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RELEVANT OPINION

The Republic of Equatorial Guinea
is a central African country that
was a Spanish colony until 1968.
Since it became independent
there are no mental health cen-
tres in the National Health system
and it is very difficult or impossi-
ble to access correct diagnosis
and the necessary medication.
There is no perception of mental
illness as such.
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ated by shamans through thera-
peutic procedures based on me-
dicinal herbs and rituals.

Sonsoles Sánchez, a Sister Hospitaller working in Equatorial Guinea

“We strive every day to offer comprehensive,
quality care to the people who most need it”  

Sor Sonsoles Sánchez

“There are no 
mental health 
centres in the 

National Health
system”

Most people with this pathology
do not receive care through “offi-
cial” medical circuits. They are tre-

“Sisters Hospitallers
settled in Ebibeyin

in 1993”

In this context Sisters Hospitallers
first arrived in Guinea in 1980. The
first sisters worked at the General
Hospital of Niefang until 1993.
Afterwards, following the call of
the Bishop, they settled in Ebibe-
yin where they set up the Ango-
kong Health Centre for attending
both tropical and psychiatric dise-
ases. Today, 7 native people work
at this centre, including nurses
and auxiliary staff and three sis-
ters.

In 2009, there was widespread
perception that mental health
was not being properly attended
to, and with the support of Fun-
dación de Religiosos para la
Salud (FRS), to which the Sisters
Hospitallers belong, in May 2010
the first mental health conference
in the country was held.



As a result of this conference, a
National Mental Health Policy
proposal was established and ap-
proved in November 2010 on
which the country’s activities in
this field are based. Above all its
principles and guidelines are fo-
cused on subjects such as alcoho-
lism, epilepsy and serious mental
illnesses (particularly schizophre-
nia), through implementing trai-
ning courses for professionals
and facilitating the availability of
accessible, equitable, sustainable,
integrated services for the provi-
sion of national mental health
care services.

In April 2012 the Congregation
opened the St. Benedict Menni
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Health Centre in Bata.  This is the
first outpatient centre in the
country for global intervention in
Mental Health.  Since it was inau-
gurated, more than 1,800 patients
suffering from mental illnesses
have been attended to, thanks to
the work of 4 native people, one
sister and a Spanish psychiatrist.

“The current 
National Mental
Health Policy was
approved in 2010”

In Equatorial Guinea, we sisters and
collaborators strive every day to
offer comprehensive, quality care
to the people who suffer most and
receive the least attention.

“The Congregation
opened the St. 
Benedict Menni 
Health Centre in

Bata in April 2012”

The Republic of Equatorial Guinea is one of the smallest
states in Africa. It is located in the central and western re-
gion of Africa and is bordered to the north by Cameroon
and to the south by Gabon.  Its capital is Malabo. 

The official language of the country is Spanish along with
diverse tribal languages (Fang, Bubi, Bisio, Annobonese
and Ndow) and French, due to the influence of the bor-
dering countries.

At the present time, most of its income comes from oil,
which in theory means the country has one of the highest
per capita incomes in the world. However, as a result of
the incorrect distribution of wealth, this income brings
very few direct benefits for the population and the
country has similar poverty and health indicators as other
African countries with few resources: life expectancy is
less than 50years and 67% of the population lives in con-
ditions of extreme poverty, with less than €1 a day, ac-
cording to the World Health Statistics. Republic of Equatorial Guinea
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Angokong Health Centre

Sisters Hospitallers in Guinea

Staff from centres in Ebibeyin and Bata



INSTITUTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
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Missionary expansion

St. Benedict Menni was a famous
promoter of the Christian mission.
He left his country, Italy, for the
purpose of restoring the Order of
St. John of God in Spain and bre-
athing life into our Institution.
After his death, the Congregation
continued the tireless mission of
its founder. 

In 1949 the Hospitaller calling
spread to the American continent.
The Congregation commenced its
first work in South America in the
city of Pasto (Colombia) where it
attended to persons suffering
from mental illnesses, with the
support and sustenance of the
order in Spain. Today, the Hospi-
taller charisma is present in nine
nations in the continent.

