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I would like to begin my presentation for you this morning with another story, another image from Holy Scripture. It is an account found in the Acts of the Apostles and it is the description of another journey on a road. It is about two men encountering each other but ultimately it is about transformation and redemption.  It is the story of ‘the Deacon’ Philip meeting the Ethiopian eunuch on the road that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza (Acts 8:26-40).  Scripture does not tell us the name of this officer of the court of Queen Candace, other than he was of some importance and had been on pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  He is clearly a believer, how and of what is not clear, even if he could have been of the number of the believers “of the door”, yet he is reading the passage from Isaiah concerning the Suffering Servant.  Philip, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, sets out on the same road and it is here that they encounter one another, in a meeting, a journey together, one that leads to Philip opening the eyes of the Eunuch, accepting him, transforming him and through a recognition of faith, he leads him to baptism. We are told that they never saw one another again, rather that the eunuch continued on the road, “on his way”.

At the heart of our encounter here over the next days, those words ‘transformation and redemption’, in all their richness and many faceted understandings, should stand before us. We come here to listen and share stories of our experiences and encounters on the road, on the street.  For nearly all of you, these stories will come from a deep pastoral experience, from a deep love of the poor and oppressed, the marginalized and the unloved.  These are also stories of encounters that have been led and inspired by the action of the Holy Spirit.  Some indeed will have brought about change and renewal for those concerned – pastoral agents included, whilst others may just be experiences of chance or failed meetings, ones in which you have continued ‘on your way’.  


Guiding us on this journey together, in addition to your own experience, will be two valuable documents published by the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant people.  The first is our Instruction Erga migrantes caritas Christi (2004), and the second, which deals directly with the subject in question are our Guidelines for the Pastoral Care of the Road-Street (2007).  This latter document brings together four distinct areas of concern for those who live and work on and in the roads and streets: road users – especially those who are drivers, both commercial and domestic; the pastoral ministry for the liberation of street women – prostitutes and sex ‘workers’; the pastoral care of street children and lastly the pastoral care of the homeless.  The programme of our meeting over these next days has been tailored to reflect to these different aspects of pastoral engagement. Also of assistance will be  the deliberations from each of the series of First International Meetings that have taken place in Rome over the past few years: street children (2004), women of the street (2005) and the homeless (2007).  [Copies of the final documents of each of these events again should be available to each of you here today.]



Human mobility is one of the great  ”signs of the times”, presenting itself to us in many shapes and forms   The ability to travel vast distances in a short space of time, the ability to move freely and often in relative safety, the ability to choose when and how we travel are all characteristics of the vast revolution that has taken place over the past one hundred and fifty years.  Our Guidelines remind us that when used rightly,
“Transportation unites peoples, facilitates dialogue and gives rise to socialisation and personal enrichment via new discoveries and encounters.”
 
and

“road and rail transport are a good thing, as well as being indispensable requirements of contemporary life. If we make good use of means of transport, accepting them as gifts granted to us by God, which are also fruits of the work of his industrious hands and intelligence, we may take advantage of them for our own human and Christian development.”

Yet, the Guidelines also offer us a word of caution:

“The transportation of goods and people is developing at an ever increasing pace, sometimes taking place under difficult conditions and even putting life at risk. Our lives are conditioned by the car, as mobility has become an idol, which the car symbolises.”
 
This caution echoes very much a wider understanding that is found in Gaudium et Spes:
“Never has the human race enjoyed such an abundance of wealth, resources and economic power, and yet a huge proportion of the world's citizens are still tormented by hunger and poverty, while countless numbers suffer from total illiteracy. Never before has man had so keen an understanding of freedom, yet at the same time, new forms of social and psychological slavery make their appearance.” 


Ever since society became more mobile, the paths that men and women have trodden have had special meaning. They take us to and from work and school. They take us to visit friends and relatives as the means or place of encounter. They can symbolize rites of passage - birth of a child, an intimate relationship, a marriage, and even death. They are routes taken also by both migrants and refugees. There is almost always a road associated with every place we go and every important event in our lives. And along the way there are those for whom this association is more than just a journey, they are those for whom the street is simply “home”.  

The nineteenth century American poet and essayist, Walt Whitman in his ‘Song of the Open Road’, said this:

“You road I enter upon and look around, I believe you are not all that is here, I believe that much unseen is also here”.
 


