Taking Responsibility for our future:

Together Towards the 2009 Elections

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ

We greet you on this Solemnity of Pentecost as we celebrate the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples.  May you be filled with the gifts of the Spirit and the abundance of the peace of the Risen Christ. 

Introduction

We your Bishops, as pastors and teachers of the flock that is entrusted to us and mindful of the exhortation at our Episcopal consecration to “proclaim the message of truth whether it is welcome or unwelcome”
 address you on matters relating to the forthcoming 2009 elections.  We are convinced that the momentous events which are upon us, namely, the preparations for the forthcoming General Elections, call upon us to see in the light of Gospel values into the future direction of our country.  For us, this is a special and opportune time, a time of expectation and anxiety but also a time of grace for our nation.  This is a time for us to make decisive choices and take responsibility for our future.  The Lord challenges us as he did to his people long ago: “Today I put before you life and death, choose life.” (Deut 30:15-19)

In addressing you the Catholic faithful and all people of good will, we are not attending to the agenda of any grouping or individuals, no, we are simply fulfilling our mission and mandate received from God and the Church, for “action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel.” 

We are celebrating today the feast of Pentecost ending the Easter Season.  Now, empowered by the Holy Spirit, we are entering the ordinary time of the year in which we live our Christian calling day by day.  Following the example and teaching of Jesus Christ, we are challenged to take seriously our responsibility to live his message of love, justice, peace, and reconciliation in our concrete life situations.  This is why we have given this letter the title: ‘Taking Responsibility for our Future: Together Towards the 2009 Elections’.  It is by taking our responsibility as citizens seriously that we are living our faith authentically.

1.  Taking Responsibility for our Future

1.1 Where we are coming from

Since the Church exists in this world it must communicate its understanding of the meaning of human life and society.  As Pope Paul VI says: “the Church is certainly not willing to restrict her action only to the religious field and disassociate herself from people’s temporal problems” (The Evangelization of Peoples, No. 34).  As your pastors we take seriously our mission and mandate to contribute to the building up of God’s Kingdom. You recall that in 1992, the pastoral letter “Living our Faith” contributed considerably to the changes of the system of government.  In subsequent letters in 1993 (Choosing our Future) and in 1994 (Building our Future) we contributed to the civic education so as to prepare people to make an informed choice and to live responsibly in a democratic dispensation.  Having contributed to the electoral process of 1994, we continued to do so in 1999 and 2003 through our letter titled “Walking Together in Faith, Hope and Love” and “Choosing our leaders” respectively.  There has indeed been progress, peace and stability but our mission calls us also to reflect on some concerns by analysing each situation in the light of the principles, which are coming to us from the Gospel and the Teaching of the Church.  

1.2 The Principles Guiding Us

The Catholic Church mandates its Bishops to help its faithful in particular but also every person of good will to apply the Gospel teachings to their particular time and situation.  While some may expect us to speak directly on issues or personalities or about politics and parties, we do not see that as our role.  We are speaking at the level of principles and hope that the keen listener will find what applies to her or his situation and what will contribute to the well being of our Mother Malawi.  It is not partisan politics we are after, but the good of our nation, yes, the good of each and every person. 

Created in the image of God and redeemed by Christ, we believe that each human person has a dignity that is God given. The dignity of the human person is a fundamental value, always recognised as such by those who sincerely search for the truth.  Men and women have a pre-eminent place in the social order, with inalienable political, legal, social and economic rights.  It is this principle of human dignity and equality of all, which prompts us to speak out when the image of God is being tarnished.  The fundamental question to ask in all social, political and development issues should therefore be: how much does this protect and enhance the dignity of humanity? 

The Common Good is yet another principle that guides us. It is understood as a value coming from all necessary conditions of social living: economic, political, material, religious, cultural, which enable men and women to more readily and more fully realize their full human potential. The common good comes from the realisation that as individuals we can only reach our destiny in common shared vision and goals.  The promotion of the common good should be the concern of both the State and the individual person.  The State’s main contribution in this regard is its role in the promotion of basic human rights, securing public order and peace and enhancing the general welfare of people.  The individual person will contribute to the common good by bringing his or her interests into harmony with the community and by making sure that his or her personal goods, services and talents are put at the service of the community.

