Stretch Forth Your Hand To The Poor

Good day and much love to our sisters and brothers tuning in. Good day and much love
to my fellow panellists, with whom I’m beyond honoured to share this space. As we exchange
pleasantries, I’1l continue by humbly, yet boldly, claiming to speak on behalf of all youth of
good will, especially those of us on the fringes of society. At this 2020 World Day of the Poor,
we, the youth, find ourselves in an extremely volatile historical context, pregnant with the
potential for production or destruction. Humanity is fully aware of this, but of course, we are
told that “the problem is the youths these days” ).

Though brighter than ever before, our world is dark, as we sprint toward the point of
no return in exchange for the fool’s gold we’re being deceptively offered. With each stride we
see less trees, more lifeless bodies, and the cry of our dear Mother Earth is increasingly
deafening. Our prophets are silenced in exchange for profits,! often via dismissal?> or
suppression, 2 if not worse. Although our living conditions can conceivably be just, it feels like
this darkness stems from the context that we youth are in the birth canal of our Mother’s history,
about to meet one of two hands: one that aborts or one that delivers.

Amidst the chaos of the last few decades of a changing climate,* political strife,®
genocide,® and war,” we could have found some tiny semblance of hope in the pattern that
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on the decrease for the last 20 or so years. However, 2020 and the pandemic have seen this
course upended and now we find ourselves on the trajectory where extreme poverty is set to
rise, gripping nearly 10% of the world’s population in its grasp.?

Right here in our beloved motherland of Trinidad & Tobago, how many job losses have
we witnessed because of Covid alone? How many families continue to be at the mercy of our
charity? How many of our youth are unemployed or underemployed and suffer poverty’s tragic
effects? According to the UN’s World Economic Forum in 2014, approximately 2 out of every
3 youth in developing countries have yet to achieve their full economic potential.® While |
don’t mean to go on and on with the negativity, the fact of the matter remains that it exists.
Poverty exists!

It’s at this point I would like to define poverty, according to Gustavo Gutierrez, as
“being rendered socially insignificant owing to ethnic, cultural, gender, and/or economic
factors”.1% Poverty is much more than how much money we make or don’t make. Poverty is
nothing less than social exclusion, essentially being outcast or cut off from society. As a species
that relies on social inclusion for survival, allowing poverty to exist is equivalent to
perpetuating genocide. Whether we are comfortable hearing it or not, poverty is our everyday
lived experience, and it is the result of this mindless, heartless system that we designed, a
system that has absolutely no regard for the human person, no regard for the youth, and no

regard for our dignity (Gen 1:27).%
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Of course, among the negativity there is lots of positivity, and we youth remember this
as we stretch forth our hand “in openness and union with others™*? so as to sustain our efforts.*?
We have people such as 17 year old Sophia Scott, an African American teenager and founder
of Quaranteens, a free online tutoring service for children in the primary and secondary US
education system.* We have one of our newest official additions to the Communion of Saints,
Italian Blessed Carlo Acutis (1991 — 2006), who used his ordinary gifts and talents to bring
glory to God in an extraordinary way.*® Right here at home, in our own Archdiocese of Port of
Spain, we are blessed with people like Taresa Best Downes who tirelessly champions the
causes of Catholic youth and young adults in her role as the Episcopal Delegate for Youth.®

In addition to all the good, we understand the virtues of faith, hope and love.l” These
are the basis for answering our vocation. If we are meant to live out our baptismal call to be
saints, then we must follow our Christian mandate to be the Incarnation by being the Body of
Christ,'8 bringing about the Reign of God,*® and bringing the good news to the poor.?° The
Good News heals, and in the same way that Jesus heals those he encounters,?* we too, our
Body, needs Christ’s healing as well. Therefore, we “youths these days” are called, and want

to answer the call, to be Christ’s healing presence to Christ’s poor,?? ailing body, because as
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long as one of us suffers, we all suffer.?® We know that God commands us to stretch forth our
hand,?* and that’s exactly what we intend to do.

We already know from Catholic Social Teaching, which holds the dignity of the human
person at its core, that just work is an essential contributor to the realisation of said dignity.?°
Amid skyrocketing costs of living, along with the many other human caused disasters we
currently face, one of the few things we youth have left to dream of is fulfilling work. But when
we find ourselves in the middle of a pandemic with higher education costs,?® massive job loss,?’
and lack of fair opportunities,? facing poverty and social exclusion, it is no wonder why our
youthful dreams can be mistaken for nightmares.

For thousands of years humanity has wrestled with the reality of poverty. Embedded in
our Judeo-Christian roots since our humble beginnings are fundamental and concrete teachings
on how we should treat with the poor and eradicate poverty. It’s unequivocally clear that
poverty is not a part of God’s plan for God’s people and creation. Yet the problem still persists
today.

As with every age, we experience the effects of poverty in relation to our own historical
context. Lack of adequate housing, often even lack of housing altogether, rampant malnutrition,
pitiable academic advancements, pervasive mental health issues, lack of self-esteem, physical
and emotional dysfunction, collective shame, susceptibility to violence and trauma in all forms,

psychosocial issues, stress, and the all-encompassing like, affect too many of our youth today.?°
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I maintain, as Saint Paul did, when one of us suffers, we all suffer. Until none of us experience
poverty, all of humanity is responsible.

