Reflection on “Sacramento bita'a matrimonio”¹ 

and the baptism of pastoralist madonnas 

We comboni missionaries in South Sudan have been working with pastoralists for a long time and still feel the need to reflect on what to do about them. This is a contribution to the reflection going on and an invitation to ask ourselves where we are aiming to go with them.

People, beauty and obstacles

When I see a young woman carrying a baby, I immediately think of our Lady, the one of Nazareth holding the baby Jesus on her bosom, the one who inspired the graetest artists and the holiest saints. Indeed, in the missions I saw quite a few of these beautiful pastoralist madonnas, all as beautiful as can be, at times a bit sweating because of too many things to do. And with the sweat of their babies mingling with theirs, almost as if they were still one.

One day in Zagalona – a chapel near Wau – two such madonnas came to ask for their babies to be baptized and they were also asking to be baptized themselves. Both were as beautiful as mothers can be: graceful and caring, thoughtful and gentle, an amazing image of what Mary of Nazareth must have looked like when she was carrying Jesus around in their village many years ago. But the concrete situation turned out to be different from what I thought it to be at first, because one was married to a pagan and the other to a Christian. Obviously they were married in their traditional Dinka way.

In as far as my feelings were and are concerned I would have baptized them there and then, the four of them, there on the spot. How beautiful, I thought, as if I were catching twice two pigeons with one grain, and above all, I thought, how beautiful that these mothers want also for themselves the good thing  that they are giving to their children, as if they wanted to remain united with them in everything. Their children were part of them. In their simplicity they thought it obvious to remain one, even in Christ. 

But my pleasant thoughts had soon to give way to something different, something a little bit awkward and bizarre because, if I am not mistaken, the one married to a pagan can be baptized, and after that her family could already be considered as holy as any Christian family can be. It is St Paul who assures us of this, “Your husband or wife who isn't a follower is made holy by having you as a partner. This also makes your children holy...” (1 Cor 7: 14). While the other, the one married to a Christian, cannot receive the sacrament of baptism, unless she  receives the sacrament of marriage as well. But if her husband is happy as he is, then she would find herself stuck, 'outside the church', just because she is married to a Christian. She can have her baby baptized, but for reasons which we hold untouchable, she cannot become fully a Christian herself. 

According to the passage quoted above, her family is more than ok already, but, since she is married to a Christian, she cannot be baptized together with her baby as her friend who is married to a pagan can. We might try to smooth up things by telling her that God has more ways than we have.  But she, I guess, might find all this rather complicated and strange. Indeed, might she not conclude that we, missionaries and khawajat,  have a rather strange way of reasoning? Her friend, who is married to a pagan, can be baptized. While she, who is married to a Christian, apparently cannot become a Christian herself.

Jesus and our perplexities

Being unable to convince myself that things just have to be so, as I was taught when I was younger, I tried to ask myself what Jesus would have answered this unlucky lady, had he been in my place in Zagalona when the two Dinka pastoralist madonnas came to me with their babies.

Yes! Jesus' teaching on marriage is clear. And this is more than ok with me. But still, what would he have told her? Would he have told her that in order to be baptized it is better to be married to a pagan? Or, perhaps, looking at her heart, could he see things in a different way and answer her in a more reasonable, Christian way than I had to?

To the Samaritan woman, who had five husbands and the man with whom she was living then was not her own husband, even to her Jesus was ready to offer the 'living water, like a fountain that gives eternal life'. 

For the Jews of Jesus' time the Samaritans where among the most unclean people: idolaters and heretics. And beside that, this lady was known for not having an exemplary life. Still Jesus does not wait for her request. He offers her his new life and invites her to ask: “You don't know... if you knew you would ask me for the water that gives life”. Of course, we don't know how the offer was perceived and whether it was welcome at all. But, even if her married life seems to have been an utter mess, Jesus did show to her his desire and readiness to lift her up a bit from her misery and to make her life more beautiful.

To be sure, Jesus was not fond of any kind of situation ethics. He did not come to abolish the Law but to fulfil it, provided that the law was for man, and not man for the law. The Jewish law could only condemn the Samaritan woman, but Jesus preferred to offer her a chance. For him trust, optimism and compassion were above the law.

