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Saints and sinners: How to be a sympathetic listener

“Yoo-hoo, Mrs. Bloom.”

Thoseof youwhosememoriesgoback tothe
1930s and '40s will remember Molly
Goldberg'sfriend on old-timeradio.

When Moally had something pressing on her
mind, shewould throw openthewindow of her
apartment inthe Bronx and call out “ Yoo-hoo,
Mrs. Bloom” acrossthecourtyardtotheadjoin-
ing apartment.

On adomestic scal e the two bosom buddies
were better than the League of Nations or the
UN Security Council in settling problemsthat
would baffletheworld’s heads of state.

But theMrs. Bloomsarerareintoday’s mo-
bile society. When peopleno longer liveinthe
“old neighborhood” all their lives, they don’t
make enduring friendships of the Mrs. Bloom
kind. Counselors agree that the state of our
mental health would be better if we all had a

Mrs. Bloomtotell our troublesto.

“There was nothing more effective than the
old-fashioned ‘kitchen-counseling,’” says a
L utheranpastor. “ My mother had notrainingin
counseling but thenumber of troubled and anx-
iouspeoplewhotrekkedinto her kitchentotalk
and went away feeling better waslegion.”

When they consider this kind of heart-to-
heart counseling, pastoral counselorswho see
peoplein their offices by appointment realize
they are at a distinct disadvantage. Nothing
beatsagoodfriend andthesmell of coffeebrew-
ing on the stoveto banish the blues.

But thebig, ol d-fashioned kind of kitchenhad
somethingto dowithit, too. A kitcheniswarm
and reassuring; a counselor’swaiting roomis
coldandclinical.

Can you imagine Jesus setting up an office
appointment for someonewho needed help—
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evenif he had an office? Hewould havetaken
him onawalk through theopenfieldsor along
the seashore. It would have been something
warm and human. The old-fashioned kitchen
waswarm and human.

Kitchen counseling may belongto abygone
era, but you and | may do more kitchen coun-
seling than wereadlize. It isimportant to know
what to say and what not to say to people who
unloadtheir troublesonour shoulders. Hereare

saints & sinners

some hints on how to proceed.

— Offer your hand. When someone feels
grief, pain or fear, the warm touch of another
person can be more assuring than cheerful
words.

— Avoid platitudes such as*“Don’t worry,”
“Try tolook onthebright side” or “ You' vegot
tosnapout of it.” And peopledowninthedumps
aren’t interested in your philosophy of life—
at least not right then.

— Aninvitation is worth athousand words
of hollow sympathy toapersonintrouble. Con-
sider thefollowing little vignette:

WhenElisefeltlow and calledAgnes,Agnes
listenedandsaid, “ I’ msureitwill al work out,
dear. I'd like to talk to you longer, but Bob is
takingmeout todinner tonight, andthenweare
going to ashow. Call me again, honey. Prom-
ise?’

With that, Agneshung up.

If Agneshadreally wantedtolift Elise'sspit-
its, shewould havesaid, “Why don’t you come
overtomorrow nightfor dinner, Elise?Bobanc
| would loveto seeyou. | won't take no for an
answer.”

Thatisanexampleof real sympathy-thekinc
that heals.

Thebasic rulefor alayperson who engages
in“kitchen counseling” is. Listen sympatheti-
cally and go easy on advice.

One counselor says, “Most of ustend to be
free with advice, usually based on what we
woulddoinasimilar situation. Or wemay think
wearehel pingby tellingthem about peoplewho
arein even worse trouble. But listening helps
more.”

Andif thereisaMrs. Bloomintheneighbor-
hood whereyoulive, don’t ever let her move.

In reversal of history, African priests find themselves preaching in Portugal

By Cristiana Pereira
Associated Press Writer

FRAGOSELA, Portugal — The
Rev. Joao Bento is the Roman Catho-
licleader of asmall, conservativecom-
munity of farmersand factory workers
— aplace where priests are so scarce
that several parishes had to share one
until hearrived.

Yet Bento's presencein thisvillage
of 2,500 peoplewasgreeted withmixed
emotions.

