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In this issue of Latin Quarter we want to share with you some of our life and mission here in Sector Latin America. Sr. Maiguaida Riera, our first finally professed sister from Venezuela, writes beautifully about her mission with the education system founded by the Jesuits of Venezuela, Fe y Alegría (Faith and Joy).   Sister Barbara Ann Brigham shares her great adventure of participating in the 5th World Social Forum held in Porto Alegre, Brazil.  We hope that through these articles you will get a sense of the hopes and dreams which call us, challenge us to be a healing presence in this great continent – to be part of a movement of people who long for and work for a world that more closely approximates God’s hopes and God’s dreams for it.
Education and Healing

Every time I look at or think about the history of Medical Mission Sisters, I am in admiration of the many ways we have found to be a Healing Presence in the midst of a wounded people: in the hospital, in the barrio, in the jail, the office, the city, the countryside; in so many places and times – simply being there, encouraging, supporting, strengthening - together with others, building a world with a human face.   This is one of the things that led me to fall in love with the congregation - this capacity to search for answers in different situations, in different contexts and in different times.

For about two years now, I have been part of a movement of popular education called Fe y Alegría (Faith and Joy) and here I have found my place to be a healing presence.  It is the Faith of so many men and women of a community in their power to offer their children an education of quality; the Faith which seeks to form youth to be the subjects of their own history while at the same time building a more human society.  It is the Joy of many children who feel they have been taken into account, valued, accepted, respected and invited to participate in their own process of growth. Fey y Alegría was born 50 years ago as an answer to the educational problems of the poorest of the poor in Venezuela; the founder and guiding spirit was Fr. José María Velaz, SJ.  Today there are more than 12,000 schools and programs throughout Venezuela and in 13 other countries of Latin America as well.  To become part of this movement has meant for me to embrace the education of my people.  I am convinced that when we work for people to recover their human dignity through education, we are doing the work of healing; when we work for transformation of society, we are working for the transformation of individuals – their wholeness and healing.

Within Fe y Alegría I have had the opportunity to exercise my profession as an educator; to prepare myself to form others while at the same time being formed myself – it is mutual education and healing.   In this process I have been able to accompany children, young people, women and men, teachers, other professionals, laborers – all seeking meaning, a reason, a goal for their lives.  I have had the opportunity to be Coordinator of a Project of Formation for 1,010 employees of Fe y Alegría – a very fulfilling experience for me.  It permitted me to study and confront realities personal, political, cultural, economic and educational at the personal level and at the level of groups.  I had the opportunity to face a group of professionals who helped me to discover my own gifts and talents, capacities and weaknesses; to discover my woundedness but also to discover deep wellsprings of positivity within me from which have sprung great fountains of life enabling me to accompany many people and to accompany my own personal process as well.

What has it meant for me to be a healing presence in Fe y Alegría?  It has meant to value again the richness of our MMS expressions of mission.  It has meant to discover my own space, my own contribution, opening up for me new challenges and possibilities.  It has also meant to prepare myself, to place myself in the world of technology – this world which we fear so much.  It has meant putting forward the richness of the gifts which God has given me; it has meant to understand that my dream and the dream of MMS is the dream of many others and, for this reason, it has meant to participate in other projects, strengthening the dream, broadening it, making it a reality day by day.  Many times it has meant simply being there, listening, sharing, accompanying.  At other times it has meant to create, to propose, to change established plans and ideas.  

I have been able to confirm that in the measure that we are a healing presence for others we continue being a healing presence for our own woundedness.  I have been able to reaffirm that education is a part of healing – but for it to be so, it must be a process of formation, holistic education which includes all aspects of the life of a person.  I am grateful to God, to Fe y Alegría and to the MMS of District Venezuela for the opportunity they have given me to participate in this project which has made me feel that I have not been mistaken in my life choices.

Maigualida Riera, MMS

Venezuela

WORLD SOCIAL FORUM – 2005

  PORTO ALEGRE – BRAZIL

 JANUARY 26-31

“WSF has been both a process as well as a venue.   WSF has facilitated various movements, processes and protests to come together, converge and synergize...In many different ways, WSF has instilled a great deal of hope among those seeking alternatives.  ‘Another world is possible’ has been a phenomenal slogan of hope and commitment.”

Ramesh Singh, Chief Executive of Action Aid International
Porto Alegre, Brazil, has been host to the first, second, third and this, the fifth gathering of the World Social Forum (WSF).  The fourth gathering took place last year (2004) in Mumbai (Bombay), India.  Porto Alegre is a lovely town set on the banks of a grand river, Rio Jacuí, near the point where it enters a protected bay of the Atlantic Ocean.  It is a city with a population of about one million inhabitants – clean and with a good system of transportation – nestling amidst green hills and valleys.  Porto Alegre is also the capital of the southern most state or province of Brazil: Rio Grande do Sul.  This state borders the Atlantic Ocean on the east, Uruguay on the South and Argentina/Paraguay on the west.  Both the city and state governments are proud to host the Forum saying,  “(We) not only support and provide resources for the WSF...(we) become an integral part (of it) and Want to gather a harvest for ourselves from the informed contributions of its many meetings and from the extraordinary experience accumulated by its participants.”

