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A New Era!

It is a great honor for me to receive the presti-
gious NIWANO PEACE PRIZE. With the end of what
was called the Cold War and the constant threat of the
use of nuclear arms among the world’s most powerful
nations we felt that now we would know peace in our
time. But since all the symbols of the Iron Curtain, the
Berlin Wall have fallen, we have seen a world that
faces violence and war continuously on the local level.

What is Peace?

We are now forced to ask ourselves: What is
peace? Is it the absence of worldwide ideological or
economic divisions? Is it a time of prosperity when
poverty has been overcome?

I do not think so. Peace is not the absence of war;
it is not economic prosperity; it is not even worldwide
majority rule. Peace is a transcendent gift that
becomes a reality of daily life when it becomes a habit
of each human being.

Learn New Habits

When [ read Rissho Kosei-kai president, Rev.
Nichiko Niwano’s book, MY FATHER, MY TEACHER
(pp. 83-86) I was impressed by his words about habit
and the Lotus Sutra. He quotes the philosopher, Henri
Amiel who says that: To learn new habits is every-
thing, for it is to reach the substance of life. Life is but
a tissue of habits.

This is as important in the Christian tradition, as
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Nichiko Niwano says it is for Buddhists. Our holiest
theologians who we call saints would agree with the
Flower Garland Sutra (Avatamsaka-sutra) that mere-
ly hearing many teachings cannot rid the mind of
delusions unless it is accompanied by practical action.
Repeated practical actions result in habit. In Christian
vocabulary habit is virtue, habit is the way to peace
and to holiness.

Love Your Enemies!

Jesus, the center of our Christian religion showed
us that the most profoundly creative way to overcome
enemies is to make them our friends. But this involves
a series of painful acts. A constant decision to never
achieve our goals by destroying or humiliating others.

Works of Mercy

We, Catholics, call this constant effort to build
peace the practice of the spiritual and corporal works
of mercy. We begin by bearing wrongs patiently and
forgiving all injuries. These habits (virtues) help us to
help others: comforting the sorrowful, counseling the
doubtful and helping the ignorant and the erring to
discover and love the path to life.

At the same time we believe in other habits that
guarantee peace:

—feeding the hungry;

—giving drink to the thirsty;
—clothing the naked;

—visiting the imprisoned,
—sheltering the homeless;
—visiting the ill and

—burying the dead with reverence.
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When I was a child we could all recite these
works of mercy by heart. But it was not always that
these essential works of our religion became habits.
Nichiko Niwano is right. If our teaching leads to
practice, practice will instill good habits in the mind
and these habits are a powerful force, a second nature
that transforms our way of living.

The Way to Peace

If all the religions of the world would dedicate
themselves to this type of practical education, the way
to peace would be guaranteed. Peace, especially world
peace, is too important to be left only to the politi-
cians! Peacemaking is a lifelong effort that depends
on multitudes of people. Every religion has to form
and educate persons who are just in their personal
dealings because without this conversion of persons
there can be no real peace. But we also need to influ-
ence on the social and institutional levels.

We often behave in a certain way because we are
reflecting the social groups and institutions to which
we belong. For this reason we have to support the
institutions and movements that work for justice and
struggle to change all those which are unjust and lead
to conflict and social unrest. Religious people must
realize that peacemaking is not an optional commit-
ment. We are called to be dedicated peacemakers
exactly because we are religious.

Never Overcome by Violence

When others respond with anger in the midst of
nationalist, racial or ideological conflicts we have to
take time to see beneath the surface and to recognize
that conflicts are never overcome by violence. The
important events of history are the thousands of
humble actions that heal and reconcile.

Each one of us has to make an act of faith in the
power of our own words and acts to foster a climate
of peace. Every day we have an opportunity to speak
words of forgiveness and reconciliation, to act in ways
that overcome hostility and prejudice.

We believe that the mystery of unconditional love
is the central condition of peace. Why is unconditional
love a mystery? We human beings always condition
our love. We are good to those who are good to us,
forgive those who forgive us, speak well of those who
speak well of us.

But this attitude does not create peace.

Peace means to love our enemies, forgive those
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who do not forgive us and do good to the spiteful, the
liars, the prejudiced, the violent. This is a gift from the
real Wisdom. Only unconditional love can reate the
conditions for peace.

Wisdom and Compassion

For Christians this means to be holy, to live divine
life on earth. If I understood well, this is the wisdom
and compassion of which Buddha speaks. True wis-
dom enables us to see the essential qualities of all
things in this world---. If we are possessed of such
wisdom, we cannot help practicing rightly in every-
thing we do---. We cannot do wrong even if we are
deceived or led into temptation by others. The more
people who can acquire such wisdom, the brighter,
more peaceful, and richer society will become.

And if we have true wisdom we will act with
compassion. Wisdom, compassion and practice per-
fected in us will become the Pure Land (BUDDHISM
FOR TODAY, Nikkyo Niwano, pp. 212-214). Founder of
Rissho Kosei-kai, Rev. Nikkyo Niwano also speaks of
peace of mind, peace among all human beings and the
peace of the world. He affirms that it is religion alone
that can provide the motive power to create a peace-
ful world.

