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I am pleased to offer the Advent Solidarity Reflection Booklet for 2005.  Since the inception of this annual reflection text many have welcomed it as a trusted and much appreciated resource for prayer.

This year’s text further solidifies the direction our Bureau for International Solidarity initiated last year.  When we read the current “signs of times” with regards to the state of the world’s children, Champagnat’s mission to children offers us much to reflect upon.  Many challenges lie ahead of us if we are be to true to that mission.   

This year’s UNICEF report, the State of the World’s Children 2005, focuses on the effects that poverty, conflict and HIV/AIDS have on children.  What is supposed to be a time of promise, namely childhood, is under threat.  This Advent we focus again on the need for solidarity with children, especially those children around us who are most in need.  Along with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and this most recent UNICEF report which form a back-drop to this year’s publication, the content of this year’s daily prayer includes among other elements, the readings of the day, personal reflections of brothers and lay people from 29 different countries, interesting country information from the State of the World’s Children report, and quotations from Catholic social teaching.

Our hope is that for each of you, brothers and lay people, colleagues and friends, this 2005 Advent Prayer Booklet will help you to become more aware to the plight of the world’s children who call us to be in solidarity with them.

Finally, I want to thank all who have made this publication possible: those who have constructed these daily reflections, those who have assisted in proof-reading, translating, and those who have given their feedback and encouragement for this publication.  I am confident their work will bear much fruit.

Thanks also to all who will use these prayers during Advent. Each of us at BIS pray that you, after reflecting on the challenges that children and young people are facing around the world, will be moved to act for the rights of the child everywhere.







In prayer and solidarity,

Br. Dominick Pujia

Director, BIS
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First Sunday of Advent

November 27

Today’s prayer comes from Columbia

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Mark 13: 33-37

Jesus said to his disciples: “Be constantly on the watch! Stay awake! You do not know when the appointed time will come. It is like a man traveling abroad.  He leaves home and places his servants in charge, each with his own task; and he orders the man at the gate to watch with a sharp eye. Look around you! You do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether at dusk, at midnight, when the cock crows, or at early dawn. Do not let him come suddenly and catch you asleep. What I say to you, I say to all: be on guard!

Reflection

We find today’s Gospel (Mk 13,33-37) at the end of the eschatological discourse of Mark and its context is to prepare the Christian community to experience the passion and death of Jesus. Three parts can be distinguished: (a) Jesus’ exhortation (v 33: ‘Be on your guard, stay awake, because you never know when the time will come’), (b) the parable of the Master who has gone abroad and given each servant his own task (v. 34-35), (c) the final exhortation to be vigilant (v. 36-37). 

The exact return of the Master is unknown, but he will certainly return, whether this be in the evening, at midnight, when the cock crows or at dawn. We are reminded twice that the exact hour is unknown. It’s precisely this fact of not knowing that stimulates commitment and fidelity. The servants cannot be attentive to their Master if they are asleep, indifferent or lazy as were the foolish virgins. Each one has a task to do. In carrying out this task faithfully and carefully, the servants are being attentive to their Master. The Master is Jesus and the servants are the disciples who have heard the Kingdom announced. Thus, to be attentive to Jesus is to discover our mission, to accept it and to fulfil it in devotion. The Lord’s coming must not cause fear, superficial hopes or an obsession for an end whose time we do not know. What is important is that Christians live their daily lives in a responsible way and that they assume their mission seriously. The key verb in the text is stay awake (in Greek: gregoréo) which appears three times and indicates a state of alertness, of promptness, of attention and of loving care without any anxiety. This evangelical attitude is so important that it can be considered as a real metaphor for all of Christian life: the disciple is always vigilant, attentive, faithful, committed in the mission he or she has received from the Master. 

To say that the Lord is near or at the gates (v. 29) does not mean that we are thinking about a precise moment: ‘But as for that day or hour, nobody knows it, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son; no one but the Father.’ (v. 32) It would be in vain to calculate the day or the hour of the coming of the Son of Man. The Lord is always close; he comes each day in the daily events, the people, the experience of love. Each Christian must be responsible and serious about living his or her vocation, without ceasing to be vigilant in fidelity to the words of Jesus: ‘Sky and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.’ (v. 31) ‘And what I say to you I say to all: Stay awake!’

Brother Ismar Portilla -- Columbia

Thought for the Day

In every age, the church carries the responsibility of reading the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel, if it is to carry out its task. In language intelligible to every generation, it should be able to answer the ever recurring questions which people ask about the meaning of this present life and of the life to come, and how one is related to the other. (Gaudium et Spes, #4)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

All-powerful God, Increase our strength of will for doing good that Christ may find an eager welcome at his coming and call us to his side in the kingdom of heaven, where he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.

Country Facts: Columbia

Total Population (thousands 2003)




44222

% Population under 18





   
      38

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births


    
      21

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      28

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      72

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      92

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      86

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  1810

% population living below $1 / day




        8

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
             90/90






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat 






UNICEF

Monday, First Week of Advent

November 28

Today’s prayer comes from Liberia

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 2: 1-5

The word that Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. And it shall come to pass in the latter days, that the mountain of Jehovah's house shall be established on the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it. And many peoples shall go and say, Come ye, and let us go up to the mountain of Jehovah, to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his paths: for out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of Jehovah from Jerusalem. And he will judge between the nations, and will decide concerning many peoples; and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.

O house of Jacob, come ye, and let us walk in the light of Jehovah.

Reflection
Here in Liberia these words that open our observance of Advent are especially meaningful. War has reduced everything to rubble. The self-interest of a few has wrecked the hopes of countless others, the majority of the population, the poor, children…

When you land in Liberia, you’re struck by the devastated landscape, the blown up buildings and shattered infrastructure. You don’t notice the ethical wounds though they are more extensive. An entire generation has been accustomed to stealing, living on international aide, dreaming about emigrating and turning their backs on their homeland, getting through today with no thought of tomorrow, losing respect for their elders… and so many other moral cancers! 

We’ve endured fourteen years of a brutal civil war! The children seated in the classrooms of Sister Shirley School, where we brothers teach, have experienced nothing but war. They have no idea what peace is. Some were kidnapped, made to leave behind their toy pistols and take up genuine firearms. They are familiar with drugs, violence and the spilling of blood. Do they have a future? 

For us Marists living in this corner of West Africa, the words of Isaiah strengthen our commitment to education as a powerful way to bring about change. This is an effort that will take years. Now we are sowing. Although we will not see the harvest, we are passionately dedicated to bringing it about. 

Lord, how we need your prophecy to come true today in our beloved Liberia! And in so many other places on Earth! But biblical prophecies only come true when we get down to business. Let us walk in the light of the Lord! Show us, O Lord, your ways, that we may follow in your footsteps.

Br. J Manuel Acal -- Liberia

Thought for the Day

Children are always among the first affected by conflict, whether directly or indirectly. Armed conflict alters their lives in many ways, and even if they are not killed or injured, they can be orphaned, abducted, raped or left with deep emotional scars and psychological traumas from the direct exposure to violence, dislocation, poverty or the loss of a loved one. (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF p 41)

Pause for reflection:               

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Lord, our God help us to prepare for the coming of Christ your Son. May he find us waiting,

eager in joyful prayer.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Sprit, one God, for ever and ever.
Country Data: Liberia 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




   3367

% Population under 18






      54  

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    288

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        5
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      41
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      62

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      26    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    130
 

% population living below $1 / day



 
      36

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female) 
             59/53   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF

Tuesday, First Week of Advent

November 29

Today’s prayer comes from Korea

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 11: 1-10

On that day, a shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse, and from his roots a bud shall blossom. The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him: a spirit of wisdom and understanding, a spirit of counsel and of strength, a spirit of the Lord and his delight shall be the fear of the Lord. Not by appearance shall he judge, nor by hearsay shall he decide, but he shall judge the poor with justice, and decide aright for the land’s afflicted. He shall strike the ruthless with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked. Justice shall be the band around his waist, and faithfulness a belt upon his lips.

Then the wolf shall be a guest of the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; the calf and the young lion shall browse together, with a little child to guide them. The cow and the bear shall be neighbors, together their young shall rest; the lion shall eat hay like the ox. The baby shall play by the cobra’s den, and the child lay his head on the adder’s lair. There shall be no harm or ruin on all my holy mountain; for the earth shall be filled with knowledge of the Lord, as water covers the sea.

On that day, the root of Jesse, set up as a signal for the nations, the Gentiles shall seek out, for his dwelling shall be glorious. Jesus said to his disciples: “Be constantly on the watch! Stay awake! You do not know when the appointed time will come. It is like a man traveling abroad.  He leaves home and places his servants in charge, each with his own task; and he orders the man at the gate to watch with a sharp eye. Look around you! You do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether at dusk, at midnight, when the cock crows, or at early dawn. Do not let him come suddenly and catch you asleep. What I say to you, I say to all: be on guard!

Reflection 

In this reading, Isaiah presents a beautiful picture of the peaceful co-existence of wild beasts, tame animals, and human children. This scene reveals to me a sense of the innocence and playfulness of children. 

Innocence, playfulness, and wonder are among the most precious traits that children possess. We need to respect, protect and nurture these traits in them so that they can experience seeing “play-full” and “wonder-full” images of God. After all, God is Mystery who dwells in and reveals Himself through relationships.

Likewise, human beings are essentially relational and their environment is one of the key factors that forms and shapes their personalities. Given the right environment, children are able to develop a healthy and warmhearted concept of themselves, other people, nature, and God. They are likely to relate to each other in a more wholesome way when surrounded by care, respect, compassion, and love. 

I have oftentimes dreamed of a future in which children all around the world play and laugh in lush green fields as Isaiah depicted. A peaceful Reign of God! Is that not God’s dream? We need to help our children to dream God’s dream. However, what if animals disappear, water and air become polluted, land is despoiled, and war and poverty spread throughout the world of children? What if we continue to be co-opted by the dominant culture of individualism, materialism, capitalism, and unbridled competition? Where will the children find a sense of playfulness, innocence, trust, and wonder? And then, what kind of images of God will they have in such desolate environments?

