The Advocate

A paper and portal serving Christian Reformed social activists

A publication of the Office of Social Justice and Hunger Action of the Christian Reformed Church

October 2007
******************************************************************************************

Inside this issue:

Free and Fair…The OSJHA’s Jason Fileta reflects on his time monitoring elections in Sierra Leone.
News Briefs…UN Secretary General addresses North American evangelicals, Harper on climate change, more.
Justice and Worship…Do we look like the Christ we proclaim?
Websites and Resources…Earn an MA in Peace Studies, and check out this hub for Burma news.
Action Opportunities…Stand Up!
Advocate Calendar…Plenty of events to keep your schedule hopping.
Contact Information…Questions, comments, submissions?

******************************************************************************************

Free and Fair: Elections in Post-Conflict Sierra Leone
By Jason Fileta

Sierra Leoneans elected a new president last month in their first post-conflict elections.  I had the privilege of going as an election observer with Micah Challenge USA during the first round of elections in August.  There were nine of us total.  Although we were not the most exciting group – some students, recent graduates, and a young pastor – we were received as honorable guests because people knew we were there to promote free and transparent elections.

I have come to assume, along with many in Sierra Leone that the more free and fair the elections are the more accountable to the people the government would be.  This assumption was very important to people who were tired of living in extreme poverty with a government that did not appear to care. With an average yearly income of $220 and a life expectancy of 39 for men and 42 for women, people were ready to elect a government that listened to their needs.  

Although the foundation of a free and fair election is so important to the democratic process it soon became clear that our efforts surrounding Election Day would be insignificant if there wasn’t a continued effort to hold the government accountable to the people of Sierra Leone after the elections.  Our hosts, Sirajin Rollings-Kamara and Ako Johnson, kept reminding us that Election Day was just the beginning of the effort to keep Sierra Leone “free and fair.”  Not only were they determined to keep the elections free and fair, but they were determined to keep the newly elected government accountable to achieving the Millennium Development Goals in Sierra Leone and truly accountable to the people of Sierra Leone. For this reason, our mission in Sierra Leone extended beyond Election Day to meeting with many churches, pastors, and youth encouraging them to take the Micah Challenge and hold their leaders accountable after the election.   

Amazingly, the elections have come and gone with little violence or disruption.  The opposition candidate Ernest Bai Koroma took office on September 17.  He has inherited a struggling Sierra Leone, but one determined for change as demonstrated by the monstrous effort by civil society and the church to have peaceful and fair elections.  

Sirajin was a standing, or shall I say running, testament to the hunger for change in Sierra Leone. We typically saw Sirajin driving from one workshop to another while holding two cell phones – talking on one and texting on the other.  Sirajin and his team were constantly on the move doing workshops on conflict resolution, voter education, advocacy trainings, meeting with pastors, holding press conferences or organizing the presidential candidate debates. 

I am confident of change in Sierra Leone because of leaders like Sirajin and Ako who worked tirelessly for a free and fair election and who have continued to work tirelessly for a developed and accountable Sierra Leone since the change of power in September. 

Please keep Sierra Leone, its people, leaders in the church, and its new president in your prayers as they try to tackle with extreme poverty.   

Jason Fileta mobilizes young people for the Office of Social Justice and Hunger Action and serves as Field Organizer for the Micah Challenge USA. You can contact Jason at: fileta@micahchallenge.us.  The relationship between the Christian Reformed Church and Sierra Leone goes back to the 1970s.  You can read a great summary article on our website about the conflict that plagued Sierra Leone for years, the diamonds that fueled violence, and the role that missionaries and regular church people played to help make a difference here: http://www.crcna.org/pages/kortenhoven.cfm. 
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News Briefs
Prime Minister critical of Kyoto protocol

Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper spoke at the United Nations earlier this month on the issue of climate change.  Part of his speech focused on a call for the world’s greenhouse-gas emissions to be slashed in half by 2050, while at the same time signaling his desire for a less-rigid climate change arrangement than the Kyoto Protocol.  Harper would rather see an update of the UN Convention on climate change, which lacks hard targets to reduce emissions.  Harper and his government have long been critical of the Kyoto Protocol and say it should essentially be phased out when the current phase of the agreement expires in 2012

Canada and US oppose UN measure on indigenous rights

Native groups expressed disappointment with Ottawa's decision to oppose a United Nations measure on the rights of indigenous peoples.  Phil Fontaine, leader of the Assembly of First Nations, says the declaration is about the human rights of indigenous peoples throughout the world and is an important symbol.  The UN General Assembly adopted the non-binding declaration protecting the human, land and resources rights of the world's 370 million indigenous peoples.  Australia, New Zealand and the United States also voted against the declaration.  The Canadian government indicates that they support the "spirit" of the declaration, but state that as currently written it does not recognize Canada's need to balance indigenous rights to lands and resources with the rights of others. 

UN Secretary General addresses evangelicals
United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon addressed a group of prominent evangelical Christian leaders on Thursday, October 11 at a Global Leaders Dinner designed to educate and inform evangelical opinion leaders about the Millennium Development Goals and the significance of this critical moment in history for making a lasting impact on poverty. 

