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A MASSIVE SPIRITUAL CAMPAIGN 
 
 

Dear Sisters and Brothers,  
 
 
In autumn 1571, Europe faced an Armageddon. The Ottoman Turks, who had 
overrun the southern and eastern Mediterranean and latterly captured Cyprus, 
now threatened to invade continental Europe. Brutal and invincible, they had 
far greater firepower and twice the number of soldiers of the Holy League that 
opposed them.1 If they had won, European civilisation, with its religious, social 
and cultural patrimony, would have been destroyed. It was a dire situation. In 
response, Pope St. Pius V initiated a massive spiritual campaign.2 The churches 
of Italy were kept open day and night for prayer and sacraments; Christians 
were asked to undertake a deep, personal renewal and conversion of life, with 
prayer, self-denial and charity. Above all, everyone was encouraged to recite 
the Rosary, to invoke the help of the Blessed Virgin Mary.3 Then, on 7th October 
1571, Western forces directly engaged the enemy. A great sea-battle took 
place at Lepanto, off the Greek coast, and against all the odds, the Ottomans 
were defeated.4 It was miraculous, and in thanksgiving to God, Pius V instituted 
a new feastday to be kept every year on 7th October, Our Lady of Victories, later 
known - to this day - as Our Lady of the Rosary.5 
 
Over the last two weeks, the invasion of Ukraine suggests that we are at one of 
those pivotal moments in history: war in Europe. The sovereignty of Ukraine, 
its life, cities, culture and people, is being systematically crushed by an army 
with a greatly superior firepower.6 Daily on our screens we see lives shattered, 
homes devastated, violence and fighting, thousands dead and millions on the 
move, fleeing to safety. Alarmingly, nuclear weapons have been put on alert, 
and sanctions imposed that in time will surely impact upon us too. On the heels 
of the COVID pandemic comes a war that demonstrates once again the flimsy 
foundation of the freedom and comforts we enjoy, the volatility of international 



relations and the fragility of life in this twenty-first century world. As Christians, 
as Catholics, we are driven to ask: What can we do? 
 
Here’s what we can do. For now is the favourable time: this is the day of 
salvation.7 This is the holy season of Lent and we began it on Ash Wednesday 
by praying this Collect at Mass: Grant, O Lord, that we may begin with holy 
fasting this campaign of Christian service, so that, as we take up battle against 
spiritual evils, we may be armed with weapons of self-restraint.8 Lent is an 
annual spiritual campaign, a time of renewal and conversion, a time to do battle 
against evil in ourselves and in others. It is a season when as disciples we make 
a renewed effort to enact the Kingdom of God and its values. The weapons we 
deploy are threefold: prayer, self-denial and charity (almsgiving). So this year, 
let’s offer up, in union with Christ’s self-sacrifice in the Mass, our Lenten works 
of prayer, self-denial and charity for the peoples of Ukraine and for peace.  
 
Practically, we can help by donating to food and clothes banks. Indeed, it is 
wonderful to see this happening already in parishes and schools across the 
Diocese. We can donate to charities through Caritas and through CAFOD. We 
can also help by works of advocacy, expressing our solidarity through social 
media, writing to our MPs, to leaders and to embassies, calling for an end to 
the war. But as Catholics, above all we can mount what Pius V did, a massive 
spiritual campaign, offering up to God our Lenten works as a plea for help.  
 
Let’s go back to World War One. In 1917, when the Blessed Virgin reportedly 
appeared in Fatima, what was Her message? She called on everyone to take up 
spiritual weapons to re-establish peace in the world. She asked us every day to 
pray the Rosary, a most powerful prayer that unites us with Christ Her Son.9 
And She invited us to undertake a deep, personal renewal in faith and 
conversion of our lives.10 God always hears our prayers, so let us bombard 
heaven with petitions for peace, offering up our Lenten penance. Might 
parishes celebrate an extra evening Mass for peace, with Confessions and a 
time of Adoration? Why not obtain a copy of the Second Eucharistic Prayer of 
Reconciliation and pray and reflect on it?11 Why not recite after Mass the prayer 
to St. Michael the Archangel, Patron of Kiev?12 Or say daily the Rosary? What 
about joining or organising a protest, rally or march? Schools might like to 
learn and to pray the Our Father in Ukrainian. And don’t forget to commend to 
the Lord the Russian people, thrust into a war no-one would want.  
 
So let’s mount a massive spiritual campaign. Let’s make this Lent not just about 
me, but about others. If you are tempted to slacken your penances or to give 
into temptations, recall our common purpose: to pray for peace. Let’s make our 
fasting not just about the odd beer or snack, but something substantial to 
implore the Lord’s help. And let’s undertake works of almsgiving and advocacy 
that, by the power of the Holy Spirit, will change the course of human history. 
 
Master, it is wonderful for us to be here exclaimed St. Peter in today’s Gospel.13 
On this Second Sunday of Lent, with Peter, James and John, we climb Mount 
Tabor to be with Jesus in prayer and wonder. In His transfiguration, we glimpse 
not only His inner identity as God the Son, but also His risen humanity, to which 
we too in Him are one day called. True, our lives on earth are short; our abiding 
home is in heaven. As the Letter to the Hebrews says, in this life there is no 
eternal city for us .. we look for one in the life to come.14 The Ukrainian crisis is 



one of many conflicts in the world, all of which represent the bigger, cosmic 
battle between good and evil. But with the Lord nothing is impossible15 and as 
St. Thomas Aquinas once said, there are some things God wishes to give us 
only if we pray for them.16 That is why this Lent I want to invite you to join me 
in a massive spiritual campaign, with prayer and with a deep, personal renewal, 
pleading for the peoples of Ukraine, for an end to the war and for lasting peace. 
May Our Lady of Victories pray for us now. May She help us renew our lives and 
grow in holiness. May She win for us the gift of peace and bring us all one day 
to Christ Her Son, in that place of eternal peace for which our hearts long.  
 
In Corde Iesu, 
+Philip 
Bishop of Portsmouth 
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