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“Breaking Barriers, Transforming Lives”

“Breaking Barriers, Transforming Lives” is a very complex but significant theme and I commend APAY for having the audacity to take it on as a challenge for the years ahead.  

This theme is echoed by the challenge Ho Chi Minh once gave to the people of Viet Nam.  “For the sake of 10 years’ benefit, we must plant trees; for the sake of 100 years’ benefit, we must cultivate people.”  This theme is about taking the time and having the patience to cultivate people, especially to help young people to break barriers and transform their lives and communities.  

The importance of transforming lives, I believe, is best expressed through the words of Jesus in Matthew 25 verses 40 and 45:  “Whenever you did one of these things to someone overlooked or ignored, that was me—you did it to me” and “Whenever you failed to do one of these things to someone who was being overlooked or ignored, that was me—you failed to do it to me.”  (The Message)  We’ll reflect on this throughout this presentation because I want us to think deeply about the implications this has for our lives and work.  Our response to the poorest and most oppressed in our societies is our response to Christ.  I will often refer to those in our society who are the most marginalized and despised as the “Least of These” and I take this terminology from the King James Version of this scripture.

In order to prevent confusion over terminology, it might first of all be helpful for us to look briefly at the two principal words in our theme: transformation and barriers.  I begin with transformation because I do not believe we can effectively break down barriers if we ourselves are not first transformed.

Transformation

Transformation is a very demanding challenge which, if taken seriously, can result in a profound breaking from old ways and stepping into a totally new body, life and vision.  The Apostle Paul stated this clearly in 2 Corinthians 5: 17:  “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, they are new creations. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.”  The emphasis is not on “change” or “reform” but on becoming “a new creation.”  

This is the salient difference between “reform” and “transform.”  Reform leaves us much the way we were in our old being with some minor, but perhaps significant changes.  Transformation changes us into a very new being with major shifts in our lifestyles, relationships and work focus.

Such transformation rarely happens because of what we learn and know but more often by what we experience and feel – feel deeply within our soul.  It usually does not happen in workshops, seminars or classes which can mainly provide opportunity and preparation for a potentially transformative experience.   

It happens when we share life among the least of these and allow the least of these to change us because Christ comes to us through the poor and oppressed and it is in meeting Christ here that we begin to transform.  Personal transformation happens when we are so moved by empathy with the poor and oppressed that we feel we have no option but to begin changing the way we live, think, act and believe.  And, when we allow the poor and oppressed to transform us, we have no choice but to begin to break down the barriers that create division within our societies and our world.  

For certain this is a difficult, frustrating and at times dangerous task and many of us may find it too demanding.  But perhaps this is what God has called us to do.  To paraphrase the words of  Mordechai to Queen Esther in Esther 4:14, “Perhaps we were placed in this world for just such a time as this.”

According to Werner Erhard, “Transformation is a profound and committed choice about the way we live our lives. Transformation is the possibility for a breakthrough in our living, a clearing for aliveness to show up in our everyday activities, self-expression and commitments.”
   

Thus transformation is a soul-shaking process that forces us out of the boxes that have become our comfort zones and thrusts us into new life-experiences which we may find threatening and even terrifying but which can bring us closer to Community of God.  It opens our minds to new questions and allows us to feel the kind of discomfort that provides opportunity for emotional and spiritual growth.  Transformation, in truth, takes great courage.

Barriers

We are surrounded by barriers of injustice of many kinds.  Sometimes we have become so accustomed to these barriers that we may not even recognize them.  However they are there, creating conflicts, grinding the poor further into the ground, reinforcing prejudice and exclusion, causing fear and instability in our lives and encouraging us to feel threatened by religious, ethnic and political diversity.  Let me share just a few examples of some barriers facing many people in our world today.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that one in seven people in the world is facing serious hunger and the great majority of these are children living in Asia and the Pacific.  This injustice exists despite the fact that sufficient food is being produced globally to provide every human being on earth with sufficient calories for a healthy life.
    

The barrier of hunger results from many other barriers that prevent justice from flowing like a mighty river and righteousness like a never-failing stream (Amos 5: 24).  According to World Hunger Organization
, some of these barriers include:

a.
Poverty. The causes of poverty include poor people's lack of resources, an extremely unequal income distribution in the world and within specific countries, conflict, and hunger itself.

b.
Harmful economic systems. Essentially control over resources and income is based on military, political and economic power that typically ends up in the hands of a minority, who live well, while those at the bottom barely survive, if indeed they can survive at all. 

c.
Conflict. Despite some large-scale repatriation movements, the last three years have witnessed a significant increase in refugee numbers, due primarily to the violence taking place in Iraq and Somalia. By the end of 2008, the total number of refugees under UNHCR’s mandate exceeded 10 million. The number of conflict-induced internally displaced persons (IDPs) reached some 26 million worldwide at the end of the year. 

d.
Hunger is also a cause of poverty, and thus of hunger. By causing poor health, low levels of energy, and even mental impairment, hunger can lead to even greater poverty by reducing people's ability to work and learn, thus leading to even greater hunger.

e.
Climate change Climate change is increasingly viewed as a current and future cause of hunger and poverty. Increasing drought, flooding, and changing climatic patterns requiring a shift in crops and farming practices that may not be easily accomplished are three key issues.  

