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We can make poverty history says Tim Costello

T

here was a full house at Wesley Church on 9 November to hear the Rev Tim Costello address the theme Make Poverty History.

The Annual Geelong Catholic Social Justice Forum began with Mary Anne Collins from Caritas Australia demonstrating through a visual presentation the global divide that exists between the wealthy western nations and the poor nations of the world. 87% of the world’s resources are owned by the wealthy western countries, the rest of the world’s resources being split between the rest of the world with the poorest countries having only 1%. Caritas philosophy is that it requires systemic change and that we have the power to change the world.

Tim Costello took up this theme of a people’s movement modelled on the philosophy of Mahatma Ghandi who once said “Leaders lick their finger and hold it up to the wind - we need to change the wind”. 

Extreme poverty is according to Tim Costello the moral issue of our time and a fundamental Christian issue. He used the analogy of the slave trade in the eighteenth century (this year is the 200th anniversary of the passing of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Bill introduced into the British parliament by William Wilberforce) when it was unthinkable in that era that such a Bill would ever pass.  He challenged us to “think the unthinkable” in the same way as Wilberforce did.

Reflecting on the words of Nelson Mandela who said “once upon a time we accepted that slavery was a natural condition, once upon a time we accepted that apartheid was a natural condition, why do we still accept that poverty is a natural condition?”, Tim Costello reminded us that we have the power to make changes, by becoming part of a people’s movement modelled on the ideals of Mahatma Ghandi and Martin Luther King.  Such a movement would be based on the moral and spiritual imagination of the people who will take seriously their commitment to ending extreme poverty.

Although governments of all shades agree that there is an urgent need to redress the balance for those countries who are experiencing extreme poverty and 191 countries signed up in the year 2000 to commit 0.7% of their GDP to make poverty history by the year 2015, the war on terror has taken over the media and pushed the issue onto the back pages. Our government through the Prime Minister this year made an announcement which would take our commitment to 0.36% of GDP by 2010, a far cry from the 0.7% we signed up to. 

Both speakers ensured that we would not leave feeling overwhelmed by the problem by pointing out that there were things we could do, like -

· Wear a white band (sold at Bendigo Banks)- showing that we stand in solidarity with the poor.

· Get on to the website of Caritas (www.caritas.org.au) and the website of Make Poverty History (www.makepovertyhistory.com.au) for further information and ways to take further action.  

· Write letters and encourage other to do so, to let our leaders know that they have the power to make changes.

· Most importantly be active shapers of history.  Be the generation to make poverty history.
[image: image2.png]MAKE
POVERTY
HISTORY

woon




[image: image3.jpg]



-2-

Justice and Peace – A Christmas Reflection

I
t is very easy to become overwhelmed by the forms of injustice which appear to dominate the thoughts and actions of many spheres of life, and even amongst some occupying very high places of responsibility.

It would be refreshing to open a newspaper in which there were no accounts of the violation of a moral code and the consequent human pain and suffering it had caused. The distinction between right and wrong seems to have become blurred resulting in conflict. A state of affairs that is not confined to a particular age group.

A high school student rode his bike to school.  When it came to cleaning up the classroom at the end of the day, he said he was a bus traveller, and thereby qualified for early dismissal and avoidance of the cleanup duty.  The challenge to his dishonesty and cheating was unhesitatingly dismissed.  He saw nothing wrong with his conduct.  An isolated case?

Our age is one in which dishonesty and cheating appear to be driven more and more by “pragmatism”, in which, if it works, or you can get away with it, it is good and acceptable.  What is equally concerning is the apparent readiness to adopt a policy of “expediency”, which is a regard for what is politic or advantageous, rather than for what is right or just.  These are some of the cultural changes that appear to be increasingly accepted as the norm for life.

Justice is about behaviour, attitudes and relationships.  Behind all the negotiations, the contracts, there are outcomes which reflect the extent to which people are seen as persons or as objects of exploitation. Without a real sense or understanding of a moral code of behaviour, outcomes in such circumstances become expressions of distorted values and self-interest.

The pursuit of justice is to follow in the footsteps of one who set the highest standards of human behaviour and welfare, even to the point of self-denial.  The challenge comes from the degree of injustice, but even more so from the God who spoke through the prophets, Amos, Hosea, Isaiah and Micah, and gave a significant message of what was required in terms of values and relationships.

God has spoken through his Son, through whom we have a living message of hope in our pursuit of justice according to His revelation. It is a message of hope, in ages past, for the present and for the years to come.  

The world into which God gave the Christ Child needed to be turned the right way up. That Divine event was of such compelling significance, that some travelling traders from the East got a message, and instead of selling their valuable treasures in the Egyptian market, they presented the gold, frankincense and myrrh to the Christ Child.

The power of the Presence is still with us in our pursuits.


Rev Bert Bell

Justice News is a publication of the Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee, and is authorised and published by the Committee’s coordinator, Gordon Snowdon, c/- St Mary’s Parish Office, Yarra Street, Geelong 3220.
The Committee welcomes letters and comments in response to items published in Justice News.  All letters and comments are placed before the Committee and will be replied to wherever possible.  The Committee can be contacted via its coordinator, Gordon Snowdon. The Committee’s contact person for media enquiries is Michael Leahy on 52561656

Earlier issues of Justice News and further information about the Social Justice Committee are available on the website of the Catholic Commission for Justice Development and Peace at http://www.melbourne.catholic.org.au/ccjdp/geelongdeanery.htm
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We are called to care for the poor and vulnerable

Jesus was born in a stable because there was no room in the ordinary form of accommodation for travellers of his day.  He and his family experienced the insecurity of poverty under the secular regimes of the day.  The gospel also presents Jesus and his family as victims of terrorism in the story of the flight into Egypt.  Christians might see in these narratives parallels between the experiences of Jesus and his family and the experiences of citizens in our own society.  Workers in our society are soon to be exposed to insecurity not just in the wages and conditions of their employment but even of their employment itself.  If they don’t accept the conditions offered, it seems they can lose their jobs.  Minorities in our society are now targets of laws that can subject them to virtual or actual imprisonment without trial.  Christians will also ask what sustained Jesus and his family through these experiences.

