





Polio in Pakistan
Failing Our Children

By Fr. Daniel O'Connor
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72" and last recorded polio victim

In 2024, a young girl became the

of the year. Balochistan Province

had 27 cases, followed by Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa with 22, then Sindh
with 21 and one each in Punjab and
Islamabad. Recently, Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif stated that, “the
Government of Pakistan will not rest
until we have ended the scourge of
Polio from our borders.”

I remember many years ago when
I was attending school in Hokitika,
N.Z., that there was a girl who suffered
from being a victim of polio. During
those years, I recall nurses coming to
school to administer polio drops (oral

Previously, despite meagre
resources, old tools and lack of
personnel, the results were good.
Now it is tragic that a polio-free
Pakistan appears to be a distant

dream.

vaccines), which were quite tasty.

Polio or poliomyelitis is a viral
infection. Lack of access to clean water
increases the risk of transmission.
There is no cure for the disease and
paralysis caused by an infection is
irreversible. In Pakistan, I have seen too
many people of all ages limping along
as best as they are able, being victims of
this terrible, debilitating disease. Some
wear a brace, while others hobble along
with the aid of a solid stick. Others,
having one leg badly weakened, grasp
it with their hand so as to give support
to the affected leg. My heart goes out
to them as they must bear this burden
for the rest of their lives. I also admire
them for their courage, determination
and for not complaining.

It is said that the polio virus entered
Pakistan in the 1970'. In 1978,
because of the many numbers of polio
cases detected, there was an Extended
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Progressive Program of Immunization
launched with the great hopes for
polio control and eradication in the
country. Unfortunately, this hope was
undermined by a number of obstacles.
Then, with another launch of the
Pakistan Polio Eradication Program

in 1994, there was a significant annual
decline from nearly twenty thousand
cases in the early 1990s to only eight
cases in 2018, fourteen in 2019, 85

in 2020 to then just one in 2021.
Tragically, the tide turned again with
the number of recorded cases on the rise
over the last few years to 72 in 2024.

In Pakistan, with a population of
240 + million, there could be about
40 million children under the age of
five who require the vaccination. Three
doses are required annually so as to
boost the immunity. Previously, despite
meagre resources, old tools and lack of
personnel, the results were good. Now
it is tragic that a polio-free Pakistan
appears to be a distant dream.

Many parents and localities
persist in refusing their children to be
inoculated. An issue that contributes
to this is that the female literacy rate
is stated to be 51 percent. Some think
that the vaccination will result in
infertility. It is also said that the house
where Osama Bin Laden was living had
active polio was confirmed through
the information of health workers. Still
some see it as a Western conspiracy!
During the Inoculation Campaign of
October 2024 in Sindh Province, a
troubling trend emerged in that there
were over 43,000 vaccine refusals. In
many places, especially the northern
areas of the country, armed security
personnel accompany the health teams.

Despite this precaution, during
2024 at least twelve people, mostly
police officers, were killed and dozens
were injured during vaccination
campaigns. One health worker stated,
“We walk miles daily, often under
threat, to save lives. We demand safety,
respect and a proper service structure.”
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Health workers are staioned at may places e.g., bus stops, railway

stations, hospitals, health clinics, schools, etc. There are teams that

walk from house to house peforming immunizatios.

Health workers are stationed at
many places. e. g., bus stops, railway
stations, hospitals, health clinics,
schools, etc. There are teams that
walk from house to house performing
immunizations. The date is recorded
on their records as well as being
written on the door of the family
house and the children’s fingers
dabbed in an ink pad. Once it is
determined that the child is under 5
years, they are asked to put their arm
over their head. If they are unable to
touch their ear, then they are given
the polio drops. The children cry out
loudly as they fear that they will be
receiving an injection.

Often, when I visit a family or
celebrate the Sacrament of Baptism,
the small children are fearful and cry
out loudly. I try to comfort them with
the help of their parents. As a part
of the ceremony, I ask the parents if

their child has been given the health

inoculations, as well as informing them
on the importance of sending their
children to school. Parents need to be
made aware that refusing the vaccine is
not just a private decision but a public
health hazard.

