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SYNOPSIS

Some important points about the life of Blessed
Joseph Vaz

Apostle of Sri Lanka

The beatification of Fr. Joseph Vaz - the Apostle of Sri Lanka on 21st January, 1995,
by His Holiness Pope John Paul II at Colombo’s Oceanfront Falle Face Green, Sri
Lanka, is a glowing tribute to the Church of Asia.

In the seventeenth century when the island of Sri Lanka was known as Ceylon.
Dutch settlers arrived there. They were staunch Calvinists and did their utmost to
extinguish the Catholic Church in Sri Lanka. All European Catholic missionaries were
expelled.

The Holy Spirit stirred the heart of a young priest of Goa, Fr. Joseph Vaz, to leave
India and enter Sri Lanka at the risk of his life. The strong presence of the Catholic
Church in this island today owes its gratitude to this Apostle of Sri Lanka.

He traveled barefoot and as, distinguishing himself by his austere style of life,
steeped in prayer and filled with devotion for the Blessed Virgin Mary.

On Fire For the Faith

Fr. Joseph Vaz and Joao decided to disguised themselves as coolies (porters) and
enter Sri Lanka in 1687.

The first Mass was offered in Jaffna, full 29 years after the day the Fort was
captured by the Dutch on June 23, 1658!

The Price for The Faith Paid in Blood

For more than two years, Fr. Joseph Vaz operated seemingly undisturbed. It wasn’t
a peace-time mission. It was like the age of the catacombs, of a church under siege.
The offering of the Mass and the sacraments could be administered only in the dead
of night.

On December 25, 1689, the ‘Christian’ High Commissioner of Jaffna, Hendrick
Adriann van Rheede, had the Catholics of Jaffna and other places paraded before
him. While he let off the already degraded women and their children with a warning.
Eight men were kept back for “refined treatment”.

One of them, Don Pedro who was a lapsed Catholic turned heretic, but who had
returned to the faith ofhis fathers inspired by the apostolic zeal of Fr. Joseph Vaz, was
singled out for exemplary treatment. He was severely scourged in the very presence
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of the High Commissioner. Two days later he succumbed to his wounds, the first
Catholic of the new fledgling Church of Sri Lanka to lay down his life for his faith.

Joseph Vaz in the meantime was conducted by the Catholics of Jaffna to the town
of Puttalam, the chief port of the King of Kandy.

The gates of heaven had indeed opened in a flood of rain and there was also a
flood of conversions of lapsed Catholics to the faith of their father, and of Kandyans
into the welcoming bosom of the Church, drawn only by the cords of love and in
fullest freedom.

Finally Help Arrives

For ten years, Joseph Vaz was the oniy priest in Sri Lanka, but he had the
tremendous support of the laity. Toward the end of 1696 two priests from the Oratorian
Congregation, which Fr. Joseph Vaz had formed in Goa, had arrived at Puttalam. .

A Man Down to Earth, Literally

Joseph Vaz was a man of simple habits and few needs; a lover of the poor, who
dressed and lived and was content with the lodgings of a poor man. His diet of “rice
boiled in water, without any seasoning” and occasionally salt-fish, is what the poor
people of his times, both in India and Sri Lanka, had to be content with. He slepton a
mat spread out on a cow-dunged floor, and sought no bodily comforts. He had no box
nor cupboard nor chest-o’-drawers for his clothes. He wore threadbare one cassock
which he got patched until it could take no more patches. He carried, even on long
Jjourneys, enough food only for the day, trusting to Divine Providence. He was in a
constant state of prayer, and recited the rosary and the litanies with his companions
when moving from place to place..

Joseph Vaz built a network of 15 Churches and 400 chapels with schools and
dispensaries or hospitals criss-crossing the land.

The Spirit is Willing but the Flesh is Weak

By 1710, Fr. Joseph’s life-work was over. He had established the new church of Sri
Lanka rising from the ashes of the old. Joseph’s health was deteriorating fast. Fr.
Joseph realized it was time to resign from office immediately, both as Vicar General
and Superior and hand over charge to Fr. Joseph de Menezes. Fr. Joseph wrote the
order on January 15, 1711 a day before he died, which Fr. Menezes received after his
death.

“Live according to the inspiration of God”

From then on, Fr. Joseph Vaz continually spoke of death. On the morning of
January 16, 1711, Fr. Joseph Vaz asked to make his confession. He went to the church
as usual, attended Mass, received Holy Communion and went through his daily
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spiritual exercises. Twice that day he requested a stunned and disbelieving Fr. Jacome
Gonsalves to have the holy oils ready for the last anointing. He anointed Fr. Joseph
Vaz, who made all the responses to the prayers which he himself had used countless
times for the sick and the dying. Now it was his turn. He kissed the Legate’s indulgenced
crucifix with great tenderness.