The first African country in which
we were present was Mozambi-
que in 1959. Later, our mission

was set up Ghana, Liberia, Came-
roon, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Burkina Faso, Togo, Equa-
torial Guinea and Angola. Since
our establishment, we have 
strived to promote mental health
in this continent, in which people
with mental illnesses are vulnera-
ble for three reasons: poverty, a
shortage of medical resources
and social rejection.  The first
Mental Health centre was set up
in Kinshasa (Democratic Republic
of the Congo) in 1990. From
there, we proceeded to extend
our care to these patients throug-
hout the entire continent. Re-
cently, we inaugurated the first
Mental Health Centre in Equato-
rial Guinea in the city of Bata. 

In the paediatric field, the “Yen-
dube” (God is there) Children’s
Hospital has been operating
since 1962 in Dapaong (Togo). It
has 80 hospital beds for children
under the age of ten, and its out-
patient and psychiatric clinic at-
tends to approximately 200
children every day.

Through the Association “Vivir en
la Esperanza (Live in Hope)”
which was set up in 1999, we pro-
vide shelter, support and rehabi-

litation for people with HIV in the
Savannah region of Togo. During
these years we have attended to
more than 1,500 children and
hundreds of adults. 

In addition, during the first years
of this activity we created a home
for orphans with HIV. In 2010, with
the support of the Social Deve-
lopment Fund, we opened a se-
cond home for sheltering, healing,
feeding and educating children
whose parents have died of AIDS.
In recognition of this service, on
18 October 2010 Sister María Ste-
lla Kouak received the Knight In-
signia of the Legion of Honour in
France.

The Congregation’s presence in
Asia was established at a more re-
cent date. In 1987 we went to
Vietnam thanks to the brave, re-
solute spirit of three young
women. They now form a large
group of Sisters Hospitallers
which provides care for mentally
handicapped children. In 1988,
the Congregation became esta-
blished in the Philippines (Cebu
and Manila) and later in India (Tri-
vandrum) in 2001.  

The increases in local vocation are
an indication of the multiplication
of the Hospitaller mission in these
continents.

Andrea Calvo Prieto
Sister Hospitaller

Sisters Hospitallers in Angola

“St. Benedict Menni
was a famous 

promoter of the
Christian mission”
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“In the center there are many people and I
love talking to them. If I can try to help

them in all they need”

Maria Colombo is 77 years old
and resident for twenty of them
in Villa San Benedetto Menni,
Italy, shares with us how her day
to day is at the center.

What do you do when you get
up?

After breakfast we start our ac-
tivity. Sometimes I do gymnastic
exercises, which is fun, and then
after lunch we watch TV and
play.

What is your favourite mo-
ment of the day?

After lunch, I never miss the se-
ries Don Matteo, it’s really amu-
sing. In the afternoon I like
watching the film with Don Giu-
seppe. He is a Brother Hospita-
ller from the organisation and
he treats me kindly. At night we
pray the Rosary (I pray a little
and so does he).

There are a lot of people here
and I like talking to them, and if
I can I help them. 

What is your favourite acti-
vity?

My favourite activity is the
mysterious sentence game: An-
gela gives us a sentence and we
all have to guess it. It’s even
more fun when the children
come from the oratory and take
part in our games.

It’s nice in the summer because
we are outdoors, but if the sun
is very hot we have a large area
in the shade; in the winter, Ales-
sandra brings us lots of films.

What are the employees of
the centre like?

They are all wonderful and very
kind to me. My favourite nurse is
Marisa and Francesca is very af-
fectionate. All the monitors are
very friendly. I always remember
Angela because she spends a lot
of time with me and especially
her daughter: when she was
small she always came to the
centre and played with me. Now
she is older, she has grown but
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when she comes, she always re-
members me, says hello and
chats with me. That makes me
happy.

I’ve been told that you some-
times organise parties. Which
is your favourite?

My favourite is the birthday
party: every month we organise
this party to celebrate the birth-
day of a resident. Some gentle-
men come and sing for us and
we have a cake and sweets.  The
presents are opened and then
there is dancing. It’s really enjo-
yable.

