World Day of Prayer 2007

Written by the women of Paraguay

“United Under God’s Tent”

Letter from Eileen King, WDPIC Executive Director, September 2005:
The “fabric of society” is a familiar expression in English for describing the interconnectedness of the many structures that form a society.  This image is usually employed when trying to describe those forces that tear at the fabric of society or to name the conditions that strengthen the fabric of society.  Thus cloth can take on multiple layers of meaning drawn from the many ways we use it: a weave made from many threads, clothing, shelter, and an object that expresses beauty.  We find two of these uses in Psalm 104.  God the creator and provider is described as being… wrapped in light as with a garment.  In the very next verse the Psalm proclaims, You stretch out the heavens like a tent. 
We are grateful to the WDP Committee of Paraguay for inviting the WDP participants of the world to enter together into God’s protective presence as coming under both tent and garment (manto): “United under God’s Tent / Unidas bajo el manto de Dios”. The interconnection between tent and cloak (manto) is visually presented at the very beginning.  We are introduced to Ñanduti lace, which is like a spider-web of different designs in separate parts joined together to form one whole.  The unity visualized in the Ñanduti reminds us that in sharing prayers, culture, music, art, we discover commonalities and differences that can be celebrated and can be enriching. 
The reading from Genesis 18: 1-15 brings us to Abraham’s tent.  The Lord Yahweh appears to Abraham sitting in front of his tent.  However, Abraham saw and invited three men to a meal and they became three honoured guests.  In welcoming what were to him strangers, Abraham had made room for Yahweh’s presence and the affirmation that Yahweh’s promise will be fulfilled.  This aspect of making room for those not yet included is also part of our commitment in World Day of Prayer to ecumenical outreach.  The unity under God’s tent is dynamic.  We are called up to enlarge the site of your tent…do not hold back, let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out; do not hold back;… lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes.(Isaiah 54: 2)  

In the text from Ephesians 4: 1-16 Paul is exalting the unity of the spirit.  There is one body and one spirit.  And Paul is exhorting us to make every effort to maintain that unity.  And Paul also reminds us that we are empowered: But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift.  The gifts are diverse.  They are intended to build up the body of Christ: as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.  

As we begin our preparations for 2007, we look around to see the need for help and shelter from many countries devastated by war and disaster. We remember the cry for protection and help that came from many countries following the Tsunami of December 26, 2004, from the countries of Africa facing war and starvation, and from the countries of the Caribbean, Gulf of Mexico and Central America where cities, towns and village were destroyed during the 2005 hurricane season.
The signs of the times call for our response.  In 2007 we consider our response within this theme that in Christ we are one body in God’s sheltering tent, covered by God’s protective cloak.  

Background Information on Paraguay

Introduction:

Paraguay is in the heart of South America, located between Brazil, Argentina and Bolivia. The Paraguay River divides the country into two regions: a humid area in the east, and a drier region in the west known as the “Chaco”. A tourist arriving in Paraguay will discover a country with many attractions: rugged steep hills covered with forest, numerous rivers and waterfalls, unique vegetation, fruits and animal species as well as many traditions and customs in rural areas and villages. The houses in the countryside have roofs of orange tiles or straw and many are built with a breezeway between two rooms or with a wide veranda as a protection from the strong sun. In the patios there are usually mango trees and underneath their dark shade the family gathers together to share the traditional “tereré” (tea made with the yerba mate plant, refreshing herbs and cold water). The “guampa” (a kind of mug made of wood, horn or glass) is used with a metal straw and is shared by those present while engaging in conversation.

General Information:

Population: 5,800,000 inhabitants. Population growth is the fastest in South America. 
Land area: 406,752 square kilometers, comparable to the size of France or California.

Capital: Asuncion, a port on the Paraguay River, with nearly 1,600,000 inhabitants.

Climate:  Warm and temperate with average temperatures of 22°C.
Food and agriculture: Food grown in Paraguay includes soybeans, cotton, corn, sugar cane, wheat, sunflowers, rice, beans, peanuts, the yerba mate plant, mandioca (cassava), oranges, lemons, grapefruits, pineapples, watermelons, bananas, strawberries. Beef is an important export product.
Forest production: when the Spanish arrived, most of the eastern region was covered with forests containing valuable wood.  Currently there are very few forests left after extensive deforestation.
Industries:  Industrial development in Paraguay not enough for the huge number of unemployed people.  It is very difficult to compete with two enormous, industrialized countries like Brazil and Argentina. The main products are cotton cloth, oils, citric juice, manufactured clothes, bricks, tiles etc.

History:

Before the arrival of the Europeans, many indigenous tribes lived along both shores of the Paraguay River, including some peoples who have become extinct, and the most significant group the Guarani. When the Spanish conquered the South American region which consists of Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay in the 1500s, the Guarani welcomed them, but then their land was stolen and they were made into slaves.  From 1604 to 1767, the Jesuits organized with the Guaraní an original, theocratic government and gathered more than a quarter of a million indigenous people through their missions and taught them the Christian religion, agriculture, arts and crafts, music, architecture and small industries. 
Although Paraguay proclaimed independence from the Spanish in 1811, it wasn’t long before war tore it apart.  Paraguay fought against Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay in the Triple Alliance War, which lasted from 1865 to 1870, and lost most of its territory and 80 per cent of its male population.  Between 1932 and 1935, Paraguay underwent another big and costly war against Bolivia induced by big northern oil companies interested by the prospect of finding oil in the Chaco region. 
In 1954, General Alfredo Stroessner overthrew the government and ruled the country for 35 years. His dictatorship was marked by impoverishment of the rural population, migration to the towns, the progressive creation of marginal areas in the cities, the alarming destruction of the environment, and a strong social and political repression.  On February 3, 1989, Stroessner was overthrown and the country began to rebuild itself.  Democratic elections were held, but corruption and dishonesty is still present. 

