December 19, 2010

Dear Sister Parishes, 

Warm greetings from  Mara Madre de los Pobres.  We hope that this letter finds you well and in good health at the side of your loved ones.  

Here at the parish, we have had a very busy end of the year.  In October, we celebrated the month of Mission where every Sunday after mass, volunteer missioners went out into the communities to evangelize and spread the Word of God to our brothers and sisters in the area. This year’s focus was on reaching out to Catholics who have distanced themselves from the parish for one reason or another, and trying to bring them back into the fold.  The larger objective was to thereby strengthen and expand the number of people in the parish’s network of ecclesial base communities or bible study groups.  The themes which the missioners focused  on were the Good Samaritan, the Good Shepherd, the People of God, and God with a Motherly Face.  There have been many different perspectives amongst the missioners as far as what the fruits of the mission have been, but thankfully, new people are being incorporated into our ecclesial communities.  

Another interesting aspect has been the reality that when we go out to mission we are also missioned to by the people that we go out to visit.  Not only do we seek to bring the Word of God to others, but just by the act of going out to be with others and communicating with them, we also hear the Word of God through their thoughts, feelings, hopes and struggles.  Perhaps one of the greatest lessons of this year’s Mission is the need for this evangelizing work to be constant and for us to always be visiting the folks in our communities regardless of the month of the year.  Mission must be a permanent task for all of us if we truly seek to build the Reign of God on earth.  

The now annual medical delegation from Visitation parish in Kansas City, Missouri was in the parish from Oct 2-9 and helped to execute a very successful Health Week.  Together with the normal clinic staff, 1,027 patients were attended in the mornings at half price with check-ups, medicines, and physical therapy.  60 people from Bible Study groups were given special tickets to have free check-ups because of their difficult economic situation.   On behalf of the entire parish, we thank the very generous folks from Visitation for providing this vital service to the people of La Chacra.  

The Parish Council has come up with an updated version of the parish Organizational Flow Chart as a way to help folks better understand parish structures and the paths of communication and service.  One of the greatest fruits of this labor (which has taken the entire year given all of the consultation processes!) has been for people to recognize the ways in which the parish needs to better organize itself in the future, and better put itself at the service of the ecclesial base communities which should form the heart of the parish.  

The Open School project recently went through a bit of a crisis period in which amongst the Support Team,  it was recognized that some of the objectives which had been laid out for the project were not being fulfilled.  The primary one of these was to form a “critical, solidarity-based consciousness amongst the kids” and that they learn to live, learn and play with respect.  In contrast, what was observed amongst the kids was an increasing lack of respect towards one another, the space and materials of the Open School, and even towards the coordinators themselves.  The decision was taken to close the Open School for two weeks at the end of October to evaluate what was happening.  But far from being discouraged by this turn of events, the Open School team took this crisis as an opportunity to make important changes and improvements so that the project can fulfill its objectives and truly be a space for holistic development for the adolescents of the area.  A new and expanded staff has been hired, which includes an experienced teacher from the CAPI and three youth from the area who also have extensive experience working with kids.  With this new team, new mechanisms have been implemented to ensure effective planning, implementation and evaluation of the Open School activities and very clear rules for the kids. New and interesting activities have been introduced for the kids to participate in such as music classes and jewelry making.  Perhaps most importantly, there are now more direct lines of communication and coordination with the families of the Open School kids, so that the kids’ development truly becomes a shared community endeavor.  
The Open School re-opened on Tuesday Nov. 9th and in the past 5 weeks, we have seen improvements both in the kids and in the operation of the Open School itself.  God willing the Open School will continue to improve as a sustainable and beneficial project for our youth and for the community as a whole.      

The parish Night School has begun an initiative to offer “distance” high school during 2011.  The proper solicitation was turned into the Ministry of Education, and they are just waiting for the response so that preparations can be made to begin offering distance high school in 2011.     

From Nov. 12-19th,  the parish entertained a delegation from St. Thomas Moore chapel in Kalamazoo, Michigan, USA, which focuses its support on the Ayuda Escolar Program, the Day Center for the Elderly, and the Clinic. They enjoyed a very full schedule including participation in the commemorative activities for the martyrdom of the six Jesuits and two women at the UCA in 1989, visits to parish projects and youth, and a visit to a rural community in San Miguel.   The parish itself also had a very strong presence at the commemoration of the UCA martyrs, providing 500 tamales for the annual soccer tournament, working a pupusa stand during the vigil, and being represented by dozens of youth and adults during the procession, mass and vigil.  The life, work and sacrifice of the UCA martyrs continues to be a shining example to the communities of Maria Madre as to how we can go about denouncing injustice and proclaiming the triumph of life through concrete action.  

In national news, the Funes government continues to take significant if controversial steps to create a more just and equitable El Salvador.  In September, a new “Anti-Gang” law was approved which will criminalize the very existence of gangs and their members.  It is still unclear as to how exactly this law will be implemented, but it has been met with heavy criticism from violence prevention institutions, while wide swathes of Salvadorans support Funes’ bold efforts to curb gang violence.  On the other side of law enforcement, the General Inspector of El Salvador, Zaira Navas has taken a large bite out of corruption in the National Police Force with the destitution of over 150 high ranking police officers who were proven to be linked to corruption, organized crime or drug trafficking.  

Also in September, Funes inaugurated a reform of the National Health Care System which seeks to greatly increase investment in health care services, personnel, and infrastructure.  He proposes a 58% increase in spending on health care for the 2011 budget.   In addition to greater funding, the reform aims to create a more community and family based care system in which public health “mobile units” will seek out patients in rural communities and also concentrate on prevention techniques.  This system will first be implemented in the 74 poorest municipalities of El Salvador in the course of 2011, and in every municipality by 2014.  

On the weekend of Nov. 20-21, the parish celebrated the festivals of Cristo Rey in Sector 2.  Since then, Advent and preparations for Christmas have been in full swing.  This past weekend the CAPI program had its annual gathering for sponsored kids.  This coming Saturday the Pastoral Social will have its celebratory gathering in the morning for all parish employees, and in the afternoon the members of the base communities will gather for their celebration and the enactment of the Christmas Story (the pastorelas) by youth from the Pastoral Juvenil.    
Unfortunately, in the midst of the happiness of the end of the year we have all been negatively impacted by a terribly sad event in which a well-known youth in the parish, Daniel Castillo, was killed on Wednesday December 8th, 2010.  It seems that he entered into the territory of the rival gang, and despite the fact that he was not a gang member, this cost him his life. Although he had many difficulties in his life, Daniel was loved by many, he helped out in different moments in various parish projects, and was great at art and sports.  He was 23.  We will miss him, and we will remember him in our hearts.  His death will motivate us to continue constructing a different type of society where our youth are not put in danger by violence, and where our hope and faith overcome whatever evil that may threaten us.   

May you all receive our warmest wishes for health, strength and faith in this time of Advent. Take care.  

Christmas Peace,
The Relations Team
