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Dear Confreres and Friends,

A recent document, prepared and distributed by the General Council – “Living the Vow of Poverty Today”, reminds us of something central and fundamental about how Spiritans work with the poor. Fr. Libermann, this document recalls, insisted that we be among the poor “as servants to their masters”. 

I believe that this phrase - “as servants to their masters”, sums up well the experiences of Spiritans presented in this present Newsletter. Serving the poor amongst the disillusioned Huasteca, amongst the destitute homeless, being at the service of youth and of the poor who are chronically ill or welcoming long-suffering refugees, is at the heart of what Libermann saw as Spiritan mission. Yet as we read the stories presented here, what amazes is how the confreres involved, and indeed so many other Spiritans, live this option in such an unassuming and unpretentious manner. We thank God for this treasure – so often hidden, which is ours!

Soon after you receive this Newsletter I will be finishing my time in the JPIC Services here in Rome. During the nine years I spent in this ministry I have had the privilege to glimpse this treasure of Spiritan commitment to the poor. It became very evident to me in the many visits I made to various circumscriptions, in the sharing by Spiritans at meetings, courses and retreats, in conversations and in the many letters and emails received and exchanged. I too want to express my gratitude to God for this treasure and also thank very sincerely the numerous Spiritans for their generosity, time, interest and hospitality offered to me in the different contexts in which our paths crossed during these last nine years. 

My successor, as many already know, is Gervase Taratara, – he takes over after Easter. Gervase brings an abundance of qualifications and qualities to this task. The only Burundian Spiritan in our congregation, Gervase knew the pain of loss and separation at an early age when he and his family were forced into exile in Tanzania. He has ministered to refugees on a part-time basis during his formation and full-time afterwards. More recently he has had the opportunity to undertake specialized courses in peace studies and development which will help him greatly in this new and important Spiritan ministry. Gervase will be available to animate Spiritan JPIC ministry in all the circumscriptions through courses, visits and other services you may need – please feel free to contact him at any time. I know that he will receive the same support and interest from Spiritans which I have received over the years and I pray that God will bless his work abundantly.

In saying good-bye and thank you, I also pray that Lent and Easter will help us reflect on, and understand what our mission “as servants to their masters” really entails. May the Risen Lord give us the strength and energy to live this mission to the full! 

John Kilcrann CSSp

JPIC Services – Rome

Spiritan Pilgrimage Amongst the Huasteca of  Mexico

Spiritan pilgrimage to the world of the poor and marginalized has been a frequent and  rich theme in documents from our recent General Chapters. Michel Besse Mendy (miguelbessemendy@gmail.com ), originally from the French Province, works with the Huasteca of  Mexico. His sharing on his ministry there puts a face on pilgrimage as found in our documents.
From the time when they arrived among the Huasteca of  Mexico, the Spiritans have been influenced by the social and economic context of this traditional Indian society. Our predecessors who landed in Tanlajas on a market day in February 1972, impressed, observed them as they came down from the mountains, bent double under loads of coffee, maize, sugar loaves and chickens which they were bringing to sell in the village square. Any Spiritan who walks today to the market will see no more than traders from the town. And these are Indians who come, as soon as a government family allocation allows them, to buy essential foodstuffs. What was produced for themselves and for sale thirty five years ago, is hardly enough nowadays to support the family members who have not emigrated!

The context has changed, economics have been globalised, and Mexico has been forced to keep up with this modernization. Fifteen years after joining the Free Trade Agreement with North America, taxes on products such as maize and beans, on which 30 million Indians and Mexican peasants depend for survival, have been lifted. Industrial agriculture is given a free hand and the production of food is threatened. The Mexican Huasteca, so dear to the Spiritans, experience this threat every day.

