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United States Assistant Secretary of State Dixon
Donnelley wrote to Sinishta on August 17, 1967,
“the Albanian people are living through a difficult
period at present and are subjected to many hard-
ships. There have been some reports of a recent
step-up in the regime’s drive against religion and
religious practice among Albanian people.” How-
ever, the United States had no diplomatic relations
with Albania at that time and therefore had no
regular means for reporting on the situation there.
That same year Fr. Pedro Arrupe, Superior Gen-
eral of the Society of Jesus, noted in a letter to the
Albanian Catholic Information Center that Fr. Pietro
Palladini, S.J. (former missionary in Albania) had
turned down the suggestion that he head a spe-
cial deputation in Rome to coordinate and assist
the activity of the Albanian Center in Europe, be-
cause he had previously been labelled a spy by
the Hoxha government.

But the work of the Albanian Catholic Infor-
mation Center continued, with slender resources,
following valiantly in the footsteps of so many
ethnic advocates before, who founded “marginal”
but unique and necessary cultural enterprises in
America. At the same time it entered into the
country’s long-established and rich tradition of small
press publishing. As a recognition of their
apostolate a delegation from the Albanian Catho-
lic Information Center had its first audience with
the Holy Father, Pope Paul VI in 1968. That year
the pontiff issued a special document on the 500th
anniversary of the death of Gjergj Kastrioti
Skanderbeg, Albania's defender and national hero,
whom Paul VI's predecessors had acclaimed as
“Savior of Christendom” and “Athlete of Christ”.

In 1971 a happier chapter opened. The Alba-
nian Catholic Information Center moved its opera-
tions to the University of Santa Clara in California.
Moral support began to be received by the Cen-
ter, from Catholic Bishops’ Conferences from
around the world—even from as far away as Ja-
pan. A significant moment for Albanian-Americans
and their cultural aspirations came in 1974 with
the visit to the United States of poet and scholar
Ermest Koligi. Koligi was a member of the faculty
of the University of Rome, publisher of the literary

journal Shejzat (The Pleiades) and at that time thef -
world’s leading Albanologist.

Koligi’s visit produced important contributions
to the study of the Arbéresh culture in America,
among other materials. The Albanian Catholic In-
formation Center sponsored Koligi’s tour of San
Francisco and Santa Clara. He spoke to Albanian
and Arbéresh-Americans at the Universities of San
Francisco and Santa Clara, where receptions were
held in his honor. At these receptions he person-
ally met many Arbéresh from the Bay Area and
beyond.

The year 1976 was a crucial one for the Center
and its work, as it was for the world in general. §
The mass revolutionary hysteria of the 1960’s had J§&
ended, although occasional crises in such coun-§§
tries as Germany, Italy and Argentina saw increased j8
terrorism, and new wars and revolutions were on i
the horizon. Exaggerated secular hopes were wan-§8
ing, but a new spiritual rebirth had yet to takef§
place. Throughout the world people began to re-
define themselves in terms of personal responsi-
bility and fulfillment.

It was a time for grand projects. That year the
Center had its first direct contact with Nené Teresa,}
Mother Teresa of Calcutta, the Albanian woman
born in Macedonia with the name Ganxhe
Bojaxhiu, who exemplified the authentic spirit of
human solidarity that had been traduced by the
radicalism of the 1960’s. Also in 1976, the Center
published a kind of masterpiece, the collection of
documents entitled The Fulfilled Promise—A Docu-
mentary Account of Religious Persecution in Alba-}
nia. A handsome volume of 250 pages, Thei
Fulfilled Promise presented to the English speak-
ing world many dramatic, heartbreaking and out-
rageous testimonies, photographs, poems and

related texts on the martyrdom of Albanian Catho- E
lics. It was a singular and irreplaceable chronicle,} =
and copies penetrated everywhere it was needed— =
and, of course, into the secret archives of the E

Albanian communist state.

The title referred to the promise Sinishta had
made to himself and God during the early tor-
ment of the Albanian Catholics, which he had
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personally witnessed in 1946. At that time Sinishta
had vowed to thoroughly record the sufferings of
his mentors, friends, teachers, peers, spiritual lead-
ers and brethren. Professor James Torrens, S.J. of
the University of Santa Clara’s English Department
and the translator from Italian into English of sev-
eral of the book’s piercing poems wrote that the
book “is an important one and the quality is good

. . one of the books from which the history of
Albania will be written.”