Here the poet acknowledges something that is very true today, that there is much that is obvious and seen upon our roads and in our streets, indeed there is much that is good and beautiful, yet at the same time there is much that is unseen, or that is prevented from being seen.  There are people, homes, lives that are hidden from view because often they are too painful and too ‘ugly’ for our society to see and acknowledge. Sometimes they lie hidden because of fear, or because of mental anguish. Also, it could be said, there are many who are ‘seen’ yet they are ignored or simply ‘passed by’.   The road thus becomes both a  place of mobility and also immobility, of work and pleasure, of beauty and ugliness, life and death.

The Holy Scriptures speak again and again of roads and of streets, often making them symbolic of the human pilgrimage to God.  Indeed Jesus Christ himself not only takes ‘the road to Jerusalem’ and eventually to his passion and resurrection, but also describes himself as ‘The Way’ (John 14:6).  More importantly, Jesus meets people on the way, on the side of the road, in crowds and when he is alone. He meets those who are outcasts, marginalized, sick and dying.  He meets the young and the old, rich and poor, the sinner and the pious.  The road is thus the place of encounter and transformation.  It is the place of proclamation and evangelization, of healing and witness.  In many ways it could be said that the road, the street, was both his home and pulpit. 

For those who work in the service of the gospel, those who are priests, brothers, sisters and pastoral agents, the road therefore has special significance, for it too continues to be a place of both proclamation and witness and transformation and healing.  It is the place where Christ may still be encountered, where his words and life may given, through gestures and actions, where the Church may through its various apostolates channel the Grace of God.
I would like now to turn to the four themes that will characterize our deliberations over these four days.
THE PASTORAL CARE OF THE ROAD-STREET

“We are running out of time”
.  These are now well published words of Óscar Arias Sanchez, President of Costa Rica concerning the situation with regard to road safety in this the Latin American and Caribbean region.  Road traffic injuries today annually kill 1.2 million victims around the world,  ‘a death toll that exceeds fatalities due to malaria and approaches deaths attributable to tuberculosis’
. This continent now has the highest average rate per capita,  with annually 122,000 fatalities and round 30 to 50 seriously injured for each death.  These figures are set to rise. No one cannot but be effected by these statistics and the tragedy that they convey.  Not only do they illustrate a devastating human toll, but they are also a major cause of poverty in the region.  Road crashes kill wage earners, thus leaving families without necessary support.  The consequences of injuries sustained can also plunge a family into poverty.  Lastly, there is the cost in terms of a nation’s future as road fatalities affect principally children under 18 and are their primary killer. There should also be considered the communal-national cost of road deaths standing as it does at around 2% of gross domestic product.  This is clearly an unacceptable figure for any poor or developing country.

I want now to quote you some words, again from President Óscar Arias Sanchez, as I think that they are important and illustrate very clearly the extent of this problem, especially in its far reaching effects:

“We must be very clear about one thing: road safety shares much more than just the word with citizens' safety. Deaths and injuries on the road are also expressions of the violence that is having such a dramatic impact on society; they are problems of public health, but above all, the problem is one of preserving our physical and emotional integrity as citizens. Just as insecurity grows, so insecurity on the roads has to do with the weakening of the ability of state and community to prevent and manage violence. This is aggravated by the fact that in contrast to the more traditional expressions of violence, such as assault and theft, road crashes cannot be addressed by individuals through the use of private security mechanisms. In this matter, more than in almost any other, the State cannot be replaced as the promoter of preventive and punitive public policies.  Therefore, the mission before you all is a mission of peace. That mission is to reclaim the roads for our children, for our families and for everyone. It is to help us recover a more civilized, more respectful form of living, better protection for our lives in our cities.  It is a mission linked to  human face of our lives.” 




More recently our Guidelines, in continuity with a long tradition of Magisterial teaching and guiding on the problem of road safety, has approached the crisis from several different standpoints, looking at the moral and ethical issues, raising awareness of the importance of the virtues and in offering its own Drivers “Ten Commandments”.  The Guidelines also remind us that the Church needs to work with the State “each in their own area of responsibility”
 to “raise overall public awareness regarding road safety and promote corresponding and appropriate education of drivers, as well as other travellers and pedestrians”
. Above all what is required is an understanding and knowledge of the situation and a will to actually do something about it.  Therefore both education and collaboration are at the heart of any ecclesial response. For, “All this means calling attention to and encouraging what might be called “road ethics”, which is not different from ethics in general, but its application.”


