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Harvest Fast Day 2011 short talk – with Gospel Reflections

[Note to speaker: when planning for future Fast Days it really helps us to know how the materials are used.  If you gave this talk in mass, whether you read it as written or adapted it, then please let us know.  You can contact us via your local CAFOD office.]

Good morning. My name’s _____________ and I’m here for CAFOD to talk to you about Harvest Fast Day. [Hold up Fast Day envelope]. You should have the Fast Day envelope already, but please let me know afterwards if you need one. 

Many of you will have heard of CAFOD. If you haven’t, it’s the official overseas aid agency of the Catholic Church in England and Wales, so it is our charity. Inspired by Catholic faith, CAFOD works to end poverty and injustice in over 40 countries.

It is funded by people like you and me, Catholics who put their faith into action by giving, acting and praying to help people in the world’s poorest communities. 

Thank you for your generous support of CAFOD in the past and during this Fast Day. By giving what you can afford, you really can change lives forever. 

Today, I’m going to tell you a true story about a boy from Cambodia called Pan. 

As I tell you this story I’d like you to think ‘what if’. What if Pan was my son, my grandchild or my brother? What would I do to help him? 

[Pause for a moment].
Pan was just 11 years old when he tested positive for HIV. It was the day his world fell apart.

“After I got the results, I lost all my hope. I did not think anyone could help me, I thought I would just die,” he told us.

Worse news was to come. Months later, Pan’s parents died within weeks of each other because of AIDS. 

Alone, ill and frightened, Pan went to live with an aunt. Already poor, she struggled to feed and clothe him. Pan says his aunt didn’t treat him well. Judging by the tears in his eyes when he told us, we think that’s an understatement. 

Pan was forced to leave school and sell rice on the streets to earn money. He knew that life-saving medication was available but he didn’t know how to get it. As the months passed, Pan grew weaker and weaker. 

It was a bad time that I don’t like to remember,” he said. “I was paper thin and I had no strength.”
A priest called Father Jim heard about Pan’s situation and stepped in to help. Father Jim worked for Maryknoll, a Catholic organisation funded by CAFOD which offers medical care, nutritious food, school support, and loving, caring homes to children affected by HIV.  

Shocked by Pan’s physical condition, Father Jim took him straight to hospital and staff from Maryknoll visited daily to keep his spirits up. When Pan was discharged three weeks later, Father Jim was there to meet him. 

Next, Father Jim arranged for Pan to live with caring people in a safe and happy home. Pan started taking medication and was soon strong enough to return to school. Four years on, Pan says his life is transformed.

“When I started lessons I was so happy!” he told us. “I felt like a normal boy, doing normal things. Every day I feel lucky.”

Link to gospel for Sunday 2 October (Matthew 21:33-43)

Today’s gospel with the parable of the tenants is a very challenging one. We can be tempted to think that it does not really speak to us. After all, we believe in God and we listen to Jesus, the Son of God, and try to follow his example of how to live our lives. Surely we are not like the tenants in the parable? But yet we can struggle to hear the Good News as it is drowned out by our everyday lives and the pressure of society to consume and conform. The real meaning of the gospel can become lost as we view our faith as a purely individual concern with no implications for the world around us.

The gospel challenges us then, not to be like the tenants or the chief priests and scribes that this story was aimed at, grabbing what we can get, trying to hold on to our wealth, power or status no matter what the cost to others. Rather it calls us to listen to what God asks us to do, to open our eyes to the great gifts that we have been given, and to share those gifts with others so that all people may flourish.

Link to gospel for Sunday 9 October (Matthew 22:1-14)

In today’s gospel, the king sent his servants out to the road to invite all passersby and they “collected together everyone they could find, bad and good alike”. There was an open invitation to the feast as there is an open invitation to God’s Kingdom. 

God’s message is for all people and the Kingdom is an inclusive place, a place of welcome. It does not matter if you are rich or poor, powerful or marginalised, the invitation to enter still stands. It is, however, up to us how we answer that invitation, how we respond to God’s love for us and how we speak to others about God’s love. 

By reaching out to others, especially those who are poor, marginalised or vulnerable we can anticipate the Kingdom of God here on earth by making our world as inclusive, as welcoming of all, as the wedding feast and ensuring that all children have the chance to reach their full potential. 

Sadly Pan’s experience is shared by thousands of children.  Children who miss out on feeling ‘normal’ and ‘doing normal things’.
Today, Pan is healthy, happy and filled with excitement for the future. But his story could have been so different. 

“If it wasn’t for Maryknoll’s help, I don’t think I would be here. I couldn’t carry on living with so much pain,” he told us.
By giving a gift to CAFOD this Harvest - either by donating what you can afford in the envelope or by signing up to give a regular gift by direct debit - you can help the world’s poorest children get the care and support they so desperately need. In other words, you could give them back the childhoods they deserve: free of pain, hunger and worry. 

A few minutes ago, I asked you to think what you would do if you knew Pan. I suspect the answer is everything in your power to make a difference. And that’s what I’m asking you to do now. By giving a gift to CAFOD and putting it in this envelope, you’ll be giving hope to children you might never meet, but whose lives will be touched by you forever.

[NOTE: hold up the envelope at this point].
Thank you for listening.
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