    Br. John Oh (Seon-Keun) -- Korea

Thought for the Day

Natural resources are limited; some are not, as it is said, renewable. Using them as if they were inexhaustible, with absolute dominion, seriously endangers their availability not only for the present generation but above all for generations to come. (Soliciudo Rei Socialis, #34)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

God of mercy and consolation, help us in our weakness and free us from sin. Hear our prayers that we may rejoice at the coming of your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Republic of Korea 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




47700


% Population under 18






      24    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        5
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    170
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      76
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      92

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      -    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


12030
 

% population living below $1 / day




        2 

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)   
       -/-   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Wednesday, First Week of Advent

November 30

Today’s reflection comes from Malawi

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 15: 29-37
Jesus went along the Sea of Galilee. He went up onto the mountainside and sat down there. Large crowds of the people came to him bringing with them cripples, the deformed, the blind, the mute, and may others besides. They laid them at his feet and he cured them. The result was great astonishment in the crowds as they beheld the mute speaking, the deformed made sound, cripples walking about, and the blind seeing. They glorified the God of Israel.

Jesus called his disciples to him and said: “My heart is moved with pity for the crowd. By now they have been with me three days and they have nothing to eat. His disciples said to him, “How could we ever get enough bread in this deserted spot to satisfy such a crowd?” But Jesus asked them: “How many loaves of bread do you have?” “Seven;” they replied, “and a few small fish.” Then he directed the crowd to seat themselves on the ground. He took the seven loaves and the fish, and after giving thanks he broke them and gave them to the disciples, who in turn gave them to the crowds. All ate until they were full. When they gathered up the left over fragments, they filled seven hampers. 
Reflection 

I paid a visit to a friend of mine who was hospitalized in one of the hospitals. I was appalled by the living conditions of patients in that hospital. He shared a bed with another patient suffering from a different type of disease. 

Some patients slept without blankets because they did not bring any with them from their homes and the hospital could not provide any. Patients’ guardians slept under the beds of patients but many more slept outside on the verandah. The stench in the ward was enormous. 

Guardians have to provide food to their loved ones if they want them to taste a different diet. Cooking is done outside in a common kitchen, which fails to accommodate everyone, and some end up cooking under trees. 

Apparently this kind of situation is common in government owned hospitals because services are free. Basic treatment is provided at no cost. Should patients need better treatment they have to find it for themselves. More than 80% of the population cannot afford services in private hospitals and this is their only alternative.

     Br. Kasambwe Evaristus Eddie -- Malawi

Thought for the Day

Poverty threatens childhood by exposing millions of children to disease that could be easily prevented or cured through inexpensive medicines and vaccinations.  Two million children under the age of five still die every year because they are not immunized with commonplace vaccines.  Around 7 out of every 10 deaths among children under the age of five in developing countries can be attributed to a few main causes: acute repertory infections, diarrhea, measles or malaria. (State of the World’s Children 2205, UNICEF p17).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Lord our God, grant that we may be ready to receive Christ when he comes in glory and to share in the banquets of heaven, where he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Malawi 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




12105


% Population under 18






      53
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    178
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      19
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      38
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      67

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      46    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    170
 

% population living below $1 / day




      42

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)              79/80   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Thursday, First Week of Advent

December 1

Today’s reflection comes from Democratic Republic of Congo

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 7: 21, 24-27
Jesus said to his disciples: “None of those who cry out, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of God but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”

“Anyone who hears my words and puts them into practice is like the wise man who built his house on rock. When the rainy season set in, the torrents came and the winds blew and buffeted the house. It did not collapse; it had been solidly set on rock. Anyone who hears my words but does not put them into practice is like the foolish man who built his house on sandy ground. The rains fell, the torrents came, the winds blew and lashed against the house. It collapsed under all this and was completely ruined.” 

Reflection 

This passage from the Gospel of Matthew presents us with two kinds of people and two kinds of construction. The wise person builds his house on rock and sees it resist all kinds of bad weather and natural catastrophes. The second person, less experienced, builds his house on sand, and sees it blown away when hit by storms and natural calamities. 

What meaning can these comparisons have in the area of education in a country such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, torn apart by wars, hatred, ethnic, tribal and regional divisions, corruption, and widespread looting? Nearly all the towns in the country are confronted by the problem of erosion that carries away houses, goods, and sometimes human lives during each rainy season due to the inconsistency of the soil and lack of city planning.

Build our country on rock or on sand? Insistently education should teach young people to build the country on the rock of human values and Christian virtues, indispensable to the soundness of a society which sees each person as someone created in the image and likeness of God.

The virtues of tolerance, forgiveness, reconciliation, and love of neighbor and country should be given first place in the civic and Christian education of all our young people to prepare a better world in which to live.

If we do not want to condemn the country to the total destruction seen in the image of the house built on sand, teachers and political decision-makers need to be concerned about the Christian moral values of honesty, respect for human life, respect for the common good and private property, work well done, dedication, solidarity, the protection of our common environment as a gift from God, and so many other values.

This sand consists of opposing values that are found in our towns and cities: corruption, tribal hatred, political intolerance, ethnic and regional divisions, the looting of public and private goods, the evil destruction of our national patrimony such as the environment and basic social infrastructures… A country built on these negative values doesn’t and quick and illicit wealth, and do away with positive values in public and private know how to resist the temptation to use weapons to solve conflicts and gain access to power services (hospitals, schools, universities, public office, …) Naturally the best environment for passing on these values and fighting against destructive values is the educational system with its many different structures. Here, all the children are side-by-side, poor and rich, coming from all the different tribes and provinces of the country. To neglect the educational sector would be to condemn the children and the country to perpetuating the negative values that we all wish to eliminate. The Church and every national community must join together for the education of young people in positive values that point the way to a prosperous and welcoming country in which all people have their value and dignity. In doing this, we will surely build our country on the rock of Christian and human values, and be in accord with the second of UN Millennium Development Goals, to eradicate poverty here by 2015.

     Br. Masumbuko Mununguri -- Democratic Republic of Congo

Thought for the Day

The exact number of children currently caught up in conflict as combatants is unknown, but it is likely to run into the hundreds of thousands.  Children are conscripted, kidnapped, or pressured into joining armed groups.  Not all of them take part in combat, though the proliferation of lightweight weapons has made it possible for even children under 10 to become effective killers,  Children are also forced into sexual slavery and the become laborers, cooks or servants, messengers or spies.  Girls are particularly liable, to be sexually exploited, whether by one commander or a whole troop.  Many also join boys on the front line. (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, 41)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

Father, we need your help. Free us from sin and bring us to life. Support us by your power.

Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Democratic Republic of Congo
Total Population (thousands 2003)




52771


% Population under 18






      54    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    205
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        9
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      42
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      46


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      29
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    100
 

% population living below $1 / day




         -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
              55/48  






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF

Friday, First Week of Advent

December 2

Today’s reflection comes from Guatemala

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 9: 27-31

As Jesus moved on from Capernaum, two blind men came after him crying out, “Son of David, have pity on us!” When he got to the house the blind man caught up with him. Jesus said to them, “Are you confident I can do this?” “Yes, Lord,” they told him. At that he touched their eyes and said, “Because of your faith it shall be done to you”; and they recovered there sight. Then Jesus warned them sternly, “See to it that no one knows about this.” But they went off and spread word of him through the whole area.

Reflection 

“Two blind men followed him, crying out…” Are boys and girls crying out to us today? What are they asking for? What light are they looking for? In Guatemala, poverty lashes out at little ones in a special way, depriving them of schooling. For lots of families, the cost of school supplies at the beginning of the year is prohibitive; many children go unschooled. The same thing happens with regard to health: the normal cost for a visit to the doctor’s office or treatment is out of reach. Families feel obliged to look for additional income, leaving their sons and daughters to fend for themselves for long periods of time, which creates new hardships and risks. What a bleak picture! 

But hope gives encouragement along the way, dreaming that life can change for the better. That brings Brenda to mind. She’s seven; comes from an indigenous family. Her mother had no opportunity to learn how to read or write, but has a burning desire for her daughter to enjoy a different future. Brenda is in the first grade and spends the remainder of the day at a daycare center in her community. A neighbor picks her up and keeps an eye on her until her mother gets home at nightfall. During the holidays Brenda helped out at the small restaurant where her mother works, learning to clean and wait on tables and saving up to enrol at school.

A short time ago, Brenda proudly showed me her report card. Most of her grades were “excellent,” and her mother, all smiles, was saying, “Thanks be to God, she can do it! I want her to have a better life!” 

You’re at it again, Lord, creating light.

   Sr. Maria Laura Soto -- The Champagnat Sisters -- Guatemala 

Thought for the Day

Over 121 million primary-school-age children are out of school.  They are deprived of their right to education by poverty, either because of their families cannot afford school fees, because scant national resources stand in the way of adequate school facilities, or because they have to work to out food on the table.  Girls, who are often the first to be withdrawn from school in times of financial distress, constitute the majority of this group. (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, p17)

Pause for reflection:
What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

Jesus, our Lord, save us from our sins. Come, protect us from all dangers and lead us to salvation, for you live and reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Guatemala
Total Population (thousands 2003)




12347


% Population under 18






      50

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      47
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      74
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      66
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      95


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      61
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  1910
 

% population living below $1 / day




         -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
             79/75   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Saturday, First Week of Advent

December 3

Today’s reflection comes from Vanuatu

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 30: 19-21

Thus says the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel: O people of Zion, who dwell in Jerusalem, no more will you weep; he will be gracious to you when you cry out, as soon as he hears he will answer you. The Lord will give you the bread you need and the water for which you thirst. No longer will your Teacher hide himself, but with your own eyes you shall see your Teacher, while from behind, a voice shall sound in your ears: “This is the way, walk in it,” when you would turn to the right or to the left.   