This was my first experience of the WSF and I was privileged to attend with Susan Thompson, associate of Janet Gottschalk, MMS, as a member of the delegation “50 Years is Enough”, a “US network for global justice which is a coalition of over 200 US grassroots, women’s, solidarity, faith-based, policy, social and economic justice, youth, labor and development organizations dedicated to the profound transformation of the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).”

We joined together with 40 other organizations under the banner of Grassroots Global Justice (GGJ), “a network of US-based grassroots organizations that work to strengthen the voice of the US grassroots movement for global justice.”  Altogether our delegation (GGJ) was composed of 96 members from those 40 organizations.

Before the Forum officially opened all members of GGJ gathered together to get to know one another and the organizations we represented.  We also had some input on the current political, social and economic status of Brazil.  In the afternoon of the second day we all went together to join the gigantic parade which marched from the center of town to the Riverfront where the Forum was to take place.   The newspapers the following morning stated that more than 200,000 participated in this opening event.  That same morning the President of Brazil, Luiz Ignacio Lula da Silva (Lula) spoke to an overflow crowd in the riverfront stadium assuring them of his dedication and support for all movements to overcome world poverty.

A few words about the physical layout of the Forum: As mentioned earlier, it was held along the Riverfront which covers a HUGE area: roughly 12 x 30 city blocks.  The topics to be shared / discussed in the Forum were divided into eleven great themes and each theme was allotted a separate area corresponding to a letter of the alphabet.  Themes A, B,C were housed in three separate and very large warehouses along the riverfront.  Themes D – K each had large areas within a great park on the bank of the river.  Each theme area (D-K) had at least 3 huge white tents for large panel discussions or presentations and 4 other groupings of smaller tents (about 7-8 in each group) for smaller meetings, sharing, workshops, and presentations.   That is to say that each of the 8 areas of tents (D-K) had between 30 – 35 tents of various sizes.  Meetings, lectures, presentations took place simultaneously at 8:30 – 11:30 AM, 12:00 noon – 3:00 PM, 3:30 – 6:30 PM with a few more presentations at 8:00 PM.  Finally we can say that at any given moment during the day one had to choose between some 250 – 300 presentations.  Or another way of looking at it:  in a single day some 750 – 800 presentations took place!

The 11 great themes, which served to organize the material presented and shared, were the following:

A:    Re-appropriation and socialization of knowledge and technology

B:    Defending diversity, plurality and identity

C:    Art and creativity: constructing culture

D:    Communication: against hegemony: rights and alternatives

E:     Affirming and defending the common goods of the earth and of its peoples: alternatives to the market economy and control of Trans National Corporations (TNCs).

F:      Social struggles, democratic alternatives: against the domination of neo-liberalism

G:     Peace and demilitarization: struggle against war, free trade and external debt

H:     Towards the construction of a democratic world order and integration of its peoples

I:       Sovereign economies for and by peoples in opposition to neo-liberal capitalism

J:       Human rights and dignity for a just and egalitarian world

K:      Ethics, Cosmo visions, spiritualities: resistance and challenges for a New World

On the first full day of the Forum we rushed to get Volume I of our program: covering the days January 25-28.  Volume II would cover the programs for January 29-31.  Each volume was the size of a hefty newspaper and contained all the lectures to be given, their locations and times; cultural events and maps of every thematic area so one could (more or less) easily locate the correct tent.

Workshops that I attended were:

· “Grassroots work done around the US elections and an in depth analysis of the US elections, voter turn out and voter education.”   This was carried out by our own GGJ group.

· “Globalization and Health Care: Challenges Ahead” This session closed by encouraging us to attend the Second Peoples’ Health Assembly to be held in Cuenca, Ecuador in July of 2005.  This Peoples’ Health Movement hopes to continue the work begun in Alma Ata in 1978 and to establish health care as a fundamental human right – not a luxury item to be bought by those who can afford to pay for it.

· “Possible Solutions for the globalization of poverty in our world today”

· “Proposals for a New International Order” The panelists here were all involved with the UN in one way or another and were urging immediate changes and reform in the structure and function of the UN as well as of the Bretton Woods Organizations (World Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization)

· “What policies of progressive and popular governments can get us out of neo-liberalism and its form of globalization”?  Organized by the Rosa Luxembourg Foundation

· “Social/Solidarity based economy and local development” This panel pointed out the profound connection which the autonomy of local ethnic groups (e.g., indigenous) and their culture have with the economy of solidarity.

· “Women in Peace and Development” sponsored by Sumpay Mindanao, Inc., a group based in the Philippines:  It is interesting to note that all the Filipina presenters (of this workshop and others) with whom I spoke, knew MMS in the Philippines.

