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To Be Human in an Inhuman Situation

-~ ““The joys and the hopes,
the griefs and the anxieties of
the people of this age,
especially those who are poor
or in any way afflicted, these

" too are the joys and hopes,

the griefs and anxieties of the
followers of Christ.”” --
Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World

By Sister
Beatrice Ganley, SSJ

What does a missioner
learn from her experience? In
a recent interview with Sister
Catherine Foos, a Rochester
Sister of St. Joseph working
as a pastoral minister in the
parish of Bom Jesus in
Uberlandia, Brazil, 1 found
—an answer. Her stacks of
pictures, her fund of in-
formation, her strong feel-
ings spoke clearly: the
missioner learns to love the
people.

She spoke to me about a
man who, although steadily
employed for most of his life,
will receive no social security
pension or medical bcnefits
when he can no longer work.
Of course, there are laws that
require an employer, after a
period of three months, to
pay into a National Health
Fund and Retirement pro-
gram. Brazil, however, has a
large pool of cheap labor,
and this requirement is

. .skirted by the simple expedi-

ent of firing a person just
before the expiration of the
three-month period. Workers
have no recourse. Labor un-
ions are ineffective or non-
existent, and, as far as the
system is concerned, these
persons do not exist because
no payments have ever been
entered for them.
Hopelessness and despera-
tion were words that occured
frequently as Sister Kay nar-
rated the predicaments of
11-year-old working girls,
barely surviving families, and
_inadequate schools. It was
realities such as these which
challenged the General Con-
ference of Latin American
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Maria, left, at age 11 started doing housework from 7

Xy

» -

a.m. to 3 p.m, each day to help with family expenses.
She attends school each evening from 7-11 p.m. With
her are sisters Edna and Lucina.

Bishops at Medellin in 1968
and at Puebla in 1978 and
which prompted these church
leaders to decide upon an
“‘option for the poor.”” The
Church in South America has
taken the documents
seriously, making an honest
effort to place the decisions,
directions, and activities of
the church in the hands of the
people. Since. Medellin the
consistent message of the
Latin American Church has
been: you have dignity as a
human being, and you van do
something to take charge of
your life. This is the ‘“‘good
news’’ that the church can
proclaim as it becomes a
church ““of the poor’’ rather
than *‘for the poor.”” The
response of the average
person to this message, Sister
Kay has found profoundly
inspiring.

To illustrate this, she de-
scribed a recent development
in Uberlandia.
Neighborhood creches or
day-care centers have been
set up to meet the needs of

the workers’ families. In a
country with 200 percent in-
flation, it is the older children
as well as both parents who
must work just to survive.
Younger children and de-
pendent or disabled adults
are often left an entire day
without proper care. Kay
became animated and in-
vigorated as she described
how these centers have been
set up with all decision mak-
ing, policy setting -- every-
thing being determined by the
families of those who come
to the centers as clients. She
spoke with pride of their
commitment to care for the
needy and dependent in their
community.

It is, she says, in projects
such as these that Kay sees a
degree of hopefulness. Like
many missioners, she is
somewhat reserved about her
hopes for change occuring on
a systematic level. The pro-
blems, she feels, are ‘“‘too
world wide, too entrenched,
but on the local level things
can happen."”’
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We shared our own form
of powerlessness as we con-
tinued to look at her pictures
of people whose lives were at
a dead end, for whom there
was no opportunity of
breaking away beyond bare
survival. Ours was the power-
lessness of knowing that the
advantages of our standard
of living and economic
system depend for success
upon the inhuman situation
experienced by the people
that we were talking about.
The failures in our capital-
istic system, the vested inter-
ests that control the policies
of the international monetary
fund, deciding for example
that it is a good thing to
maintain a large supply of
cheap labor and a high rate
of inflation in developing
countries, led to the discom-
forting awareness that the
poverty and hopelessness
confronting our missionaries
are inextricably intertwined
with our present way of life.
It is hard to confront our
complicity in such a situa-
tion. It seems so far beyond
our control. But neither can
we ignore the human realities
presented to us by our
missionaries on their home
visits.

The individual can do little
to right the balance of pay-
ments in national debt levels,
or to remedy the defects in a
capitalistic economic system,
but we can come to know the
people in ‘‘the third world”
as persons, as individuals.
We can, as Kay reminded me,
learn much from those who
have little in the way of
material goods. We can draw
upon our one really inalien-
able grace, that is, the ability
to be human in our rela-
tionships with one another.
*‘This is basically what I have
learned,”” said Sister Kay
Foos, ‘‘I have learned that
one can be human even in an
inhuman situation.”’

TABASCQ: A Missionary

Experience

By Rev. Mr. Patrick Sullivan

In January, I decided that I
would like to go to Tabasco.
Being a new and unknown
experience, 1 was a bit
apprehensive and did not
know quite what to expect.
After some preliminary
reading I learned that it was
mountainous, hot and rainy.
The colors on the map
showed it to be an area that
was quite green; not typical
of Mexico.

Once I arrived it did not
take long to appreciate the
natural beauty of the sur-
rounding mountains and the
countryside; the warmth of
the sun and the people of
Oxolotan, the village where [
was to stay. In fact it was the
warm hospitality of the peo-
ple that made the greatest
impression on me.

1 discovered the people of
Mexico to be very generous
people who find it 50 natural
and rewarding to give.
Oftentimes they would have
no money, so they would give
goods: a few eggs or perhaps
a chicken as a sign of appre-
ciation and friendship. In
fact it was not unusual to see

the collection basket come up

to the altar with a few eggs
crowning the money.

The children were
particularly impressive. Quite
often on my walks I would
hear some child vyelling,
‘“Hola Patricio,”” and then
run to the window with their
arms waving and a beautiful
smile upon their faces. If |
would begin to play with one
I would be surprised by five
or six more appearing, anx-
ious to join us. But'the most
impressive thing about the
children was their participa-
tion in the liturgy, especially
during the sung responses.
They would sing so loud that
it would almost be a scream,
yet their song rang from their
hearts.

Though the area surroun-
ding Oxolotan was very

beautiful, it was difficult to
travel. The roads were pitted
and narrow and travel de-
pended upon the condition of
the river. Therefore, much of
the traveling to the moun-
tain-hidden rancherias had to
be done by foot. Yet it was in
these rancherias that one
could experience the presence
of God and the spirit of the
Mexican people. People
would be living in what we
would consider abject pov-
erty, yet in many ways they
were much happier and richer
than we are. They do no
have the petty concerns that
we so often allow to domi-
nate our lives. They are
happy with so little. The
children play simple games
by the hours, for obviously
the electronic age has not yet
arrived to this part of Mex-
ico. They rely on the compa-
nionship of others and are
always ready to welcome
them into their homes for
coffee or pineapple juice.
Mexican liturgical celebra-
tions are very festive,
manifesting a tremendous

love for music. Often there
would be lengthy entrance
processions representing
different parish groupings.
Sundays are days of
particular festivity, being the
only day when no work is
done. A large part of the day
is offered to the Lord. Daily
the sanctuary was decorated
with colorful—flowers which
seemed to be reflective of the
Mexicans’ colorful spirit.

In conclusion, my month
spent in Mexico was a time

1 of adventure and growth.

veryday seemed to bring
forth a new and unexpected
adventure. In experiencing
these adventures it was
helpful for me in realizing the
difficulties of daily life for
the people of Mexico. It is a
hard life with little time for
leisure. Yet their spirituality
is deeply rooted, reflecting
Jesus’ message urging out-
reach to those less fortunate.
It was a month that I will
never forget, for the love that
was unconditionally given to
me was truly a love that came
from their hearts.