Afghanistan is the only other
country in the world with polio
cases. During 2024, it is reported
that the polio cases in Afghanistan
have decreased. In Pakistan, with
the number of infections increasing,
does the hard question need to be
addressed? Are the Government and
Health Officials truly committed to
eradicating polio? A large amount of
International Funding is received. The
general public needs to know how
the millions in aid have been utilized
and why, despite these resources, we
continue to fail our children.

Columban Fr. Daniel O'Connor lives and
works in Pakistan
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Inspiring Dedication
By Fr. Liam O'Callaghan

uring my time in Pakistan, I

met very important people

who truly touched my
life, and one of them is George Taj
from Lahore. I worked with him for
ten years in the parish where he is a
catechist. During that time, he also
started working in the medical field,
taking patients to the hospital.

That project has been ongoing
for the last seventeen years. My
inspiration from him comes
from seeing his dedication and
commitment to patients. One
example was just recently, when
a patient with a fractured spine
required a major operation. George
was instrumental in ensuring he was
seen by the orthopedic surgeon, and
the operation went well. He was also
involved in making sure two units
of blood were provided. Seeing this
successful operation, which restored
the patient’s life and the ability to

work again, hopefully within a month

or two, to support his family, was
truly inspiring.

This entire medical project has
given new life to many people, up
to 500 patients seen annually, and
about 20 to 30 operations per year. It
originates from faith and compassion,
with George going out of his way
to ensure patients receive good
care. What makes it remarkable is
the deep respect and collaboration
among healthcare professionals of
different faiths. George is Christian,
most doctors are Muslim, and many
nurses are Christian, creating a place
of mutual respect where Christians
and Muslims work together for the
common good—patient healing and
care. I find this especially inspiring
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Fr. Liam (far right) and George (center)

Dr. Afzal Hussain

because it’s built on respect and
admiration for each other, enabling us
to bring healing to countless patients
over the years.

My friendship with George has
been one of the highlights of my time
in Pakistan. Even though I'm no longer
in Lahore, now living in Hyderabad in
Sindh province, I visit Lahore about
three times a year and stay with his
family. That friendship and shared

dedication to this work have produced

incredible results for many people.
am grateful to have met him, known
him, and shared his life. It’s truly a
blessing for me, and I believe it’s a
blessing for him as well. Together, our
efforts have led to numerous successful
surgeries and helped people regain
their health through his care and

commitment.

Columban Fr. Liam O’Callaghan lives and
works in Pakistan.
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Help Spread the Light of Christ

with a Gift that Costs Nothing During Your Lifetime

You can show your personal compassion and set an example for others by remembering
the Missionary Society of St. Columban in your will, trust or other planned gift. No gift
has a more lasting impact.

Recently, a huge influx of thousands of Venezuelan immigrants have entered Chile. Columban parishes
have always welcomed the immigrants and tried to provide some material help (school supplies, warm
clothing, blankets, and more) for them. We hope to continue providing relief for those who come to this
“land of dreams.” However, we know that the most important gift we have to share with them is our faith
in the Risen Lord.

A planned gift helps the Missionary Society of St. Columban continue God'’s mission in the poorest areas of the
world. And, financially and prayerfully supporting the Missionary Society of St. Columban is an excellent way to
participate in the missionary activity of the Church.

With thoughtful planning, you can choose which ways to support work best for you and your loved ones and
make sure your gifts are made in a way that will maximize their total value while minimizing their after tax-cost.
There are many planned giving options, including some you may not have considered before. Planned gifts
provide a major impact in our missions, and we offer the following suggestions to aid selection of the best giving
option for your stage of life.

* Donor Advised Fund Gifts

e Direct Gifts of Cash and/or Securities
e Charitable Remainder Unitrust Gifts
* Charitable Bequest Gifts

* Gifts of Life Insurance Policies

The U.S. Treasury Department and Internal Revenue Regulations encourage charitable giving by allowing
generous tax savings for individuals who make gifts in accordance with approved giving programs. A planned
gift also offers you many potential advantages: the opportunity to increase spendable income, the elimination or
reduction of capital gain taxes and possibly federal and state estate tax savings.

For more information, please contact us at donorrelations@columban.org, call us toll-free at (877) 299-1920, or visit
columban.org. The Missionary Society of St. Columban treasures your support and is committed to the
stewardship of your gifts.



