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Good afternoon, and thank you for the kind invitation to speak at this wonderful event. I would like to 

begin by congratulating the recipients of the much-deserved honors this afternoon. Your commitment to 

serving those in need from various perspectives gives testimony to what can be accomplished when we 

work together to build “the other possible world”, as our indigenous brothers and sisters phrase it. 

I would like to thank St. John´s president Dr. Conrado “Bobby” Gempesaw and Fr. Patrick Griffin of 

the Vincentian Center for Church and Society for inviting me to speak in this sacred space. I am grateful 

for having begun my priestly formation in philosophy here twenty years ago. In St. John´s Global 

Development and Social Justice master´s program I came to know the deep dedication of the university, 

its faculty and staff, in reflecting on the challenges the global community faces and how they affect the 

most vulnerable populations. As a collaborator in organizing the St. John´s student immersion 

experience in Panama over the past fifteen years, I´ve continued to see firsthand how St. John´s instills 

in its students a great sensitivity towards the marginalized and how to respond in ways that build 

relationships.  

Saint Vincent de Paul said, “We must be full reservoirs in order to let our water spill out without 

becoming empty, and we must possess the spirit with which we want (others) to be animated, for no one 

can give what he does not have.”i May you always be filled of the Spirit of God´s love and continue to 

build a better world though generously sharing what you have received. 

 

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

 

It was shortly before dawn on February 5th 2012. As the dark gave way to day, the haunting sounds 

arose of tear gas cannons from the hills, shotguns fired from helicopters that flew overhead, and 

as we would soon find out, live bullet rounds being fired. It was the fifth day of a road block at 

eleven points along a fifty-mile stretch of the InterAmerican Highway, the only road that traverses 

the interior region of Panama. Thousands of indigenous Ngäbe families had come down from the 

mountains to block the road in peaceful protest of the government´s abrupt change in mining law, 

that would exposed the indigenous Ngäbe lands to open-pin mineral mining, resulting in the 

devastation of the forest, the rivers - and as the Ngäbe viewed it - be the final stage in eliminating 

them as a people with their own worldview, culture, language and mode of life.  

 The days of protest were marked by ritual. As the Ngäbe occupied the highway, there was song, 

prayer and the traditional jeiki dance which symbolizes unity with each other and all of creation.   

Although the government had cut electricity off to the whole region of the country to weaken 

communication of the protesters, messengers moved between the sites to maintain unity. Word 

came to us early in the morning that Jeronimo Tugri, a Ngäbe youth, was shot in the chest at the 
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site not far to our east. Shortly after, word came that Mauricio Mendez, another Ngäbe youth, was 

shot in the face at the site to our west. Both died instantly.  

The news of the attacks, the hundreds of injured and two dead, made it way quickly up the 

mountains. We suppose the reaction the government had hoped for from the Ngäbe people was 

one of fear, retreat, defeat. But to the contrary, the violent attack on peaceful Ngäbe families 

provoked a much greater resolve and mobilization. “They will have to kill us all”, was on the lips of 

the thousands of additional Ngäbe families that left their homesteads in the mountains that day, 

many walking for hours, to join the resistance along the highway.   

 

Although the Ngäbe people´s reaction to the mining plans of the government and transnational 

corporations was a surprise for some outside observers, for the Ngäbe, it marked one more incident in 

centuries of resistance against threats to their way of life, their “buen vivir”, indigenous “Full Life”: a 

worldview and practices founded on harmonious relationships with all of creation, with others and with 

God. It is a life based on a vision of humankind as part of an interconnected web of life, an ordered 

cosmos, with great responsibility to maintain the harmony and order the Creator has set in place through 

our actions. We missionaries are blessed to see this manifest daily in Ngäbe life… 

o Ngäbe children grow up listening to the stories and myths shared by the elders that affirm the 

important lessons of maintaining harmony, working together and caring for the weakest among 

us.   

o When a Ngäbe family begins to harvest – corn, beans, yuca - the first fruits of the harvest are 

always blessed and given to other families, a constant reminder that all is gift from the Creator 

and should be shared; that we are in Ju Ngöbökwe, in the native language, “God´s house”, the 

name that speaks of all creation.   

o The Ngäbe economy is a “gift economy”, based on gratitude, where the relationships built are 

greatly valued over the exchanges made; where prestige is not founded in how much you have, 

but rather in how much you are able to share. 

o The image of harmony and connectedness in this web of life begins at birth when the umbilical 

cord of the newborn is planted with a mango seed, a reference point throughout one´s life, as the 

grandparents remind the child that they grow in strength and harmony in union with the tree of 

which they are a part. 

o The image of being integral parts of God´s cyclical plan of creation carries through to the end of 

life, where the deceased are buried wrapped in bijao leaves, facing the sunset, and protected in 

their journey in the afterlife by the otoe plants that mark the grave.   

o Even the smallest interaction with other life is sacred, where prayers are offered in taking a leaf 

for medicine, maintaining balance though constant acts of indigenous reciprocity.  

To quote Bechi, a Ngäbe elder, in speaking about the values that underly Ngäbe rituals and practices: 

“It´s all God´s. The Earth is one, and there is enough for everyone, if we know how to share.”ii  

 

The most visible threats to indigenous “Full Life” are mega-extraction and production projects, be they 

mineral mines on Ngäbe lands, oil pipelines through Standing Rock or the burning of the Amazon forest 



to expand the cattle industry. It´s worth noting that there is no act of reciprocity in the indigenous vision 

that can bring balance and equilibrium for intentional destruction of whole forests or ecosystems. And 

recent decades have seen a rapid acceleration of these threats due to the reality that indigenous lands 

globally are the areas richest in natural resources, as well as being the most biodiverse places across our 

fragile planet.  

