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MARCELLO ZAGO (1932-2001):  APOSTLE OF PROCLAMATION AND DIALOGUE


Archbishop Marcello Zago, the 11th superior general of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, attempted all during his ministry to combine proclamation and dialogue.  (Holding together these almost contradictory poles is one of the marks of the 21st Century Christian).  He was also a moving force behind the highly productive but short-lived Oblate Center for Mission Studies, Washington, DC (1995-2000).

Like his good friend and mentor, Bishop Alessandro Staccioli, OMI., Marcello began his studies for the priesthood with the diocesan clergy.  After two years of theology, he entered the Oblate novitiate at Ripalimosani, Italy, in 1955.  He completed theology at the Gregorian University as a member of the International Scholasticate, Rome.  He received his first obedience for Laos, serving there 1959-66.  He spent 1966-71 as a member of the formation team at the International Scholasticate, obtaining a doctorate in missiology from the Greg with a thesis on Buddhist funeral practices.  From 1971-74, Marcello again served in Laos, heading the Episcopal Conference of Laos and Cambodia’s Buddhist Bureau.


His perfect French and English helped him teach, during 1974, at the Institute of Missiology, St. Paul’s University, Ottawa.  He then served as an Oblate assistant general in Rome until 1980, and from 1981-83 as professor of missiology at both the Urban and Lateran Universities there.

Judged as one of the most important events of the 20th Century, the World Conference on Religion and Peace held at Assisi, Italy, Oct. 27, 1986, had Marcello as its behind the scenes mover and shaker.  He had a prime role in authoring the document Dialogue and Proclamation, issued by the Pontifical Council on Interreligious Dialogue, May 19, 1991.  Marcello also assisted Pope John Paul II with the encyclical letter Redemptoris Missio,” (Dec. 7, 1990), especially the sections on dialogue (#’s 55-57).  Marcello’s most accessible writing on this is his “Commentary on Redemptoris Missio,”  Redemption and Dialogue, ed. William Burrows (Orbis:  Maryknoll, NY, 1993), pp. 56-90.


John Paul II defined mission as “the Church’s fundamental function in every age, and particularly ours, directing our gaze and awareness and experience of the whole of humanity towards the mystery of Christ” (RM, #4).  He defined dialogue as “a method and means of mutual knowledge and enrichment,” asserting that “there is no conflict between proclaiming Christ and engaging in inter-religious dialogue” (#55).  Marcello’s many years of work in the Vatican are reflected in both passages.


His last visit to the USA was for the Mission Congress in Chicago, IL, Sept. 28-Oct. 1, 2000, where in “his gentle, soft-spoken manner, Archbishop Zago challenged the Church in the United States to make a more visible ‘missionary impact’ around the world” (Rosanne Rustemeyer, SSND, Mission Update, Spring 2001, p. 2).


In 1998, as superior general, he led a team of Oblates to Sri Lanka, to see if Father Tissa Balasuriya, OMI could be reconciled to the Church after his excommunication.  At one point, Father Balasuriya snapped at Marcello:  “You’re too friendly with Cardinal Ratzinger” (as prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, had been responsible for presenting the excommunication reasons to Pope John Paul II).  Marcello replied with a sad smile:  “If it weren’t for you, Tissa, I wouldn’t have to see Cardinal Ratzinger so often.”

He showed the same sense of humor during his November, 1994 stay at the Oblate Scholasticate, Washington, DC, when the entire general administration spent several weeks there.  During Mass with the community, he explained how he had been visiting a major city in India, and asked the cab driver to take him to the Cathedral.  He was dropped in front of an imposing structure, explained to the secretary who he was and that he wanted to spend the night, was assigned a room and told that supper would be at 7 pm.  He came down for the meal, and was amazed to meet the archbishop’s wife.  The cab driver had dropped him at the Anglican Cathedral.  Marcello observed that the dinner was excellent, but he left soon after.


As superior general of the Oblates, (1986-98) Marcello traveled extensively.  He wrote as he traveled and reflected. The amount of his writings probably exceeds his nine predecessors combined, and may even exceed the Founder’s writings (St. Eugene de Mazenod).


Oblates interested in evangelization and dialogue with world religions had hoped for many more years of leadership from Marcello.  His writings and personal memories will have to suffice.

Five Ways Presentations

St. Columban’s Retreat Center, Derby, NY, May 11, 2005, 2 presentations.  

Chautauqua Institution, Chautauqua, NY, July 7, 2005.

Oblate candidates for perpetual vows, Holy Angels Church, Buffalo, NY, July 22, 2005.

In the future:  St. Columban’s Retreat Center, Oct. 27, 2005, 2 presentations.

To schedule a presentation, contact the editor at the address below.  Quantities of the books, Dividing Or Strengthening?  Five Ways of Christianity, (main, 179 pp: supplement, 135 pp) are still available for $9.99 each, plus S&H.
Missionaries to a Secular Culture


Subtitled “Reflecting on the challenges of Evangelization in a highly secularized society,” the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate convened a second symposium in San Antonio, TX, Oct. 21-23, 2004.  (The first had been held earlier at St. Paul’s University, Ottawa, Canada).  Featuring speakers such as Ron Rolheiser, OMI; Richard Rohr, OFM, and Protestant theologian Walter Brueggemann, the symposium was not limited to the slowly dying phenomenon of secularization.  Rohr, for example, is very much a part of the charismatic movement, and Rolheiser’s book, The Holy Longing, is one of the best presentations of the catholic movement so prevalent today in all denominations.  For papers presented, visit www.ost.edu, clicking symposium.
Parish Dissolved


From September, 1982 (#17) to March 1991 (#29), Mission-Unity was edited in Union (Monroe County), West Virginia.  On July 27, 2004, Bishop Bernard Schmitt (now retired), dissolved the parish.  He ordered all the chapel furnishings disbursed.  It is almost unheard of that a parish which covers an entire county should be dissolved, and no Sunday Eucharist available to the people there.  Catholics in Monroe County must now travel at least 30 miles over very difficult roads to find Mass.


Please pray for the Catholics of Monroe County, and for the newly appointed bishop of Wheeling, WV, Michael Bransfield, that Sunday Mass will be restored to Monroe County.
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"To gather into one all the Children of God who are scattered (Jn. 11:52)."








A personal newsletter continuing the legacy of the Oblate Center for Mission Studies, and stressing the bond of  evangelization, ecumenism, and dialogue, "that all may be one…that the world may believe" (Jn. 17:21).
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