Salaam Wa Alaikum!

Eid Mubarak!

Fr. Kurt Zion Pala

“Wa alaikum was salaam!” “Eid
Mubarak!” Mufti Irfann greeted me
back. This day is Eid al-Fitr. Eid al-Fitr
is celebrated by Muslims worldwide
because it marks the end of the
month-long dawn-to-sunset fasting of
Ramadan. This is the third Eid that I
had visited him and his family. Today,
they offered me some traditional
Burmese sweets and the popular Eid
snack called “samay,” which is a warm
sweet snack with coconut meat and the
Sa-Nwin-Ma-Kin, which is a semolina
pudding.

Mutti Irfaan is an Islamic scholar
and lawyer. He runs a language center
where he teaches English and Arabic
to many students. That day I met some
of his students who also wanted to
speak English with me. So, I engaged
with them and spoke with them. They
were asking me how long I had lived
in Myanmar (formerly Burma) and if
I could speak Burmese. I replied in my
broken Burmese. And they commented
that I spoke Kachin with their teacher,
Mutfti Irfann.

Mutfti Irfaan is a Kachin by blood
from Sumprabum, one of the remote
Kachin hills. His family converted to
Islam. It is very rare to find Kachins
who have converted and are practicing
Muslims. Most of his relatives are
still Catholics. His grandmother is
a regular church-goer in the parish
where I used to serve and I would often
see her and Irfaan when he visited his
grandmother. Sadly, his grandmother
passed away just a month before
Ramadan.

He went overseas to complete his
Islamic studies. He is a master of the
Arabic language and the Quran. Mufti

Irfaan’s house and center is located in
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Rambo Quarter. This is where most
of the Muslim families of Myitkyina
live and work. In Myitkyina, like many
cities, people often congregate and
live together based on their religion or
social status.

As I entered this part of the city,
one can sense the joy in the people
along the streets and the houses.
Children visit houses and families and
would be given some sweets or money.
Irfaan said that most kids would refuse
the sweets and snacks and prefer
money instead. Times are changing, he
added.

Mariam, his little child, is sweet
and very intelligent. She can speak
Burmese, Kachin, English and of
course Arabic. I mentioned to Mufti
Irfaan the new document Al-Mizan,

A Covenant for the Earth, which was
released recently by Muslim scholars to
address the climate crisis. He took out
his English-Arabic Quran and showed
me the text used in the new document
on care for the environment.

“The Most Merciful, Taught the
Quran. Created Humankind. Taught
him Eloquence. The sun and the
moon move in precise calculation and
the stars and the trees prostrate and
the heaven He raised and imposed
the balance {Mizan}. That you not
transgress within the balance {Mizan)
and establish weight in justice and
do not make deficient the balance
(Mizan).” (Quran SS:1-9}

He asked Mariam to recite the
text by memory. Mariam recited the
text smoothly without looking at
the Quran. In Islam, the term ‘Al-
Mizan’ refers to balance or justice,
and it is often used to describe the
equilibrium that should be maintained

in all aspects of life, including the

relationship between humanity and
the environment. After a few minutes
of conversation in Kachin, more and
more people started coming to see
him and the family, so I told him that
I had to leave and thanked him for the
welcome. I told him that we would
meet again soon to discuss more ways
we can work together.

Myitkyina is an example of how
Myanmar is diverse in terms of cultures
and faith traditions. In Myitkyina,
you can find temples, monasteries,
masjids, and churches. Interreligious
or interfaith dialogue for social
cohesion is an important ministry
that we Columbans can animate and
work with the local community. We
are looking forward to working with
the network of interfaith youth and
women in the coming months.

Myanmar continues to experience
war and conflict, but it is important to
continue to work for social cohesion
and peacebuilding—to keep things in

balance.

Columban Fr. Kurt Zion Pala lives and works
in Myanmar.
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Summer Days

grew up in western Pennsylvania and around

this time of year, the cicadas started making their

“weing, weing” noises in the trees everywhere and
we knew summer was coming to an end, and soon we'd
be going back to school. These days, summers are getting
longer and hotter and back-to-school starts sooner. I
hope that all our readers have been enjoying a slower
pace, with some iced tea in the shade.

