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SEFRAS: EVANGELIZING SOLIDARITY IN BRAZIL
Even today the invitation of Saint Francis to follow Jesus resounds in our hearts.  In this direction of life, we can see clearly the value of solidarity.  Francis understood in a special way that standing with the excluded is an Evangelical impe-rative.  He abandons the security of the walls of Assisi and goes to live with the “lepers” in order to care for life that has been degraded.  He writes in his Testament: “and I showed mercy to them” (Test. 2).  His attitude is not one of distress.  It is one of com-passion—or rather, to be in the same passion, pain and suffering as the other person.
In order to make Franciscan inspiration a part of social action, the Franciscan Province of the Immaculate Conception of Bra-zil, for more than five years, has made Franciscan Service of Solidarity (Sefras) a reality.  Its mission is to promote attitudes and actions of solidarity with people who are impoverished and marginalized.  It does this by helping them exercise their citizenship and their role in society, according to the Franciscan way of living and announcing the Gospel.  The paradigmatic gesture of changing place and social status, which Francis himself practiced, directs all the work of Sefras. 
In faithfulness to the vocation of the friars minor, Franciscan Service of Solidarity has set the goal of defending the person in his/her totality, by basing itself in human and ecological rights, from the perspective of Christian and Franciscan principles.  We seek to overcome social ine-quality by bringing immediate attention to those who are excluded and by building public policies that ensure the rights of the people.  In addition to being a place for the work of the friars, we understand the social projects to be excellent arenas for sharing material and spiritual goods with people who are impoverished.
With the intention of effective solidarity, Sefras seeks to con-tribute to the coming of the Kingdom of God through social endeavors.  We understand so-cial work as a special way of being church, whether living out Franciscan spirituality in the projects, or through communion with the pastoral social projects of the local Church.  By living ecumenism and engaging in inter-religious dialogue, we also seek to practice notably the recognition of diversity.
The current social reality, marked by the values of indivi-dualism and hedonism, demands an alternative proposal.  There-fore, trying to be a prophetic voice for overcoming social exclusion, Sefras tries to base its actions on Franciscan and Christian values.
In the five Brazilian states where the Province of the Immaculate Conception of Brazil is present, there are currently 30 social pro-jects distributed among twenty-four fraternities, with a total of more than 15,000 users.  We have projects for diverse sectors of society.  We point out two: one for people who live in the street and one for socio-ecologists.
For work with the people that live in the street, we have, among others, the Franciscan Center of Social Reinsertion in San Francisco Friary in the center of Sao Paulo.  In the practice of minority and option for the poor, the friars create for the people a spirit of welcome, listening and care.  We are happy and content to find ourselves with them.  In addition to offering a daily meal to the people, the Center offers diverse cultural and formational activi-ties.  In this way, we seek to collaborate in the social rein-sertion of the people, in their development of professional skills and qualifications, and in the building up of their identity, positively reinforced with a recovered self-esteem.
In addition to this center, we have one hostel in San Paulo, which serves more than 400 people daily.  Moreover, we have a project in the city of Pato Branco, in the state of Paraná, in which alcohol victims who live on the street engage in the recovery process on a farm through a socio-pedagogical method and through farm work, which rebuilds their self-esteem.
The other aspect, or dimension, is the socio-ecological aspect.  In Vila Velha, Espíritu Santo, we have Ascavive project, Asso-ciation of (Trash-Scavengers) Collectors of Vila Velha; and in Sao Paulo we have Recifran project, Franciscan Service of Support for Recycling.  These two projects act to collect recyclable materials.  In addition to raising environmental cons-ciousness through recycling, the two projects seek to offer incentive and help for the organization of the collectors.  Consequently, they promote a recovered sense of citizenship, a higher quality of life, with conscious participation and increased family income, with respect to the popular economy and work in solidarity.
For these and the other actions, Sefras counts on many people.  In addition to the friars, we have volunteers, civil servants and other religious men and women who participate in the projects.  We seek to invest ourselves not only in the technical and pro-fessional formation of the people but also in their spiritual forma-tion within the Franciscan mys-tical line.  The principal direc-tives of our social solidarity action are justice and peace.  The human person, for whom we at Sefras are concerned, is a sacred being, just as it was 800 years ago for St. Francis of Assisi.  We give credit to the utopian ideal that a better world is possible.
Br. Mário Luiz Tagliari, OFM