Reflection 

Isaiah wrote these words during a tumultuous time in the history of Israel and Judah. For almost 200 years the people of God had been divided into a northern kingdom, called "Israel," and a southern kingdom, "Judah." Both kingdoms had shown a remarkable indifference toward God. In the north, they persistently disobeyed Him and did whatever they pleased. In the south, sometimes they tried to be faithful, but often they too went astray. God called Isaiah to be His prophet…This man invited people to turn from evil ways and come back to God: “Let us climb the Lord’s mountain, to the house of the God of Jacob…”

For the young people of Vanuatu this message of hope is tough to grasp. The majority of the country’s population is very young, with 43 percent under the age of 15. Each year many drop out of school. Given the limited opportunities for work in Vanuatu, many end up roaming the towns and villages looking for jobs they will never find.  Many become cynical and negative, turning to illegal activities to earn a living. Life is difficult for them. Our challenge is to offer hope, to keep these young people open to possibilities that will help them face and overcome life’s difficulties, and provide them with the tools they need to accomplish this. We must keep encouraging them to resist the temptation to worship false gods like materialism, drugs, and lawlessness.  May we take up the challenges of Advent and find time to be with God on His mountaintop, asking Him to help us become effective witnesses and messengers of hope for the young people before us.

Br. Christophe Muluane -- Vanuatu

Thought for the Day

In addition to threatening children’s lives, poverty increases their vulnerability to other dangers, providing fuel for violent and exploitative conditions that include hazardous child labor and child trafficking.  The predators who sell children into slavery or sexual exploitation do not seek their prey in comfortable suburbs; they look in the poorest shanty town or in the most underprivileged rural areas, where grinding poverty can heighten children’s vulnerability to protection from abuse. (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICE, p17)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

God our Father, you loved the world so much you gave your Son to free us from the ancient power of sin and death. Help us who wait for your coming, and lead us to true liberty. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Sprit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Vanuatu 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




212


% Population under 18






  48
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



  38
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




  85
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





  69
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

  60


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


  50
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003

         1180
 

% population living below $1 / day




    - 


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
              -/-   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Second Sunday of Advent

December 4

Today’s reflection comes from El Salvador
Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Mark 1: 1-8

Here begins the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. In Isaiah the prophet, it is written; “I send a messenger before you to prepare your way: a herald’s voice in the desert, crying, ‘Make ready the way of the Lord, clear him a straight path.’”

Thus it was that John the Baptizer appeared in the desert proclaiming a baptism of repentance which led to the forgiveness of sins. All the Judean countryside and the people of Jerusalem went out to him in great numbers. They were being baptized by him in the Jordan River as they confessed their sins. John was clothed in camel’s hair, and wore a lather belt around his waist. The theme of his preaching was: “One more powerful than I is to come after me. I am not fit to stoop and untie his sandal straps. I have baptized you in water; he will baptize you in the Holy Spirit.”

Reflection 

Today's central figure is John the Baptist who prepares the way to welcome the Good News of Jesus. I find it easy to identify with him in a classroom or in a living situation where all are equal. But I get annoyed when I feel that I am also called to be Jesus’ mediator amid young people who live in conditions of extreme poverty, where there’s still no way out. In San Salvador the phenomenon of the "maras" or gangs is growing daily. Young people from thirteen to thirty-five years of age, from broken homes, witnesses or victims of family violence, without access to any education, deported from Mexico or the United States of America, their faces and arms full of tattoos, perpetrators of robberies, murders and extortion, pursued by the police, confined with the masses in our jails... they are not exactly people who inspire me with a yearning to evangelize. And yet they are also entitled to be privileged recipients of our efforts to educate and evangelize, just as Champagnat dreamed and our most recent previous General Chapter affirmed. They are the Montagnes who endure dehumanization and have nothing to look forward to. As I prepare to celebrate Christmas, I ask the Lord to allow us Marists who live in El Salvador and Central America to discern, like John the Baptist, specific ways to be messengers of reconciliation and promoters of justice for the most abandoned children and young people in our midst.  

                                                                       Br.  Balbino Juárez -- El Salvador
Thought for the Day

When there is a question of protecting the rights of individuals, the poor and helpless have a claim to special consideration. The rich population has many ways of protecting themselves, and stands less in need of help ... (Rerum Novarum, # 29)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

God of power and mercy, open our hearts in welcome. Remove the things that hinder us from receiving Christ with joy, so that we may share his wisdom and become one with him

when he comes in glory, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.   Amen

Country Data:  El Salvador 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




6515


% Population under 18






    41
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    36
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    88
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





    71
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

    82


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


    63
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


2200
 

% population living below $1 / day




    31


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
               -/-   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF.

Monday, Second Week of Advent

December 5

Today’s reflection comes from Bougainville

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 5: 17-26

One day Jesus was teaching, and the power of the Lord made him heal.  Sitting close by were Pharisees and teachers of the law who had come from every village of Galilee and from Judea and Jerusalem. Some men came along carrying a paralytic on a mat. They were trying to bring him in and lay him before Jesus; but they found no way of getting him through because of the crowd, so they went up on the roof. There they let him down with his mat through the tiles into the middle of the crowd. Seeing their faith, Jesus said, “My friend, your sins are forgiven you.”

The scribed and the Pharisees began a discussion saying, “Who is this man who utters blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” Jesus, however, knew their reasoning and answered them by saying: “Why do you harbor these thoughts? Which is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you’ or ‘Get up and walk?’ In any case, to make it clear to you that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he then addressed the paralyzed man: “I say to you, get up! Take your mat with you, and return to your house.”

At once the man stood erect before them. He picked up the mat he had been lying on and went home praising God. At this they were all seized with astonishment. Full of awe, they gave praise to God, saying, “We have seen incredible things today!”

Reflection 

Child soldiers exist in many areas of the world today, unwanted, outcasts.  The psychological wounds they suffer are long lasting, lingering well beyond the time their physical injuries have healed. Many of these children have lost family and homes, and lived a life of fear and instability. Being involved with other soldiers provides them with a sense of belonging to a cause, a sense of stability sorely lacking in their lives. Many of them are also motivated by a desire to avenge atrocities inflicted on their families. This leads them to commit atrocities of their own. Healing for these young people becomes a process of picking up their stretchers and going home. It requires dealing with the hurts that have been inflicted on them and their families, and attempting to heal the hurts that they have inflicted on others. Because of what they have done they are often not welcome back into their home areas, in many cases becoming outcasts throughout their region. So when Jesus says to the paralytic, “I command you: get up, pick up your stretcher and go home,” it is very much a healing message for the young men who have been involved in military operations from a young age. They need to know that they are loved and can be healed, and that they have a future in a place they can call home.

      Br. Ken McDonald -- Bougainville

Thought for the Day

As civil strife proliferates—and civilians become its main casualties—millions of children are growing up in families and communities torn apart by armed conflict.  Many have been forced onto the front lines.  Since 1990, conflicts have directly killed as many as 3.6 million people; tragically, more than 45 percent of these are likely to have been children.  Hundreds of thousands of children are caught up in armed conflict as soldiers, are forced to become refugees or are internally displaced, suffer sexual violence, abuse and exploitation, or are victims of explosive remnants of war.  (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, p10) 

Pause for reflection:
What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer:

Lord, free us from our sins and make us whole. Hear our prayer, and prepare us to celebrate the incarnation of your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Papua New Guinea  
Total Population (thousands 2003)




  5711


% Population under 18






      47
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    143
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      49
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      58
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      39


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      45
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    510
 

% population living below $1 / day




         -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
             87/87   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF

Tuesday, Second Week of Advent

December 6

Today’s reflection comes from the Philippines

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 18: 12-14

Jesus said to his disciples: “What is your thought on this: A man owns a hundred sheep and one of them wanders away; will he not leave the ninety-nine out on the hills and go in search of the stray? If he succeeds in finding it, believe me he is happier about this one than about the ninety-nine that did not wander away. Just so, it is no part on your heavenly Father’s plan that a single one of these little ones shall ever come to grief.”

Reflection

The issue of street children goes beyond our common understanding of them as homeless, troublesome children struggling to survive in the streets. At the core of the plight of these children is the fact that they have heartbreaking stories to tell and long to live life to the fullest.

Ronnie is staying at Marcellin Foundation, a Marist Brothers home for street children in the Philippines. Our family has offered him and two other children the opportunity to be part of our own home and attend school.

Ronnie’s story movingly illustrates the many crises that street children have to face. He has been left mentally and emotionally scarred by the harsh realities he has endured: imprisonment at a young age for stealing chicken eggs to take the edge off his hunger pangs, the dangers of belonging to a gang, and the necessity to run away from home to escape physical abuse by his parents. Ronnie’s has certainly not been a life lived to the fullest!

The Parable of the Lost Sheep depicts Jesus as the Shepherd going out of his way to find the sheep that is missing. Our Shepherd’s life-giving presence is challenging us to live out the imperatives of the Gospel today:

To leave behind our comfort zones and enter the arena of sacrifice for the sake of the lost ones;

To be attuned to the needs of the poor and the children in need of our loving compassion;

To take concrete actions to ensure that not a single little one shall ever come to grief – any more.

In our own way and in the likeness of Jesus, we can all be Shepherds for those who are lost.
Agnes S. Reyes -- Philippines

Thought for the Day

The number of children trafficked each year is the same as the number of children under five living in Australia: 1.2 million.  The number of children sexually exploited in the multibillion-dollar commercial sex industry is the same as the number of children living in Belgium: 2 million.  (The State of the World’s Children Report 2005, UNICEF, Inside Back Cover).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Almighty God, help us to look forward to the glory of the birth of Christ our Savior: his coming is proclaimed joyfully to the ends of the earth, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Philippines 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




79999


% Population under 18






      43    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      36
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      88
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      70
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      85

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      73 

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  1080
 

% population living below $1 / day




      15


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
             93/93   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Wednesday, Second Week of Advent

December 7

Today’s reflection comes from Peru

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 11: 28-30
Jesus said, “Come to me. All you who are weary and find life burdensome and I will refresh you. Take my yoke upon your shoulders and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart. Your souls will find rest, for my yoke is easy and my burden light.”

Reflection

“Love is a basket with five loaves of bread and two fish… never enough until you begin to share them.”
I start this reflection with a sentence that I found scrawled in a building at the San Pedro de Lurigancho high security prison in Lima. A structure built to house 2,500 inmates, now holding 7,579.