At our house in Omaha, the 47 community gardens
we have fenced off are peacefully busy growing tomatoes
and all kinds of vegetables. In my two little plots, I have
some corn stalks with squash around them and pole
beans climbing up them, Native American style. I hope
they produce! I also have some beets, Swiss chard, and
carrots with a few tomatoes of my own. In September,

I plan to plant some Korean cabbage to harvest in
November after the first frost.

For me, getting out in various weather conditions, on
uneven terrain, in new places, with the smells of trees,
grass, plants of all kinds, and the possibility of meeting
animals along the way has always been what I enjoy. And
getting my hands dirty in a garden, smelling fresh soil,
and sweating a little are how I relax, even if it’s work. I've
never been a person who liked to exercise on machines
indoors. Around Earth Day in April, we had around
twenty students and some parents from a local parish
grade school join us in planting
65 tree seedlings, mostly red
oak but with some flowering
trees, apples, pears, persimmons, |
and hazelnuts. The deer and
squirrels need to eat, too. We
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By Fr. Al Utzig

can only hope most of them grow. I encourage the kids

not to use gloves even if they might get a blister or a cut.

Getting dirt under the fingernails is more important.
All of us are who we are. We grew up with our family

members in cities, suburbs, or the country. Some of

my fondest memories are turning over the garden of

my grandmother every spring. She would have piled

maple leaves from the yard in autumn in the garden

and I came and turned them over into the earth in the

spring. I'll always remember how many earthworms got
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cut in half by my shovel, but how rich that dirt was! I

loved it even as I felt guilty about the worms. And I loved
cutting her grass with the old push mower, piling up the
grass for next year’s garden. At other times, I washed her
windows on a ladder with vinegar water and dried them
with old newspapers. My reward was sugar cookies with
orange icing that she would make and iced tea. Another

S ummer is a good time to just sit and
remember and hopefully give thanks.

of my jobs was to keep the hedges around our front
cut with clippers. Clip, clip, clip. No shirt, sweating,
getting sunburned. We didn’t keep soda in the house in
those days, but my mother would have some Kool-Aid
popsicles in an ice tray in the refrigerator. So refreshing!
Summer is a good time to just sit and remember and
hopefully give thanks. Whatever our experiences were,
they are the little or big things that have made us who
we are. It’s good for us to sit with them and decide to
appreciate them and carry them with us, or to let them
go, and move to a different place. But we are who we are

and God is good!
N.
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Transform the Lives
of Others...Enrich the
World...Give Hope

Columban Mission magazine is published

“This is my beloved Son.

Listen to him.”

Suddenly, looking around, they
no longer saw anyone but Jesus

eight times each year and tells the stories
alone with them.

of our missionaries and the people they
are called to serve. Columban missionaries
live in solidarity with their people and, At the transfiguration, on a mountain, in a fog,
those whom He invited had an experience that
encouraged their resolve to walk with Him
and work with Him. Has He been inviting you
to a special closeness?

Answer the Call: Become a Missionary Priest

To begin recciving your Columban Do you feel called to serve, to spread the Gospel and to bring the light of Christ to the ends
of the earth? The missionary priesthood offers a life dedicated to service, faith, and love. It

together, they move forward to improve
their social, economic and spiritual lives,
always with Our Savior as their guide and
their eyes on God’s Kingdom.

Fora $15 donation or more, you ora friend

or loved one can share in our baptismal
call to mission and the Columban Fathers’
mission work around the world through

Columban Mission magazine.

Mission magazine or to provide a gift

to a loved one, simply visit our website at is a vocation that crosses borders, cultures, and languages, offering a unique opportunity to
www.columban.org, call our toll-free make a profound impact on the lives of others. If you feel the stirrings of God’s call in your
number 877/299-1920 or write to us at: heart, we invite you to explore the missionary priesthood.

Fr. Arturo Aguilar

Missionary Society

of St. Columban National Vocation Director

1902 N. Calhoun St. Columban Fathers | St. Columbans, NE 68056

St. Columbans, NE Toll-free: 877/299-1920 | Email: vocations@columban.org
68056-2000 Website: columban.org

Japan + Korea + Peru + Hong Kong + Philippines + Pakistan + Chile + Fiji + Taiwan + North America