Time restraints prevent us from having in-depth discussions on these barriers and other barriers such as war, political and economic dominance, poor education facilities, lack of good medical care, gender discrimination, ethnic and religious intolerance, etc.
, but let me share just one small example to highlight the burden economic barriers can have on justice for the poor and oppressed.

The United Nations estimates that a budget of about US$28 billion is needed to insure that every human being in our world can have good education, health care, clean water and good sanitation.  But the money is just not available for these crucial needs.

Yet the US and Europe together spend US$29 billion each year on pet foods and perfumes, more than enough to pay for the much needed education, health, water and sanitation budgets.  And even more shameful is the budget for global military spending.  It is approximately US$1.6 trillion and rapidly growing. These are the kinds of economic priorities that make life miserable for many millions of the world’s people.  We must strongly feel the need to break down these barriers and work for positive transformation if we are to take our assembly theme seriously.  

Most importantly we need to be aware that the biggest and most challenging barriers facing us are often our own fears and uncertainties about stepping out of our comfort zones and taking the risks to allow ourselves to be transformed.  The challenge to the YMCA is step out of these comfort zones ourselves and then to find strategies that will urge youth to do so as well.

The School of Peace Experience

Let me say now that I have never transformed anyone and the same can be said about the School of Peace (SOP) which is the main activity of the Interfaith Cooperation Forum.  Our responsibility is not to transform people, but to provide them with the discomforting experiences and challenges they need to leave their comfort zones and to transform themselves.  We only plant seeds and then nurture and encourage those seeds with the hope that youth will find the vision and courage needed to begin their own transforming processes.
  

Like Paul, we are simply the sewer of the seeds and that, in itself, is a very challenging and formidable task.  These seeds must then be nurtured and encouraged over time with the faith that people will find the vision and courage needed to begin their own transformative processes.

The planting of these seeds is not an easy task and cannot be done by using ready-made models or quick-fix concepts.  Any farmer knows that to plant seeds effectively requires creativity, commitment, time, preparation, determination, patience and much faith because seeds grow slowly and are affected by many things including weather, heat, cold, insects, and weed growth.  

The planting of seeds of transformation is similarly complex and has many requirements because the breaking down of old habits and ways of thinking is arduous and painfully threatening.  We do not always welcome the light when it shows us where we need to change.

The School of Peace has endeavored to think critically and creatively as the curriculum and style of the program has evolved.  We have built on our past experiences in working at breaking barriers and helping people transform.  I wish to share some of the ideology we have used as we continue working at the process for planting seeds among the youth and urging them to have the courage needed to break barriers and allow themselves to be transformed by the Least of These.

First, planting seeds and nurturing them to fruition takes time and patience.  One workshop, one seminar or one in-depth discussion does not do it. Nor will any of the many peacemaking and conflict transformation models found on the internet or learned in the best universities guarantee any positive results.   Even a 14-week program such as the School of Peace is not sufficient.  These are only opportunities to provide participants with some preparation for such a process.  Real transformation of the participants will begin after they return to their home communities, stand face to face with the many barriers that exist for the Least of These and then seek the wisdom and courage they will need to begin breaking down those barriers with the guidance of the Least of These.  We must stand with them during these long strenuous years to mentor, challenge and be transformed together with them.

Secondly, because ready-made models of peacemaking and conflict transformation rarely work, we need to realize, and truly believe, that every tool we need to begin breaking down barriers and entering a process of self and community transformation already exists within our histories, cultures, traditions, wisdom and faiths.  We must dig deep into them to find the resources we need to create local models for transformation which emerge from the Least of These and which can be managed and controlled by the Least of These.  These local models will be most effective at breaking down barriers and have the greatest potential of lasting long-term.

Thirdly, we must help people develop a vision for a new justpeace interfaith community which can give them the hope they need to remain long-term with this most difficult task because we know that a people without a vision soon perish.  (Proverbs 29: 18)  This kind of vision will not come easily for it requires a careful study of the barriers preventing people from experiencing a truly transformed community and society.  The roots of these barriers must be identified and strategies developed to nonviolently transform them with Kingdom values.