The reasons? He's the only black
personinFragoselaand hecomesfrom
Angola— aformer Portuguesecolony
where white missionaries landed five
centuriesago.

Then, Portuguese and Spani sh Jesu-
itsled thedriveto spread Christian be-
liefs, joiningthevoyagesthat set out to
map distant landsand control lucrative
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traderoutes. Today, Bento and hiscol-
leagues are completing the circle of
history by returningtotheland of those
European priests.

“Likeasonwhocomesback toteach
hisfather,” Bento says of hismoveto
thisvillagefromhishomeinsouthwest
Africafour yearsago.

Bentoisoneof four Angolan priests
who have cometo Portugal to minister
in rural parishes around Viseu, acity
roughly 185 milesnorth of Lisbon.

They areworking hereunder acoop-
eration agreement betweentheBishop
of Viseu and his counterpart in
Benguela, acity alongthewestern coast
of Angola. Portugal ruled Angolafor
about 500years, until thecolony gained
itsindependencein 1975.

“The diocese of Benguela always
had amissionary plantoprovethatit's
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not just the old Christendomsthat can
provide missionaries,” Bishop Oscar
Bragaof Benguelasaid during arecent
trip to Portugal.

The Angolans are helping make up
for anincreasing shortageof priestsin
Portugal. Asin other European Union
countries, the number of Portuguese
priestshasdwindledby nearly one-fifth
to4,250 over thepast 20 years. In Ger-
many and Austria, clergy from the
former Soviet bloc aretaking up posts
to compensatefor the shortfall.

When priests from the Iberian pen-
insulareached Africa, Asiaand Latin
America, their missionwasto implant
Chrigtianity,insomecasessuppressing
local beliefshy force.

The situation is obviously — and
enormously — different now. “1’ mnot
heretopassonmy culture,” Bento says.
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“1"m hereto passon my faith.”

Tall, with chiseled cheekbones, the
35-year-old Bento speakswithastam-
mer that suddenly disappearswhenhe's
celebrating Mass. He intersperses his
conversationwithacomical “Mamma
mial” which he picked up fromaBra-
zilian soap opera— amainstay of Por-
tuguese and Angolan television.

Despitehischeerful natureandgood
intentions, some resent Bento's pres-
ence.

Maria das Dores Leandro, who
works at the Lopes cafein Fragosel a,
acknowledgesthat thearrival of black
priestsruffled local feathers.

“They’re not really welcome here.
You know, we're alittle racist. We
wanted awhite priest,” she explains
with asheepish smile.

Alocal brideissaidtohaveswitched
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her wedding ceremony to the city of
Viseu because she didn’'t want to be
married by ablack priest.

TheRev. AndreSahoi, a29-year-old
priest who also came from Benguela
andisposted nearby, figurestheinitial
alarmwasanatural reaction.

“Sometimeschildrenevenranaway
fromus,” hesays, abroad mustachioed
grinlighting up histhin face.

Yet Bento, nearingtheend of hisstay
in Portugal, believes the passage of
timehashel ped people see beyond the
color of his skin. Some parishioners
guestioned on the cobblestone streets
of Fragoselasay they’ Il sign apetition
tokeepBentofromreturningtoAngola.

They seemunlikely to succeed. The
Bishop of Benguela has instructed
Bento to return to Angolain the next
month or so, how that hehasfinisheda

degree in humanities at the Catholic
University inViseu. TwonewAngolan
priestsareexpectedtoreplacehim next
year.

“You' renotleaving sosoon, areyou
really?’ Maria de Lurdes Almeida
asked Bentoanxiously over thecounter
at the Estadia cafe, which sheowns.

InSahoi’ssmaller parish, avillageof
200peoplecaled TravancadeTavares,
there's an ancient church of granite
stoneinawalledfieldwithabroadview
of pine forests and bright green vine-
yards.

Maria dos Prazeres Cabral, who
keepsthe keysto the church, said she
doesn’t care if the parish priest is
Angolanor Portuguese, solongashe's
there.

“Before, wehadto borrow apriest,”
shesaid. “Now we have our own.”
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