The weight of culture

The way in which the Dinka pastoralists consider marriage seems to be rather different from the way in which we consider the same reality in the West, no doubt about that. Still the way in which these pastoralists live their family life – at least in many of its aspects – seems more Christian than the way in which many westerners today live this dimension of human life: the bond of  the pastoralist marriage cannot be easily broken; their children, always  as abundant in number as God grants, are sacred; their old people remain always part of the family. Similar beautiful things, if I am not wrong, are not as beautiful in many of our Christian western families.

If that is so, why on earth do we have to make it binding that they become like us in their marriage in order to allow them to receive baptism when they ask for it? Did Jesus say or imply so? Or is it written in the Gospel? I don't know, even if quite a few people don't seem to have any doubt about this. But I do ask myself a few other questions, whose possible answers tend to leave me rather perplexed: How did the culture of the pastoralists come to be? And how did our Christian culture come about? Is everything in our western way of living from above? Or can there be other 'Christian' ways of organizing and living one's family life and become a Christian, even if one is married to a Christian? Is there only one precise and perfect way of following Christ, valid all over the world? 

Again I don't know and I am happy with my catholic faith as it is now, but I think that even similar questions are neither forbidden nor diabolic, when we find ourselves entangled in dilemmas that prevent us from blessing in God's name the good aspirations of good people. If baptizing a lady married to a Christian infringes the essence of Christianity, then of course I am wrong insisting, hinting and arguing, and I am working up my mind in dangerous perplexities. But if the essence of our faith is somewhere else, would it be unreasonable to question a praxis that even in the west, where it was conceived and canonised, seems to have reached a rather dead end? Does this have to be a conditioning element in the administration of the sacrament of baptism?

Bishop Pedro Casaldaliga of Brasil, unable to agree with the position of the Vatican on the Theology of Liberation, wrote, “What is theology? Theology does not exist in itself or for itself, right? Theology is only an instrument, a translation of the unique word that is the gospel and the Spirit; the rest is very relative, isn't it? And in every theology there is an enormous weight of culture that, for that very reason, is very relative, in the sense that each people has to have 'its own' theology. That is more than evident....” ²

The weight of faith

Some weeks ago, in a chapel outside town, I baptized 10 babies. The catechist had visited the families, talked to the parents, taught them and prepared them for the celebration of their children's baptism. He also recommended to both parents that they should come together to the chapel on the day of the baptism. But only the mothers turned up, like beautiful pastoralist madonnas bringing their babies to the temple.

Before the celebration I went to greet them and to congratulate them, that they had brought their babies to God, and I asked them a few questions. They were all married mothers; all their other children were baptized; they had also brought some sweets to share their joy for the baptism we were about to celebrate. I also asked them whether they themselves were baptised; some were and some were not. Maybe some of these last ones were married to a Christian. So I stopped there, not to appear as if I were encouraging something that was forbidden and that I, for reasons which seem questionable, could not do.

Anyway, during the ceremony and with a little bit of pastoral curiosity, I kept looking at them; I wanted to see whether they were joining in in the prayers; they were all happily singing and praying. At the Our Father I had a moment of distraction. And I thought that perhaps, in our situation, our seven sacraments are not enough, because they don't consider this particular situation in which many are entangled here in the missions. As a matter of fact, we wouldn't be the first, to think of something of this kind; beside the traditional seven sacraments, our brothers the Orthodox have an additional 'half-sacrament' (they bless, without solemnity, the second marriage of a Christian whose first spouse is still alive).³ 

There were many children praying with us – about 150. Looking at them with a quick glance, one could have the impression they were rather noisy and playful. When we were singing they appeared more attentive and prayerful. Otherwise they were a mess. But this is the way all children are. And we don't chase them out of the church for that. Prayer doesn't need to be always as we would like it to be. Because the people you are praying with is bound to condition the way the thing goes on. And why should the way people get married – when their marriage is even better than our – have to condition us in the realm of the sacraments? 

But our God – I suppose – accepted wholeheartedly just what we could give: the mothers, even those who cannot be baptized, offered their babies; the children offered their simplicity together with their joyful singing, and all together we celebrated a sacrament in the best way we could. But the mothers married to a Christian... baptism could not be for them. Still I am sure God accepted everything in a positive way. I am sure that when we sang the Our Father, He held us all in his loving embrace, without any difference, whether we were big or small, fully baptized or otherwise. We were all indeed his sons and daughters, beyond the complications of some laws which set some of us apart. 