· “World Dignity Forum” introduced by Walden Bellow.  Speakers from Latin America, Asia and Africa gave examples of how human dignity was being undermined by neo-liberalism and of how people were attempting to reclaim their dignity in the face of these policies.

· “The Social Dimension of Globalization: Social Challenges of Globalization – the Informal Economy”.  Some members of this panel had been members of the World Commission of the Social Dimension of Globalization, which had been established by the International Labor Organization (ILO).  One of the principle statements of this Commission is that respect for basic human rights must be the basis for all investment and trade agreements.

· “Hummingbird Project” – “Critical Mass and Sustainable Development” – a highly interactive workshop; an attempt to learn methods of initiating local cooperative societies of reciprocal trade: alternative economies.

· “Confessions of an Economic Hit-Man” featuring John Perkins, author of a book by the same name.  Mr. Perkins tells his story as a contribution to changing the destructive cycle of Third World indebtedness which, he believes, we can and must change.

· “Empowerment of Grassroots Women and Human Values”.  Women from Latin America, Asia and Africa presented examples of what poor women were achieving in their respective countries for the economic and social advancement of their people

The penultimate evening (30-01-05) of the Forum, President Hugo Chavez of Venezuela gave a speech which was telecast.

The Final Day of the Forum (31-01-05) was scheduled for the presentation of the Final Declarations of the various Social Movements along with the announcement of the main areas of struggle for the next defined period within the Forum: movements against the War and the free market; for cancellation of external debt; for indigenous people, women, street venders; union movements, youth movements, movements against discrimination and oppression. 

Last year our sister Gracy Kallookulangara wrote, “I feel that carrying connections from one WSF to another is not enough.  A much more concerted and sustained action is essential to make the vision a reality.”  Apparently many participants share this view and I sensed a strong desire for regionalized coordination to achieve this action.  In response to this felt need the WSF will be held regionally next year (2006) with meetings in the Americas (Caracas, Venezuela), Africa and Asia.  It is not clear whether there will be a meeting in Europe.  The WSF-2007 will be held in Africa – most probably in Nairobi.  

Ramesh Singh, Chief Executive of Action Aid International said, “WSF has...transformed itself beyond an event and venue to a process that is truly international and global.   I see further strengthening of the national, sub-regional and continental social forums (for the future).  WSF can’t be just an annual routine:”

Barbara Ann Brigham, MMS

Peru


NEWS ITEMS

· In May, 2004, Marisol Martinez pronounced her vows for life in the Society becoming our first finally professed MMS from Peru.   Marisol’s family and all the sisters from Peru attended the ceremony as well as Marielena Ridad from Venezuela.   It was a truly beautiful celebration largely planned and carried out by the parishioners of Cristo Obrero Parish, Arequipa.

· The day after Marisol’s vows, Sr. Birgit Weiler handed over the leadership of Sector Latin America to Marielena Ridad.  We are very grateful to Birgit for all the hard work and care which she so generously offered us during these last six years!  And we know that Marielena will do no less...Thank you Marielena for accepting this responsibility for the coming years.

· In October, 2004, Sr. Patricia Gootee celebrated her Golden Jubilee – 50 years of life and mission as an MMS!   This called for yet another grand celebration in the Parish, Cristo Obrero, Arequipa.

· Also in 2004 we had the great joy of holding a meeting of all the sisters in Sector Latin America together in Lima-Callao, Peru.  One of the results of this meeting was the decision to restructure our government in the Sector so as to bring about greater unity between the 2 countries, Peru and Venezuela, in mission, formation and finances.  We are now “in process” to make this a reality.

· Birgit Weiler is now in Germany for studies and there she celebrated her Silver Jubilee as an MMS.  She will visit Peru later this year to participate in a workshop of the Institute, Fe y Cultura, in the University where she has been teaching:  Antonio Ruiz de Montoya – a Jesuit University in Lima.

· In Peru we welcome Maria Fernanda Ramirez, a pediatrician from Colombia, to her first year of novitiate with us and Tomasa Martinez, a teacher from Callao, Peru, to the postulate.   Love and best wishes to both of you!

· In Venezuela we have a change in leadership. As June 18th of 2005, Sister Miriam Kuruvinakunnel handed over coordination of the District to Maigualida Riera.  Many thanks to Miriam for her years of faithful service in this important role and many good wishes for Mai as she takes up the challenge!

· Luz Marina Chirinos from Venezuela and Marisol Martinez from Peru attended an international meeting of sisters around final vows in Malawi in August, 2005.  Prior to the meeting they had the opportunity to share mission with the sisters in Uganda for 2 weeks.  Luz Marina pronounced her final vows as an MMS in Maracaibo on September 24                   , 2005. Congratulations, Luz Ma!

· September 30, 2005 marked the 80th anniversary of our Foundation!  Medical Mission Sisters throughout the world celebrated this landmark in many different ways and we, in Latin America, inaugurated a website in Spanish to honor the occasion. Visit us at:  www.misionerasmedicas.org
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