Interreligious Action

I would like to make my own these words of
Founder Niwano: Arnold Toynbee once said: When an
historian one thousand years from now writes about
the twentieth century, he will surely be more interested
in the interpenetration which occurred for the first
time between Christianity and Buddhism than in the
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conflict between the ideologies of democracy and com-
MUNIST.

These words deeply impressed me as the words of
a man who clearly sees what will really move history
and be meaningful among the many things that man-
kind will leave for its descendants (A BUDDHIST
APPROACH TO PEACE, p. 114).

I have always believed that our actions for peace,
even the most humble, contribute to the climate which
supports political decisions that involve the lives of
millions. To be peacemakers we must care for all we
meet and never, ever use people to reach our own
goals no matter how noble they are.

For this reason, in the almost two and a half
decades that I have been Archbishop of Sdo Paulo, I
have tried to encourage those of all faiths to work for
peace through small gestures that are possible for all
of us. In 1971 I made an appeal on the radio and in the
Archdiocesan newspaper to involve as many people as
possible in solving the problems of those who live on
the outskirts, the periphery, of our city.

Operation Periphery

This program was called Operation Periphery.
All the religious of the City were called to send as
many members as possible to work with the people in
the poorest neighborhoods. Operation Periphery
became a movement that involved numerous Catho-
lics from the center of the city. It has been a great
consolation to me that many future priests who
dreamt of being responsible for the city’s largest and
most prestigious parishes in the 1960’s saw their col-
leagues of the 1970’s and 80’s choosing to work in
chapels and community centers far from the city’s
center. The option for the poor that became the heart
of the Church in Latin America at the international
Assembly at Medellin in 1968, began to penetrate the
way of the Christians of Sdo Paulo. Operation Periph-
ery was not a simple program but became a move-
ment, a way of thinking, a way of life. It was one more
little step on the way to peace.

Basic Christian Communities

Operation Periphery led the Christians of Sio
Paulo to get to know the millions of inhabitants who
lived in poor housing on the outskirts of the city and
had to travel from five to seven hours a day to get
back and forth to their jobs.

This knowledge, plus an intensive formation pro-
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gram in our religious principles (called the Week of
the Word), led us to invite all the participants to
organize themselves in small religious communities
based on the union of families that lived on the same
street in the same neighborhood.

In a short time, five thousand women and men
became “preachers” of our religious principles and
they invited their neighbors to come together, deepen
their faith and face their common problems, spiritual
and material.

These communities worked to have better educa-
tion for their children; better transportation; better
health conditions (water, sewerage, hospitals, garbage
collections). They worked together to better their
homes and to build simple houses for newcomers
arriving in Sao Paulo.

All of this activity led the inhabitants of these
poor areas to see other needs they had not been
conscious of before.

Local Centers of Human Rights

It soon became clear to all those involved that it
was very dangerous to be poor. Not only were the
poor more liable to disease and to the destruction of
their homes by floods but they were looked on by
society as being potential criminals. If something were
stolen, the police arrested the poorest person in the
vicinity. If there were a riot at a football game, the
police beat the worst dressed of the men.

For this reason, the communities founded, in each
neighborhood, a Center for the Defense of Human
Rights. In these Centers local lawyers or law students,
with the help of their colleagues from the Center of
the city, tried to defend the innocent poor from a great
number of accusations. They also defended those
“guilty” of stealing food for their children, or money
for medicine, so that these people would not be jailed
for long periods.

After a certain time, these Centers also became
responsible for social education programs. Topics of
interest to all - such as the new constitution- were
translated into simple terms and drawings so that the
whole population could understand what they were
voting for and what was most important for their
futures.

Commission for Justice and Peace

At the same time that all of this was occurring on
the periphery of the city, some of our most famous
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jurists and intellectuals came together to work for
Justice and Peace on a broader level. They defended
persons and groups that were being unjustly persecut-
ed for political reasons. They acted on the national
and international level.

The Defense of Refugees

All of this work led an inter-religious group to
the necessity of having a special program for refugees
from the Southern cone of South America. Many
people had been arrested and tortured for political
reasons. They arrived in Sdo Paulo with their families
and under the protection of the United Nations. We
had to help them find housing, jobs, schools for their
children. When they were ill we arranged hospitals
and when they were worried about the families they
left behind we tried to get news for them.

Brazil: Never Again!

All of this work in defense of Human Rights led

FBLEXTSPOT IV ZRHE (1989F128)
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an interreligious group to see the necessity of
documenting all the illegal political prisons and tor-
ture that had been happening continuously in Brazil
for over twenty years.

With considerable danger to themselves many
lawyers and their collaborators xeroxed all the offi-
cial judicial trials with the extensive descriptions of
false arrests and torture.

A resumé was published in Portuguese in Brazil
and in English in the United States. I had to be
personally responsible for the Brazilian edition
because none of our Publishing Houses wanted to take
on the responsibility!