MIGRANT TRAIL WALK, SOUTHERN ARIZONA, USA

Over 60 pilgrims participated in the 5th annual Migrant Trail Walk from Sasabe, Sonora (Mexico) to Tucson, Arizona (USA) May 26-June 1, 2008.  The pilgrimage took place over a period of seven days, and passed  through 75 miles of the treacherous Sonoran Desert of southern Arizona; it is the route taken by hundreds of migrants every day.  Each year there are between 200 and 300 known deaths in this part of the desert, which is called the "Tucson Sector."

For the past three years, friars have joined fellow pilgrims for this walk.  Church groups and other supporters bring in lunch and supper for the walkers.  Each day begins early.  At 5 am everyone in the mobile camp wakes up to take down their tents and pack their gear into the trailers.  Coffee and a table of bagels and other simple foods are available before the day’s walk begins.  There is a rest stop every 1 1/2 miles for water and snacks.  Walkers cover anywhere from 10 to 16 miles each day, arriving at the next camp site by noon.   Lunch is served and then everyone sets up their tents to establish camp.  The first few days are in the beautiful Buenos Aires National Wildlife Preserve.  But the beauty of the land does not obscure for us the life and death reality that thousands of migrants face there throughout the year.

One afternoon during this year’s walk our camp was visited by two hungry and thirsty migrants.  They rested and had their fill, before they continued on their journey north.  Many of our walkers came from throughout the U. S.  This year we had folks from ten states.  Our most unusual visitors was the director Luca De Mata and his crew from the Vatican's Agenzia Fides.  They interviewed some of the Migrant Trail Walk's organizers and participants for a four hour documentary on international immigration/migration, which they are producing for Italian TV.

Among our walkers were two spiritual Native American elders, who led us in blessings and prayers at different points during the walk.  Catholic, Protestant and Buddhist communities helped provide very generous and tasty meals.  At the end of the week the walk concluded in a park in Tucson with a traditional foot washing ceremony by a diocesan priest.  Over the last three years, six friars have participated in the walk, from three different provinces.

David Buer, OFM

KOREAN FRANCISCAN FAMILY PEACE MASS

The JPIC organizers of the Korean Franciscan Family held a Peace Mass on the 10th of June to protest the government decision to allow import of beef from the United States.  A crowd of 150 attended the Mass, including brothers from the Jesuits and Carmelites.

Lee Myung-Bak was inaugurated president of the country in February of this year.  His history as CEO of the Hyundai Construction Company and mayor of Seoul helped him to capture the presidency.  After the election, however, there have been many allegations of unlawful profit and fraud during the campaign.  He has responded by declaring that the economy of Korea is in a state of crisis.

His plans to build a canal linking the capital Seoul with the southern port city of Busan have been met with outraged protest from all parts of the country.  His more recent decision in April to allow the import of US beef from cattle over 30 months old has also sparked strong resistance.  Koreans are concerned that this beef could introduce mad cow disease into the country.  The president says that he has lifted the beef ban in order to strengthen relations between the US and Korea.

On May 2nd, protesters of all ages took to the streets of Gwanghamum, the central district of Seoul, for a peaceful candlelight rally.  Like other similar rallies, this one was stopped by brute police force.  Citizens are demanding a renegotiation of the US beef import deal, but to this point the government has not met the demands of its people.

