Latin America and Caribbean Congress

Buenos Aires, October 11th, 2010

Address by Caritas Internationalis Secretary General
Lesley-Anne Knight

My Lord Bishops, Reverend Fathers, Brothers and Sisters in Caritas… it is a great pleasure for me to be back in Latin America. As some of you may know, I lived and worked for several years in Central America, so this continent will always have a special place in my heart. 
Over the next few days I am looking forward to learning more about the issues and challenges your region faces – and, of course, sharing unos mates con ustedes.  
I’m very pleased that you have chosen the mate as a symbol of communion, fraternity and generosity for this congress. For me, the sharing of food or drink is one of the most powerful symbols of our shared humanity.
I have been privileged to have travelled to many different parts of the world during my time as Secretary General of Caritas Internationalis, and I have always found that even when you encounter big differences in cultures and customs, even when you don’t speak the local language, when you sit down to share a meal or a drink, you can’t help but feel that we are indeed part of one human family.

This realisation is the inspiration behind the proposed strategic framework that will be presented to the CI General Assembly in Rome next May to guide our work up to 2015. The document has the working title ‘One Humanity, Zero Poverty’, and this is also the proposed theme for the General Assembly.
The idea of one humanity is the foundation stone on which our strategic vision is built: as part of one human family, we feel the suffering of our sisters and brothers and are compelled to act. 

As part of one human family, we cannot tolerate that any of our sisters or brothers should live in extreme poverty – let alone more than one billion of them.

We cannot tolerate that 30,000 of our sisters and brothers die every day from malnutrition and preventable diseases.

We cannot tolerate that 1.2 billion people lack access to basic sanitation.

We cannot tolerate that 72 million children worldwide – the majority of them girls – are denied the right to education.

We cannot tolerate that half a million women and girls die as a result of complications during pregnancy, childbirth or during the six weeks following delivery.

We cannot tolerate that more than a billion people suffer hunger every day and that 70 per cent of them are women and girls.

The concept of zero poverty is a challenging one. We know there will always be people in our world who are richer or poorer than others. There will always be people who need our help for one reason or another. But committing ourselves to the goal of zero poverty expresses our desire for real change, for an end to the scandal of extreme poverty. It expresses our desire for a world in which every woman and man can live in dignity and peace and realise their full potential as human beings.
The need for real change in the lives of the poorest, and in the structures that keep them in poverty, was recognised by the bishops of Latin America in the landmark document produced after their conference in Aparecida in 2007.
The document stated:

Mercy will always be necessary, but it must not contribute to creating vicious circles that help maintain an evil economic system. Works of mercy must go hand in hand with the pursuit of true social justice, raising the living standard of citizens, and promoting them as agents of their own development.  (385)

It also spoke of the need for solidarity to be manifested in defending the rights of the most vulnerable and excluded, and “in continual accompaniment in their efforts to be agents for changing and transforming their situation.” (394)

Sometimes when I talk about the concept of zero poverty, people ask: “but is that realistic?”

Well of course it is realistic. It is just a question of being bold enough to envision the goal and then having the commitment to see it through.

When our president Cardinal Rodriguez addressed the United Nations in 2008 on the subject of the Millennium Development Goals, he said the world was suffering from “acute poverty of imagination”.
I recalled those words recently when visiting St Peter’s Basilica in Rome. They started work on St Peter’s Basilica in 1506, but it was not until 1626 that it was completed – it took 120 years to build. It was an enormous project and clearly no one who was alive when it was begun would have been around to see the finished building.
It was one of those Grand Projects that transcend the ambitions of individuals. A project dedicated to a greater purpose than personal glory – one that has the power to inspire successive generations to see it through.
I asked myself: could we ever embark on such a venture in the 21st century? In today’s world we expect immediate gratification. It is a world of fast food, rapid transit, on-demand entertainment, instant access, fast-tracks and quick-fixes.

If we can’t get what we want immediately, we’re apt to become disillusioned, to give up and move on to some other distraction. 

Projects that start to become too difficult are neglected, are scaled down and eventually forgotten. It seems we have lost our staying power, our sense of determination and long-term commitment.
Contemporary institutions are largely ephemeral entities, focussed on short-term goals. Governments come and go, rarely looking far beyond the next election; private corporations are intent on delivering short-term shareholder value; and even in international development, we seldom plan much more than five years ahead.
So the idea of eradicating extreme poverty from our world is greeted with scepticism.

It seems that as humanity’s capabilities have developed, the scale of our ambitions, the scope of our vision, and our long-term commitment have all diminished. Now it seems like a major undertaking to embark on any project likely to take more than a decade – let alone more than a century.

Sometimes it seems we tolerate poverty within our societies because the sheer enormity of the task of eliminating it is too daunting. We chip away at it, here and there, because we have no clear vision, no commitment to the Grand Project.

To commit to a Grand Project requires us to have the far-sighted vision, the courage and conviction to begin something that we may not have the satisfaction of completing ourselves.
You may well be familiar with these words, that are often referred to as the ‘Prayer of Oscar Romero’:

“We lay foundations that will need further development.

We provide yeast that produces far beyond our capabilities.

We may never see the end results, but that is the difference

between the master builder and the worker.

We are workers, not master builders; ministers, not messiahs.