Already there are positive initiatives of the State underway throughout the Continent, not least being that of the Latin American and Caribbean Road Safety Stakeholders Forum and the subsequent issuing of the Declaration of San José. I would like also to commend to you an initiative of both education and collaboration brought about by the Episcopal Conference of Brazil in conjunction with a coalition of different civil organisations concerned with road safety.  This is the recent publication of ten million leaflets depicting the Drivers “Ten Commandments”, Os 10 Mandamentos do Trânsito Seguro,  which originally appeared as part of the Guidelines.  The campaign has had the support of the Brazilian Company of Post Offices and Telegraphs and of the National Department of Transit.


Lastly, we must not forget those who daily use modes of transport, often for long hours or even days as a means of employment.  These include lorry drivers, workers on public transport – both road and rail.  Many of these cut off not only from their families and homes but also from the ordinary pastoral concern of parish life and need their own  specific pastoral solicitude and sacramental care.  The needs that this group raise are manifold and demands an ecclesial response which is imaginative, creative and flexible.
WOMEN OF THE STREET
“She is a human being, in many cases crying for help because selling her body on the street is not what she would choose to do voluntarily. She is torn apart, she is dead psychologically and spiritually.”
 
This striking description immediately draws us into not only the seriousness but also the tragedy of women who are caught on the streets in the web of prostitution.  In Latin America and Caribbean, the situation is as widespread as it is now complex.  There has already been much research and analysis of the links between prostitution, patriarchy, economic development, education, migration and globalization.  All these issues continue to shape this multi faceted ‘ancient profession’, which has played a historical part in the life of society here, albeit often hidden, since the 16th Century and beyond (you can recall La Malinche, an indigenous slave was given to Herman Cortes during the conquest of New Spain).

The rules and regulations governing prostitution throughout this continent are wide and varied and both reflect and shape the way that the prostitutes themselves are understood and able to carry out their ‘work’. There is a long tradition in areas of the continent of the contrasts made in society between the mujer abnegada, who is long suffering, self-sacrificing and the mujer mala, who rejects the idealized role of wife and mother and is seen to have liberal sexual mores.  This polarization of women continues in many parts to govern societal approaches to the pastoral care and liberation of those women on the street.

Globalization, migration and changes in communication have meant that prostitution is less localized and more mobile  Whilst many women continue to ‘work’ in clubs, brothels, escort services and bars, many choose now to operate in a more ‘hidden’ way, making contacts through the internet.  More pertinent to our reflection are those who are considered the most marginal and vulnerable, those who are ambulantes or street walkers.    Even amongst this group there are who are said to view this life style as an ‘easy job’ and there are those for whom it is a shameful last choice alternative in order to survive. Of considerable concern are two distinct groups of persons who find themselves on the streets. Those who are trafficked for sexual purposes and those who are children and minors.  Sometimes the two are synonymous. These need a particular pastoral approach and indeed, a particular urgency.

Whilst we are dealing essentially with “women of the street”, what should not be forgotten, especially growing within this continent, is that of sex tourism.  Whereas this can involve consenting adults, more often it is characterized by unwilling and forced persons. A deep concern is the growth of paedophilia affecting both boys and girls in this particular area.  It should also not be forgotten that there is also the development of male prostitution, which too needs its own specific pastoral care.

There is a big task ahead if the Church, and other concerned pastoral bodies are able to tackle this complex and difficult situation. Our First International Meeting in 2005 for the pastoral care for the liberation of women of the street recognised several factors that could guide a way forward. In particular
“When tackling prostitution, a multi-dimensional approach is needed. It must involve both men and women in mutual transformation, and human rights must be at the core of any strategy.”

Already much is being done and religious communities, especially those of women are often in the forefront of this mission.  Moreover, this must continue to be a catalyst for further pastoral initiatives, for 

“There is a need for renewed solidarity in the Church and among religious congregations, lay movements, institutions and associations in giving greater “visibility“ and attention to the pastoral care of women exploited by  prostitution, without forgetting the good news of full liberation in Jesus Christ.”