In Peru, it is easy to find yourself in a café having a cup of coffee with poverty, come across a child in the street selling you candy, cigarettes and anything else. It is impossible not to bump into the likeness of the child Jesus, who invades your space, questions you, changes you, jolts you, when someone comes up to you in the heart of the city and says: “Please, just a little charity!” Thousands of times I have felt ashamed when struck by this reality, looking back over my day and realizing that I can’t remember a single thing I did to relieve the hunger and thirst of someone close to me because even my eyes failed to see. I think this happens because I don’t dare rendezvous with God on a downtown street or bus crowded with people who rose at the crack of dawn to look for a meal, at a marketplace where you not only pay for food but where people give you back change in the form of caring and kindness. 

Recently I had another chance to see Cantinflas’ film El Padrecito, a story so old yet ever new. In a dining-room scene, Father Sebas (Cantinflas) says this: “Rather than do away with the wealthy in society, we should get rid of the poor; The fewer the poor, the greater equality there will be in the world.”

Words that still pierce my heart!

        Br. Sandro Agurto -- Peru 
Thought for the Day

The past decade has seen an alarming rise in the number of children who live or spend much of their time on the streets. UNICEF estimates there are 100 million such children. Causal factors for this global trend vary from region to region. For many years, research has highlighted a range of risk factors that increase the likelihood of a child being forced onto the streets, including poor educational opportunities, poverty, ethnic minority status, family dissolution, and substance abuse. In recent times, however, primary causal factors such as war, AIDS and environmental disasters have led to extreme numbers of children taking to the streets for their survival. (ECPAT International Newsletter, Issue 34, April 2004) 

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer 

All-powerful Father, we await the healing power of Christ your Son. Let us not be discouraged by our weaknesses as we prepare for his coming. Keep us steadfast in your love.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Peru 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




27167


% Population under 18






      39
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      34
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      93
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      70
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      81


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      62
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  2150
 

% population living below $1 / day




      18


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
            93/93   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Thursday, Second Week of Advent

Feast of the Immaculate Conception

December 8

Today’s reflection comes from Bolivia

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 1: 26-38
The angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man named Joseph, of the house of David.  The virgin’s name was Mary. Upon arriving, the angle said to her: “Rejoice, O highly favored daughter! The Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women.” She was deeply troubled by his words and wondered what his greeting meant. The angle went on to say to her: “Do not fear, Mary. You have found favor with God. You shall conceive and bear a son and give him the name Jesus. Great will be his dignity and he will be called Son of the Most High. The Lord will give him the thrown of David his father. He will rule over the house of Jacob forever and his reign will be without end.”

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be since I do not know man?” The angel answered her: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; hence, the holy offspring to be born will be called the Son of God. Know that Elizabeth your kinswomen has conceived a son in her old age; she who was thought to be sterile is now in her sixth month, for nothing is impossible with God.”

Mary said, “I am the maidservant of the Lord. Let it be done to me as you say.” With that the angel left her.

Reflection

The angel Gabriel was sent to Nazareth to a young girl named Mary
Today, I want to be like Mary, this young girl, seeing with her eyes and loving with her heart the huge number of young people under 18 who represent 47% of the Bolivian population. Young people who are living in harsh conditions of poverty and marginalization. With her, I want to be closer…

· to the shoeshine kids, panhandlers, and those who spend their days at traffic lights washing windshields;

· to the young people who yearn for easy money and become ensnared in drug trafficking;

· to the young people who work in fields and endure a life of slavery;

· to the countless young people who have to work in difficult and unjust conditions to pay for their studies;

· to the children and young people caught up in gangs, those we scornfully label “gangsters;”

· to the young people who yearn to study, buy a home, TV, books, a computer… but can’t afford to;

· to those who have become inured to seeing their father come home in a rage, their mother, brothers and sisters trembling with fear…

Today, at Mary’s side, I open the Gospel and see once more Jesus’ attitude toward young people. The disciples are unable to free a young man from an unclean spirit. Jesus, however, rebukes the spirit and commands it to leave the youth. Then he takes the boy by the hand and helps him stand up. (Mk 9: 14-29) Likewise, Jesus takes the 12-year-old daughter of Jairus by the hand and says to her, “Little girl, I say to you, arise!” (Mk 5:41) Jesus is very accessible to the young, full of gentleness and hope, able to fill them with new life.
Today I renew my faith in the young people of Bolivia. They witness so much death while at the same time proclaiming new life. Today I renew my commitment to be close to them as a Little Brother of Mary, with warmth and kindness, inviting them (without imposing on them) to stand up, letting them see that they are standing and setting out on the journey. Today, I want to learn from your courage (“Do not be afraid, Mary!”) and theirs and be able to say as you and they do: Here I am!
   Br. Antonio Peralta -- Bolivia

Thought for the Day

For it is not simply a question of eliminating hunger and reducing poverty. It is not enough to combat destitution, urgent and necessary as this is. The point at issue is the establishment of a human society in which everyone, regardless of race, religion or nationality, can live a truly human life free from bondage imposed by men and the forces of nature not sufficiently mastered, a society in which freedom is not an empty word, and where Lazarus the poor man can sit at the same table as the rich man.  (Populorum Progressio, # 47).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Almighty Father, give us the joy of your love to prepare the way for Christ our Lord. Help us to serve you and one another. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.   Amen

Country Data:  Bolivia
Total Population (thousands 2003)




8808

% Population under 18






    45
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    66
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    65

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





    64
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

    85


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


    45
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


   890
 

% population living below $1 / day




    14 


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)

93/91   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Friday, Second Week of Advent

December 9

Today’s reflection comes from Ivory Coast

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 48: 17-19

Thus says the Lord your redeemer, the holy one of Israel: “I, the Lord, your God, teach you what is for your good, and lead you on the way you should go. If you would hearken to my commandments, your prosperity would be like a river, and your vindication like the waves of the sea; your descendents would be like the sand, and those born of your stock like its grains, their names never cut off or blotted out from my presence. 

Reflection

Isaiah means “The Lord who saves.”  A name that summarizes the contents of the passage offered for our meditation today.

The message of the prophet is meant to counter panic and discouragement, and calls on us to remain confident in the promises of God.

"In the future, he will come…"

· So that we who are separated from God will go up to and speak to him once more, and he will teach us…, and we will walk in the light. What a great choice! 

· So that wounded hearts, devastated families, disturbed children, and neglected young people will know peace and be artisans of peace. 

· So that those who cause tensions and conflicts on the African continent by procuring arms will prefer the life and the dignity of our people to their god of money and death. 

· so that those who seek power by any means, scorning the dignity of people and the interests of the nation, will opt to transform instruments of war (swords, lances, rifles…) into instruments of peace and development for the dignity of the human person.

Yes, it is still possible to hope, faced with this marvelous choice of the Present who is the Future, under the watchfulness of God the Father.

  Br. Sylvain Yao Kouassi Kan -- Ivory Coast

Thought for the Day

When so many people are hungry, when so many families suffer from destitution, when so many remain steeped in ignorance, when so many schools, hospitals and homes worthy of the name remain to be built, all public or private squandering of wealth, ... every exhausting armaments race becomes an intolerable scandal.  (Populorum Progressio, # 53)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

All-powerful God, help us to look forward in hope to the coming of our Savior. May we live as he has taught, ready to welcome him with burning love and faith.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Ivory Coast 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




16631


% Population under 18






      49    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    192
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      14
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      41
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      84

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities

    
      74

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    660
 

% population living below $1 / day




      16

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
             62/52   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Saturday, Second Week of Advent

December 10

Today’s reflection comes from Australia

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Sirach 48: 1-4, 9-11

Like a fire there appeared the prophet Elijah whose words were as a flaming furnace. Their staff of bread he shattered, in his zeal he reduced them to straits; by God’s word he shut up the heavens and three times brought down fire. How awesome are you Elijah! Whose glory is equal to yours? You were taken aloft in a whirlwind, in a chariot with fiery horses. You are destined, it is written, in time to come to put and end to wrath before the day of the Lord, to turn back the hearts of fathers toward their sons, and to re-establish the tribes of Jacob. Blessed is he who shall have seen you before he dies.

Reflection

Vivian arrives at the front door, barefoot and wearing clothes that may actually be his. “Is Brother Mark there?” he asks with a big smile. Mark arrives and eight-year-old Vivian holds out his hand. “This is for the poor kids,” he says as he drops a pile of coins into Mark’s hand and rushes off to his next adventure.

Vivian is one of our students in the Ltyentye Apurte School at Santa Teresa, in the hot desert of Central Australia.  This little boy’s generosity typifies the outpouring of support by so many people for those who suffered and continue to suffer from last December’s Asian Tsunami disaster.  But this offering came from a poor Aboriginal child in the Australian outback. Vivian’s family, and many just like his, struggle to survive in our wealthy world, even though they did well for tens of thousands of years before the arrival of the white man.

The Marist Brothers are here to support Aboriginal people and provide them with the education needed to survive in this western world. We are often called upon to help with food, transport, telephone service, and filling in all those government forms that people who use English as a second language often find difficult to complete. 

The terrain is harsh, life is a struggle, and then out of it all comes Elijah, “whose words were as a flaming furnace”. 

Young Vivian, the kid from the outback, has “shut up the heavens and three times brought down fire,” with those simple words: “Brother, this is for the poor kids.”

Br. Tony Caddy -- Australia

Thought for the Day

If someone who has the riches of this world sees his brother in need and closes his heart to him, how does the love of God abide in him?" (1 Jn 3:17). It is well known how strong were the words used by the Fathers of the Church to describe the proper attitude of persons who possess anything towards persons in need. To quote Saint Ambrose: "You are not making a gift of your possessions to the poor person. You are handing over to him what is his. For what has been given in common for the use of all, you have arrogated to yourself. The world is given to all, and not only to the rich. (On the Development of Peoples, #23)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Lord, let your glory dawn to take away our darkness. May we be revealed as children of light at the coming of your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Australia 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




19731


% Population under 18






      24    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        6
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    162    

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      79
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

    100

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


    100    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


21650 

% population living below $1 / day




         -

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                  -/-   






The State of the World’s Children 2005:
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UNICEF
Third Sunday of Advent

December 11

Today’s reflection comes from the United States

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 61: 1-2, 10-11
The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring glad tidings to the lowly, to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners, to announce a year of favor from the Lord and a day of vindication by our God.