The Street People

Sao Paulo has always suffered from an urban
poverty that condemns many poor families to literally
live on the street. For many decades religious people
have gone onto the streets in the middle of the night
taking clothes, blankets and hot soup or coffee to the
street dwellers.

As time went on and inflation and economic
recession caused more and more unemployment it was
necessary for more Christians to involve themselves in
services to the group we call the Street Sufferers. In
some places the people come together at noon to make
a hot meal where everything is shared. Lawyers help
to defend these people from attacks by the police.
Everyone knows they exist but the population does
not want to see them. If they are under a bridge they
are driven away. If they sleep in the archways of
public buildings they are driven away again. I am
ashamed to say that many Catholics do not like to see
the poor sleeping in the doorways of our churches!

But, more and more people are beginning to
understand that these families are the victims of our
political and economic system. We have to work for
familial integration and not to increase their suffer-
ings by blaming the victims for the crime!

Housing

Not only the Street Sulferers but many workers
in Sdo Paulo are homeless because the rents are
increased more rapidly than the salaries. Also, in Sao
Paulo, as in Tokyo, the price of land is exhorbitant.
Millions live in poor housing on the outskirts of the
city. But the cost of transportation leads the very poor
to look for any kind of precarious housing nearer to
their jobs, often found in the center of the city.
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Thousands of these families go to live in shacks
on the sides of hills or near rivers and highways.
These places are known all over the world as favelas,
a certain kind of slum. Church groups have worked to
make many of these places more habitable. With the
help of friends from all over the world electricity,
running water, sewerage and paved streets have been
brought to some favelas.

Thousands of other families live in old abandoned
houses. Where one family lived thirty years ago, today
live twenty or thirty. Many church groups work with
these families that are living in situations much worse
than those in many faveras.

For this reason, the Church in Sdo Paulo has
sponsered housing as a priority during the lost two
decades. Our families cannot fulfill their mission if
they do not have the spiritual and material conditions
to do so.

Health and Preventive Medicine

The material conditions of life have led us to
promote ministries or services to our enormous popu-
lation. It is only the spiritual that can give us the
continuous energy we need to face all of these prob-
lems.

One of the most important services has been the
promotion of health. This ministry began as a service
to the really ill. We discovered that families hid
hansenians, mentally ill, cancer patients in the last
stages, in dark corners of their houses or backyards.

Our first ministers of health visited the homes and
united the families with their ill members to pray
together and to integrate the ill into the daily lives of
the whole family.

These ministers, however, discovered that there
were many other diseases that the children or elderly
had that could be avoided by good higiene or preven-
tive medicine.

Also, for the poor, there are many herbs in Brazil
that can be used as medicines. They can be grown in
backyards or picked in fields. Our ministers still visit
homes but they also give courses in preventive medi-
cine and teach the families how to care for their sick
members.

AIDS

Sao Paulo is one of the urban centers that has an
immense number of people suffering from AIDS, or
HIV-positive. Years ago the problem was infected
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blood in transfusions and homosexual activity. Today
we also have those infected when they share the same
needle for drugs.

More and more women are being infected by their
companions or while taking drugs. The majority of
women who die between 20 to 30 years of age die from
AIDS. Sadder still is the large number of babies that
are born HIV positive.

We have many programs in Sdo Paulo to serve
these people. Our ministers visit them in their homes
and teach their families how to care for them and how
to help them die without despair. One of their most
important tasks is to help them overcome the convic-
tion that AIDS is a divine punishment!

We have opened houses all over the city for
people who have no families or who are rejected by
their families. We have several houses for the infected
babies.

It is sad to see that in many neighborhoods the
families who live near to these houses are terrified of
being infected babies! We still have much to do to help
our religious people learn to love and live the way of
peace.

Marginalized women

One of our most serious problems in Sdo Paulo is
the women, almost all of them with children, who are
widows or abandoned by their companions. Over 409§
of the families in Sdo Paulo are one-parent families
and this means that the one parent is a woman.

Some of these women become prostitutes because
they can find no other way to support their children.
Others collect and sell paper and bottles, returning
home exhausted and broken. The children are left
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alone all day.

One of our most heartbreaking services has been
to these women and their children. They are now
organized and have even national meetings to discuss
their problems and overcome their difficulties.

The House of the Homeless

The different services I have mentioned here, and
many others that I have not the time to mention, are
for us the way to true peace.

As I have said from the beginning of this talk,
inner peace and peaceful relations are not the natural
condition of the human being. We have to learn to
build a society in peace so that we can live in a
peaceful world.

I would like to use the NIWANO PEACE PRIZE
to open a house of hospitality for the suffering poor of
the street of Sdo Paulo. There are already in existence
shelters for the poor to sleep in, if they wish. But for
me, this House for the Homeless would be in the
center of the city where they live. A place they can
rest in during the day, eat some lunch, take a bath. A
place that will always have someone to listen, some-
one who understands.

There will never be peace in Latin America, in
Japan, or in the world if we do not build step by step,
day by day, the conditions for peace. The way of
peace is the object of our faith. It is the meanig of our
lives in this suffering world.

Thank you and peace be with you!
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