Along with the Mass on June 10th, the JPIC organizers of the Franciscan Family also issued a statement that included:

· A call for renegotiation of the beef import deal;

· Support for the right to peaceful protest as a manifestation of the democratic process;

· A wish for peace in Korean society. 

Br. Simon Kim OFM

THE YOUTH FORUM: A CONTRIBUTION OF THE FRANCISCANS 

TO PEACE AND DEVELOPMENT IN KENYA   (July 6, 2008)

Kibera, Mathare, Makadara, Kariobangi, Mukuru, Rongai... are not people's names but some of the poorest areas surrounding Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya. These slums are the primary areas where rape, murder, robbery and destruction occurred earlier this year after the Presidential elections.

On July 5th, 2008 over 2000 youth gathered together at the "Bomas of Kenya" for the Peace Building Forum pre-pared by the Office of Justice, Peace & Integrity of Creation-Franciscans Africa (JPICFA). Many of them were from these slums. The Forum, which took four months to organize, was realized in collaboration with the Minis-try of Youth & Sports, their Youth Division Officers, the Catholic Parishes of Nairobi, as well as various members of the Franciscan Family wor-king with the youth such as the "Damietta Initiative" and "Youth Alive".

At the "Bomas of Kenya" the youth were educated by Dr. Michael Kariuki and Mr. Paul Mureithi on alternative ways of dealing with conflicts; youth also engaged in heart-to-heart dialo-gue with the Permanent Secre-tary of the Ministry of Youth & Sports Dr. Murugu Kinuthia on the roots of violence occurred and their links with un-employment in Kenya. Dr. Ombok Otieno and Mr. George Gachara lectured on the "needs and interests of the Youth". Otieno reached the soul of those listening  by using the same language spoken by the youth themselves "Sheng", a mix of Kiswahili and English.

Fr. Isidor Peterhans OfmCap, President of the Franciscan Family Association and Mrs. Susan Njau, Deputy of the Ministry of Youth and Sports, crowned the Forum with an invitation for the youth to "care for Peace more than anything else", since "there cannot be any development and job opportunity in a Country divided by tribalism and violence".

Francis of Assisi, who had the dream of building a universal brotherhood, must have smiled from heaven when he saw his Grace, former archbishop of Nairobi Raphael Ndingi, praying for peace together with Sheikh Mr. Hassan Omari of the Jamia Mosque, and the Hindu repre-sentative Mr. Challa Suryakant.

The day was a great success thanks to the collaboration and donations of various people and organizations.

In a special way the JPICFA office would like to thank the Ministry of Youth & Sports - Kenya, CAFOD, UNDP, Franciscan Missionary Union (USA), The OFM Province of St Francis in Africa, Madagascar & Mauritius, the Association Of Sisters in Kenya for Justice & Peace, the OFM Province of St. Elizabeth in Germany, the OFM Conference of the Minister Provincials in Italy, the OFM Province of Turin, Fr. Pius Afiabor in South Africa and all who through their efforts, prayers, and friendship have contributed to this enterprise.

As one young person wrote on the evaluation form handed out at the end of the event: "from this Forum I have learnt how I can keep peace without being used by evil minded people"!

And that too was our goal!

JPICFA

MESSAGE OF THE JPIC ANIMATORS OF THE FRANCISCAN

FAMILY OF ITALY ON IMMIGRATION

We the Animators for Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) of the Francis-can Family of Italy, gathered in Assisi, want to share with all brothers and sisters our concern over the climate of growing uneasiness in our country toward immigrants in general and the gypsies in particular. The atmos-phere is approaching the point of intolerance.

Together with many others who have spoken out these days, we would like to call attention to the danger caused by generalization, an attitude that is becoming ever more widespread. It occurs when people hear of crimes committed by individuals through local news programs, and then make a negative judgment about an entire ethnic group.

Fear and insecurity are increa-singly common today, and these feelings are amplified by the media for motives that in our opinion are not so clear.