The weight of time

Many of our confreres in the past worked among the same pastoralists we are working with now. Their main concern, as we know, from the time they arrived here and up to Vatican II, there main concern was 'to save souls'. But then also, as it is now, the marriage of the pastoralists was a different thing, different from what the church expected and expects. And the proposal that was offered by our confreres, so that a man married in the traditional way would be entitled to receive baptism and then the 'sacramento bita'a matrimonio', our confreres' proposal then might even seem rather brutal to us now; the man who had several wives had to send all but one wife away. Then, after baptism, he could receive the sacrament of 'matrimonio', and eventually all the other sacraments. Only then, the missionary would assure the pastoralist, his soul would be saved.

Obviously this message did non get easily through, at all. Was it from the essence of Christianity?  Did the first Christians have a similar inhuman fantasy? Would we, or the next generation of missionaries, still hold that wives have to be sent away so that a man may be baptized? And coming to us now, can there be a better way to approach people who are married already and want to become Christians?

Anyway, for years the only baptisms that our confreres in South Sudan could register were 'in articulo mortis'. Salvation or non-salvation, this white man's idea did not work out well; it did not get through in the mind of the pastoralists at all. And even if for most of our confreres that was a must one could not disagree about openly, it is known that quite a few of them did not agree with all this, even if they did not have a different proposal.

In fact though, when things become so abstruse as this proposal of our confreres from times past was, then things, sooner or later, are bound to border on the ridicule. We do understand the times and we don't want to judge the best intentions of time-past confreres with our mentality of post Vatican II. But I want to underline the fact that our conclusions, particularly when we deal with cultural values and traditions, cannot be geared on our western ideas and convictions only, no matter how old and holy they might seem at first sight.

Bro. Valentino Fabris shared with me once what happened in one of the missions here in Bahr El Gazal a long time ago. All the confreres in a mission had been very concerned for the salvation of the soul of a chief who, in spite of being a great friend of the mission, had many wives and had always been reluctant to take seriously the dogma of the Trinity.

The time came when this  same chief, already very old, became sick and his strengths were diminishing daily. Still he could not comply with the ideas and requests of the missionaries. So one confrere was given the responsibility of visiting this chief everyday, in the hope that sooner or later he would eventually give in and be saved.

One day the said confrere came back to the community rejoicing. “At last”, he said, “I succeeded in sending him to heaven!”

“Eh!?” wondered the other confreres, “how did you convince him to accept the mystery of the Trinity?”.

“Ah!” he answered, “that was very easy, I simply gave him a pinch of tobacco.”

“And how did you bring him to leave all the wives but one?” insisted the incredulous confreres.

Our hero laughed and said, “That was even easier. He died, so he left them all.” 

Conclusion 

There are so many beautiful and uncomplicated realities in our missionary life, that I found it rather tedious to concentrate my thought on these controversial matters. The sadness of the Dinka madonna I met in Zagalona some time ago and the importance of the family in our work of evangelization moved me to risk to appear questionable in my ideas and controversial in my hints and half-proposals. As a matter of fact, I am not for blessing everything, just for the sake of it. But I would like to be able to bless anything which is good.

The last bit of this reflection, the sharing of Bro. Valentino, ending with a smile, is not meant to turn something serious into a joke. But I don't think that by being always very serious and over dogmatic we can grasp more, about ourselves, our work and our difficulties, than we could eventually grasp with a bit of serene optimism and – why not? – with a thoughtful smile. 

Luciano Perina

July 2013

Notes:

(1) The expression 'Sacramento bita'a matrimonio' was first used by Fr. Igino Benini, while talking in Khartoum to Southeners who came to the North in the early '60s. It is a mixture of Italian and Arabic and became common even among catechists, as if, talking about marriage, they were talking about something difficult to understand and to explain, and as if only words from different foreign languages, mixed up a bit, could explain an idea that was an unexpected novelty.

(2) This quotation is taken from the book Mystic of Liberation, by Teofilo Cabestrero, Ed. Orbis Book, page 118.

(3) The Orthodox do have a kind of 'eighth sacrament': a blessing for the second marriage of the innocent party, when the first marriage goes wrong.

