PASTOR’S CORNER NOVEMBER 15, 2008
Some of you might remember the movie “The Longest Day.” The day after the elections that title came to mind. Waiting out the returns and listening to follow up  election commentaries I finally got to bed at 1:30 AM, only to be up again at 4 AM, to get to National Airport for my 6 AM departure to the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The only way for us to reach our Nativity III project in this primitive village of El Corte, was via the Dominican Republic. Some 14 hours later we reached San Juan de la Maguana in the DR to spend the night. We celebrated Jim McDaniel’s and Delane Bailey’s birthday that night with a few pieces of chicken and a cake. 
The following morning, with Food For The Poor officials and Engineer Arturo Castro, we drove to Banica, where we picked up Fr. Keith O’Hare, an Arlington Priest serving as missionary pastor at our Diocesan Mission. The trip took some two hours in an old and very small vehicle with three of us packed into the back seat. Intimate but uncomfortable to say the least. My claustrophobia which I thought was a thing of the past, flared up which necessitated our stopping along the highway and my switching seats. The final seven miles was via the worst road I have ever traversed in my life. Recent hurricanes resulted in thousands of ruts and pot holes some as wide and deep as two feet. Our vehicle would often straddle the pot holes! 
We crossed over the border (the Rio Artibonito) on a cement bridge almost destroyed in the recent hurricane and being held up with dirt tossed in after the storm. It was in this area back in 1937 that thousands of Haitians were killed with machetes under the Dictatorship of the Dominican Republic and thrown into the river. The Haitians renamed it Massacre River. 
As we came over the last hill to our Nativity Village we could see a bright splash of color. Blue, yellow, pink and green houses dotted the dry and barren landscape. What a contrast with the conditions of just two years ago. What Jim McDaniel and Food for the Poor found at that time was a primitive landscape with dwellings spread out over the hills and ravines. They saw deteriorated shacks, mud and stick huts with dirt floors, and people bathing and watering animals in the same stream that provided their only drinking water. At first, the quietness was rather pleasant. It was a contemplative scene. But on further thought, they realized that the people had nothing to distract them from their misery. There was no noise, no crowded streets, and no action, like we have seen in Haitian cities. The silence was oppressive, a reminder of their intense isolation.  Slowly, one at a time, the people began to approach. They were afraid of the visitors. Was there some innate memory of the events of 1937 that made them cautious of strangers?  Once they saw that the visitors had food, they began to materialize in greater numbers. But the looks on their faces remained wary, hesitant, hardened by survival. Jim and Delane passed out bread and supplies from the back of their truck, and then went off into the countryside with bags of food to distribute house to house. Many people remained afraid to come forward, but welcomed the food brought to their doors.
Today was such a contrast thanks to our people of Nativity. Before we blessed the 50 colorful new houses we were thanked by the community in their new green activity center. My Creole lacks much but I made an attempt. A poignant scene was mothers nursing their newborn babies. Two years ago infants were dying in this village because their mothers were so malnourished they had no milk. One of the most moving moments of this celebration was my being presented with two gifts:  a small bag of peas and a bunch of bananas. In their poverty these people were giving us food as their thank you. 
Music was provided by five singers and a small band made up of three guitars, a battered key board, small drum and a dented cymbal with a piece torn out. What we would have relegated to the dump were their instruments of celebration and thanks to us. The microphone was powered by an old car battery.
On your behalf we gave each of the 50 families a supply of food- rice, beans, cooking oil, powdered milk, bread and a little chocolate. Everyone also got a new pair of bright red clogs- although many of the sizes didn’t match the size of their feet. I had a problem with giving out the live chickens. Picking up chickens by their feet and handing them to our new friends was a new experience for this guy who grew up in a tenement house in Providence! And knowing that these chickens would be dinner during the week didn’t help either. I’m used to picking up my chicken at Giant, Safeway or KFC.

Another moving moment was uncovering and blessing the new water pump. For the first time the villagers will be drinking cool, clear and above all clean water- again thanks to you. 
While what we witnessed on this trip was an oasis of hope, these beautiful people still lack so much. While the houses are sturdy and safe no one has any furniture or even a mattress. Obviously no electricity. The nearest town with provisions is some six miles away- all traversed by foot. A doctor visits twice a year. And I can only imagine that if one needs medical attention how or where would they bring them? 
I remarked to Fr. O’Hare that I think every one of our priests should make a retreat in a third world country. Their whole perspective would change. Here is where the Gospel comes alive. Here we meet Jesus face to face.  What I encountered on this trip to this primitive village and what I have witnessed in all of my journeys to this destitute country has given me a whole new scope of humanity.
Once again to you my parishioners of Nativity I offer my sincere thanks for what YOU have accomplished. I erroneously get so much of the credit while you are the ones who deserve the thanks. I only had an idea some ten years ago. YOU brought that idea to life for which I will be forever grateful. Because of what you have done these past ten years some 300 Catholic and Protestant churches throughout the country as well as at least two Universities have developed Starfish programs.  YOU are spreading the Gospel. You have every right to be proud. YOU have made a difference. God WILL bless our efforts.