María Colombo
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Beyond suffering: 
“a perspective of life”

Through its Day care centre programme, La Inmaculada Clinic
in Bogotá, Colombia, uses Art Therapy techniques to treat
and channel the emotions, feelings and perceptions of peo-
ple suffering from mental illnesses.

According to Karen Duque González, the psychologist res-
ponsible for the programme, “Using art therapy to stabilise
some of our patients has allowed us to demonstrate that
emotions which are often hard to express in words can be
transmitted through artistic tools”. 

The success of the programme is evident from the progress
made by patients such as Carlos Bulla, who has suffered from
Paranoid Schizophrenia from adolescence and has now been
stabilised thanks to this experience, through working and ta-
king an active part and has resumed his professional activities
(systems technologist).  He is currently continuing his artistic
and photographic studies and has donated his first works to
La Inmaculada Clinic.

Carlos Bulla was able to regain stability thanks to an interdis-
ciplinary process in which he received psychological support
and also assistance from the psychiatric, social work, occu-
pational therapy and nursing areas.

This Colombian centre which specialises in mental health has
the following branches of activity: Hospitalisation, Outpatient
clinic, Psychiatric emergencies, Day care hospital, Cognitive
impairment and memory clinic, Family therapy and Psychia-
tric therapy for children and adolescents.

CONTIGO
L
a
 I
n
m
a
cu
la
d
a
 C
li
n
ic
 

The San Luis de Palencia Hospi-
tal Complex in Spain cooperates
with the Technological Centre of
the Region of Castilla y León
(CARTIF) in the development of
a mobile robotic system for
transporting and administering
medication in hospitals.

In order to implement this pro-
ject, the centre’s research unit
collaborates in gathering data
and analysing the strengths and
weakness of the prototype to be
developed by the CARTIF.

The objective of this initiative is
to develop and implement a tra-
ceability system during the final
phase of administering medici-
nes to hospitalised patients. The
process covers the time when
the medicine leaves the hospital
pharmacy until the time when it
is finally administered to each
particular patient.

In addition the initiative will pro-
vide full guarantees with respect
to the physical safety of the per-
sons present in the work envi-
ronment (such as medical staff,
patients and visitors); for this
purpose it includes a series of
safety systems.

Transportation
and 

administration
of medication
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Carlos Bulla
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Prayer for peace

On Saturday 7 September Pope
Francis asked all Catholics and
others to dedicate a little of
their time to a common univer-
sal purpose: peace for all men
and particularly at this time for
Syria. 

He asked us to make a small
mental and physical effort
(through prayer and assistance)
in order to contribute to the
force of the community for the
purpose of achieving the greater
good that should remain in
everyone’s heart.

Villa San Benedetto also wished
to respond to the Pope’s invita-
tion by trying to form a part of
this task of prayer. 

Naturally since this is a health
centre, it was not possible to fo-
llow all the instructions of the
Holy Father. However in spite of
not fasting and changing the
prayer vigil to a time that suited
the residents, Villa San Bene-
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detto responded to the voice of
the Pontiff.

Afterwards, in the morning a
moment of prayer was organised
lasting for about one hour, du-
ring which songs and Bible rea-
dings accompanied the Holy
Rosary prayer: through its grace
and silence, this moment of pra-
yer revealed the force of partici-
pation of all those present.

It was truly wonderful to follow
the instructions of Pope Francis
and pray, imagining that we can
ask for something to protect
everyone, a marvellous universal
gift for all mankind, beyond cul-
ture and religion.

IV Pastoral Health Conference
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IV  Pastoral Health Conference

Picasso’s Dove of Peace

The IV Pastoral Health Confe-
rence took place on 23 and 24
September 2013 at Idanha He-
alth Centre in Portugal, impar-
ted by Prof. José Carlos
Bermejo, a qualified Pastoral
Health Counselor from the Ca-
millian order and Director of
the Health Humanisation Cen-
tre in Madrid, Spain.

As in any technical field, the
pastoral relationship of assis-
tance is an art based on daily
learning, perfected through
exercise, striving incessantly to
provide the best care for the
sick.