Given the perception of a “crisis” situation, people respond with simplistic cultural attitudes.  They tend to look for a scapegoat to resolve complex issues and call for drastic measures to address the situation. Such solu-tions do not take into account the dignity and the special story of each individual. Equally proble-matic is the association, by individuals and in the headlines of newspapers, of the “immi-grant crisis” and the “gypsy crisis” with the “garbage crisis,” almost as if these people are the rejects of society and need only be removed from our cities.

The core of these fears is perhaps an exaggerated concern for security, which in fact indicates a lack of interest in dialogue or openness to the other.

Grounded in our Franciscan spiritual tradition, we would humbly like to offer a metho-dology to address these issues.  It is exacting, but will provide constructive and lasting results.  We would like to call to mind the episode of the brigands at Monte Casale, who were cer-tainly guilty of various crimes.  They knocked on the friars’ door looking for alms.  While the Guardian drove them off, reproa-ching them for their misdeeds and treating them as parasites, Saint Francis exhorted the friars with these words: “Our teacher Jesus Christ whose Gospel we have promised to observe, says that it not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick, and that He did not come to call the just but to call sinners to repentance, and for that reason He often ate with them.  Therefore, what you have done is against charity and the holy Gospel of Christ” (cf. Little Flowers 26).

The phenomenon of immigration should be addressed with an attitude of dialogue and openness (in the spirit of Franciscan brotherhood).  This will give rise to just legislation based on attentive reflection and profound understanding, rather than im-provised measures cobbled together on a wave of emotion.  It will promote a process of mutual respect.

“Cursed be he who violates the rights of the alien, the orphan or the widow!  And all the people shall answer: Amen” (Dt. 27, 19).

Assisi, 2-4 June 2008

2008 ANNUAL REPORT OF AI ON HUMAN RIGHTS

The report highlights the fact that 81 countries make use of torture

In May, Amnesty International released its 2008 Annual Report on the State of the World’s Human Rights.  We believe that their study is important for us as animators.  It can be accessed on the AI website at: http://thereport.amnesty.org/eng/
The AI report, which monitors and condemns the abuses of countries both large and small, denounced “six decades of human rights failure.”  In her presentation to the report, AI president Irene Khan noted that: “Injustice, inequality and impunity are the hallmarks of our world today.  Governments must act now to close the yawning gap between promise and performance.”

The report shows that people are still tortured or ill-treated in at least 81 countries, face unfair trials in at least 54 countries and are not allowed to speak freely in at least 77 countries.  According to Ms. Khan, “2007 was characterized by the impotence of Western governments and the ambivalence or reluctance of emerging powers to tackle some of the world’s worst human rights crises.”

During the presentation of the report in London, the AI president emphasized that “the human rights flashpoints in Darfur, Zimbabwe, Gaza, Iraq and Myanmar demand immedia-te action.” She also highlighted the particular responsibility of the large countries. This is espe-cially true of the United States because “it is the great world power and as such has a responsibility to set the stan-dard.” Some of these standards have fallen due to the war on terrorism, due to its defense of the use of torture as a way to extract information, and due to the existence of the detention camp at Guantánamo.

She demanded that the European Union “investigate the compli-city of its member states in ‘renditions’ of terrorist suspects and set the same bar on human rights for its own members as it does for other countries.”

She also criticized China, which must “live up to the human rights promises it made around the Olympic Games and allow free speech and freedom of the press and end ‘re-education through labor.’”  She added that Russia must “show greater tolerance for political dissent, and none for impunity on human rights abuses in Chechnya.”

GOOD NEWS: INTERNATIONAL TREATY TO BAN CLUSTER BOMBS

On the 29th of May in Dublin, more than 100 governments approved the text of an inter-national treaty to ban cluster bombs. Among the countries missing from the Dublin Con-ference were the big producers and traders of this type of armament, including the United States, China, Russia, Israel, India and Pakistan.