With her shawl over her shoulders, under the awning of her traditionally constructed house, this Huasteca Indian reflects on her family’s lot. Beside her is her husband, silently listening: “Of our eleven children, nine have gone to work in Monterey and the USA. Five daughters who got married there, and four sons, of whom two never send any news. Of the fifteen hectares of land we have, two are cultivated, but it is too much for us”. The father agrees and shrugs his shoulders. Mother continues: “I had to go to Monterey for medical treatment; the son who is a soldier got me into the military hospital. He paid everything on his insurance. They have everything they need there; there is nothing here. They will never come back”.

A conversation with a young father of two children who was a member of the parish choir: “The maize which I planted this year does not dry well. I cannot keep it for seed for next year. The traditional maize we had was hung for six months in a dry place and was well preserved. This stuff does not dry, it is mildewed and eaten by insects. I do not know why…….and yet the government which distributed it in a special programme, tells me it is an ‘improved’ variety. Improved Father …what exactly does that mean ?”

“They want us to improve our yield. Our children have left. Our hair has turned white and our mules as well!” – all in the group from Catholic Agricultural Action writhe in laughter. “There is still sugar cane, and we with our animal-operated mills. But it is clear: manual work is rare, and without a milling machine, you cannot make any granulated sugar - mascobado. So, you either sit with your arms crossed and are finished, or you get moving and acquire one of those milling machines.” A very active group, confident enough to approach the Ministry of Agriculture, they have already made enough money to pay for half the costs of a machine for each one of their thirty four members!

During a Deanery meeting in which the priests working in the nine Huasteca Indian parishes took part (two of these parishes are confided to the Spiritans) , the theme dealt with was the financial crisis as it stood at the end of 2008. One of the diocesan priests, a Nahuatl Indian, recalled his childhood: “The turkeys were fatter than we kids! They were given armfuls of maize to eat, our mothers had enough sugar and coffee put by to last for the whole year and our fathers had the extra hands of their sons to look after the orange trees. Nowadays we are afraid that those who have emigrated and now have no more work on the other side (in the USA) will come back here, because we have grown used to seeing the land untilled and expecting government help, which can be unreliable. We have been brought to the stage where we no longer love the land and work in the fields is scorned. Our young people want to study: ‘It will prepare us better for when we have to leave here’ they say. When they can, they leave for the towns….and when they can’t they take to drugs and alcohol. Who will sow our fathers’ seeds ?”

The Spiritan life is understood as a pilgrimage in the presence of Christ with the people to whom we are sent. The pilgrimage which the Spiritans of Huasteca are on, implies a sharing in the worries and setbacks suffered by these peasants who have been marginalised and whose existence in the present economic situation has become very fragile. The causes of the poverty they now experience are multiple and complex and the solutions are also multiple and complex. By helping them to form self-help groups, various associations, through workshops, and  offering information on how to navigate through the administrative maze……..in whatever way they can, Spiritans put themselves at the service of the poorest.

“Sin mais no hay pais”  - no maize, no country. This Spanish rhyme has become the slogan for one of the campaigns of Caritas Mexico. In a few words it sums up the whole situation of a country caught up in the movement of globalization. What is it that defines a country, its land and its culture, its history, and the way it provides for its people? Is it a product or a saleable commodity, or a heritage and a source of identity?  I ask all Spiritans living in similar situations – what do you think? What solutions have you found ? How can we inspire one another?

“Feeling Like Humans Again”

Since the mid 1970s Spiritans of the Trans Canada Province have been actively responding to the needs of refugees fleeing countries plagued by war and hunger and seeking a new homeland. A new phase in this ministry came about in mid November 2007 when the doors of Brottier House in Toronto – the former formation house, were opened to refugees. It provides a welcoming home to refugees, helping them to be gradually integrated into Canadian society. At the center of this new project is Ghanaian Spiritan, Alex Osei (alexkwesi@yahoo.co.uk). Alex shares with us his experiences and thoughts on this project.
Some years ago, a young confrere asked me “what has been the most challenging and most indispensable quality in your Spiritan missionary life?”. I looked up and replied “that some good can happen if we really care for people”. Our great founders were on the side of the poor. Their worries and needs touched them, and cried out to them. Doing something about it is to carry out the call to compassion left us by Christ. As a Spiritan, working with refugees, displaced people and asylum seekers I find myself focusing on five points central to our mission as Spiritans and to who we are as the Trans Canada Province: - Strengthening the weak; healing the sick and integrating them into the society; binding up the wounded; bringing back the strayed and seeking out the lost (Luke 15).  Spiritan Refugee Center (Brottier House) is a project set up to respond to these gospel values. It is a welcoming place, a place of connection, a place to rest and get something to eat and above all to meet a friend. After a long journey of struggle and running, a new-comer will find help here. Hospitality is central in our Spiritan ministry. 