In the promotion and realisation of the Common Good, the Principle of Subsidiarity will regulate the relationship and collaboration between larger and more powerful social institutions and smaller and less powerful institutions.  Social institutions must leave to the smaller groupings or individuals what they can do by their own power; on the other hand, they must assist the smaller groupings or individuals where they are unable to accomplish a necessary task.  A high level institution like the central government must not do what a lower level institution like the constituency or the ward can and must do on their own.  The latter must be given space to function and operate as legitimate governance structures.

In order to make sure that no one is excluded, we also make use of the Principle of the Preferential Option for the Poor, because it is their dignity that is most often threatened and denied. Preferential love and respect should be shown to the poor and marginalised, whose needs and rights are given special attention in God's eyes.  The Preferential Option for the Poor is a commitment by individual Christians and the community at every level to engage actively in a struggle to overcome the social injustices, which disfigure our world and humanity.  Such a commitment also means working with and supporting parties, organisations and agencies that demonstrate a pro-poor option in their activities.  By the end of the day, governments, parties, programmes, and indeed the whole society will be judged by how much they have helped in uplifting the lives of the poor and the marginalized. 

2. Towards the 2009 Elections

We have learned much in the years since we adopted multi-party democracy and yet sometimes it appears as if we did not learn enough.  All citizens must be enabled to participate in the decisions that affect their lives.  As we are preparing for the forthcoming Elections, this is an ideal occasion to do a soul-searching on how our democracy is functioning.  What role do the many people in our rural areas play in the decisions and programmes that affect their lives?  In how far do they experience ‘representative democracy’ as a way for them to live dignified lives?  Are the members of parliament living up to our expectations? Are they present to their electorate in the constituency?  Are they transparent and accountable to the electorate?  Are they able or obligated to consciously pay back the debts (loans) they may owe the nation which ordinarily they ought to get through the banks?  Do political parties have sound programs that can improve our standards of living or are they just concentrating on getting into power?  Are political parties internally democratic?  Do the leaders of the parties and government have a capacity to listen and to act on advice coming from other circles including the Church?

Elections re-enkindle in us some of these questions since through elections we choose leaders, who can best serve the country and its people.  We choose them as our representatives and they hold their office in trust.  Elections remind the voters of their power to change things in a democracy.  This is why it is imperative that periodically people are allowed to choose leaders at various levels: the President, Members of Parliament, and Councillors.  Election time is for the electorate one of the privileged moments in the democratic process. The following elements are crucial as we prepare for the 2009 Elections:

2.1  Favourable Democratic Climate 

In a free nation and particularly in times of elections we need a climate that allows for the greatest possible participation of the largest number of citizens. In addition to the previous pastoral letters that we have dedicated to democracy we want to mention some of the highlights that make for a favourable democratic climate.

2.1.1 Intra-party democracy

Within our political parties, the Party constitution and the leaders have to provide ways and means to make it possible for all members to participate fully and give aspirants the opportunity to freely contest for key positions.  What is required are some of the following: 

(i) A Party manifesto which spells out the vision and mission of the Party, its strategies and objectives for creating a better Malawi;

(ii) A Party constitution which will stipulate the terms for intra Party democracy;

(iii) Intra Party elections (primaries) which determine who will stand for the Party in the elections in a ward, a constituency or the country;

(iv) Conventions or some kind of General Meeting should take place, where aspirants will be allowed to compete for various positions within the Party including the presidential candidacy and the chairpersonship and also where constitutional issues will be looked into.

Some of the consequences of not paying attention to these elements, as we have already seen, are the following: dictatorial tendencies in party leaders and those who surround them, disgruntled party members, factionalism in parties, and break up of parties.  Our conviction is that it is within the political party that democracy starts; it is also here that it starts to fail!  The symptoms of this failure are when parties give in to the big-man syndrome, when young new blood is not allowed to enter into political leadership and when enough space is not given to women to compete for positions. 