The Fulfilled Promise was printed in 3,500 cop-
ies and brought about an outpouring of support-
ive letters from around the world, from religious
and civic leaders alike, as well as from ordinary
people concerned about the plight of the people
of Albania. In the following year, 1977, the Center
initiated a petition for beatification of Albania’s
modern Catholic martyrs. The Center also collabo-
rated with Humberto Cardinal Medeiros of Boston
and the Albanian Orthodox Bishop of Boston, Mark
Lipa, on an appeal for religious freedom in Alba-
nia. IA addition, in 1977 the Albanian Catholic
Information Center established relations with the
United Nations Human Rights Commission in
Geneva, which was sent much information on the
suppression of religious faith in Albania. An im-
portant relationship was also begun with Radio
Free Europe/Radio Liberty, through their Albanian
commentator, Louis Zanga. During Vice-President
Walter Mondale’s visit in 1977 to the University of
Santa Clara, the Center’s representatives briefed
the Vice-President on the situation in Albania and
presented him with a copy of The Fulfilled Prom-
ise.

The first slivers of a radiant dawn came in
1979—the year of greatest significance for all those
concemed with the struggle against the commu-
nist dictatorships. Karol Wojtyla, a Polish Cardinal
who understood first hand and in the deepest
parts of his being the criminality of marxist pre-
tensions, was elected the Holy Father, Pope John
Paul II. It was the beginning of the end for com-
munism. Pope John Paul II, in his inaugural speech,
spoke in Albanian for the first time ever, along
with the other languages of the presentation. It
was clear that the Illyrian land, so long in the

history of the faith, so terribly tormented by athe-
ism, was very dear to his heart.

One year later, in 1980, among the first fruits
of the new epoch symbolized by John Paul II, the
Albanian Catholic Information Center produced the
inaugural number of the Albanian Catholic Bulle-
tin from Santa Clara. The Bulletin’s first issue was
fifty pages in all, but over the years it would
expand to become a thick annual journal. In fif-
teen years of publication over 2000 pages of docu-
mentation were presented to the consciousness of
the world. Similar to other publications associated
with the churches of silence, including the under-
ground, small Samizdat organs in the former So-
viet Union such as The Chronicle of the Lithuanian
Catholic Church and The Herald of the Ukrainian
Catholic Church, it was a small voice with a pow-
erful range.

Indeed, the Albanian Catholic Bulletin quickly
became known as a leading intellectual medium
of the Albanian exiles, a kind of “Encyclopedia
Albanica” including countless documents on the
plight of Kosové under Yugoslav (i.e. Serbian)
domination, the Arbéresh, the Gheg dialect and
achievements of such notable intellectuals as Ernest
Koligi, Martin Camaj, Arshi Pipa and others. Nev-
ertheless, the main focus of the Bulletin was on
the religious situation inside Albania, which
throughout the 1980’s saw “a continual Good Fri-
day”.

The Bulletin saw as part of its mission the
revival, for new generations, of such classic north-
ern Albanian, Catholic-inspired literary works as
the epic poetry of Fr. Gjergj Fishta, Albania’s na-
tional poet. Fishta’s works, along with most of
Albania’s outstanding literary figures, had been
mercilessly suppressed by Hoxha'’s regime. Finally,
ecumenical concemns continued to be visible in its
documentation mirroring the traditional coopera-
tion between all believers in Albania.

The Center was especially successful in pro-
moting the cause of Albanian believers in Europe.
At the urging of the Center the German Bishops’
Conference organized a Day of Prayer for Albania
in 1984. Basil Cardinal Hume of England in a
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public statement of April 1985, on behalf of the
European Bishops’ Conferences decried the reli-
gious oppression in Albania and asked the faithful
throughout Europe to pray for their persecuted
Albanian brothers and sisters. In the same year
and in 1985 the International Association for the
Defense of Religious Liberty, whose past presi-
dents included Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, Dr. Albert
Schweitzer and Belgian statesman Paul-Henri Spaak,
presented a resolution in the United Nations to
censure Albania. Only Cuba voted against the 1985
resolution.