When confreres working with refugees were challenged to diversify their ministry to  refugees at the Durban meeting in April 2007, the Trans Canada Province identified as a priority the challenge of finding housing and settlement services for arriving refugees that are sponsored by Churches or private groups in Canada.  Unlike government-sponsored refugees who access government-supported transition housing, or refugee claimants that are able to move to shelters or houses, privately sponsored refugees cannot access such  facilities. It is expected that sponsors arrange for transport, accommodation and upkeep when their nominated refugees arrive and for a further period of one to two years after which the refugee is expected to be self-supporting. Sponsors find it challenging to find available and affordable housing when refugees land or when a large family turns up. Anecdotal evidence suggests that newcomers, especially refugees who do not have good support when they first arrive guiding them to settlement services, find it difficult or take a very long time to settle and rebuild their lives in Canada. Brottier House welcomes refugees when they arrive in Canada and facilitates their meeting with sponsors and settlement counselors. 

The trauma of being a refugee is profound. They leave their house, family and friends abruptly – often in the midst of devastation and destruction. All that defines their worth and identity is brutally annihilated. A comment of one of our Brottier House refugees, published recently in a Toronto newspaper, summarizes well how we try to live Spiritan mission with these pain-filled people: “ I thought there was no hope (in Iraq), that we were like rocks with no life. We saw bodies in the streets, heard bullets …and ( in Syria) I thought ‘how could I go to Canada not knowing English’. But Osei made everything easy for me. He gave us life. He made us feel again like we are humans with dignity, which we did not feel like in our country.”.

Fresh Peaches

The Flying Medical Service (FMS) established by Pat Patten (fms@bol.co.tz), recently celebrated its twenty-fifth year of operation. FMS’s web page (www.flyingmedicalservice.org) describes the organization’s objective as “ a strictly non-profit, volunteer organization, which provides regular preventative, curative and health-related education services … FMS provides medical transport for people throughout Tanzania regardless of religious affiliation, ethnic background or ability to pay immediately. We work in remote areas that are far from regular health care facilities.” During 2008, FMS treated over 28 thousand patients.

In a recent newsletter Pat shared the following story which encapsulates well the work of FMS. 

Ndepayan's husband was killed while working as a night watchman in Nairobi several years ago. His death left her desti​tute and alone in raising three kids, two of whom have major health problems. She hardly had money to feed herself, let alone her three young children, and she had ab​solutely no money for heath care. In her desperation she did the only thing she could think of: hide the sick ones away. 

I don't remember how she found us. One day they were just here. She and her children, all in tattered clothes, just showed up at our door. The 11 year old Naramat, her oldest child, helped her carry Losieku, the youngest of the three. This small boy was born with spinabifida, a horrible birth defect that leaves the spinal cord uncovered. Tagging along behind, her second child, Loewuo, was drooling from the side of his mouth. Apparently born healthy, early-on he started having severe and prolonged sei​zures, sometimes three in one day. Now his blank expressionless face held the look of a child who had suffered from years of serious epilepsy. 

