The Australian bishops’ Social Justice Sunday statement, Who is My Neighbour, opens with the words of Deacon Gary Stone, a military chaplain who first served with the army in East Timor in 2000.
“Please don’t forget us!” the people have told Gary after each of his many visits there. 
His Brisbane parish is now partnered with a Timorese parish. It’s a partnership which “embodies Jesus’ call to love your neighbour as yourself and shows that average Australians can make a difference in difficult circumstances.”
Making the world a home in which all are welcome

Sketching an answer to the question of who is our neighbour, the bishops argue that today nations of the world are citizens of the world, just as individuals are citizens.
This makes it a duty for Australia, as a world citizen, to act more in the interests of those of our neighbours who do not share our prosperity and security.

Developing our world

Some history of the Church’s thinking on being a good global citizen is brought to light when we remember how Pope Paul VI, 40 years ago, published his Encyclical letter Populorum Progressio (On the Development of Peoples.)

In the same year, Australians banned capital punishment, recognized the voting rights of indigenous Australians and encouraged poorer countries through initiatives like the Columbo Plan.

The Australian church’s annual Project Compassion campaign began in that same decade. Raising $115,000 for the overseas poor in its first year, last year Project Compassion raised $8.9million.
Acting in solidarity
More recently, the late Pope John Paul II has given voice to two important concepts to be remembered when we consider our global duties. These are interdependence and solidarity.

While the rich and secure are not necessarily directly responsible for causing the poverty of the earth’s poor, nevertheless the rich and secure have some responsibility for their disadvantaged neighbours, even those in living another country, John Paul taught.

Living with globalization
As a sign of globalization, the bishops remind us that even the clothes Australians wear today are made in many more countries than ever before. “Would we purchase these clothes so cheaply if workers in these developing countries enjoyed the same conditions as Australian workers?” the bishops ask.

The bishops’s statement then reminds us of the exploitation of workers in poor countries, and of “the sickness of their children who find it difficult to breathe polluted air.”
Jesus’ words in Matthew’s gospel – “if you love those who love you, what right have you to claim any credit?” -- are a warning that we must be mindful of these neighbours from poor countries who are strangers to us.

Joseph Stiglitz, a one-time World Bank chief economist who is a member of the Pontifical Council for Social Sciences, says that today, there is a huge gap between “economic globalization” and “political globalization.”
“Because of the democratic deficit in the way globalisation is managed, its excesses have not been tempered,” Stiglitz warns.
Being a good global citizen

There are five particular challenges to Australia’s stature as a global citizen which the bishops ask us to consider.

1. Aid, development and trade

The bishops approve the federal government’s 2005 doubling of the foreign aid budget (to $4 billion a year by 2010,) but say that more, still, should be done.
They also approve the principle of concentrating our national aid efforts on poor countries in our region, saying it is appropriate for the government to act in the national interest in designing the aid program.

However there can be no objection to also helping the poorest countries of the earth, regardless of whether Australia has a special relationship with those countries, the bishops say.

The bishops also affirm the importance of “embedded relations” with poor countries, where Australians from all walks of life become directly involved with the citizens of poor nations. Good neighbours are not just tourists and law enforcers.

In the area of trade, rich countries have failed to create agreements with poor ones that are free and fair. This must be done.
The bishops quote Australian Treasurer Peter Costello, who says that economic growth for poor countries is “the real poverty buster.” While agreeing, the bishops also state that “market forces alone will not ensure “the equitable or full development of peoples.”

2. Military alliances and interventions

“Obligations to an ally cannot include an obligation to engage in war that is not justified,” the bishops state. This is the concluding remark in a passage reflecting on the Iraq war. 

The Australian bishops, like the bishops of the United States, have previously questioned whether a pre-emptive military strike against another country is consistent with the Catholic teaching on just war.

The bishops acknowledge that Australia’s military alliance with the USA is an important part of our international security arrangements, but “we would fail in our duty as a good global citizen if we were again to take military action without our own thorough assessment of its morality and prospects, and without broad international approval.”

3. The United Nations and international finance
The bishops voice their support of the United Nations organization, and of the goal of its becoming a more efficient instrument for promoting justice, solidarity and peace in the world. The World Trade Organisation, World Bank and other international institutions should be reformed to allow fairer treatment of the poor.
The bishops also warn that international organisations will fail humanity if they adopt a “narrow secularism” in their work.

4. Climate change 

As Christians, we are “stewards of a planet and its resources made by God, Creator of heaven and earth.” This means we are challenged to examine the planetary impact of our lifestyles, and of how we produce and consume energy.

The bishops acknowledge that the available research data on issues like climate change can seem contradictory and uncertain. But they urge prudence and a “precautionary principle” in decision-making while research remains a work in progress.

5. Border protection

Australia should abandon the “Pacific solution,” whereby our government is paying poor neighbouring countries to warehouse our problems, in the human form of asylum-seekers. “We are exploiting our poorer neighbours by paying money to Nauru and PNG to detain and process such people,” the bishops say.
The bishops agree that the people smuggling business should be actively opposed by all good global citizens. But even people engaged in “secondary movements” – that is, moving on from countries where they could theoretically claim asylum – should be processed in Australia while their health security and identity are confirmed.
Our Christian Vocation

Looking ahead to a federal election, the bishops urge Australians to engage in dialogue about our responsibility of global citizenship.
Echoing Pope Benedict, the bishops say that our sharing in the Eucharist gives rise to a service of charity towards our neighbour. This Eucharistic charity means that “I love even the person whom I do not like or even know,” as the Pope puts it.