I rejoice heartily in the Lord, in my God is the joy of my soul; for he has cloth me with the robe of salvation, and wrapped me in a mantle of justice, like a bridegroom adorned with a diadem, like a bride bedecked with her jewels. As the earth brings forth its plants, and a garden makes its growth spring up, so will the Lord God make justice and praise spring up before all the nations.

Reflection

The Lord calls us, through Isaiah, to reach out to the lowly and the brokenhearted, and to proclaim liberty to the captives.  It is sometimes easy to overlook the brokenhearted that live among us, and difficult to understand that there are many ways, other than prison bars, to keep someone captive. Child sexual exploitation is the most hidden form of child abuse in North America today. Girls as young as ten years old are recruited by savvy pimps into a life of rape, degradation and physical violence. Almost all of these girls have been the victims of sexual abuse at the hands of someone they knew and trusted at a very early age. They share a common lack of self-esteem, and hopelessness of being able to have a “normal” life. They are completely vulnerable to the false promises and praise initially given to them by the pimp – looking to him for protection and affection, and taught to call him “daddy.”  Very soon, these vulnerable children are put out on the street, and sold to whoever will pay for their bodies. The pimp controls the girls by physical violence, rape, and emotional abuse. Girls rarely leave their pimps because they feel worthless, dirty, and that they have nowhere to go.


Currently, sexually exploited youth under the age of eighteen, even though by law they are unable to consent to a sex act due to their infancy, are treated as criminals by the juvenile justice system, and charged with acts of prostitution. While the international trafficking of children has been the focus of much concern, victims of domestic trafficking are virtually invisible. Instead of providing supportive services, counseling and a safe place to live, sexually exploited youth are incarcerated “for their own good.” On the rare occasion that a pimp is arrested for promoting prostitution of a minor child, he will be released on bail the following day. However, when the twelve-year-old girl that he was prostituting is arrested, she will spend at least a year in a secure juvenile detention center.


The Lord calls us to reach out to these vulnerable children, and to help them discover who they are – not to judge them for what they have done.  To help them find their true beauty and value, by ensuring that all of their physical, emotional, and psychological needs are met; by demanding that the juvenile justice system recognize these children as the victims that they truly are, and reform the law so that it is no longer possible to arrest a child who has been sold by one man for the pleasure of another. To provide a safe harbor where they can begin to heal and grow.

  Ms. Cait Mullen -- United States of America 

Thought for the Day

· Over 200,000 children are sexually exploited in the United States.

· Over 450,000 children run away from home each year – one out of three of those children will be lured into prostitution within 48 hours of leaving home.

· There is only one residential program in the United States for children under the age of sixteen who have been sexually exploited.

(University of Pennsylvania, EPCAT 2005 Report, and the Center for Missing and Exploited Children.)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

Lord God, may we, your people, who look forward to the birthday of Christ experience the joy of salvation and celebrate that feast with love and thanksgiving. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: United States
Total Population (thousands 2003)




294043

% Population under 18






        26    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



          8    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      157     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





        77    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      100

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      100    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  37610 

% population living below $1 / day




           -Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                    -/-   
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UNICEF
Monday, Third Week of Advent

Our Lady of Guadalupe
December 12

Today’s reflection comes from Sri Lanka

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Psalm 25: 4-9
Your ways, O Lord, make known to me; teach me your paths,

Guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God, my savior.

Remember that your compassion, O Lord, and your kindness are from of old.

In your kindness remember me, Because of your goodness, O Lord.

Good and upright is the Lord; thus he shows sinners the way.

He guides the humble to justice, he teaches the humble his ways.

Reflection

My name is Rasanjan. Now our family is living in Magonna camp. Before, we were living in Katukurunda where our house was.  I am in Year 12 at Holy Cross College, Kalutara.

After the tsunami I lost my father, my grandmother and my house. My father was paralyzed. I used to help wash him and take him to the toilet. Our house was close to the seashore. Only my mother was working, in a small company.  She was getting only a small salary which was not enough to run our family but somehow we managed with that money. What else could we do? My father couldn’t work. But we had a happy life.

On 26th December in the early morning, I was sitting outside our house and watching the sea. Suddenly I noticed a big wave coming towards my house. At that time my mother was not in the house, only my father and grandmother.  

When the wave came, I ran from the house towards the road which is on higher ground. As I rushed, I forgot my father and grandmother. Only when the wave went back towards the water did I think of them. Then I ran towards my house but when I reached there, the house was destroyed. I couldn’t see my father and grandmother. At once I was shocked and cried out in a loud voice but there was nothing I could do. Only after a long time could we take out their bodies. I don’t know what will happen to me because of this.

Now my mother and I are living in Magonna camp. I don’t know how long we will have to stay here. I don’t want to say anymore.

Rasanjan -- Sri Lanka

Thought for the Day

Christians believe that creation is in the continuing work of a loving God, and this calls us to be people of thankfulness and hope.  Those who are beginning to rebuild lives from the rubble show us the relationship between creativity and hope, for hope makes present here and now the conditions upon which future life depends.  That is what creation is: not a once and for all Big Bang, but a continual renewing of the conditions for life in defiance of death’s annihilating power. … St. Paul speaks of all creation groaning in childbirth …. What we experience now as senseless destruction may be part of the mystery of creation in ways that we cannot understand.  The wiliness of those people who have suffered most to begin living anew bears witness to the power of creativity and hope over death and destruction.  (Tina Beattie, Where was God? The Tablet, 8 January 2005. p. 8) 

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Lord, hear our voices raised in prayer. Let the light of the coming of your Son

free us from the darkness of sin.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Sri Lanka 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




19065


% Population under 18






      30    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      15

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    133
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      73
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      78

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      91    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    930
 

% population living below $1 / day




        - 


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                  -/-   
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UNICEF
Tuesday, Third Week of Advent

December 13

Today’s reflection comes from Portugal

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 21: 28-32

Jesus said to the chief priests and elders of the people: “What do you think of this case? There was a man who had two sons. He approached the elders and said, ‘Son, go out and work in the vineyard today.’ The son replied, ‘I am on my way, sir’; but he never went. Then the man came to the second son and said the same thing. This son said in reply, ‘No, I will not’; but afterward he regretted it and went. Which of the two did what the father wanted?” They said, “The second.” Jesus said to them, “Let me make it clear that tax collectors and prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God before you. When John came preaching a way of holiness, you put no faith in him; but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did believe in him. Yet even when you saw that, you did not repent and believe in him.

Reflection

Today’s Gospel parable speaks of two children who struggle to do their father’s will. We can always reflect in which of the sons we find ourselves: do we do the Father’s will or not?

Jesus tells us that publicans and prostitutes will precede us in the Kingdom of Heaven. The words of Jesus emphasize the confidence and abandonment many of the rejected of this world have in God. In Him they can trust. These “poor people” put their faith is God’s messengers because of their faith in God himself. The Bible frequently speaks of God’s preference for the sinner, the orphan, the widow, and emigrants. In fact, for these poor, who have nobody to protect them, it is God who protects. They are confident in this. They have faith.

In 2000 the Portuguese media uncovered for us the "CASA PIA scandal." Children in this public institution, which aims to protect and educate poor children, were being sexually abused. “CASA PIA” literally means "House of Mercy." It was supposed to be a shelter of compassion. Like Jesus, filled with compassion for the hungry multitudes and the sinners who came to him looking to be nourished physically and spiritually, CASA PIA was to welcome, with compassion, the poorest of children who came looking for safety and an education. 

What happened in “CASA PIA” was contradictory to mercy and compassion, two major marks that identify correct and right relationships with others. The abuse damaged these children emotionally, psychologically and morally, their inner sense of wholeness and worth torn to pieces. At the start materially poor on the outside, they now face an interior poverty empty of peace, personal confidence, and hope for the future.

The abuse of children is part of the sinful face of poverty, far from the Kingdom of God. This poverty of compassion and mercy for God’s little ones has left them victims who are in need of healing. As educators and disciples of Jesus, we are invited to welcome these broken children. Jesus gives us the true example of trust and respect these little ones deserve. Champagant would point to them as the "Montagnes" of our day. To be faithful to the mission of our spiritual father we can not turn our backs on the challenge to eliminate this evil side of poverty.

   Br. Teófilo Minga -- Portugal

Thought for the Day

Life, especially human life, belongs to God; whoever attacks human life attacks God's very self. (Evangelium Vitae  #9)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Father of love, you made a new creation through Jesus Christ your Son. May his coming free us from sin and renew his life within us, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Portugal
Total Population (thousands 2003)




10062


% Population under 18






      20    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        5
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    170
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      76

% of population using improved drinking water sources

        -


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


        -
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


12130
 

% population living below $1 / day




        -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                 -/-






The State of the World’s Children 2005:






Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Wednesday, Third Week of Advent

December 14

Today’s reflection comes from Mexico

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 45: 6-8, 18

I am the Lord, there is no other; I form the light, and create the darkness. I make well-being and create woe. I, the Lord, do all these things. Let justice descend, O heavens, like dew from above, like gentle rain let the skies drop it down. Let the earth open and salvation bud forth; let justice also spring up! I, the Lord, have created this.

For thus says the Lord, the creator of the heavens, who is God, the designer and maker of the earth who established it, not creating it to be a waste, but designing it to be lived in: I am the Lord, and there is no other.

Who announced this from the beginning and foretold it from of old?  Was it not I, the Lord, besides whom there is no other God? There is no just and saving God but me.

Reflection

Until a few years ago, the problem of violence within families was a jealously guarded secret, not an issue for public discussion.

Currently it is acknowledged that among children anywhere in the world, 10% may be victims of various kinds of willful violence. Of that group, only 1% is properly diagnosed and treated. Given these statistics, the World Health Organization considers this astonishing situation one of the world’s most pressing public health problems.

Domestic violence is not confined to the poor or people from a particular racial or ethnic background. It is prevalent in society as a whole, takes no notice of geographical or political borders, and transcends ethnic, religious, educational, and socioeconomic boundaries.  

In Mexico City, one of every three homes manifests violent behavior in one form or another. This may involve neglect, assault, rape, emotional abuse, economic exploitation, even death. And it goes without saying that this violence is more alarming than statistics reveal because many crimes go unreported and many family members view them as "natural" happenings that also take place in other families.