She said, "I heard that you can some​times help people." I said, "Yes, some​times we can." She didn't ask for money, clothes or food. She wanted her children well. These two sick children, Loewuo with the seizures, Losieku with the spinabi​fida, were far too ill for us to treat at our small dispensary. But by chance, late the following morning, the aircraft would be flying empty to one of the only two hospitals in Tanzania with a neurosurgeon. I asked her to be here early and told her it would not cost her anything. The ex​penses of the one hour flight were already covered by the hospital which needed the plane's services later in the day. She arrived here three hours after the plane had left. 

Although I shouldn't have been upset, I was frustrated with her for losing such a good chance. She let me tell her how dis​appointed I was. Then she simply said, "I'm sorry," and started to walk away. I followed her. I wanted to know why she would waste such an opportunity. She an​swered quietly: "We live high up the mountain. I was awake before dawn trying to get the children ready. Then we started walking at the first light of day. But Lae​wuo had a seizure and we had to wait far him. Then he was so tired and weak that he could only walk short distances before resting. I had to help him to stand up and push him forward to start him walking again. Although I saw we would be late, I so badly wanted the children to be  treated that I con​tinued on, thinking perhaps the plane would still be here." Even though she had missed that flight, two weeks later the plane was making another trip to the same hospital and the visiting neurosurgeon was still there. This time, leaving the 11 year old daughter at home to take care of the cow and goats, Nde​payan and her two sick children didn't miss the flight.

That was four weeks ago and today they are back. Loewuo's suspected epilepsy – was not epilepsy but a rare disease of the mitochondria in the cells. Even in Europe or America the prognosis is bad; but high-line anti-epileptics do reduce his seizures. Losieku's spinabifida is skillfully closed up and he is growing so fast that in a short time his mother will not be able to carry him. We'll have a physiotherapist and orthopedic specialist work with him; and with their help he will soon take his first step. We believe that that with the aid of crutches he will be able to walk alone. 

Ndepeyan brought me some fresh peaches from her tree.

Youth: “Our Present and Our Future”
George Boran (gboran@uol.com.br), a native of Ireland, has worked in Brazil since the late 1960s. Over the years he has specialized in youth ministry with a special focus on leadership. He has been youth co-ordinator in the Archdiocese of São Paulo and at national level with the Brazilian Bishops’ Conference. George has published numerous books and articles on youth ministry and has taught in various universities. He has given courses extensively in Brazil and Latin America and established a publishing house to provide specialized  material for youth ministry. Here, drawing from his vast experience, he explains why he sees leadership training in youth ministry as central to Spiritan mission today.

We recently celebrated 50 years of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in which 30 basic and essential rights are proclaimed. The divine rights of kings have been abolished, even though, from time to time, dictators appear wanting to turn back the clock of history. There is a new awareness among humanity. We are citizens not vassals. Those who govern, therefore, are our employees. We can contract and fire them. We are subjects of history, not poor devils condemned to repeat and suffer in silence the effects of a world organized for the benefit of the privileged few. We can’t change the past but we can change the future.

Such an awareness, however, is not automatic. It is an awareness that must be always worked at and conquered. The awareness of a vassal is more accommodating. One doesn’t have to think and run risks. Today it is harder to advance political awareness among young people than in other times. Studies point to a new generation of young people in which the majority has little or no political awareness, different from previous times. 
There are different causes. During the decade of the nineties changes occurred that shook the world. In November of 1989, the fall of the Berlin wall became a symbol of the fall of Communism. Neoliberal Capitalism was presented as the winner with its proposals to privatize state companies and to remove the state from interfering in the free market. Today we are in the middle of a major upheaval as a result of this option. The lack of regulation by the state has led to the worst crisis of the past century, the collapse of the world financial system, a crisis which we are going through at the moment.  At the same time there was a cultural change. Post-modernity increases its influence and emphasizes the centrality of emotions and subjectivity. Utopias are in crisis and need to be reformulated. 