In this itinerary we start by first
perceiving what a pastoral rela-
tionship of assistance/counse-

lling is, in order to understand
that a person is truly human in
exercising his profession when
he has technical, relational,
emotional, ethical, spiritual and
cultural skills. The style of empa-
thic assistance is human and is
focused on people. 

We consider the essential theme
of therapeutic empathy, which is
based on “putting oneself in the
place of others” and seeing
things and meanings from their
standpoint. 

Assisting another person does
not mean providing standard
solutions or giving ready-made
responses. Knowing how to ac-
company and guide others en-
tails listening rather than talking.

Knowing how to look at others
with one’s heart and not based
on pre-conceived ideas about
the world, life and even God.



CONTIGO

VIII Hospitallers conference: 
“La responsabilité dans tous ses états”
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New Agreement

This Hospitallers Conference was organised together with the Sisters
Hospitallers of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Brothers of St. John
of God; 130 workers, sisters, brothers and patrons met for two days
of reflection on the topic of "Responsibility” in Paris on 2 and 3 Oc-
tober 2013.  At the event which was held at the St- John of God Foun-
dation Lecourbe medical-social centre, the participants spent two
intensive days listening to quality speakers, exchanging experiences
and reflecting on the value of Responsibility. 

After analysing responsibility in all its states, the participants consi-
dered this value from different angles: from the political and legal
perspective and from the perspective of the charisma of St. John of
God and also in the face of specific situations such as precariousness
or being deprived of freedom.

Each of the talks was followed by a debate and testimonies from co-
workers about how they regarded Responsibility in their Centre, their
problems and also specific cases.

VIII Hospitallers Conference

Sisters Hospitallers of the Vice-Province of Argentina have
signed an agreement with Clínica Jurídica of the Alberto
Hurtado University in Chile, through the Social Work De-
partment.

That agreement consists of providing legal support and gui-
dance to users of the St. Benedict Menni Mental Health Net-
work established in the country. 

This service will be provided by Law students who will offer
the service to people at risk of exclusion, based on a spirit
of social justice and cooperation, values which are also in-
cluded in our Hospitaller mission.

We have initiated this project with the collaboration of both
institutions and we welcome each of the students coope-
rating in the institutional work carried out by Sisters Hospi-
tallers for improving access to justice and the integration of
our users into the community.

Beata María Ana Hospital with
other six hospitals of the Spa-
nish capital have formed the
Catholic Hospital Association
of Madrid.

Its primary mission is mutual
support, building on its expe-
rience and knowledge to fur-
ther its position as a Group.
This higher value in the health-
care market is dedicated to
providing clinical-care service
of the highest quality backed
by excellent results.
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Publication: “Vivre dans l’espérance”
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Sister María Stella Kouak
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VII Volunteers Meeting
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through meeting one other).

Approximately 90 volunteers met
together to exchange their expe-
riences in the different centres of
the province.

The event, which was organised
for the purpose of acknowled-
ging and supporting the selfless
work of the volunteers, was inau-
gurated by Sister María Rosario
Iranzo, Provincial Superior: “Hu-
manisation is the criterion of ac-
tion that results from mature
voluntary work, since from the al-
truistic or Christian standpoint, it

is moved by a person’s sense of
dignity and the beauty and dig-
nity of the human being is reve-
aled through meeting others.”
she explained.

The event had two parts; the first
one was a training activity im-
parted by Alejandro Florit
(psychologist and member of
the Hospitallers Commission in
Spain) and the second part con-
sisted of educational activities
carried out by the volunteers
with patients admitted to the
Beata María Ana Hospital in Ma-
drid, Spain.

Volunteers attending the event

Publication of “Vivre dans l’espé-
rance”, the book written by Sister
Marie Stella describing her expe-
rience and the creation of the
Association in Togo. 