We are prophets of a future not our own.”

“Estamos estableciendo los cimientos

que más adelante necesitarán ser desarrollados más.

Proveemos la levadura que es más eficaz de lo que nos podemos imaginar…

Tal vez nunca veamos los resultados,

Pero esa es la diferencia entre el maestro de obras y el trabajador.

Nosotros somos trabajadores, no somos Maestros de Obras…

Somos profetas de un futuro que no es el nuestro.”

We now have less than five years to go until the deadline for achieving the Millennium Development Goals. They have shown us the importance of a multi-faceted approach that addresses all the complex dimensions of poverty, and the need for clearly defined goals that enable us to measure progress.

But we now need to start thinking about what comes next? Will it all be forgotten in 2015? Has it just been a ‘once-in-a-millennium’ project?

It is vitally important that we keep the momentum of the MDGs going. Whatever the final outcome in 2015, we should see them as an indication of what can be achieved, rather than what cannot be achieved.
We should now have our sights set on a much more ambitious goal – zero poverty for the whole planet. That would be a truly inspirational Grand Project, behind which the world could unite.  Because it would not be undertaken for personal glory, nor the glory of any nation, race or religion, but for the glory of God and all humanity.
Our proposed Strategic Directions leading up to 2015 are therefore designed to raise our fight against poverty and injustice to a new level.

For 60 years, Caritas Internationalis has exercised a preferential option for the poor, responding with love and action to human suffering in an unjust and unequal world. During that time, we have seen great progress in international development and poverty eradication, as well as in our ability to respond to humanitarian emergencies.
Now, more than ever, we need to be able to work together, as an effective, global confederation to take that work to its logical conclusion.
In the second decade of the 21st century, however, we face a series of challenges that threaten to halt or even reverse the progress we have made. 

As the gap between rich and poor gets ever wider, the world’s poorest people are the hardest hit by the additional challenges of climate change, rising food prices and the continuing effects of the global financial crisis.

All three of these challenges illustrate the globalised nature of poverty – how the poor can be victims of events and actions that take place thousands of miles away, and over which they have no influence. Similarly, they highlight the shared obligation of the global community to tackle poverty.
A further effect of globalisation is that poverty can no longer be considered as solely a problem in particular parts of the world that we can easily categorise with labels such as ‘Third World’ or ‘The South’. Poverty is a global phenomenon, and the poor are increasingly to be found in middle-income and even high income countries.

This is a problem that you will be all too familiar with in Latin America, where many countries have experienced dramatic economic growth, but where large groups of people are being excluded from the development that is going around them. 
This has important implications for how Caritas organisations in these countries see their role. Funding from international donors will diminish as they prioritise poorer countries, and national Caritas organisations will increasingly need to look to their local populations for funding. It means a greater focus on inequality and marginalisation.
But as sectors of the population start to enjoy greater wealth, it may also be time to look further afield, to take the ‘option for the poor’ to a global dimension, and consider the role your region can play in global efforts to help the poorest countries of the world.

Latin America has much to contribute. You have a long and proud history of fighting against poverty and oppression. Our confederation needs your expertise. And it needs your passion.

A major part of our strategy is to seek to influence governments and international institutions, in order to transform unjust structures and systems that keep people in poverty. In many ways, the Church in Latin America has led the way in terms of speaking out against injustice and holding governments to account for their duties and obligations to their citizens.

One only needs to look at the Aparecida to see how the Church in Latin America is engaged with the major issues of the day, calling for action from governments and civil society on issues such as poverty, the common good, the environment, trade, debt relief, migrants, and HIV/AIDS.
The Aparecida Document states:

“For our common house to be a continent of hope, love, life and peace, like Good Samaritans we must go out to meet the needs of the poor and those who suffer and create ‘just structures’ which ‘are a condition without which a just order in society is not possible’.” (537)

Now is the time to make our “common house”, not just a continent, but the whole world.

There is a saying in English that says “Charity begins at home”. This saying is unfortunately sometimes used to justify taking care of one’s immediate family and neighbours but ignoring the stranger, those who live far away in foreign lands. I prefer to think that even if charity begins at home, it doesn’t have to end there.
There is a story told in Buddhist countries about two visions of Heaven and Hell. The vision of Hell is of a beautiful marble banqueting hall in which there is a long table laden with delicious food. The inhabitants of Hell are seated on both sides of the table and are given chopsticks with which they have to eat the food. But the chopsticks are a metre long and they are unable to get the foot to their mouths.

In the vision of Heaven we see exactly the same scene, except that in Heaven each person is using their long chopsticks to feed the person on the other side of the table.

The story obviously illustrates the virtue and benefit of cooperation and helping one another, but if we delve deeper we can perhaps discern a further insight: With their long chopsticks, the inhabitants of Heaven are not even able to feed the person next to them – they have to reach out and feed the person further away, on the other side. And then they in turn receive food from them.
Over the next few days, we will rightly be focussing on the priority issues of the Latin America region and I am sure we will have some fascinating and fruitful discussions. But in the weeks and months to come, I hope that we can also take that spirit of collaboration and solidarity with which we begin this congress and use it to strengthen our international confederation in the fight against global poverty. 
Let’s take the mate – symbol of communion, fraternity and generosity – and pass it around the world.
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