Violence, when kept under wraps, begets more violence, criminality, and despair, repeated from generation to generation. This devastating pain in hearts that endure violence is parched land waiting for the heavens to send down their rains... of Justice... This devastating pain awaits our compassion and aid.   

Br. Miguel Ángel Santos Villarreal  --  Mexico

Thought for the Day

Children have a right to grow up in an environment that protects them.  Successful protection increases children’s chances of growing up physically and mentally healthy, confident and self-respecting, and less likely to abuse or exploit their own children. (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, p7).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Father, may the coming celebration of the birth of your Son bring us your saving help and prepare us for eternal life. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Mexico
Total Population (thousands 2003)




103457

% Population under 18






        38    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        28

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        99     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





        74    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

        91 

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


        77     

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    6230 

% population living below $1 / day




        10

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
               97/97   
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Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Thursday, Third Week of Advent

December 15

Today’s reflection comes from Brazil

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 54: 1-10
Raise a glad cry, you barren one who did not bear, break forth in jubilant song, you who were not in labor, for more numerous are the children of the deserted wife than the children of her who has a husband, says the Lord. Enlarge the space for your tent, spread out your tent clothes unsparingly; lengthen your robes and make firm your stakes. For you shall spread abroad to the right and to the left; your descendants shall dispossess the nations and shall people the desolate cities.

Fear not, you shall not be put to shame; you need not blush, for you shall not be disgraced. The shame of your youth you shall not forget, the reproach of your widowhood no longer remember. For he who has become your husband is your Maker; his name is the Lord of Hosts; your redeemer is the Holy One of Israel, called God of all the earth.

The Lord calls you back, like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit, a wife married in youth then cast off, says your God. For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will take you back. In an outburst of wrath, for a moment I hid my face from you; but with enduring love I take pity on you, says the Lord, your redeemer. This is for me like the days of Noah, when I swore that the waters of Noah should never again deluge the earth; so I have sworn not to be angry with you, or to rebuke you. Though the mountains leave their place and the hills be shaken, my love for you shall never leave you nor my covenant of peace be shaken, says the Lord, who has mercy on you.

Reflection:

Advent is a special time during which we are called to imitate the tenderness of God. With the coming of Jesus, we are all invited to be like a large garden, a fertile land that produces fruit and life.

In the eyes of God, the one who is small, insignificant and abandoned becomes great and precious. The dynamic of contemporary society has created the poor and the excluded, people seen as useless for consumption, participation and integration. It seems that the tent, instead of becoming bigger, has become too small to be able to welcome most of the people on earth.

Children are the ones who suffer the worst consequences of this economic model, and they are the first to be excluded from the tent. Every seven seconds on our planet a child dies of hunger. In our cities, there are thousands of children who are abandoned, lured into drugs, abused, or exploited. Their future has been compromised.

When we are inspired by the tenderness of God, solidarity and compassion characterize our way of being and acting. God’s plan is for our planet to become a large tent, a common house, where all can joyfully live and benefit from its resources and riches. Our hope rests in the practice of love. It is God who guarantees this: “Though the mountains leave their place and the hills be shaken, my love shall never leave you, nor my covenant of peace be shaken, says the Lord, who has mercy on you.”

   Br. Vanderlei Soela -- Brazil
Thought for the Day

The greater part of the world is still suffering from so much poverty that it is an if Christ Himself were crying out in these poor to beg the charity of the disciples. Some nations with a majority of citizens who are counted as Christians have an abundance of this world's goods, while others are deprived of the necessities of life and are tormented with hunger, disease, and every kind of misery. This situation must not be allowed to continue, to the scandal of humanity. For the spirit of poverty and of charity are the glory and authentication of the Church of Christ. (Gaudium et Spes, # 88).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

Lord, our sins bring us unhappiness. Hear our prayer for courage and strength. May the coming of your Son bring us the joy of salvation.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Brazil 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




178470

% Population under 18






        34    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        35    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        90

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





        68    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

        89

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


        75    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    2710 

% population living below $1 / day




          8

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
              95/95   
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Childhood under Threat






UNICEF
Friday, Third Week of Advent

December 16

Today’s reflection comes from Zimbabwe

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 56: 1-3, 6-8

Thus says the Lord: Observe what is right, do what is just; for my salvation is about to come, my justice, about to be revealed. Happy is the man who does this, the son of man who holds to it; who keeps the Sabbath free from profanation, and his hand from any evildoing. Let not the foreigner say when he would join himself to the Lord, “The Lord will surely excuse me from his people.”

The foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, ministering to him, loving the name of the Lord, and becoming his servant—all who keep the Sabbath free from profanations and hold to my covenant, them will I bring to my holy mountain and make joyful in my house of prayer; their holocausts and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar, for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples. Thus says the Lord God, who gathers the dispersed of Israel: Others will I gather to him besides those already gathered.

Reflection:

Advent is here again. 

Every year, we prepare to celebrate the coming of the Saviour. His kingdom is one of peace that has no end. According to the prophet, it is a kingdom that He will establish in justice and integrity. 

Is this not a daydream for the majority of the population now inhabiting an earth filled with unjust structures? Peace, justice and integrity in this world? 

Yes, peace.  

Yet today, a majority of children on this planet are living with no hope for the future. Today very many children are dying due to a lack of prescription drugs in hospitals …to a lack of anti-malarial netting for their beds …to a lack of safe drinking water. Today very many children are joining the ‘parentless generation,’ losing one or both parents to AIDS. In short, today very many children are dying because they are too poor to stay alive. Unfortunately not enough attention is given to these realities.

We know this situation can be improved if we change current policies for running our world. Our earth has enough resources to combat poverty once and for all. If we heed Isaiah’s call: ‘O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.’

Bro. Lawrence Ndawala  -- Zimbabwe

Thought for the Day

One in every three children in the developing world—over 500 million children—has no access whatsoever to sanitation facilities. …  Around 270 million children, or just over 14 percent of all children in developing counties, have no access to health-care services. … Over 640 million children in developing countries experience severe shelter deprivation, with those in sub-Saharan Africa clearly the most deprived.  (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, p22).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

All-powerful Father, guide us with your love as we await the coming of your Son.  Keep us faithful that we may be helped through life and brought to salvation. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Zimbabwe 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




12891


% Population under 18






      51
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



    126
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




      33
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      33
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      83

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      57    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


    480
 

% population living below $1 / day




      36


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
            84/86   
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UNICEF
Saturday, Third Week of Advent

December 17

Today’s reflection comes from Nigeria

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Psalm 72: 3-4, 7-8, 17

O God, with your judgment endow the king, and with your justice, the king’s son; he shall govern your people with justice and your afflicted ones with judgment.

The mountains shall yield peace for the people, and the hills justice

He shall defend the afflicted among the people, save the children of the poor.

Justice shall flower in his days, and profound peace, till the moon be no more.  May he rule from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth.

May his name be blessed forever; as long as the sun his name shall remain. In him shall all the tribes of the earth be blessed; all the nations shall proclaim his happiness.

Reflection:

The call of our XXth General Chapter “to centre our lives and communities in 

Jesus Christ, like Mary, with passion and enthusiasm” and the Superior General’s frequent reference to it show us a sure way to promote Justice on earth. As one Scripture scholar states “the refusal to share God’s gifts is a transgression against justice, and the root cause of Poverty is injustice.”

In the Third World, particularly where pronounced injustice is the order of the day, is there any wonder we have an abundance of orphans as a result of wars, homeless and street children, children deprived of education, abused sexually and exploited militarily and economically?

The United Nations’ best intentions to stamp out poverty by 2015 will a become reality when all parties work together to reach this goal.  We religious, have our own part to play as well.  Along with governments in developing countries redirection resources for the good of the people and governments of the First World giving more to those who need more, we must continue to pursue the values and mission of Jesus with energy, strength, vitality and enthusiasm. 

We cannot make Jesus the centre of our lives while neglecting the poor so dear to Him. It is mandatory for us, therefore, to put our lives on the line in communicating life and truth. That means we are to vigorously proclaim to the world Jesus, the way, the truth and the life, so that the just reign of God’s Kingdom may prevail. When people accept Jesus, the Just One, who identified Himself with the poor, then the aspirations of the United Nations and today’s responsorial psalm would have a chance.

Br. Andrew Iwuagwa -- Nigeria

Thought for the Day

Any human society, if it is to be well-ordered and productive, must lay down as a foundation this principle, namely, that every human being is a person, that is, his nature is endowed with intelligence and free will. Indeed, precisely because he is a person he has rights and obligations flowing directly and simultaneously from his very nature. (Pacem in Terris, #9)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Father, creator and redeemer of humankind, you decreed, and your Word became man, born of the Virgin Mary. May we come to share the divinity of Christ, who humbled himself to share in our human nature, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Nigeria 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




124009

% Population under 18






        51    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      198    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        13     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





        51    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

        60

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


        38    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


      320 

% population living below $1 / day




        70

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)                64/57   
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UNICEF
Fourth Sunday of Advent

December 18

Today’s reflection comes from Canada

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 1: 26-38
The angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man named Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. Upon arriving, the angle said to her: “Rejoice, O highly favored daughter! The Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women.” She was deeply troubled by his words and wondered what his greeting meant. The angle went on to say to her: “Do not fear, Mary. You have found favor with God. You shall conceive and bear a son and give him the name Jesus. Great will be his dignity and he will be called Son of the Most High. The Lord will give him the thrown of David his father. He will rule over the house of Jacob forever and his reign will be without end.”

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be since I do not know man?” The angel answered her: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; hence, the holy offspring to be born will be called the Son of God. Know that Elizabeth your kinswomen has conceived a son in her old age; she who was thought to be sterile is now in her sixth month, for nothing is impossible with God.”

Mary said, “I am the maidservant of the Lord. Let it be done to me as you say.” With that the angel left her.