The Fathers, his companions, asked him for a message which they could etch on
their stricken hearts. He thought for a moment and said: “Remember that one cannot
easily do at the time of death what one has neglected to do all his life. Live according
to the inspirations of God.”

It was just before midnight Friday January 16, 1711, Fr. Joseph Vaz ‘gave up his
spirit’. The Church in Sri Lanka however was lit up by his life and labours.

Rev.Fr. M.A.P.R. Savundranayagam

Life sketches of Bl. Joseph Vaz

BL. Joseph Vaz, the Apostle of Sri Lanka, should be known by all the Catholics of
Sri Lanka. He was born in 1651 in India, to a Conconi Brahmin Catholic family. He was
very humble, obedient and pious from his childhood. He was not only pious and God
fearing but also his remarkable talents in learning were note worthy. He was ordained
priest in 1676, and was chosen by God to be a powerful instrument for the survival of
the Catholic Church in Sri Lanka.

In 1684 he set out to Sri Lanka with the view to establishing the kingdom of God.
It was a horrible voyage, so many hardships on the way but he never lost heart nor
trust in the mission of God. In 1687 he reached Jaffna. Here he found Sillalai as the
better place to stay and minister to the people. As soon as the persecution of the
Dutch extended to this village he went to Puttalam through Pooneryn.

As soon as he reached Kandy, he was suspected as a spy of the Portuguese
and was imprisoned. His exemplary and hely life in prison caused him to be freed. In
spite of so many hardships and sufferings Bl. Vaz never lost his heart; instead he
increased the charitable ministries and became the servant of servants. It could be
stated that without the aid of BI. Vaz the church of Sri Lanka would not have survived.
The twenty-four years he worked here were full of challenges, imprisonments, dangers
and traps. Having completed the missions given by God Bl. Vaz peacefully rested in
the hand of God on 16® January 1711. Still he is venerated as a heroic Apostle, of Sri
Lanka in the hearts of our people. He was beatified by Pope John Paul II in Colombo
in January 1995. '

Mpr. J.Johnson Rajkumar
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The Participation of the laity in the mission of
Blessed Joseph Vaz

Introduction

The purpose of this article is to analyze the participation of the laity in the mission
of Blessed Joseph Vaz, who was honoured as Blessed by Pope John Paul II and
declared as the Apostle of Sri Lanka on 19.01.1995 and there by help the laity to think
of ways and means of assisting the clergy of our time.

It is doubly proper to think of the laity who helped Blessed Joseph Vaz in his
mission as this is the beginning of the 300 years of his heavenly birth and as this is
also the “Year of the Priests.’

In 1686 with the letter of permission from the Archbishop of Goa Blessed Joseph
Vaz, disguised as a mendicant, went on foot to Kerala and then went to Thuthulerion
and stayed there for sometime. In 1687 he reached Mannar and after staying there
secretly for some days, by the end of May reached Jaffna. Joseph Vaz struggled very
hard to live in Jaffna as he was not accepted by many and he was affected with severe
loose motion. The situation became worse for him when his companion John was also
affected by the same. It was difficult to identify a Catholic family as there was no
priest for almost 30 years and many of them lived as pagans. So as a mendicant
Blessed Joseph Vaz searched for some reliable Catholics and revealed his identity as
a Catholic priest. So people rushed to Blessed Joseph Vaz to fulfill their spiritual
needs. Sillalai was a good spot for him to do his mission. From Sillalai he went to the
towns, villages and islands with a group of laity to guard him.

It was not easy for him to do his ministry because the Dutch leaders came to know
that a Catholic priest had come to Jaffna in disguise. So the security was tightened
and people were forced even up to death to abandon Catholicism. After working for
3 years in Jaffna, through Punakari with his companion John, he went on foot to
Puttalam which came under the King of Kandy. There he started his mission.

Mr. S. Arokiyanathar

The Initiatives of Racial Unity that the Sri
Lankan Church can take up
Following the Foot Steps of Bl. Joseph Vaz,

After the Independence of Sri Lanka the Sinhalese had been oppressing the Tamil
minorities in the country. The Tamils were protesting against all sorts of oppressions
first by non — violent methods and then by self defense armed struggle. All these
protests were crushed by the Sinhalese government mercilessly. Now there is no
other way but to fall in line with the racial unity. Following the foot steps of Bl. Joseph
Vaz, the Sri Lankan Church can take up the initiatives of Racial Unity.
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Fr. Vaz was a man of deep faith. His life of prayer, devotion to work, humble service
and saintly life were edifying examples not only to his fellow missionaries and the
Catholics but even to the Dutch. The Sri Lankan church also needs to be holy and
saintly so that the people of other religions and the rulers will be impressed by the
church and accept its initiatives of Racial Unity

Fr. Vas was called upon to evangelize and build the Church in Sri Lanka which was
planted by the Portuguese. But Fr. Vaz organized it in such a manner that in many
aspects his was different from the Portuguese methods. As Fr. Vaz did, the Sri Lankan
Church too must organize its missionary methods to suit the needs of the people.
Without adhering strictly to the Roman culture and ritual, she must gradually introduce
native culture as Vatican council II has suggested. So that the Church in Sri Lanka
will be no more alien to the country and it’s voice will be heard regarding it’s initiatives
of Racial Unity.