We urge all members of all political parties to do their duty and take their responsibility already within their Party.  In this regard, we urge especially our lay faithful who are directly involved in politics and indeed all people of good will to allow Truth and Justice to guide them.

2.1. 2. The Branches of Government and the Separation of Powers

Elections give us a Parliament and the Executive, which are referred to as the legislative and executive branches of government.  The third branch is the Judiciary, made up of various courts and those who have been appointed to dispense justice.  These three branches make up government.  Each has its specific tasks as laid down in the Constitution, which is the supreme law to which all swear allegiance.

Of late a scenario has been created in our country where too many people too frequently use court injunctions to administer and have access to justice.  The impression has been created that the Judiciary is restoring order in an otherwise constantly chaotic country.  While we appreciate that the Judiciary has to handle these injunctions as part of their task, their frequency is a cause for concern.  This may be pointing towards some imbalance and unhealthy competition between the three branches of government.  It might as well be that there are many loopholes in the constitution and the legal framework that have to be addressed.  The greatest tragedy for us is the inability on the part of disagreeing sides to enter into a meaningful dialogue and to chart out a path for reconciliation and peaceful coexistence.  Herein lies precisely one of the greatest teachings of Jesus Christ: Love, Forgiveness Reconciliation and by which we are all challenged. 

We propose that an in depth analysis be made so as to find a solution to this problem.  This should be done to avoid upsetting the balance of power between the three branches of government and to assure that the Judiciary is able to focus more on its core task of dispensing justice and interpreting the laws.  The principle of separation of power should also be given its rightful role to enable the three branches to serve the checking and balancing of powers between them.

The Legislative branch is usually divided into the governing side and the Opposition.  Both have their role to play in order to produce legislation, which will be the best possible way for our nation to help its citizens towards justice, peace and development.  If the Opposition is only there to oppose whatever comes from the government side to appease its leadership, no meaningful development will take place in our country and the very people that they represent - often times - very poor, will be the ones that suffer most.  Just as the proverb says: ‘When elephants fight, it is the grass that suffers’.  If either side of the House does not allow for the ‘rule of law’ to be applied, the country will pay the price. The government too should be able to take advice and act on some issues. There is also power in yielding and compromising for the sake of the nation. If the honourable members behave in a way which is clearly not honourable, we who chose them do feel ashamed.  Parliament should live up to its name of ‘August House’ and its debates should be for the benefit of the people and not narrow partisan political or personal interests.  Having been chosen for this august position parliamentarians are expected to be above reproach and be people of integrity.

The Executive branch has its own role to play in preparing bills for debate in parliament and implementing the bills that have been passed into law.  The Executive once in place must do its duty and see to it that all people in Malawi can access their rights and entitlements.  Their role is to empower people so that they can become responsible citizens, aware of their rights and at the same time willing to use their talents for their own and the nation’s development. When each branch of government does its work as laid down in the Constitution, the country will have a chance to continue on its road to a democracy which delivers to all.

2.2 The Forthcoming Elections 

2.2.1 The Electoral Commission

For elections to be free and fair we need an Electoral Commission, which is totally independent and completely professional.  The Commission carries a heavy burden to ensure that the registration of voters, the campaign period, the polling day, the counting and announcing of votes – all these contribute to free and fair elections.  On account of the important role this Commission plays, it should not only be seen to be acceptable in law, but also acceptable by the various crucial stakeholders in the election.  It is important that the Commission wins the trust of key stakeholders that it will impartially oversee the running of free and fair elections. The Executive should not tire to listen attentively and take on board concerns of the Opposition in this regard.  As Faith Communities, we need to support the Commission and pray unceasingly that it should be perceived to be constituted fairly and be guided by the spirit of truth and justice as it fulfils its very important task professionally. 

2.2.2  Monitoring 

Observers should be monitoring the preparations for the elections, observing all the elements and actors that make up an election.  Monitors should notify the relevant authorities of any irregularities.  Civil society organizations should play their role of checks and balances especially during preparations for and the running of elections. We ask all these stakeholders that they acquaint themselves of this task with diligence, impartiality and in the knowledge that they are working for our country and for our democracy. 

