
P
H

O
T

O
/I

L
L

U
S

T
R

A
T

IO
N

 C
R

E
D

IT

P
H

O
T

O
/I

L
L

U
S

T
R

A
T

IO
N

 C
R

E
D

IT

PHOTO/ILLUSTRATION CREDIT

12345678901234567890
[[1L]]       |   09•2015

12345678901234567890

Migrants fleeing 
Africa for Europe 
have a friend in the 
Vatican—an exiled 
Eritrean who has 
helped thousands 
of the desperate

BY TIM BOUQUET
PHOTOGRAPHS BY ROBERT HUBER

Good 
Father

Father Mussie Zerai: 
nominated for the 
Nobel Peace Prize

The

IN AN APARTMENT DEEP IN THE VATICAN 
a cell phone rings. Father Mussie Zerai 
takes the call. Immediately, he recognises 
the voice of a fellow Eritrean. “Papa 
Mussie?” He hears panic in the voice. 
Nineteen-year-old Yonas Debesay is  
on a wooden fishing boat that is close  
to sinking in the Mediterranean. 

The stocky 33-year-old priest speeds 
through a series of questions that he has 
grown used to asking. “How many people
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Zerai 
understands 
the plight of 

refugees 
because he 

too was once 
a stranger in 
a foreign land
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because he too was once a penniless 
stranger in a foreign land. 

MUSSIE ZERAI WAS BORN IN  
Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, in 1975, 
the fifth of eight siblings. He was born 
into a troubled country, which had 
been illegally annexed by Ethiopia, 
its Marxist neighbour. Zerai’s early 
life was backdropped by the brutal 
30-year war for independence, which 
the Eritreans eventually won in 1991. 

He remembers well the walls of his 
house shaking with bomb blasts. “I 
was just five years old but I can still 
recall the terrifying noise of air-raids, 
tanks and bombs going off as the fam-

ily ran for shelter in an underground 
bunker.” But everyday life went on and 
from an early age Mussie began learn-
ing Italian. 

“Eritrea was once an Italian colony 
and many adults in my family had 
learned Italian, so when they wanted 
to discuss anything privately that’s 
what they spoke.” A trademark warm 
smile lights up Father Zerai’s face. “I 
was always curious. I wanted to know 
what they were saying!” 

His childhood was interrupted by 
two shattering events. His father Zeri-
senay, a high-ranking civil engineer, 
was imprisoned by the Ethiopians, 
who were rounding up Eritrean offi-
cials. “He managed to bribe his way 
out of prison in 1979 and, like refu-
gees today, he escaped on foot and 

them. He dialled the Rome head-
quarters of the Italian coastguard, a 
number he had called so often that 
he knew it by heart. Within an hour 
a coastguard vessel had reached the 
stricken refugees, who were head-
ing for the tiny island of Lampedusa, 
south of Sicily. 

Mussie Zerai has saved thousands 
of lives this way. He is also a familiar 
figure on Lampedusa and at other 

points of entry to Eu-
rope, providing solace 
and practical help to 
asylum seekers. Many 
have seen their com-
patriots drown when 
rickety traffickers’ ships 
have sunk. In the midst 
of terror and confusion, 
his is a caring voice in 
a language they under-
stand. 

This pastoral human-
itarian work has earned 
him a nomination for 

the 2015 Nobel Peace prize. 
One of Zerai’s most influential 

backers for the Peace Prize is Kristian 
Berg Harpviken director of the Peace 
Research Institute Oslo (PRIO). “The 
migration across the Mediterranean 
is an escalating humanitarian disas-
ter. A Nobel Peace Prize to reward the 
courage and moral integrity of a single 
person seems particularly timely this 
year,” he says.

Zerai seems to understand instinc-
tively the plight of refugees, and that is 

on board?” There are 200, including 
pregnant women and children on a 
vessel built to hold just 80. “What are 
the sea conditions like?” It is rough, 
says Yonas. The boat is sinking lower 
and lower. “Tell me your exact posi-
tion. Give me the GPS reading on your 
satellite phone.”

Zerai’s phone number has been 
widely circulated. It is written on the 
walls of refugee camps across North 
Afr ica.  It  has  been 
found scratched into 
the railings of refugee 
boats which last year 
landed 170,000 on the 
shores of Italy, mainly 
from Eritrea and Syria, 
four times as many as 
the year before. 

And they keep com-
ing. In one 24-hour 
period this May, more 
than 4,200 migrants 
trying to reach Europe 
w e re  re s c u e d  f ro m 
boats in the Mediterranean. 