However, there is a more subtle threat to indigenous “Full life” that is more palpable every day in the 

indigenous world: the imposition of an ever more dominant ideology or worldview that separates us 

from the rest of creation, turns natural resources into market commodities, turns human relationships 

into fierce competition and reduces the purpose of our very existence to the consumption and 

accumulation of material goods. It´s an ever more pervasive worldview that replaces God with market 

fundamentalism.  

Yet the resilience and prophetic witness of indigenous people grows alongside those threats. 

Although we want to be careful not to romanticize the lives of indigenous peoples, who also have their 

internal struggles and difficulties in the midst of their human frailty, they are clear signs of “the other 

possible world”.   

o In place of a world based on extraction, consumption and accumulation that produces violence 

and ecological degradation – indigenous peoples prophetically call us to harmony and sharing 

that promotes the flourishing of all life; inviting us to be integral parts of God´s ongoing plan of 

creation, accepting with gratitude our profound inter-connectedness to all things.  

o In place of social and economic models based on individualism and fierce competition which 

leave large portions for the global population excluded from the basics necessary of a dignified 

life – indigenous peoples prophetically call us to a profound social harmony and solidarity where 

people are valued over profits and where working together for the good of all is the foundation of 

society.   

 

What does this say to us as the Vincentian Family, dedicated to following Christ by being one with the 

poor, working together in mutual respect in building the “other possible world”? 

 

The emergence of indigenous peoples in society and in the Church has been recognized by the Latin 

American Bishops as a new Pentecost, a Kairos, a sacred moment of encounter for all.iii What began 

several decades ago as an option for the poorest of the poor, which brought the Church and branches of 

the Vincentian Family to many indigenous areas, has been nuanced and transformed by the peoples in 

those places, who call us to truly walk with them and see the world from their unique viewpoints.  

The geographic relocation of the Church to the margins has led to a cognitive and spiritual 

reorientation, calling us to decolonialize our minds and hearts, and understand that the poverty felt in 

marginalized communities, such as the poverty of ecological degradation or social marginalization, 

cannot be mitigated by simple improvements in cold poverty or economic indicators. The cry of the 

earth and the cry of the poor become one. But it´s not a defeated cry, rather a prophetic proclamation 

calling out from the margins of the dominant societies.  



In the forefront of promoting an understanding of indigenous ways of living and the “indigenous face 

of the Church”, we find Pope Francis. In his encyclical about caring for our Common Home he says that 

“for (indigenous peoples), land is not a commodity but rather a gift from God and from their ancestors 

who rest there, a sacred space with which they need to interact if they are to maintain their identity and 

values.”iv  

In other moments, along with his sincere plea for forgiveness for the Church´s mostly horrendous 

history amongst indigenous peoples, the Pope has said that “Indigenous peoples are a cry of hope… The 

earth suffers and indigenous peoples know of the dialogue with the earth, they know what it means to 

listen to the earth, to see the earth, to touch the earth”.v  He says we should all “learn to listen to 

indigenous peoples, whose age-old wisdom can teach us how to live in a better relationship with the 

environment”, with each other, with our Creator vi, that they practice a special solidarity that our 

civilization seems to have forgotten.vii We can expect to hear more from Pope Francis in the coming 

days as the Bishops of the Amazon region, along with indigenous peoples, make their way to Rome for 

the Amazon Synod, titled: “New paths for the Church and for an integral ecology.”   

In January of this year, the first World Indigenous Youth Gathering was organized as a pre-event for 

World Youth Day in Panama, which brought together two thousand indigenous youth from more than 

forty peoples and languages. Our Vincentian mission parish in Soloy was chosen as the site of this 

important event, in part as recognition of our Ngäbe Vincentian youth and their commitment in living 

their faith in Christ from the richness of their cultural identity. After the opening prayer, which involved 

the construction of the indigenous altar in the center of the gathering space, all were surprised when 

Pope Francis appeared on screen to give a video message to open the event. He said to the indigenous 

youth of the world, “May your actions, the consciousness of belonging to your peoples, be a reaction 

against this ´throw away culture´, against this culture that has forgotten its roots, moving towards a 

future ever more liquid, without foundation” He said, “Take charge of your roots! And from those roots, 

grow, flourish, give fruit”.  Commit yourselves to the construction of the “other possible world”. viii 

 

On February 6th, the day after the violent attack against the Ngäbe families, the sun rose on a 

tense calm as tens of thousands of Ngäbe held silent vigil along the InterAmerican highway. 

Through the mediation of the Catholic Church and growing international pressure, the 

government signed the San Lorenzo agreement, which after a month of dialogue with Ngäbe 

leaders and the facilitation of the United Nations, led to the signing of a special environmental 

protection law for Ngäbe lands that completely prohibits mineral mining and requires a special 

process of consensus for any project that affects the forests and rivers. It was an achievement 

little seen in Latin America or elsewhere, a sign of hope from the margins.   

 

May the prophetic witness of the Ngäbe and other indigenous peoples throughout the world be cause for 

our deepening commitment as Vincentian Family to be allies, true partners that act in ways that speak of 

a profound solidarity with marginalized peoples, who become, as Vincent de Paul would phrase it, “our 

lords and masters”, our guides and teachers. May we learn from them, follow their lead, and find hope in 

building new foundations based on the harmonious relationships our God has intended from the 



beginning. May we turn to the God of Life, full of immense gratitude, echo the words of Bechi and 

believe in the depths of our hearts that - It´s all God´s. The earth is one, that we are one, and there is 

enough for everyone to live a dignified life, if we know how to share, if we know how to love, if we truly 

know how to live in harmony with all of creation, with each other and with our God.    

 

Thank you again for the kind invitation to be a part of this event. 

Ngöbö tä munben. May God bless you all.  
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