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Francis, the comic strip

Medical workers take care of patients in the emergency room of the Nossa Senhora
da Conceicao hospital in Porto Alegre, Brazil, March 11, 2021. In an April 15 video
message, Pope Francis encouraged bishops in Brazil to remain united to overcome
"one of the most difficult trials" in their country's history. (CNS/Reuters/Diego Vara)
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Bishops in Brazil must remain united, among themselves and with their people, to
overcome "one of the most difficult trials in its history," Pope Francis said.

In a video message sent April 15 to the general assembly of the Brazilian bishops'
conference, the pope encouraged the bishops to give hope and charity "especially to
those most in need so that they may smile again."

"Everyone knows what it takes. It is possible to overcome the pandemic, it is
possible to overcome its consequences," he said. "But we can do so only if we are
united. The bishops' conference must be one at this time because the suffering
people is one."

The pope's message came as the government of Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro
was drawing widespread condemnation for its lackluster response to the pandemic.
As of April 16, nearly 366,000 people in Brazil have died due to COVID-19, the
second highest number of deaths worldwide, according to Worldometer, a statistical
site monitoring the pandemic.

In a statement published April 15, Christos Christou, international president of
Doctors Without Borders, criticized the Brazilian government's refusal to adopt
"evidence-based public health measures."

"As a result, science-based policies are associated with political opinions, rather than
the need to protect individuals and their communities from COVID-19," Christou
wrote.
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In his video message to the country's bishops, the pope expressed his closeness to
"the hundreds of thousands of families who mourn the loss of a loved one."

"I ask God to grant the deceased eternal rest and to give comfort to the sorrowful
hearts of their families, who often were not even able to say goodbye to their loved
ones. And this leaving without being able to say goodbye, this leaving in the most
deprived loneliness, is one of the greatest sorrows of those who leave and of those
who remain," he said.

Francis told the bishops that the Catholic Church must be "an instrument of
reconciliation, an instrument of unity," and he encouraged them to "put aside
divisions and disagreements."

"Only in this way will you, as shepherds of the people of God, be able to inspire not
only the Catholic faithful but also other Christians and other men and women of
good will at all levels of society, including the institutional and governmental levels,
to work together to overcome not only the coronavirus, but also another virus that
has long been infecting humanity: the virus of indifference, which is born of
selfishness and generates social injustice," the pope said.

[Follow Junno Arocho Esteves on Twitter: @arochoju.]
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