Reflection

I see Mary very differently from the figure of the old priest Zachariah, learned and pious, incapable of accepting what God offers him. However, he is a regular in the Temple. He knows how God can enter his life: “How can I know this?”. Mary proposes an attitude to me that is freer in my relationship with God. She does not seek so much to know as to understand how she can collaborate in God’s plan to be with us: “How will this be...?” It’s as if she already wants this child who has been announced. This readiness evokes the interior openness of Mary, who is, however, “troubled”. When God bursts into my life, it is often through surprising and demanding ways. The Incarnation of God, in the person of Jesus, is not limited to one moment in history. It is realised in the flesh of History and of my history.This child, welcomed by the young girl of Nazareth, takes the face of every child in the world that is waiting to receive the care of which she or he is deprived.

In Canada, a fairly rich and prosperous country, 10% of its children, more than 700,000 children, get up each morning and go to bed each night with an empty stomach. The income of the top 10% of its richest families is eleven times greater than the income of ten lowest 10% of its poorest families. We should be “troubled” by this dichotomy.  

Mary’s ‘yes’ gave birth to God in the heart of the world. This mystery is repeated each time that I care for the temporal natural and spiritual needs of children, through the grace of the Holy Spirit.

Br. Bernard Beaudin -- Canada
Thought for the Day

The world is given to all, and not only to the rich. That is, private property does not constitute for anyone an absolute and unconditional right. No one is justified in keeping for his exclusive use what he does not need, when others lack necessities.  (Populorum Progressio, # 23).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Father, all powerful God, your eternal Word took flesh on our earth when the Virgin Mary placed her life at the service of your plan.  Lift our minds in watchful hope to hear the voice which announces his glory and open our minds to receive the Son who prepares us for his coming.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Canada 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




31510


% Population under 18






      22    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        6
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    162
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      79
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

    100

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


    100    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


23930
 

% population living below $1 / day




       -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                -/-   
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Monday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 19

Today’s reflection comes from Haiti

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Psalm 72: 1-2, 12-13, 18-19
Oh God, with your judgment endow the king, and with your justice, the king’s son; he shall govern your people with justice and your afflicted ones with judgment.

For he shall rescue the poor and the afflicted when they cry out, and have no one to comes to their aid.

He shall have pity for the lowly and the poor; the lives of the poor he shall save.

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who alone does wondrous deeds.  And blessed forever be his glorious name; may the whole earth be filled with his glory. Amen. Amen.

Reflection

I have seen…

-       people of all ages dying prematurely through lack of doctors or of the most basic medical care;

-      hungry babies hanging from the dried breasts of exhausted mothers;

-    children with discolored hair and a bulging stomach, signs of poor eating habits and a lack of food;

-    children of school age lost in the streets, begging for a few cents cleaning cars of the more affluent;

-    classes under mango trees, children sitting on stones, without textbooks, having only an exercise book or a slate on their knees

… but have also seen…

-    women and men totally committed to serving the poor and the marginalized;

-     young women and men dedicating a year of their lives to helping others educate and develop the lives of their less-well-off sisters and brothers; 

-    people organizing themselves to transport materials any way they can, even across mountains, to provide their community with a new school or dispensary, signs of life and hope;

-    remote dispensaries lit by lanterns, providing care through the night for the sick or women in labor;

… and understood…

Today, material aid is not enough. The world needs more witnesses who hear the cry of the poor, witnesses who open their arms and heart and show compassion to the weak and the poor.

God, our Father, your Son Jesus came among us to teach us how to “become flesh and blood” in our own way for the life of our world; may we give you glory by the welcome and openness we show to your beloved children, our brothers and sisters, and become visible signs of your love and presence for all. We ask you this in the name of Jesus, our Lord.

Br. Gilles Hogues -- Haiti
Thought for the Day

The 1991 sections imposed on Haiti had a devastating impact on children.  A survey conducted in 1994 -1995 found that 7.8 per cent of children under five suffered from acute malnutrition compared with 3.4 per cent in 1990.  School enrolment fell from 83 per cent in 1990 to 57 per cent in 1994, and the number of children living on the street doubled over the same period.  (State of the World’s Children 2005, UNICEF, p56).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer:

Father, you show the world the splendor of your glory in the coming of Christ, born of the Virgin. Give to us true faith and love to celebrate the mystery of God made man. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.

Country Data:  Haiti 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




 8326


% Population under 18






     46
    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



   118
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




     93
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





     50
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

     71


% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


     34
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


   380
 

% population living below $1 / day




       -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
           52/57   
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Tuesday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 20

Today’s reflection comes from the Netherlands

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 7: 10-14

The Lord spoke to Ahaz: Ask for a sign from the Lord, your God; let it be deep as the nether world, as high as the sky! But Ahaz answered, “I will not ask! I will not temp the Lord!” Then the Lord said: Listen O house of David!  Is it not enough for you to weary men, must you also weary my God?” Therefore the Lord himself will give you this sign: the virgin shall be with child, and bear a son, and shall name him ‘Emmanuel.’ [because “God is with us’].

Reflection

In what ways do the youth of today search for the truth? Does the Lord come to them, as he did to Ahaz, and tell them to ask their God for a sign?

What we see today is a more and more individualistic society. A world in which you can take nothing for granted, where difficult choices have to be made in order to survive, a world in which hope is disappearing.

Are young people tempting the Lord to give them a sign that the world isn’t so bad after all? We don’t need to ask for a sign. There are plenty. Not like the one of Mary giving birth to our Saviour, but those found in the hope-filled eyes of youth trying to make their way in life. Who will lead them on their path to God?

Someone asked me “where was the Lord last Christmas?” I couldn’t answer that question. Many people died or lost family members and their homes in the tsunami a year ago. Did the Lord give us a sign?

And what can be said of political life?  Can we say that the world is turning into a place where power brings about results? Even though today’s youth have become accustomed to politics, they are still searching for truth and meaning in their lives. We must not forget that we are all servants of the Lord.

As Mary did in her time, brothers and sisters, let us guide the youth of today in their search for truth. Even though this will be hard at times, we need to keep before us always the gift God is giving us in the young people we meet.

Bernice Reintjens -- The Netherlands

Thought for the Day

Humanity is experiencing a new loneliness; it is not in the face of a hostile nature which it has taken centuries to subdue, but in an anonymous crowd which surrounds men and women and in which they feel themselves to be strangers. Urbanization, undoubtedly an irreversible stage in the development of human societies, confronts humanity with difficult problems. How are men and women to master its growth, regulate its organization, and successfully accomplish its animation for the good of all?  (Octogesima Adveniens, #10)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

God of love and mercy, help us to follow the example of Mary, always ready to do your will.  At the message of an angle she welcomed your eternal Son and, filled with the light of your Spirit, she became the temple of your Word, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: The Netherlands 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




16149


% Population under 18






      22    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        5
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    170
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      73
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

    100 

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


    100    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


 26310 

% population living below $1 / day




         -


Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                  -/-
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Wednesday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 21

Today’s reflection comes from Chile

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 1: 39-45
Mary set out, proceeding in haste into the hill country to a town of Judah, where she entered Zechariah’s house and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby stirred within her womb. Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and cried out in a loud voice: “Blessed are you among woman and blessed is the fruit of your womb. But who am I that the mother of my Lord should come to me? The moment your greeting sounded in my ears, the baby stirred in my womb for joy. Blessed is she who trusted the Lord’s word to her would be fulfilled.”

Reflection

This Gospel passage describes the excitement of two women who feel heartbeats of God-given Life in their wombs. 

The wondrous sensation of having “a child leap in the womb” is also being felt in our classrooms, though it’s not always accompanied by the joy of making wise choices.

On the one hand, a teenage mother who chooses not to have an abortion experiences joy from the child that is growing within her, and on the other, she feels very vulnerable and insecure. In this regard, in a country like Chile, as yet unable to overcome socio-economic inequities, the effects of poverty are also a part of the equation. As economic conditions worsen, the average number of teenage pregnancies increases. 

I see ambivalence on the faces of my 13, 14, and 15-year-old students heavy with child – they take pride in their offspring, yet rue the loss of their own childhood. From this point on, they must assume responsibility not only for their own future but also their baby’s. Besides studying, they’ll have to change diapers, stay up all night healing sickness, and even hold down a job to put food on the table, especially when the father disappears. 

Their situation is not that of Elizabeth’s delicate pregnancy in her old age, yet Mary is visiting them today in much the same way. Through the dedicated support and affection of her educators, she wants to bring hope and share with them the joy of her Son whom she is carrying in her womb. If her meeting with a woman in very delicate health confirmed the Annunciation, we can see how solidarity with the most vulnerable among us gives evidence of the Incarnation.

 Br. Álvaro Sepúlveda -- Chile

Thought for the Day

There is a growing awareness of the sublime dignity of human persons, who stand above all things and whose rights and duties are universal and inviolable. They ought, therefore, to have ready access to all that is necessary for living a genuinely human life: for example, food, clothing, housing, ... the right to education, and work... (Gaudium et Spes, #26)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Lord, hear the prayers of your people.  May we who celebrate the birth of your Son rejoice in the gift of eternal life when he comes in glory, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: Chile
Total Population (thousands 2003)




15805


% Population under 18






      33    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        9
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    150
     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      76
    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

      95

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


      92    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


  4390 

% population living below $1 / day




        2

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                  -/-   
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Thursday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 22

Today’s reflection comes from France

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 1: 46-56
Mary said:

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, my spirit rejoices in God my savior, for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.

From this day all generations will call me blessed: the almighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name.

He has mercy for those who fear him in every generation.

He has shown the strength of his arm, he has scattered the proud in their conceit.

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and has lifted up the lowly.

He has filled the hungry with good thing, and the rich he has sent away empty.

He has come to the help of his servant Israel for he has remembered his promise of mercy, the promise he made to our fathers, to Abraham and his children forever.

Mary remained with Elizabeth about three months and then returned home.

Reflection

This year, 2005, there have been important celebrations commemorating the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, ceremonies to honor all the men, women and children crushed by an exterminating machine. Whether Jews, gypsies, Russians…, they are our human brothers and sisters. History tells of the tragic melodies and songs that rose from the crematorium’s ovens during the worst of times. The verses of the Magnificat may not have been among them, but they probably included agonizing cries of hope for a future in freedom. In this sense, Mary’s song was there.

