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MARIST SOLIDARITY
 

Br. Dominick Pujia, Director of the Bureau of International Solidarity, the Institute’s office for peace, justice and solidarity, made a project visit to Payagala, Sri Lanka on January 18, 2006.  Br. Dominick was in Asia visiting projects in India and Sri Lanka January 11-20.  Here are his reflections on the progress of the projects.

Payagala, Sri Lanka

Tsunami Project
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In Payagala, a few kilometers south of Kalutara, the brothers are rebuilding the Holy Cross Branch School.  The former school was destroyed by the tsunami, which killed thousands of people and devastated coastal villages and towns in many countries around the Indian Ocean.  Because December 26, 2004, was a holiday in Sri Lanka, the school was not in session at the time the deadly waves came ashore.  Thankfully no students or teachers lost their lives.

New government regulations issued after the tsunami prohibited the construction of buildings within 100 meters of the shore line.  Given these new regulations, the school would need to be relocated.  

In March 2005, with the help of the local bishop, the diocese located a suitable piece of land for sale in Payagala not far from the destroyed school.  A deal was struck.  If the diocese purchased the land, the brothers would take up the responsibility of rebuilding the school.  With the original idea of one day having a large branch school in Payagala, building plans were drawn up, the land was blessed and a strategy for growth was approved.  Five classrooms would be constructed first to replace the former school.  As more students sought admission and as funding became available, the rest of the construction would proceed until the goal of a four-story building was reached.

In late June 2005, the General Council gave its approval for the construction of the ground floor of the school (foundations, ten classrooms, chapel, administration, and toilets).  Funds for this first phase of the rebuilding would come from a number of sources including donations from parents, individual donors, international funding agencies (Missio-Munich, Caritas-Liechtenstein, and Aiutare i Bambini-Milan) and contributions from the Institute’s Tsunami Fund.  This fund was initiated in January 2005 through a special appeal by Br. Seán Sammon, Superior General of the Marist Brothers.  The appeal was directed to the administrative units, apostolic works, communities, and friends of the Institute.  In all, over 1.1 million dollars was raised for tsunami related recovery projects in Sri Lanka and India. 

In September 2005, as the Marist Brother provincials, district leaders and others gathered with the General Council in Sri Lanka to attend the 7th General Conference of the Institute, work began in Payagala on the rebuilding of the branch school.  Deep foundations were dug, cement footings were laid.  As the cement and rebar enforced columns rose, Br. Clinton Perera, the project supervisor, Mr. Sarath, the engineer and contractor, and Mr. Samudra, the building supplier who was also an “old boy” from Maris Stella, the brothers’ school in Negombo, all hoped that the first five classrooms would be ready by the beginning of February 2006. 

As the foundations of the school were being prepared, another unexpected gift in mid September confirmed that the project was on the right track.  Princess Marie von Liechtenstein, President of the Liechtenstein Chapter of the Red Cross, announced that €300,000 would be made available for the new Marist school in Payagala.  This generous donation from the citizens of this tiny principality tucked away in the European Alps assures the completion of the ground floor work and gives the brothers in Sri Lanka a head start on the next phase of the school’s construction: ten more classrooms, science labs and teacher planning rooms.

With continuous supervision being provided by Br. Clinton and the project engineer, a steady supply of building materials and a construction crew that set up temporary living quarters on site, work went on constantly, sometimes late into the night.  Heavy rains in October and cyclones in December brought delays.  By mid-January’s visit to the site, however, progress was evident.  The first five classrooms were just about ready for occupancy.  Walkways were being laid and wooden windows and ventilation grates were being installed.  The second section of classrooms was framed and block work would soon begin.  The cement footings for the chapel, administration offices and entrance were being poured.  The goal of a February start date was within reach. 

February 7, 2006 signaled a new day for the students, parents and teachers of the branch school.  In a simple but compelling ceremony, the students of the Holy Cross Branch School in Payagala took possession of their new school amid cheers and tears of joy.  As the students walked onto the school ground, two-by-two, along with their teachers, they were met by an honor guard of school officials, parents and construction workers who stood in humble, but proud attention.  Up to now, these students, all boys, grades one through three, had been attending classes at the main school in Kalutara. A double session schedule had been instituted to keep them on track and to help them achieve a sense of normalcy after seeing their school destroyed by the tsunami.