Fourthly, we must be ready to challenge youth in ways that make them uncomfortable.  John Kenneth Galbraith once said that we must comfort the afflicted but we must also afflict the comfortable who refuse to respond to the Least of These.  Most of us have found a zone in which we feel comfortable and safe.  

Unfortunately this comfort zone keeps us from seeing the real barriers around us and prevents us from feelings of empathy for the Least of These; feelings which are needed for a transformative process.  Programs with youth must cause them the kind of distress that will help break open their comfort zones and project them into the realities of the lives of the Least of These.  Only then can they begin to comfort the afflicted and begin transforming our society by afflicting the comfortable.

Robert Frost, an American poet, described this in his poem “The Road Not Taken.”  In part he wrote:

Two road diverge in a yellow woods

And sorry I could not travel both

But be one traveler long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I,
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
We need to urge the young people to take the road “less traveled”, but to do that we ourselves must embark down the road less traveled.  It takes courage and a tremendous amount of faith in God.

Fifthly, we begin to transform ourselves when we spend quality time with the least of these.  This does not involve short exposure visits which are often included in workshops and seminars.  Quality time with the least of these requires placing ourselves at the disposal of the marginalized, serving them, listening deeply to them and then being willing to transform ourselves so that justpeace may become a reality for everyone.  Let us never forget that Christ comes to us through others – especially the Least of These.  If we turn them away, we turn Christ away.  If we ignore their cries, we ignore the cries of Christ.  If we believe they are helpless. We believe Christ is helpless.  No greater challenge can face us in this work than the challenge to allow the Least of These to transform us.

Sixthly, we must keep in mind that transformation can take place in the most unexpected places as I experienced on the street of Pat Pong.  This obviously is risky and is usually very threatening to most of us, but we should take the risk of looking for God in the unexpected.  This pushes us to unlearning so that we can then relearn.  During the School of Peace we meet with many individuals and groups which we may have tried to avoid in the past.  This might involve interactions with sexual minorities or people we have learned to think of as enemy.  All of these people whom we may consider the “other” have much to teach us and their stories can help us understand more about barriers and then reflect more deeply on the meaning and challenge of transformation.
Finally, we must be examples of transformed and transforming individuals and organizations.  Youth look to us for inspiration and direction.  If our organization does not reflect, both in activity and in structure, a transformed community that is built on a vision of justpeace for the least of these, youth will not take seriously our theme for this assembly.  What we say is not as important as what we do and are and this is the challenge for us.   The breaking down of barriers and the transformation of lives begins with us and our organization.  Let us be the example that encourages youth to be transformed and to commit themselves to the work of transforming our world.  

Let us bravely step out of our own comfort zones focus our eyes on the Community of God on earth and take the road less traveled.

MAY GOD BLESS YOU

May God bless you with discomfort at easy answers, half truths, superficial relationships, so that you will live deep within your heart. 

May God bless you with anger at injustice, oppression and exploitation of people so that you will work for justice, equality and peace. 

May God bless you with tears to shed for those who suffer from pain, rejection, starvation and war, so that you will reach out your hand to comfort them and change their pain into joy. 

And may God bless you with the foolishness to think that you can make a difference in the world, so that you will do the things which others tell you cannot be done. 

(Author Unknown) 

Now our work begins.  Break down the barriers that prevent the Community of God from being experienced by every human being.  Be transformed and together with the youth, transform communities, societies and, eventually, the world.

Thank you.

Max Ediger 

ediger.max@gmail.com

�    (Werner Hans Erhard is an author of transformational models and applications for individuals, groups, and organizations. He has lectured at Harvard, Yale, USC, the University of Rochester and Rotterdam School of Management.  This quote comes from a 1984 article entitled, “A WAY TO TRANSFORMATION” and can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.wernererhard.com/heart.html"�http://www.wernererhard.com/heart.html�


�    � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/Learn/world%20hunger%20facts%202002.htm"�http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/Learn/world%20hunger%20facts%202002.htm�


�    � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/Learn/world%20hunger%20facts%202002.htm"�http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/Learn/world%20hunger%20facts%202002.htm�


�    More details can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats"�http://www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats�


�    Who do you think Paul is, anyway? Or Apollos, for that matter? Servants, both of us—servants who waited on you as you gradually learned to entrust your lives to our mutual Master. We each carried out our servant assignment. I planted the seed, Apollos watered the plants, but God made you grow. It's not the one who plants or the one who waters who is at the center of this process but God, who makes things grow. Planting and watering are menial servant jobs at minimum wages. What makes them worth doing is the God we are serving. You happen to be God's field in which we are working. 1 Corinthians 3:5-7 (The Message)