The document was approved by consensus. It categorically pro-hibits this type of armament and, from the time the treaty takes effect, it makes the production, use, possession or sale of cluster bombs illegal, because they cause unaccep-table damage to civilian popu-lations.  The treaty establishes clear dates and deadlines for destruction of arsenals (at the latest, 8 years after its rati-fication. One of its most impor-tant components is the obli-gation of signatories to provide the following for victims:

· Medical assistance

· Rehabilitation and psycholo-gical support

· The need to take into account the sex and age of victims

Each signatory must develop a national plan, with deadlines and a budget.

This is a historic treaty which signals a real change in the lives of those affected and will serve to prevent future victims.  International Humanitarian Law has taken a giant step forward.

FIVE REASONS NOT TO BUY WATER IN PLASTIC BOTTLES

One buys bottled water because it is healthy, right?  At least, that is the picture we get from the advertisements that show mountains, forests, people doing yoga, etc..  But bottled water is only drinking water, nothing special about it.  But with all of the money that is spent annually to buy bottled water, and the expense generated to care for the plastic trash, we might consider bettering the quality of public water and eliminating the need to buy water in plastic bottles.

1. Bottled water is no big deal – we can take as examples two of the famous bottled waters, Aquafina of Pepsi and Dasani of Coca-Cola.  Both offer filtered water, simple drinking water.  The product is neither mineral water, nor are any minerals added to it.  Furthermore, they both generate much waste that is not biodegradable.

2. Bottled water is not healthier than tap water – there is no proof that bottled water is better than tap water.  In both cases the water is filtered and it is regulated.  But there is no reason to assume that the bottled water is better or cleaner.

3. Bottled water means lots of trash – plastic water bottles produce 1.5 million tons of waste per year in the United States alone, and requires 178 million liters of oil to produce.  Even if the plastic used is of good quality and some of it is recycled, 80% of it ends up in garbage dumps, streets, rivers and the ocean.  As mentioned earlier plastic is not biodegradable, or is biodegradable only over the course of thousands of years.  This means that all of the plastic produced to this point in history continues to exist someplace out there in the world.

4. Bottled water means paying less attention to public water services – the majority of people who use bottled water do so because they do not like the taste of the local water, or because they have doubts about its quality.  We should be sure to support proposals to better the quality of tap water.

5. Privatization of water – throughout the world, tap water is generally privatized.  It is controlled by big companies.  Water has been called the “blue gold” of the 21st century, since it has become an increasingly prized commodity.  Multinational companies are purchasing small water companies across the planet.  These same multinationals also control bottled water.  And if we think about it a bit, we can see that it is economically beneficial for them to sell water in plastic bottles.

What can we do?

There are alternatives which allow us to eliminate use of bottled water, while not requiring that we drink the tap water whose taste we do not like or whose quality we do not trust.  Use a stainless steel thermos, and to eliminate bad tasting water, buy a filter (there are many brands) which can be placed on water faucets; they are not very expensive.  The water provided by these filters will not be different from bottled water.

M. HUBAUT and J. BASTAIRE, Approche franciscaine de l’écologie (Franciscan Approach to Ecology), in the collection <<Découvrir>> Les Editions Franciscaines, Paris 2008, 95 pages, ISBN 978-2-85020-226-1.  Price:  € 9.50.

The book is presented by three interlocutors: Br. Michel Hubaut, a Franciscan from Grottes de St. Antoine (Brive, France), offers a reflection that explains and deepens the relationship between Francis of Assisi (proclaimed patron saint of ecology in 1979 by John Paul II) and ecology in a society that has become a bit more aware of creation.  The second interlocutor is Jean Bastaire, a Christian intellectual who is especially concerned with the use of goods and Franciscan simplicity; he presents an echo to the work of Michel Hubaut.  Jean-Marie Pelt, President of the European Institute for Ecology, has written the prologue to the book; in it he recognizes the light and help that can be provided to this task by a Franciscan sensibility.
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