Vizhunda Mavadi, India

Tsunami Trauma Care Project
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As with many, for our brothers in India, the devastation following the tsunami on December 26, 2004 was unprecedented. Although none of our properties or apostolic works in India (Tamil Nadu) was damaged in the tsunami, the same could not be said for some of the families of the brothers who lived along the shore. Some lost houses and others their fishing boats. As the extent of the devastation became more apparent in the hours and days that followed the tsunami, our brothers, like many religious in India, looked for ways they could contribute to the recovery and relief efforts that followed.  

Initially the brothers worked alongside emergency relief agencies volunteering their time to visit remote villages and refugee camps to do assessments and gather information.  It was through one of these agency visits that the brothers decided to “adopt” the small village of Vizhunda Mavadi, in the coastal district of Nagapattinam District in Tamil Nadu.

The village has two distinct communities in it: fisherman and farmers, neither of which mixes much.  Twelve people from the fishing community died as a result of the tsunami, five of them children.  The damage to homes and property was extensive.  Even today, boats destroyed beyond repair can be found on the beach and the rubble of flattened homes can be seen throughout the village.  New building is evident, but sadly, it has all stopped.  For the past six months the NGOs and the government have been at odds over financing the rebuilding efforts.  Piles of bricks, mounds of building sand, and iron rebar lie abandoned and exposed to the elements.  

During the initial days of the recovery phase that followed the tsunami, before the rebuilding stopped, the brothers decided to focus their attention on the needs of the children and their parents who were traumatized by the tsunami.  Using the umbrella of the Marcellin Trust, an NGO begun by the brothers several years ago to give a public face to their social works, the brothers initiated a trauma care program in Vizhunda Mavadi.  

With the guidance and supervision of Br. Santhosh, six small centers have been set up throughout the village to offer counseling, educational and recreational services to the children in the area.  At last count 192 children from both the fishing and farming communities in the village visit the centers on a regular basis.  Two of the centers are open daily and are staffed by two young men who moved into the village to manage the program on a daily basis.  These two young men earn a stipend and live in a small three-room house which also serves as the project’s main administrative center.  The small house, although it survived the waves, shows signs of damage and is need of repair.

The two young men offer a computer skills program during the week and a local government school utilizes one of the centers as a computer class for its students.  On the weekends, the two are joined by four young women who in turn staff other centers offering counseling, recreational and social programs.  One such center, a hut made of palm branches, offers a program for very young children.  Br. Santhosh joins the group on weekends traveling three to four hours on an overnight bus from Trichy to be present for supervision and to conduct planning sessions with the whole group.

On the day of the project visit, the main center was hosting a program to celebrate the Pongal Festival, a festival of the harvest and thanksgiving. Several dance routines were performed by the children.  Those watching found the dances entertaining and were treated to cake and snacks.  The young people were happy and relaxed.  It is evident that a sense of normalcy is returning to the area.  Br. Santhosh reported that large group events like this usually take place on the weekends.  Besides performances like the one we experienced, large group events include contests and day trips.

After the day’s performances, the children took us on a walking tour of the village.  We walked past dozens of unfinished houses and piles of building materials left to weather and rust.  Our first stop was a cemetery and memorial erected to remember those who died in the tsunami.  Some of the children wanted us to take pictures of them standing by the graves of their family members and friends.

One little girl invited us to see a picture of her younger sister who drowned in one of the tsunami waves.  It was her sister’s birthday.  The picture was hanging in the ruins of what was the family home, a one-room building not far from the beach.  The picture was draped with flowers and a new dress, left by her mother earlier in the day, was neatly folded on the ground below.

At one home, we enjoyed some “Pongal rice” while listening to the people compare life “before and after” the tsunami.  We also visited with a group of fisherman.  We found them playing cards and fixing fishing nets, sitting under a shaded shed that the brothers had helped to build after the tsunami as a place to gather and talk between fishing expeditions.