I noted the following words in an article by Elie Wiesel, who campaigns endlessly to uphold human dignity. “Indifference for me is evil. The opposite of love is not hatred but indifference, the opposite of education is not ignorance but indifference, the opposite of beauty is not ugliness but indifference, the opposite of life is not death but indifference to life and death.”

With the author, with all men and women of good will, we must continue to battle, to fight against indifference, not only by proclaiming Mary’s Magnificat in song, but by possessing those words of hers in our hands, heart, eyes, and commitments! The world is not a spectacle to be confronted with indifference. We are to announce the Word of God passionately, exultantly, in thoughtful discussions with others: Magnificat! A unique Word of evangelization, that speaks of God’s generosity to his people, both children and adults.

The Magnificat speaks of the liberating power of the Gospel. It is the song of Mary, song of the Church, song of humanity to come; song of the countless children in our world, song that opens a new vision of the world; song of prophets, apostles, and witnesses throughout the world. As Mary did, we must place ourselves at the service of our brothers and sisters.

I like the stained-glass windows of Taizé very much, especially the one depicting the Visitation. We see Jesus, delicately portrayed, transparent, lying in the womb of his mother, and John the Baptist on his knees, ready to welcome Christ. The Spirit of God is present, so that this vision may reach the ends of the earth. Jesus, the image of all children who will take their place in the world thanks to their parents – their teachers energized by the Spirit of God thanks to liberated brothers and sisters able to spread the good news of freedom that Mary proclaimed in song. Mary: mother of the Savior. The Church: bearing the word of salvation. And you, how do you see yourself as being the bearer of the Promise that God wants to accomplish through you and with you? He continues to offer His mercy to each one of us today!

          Br. Maurice Goutagny -- France

Thought for the Day

Indifference for me is evil. The opposite of love is not hatred but indifference, the opposite of education is not ignorance but indifference, the opposite of beauty is not ugliness but indifference, the opposite of life is not death but indifference to life and death.  (Elie Wiesel).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?

Closing Prayer

God our Father, you sent your Son, to free us from the power of death. May we who celebrate the coming of Christ, share more fully in his divine life, for he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  France 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




60144


% Population under 18






      22    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



        5
    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




    170     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





      79    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

         -

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


         -
    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


24770
 

% population living below $1 / day




        -

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                  -/-   
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Friday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 23

Today’s reflection comes from Pakistan

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Malachi 3: 1-4
Lo, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me; and suddenly there will come to the temple the Lord whom you seek, and the messenger of the covenant whom you desire. Yes, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts. But who will endure the day of his coming? And who can stand when he appears? For he is like the refiner’s fire, or like the fuller’s lye.  He will sit refining and purifying, and he will purify the sons of Levi, refining them like gold or like silver that they may offer due sacrifice to the Lord. Then the sacrifice of Judah and Jerusalem will please the Lord, as in the days of old, as in years gone by.

Reflection

Poverty in Pakistan, as in many of the poorer countries, takes on many faces. And we see that particularly when we look at the situation of the country’s children. With a very high population growth – an increase of 60 million in the past fifteen years – it is not surprising that children are suffering the overall effects of poverty, poor health, and lack of education and parental care.   

A group we do not hear a great deal about is the nomads/gypsies. It is estimated that there are almost three million in the country. These people live in conditions of illiteracy, sickness, malnutrition, and strife. Their children live in a state of hopelessness. As one young nomad said, “We are shattered by poverty. Our forefathers were poor, we are, and our children will be, too.” 

Let us listen to other youngsters:  Sultana, aged 16: “We lived on a garbage dump; I had to collect the mud for the walls, leaves for the roof, and cloth for the door.”  Ashraf, a 16-year-old: “When I was young, my parents went off each morning and I had to steal my food.” Asif, a 12-year-old: “I am often dressed up in girl’s clothing to attract people at the fairs….I ran away once but returned because I missed my mother.”

The prophet Malachi asks us in the line before today’s reading, “Where is the God of justice?”  We are about to welcome Him into our midst, but He will leave us to bring his justice to all, especially the young.

Can we be that refiner’s fire?

Francis Rehmat  --  Marist Postulant  --  Pakistan

Thought for the Day

Massive poverty and obscene inequality are such terrible scourges of our times - times in which the world boasts breathtaking advances in science, technology, industry and wealth accumulation - that they have to rank alongside slavery and apartheid as social evils. (Nelson Mandela, February 2004, Make Poverty History Rally, London.)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Father, we contemplate the birth of your Son. He was born of the Virgin Mary and came to live among us. May we receive forgiveness and mercy through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns, with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Pakistan 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




153578

% Population under 18






        48    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



      103    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




        46     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





        61    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

        90

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


        54    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


      470 

% population living below $1 / day




        13

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
              62/51   
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Saturday, Fourth Week of Advent

December 24

Today’s reflection comes from Hong Kong

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 1: 67-79

Zechariah, the father of John, filled with the Holy Spirit, uttered this prophesy:

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; he has come to his people and set them free.  He has raised up for us a mighty savior, born of the house of his servant David.

Through his holy prophets he promised of old that he would save us from our enemies, from the hands of all who hate us.

He promised to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant.

This was the oath he swore to our father Abraham: to set us free from the hands of our enemies, free to worship him without fear, holy and righteous in his sight all the days of our life.

You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way, to give his people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins.

In the tender compassion of our God the dawn from on high shall break upon us, to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide our feet on the way of peace.

Reflection

Waiting can be very annoying sometimes if we do not know when a person will arrive. Living in a fast-paced society like Hong Kong, a few seconds may be too long. Everything has to be instant. We just can’t wait to see the end result. We lose patience. 

Children who grow up in this environment have discovered ways to fill up the in-between times in their lives. They listen to their MP3; surf the internet aimlessly; fiddle with their PDA or mobile phone, or simply chat with a friend in their phone book. Young people find it hard to cope with difficulties in their lives, their studies, or relationships. They look for shortcuts to overcome them. A day may seem like a thousand years, boring and unbearable. So they just immerse themselves in online games, internet or telephone chatting, or consume so-called soft drugs to kill the time they find too difficult to cope with.

Like lost sheep, they have no reference point. They long to have someone to listen to them. In affluent and materialistic societies like Hong Kong, many adults become engrossed in their job to the extent that they sacrifice time with their family. They spend less quality time with their family, working gruelingly long hours just to make more money. Some young people may have all the material goods they want, but they lack what is most important …warmth and love from their family. Many young people long to have both their parents at home, to share with them their ups and downs, dreams and hopes…, but their dad or mum leave and seek fulfillment elsewhere.

   Br. Andrew Chan Chou San -- Hong Kong
Thought for the Day

To overcome today's individualistic mentality, a concrete commitment to solidarity and charity is needed, beginning in the family. (Centesimus Annus, #49)

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

Come, Lord Jesus, do not delay; give new courage to your people who trust in your love. By your coming, raise us to the joy of your kingdom, where you live and reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data: China 
Total Population (thousands 2003)




1304196

% Population under 18






         28    

Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births



         37    

Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)




         87     

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)





         71    

% of population using improved drinking water sources

         77

% of population using adequate sanitation facilities


         44    

GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003


     1100 

% population living below $1 / day




         17

Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
                     -/-   
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Christmas Day 

December 25

Today’s reflection comes from Madagascar

Call to Prayer

God, come to my assistance.

-- Lord make haste to help me.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son,

and to the Holy Spirit;

-- As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.

Scripture Reading: Luke 2: 8-14

There were shepherds in the locality, living in the fields and keeping night watch by turns over their flock. The angle of the Lord shone around them, and they were very much afraid. The angle said to them: “You have nothing to fear!  I come to proclaim good news to you — tidings of great joy to be shared by the whole people. This day, in David’s city a savior has been born to you, the Messiah and Lord.  Let this be a sign to you: in a manger you will find an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes.” Suddenly, there was with the angle a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in high heaven, peace on earth to those on whom his favor rests.” 

Reflection

It’s Christmas! The angels announce the joyful news: “A Savior is born…” But… there was no place for Him!

Jesus, Mary’s first-born, without anywhere to stay with us, makes me think of the street children whom I meet early in the morning when I walk to Mass. They sleep on the cement, on the footpaths of Antsirabe, covered by cardboard, newspapers, sometimes old plastic bags, even during the cold nights of June and July when the temperature drops to freezing. When I pass, they are still asleep, numb, packed together one against the other: innocents huddled together, struggling to survive.

When will the angel come and ring out the good news?

An angel came in the form of an NGO, saying to them, “There is a place for you with “the children of the sun!” The organization offers them shelter, food, affection, and help with their studies.

A good number of these “children of the sun” attend our schools in Antsirabe, the Immaculate Conception and the Saint Joseph Senior Secondary School. Their presence is like clear spring water and they become for us “the joyful news that the angel announced on Christmas day!”

It is always Christmas when a child hungers for love and arms open wide to welcome him or her! It is always Jesus!

We need more angels, because the streets are constantly filled with new innocent, abandoned children; because Christmas will forever be a feast in need of fulfillment.

Br. Thomas Randrianantenaina -- Madagascar

Thought for the Day

Let every person examine themselves, to see what they have done up to now, and what they ought to do. It is not enough to recall principles, state intentions, point to crying injustice and utter prophetic denunciations; these words will lack real weight unless they are accompanied for each individual by a livelier awareness of personal responsibility and by effective action. 

It is too easy to throw back on others the responsibility for injustice, if at the same time one does not realize how each one shares in it personally, and how personal conversion is needed first. (Octogesima Adveniens, #48).

Pause for reflection:

What does the Lord ask of you this day?
Closing Prayer

God of love, Father of all, the darkness that covered the earth has given way to the bright dawn of your Word made flesh. Make us a people of this light. Make us faithful to your Word, that we may bring your life to the waiting world. Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen

Country Data:  Madagascar 
Total Population (thousands 2003)
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% Population under 18
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Under 5 Mortality Rate (2003) per 1,000 Births
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Under-5 Mortality Rank (of 192 nations)
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Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)
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% of population using improved drinking water sources
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% of population using adequate sanitation facilities
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GNI (Gross National Income) per Capita (US$) 2003
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% population living below $1 / day
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Net Primary School Attendance 1996-2003 (%Male/Female)
            60/63   
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