2.2.3 The Campaign

The campaign is a time when candidates and parties try to convince the electorate that they can contribute significantly to the development of Malawi.  It is a time to sell their ideas and vision for a better Malawi; a time to spell out what they will do so that poverty will be eradicated and that everyone but especially the poor will be enabled to live according to their human dignity.  This is not the time for outdoing each other by attacking personalities and characters nor is it a time for buying voters.  Remember that the first step towards violent behaviour is violent language!  “Consider how a small fire can set a huge forest ablaze.  The tongue is also a fire.” (James 3:5-6)  People should be allowed to assemble for their campaign meetings if all procedures have been followed.

On the part of the electorate, this is a time that requires them to exercise a spirit of discernment.  Voters should not allow themselves to be misled by false promises.  Winning votes through handouts is a malpractice that is growing in our community and this practice should not be encouraged.  No amount of material inducement should be allowed to stand in the way of the electorate towards choosing the right candidates.  They should be wary of anybody promising heaven on earth without equally exhorting people to work hard. 

Therefore we propose that a code of conduct put in place by the Malawi Electoral Commission (MEC) be observed in all campaigns.  We do not think Malawians are prone to take recourse to violence as we are traditionally peace-loving people.  Nonetheless, we must also actively ensure that peace and harmony prevail in our country.  We are of the belief that what unites us is greater than what separates us. We should not take it for granted that we will keep peaceful coexistence alive in Malawi without wholeheartedly working for it. 

2.2.4  The Media

In order to have free and fair elections we also need to create a level playing ground.  This means that all parties must be given equal access to public media.  Malawi Communications Regulatory Authority (MACRA) being charged as a watchdog for media practice, should enforce strict observance of the code of ethics  by the media. All media houses should avoid language that may breed hatred and cause violence.  In this regard, we are concerned with some programs on the public media such as Makiyolobasi, Mizwanya and Kuganizira Dziko, but also Kalibu, Boiling Pot and Tiphunzitsane Mtundu by other private stations which, according to our judgement, are contributing political intolerance and demonisation of certain individuals in our society.  Of equal concern for us is also the use of divisive, abusive and violent language by the print media.  While we applaud the talent and creativity that is mushrooming in the Media, we are wary of the fact that such talent and creativity can be a disservice to the country if not guided properly.  We therefore call upon the concerned parties to consider seriously curtailing such programs or giving them a different direction and orientation.  As a Church, we will try to lead by example and pledge that our own radio stations will observe strict ethical standards in this area.

2.2.5  Voter Education

Looking back over the last general elections, we see that citizens do indeed do their duty and vote in large numbers.  We encourage all to continue with this spirit.  We also call for solid civic and voter education and ask all who are involved in this exercise to remain impartial.  Voters have to be reminded that it is crucial to make their voice heard through the ballot box.  Bad governments are usually put by people who vote carelessly and those who do not vote at all.

2.2.6 The Leaders 

In any endeavour, in any group much depends on the leaders.  We need therefore to look once again at the qualities we want to see in our leaders.  In addition to what we said in our previous pastoral letters, we venture to give a few more qualities although the list is far from being exhaustive.

A leader should be a person with a vision, which can challenge all of us to contribute to its realisation.  A good leader draws the best out of people, will rejoice in the successes that people have and give them credit for it.  A good leader leads by example and therefore uses words that unite, that heal, and those that promote peaceful coexistence.  A good leader listens to others, takes advice from counsellors who are true democrats and want to see the country develop.  A good leader is willing to work together with others and not just isolate him/herself.  The virtue of humility guarantees a good balance of the needed qualities.

When a leader uses his/her leadership talents for personal aggrandizement, profit and honour, then he/she is not using his/her talent for the building up of the community but for him/herself.  Jesus himself shows us that this is a temptation that we need to struggle with in the same way that he the Son of God did.  (see Mathew 4:1-11)
Malawi, being a God fearing and a God loving country, wants to offer space to all faiths.  Our Leaders belong to faith communities and use their faith as a source of personal motivation.  However, voters should not look at only or first of all at religious affiliation but rather at the qualities of their chosen leader. 