On this occasion, the weekly pu-
blication PÈLERIN and Ediciones
Bayard will be organising an ex-
ceptional event on 3 October
2013 at Maison Sainte Germaine
in Paris, with Sister Marie Stella
and readers, donors and anyone
who wishes to attend. The book
is a testimony of the activity ca-
rried out by Sister Marie Stella in
Dapaong (TOGO) with 1500 or-
phans and hundreds of adults
with AIDS, and the spirit of all
the children in her care.  She will
also be explaining her plans for
the future.

After being confronted with the
AIDS virus when her young bro-
ther was infected by this virus,
Sister Marie Stella experienced

doubts about becoming a nurse
as her congregation required
her to. She considered that the
difficult reality of this disease
from a daily perspective was too
demanding.  Today, this virus is
prevalent in Northern Togo, and
she does her best to return the
dignity of each man, woman and
child who suffers from this dise-
ase, from the newborn to the el-
derly.

To commemorate the 50th anni-

versary of the arrival in Dapaong
of the Sisters Hospitallers, at the
request of the Vivre dans l’Espé-
rance Association, the orphans
expressed their “thanks to the
Sisters for all they have done for
us. Yes, brothers and sisters in
Christ, the sisters who are pre-
sent today… there they are! They
have selflessly given us their love
and affection, their calm pre-
sence, education, the certainty of
a better tomorrow and the joy of
living...”.

Last September, the province of
Madrid held its VII Volunteers
Meeting entitled “En nuestro en-
cuentro, tu y yo nos humaniza-
mos” (We are humanised
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In September 1996 Sisters Hospitallers set up in the city of Cochabamba, Bolivia, through the constitu-
tion of the Puntiti Therapeutic Community. This is a non-profit organisation which tries to provide a
response in caring for mentally and physically-handicapped children with no resources in the country. 

Initially, this project was focused on providing care to 20 children from the city of La Paz and another
20 children from different centres in Cochabamba.

Today the Puntiti Therapeutic Community is dependent on the SEDEGES (Social Management Service)
of the Bolivian Government. It cares for children and young people with severe mental disabilities, or-
phans and/or abandoned children and students with special educational needs and few economic re-
sources. The community is maintained through the work and effort of 4 sisters, 3 novices and 60 staff
members and provides three care programmes: 

HEALTH PROGRAMME
This programme provides specialised rehabilitation and medical services to 60 severely mentally-han-
dicapped children and adolescents aged between 4 and 14 who have no families.

EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMME
ST. BENEDICT MENNI SPECIAL EDUCATION CENTRE: Personalised comprehensive education by means
of curricular adaptation in humanities and workshops at different levels for children and adolescents
aged between 5 and 18 with few economic resources and differing grades of mental disability (autism,
Down syndrome and learning problems).

OUTPATIENT PROGRAMME
This programme has a multidisciplinary team of professionals from the following fields: neurology, ge-
neral medicine, dentistry, psychology, physiotherapy-hydrotherapy, hearing and speech pathology, so-
cial work and nursing.

Hospitality without borders…

Puntiti Therapeutic Community
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comunicacion@hospitalarias.org
www.hospitalarias.org

Important dates

November 2013. Inauguration of the new Centre "Santa Maria della Fontana" in Milan, Italy.

December 2013. Fiftieth anniversary of the arrival of the Sisters Hospitallers in Brazil.

María Josefa Recio passed away on 30 October 1883,
in Ciempozuelos, Spain. Together with St. Benedict
Menni and María Angustias Giménez, she was respon-
sible for founding the Sisters Hospitallers Congrega-
tion. 

On 10 May 2012 Pope Benedict XVI signed a decree
acknowledging that María Josefa Recio lived the Chris-
tian virtues as a heroine and declared her VENERABLE.
For that reason, since then we remember her and in-
voke her as such.

María Josefa is a model for us all, both sisters and co-
workers, particularly through her charitable spirit
which she lived with heroism, and her humble attitude.
The recognition of her holiness is a “visitation from
God”, a light that shines on our path and an energy
which allows us to incessantly search for hospitality in
the fullest sense. It is a call to look deep into our lives
and spirituality, to return our gaze to her, a teacher and
a model of life devoted to Christ and profound love for
her sisters and the sick.

130th Anniversary: María Josefa Recio


