could be formed and the Women Commission could be
independent with a full time coordinator was another valid suggestion.

1 Domestic workers should be brought under the organized sector and their basic
salary too was discussed. The suggestion of the government of Assam was
Rs.250/- under minimum wages per day which would constitute Rs. 7500/-
per month.

1 Archbishop Dominic Jala announced and reminded the participants about the
importance of 28" September as a day of prayer for peace, as instructed and
declared by Pope Francis. Pope intends to meet many religious leaders at
Assisi on the same day.

1 Archbishop John Moolachira, while appreciating the various ministries
undertaken by the religious congregations in the region added saying that a
report of their activities could be included in the reporting session. Such
exercise would be very informative and beneficial to all working in the region.

The Regional Secretaries could collect them together and include in the final
report.



1 Bishop PK George has exhorted all the Bishops to ensure better participation
in all the commission meetings, since the response so far is very poor from
many dioceses.

Concluding session:-

Bishop John Thomas called upon Sr. Tessy, Secretary, CRI(NE), to present the
account of PC 2016. She informed the assembly that Bp PK George had contributed
Rs.50, 000.00 and the collection from the participants amounted to Rs.1, 56,100.00.
The balance of Rs.10, 175.00 was handed over to Fr. G.P.Amalraj to be kept in the
PC account.

In the final words, Bishop John Thomas thanked Bishop PK George, the chief
organizer of the PC, Fr. Kuriakose and Fr. Thomas Manjaly from Oriens College, Fr.
Varghese the Director NDSSS and his team for the fine collaboration. He brought to
the attention of everyone that the increasing number of participants is a positive sign.
He also pointed out the difficulties involved in correspondence, when there is change
of address or transfer of superiors.

Archbishop Jala in his concluding message thanked St. Teresa of Kolkata for the
spiritual accompaniment during the PC meeting and everyone who graciously took
part in the PC. Ministering, addressing, and follow up are important to minimize and
eliminate factors that prevent growth and peace in families. He exhorted the
assembly to pray for the sick, especially for Sr. Stella SD and Fr. Anthony Marak
sdb, who were in critical condition. Archbishop Jala concluded the session with a
short prayer.

Dates & the Modality of PC 2017:

Bishops in the Bishops’ Council held on the 16" of September decided the following
modality for the PC 2017.

In this meeting the Bishops felt that the PC 2017 should have a joint meeting with the
North East Regional Catholic Council (NERCC). The theme will be Lay Ministries
and Bishop Stephen Rotluanga of Aizawl will coordinate the animation part of the
joint sessions.

In order to enable the lay people to attend the sessions, it is imperative to change the
dates which would include a second Saturday and Sunday. Therefore, the Bishops at
the Council said that the date for the PC 2017, 11" September, will not be apt though
it was finalized at the business session of PC 2016.



Changed Dates: (Please noteéhem)

The Missionary Sisters of Mary Help of Christians (MSMHC) will be celebrating
their Platinum Jubilee in 2017 and the Mother General has invited all the members of
PC for a Holy Mass followed by felicitation and dinner in their Generalate at
Hathigaon. Hence the programme will begin on 8" September, 201t 5.00 p.m.
and the members are requested to arrive at the Generalate, on time to participate in
the celebration. Those who arrive at Social Forum will be provided with transport to
reach Hathigaon.

i On 9" Septembent 9.00 a.m. the inauguration of joint meeting of PC and
NERCC will be at DBI, Joypur, followed by sessions.

i On 10" Septembetthe sessions will conclude at 2.00 p.m. and the Business
session of NERCC will begin and the participation in it is limited only to the
regular members of NERCC. The session will be over by 4.00 p.m. and the
members of NERCC will be free to leave the venue of Conference.

U At 5.00 p.m. on the same ddlye regular members of PC would gather again
at Social Forum Hall for the Business sessionf PC which will include the
reading of Reports of various Commissions by Regional Secretaries. The PC
2017 will conclude with dinner at 8.00 p.m. on the same day.

+John Thomas
Secretary General
NEIRBC
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