In 1697 a severe epidemic of Small Pox broke out in Kandy and it lasted one year.
Every day Fr. Vaz and his fellow priests attended the sick day and night without any
discrimination. These heroic deeds of Fr. Vaz and his companions won the esteem and
favours of the king and of the people. The Sri Lankan Church too must involve in the
works of charity and rehabilitation which is the need of the hour. And won the
credibility of the government and people so that the government will accept the
request and the suggestions of the Church with regard to National issues.

Fr. Vaz was very keen in learning the local languages both Tamil and Sinhalese. He
strongly advised and encouraged his fellow priests to learn the languages. Due to the
ignorance of other people’s language was the course of all the problems in Sri Lanka.
So following the foot steps of Fr. Vaz the Sri Lankan Catholics must learn the other

people’s language and work for the racial unity.

Rev. Fr. Tamil Nesan

Priestly Ministry of Venerable Joseph Vaz (a
contextual analysis)

In this article Fr. Rosairo compares the missionary zeal of Ven. Fr. Joseph Vaz
under the difficult and threatening situation under the Dutch with that of today’s
priests’ ministry in the present context. Ven. Fr. Vaz went about his mission clandestinely
amidst the death threat of the Dutch colonialists. Yet, he was one with the people in
their sufferings, moving towards them to minister and moving along with them in their
faith journey. It shows a similarity to today’s mission in the present context of the so-
called post-war situation where the sufferings of our people are so immense that our
mission too should be with the people, for the people and along with the people.

Rev. Fr. Jerad de Rosario

cp- vt 200 \\ T e



The role of Mary in the life of Blessed Joseph Vaz

All might have heard the French saying that behind every great man’s
achievements stands a woman. The woman behind this charismatic priest Bl. Joseph
Vaz’s heroic life achievement is undoubtedly the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Mother of
God.

The harmonic personality of Bl. Joseph Vaz was moulded by Mary in whose hand,
he places his whole self to be formed and reformed by her and his whole work to be
directed by her. From his early childhood, devotion to the holy rosary was his chosen
devotion; and he was seen reciting the rosary on his way to the church as well as to
the school. Every Saturday he never missed to offer a mass in honour of our Lady.
Both in Kanara and in Sri Lanka hz introduced the pious custom of singing a third of
the rosary every Sunday and days of obligation. He propagated the devotion to the
holy rosary wherever he went considering it a powerful apostolic weapon. In both
the places, Kanara and Sri Lanka, he erected churches and dedicated them to the
Blessed Virgin. Though he was in a hectic schedule of his missionary work he, however,
found time to compose a booklet of prayers and songs in honour of Mary and
unfailingly he recited the rosary amidst his work.

The blessed Virgin is the creature closest to God, being the Mother of God Fr.
Joseph Vaz chose her as his mistress. The purpose of this choice is to attain total
spiritual freedom through the intercession of Mary and the role of Mary is to lead
directly to Jesus those who entrust themselves totally to her care. So Fr. Joseph Vaz
was well aware of it. Fr. Joseph Vaz totally surrendered himself to Mary and his only
concern was to obtain Graces for his apostolic endeavours form God through Mary’s

mediation. We can rest assured that he succeeded in this Quest.

Bro. 1. Antony Sosai
Letter of Bondage

(written by Fr. Joseph Vaz a few months after his ordination)

Let it known to all who see this “Letter of Bondage”, angels, human beings and all
creatures, that I, Fr. Joseph Vaz, sell and offer myself as a perpetual slave of the Virgin
Mother of God. This I do through a free, spontaneous and perfect act of devotion
which in law is known as an irrevocable act among the living. I give myself and all that
I possess so that She, as my true Mistress and Mother, may dispose of me and my
possessions as She wills. And because I consider myself unworthy of such an honour,
I beseech my Guardian Angel and the glorious Patriarch St. Joseph, the most blessed
Spouse of this Sovereign Lady and the Saint whose name I bear, as well as all the
citizens of heaven that they may obtain from Her this favour to be included among
the number of Her slaves. I confirm this and seal it with my name. I would have liked
to sign it with my heart’s blood. Written in the Church of Sancoale, at the foot of the
altar of the same Virgin Mary Mother of God, Our Lady of Health, on this day the Sth

of August, the feast of Our Lady of Snows, in the year 1677.
Bro. S. Arudkumaran
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