On Apiril 13, 1985 the Albanian Catholic Infor-
mation Center sponsored a major commemoration
of the forty year martyrdom of Albanian believers.
The commemoration was held at the University of
San Francisco with the participation of representa-
tives from Albanian Muslims and Orthodox con-
gregations as well as Jews, Protestants, and even
nonbelievers and human rights advocates. Fr. Jak
Gardin, an Italian Jesuit missionary who had been
imprisoned by Hoxha delivered the main address.
Two days before the event Enver Hoxha, the en-
emy of God, died; so that the day of remem-
brance in San Francisco coincided, remarkably,
with his funeral. The commemoration included a
civil ceremony, an ecumenical service and con-
cluded with a Solemn Mass of Peace. Greetings
were sent to the gathering by President Ronald
Reagan and Undersecretary of State Elliot Abrams
while California Governor George Deukmejian sent
a personal representative.

Soon after that commemoration, a delegation
consisting of Sinishta, Fathers Neal and Gardin,
and Albanian Sister Lucia Lazza of Vatican Radio,
was honored with a special private papal Mass
and audience. During the audience Pope John
Paul II commended the work of the Albanian
Catholic Information Center.

The Center produced a videotape of the 1985
commemoration at the University of San Francisco
which was distributed around the world, in over
one hundred copies. In 1987 members of the Cen-
ter began a major coliaboration with the Minne-
sota Lawyers’ International Human Rights

Committee, resulting in publication of their report,
Human Rights in the People’s Socialist Republic of
Albania, issued in 1990. Former Vice-President
Walter Mondale, who had previously been briefed
by the Center on religious oppression in Albania,
wrote the introduction to this report. Another docu-
mentary report on the religious situation, Albania:
Religion in a Fortress State by Janice Broun, was
published in 1989 by the Puebla Institute, with the
Albanian Catholic Information Center's coopera-
tion and assistance. In 1988 the Center translated
from the original Italian the prison memoirs of Fr.
Jak Gardin, Banishing God in Albania, published
by Ignatius Press. In 1992 translation and support
were provided by the Center for the Albanian
language edition of Fr. Gardin’s memoirs. Both
the English and Albanian editions of the book
were made possible by the generous contribution
of one of the members of the Center.

To celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of
Albanian independence in 1987 a festive gather-
ing was held at the University of San Francisco,
attended by Albanians and Arbéresh from all over
Northern California, with some from other parts of

the United States. The cultural and religious heri-

tage of Albania was celebrated by all present. The
director of the Albanian Catholic Information Cen-
ter, Fr. Leo G. Neal, O.F.M. Conv., was the princi-
pal celebrant of a Mass of Peace and preached the
homily during which he commended the Albanian
believers and encouraged them in their belief in
Faith, Fatherland and Progress (Fé, Atdhe,
Perperim). California Governor George Deukmejian
officially proclaimed November 28, 1987 Albanian
Independence Day in California.

In 1989 the Berlin Wall was dismantled and
the Communist system collapsed in Eastern Eu-
rope. The Albanian Catholic Information Center
moved to the campus of the University of San
Francisco. Albania was late in throwing off the
Marxist yoke, but in November 1990 the Center
received electrifying news: an immense crowd had
attended the first open Mass in Shkodér in de-
cades, celebrated by a formerly-imprisoned priest,
Dom Simon Jubani. The promise—the promise of
God’s grace and of the liberation of humanity

18

1994 - Vol. XV

r.

K

~—
Fad

A4

[P 4 - . “&nn“i- ‘s‘n%nm‘mmgmd




eport,
dic of
sident
riefed
Jania,
docu-
ania:
|, Was
th the
ypera-
slated
of Fr.
lished
ipport
)anian
Both
book
sution

ary of
iather-
1CiSCO,
I over
arts of
5 heri-
t. The
r Cen-
princi-
ed the
yanian
lief in
\tdhe,
mejian
danian

d and
m Eu-
Center
of San
ff the
Center
/d had
in de-
priest,
nise of
manity

ol. XV

The Albaniian Catholic Institute

through faith—had been again fulfilled. Albania
was free.

Five months later, on May 4, 1991, the Univer-
sity of San Francisco honored Fr. Simon Jubani
with an honorary doctoral degree which, in being
conferred upon him, also paid tribute to the whole
Catholic Church and other believers in Albania.
The Albanian Catholic Information Center spon-
sored on that same day, in conjunction with the
University of San Francisco, a Day of Solidarity
and Prayer for Albanian Believers which was at-
tended by Albanians, Arbéresh and Americans from
all over the United States. A Mass of Thanksgiving
for Religious Freedom was celebrated in St. Ignatius
Church.