Socioeconomic Situation:
Paraguay has one of the largest gaps between rich and poor, mainly because of the poor distribution of land:  10 per cent of the population owns 66 per cent of the countryside; the richest 10 per cent of the population receives 40 per cent of the income.  One out of four Paraguayans is poor and the majority of Paraguayans live on less than US$2.00 daily.  It is one of the poorest countries and its deterioration has become more and more visible. The poorest people in Paraguay are the indigenous (5% of the rural population), the landless peasants, and women heads of households: single mothers, widows or women who have separated from their spouses, children and young people. Almost 900,000 Paraguayans who are of working age are unemployed, a high percentage are young people. Many of the people who do have jobs do not make enough money for basic necessities.

Illiteracy affects 7.1% of the population. Despite efforts in education, there are still 130,000 children outside the school system especially in rural areas.  The health system is also overburdened and only 20 per cent of the population has health insurance.  Some of the most common diseases in Paraguay are tuberculosis, diarrhea caused by contaminated water in rural areas, anemia through lack of proper nutrition, parasitosis from the high temperatures, rabies from sick dogs, and dengue from mosquito bites. 

Many rural farmers and indigenous people are selling their small plots of land, or being pushed off by powerful business groups, many of whom represent foreign interests. The forests are cut down and burnt to make soybean fields. Many of the areas border with Brazil and were important natural forests which were destroyed to create wheat, corn and soy fields. The destruction of these forests and the wide use of chemicals are a problem not only for Paraguay but for the entire world. 
Society & Culture:
About 87 per cent of the population is Roman Catholic, and Protestants represent 7 per cent of the population.  Ecumenical work is still in its early stages in Paraguay because prejudices must be overcome in both the Catholic and Protestant churches.  The World Day of Prayer [Día Mundial de Oración] has marked an important step in this direction. The majority of churches are involved in volunteer work through schools, universities, clinics, hospitals, social centers, children’s shelters, construction of housing units, the fight against drugs, fish farming education, radios and television.

In general, Paraguayan women are hard working, and anxious to learn new skills.  A high percentage of women raise their children single-handedly.  However, Paraguay is a male-dominated society; while women are the caregivers and often the main breadwinners of the family, they are submissive around men.  Higher educational levels and the feminist movement have helped to create a new vision on gender relationships in the younger generations. Women won the right to vote in 1961, but in the parliament, women barely represent 9 per cent of the members.  Many organizations are led by women, and in some Protestant churches there are woman pastors.  Working women earn 30 per cent less than men.

Talent for music is a natural gift among Paraguayans. The most common instrument is the Paraguayan harp, characterized by its sweet and lively sound.  Many folkloric groups travel throughout the world playing Paraguayan traditional rhythms: the Paraguayan Polka and the “Guarania.”  The Franciscans taught a different craft to each town, and these are still practiced, including: Guarani-Hispanic pottery, hammocks, bedspreads and cotton rugs, ponchos, wool blankets, the “ñanduti” or spider web lace, the “aho poi” or embroidery on cotton fabrics, art on embossed leather, and fine metal work.

Finally we cannot leave out soccer, the national sport and a cultural phenomenon.  It is by far the most popular sport in Paraguay. The national team has played many times in the World Soccer Championships and won the silver medal in the Olympics in Greece.

Recipes from Paraguay:

 

CHIPA GUAZU (Paraguayan Corn Pudding)

 

3 c fresh corn




3 T. lard or shortening
½ c. onion




3 eggs

¾ c. Paraguayan cheese


1 ½ t. salt

1 c. sour milk

 

Grind together, in meat grinder, corn, onion and cheese. In large bowl cream lard. Add eggs and salt, then corn mixture and milk. Bake in greased square baking dish at 400F for 40-50 minutes. Cool slightly before cutting.

The Paraguayan cheese is a white fresh cheese, it can be replaced by mozzarella.

The fresh corn can be replaced by frozen or canned corn.
SOPA PARAGUAYA

 

¼ kg. Onions diced



½ kg. Flour (white corn meal)

½ c. pork fat or butter


4 eggs, separated

4 c. milk (more if necessary)

salt and pepper to taste

1 ½ kg. Paraguayan cheese, grated or cut into pieces

 

Fry the onions in the grease for 10 minutes. Remove from heat and add the milk, flour, cheese, egg yolks and salt.

Beat the egg whites until stiff and add to above mixture. Fold in carefully with a large spoon. Bake in a Pyrex dish (about 13x8x2”) at 375 F for 30 minutes or until brown.

Cut into squares to serve.

In Paraguay the corn meal is fresh; if it comes from a box add more milk or use sour milk to add moisture.
 

Both recipes are used in weddings, Christmas, Easter, birthdays and special celebrations. 
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