Even a superficial reading of narratives of both Jesus’ birth and the flight into Egypt will confirm that it was faith in divine rather than human power that sustained the family through these trials.  It would be rash, however, to leap to the conclusion that the gospel directs the attention of the poor and the persecuted to heavenly rather than earthly powers for succour in their travails.  The kingdom, which Jesus preached as an adult, though ‘not of this world’, demanded as a condition of entry that that we care for the poor and the vulnerable above all others.  

There is a curious paradox in the government’s messages in the industrial relations reforms on the one hand and the anti-terrorism laws on the other.  The industrial relations reforms call upon us to renounce our faith in the tradition of government protection of our working conditions.  The anti-terrorism laws, however, urge us to place our faith in the wisdom of government to protect us from terrorists by exercising the most draconian powers known in peacetime.

In the Christian tradition, the power of the state exists to serve the good of all.  Governments can abuse that power both by what they do and what they fail to do.  If they fail to protect the vulnerable so that the few may get richer in market competition, they are guilty of such abuse.  If they target minorities to protect dominant majorities, they are also guilty of such abuse.  Christians do not reject a market economy.  They only argue that such an economy must serve the good of the community rather than vice versa.  

Christian faith is in the power of God at work in human affairs.  That power is revealed to us in the great sign of the Messiah’s birth in the stable at Bethlehem, and reaches its culmination in Jesus’ resurrection.  Humans are called to share in the exercise of that saving power in human affairs by their commitment to the care of the poor and the vulnerable in every age.

The Devoted Pilgrims of Rajasthan

I was recently in Rajasthan in Northern India, an area of dry dusty roads, deserts and high temperatures.

As we were driving from Jodpur towards the desert city of Jaisalmere we kept passing groups of people with coloured flags and determined looks who waved to us as we passed. Our driver told us that these were pilgrims on their way to a particular holy Hindu temple in the desert which had a very spiritual meaning for people in the whole region. Followers of that Hindu God aimed to make an annual pilgrimage to the temple.

The pilgrims came from as far as Udaphur 400kms away and they strode out smiling and greeting each other as they walked. Along the dusty road local people set up shaded areas and provided free food, drink and if wanted a cool place to have a sleep. The people in the area are poor depending on herds of goats or camels and some tourism to live. Many of these local people were women with children or older people who probably were unable to undertake the long journey yet they felt a need to be part of the pilgrimage and to contribute what they could to those who were undertaking the pilgrimage 

As I drive to church on Sunday I still marvel at the commitment and dedication of these travellers and wonder how many of us would undertake a pilgrimage such as theirs as part of our religious practice, and if we did, would it be with a sense of “duty” rather than the happiness and joyfulness of the pilgrims of Rajasthan. 

Elsie Teer
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Jesus Light for the World

           Living the Gospel Today
The 2005 Social Justice Statement of the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference

Based on the Gospel accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus, this year’s Statement focuses on our calling as disciples to bring the light of Christ to our world today.  Jesus is the light of our lives.  He is the light for our footsteps, and the guide for our lives. How today are we light for the world?

Jesus is not just a teacher of light who leads us along a path of enlightenment.  He is truly the light of the whole world.  Light streams from all that he says and does.  When he cured people who were sick and handicapped in any way, he shone a light on the treatment of the marginalised and dispossessed.  He took great care to remind his disciples that respect and love for one another ought to extend beyond his group of followers.

The Second Vatican Council called us to build a new world “founded on truth, built on justice and enlivened by love”. The Statement highlights the fact that in a world of 6 billion people one billion own 80 per cent of the global gross domestic product (GDP), while another billion people struggle to survive on less than a dollar a day.  This is a world sadly out of balance.

Ours has become a throwaway culture, as is evident in the amount of food we waste, or the goods we never use, or the amount of power and energy we squander. Our use and waste of goods raises the fundamental questions about whether we live on God’s earth, or whether we live off it, and one day we will exhaust it. We have to ask whether we can simply keep making and abandoning so many goods, consigning them to the scrap heap or whether someone else could make good use of them.

If a life of affluence means a culture of waste, it can also mean a culture of busyness. We always have to be busy, because if the busyness stops there will only be boredom.  The busyness seems to be more about a certain quality of life and level of affluence for ourselves and our children, rather than a genuine concern for the really vital issues of peace and justice, of poverty and gross inequality as well as the degradation of our environment arising out of the disease of affluence.

Jesus the light of the world has warned us against relying too heavily on the riches of the world.  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust consume, and where thieves break in and steal, but store up for yourselves treasure in heaven” (St Matt. 6, 19, 20).

So as a people vitally concerned about the reign of God, we stretch our love to embrace the hungry and the needy on every part of the globe, and to every aspect of life on the planet.  We can do this because we have the means to help.  We should do this because we are in fact their means to help. We need to do this because in them we meet Christ himself.

The Statement concludes by reminding us that “as people of God and disciples of Jesus, we are to bring hope in our actions for justice, our advocacy for the poor, our care for the earth, our encouragement of our brothers and sisters, and our rejection of pessimism.  In this we build the kingdom of God, and are privileged to gaze on God’s face in the poor, the hungry, the imprisoned, the naked and the stranger”.

Surely that is what we are challenged to do each time we celebrate the Eucharist.

Monsignor James Murray


Editorial Comment





The Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee wishes you


a joyful Christmas and a peace- filled 2006
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