The most chilling statistic of all is 
that since the turn of the century the 
Mediterranean has claimed the lives 
of more than 30,000 people fleeing 
conflict and tyranny. In the first four 
months of this year, an estimated 
1,770 migrants drowned while trying 
to reach Europe.

Back in 2008, when Yonas made 
that desperate phone call, Mussie Ze-
rai was determined that Yonas and his 
fellow refugees would not be among 

Yonas Debesay, now working in Lucerne, 
kisses Father Zerai’s hand in gratitude 



“Migrants 
have to be 

given a 
chance to 

contribute, 
or else they 
live a life on 

welfare”
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In return, he had given her his cell 
phone number, telling her, “Give it to 
those who need my help.” Little did he 
know how much those digits would 
mean to so many people.

IT IS EARLY MARCH 2015 AND  
Father Zerai is putting on his resplen-
dent cream and gold embroidered 
robes to celebrate Holy Mass in St 
Franziskus, a modern church in Kriens 

near Lucerne, Switzer-
land. Although based 
in Rome—where he has 
created a charity called 
A g e n z i a  Ha b e s h i a , 
which promotes the in-
tegration of immigrants 
in Italy—Zerai comes to 
Switzerland every single 
weekend, paying his 
own travel expenses, to 
hold services for some 
of the country’s 6,500 
Eritrean Catholics and 
to “act as a bridge be-

tween my people and the authorities”.  
He knows language is the barrier 

to getting work and gaining accep-
tance, so he lobbies the cantons (fed-
eral Switzerland’s member states) for 
courses and urges his parishioners to 
take them. 

“Integration is key. They have to be 
given a chance to work and contribute 
to their new society, otherwise they 
live a passive life on welfare, which is 
a big expense for Swiss taxpayers.” 

What Zerai finds unacceptable is 

creasingly authoritarian, introducing 
indefinite military service on pain of 
imprisonment and torture for those 
who refused. By 2011, risking death 
at the hands of shoot-to-kill border 
guards, 222,000 Eritreans—almost five 
per cent of the population—had fled 
the country. 

The idea of joining the priesthood 
had never left Zerai, but he wanted 
to work among his people, not to be 
confined to the pulpit. 
An Italian priest rec-
ommended a Catholic 
order of priests and 
m o n k s  f o u n d e d  by 
Bishop Giovanni Bat-
tista Scalabrini in 1887 
that was dedicated to 
the wellbeing of mi-
grants. And so, as the 
new millennium began, 
Zerai found his calling 
as a Scalabrinian. 

Then 10 years later 
Mussie Zerai was or-
dained in the Church of Santo Stefano 
of the Abyssinians, the oldest surviv-
ing church in the Vatican, given to 
Catholic Eritreans and Ethiopians by 
Pope Sixtus IV in the 15th century. 

It was a proud day, tinged with a 
little sadness. “My big regret is that 
my grandmother was not there. She 
had died in 2007, aged 99. She taught 
me so many things.” However, he was 
wearing her simple gold ring on his 
right hand, which she had given him 
when he had last seen her. 

homeless people, working from an of-
fice in the central railway station. 

Bones helped him obtain a resi-
dence permit. In return, Zerai acted 
as an interpreter for new arrivals from 
Eritrea and Ethiopia. He found part-
time work on a fruit stall in Rome’s 
Piazza Vittorio market—“where I 
learned to speak Italian with my 
hands”—and then as a theatre recep-
tionist. 

He also did voluntary work in sev-
eral parishes and counselled migrants 
and refugees from Eritrea and Ethio-
pia, helping them find accommoda-
tion, distributing food and explaining 
the peculiar intricacies of Italian bu-
reaucracy they would have to negoti-
ate to prove their refugee status. 

Back in Eritrea, the country’s once-
revered freedom fighters were now in 
government, but they had become in-

made his way to Sudan, then 
to Saudi Arabia and finally to 
Rome, where he had studied 
at university.” 

T h e n  i n  1 9 8 2 ,  w h e n 
Mu s s i e  w a s  s e v e n ,  h i s 
mother Silas died, leaving 
his widowed grandmother 
Kudusan to bring him up 
with his three sisters and 
four brothers. “She was a 
very strong woman—pas-
sionate, a fighter. She at-
tended Catholic Mass daily 
and introduced me to the power of 
religious faith,” he says. 