Convened by the National Association of Evangelicals and Micah Challenge USA, this invitation-only event brought together top evangelical leaders from the United States and the Global South. In addition to the historic dinner with Ki-Moon, leaders met for the Global Leaders Forum on Friday, October 12 to discuss various issues, including poverty, hunger, HIV/AIDS, trafficking, bioethics, human rights, creation care, torture, and peacemaking. 

“Evangelicals are the ‘new internationalists’ with a record of legislative successes and expect to shape U.S. foreign policy in ways unimaginable even a year ago. What remains to be seen is whether we'll rise to the challenge of partnership being articulated by our brothers and sisters in the Global South,” said Richard Cizik, Vice President of Governmental Affairs at the National Association of Evangelicals.
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Justice and Worship
Do we look like the Christ we are proclaiming?  In a weekly reflection from the Micah Challenge, Rev. John Stott explores God’s purpose for God’s people: to become like Christ.  You can access the prayer reflection here http://www.micahchallenge.org/english/pray/latest/ (or visit www.micahchallenge.org, click on the “Pray It” link at the top and scroll to “Latest Reflection” or “Archive Reflection,” depending on when you visit the site.)  
The reflection includes specifics on Millennium Development Goal number 6, which aims to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases.  Rev. Stott’s full reflection on God’s purpose for us is available as a Word download on the same page.
You can have these thoughtful reflections from the Micah Challenge delivered right to your inbox each week.  Simply sign up at www.micahchallenge.org. Click on “Sign up to Prayer Series” under the Pray It link.
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Websites and Resources
The protests in military-controlled Burma have filled the airwaves the past several weeks.  For continuing coverage, including background on the country, the monks who have taken a stand, and Q&As with journalists who have recently returned from the area, check out the BBC News page devoted to Burma: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/in_depth/asia_pacific/2007/burma/default.stm 
The Kroc Institute of the University of Notre Dame seeks outstanding students who have demonstrated a serious commitment to international justice and peacemaking for the Master of Arts in Peace Studies. The two-year multidisciplinary program offers: rigorous academic coursework taught by distinguished faculty; an international student body that forms a vibrant cross-cultural community; theory and practice integrated through a five-month internship in Africa, the Middle East, Asia, or the United States; financial aid in the form of scholarships and stipends.  Students are prepared for careers in peacebuilding, including research and teaching at colleges and universities, leadership in government and nongovernmental organizations, diplomacy, conflict resolution, and social action. Students accepted to the program join a network of hundreds of Kroc-trained peacebuilders from 90 countries around the world.  For more information, and for instructions on how to apply, please visit the Kroc website for prospective students at kroc-admissions.1@nd.edu. The deadline for applications is January 5, 2008 for students seeking to enroll in Fall 2008. 
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Action Opportunities
Stand Up to end poverty!  Stand Up events, starting on October 16 and 17, are all over the world, and KAIROS: Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives, with which the CRC Canada is a partner, has developed a really comprehensive resource for the Week to End Poverty in cooperation with Stand Up events.  The link to the resources is: http://kairoscanada.org/e/antipoverty/action/dayAgainstPoverty0710.pdf.  This resource has something for everyone - social justice committees, pastors, etc.

Don’t forget Darfur.  Make some time to visit www.savedarfur.org, a group supported by numerous organizations including the National Association of Evangelicals and Bread for the World.  The site will give you updates on the latest from the troubled region of Darfur, and also provides a number of ways that you can get involved, from signing up for local Save Darfur chapters to signing petitions to asking major corporations to divest from companies that help to fund violence in the region.
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Advocate Calendar

October 16 and 17 you can Stand Up against poverty!  Stand Up is a global show of solidarity for those who struggling in poverty every day.  Last year, Stand Up events around the world set a world record for the number of people standing up at one time for a cause.  What will happen this year?  Check out http://standagainstpoverty.org/ for all the details.
October 19-21: Reviving our Spirits: Transforming our Politics conference.  Join Jim Wallis, Naomi Tutu and Richard Rohr in Cleveland, Ohio for a weekend of inspirational speaking, music, teaching, learning and sharing.  Visit this site for all the details and registration info: http://www.cacradicalgrace.org/conferences/ros/ 

October 21 is Bread for the World Sunday.  Join with churches and worshipping communities across the country in committing to ending hunger in God's world.  Bread for the World Sunday is an opportunity for congregations to give thanks for the work of Bread for the World, which has enabled so many to be effective advocates for hungry people.  Many CRC congregations are Bread churches and the CRC has been deeply involved with the world of Bread for the World over the years.  You can download free worship materials at Bread’s site: www.bread.org. 

The Christian Reformed World Relief Committee has begun its annual World Hunger Campaign and its not too late to participate.  You can download everything you need, here: http://www.crwrc.org/donate/world_hunger_04.html.  This year’s campaign, “For Such a Time as This,” ties into the biblical story of Esther, and examines how we, too, may be used by God to do remarkable things.  The campaign culminates in World Hunger Sunday on November 4.

The International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church is November 11.  On this day, your congregation can join Christians from around the world in prayer on behalf of those brothers and sisters who cannot worship freely.  Visit www.persecutedchurch.org in the US for more information, or www.idop.ca in Canada.
Restorative Justice Week is November 18-25.  Your congregation, small group or community can turn the spotlight onto practices that restore broken relationships.  Echoing biblical principles of shalom, restorative justice seeks to bring reconciliation and healing to individuals and communities affected by crime.
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