2.2.7  The Church 

As we have said a number of times before, the role of the Church is not in making particular political choices for people but to draw their attention towards what is compatible with Gospel values and the dignity of the human person.  The Church encourages everyone to use their vote to bring about what is genuinely good for Malawi and for building the Kingdom of God. 

The Catholic clergy and Religious should remember that in line with Canon 285 n.3 and 287 of the Code of Canon Law, they are not allowed to take an active part in politics.  While the clergy may have their own personal preferences they should ensure that such preferences are in line with what respects their faith and what will ensure the dignity of the human person especially that of the poor and marginalized.  The clergy and the Religious are therefore not allowed to take sides in party politics as this is not in line with their ministry, which includes everybody regardless of their political affiliation.

2.2.8 Readiness to Accept Results

In elections there will be some parties or individuals that will do better than others.  There will inevitably be winners and losers.  When monitors have supervised the election process and they have not found any significant irregularities, we have to be ready, in the spirit of truth and peace, to accept the results.  This is an integral part of democracy.  Nobody should claim victory before there is clear and legitimate evidence.  It is very important that MEC should be impartial, honest and transparent when delivering the results.  The Commission should therefore carry out this task in a prompt and thorough manner.

2.2.9 Post-Election Period

The way in which the election results are reported by the media is crucial.  They must avoid raising false hopes.  They should only report those results that are certain.  Since in an election oftentimes tensions are high, we must avoid anything that may aggravate the situation.

Any post-election legal challenges must be launched following the channels that the law provides.  This must be done with sufficient evidence and in a timely manner so that the Judiciary can look into the matter expeditiously.  Therefore the period between the election and the swearing-in of the State President should be long enough to accommodate such complaints should there be any.

3.  Together for a better Malawi

Once elections are over, it will be time to go back to the serious business of developing Malawi.  The task is enormous.  We expect to be challenged and to contribute to the ‘common good’, which is the good of the whole community.  What a good government will do is to create the conditions that will help each individual and each community to take charge of their life and eradicate poverty by hard work.  It is the people of Malawi that will develop Malawi.  We hope not only to see good pro-poor budgets and policies put in place, but also implemented.  We still have some twelve years before the year 2020 and some seven years before the deadline of the Millennium Development Goals.  We will never reach their objectives unless we all work together. 

In the Legislature we hope to see mature debates where both the governing side and the Opposition have a common resolve: to eradicate poverty, to improve the quality of life for all, so that all may live lives of human dignity. 

As we call this letter, “Taking Responsibility for our Future: Together Towards the 2009 Elections”, we want to repeat once more: let us all take up our responsibilities and together transform Malawi so that it indeed becomes a country of Peace and Prosperity.  Only in and with the Lord can a better Malawi be realised.

May Blessed Mary the queen of Peace intercede for us and our Nation that in the coming months all electoral activities may be conducted peacefully for the betterment of people’s lives.  May the Spirit of Christ our Redeemer guide and inspire us always.  Peace be with you all!

Archbishop Tarcizio G. Ziyaye                 Archbishop of Blantyre

Bishop Remi G. Ste-Marie                     Bishop of Lilongwe

Bishop Alessandro Pagani                     Bishop of Mangochi

Bishop Joseph M. Zuza                        Bishop of Mzuzu

Bishop Peter Musikuwa                        Bishop of Chikwawa

Bishop Thomas Msusa                        Bishop of Zomba

Bishop Emmanuel Kanyama                  Bishop of Dedza

11th May 2008 Feast of Pentecost

Questions for Discussion in Parishes and Small Christian Communities:
1. What do you think about leadership: what are the qualities of the leader you will vote for?

2. How can we influence the use of language that is divisive, inflammatory, and not parliamentary?

3. When we hear the common good mentioned, what does this mean?

�, The Rites of the Catholic Church Vol. II, Puebblo, New York 1979, p.91.


� Synod of Bishops, Justice in the World, 1971, par. 6.
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