Half of all Eritreans are Christian, 
mostly Orthodox. Only five per cent of 
the population are Catholic. Robbed 
of his parents, “it was the church, the 
parish and the Franciscan friars, who 
took me shopping on Saturdays, who 
became my bigger family. I played 
football with my friends and did all 
the normal things, but I wanted to be 
in a larger community where I could 
contribute and help people.” 

At the age of 14 Mussie Zerai an-
nounced to his grandmother that one 
day he would become a priest. 

With the encouragement of his lo-
cal bishop, he travelled to Rome to 
further his ambition. He was 17. But 
getting a visa took him so long that, 
by the time Zerai reached Italy, in 
1992, his father had moved to Nige-
ria. All alone, the young Zerai came 
under the wing of Father Peter Bones, 
a British priest who supported young 

A boat filled with migrants is rescued by 
the Italian navy in the Mediterranean



 “It is not  
the pull of 

Europe that 
is bringing 

people in; it 
is conflict in 
their home 
countries”
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He smiles engagingly. “Jesus’s Par-
able of the Unjust Judge,” he says. “A 
poor widow repeatedly goes to a judge 
who lacks all compassion to plead for 
justice against her adversary. Eventu-
ally she wears him down and he helps 
her. It is all about the power of prayer 
and never giving up.”

pended Mare Nostrum, the search 
and rescue operation that had saved 
the lives of more than 150,000 mi-
grants and brought 330 people smug-
glers to justice. The naval mission had 
been criticised by some who believed 
it only encouraged greater numbers to 
risk their lives to get to Europe. It was 
replaced by a much smaller EU opera-
tion, called Triton, which focuses on 
border security. 

“The numbers are increasing,” Ze-
rai says. “And now they are coming 
in cargo vessels, which the smugglers 
abandon, letting them drift towards 
land. It is not the pull of Europe that 
is bringing people in; it is conflict and 
terror in their home countries that is 
pushing them here. Why else would 
they risk kidnapping, rape and drown-
ing on the way?”

that some Eritreans are be-
ing housed underground in 
unused military bunkers. 
“I met them in Geneva and 
Lausanne, where they dem-
onstrated. They were chant-
ing, ‘We are not at war! We 
need oxygen!’ The authori-
ties told me the bunkers are 
temporary accommodation. 
After many months, it does 
not feel like that to those liv-
ing there.”

Zerai is conducting today’s 
mass in Ge’ez, the Semitic language of 
the Eritrean Catholic Church, which, 
like Latin, has fallen out of daily use. 
The congregation numbers 40, most 
in their late teens and early twenties, 
but they sing with the power of twice 
their number, responding to Zerai’s 
beautiful baritone voice during the 
course of a two-hour service that is 
punctuated with prayer and heavy 
wafts of incense. The singing carries 
the haunting strains of the Horn of 
Africa and a country they may never 
see again.  

“It is important that you prepare 
yourselves to make a contribution to 
your new country,” Zerai tells them. 
He is a unifying force in this fledgling 
community but, he says, “Everybody 
has a responsibility for their own fate.”

He says Europe too has a responsi-
bility for the fate of thousands of refu-
gees from Syria, Iraq, Somalia and Af-
ghanistan as well as his own country. 

In early 2015 the Italian navy sus-

AFTER THE SERVICE, ZERAI re-
laxes with his congregation over 
cake and sweet black tea —some of 
his flock are very recent and still be-
wildered arrivals. They gather close, 
basking in his reassuring warmth. 

One of his fondest handshakes is for 
Yonas Debesay. He is 25 now, married 
to a fellow Eritrean, and has perma-
nent residence in Switzerland. Yonas 
has brought his two-year-old daughter 
Katarina to meet Papa 
Mussie. 

“It’s difficult to get 
work here,” Yonas says, 
“but I studied German 
and, since 2011, I have 
been working as a pizza 
chef in Lucerne. Yes, 
I’m lucky. And with-
out Papa Mussie, thou-
sands more would have 
drowned.” 

“A civilised country 
should welcome refu-
gees in a humane way,” 
Zerai says. “These people have come 
here looking for freedom, justice and 
dignity.” He has lobbied Italian min-
isters and the EU, “but I don’t see any 
political will to provide a solution.” 

At least Pope Francis is listening, 
warning the EU that the Mediterra-
nean risks becoming a “vast migrant 
cemetery”.  

Where does Zerai find the strength 
not to be enraged by the intransigence 
of politicians or despair as he sees 
more body bags hauled ashore? 

Father Zerai leads the Eritrean service at 
the church of St Franziskus near Lucerne