Our experience in working with Youth Ministry in Brazil and Latin America has taught us to make a bridge between the micro and the macro processes in which the young person is located. The secret is in the starting point. In previous decades it was possible to mobilize young people by starting with the social. Today, no. Today, one has to start with the psychological: the aspirations and preoccupations of the young people, as they exist in reality and not just in our imagination, in order to take other steps. The sociological model will come in as a second step. Adult youth ministers formed during a previous age and who don’t take into account the cultural changes have difficulty in understanding why they are no longer able to attract young people. They tend to conclude that the problem is with the young person who “wants nothing with nothing” and not with the faulty methodology they have used.

The process of awareness raising for the young person should take into account the educational concept of gradualism. Awareness raising of the young person takes place through group processes that are gradual and pass through stages. These stages are goals to be reached and horizons to be amplified, that pass through the discovery of the group, of the community, of the social problem, of the wider organization, of the structural causes and finally arriving at a more definite commitment to social change.  There are a multiplicity of small actions in which the young people become involved in at this stage  ranging from the direct work with the more marginalized to the promotion of debates and reflections on programmes and candidates during election time. Today young people live continually interconnected through the internet. In the debate groups (such as Yahoo groups and Orkut) social questions are discussed and texts that raise awareness are passed around. The systematic accompaniment and follow up of youth groups in the communities is crucial.

As Spiritans in mission countries, working with young people is an essential part of our charism. They are the present but also the future. They are a significant part of the population. In Brazil we have 47 million young people between the ages of 15 and 29 years. They can be a most dynamic group. Youth is the phase in human life when major decisions are taken on life projects, studies, career, value system, faith, marriage, religious vocation. If we are present we can help shape these decisions in the light of the Gospel. If we are not present, we run the risk of preparing a future scene such as that of developed countries where the Church has lost or is losing the youth and where as a result, the institution faces a bleak future. 
Spiritan Solidarity: Sharing With the Homeless What We Have

Javier Blanco (caforincssp@terra.es ), of  our Spanish Province, shares some very interesting and concrete experiences of Spiritan JPIC commitment from the formation community in Madrid. 

I want to share with you a very positive experience in solidarity which we lived in the formation community during the last year. There were ten of us here during that period. 

A house in our neighbourhood was completely destroyed by fire. Three people had been living in the house – a couple and the wife’s mother. They were unemployed and had no income. At the time of the fire plenty of people came to help: the municipal and national police, ambulances and fire fighters. They quickly surrounded the block and put out the flames. Then they went away leaving the three homeless people in the street with a few neighbours. During the commotion we arrived from the parish. The neighbours filled us in on what happened and one family said it would shelter the now three homeless people in their house.

Some time later I went to check on how things were and met nobody. However a short while later the three homeless people came to ask if we could accommodate them because the family who had offered to provide lodgings really was unable to do so. Although our house was full, nobody in the community had any problem in accepting the three. We prepared a hall where they could sleep , they had their meals in our house and the entire Spiritan community responded very well to this emergency. The TV news team came twice and many who got to know of the situation began questioning  why no government organization had cared for them after their rescue from the fire. They spent a month with us until they found work and a house; we also helped them with this.

Also during the past year one of our associates who had lost her house lived with us. She was very well-known in the area because she had worked for over 30 years in the parish. She is physically handicapped and since nobody offered her a place to stay, she lived with us for over a year and a half. A brother of a helper in Auteil who had no work or income also had meals with us for a month. Since there were more and more people to eat in our house, we needed to rearrange schedules so that we could help in the kitchen and at various other household tasks. Even though it has serious pastoral commitments and a heavy study workload, the formation community was willing to gladly answer these calls for help.

Another very positive experience in the general area of JPIC has been the renting of one of the floors in our building. The people who had been renting from us left the building in a sorry state. Many repairs were needed. I looked after repairs to the plumbing and the electricity  and we made a deal with the new tenants, who are immigrants, to lower the price of the rent in exchange for their finishing the repairs. During a month they spent entire weekends cleaning and painting. This was a very positive experience where both we and they benefitted.

We have found all of these experiences very gratifying because they are JPIC-linked and as such are very much connected to our Spiritan charism. 