As a flood of news from Albania arrived it
became known that The Fulfilled Promise and all
issues of the Albanian Catholic Bulletin had been
kept under lock and key in a closed section of the
Albanian National Library in Tirana. Ardian Klosi,
whose father was a high functionary of the gov-
emnment, had discovered them there, translated a
selection of the texts, and circulated them clan-
destinely, at enormous personal risk.

Meanwhile the Albanian people faced a new,
yet ancient danger in the form of Serbian imperi-
alism, which, exploding in 1991, pursued war first
in Slovenia and Croatia and then in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, where the criminality of Serbian ag-
gression, written in grotesque and horrific
bloodshed and torture, stunned the globe. In the
same year, at the dawn of religious freedom in
Albania, a delegation from the Albanian Catholic
Information Center was received for the third time
at the Vatican. The Holy Father John Paul II spoke
warmly to the delegation about the miracle of
religious freedom and asked the members of the
Center to give thanks and to continue to implore
Our Lady of Shkodér for the full re-establishment
of the Albanian Catholic community, its churches,
monasteries, press, schools and charitable institu-
tions, but above all for the renewal of the flame
of devotion in Albania’s consciousness.

To that end, the Albanian Catholic Information
Center was reorganized as the Daniel Dajani, S.]J.

Albanian Catholic Institute. In his office in St.
Ignatius Church on the University of San Fran-
cisco campus Gjon Sinishta, the moving force be-
hind the new Institute and the Albanian Catholic
Bulletin, could now sit beneath a pennant from
the Kosové Democratic Movement and a picture
of Nené Teresa and read the revived Gheg-lan-
guage Catholic periodicals published in Shkodér.
Indeed he could now depend on the Catholics of
Shkodér themselves to carry on the work of pre-
serving and promoting the Albanian Catholic reli-
gious and literary heritage.

Such a work of cultural reconstruction, main-
tained by religious believers, is of the greatest
importance for all the countries formerly ruled by
Marxism—from Nicaragua to (soon, we pray) Viet-
nam.

In 1992 a delegation of the Albanian Catholic
Institute paid a visit to Albania. It was Sinishta’s
first time there in forty-six years! Following the
visit, the delegation traveled to Rome and were
received in a private audience at Castel Gandolfo
by Pope John Paul II. The next year two Institute .
members, Fr. Michael Walsh and Gjon Sinishta,
were invited to join the Pontiff during the Pope’s
tumultuous visit to Albania, the first papal visit
ever to the country. Gjon Sinishta and his associ-
ates from the Albanian Catholic Institute—together
with all the believers of Albania—Catholic, Mus-
lim, Orthodox, Bektashi, Jewish—truly swam
against the stream, for many hard years, until the
tide reversed, and they were lifted onto the mighty
current of God’s glory. The gentle humility of
truth had overcome the arrogance of Marxist power.

We need not embellish this remarkable and
magnificent experience. It truly speaks for itself.
While the heartless, smug, pseudo-liberal intelli-
gentsia turned its back, supported by a corrupt
Western academic establishment, Sinishta and his
associates patiently assembled every scrap, every
trace, of truth about Albania’s religious martyr-
dom.

There is no room in this outcome for
triumphalism, for gloating, for revenge. We now
face a new world, no less filled with danger for
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those who believe in and keep God’s laws. The We may be certain that soon the evil reality of

sharp knife of the Serbian extremists, threatening  Communism which the Albanian Catholic Insti-
Albanians in Kosové and elsewhere, is no less a  tute, and its predecessor the Albanian Catholic
terrible threat than was the cruel dictatorship of Information Center sought to record for the world,

Hoxha. will be taken for

granted by many who once
denied or ignored it, and may
even fade from the collective
historical memory. Sinishta and
his friends committed them-
selves to a long and lonely
struggle to which many may
become, sooner than we wish

to imagine, once again indif- g

ferent.

But the record remains,

now permanent, as God’s §

power remains, unchallenge-
able. The work of Gjon
Sinishta and the Albanian

Catholic Institute at the Uni- :

versity of San Francisco, in the

interest of faith, of the Alba- §
nian national cause, of civility g
between differing human com- |-~
munities, will prove a bright }
example for those who follow !
after, in the same spirit and |
with the same goals, however }

few or many they may prove
to be.

Stephen SCHWARTZ

Raymond FROST
First public Mass in Tirané, December 25, 1990. Officiating priests Ndoc Sahatgija and Zef Pllumi, spent decades
in Albanian gulags for their faith
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