In particular, what is needed are not just resources (these are clearly important) but two particular ecclesial approaches.  The first is that of a wider collaboration which should fall into four distinct areas: (a) among public and private agencies; (b) With the mass media to ensure correct communication about this problem; (c) In the demand or the enforcement of laws protecting women  and  for effective measures against the demeaning portrayal of women in advertising and (d) The Christian community should work with national and local authorities.
 

The second important issue is education and research at the local level.  Particularly at the forefront should be schools and parishes providing programmes on sexuality, mutual respect and healthy interpersonal relationships in the light of the Church’s teaching.  Formation and professional training programmes for pastoral agents need also to be developed, as do networks  need to be strengthened among all groups involved in the provision of pastoral care.


There is not time here to do justice to this complex situation, other than to encourage you to continue to build upon and to search out new ways to further this important apostolate, for
“the encounter with Jesus Christ, the Good Samaritan and saviour, is a decisive factor of liberation and redemption, including for the victims of prostitution.”

STREET CHILDREN   

Childhood – a phase of life that is meant to be care-free and safe, a time of just freedom, learning and discovery, is for many in Latin America and the Caribbean an initiation into hardship, shame and suffering. Today an estimated 40 million children live on the streets of the continent’s densely populated cities (in accordance with UNICEF) and as such is “one of the most difficult and worrying challenges of our century both for the Church and civil society”.
  Many of the children include those living on the street with no home at all, children spending most of their time on the streets, without opportunities for education and care  and child workers who spend most of their time working on the street as vendors of one type or another.  These categories fit into the general pattern of definitions made by UNICEF in 1986.  Surveys suggest that the average age is 8 -17 years, with an average of nine years on the street. On our doorstep here in Bogotá there are said to be 5,000 gamines.  


Street children have been described as victims of “economic violence”.
  Whilst the causes that put so many onto the streets are multiple, clearly there is a correlation between economic, political and social factors.    For too long the judiciary, police, business and society at large have projected the image that many of these children pose a threat to civilized society. For instance, a Honduran outreach programme found that half of its street children had been arrested and 40% had been imprisoned.
 Clearly at the heart of any answer must be policies, both governmental and inter-government that tackle core issues, aimed also at the family. Concrete strategies aimed a meeting the Millennium Development Goals by 2015, are surely of the highest priority.  

Our First International Meeting for the Pastoral Care of Street Children, 2004, noted thus:

“The more alarming the seriousness of the problem and the more insufficient the effective presence of the public authorities, the more we recognize the action of private social groups and volunteers in this area as precious and praiseworthy.”


 Working with street children can be very costly in time and energy, not least financially, as these children usually need a long periods of rehabilitation. It can take many months or years to firstly build up their trust,  especially if they have endured only pain and abuse from adults. Those of you concerned with this apostolate will know already what this entails.   I would however like to point you in the direction of three images that arose from the recommendations made at our First International Meeting which are also part of our Guidelines
.  They are apt for us over these next days.

“a) first of all, the icon of Jesus before the adulteress: The Teacher is respectful and affectionate; He does not judge or condemn the person but by his own attitude encourages her to change her life;

b) the second icon, the Good Shepherd who goes in search for the lost sheep (much more so if it is a little lamb), encourages us not to wait for, and much less demand from, the lamb to find its way back to the fold and take the following obligatory steps in a pastoral care for street children:- observe, listen, understand …; - take the initiative of meeting, - establish a spontaneous relationship… 

c) the third icon, that of the disciples at Emmaus: Finally their eyes were opened before the Risen Christ and at the prospect of resurrection after having walked on a way during which not the eyes but the heart is warmed and opens to the newness of the Gospel.”


Another aspect to which I would like to draw to your attention, and I believe that this will be a thread running through all our discussions, is to seek out and  build up greater collaborative units to directly tackle this extensive pastoral need.  One again these are part of the recommendations at our International Meeting: 
“Concerted work must be done not only within the structures where one operates but also with those who are doing the same work in the territory or are in some way interested in it. It is also necessary to look for and welcome the collaboration of other forces that are not ecclesial in nature but are genuinely sensitive, humanly speaking, to the issue. The same goes for collaboration with public offices, even when, by personal choice, it is not possible, or it is not intended, to make use of public funding.”


Again at the heart of any response, is meeting, loving, education and reintegration leading to transformation and redemption, for “It is indispensable to bear witness to the light of Christ who illuminates and opens up new ways for people immersed in darkness”.