When we returned to the main center, children were still present in the area, playing board games and enjoying each other’s company.  We met with the staff and discussed ways the program could be expanded.  It is clear that the work the staff is doing is worthwhile and is much appreciated by the children and the parents we met.  There is always a need for additional funds to help with ongoing costs such as the purchase of recreational equipment and transportation expenses for the small day trips periodically planned for the children.  There is also a desire on the part of the staff to make the program more permanent.  At the moment they are studying the feasibility of purchasing the small house and surrounding land and making it a more permanent center for the entire community.  As discussions continue among the staff and the brothers, we look forward to getting a more definite project proposal that will assure this projects development for the good of the young people of Vizhunda Mavadi

Mangamanuthu, India 
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Here, the brothers, with the help of the Spanish regional government of Castilla-La Mancha have just finished constructing a school for dalits (untouchables)

Mangamanuthu is a poor village about a three hour’s drive from Trichy. The brothers came here several years ago (1999) at the invitation of the bishop to operate a school for dalits and poor Christian children.  Rooms in the local church parish center and a hastily built hall served and the school’s first home.  With the idea of moving to Mangamanuthu to establish a permanent school for the area, the brothers built a community residence in 2000 with their own funds.  The new school would come later as soon as funding could be secured.  

In late November 2004, BIS received a call from FERE, a faith based NGO in Madrid, Spain that coordinates missionary proposals from religious congregations.  They had identified a potential donor that was interested in funding education projects in India.  By December, the Communal Government of Castilla-La Mancha had agreed to fund a major part of the project. Naturally, the news was received with much excitement and thanksgiving by the brothers in India.    

Work began almost immediately and was completed with the year of the opening of the project despite delays due to weather and government bureaucracy. The plans called for a two story building that would accommodate up to 350 students and staff.  The building included several classrooms, a science lab, tailoring room, administrative offices, library, staff room, storage areas and a sanitary block.  In order to participate in a new government feeding program, a small stand-alone two room building for food storage and preparation was added to complex.  

The day of the project visit coincided with the local celebration of Pongal, the Hindu Festival of the Harvest. It is a thanksgiving celebration. Several traditions surround the celebration including the cooking of sweet rice in new clay pots at the entrance of the home.  When the rice boils over, it is a sign of prosperity and a reminder of the need to be generous toward ones neighbor.  Sugarcane is used to decorate buildings and as an extra treat for the children.  At the entrance of homes, a kolam, a geometric design resembling a carpet is made with colorful sand is drawn on the ground, a sign of hospitality to all who enter.  In earlier days, these kolams were made with rice so that even the ants could have their fill.   

The visit to the school began with a traditional Hindu welcoming ceremony.  As we walked toward school, the students formed two lines on either side of us and applauded as we made our way to the school’s entrance where a new clay pot of rice cooked over an open fire.   The architect and his assistant met us at the entrance of the school and we began an inspection of the new facility.  Classrooms, science labs, a large meeting area that could serve as a chapel or library, a staff room that could be reverted to a classroom one day if the school grow in size, a tailoring room and an office area were pointed out.  On the roof, the brothers talked about installing a covering for shade.  This added feature will make the school eligible to serve as a government exams center for several communities in the area.  It will also make the area usable as a large gathering place for parent meetings.  This additional feature could easily be realized through an Institute funded Micro-project grant.   

As we toured the school, the students used the time to get ready for days festivities.  Some waited outside for the opening Mass to begin, others helped the cooks prepare the pongal rice in the new food storage and preparation building, others showed us their new classrooms and still others dressed for the program that would follow the opening Mass of Thanksgiving.  At one point, the sound of applause and loud cheers filled the air.  The pongal rice had boiled to overflowing.  It was a day filled with excitement and thanksgiving!

After the tour of the school, Mass was celebrated by the parish priest.  Students, both boys and girls, led the singing, did the readings, and served at the altar.  Parents, grandparents and children, younger brothers and sisters of the students no doubt, also participated.  After Mass a performance of traditional dances was offered by various groups of students.  Speeches of thanksgiving were given and a plaque honoring FERE and BIS was unveiled.  Although the plaque thanking the Government of Castilla-La Mancha was not ready at the time of this celebration, their contribution was highlighted in several of the speeches given that day.  When the plaque is ready, it will be affixed to the school by the students in a ceremony befitting the generosity of this donor and partner in education.