No one needs me to stand here today and list all these effects in detail because we all
know them already. We constantly hear about poverty and its sordid effects. We don’t need
more voices crying out in the wilderness.3® What we need is change. We give alms and often
think it suffices. I’m here to say though, that we “youths these days”, do not deem almsgiving
as enough of a response to poverty. We stand against this raging, soulless machine, and we
know that we must disarm it of its death dealing devices and rebuild it in order to bring about
the justice God wants for us; the justice for which Jesus, our liberator, died.

So as Christians, living in 2020 and beyond, reflecting on this World Day of the Poor,
how do we stretch forth our hand? Our pope “appeals to the spark of universal consciousness
and mutual concern that may still be present in our hearts.”3! We, “the youths these days” of
good will, this November 2020, join Pope Francis in his appeal, especially because we know
that without a concrete commitment to the poor, we can never consider ourselves truly
Christian.3? We Catholics love to claim the title of pro-life; it’s about time we started living
that in the fullest sense.

In Fratelli Tutti, Francis reminds us of the path along which we’re currently racing . By
failing to affirm our fellow sisters and brothers’ dignity, because of issues such as where they’re
from,3® we create a hierarchical system that prefers those of greater wealth and discards the
rest.34 He goes even further to purport that unless we uphold the dignity of the human person,

the human race won’t survive.3®
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We must remember that we are fundamentally called to a preferential option for the
poor. To be pro-life is to bring life to others, especially the poor. Thus, we find ourselves in an
impossible dichotomy: our systems deal death to the poor, the most vulnerable in our society,
yet authentic Christian experience naturally brings life.36

We are all familiar with The Lost Sheep parable in Luke 15. However, how many of us
can claim to be familiar with the lost sheep? How many of us know the lost sheep by name?%’
How many of us know where the lost sheep is? If we don’t know where it is, have we gone
looking? And if we do know where it is, have we entered into the rocks it is fatally stuck in
between, helped it break itself free, then proceed to fully embrace it, though it is battered,
bruised, and bloody, put it around our necks as we would fine jewellery, and head back toward
the fold, fully aware that we become battered, bruised, and bloody like the lost sheep in the
process?

Do we make a special place in our homes for it to receive the best treatment possible
as we nurse it back to health? Do we clean its wounds and kiss its hooves as we accompany it
on its road to recovery? Do we defend it from the other sheep as it recovers, and help reintegrate
it into the fold until the 99 once again accept the lost one as they accept themselves? Sisters
and brothers, this is the preferential option for the poor. It is not optional to rescue the lost
sheep; it is mandatory.3 Our sisters and brothers suffering the effects of poverty are our lost
sheep, crying out for our help, crying out for Christ’s healing, as they’re slaughtered every day
by our murderous systems. But we Christian “youths these days” know that death is not the
end. Resurrection follows.

So once again, | ask, how do we Christians stretch forth our hand? I believe that prayer

is our life line to the God who answers all of our life questions. And as Francis says in his
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message on this World Day of the Poor, “prayer to God and solidarity with the poor and
suffering are inseparable.”® This is why my humble suggestion, on behalf of “the youths these
days” is that we stretch forth both arms as we pray the Our Father, similar to how we do at
mass.

When I say pray, I don’t simply mean emptily recite some words. Most of us can say
the Our Father half asleep. But are we awakened by the cries of our suffering sisters and
brothers living in poverty? When | say we should pray, | mean we should actively enter into
the Christian community, our Body of Christ, pray with solidarity, living out each line of the
prayer as God intends for us, so that we may bring about Christ’s salvific action in the here and
now.

As we boldly dare to call God our father, let us appreciate the way Christ rightly brought
us into an intimately personal relationship with God as our Father. We are God’s beloved
children,*® and the poor are the first in line for God’s never ending love. Through this
understanding and appreciation, let us make God’s name holy.*! Let us bring about the Reign
of God in our words and actions as we do God’s will, especially in relation to what we do for
the poor. Let us walk with the feet of charity and justice as we follow Christ, sanctifying the
earth the way we believe Heaven is sanctified.*?

When God blesses us with food and other material resources, may we love one another
enough to collectively share what we have so that all may have, especially the poor.*> May we
love so that the poor has enough first. Through it all, may the poor forgive us for the wrong
we’ve done for so long, embrace us as the father embraces the prodigal son, and allow us to

redeem ourselves by actively forming our hearts to work toward a more just society, thereby
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ridding ourselves of our greatest evil: the oppression and death dealing structures we’ve
preserved for far too long.

As I'wrap up, I’d like to reaffirm that our Christian community holds within it the secret
to our youthful hope. As young people we find it hard to hope. We need to feel welcome in the
ecclesial community and our hope will flourish. And when we feel hopeful, with our faith and
with our love, we will change the world and the course of our history. The problem is not the
youths these days, but the solution involves the youths these days.

To the former young generation, trust us. You raised us. Now trust us. We’ll make
mistakes, as does everyone, but I’1l dare to say that as Christian people the biggest of the many
rooms* in God’s house is that of mercy, forgiveness, and redemption. Let’s all be the pro-life
we claim to be, abort the mission of our selfish ways, start working collaboratively toward the
systemic change we need, and stretch forth our hands to the poor to embrace them, include
them, and deliver them safely into the future in order to bring about the Reign of God here on

earth.

Sincerely,
The youths these days.

Thank you.
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