HOMELESSNESS

The prevalence of so many street children throughout the continent is a constant reminder that homeless is a  major problem.  Yet, as you will know, it is not only children who are without housing for there are many families and individuals too. Our Guidelines have tried to define this type of homelessness as thus:

“Poverty has an aspect that is manifested in the people who live and sleep on the street or under bridges. These people represent one of the many faces of poverty in today’s world. They include tramps; people forced to live in the street because they have no accommodation; foreign immigrants from poor countries who sometimes, even though they have a job, cannot find a place to live; the elderly without a home; and, finally, people – usually young – who have “chosen” a wandering life, either alone or in groups.”
 
But homelessness is not just to be without a roof, “it is the collapse of a world, of security, personal relationships and of dignity.  It is the loss of the ability to leave a life ‘truly human’.”
  So the pastoral task extends beyond what is basic and practical, for
 “Offering a ‘home’ is therefore an intrinsic task of every pastoral action. It is not simply a matter of offering a roof  but of a place where people can be fully themselves and with dignity. In a word, it is a place where one can build one’s home of relations, and develop every dimension of one’s existence, including the spiritual one.”


Available data indicates that the percentage of urban residents living in informal arrangements and shelters is as high as 50% in some parts of this continent.  But there is also type for whom a particular pastoral solicitude must be given.  They are those who are not simply temporarily homeless but have chosen, or been forced to make the street their home.  Many of these find themselves in such a  predicament either due to family and emotional breakdown, drug and alcohol abuse or mental illness. Some of these will be also more prevalent to the break down of health and in particular to tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS.   

As with many of the other conditions to be found ‘on the road’, homelessness is rarely a choice. Our recent First International Meeting on the pastoral care of the homeless made an important and profound conclusion, which I share with you:
“The homeless represent a challenge for the whole society, which is called to a co-responsibility in the promotion of an impassioned approach to the problem. It is  a matter of understanding the situation rather than finding an explanation, which could degenerate into unsuitable categorization.  It is a matter of taking into consideration the person, not as an object for which we intend to intervene in a way that has been previously defined.  This requires a project of intervention, that rather than stigmatizing, has a logic of  true inclusivity.  However, despite this, welcome remains limited, fragile and incapable, so it must be sustained by a deliberate and constant commitment.  Spontaneity, fragmentation and indecision weigh against an integral, lasting and sustainable approach”.

Once again at the heart of a pastoral response to such a exceptional need, there is the call to closer links and collaboration 

“In order to be able to offer better service to homeless people, collaboration among ecclesial institutions must be fostered, ending the tendency to work alone sometimes in a spirit of competition.  Appropriate collaboration is also encouraged with civil authorities, other religions, and non-religious based institutions that share the same concerns and goals.  Ecumenical initiatives should be actively pursued.”

Conclusion

I am aware that I have only touched at the edges of some of these vast pastoral issues.  You will know already well the situation here ‘on the ground’, in your countries and in the localities in which you minister.  There is already much excellent work being done and many important initiatives being undertaken.  We at the Pontifical Council want to hear about your lives, your work, your successes and if you are able, even your failures.  Modes of collaboration, combined with effective and imaginative responses is for all of us an essential objective. So, what you have to say, and what we will discern here over the next days will be of value, not just to yourselves but to the whole Christian community.  All this can weaved into a rich tapestry of pastoral response that enables the Church to be more truly herself, for 
“God thus entrusts the Church, itself a pilgrim on earth, with the task of forging a new creation in Christ Jesus, recapitulating in Him (cf. Eph 1:9-10) all the rich treasures of human diversity that sin has transformed into division and conflict. To the extent that the mysterious presence of this new creation is genuinely witnessed to in its life, the Church is a sign of hope for a world that ardently desires justice, freedom, truth and solidarity, that is peace and harmony.”
 
Is this not in line with the great Mission for your continent launched in Aparacida?  Truly, I believe it is! So recalling once again that encounter between Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch, one that brought ‘transformation and redemption’,  I hope and pray that through the power of the Holy Spirit,  as we are led on the roads and in streets, we will be blessed with the gifts of wisdom and understanding, and that through our efforts – over these days and in the future - our work may yield a rich harvest.

Thank you! 
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