The day ended with the sharing of pongal rice for all—students, staff, parents and the younger children who came to celebrate the opening of the new school.  The school stands as a beacon of hope in a very poor area of Tamil Nadu.  For a people who are shunned by the rest of society because of the cast they were born into, this school is an affirmation of dignity.

OTHER NEWS
Second Chapter of the District of Amazônia 
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The District of Amazonia held its second District Chapter from the 26th to the 30th December 2005. Participants in this chapter included thirty-three brothers from the District, Brother Lauro Hochscheidt, Provincial of the Province of Rio Grande do Sul and Brother Seán Sammon, Superior General. Father Fernando Lopez, SJ., a member of the itinerant inter-congregational community of Alto Solimões on the borders of Brazil, Colombia and Peru, was also present. 

This was an occasion to evaluate and to celebrate. We reflected on the three past years and looked forward to the coming three. We perceived a great desire to incorporate the Marist charism in the reality of the Amazonian people. The brothers affirmed their intention of living a very simple life, well immersed in the reality of modest people and with a good evangelical fervour. It is a matter of integrating the mission in its ecclesial context, in public or ecclesial structures, without making the Marist institution stand out. Education of the people is sufficient and manifests itself in various ways, according to the local situation. 

During one afternoon, the Amazonian situation was studied with the help of specialists who had gathered the Marist capitulants with the Franciscan catechist sisters who were celebrating their Provincial Chapter at the same time in the same city. 

Special attention was given to evaluating the journey travelled, discerning the priorities of the mission, celebrating the confrères’ jubilees and the renewal of vows of the temporary professed, meeting lay people and sharing abundantly about life. 

The Councillors who were elected are Brothers Danilo Bezerra Correia, Jorge Lapa Maia, Sadi Cella and Valdir Gobatto. They will help Brother João Gutemberg to animate the District during his second mandate.

The attention with which the Brother Provincial accompanied the brothers during this great family meeting was remarkable. He was attentive to the signs of renewal of consecrated life which emerged in many of the reflections and times of decision-making.

Brother Seán was a marvellous companion among his brothers: simple and familial conviviality, personal dialogue, moments of formation. Here is an extract of the message that he addressed to the brothers: I hope that you and the new Council continue to build on the good foundations that have been laid previously. Your initiatives, including the itinerant communities, are veritable innovations to which we must all look, in view of the future. The needs of the region are undeniable and the presence of the brothers makes an important difference. 

The distances and the isolation in Amazônia are enormous. The custom of being able to bring together all the brothers from the ages of twenty-five to eighty-four, as well as the animators of the Province and of the Institute was thus a loving gift of the Mother of Jesus for the disciples of Saint Marcellin who find themselves in this solidly missionary region. 

Brother João Gutemberg, sup. DMA 

Project of the Mission ad gentes: the Brother Superior General sends a letter of invitation to each brother 
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On the 10th February, the services of the General Administration, encouraged by the presence and the collaboration of Brother Seán Sammon, Superior General, came together to accomplish a common work. The task consisted of preparing the 4,200 letters, personally addressed to the brothers of the Institute.

The news has two parts. Firstly, this letter invites each brother to make his own the project of mission ad gentes which plans to send 150 brothers, or perhaps more, throughout the next four years, to Asia, where two-thirds of the world’s population live. This first part is the work of Brother Seán and is worth a special mention. 

Secondly, this news becomes more banal, interesting especially to the family members. It was a matter of printing this letter, folding its four pages and putting it in the corresponding envelope for the addressee. This monotonous task took more time because preparing 4,200 letters is quite a task. And we kept our hands working for two hours of devoted and enjoyable service until the end of our work. 

The closure of each letter was accompanied by a palpitation at the thought that once received the invitation would perhaps arouse a generous response. 

In doing this handling work, you could be surprised to realise that even though we are insufficient in number, we are not such a small number: four thousand two hundred brothers. In rending this small service, we were able once more to measure the geographical extent and the diversity of the Institute, as well as the impact of our presence in the Church and in the world.

This type of task can engender routine, but the importance of the project and its good realisation stressed by the presence of the Brother Superior General and of his Vicar transformed this monotonous work into an inestimable mission for a proposal that arouses enthusiasm. 

Brother Joseph De Meyer can, with satisfaction, push the trolley full of mail destined for all the Provinces of the Institute
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