“There are no strangers…”

There was something different about Vitura as she sat in the porch of the Church of St. Teresa in Avila, a plastic cup in her hand with a picture of three children. Instead of just dropping a small coin in her cup, we engaged her in conversation, and as she told her story, the tears welled up – in our eyes as well as in hers.
She had been in Avila with her three children for three years, working as a cleaner and housekeeper for 600 euros a month – 300 for rent and 300 for everything else. She had left her work-shy husband in Rumania so that she had one less mouth to feed and because that country seemed to hold no future for her children. But now the economic climate was changing, her employer could no longer afford to keep her on, jobs were few and far between – even for Spaniards, let alone for migrants – and winter was approaching.
In the three years she had spent in Spain, she had reached a good level of Spanish and had all the papers she needed to work there legally. All she wanted was work, and it was a source of deep shame to her and a sign of her desperation that she was reduced to asking strangers for money – not that much of that was forthcoming.

Anybody acquainted with John Gay’s Beggars’ Opera or Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist or Bertold Brecht’s Threepenny Opera knows that begging can be a highly organised business – and there is no doubt that there are unscrupulous men who will prey on the misery of their fellows and exploit the pity of others. This knowledge can often serve as a useful excuse for us to avert our gaze and keep our purses tightly shut – in the same way that stories about corruption in the developing world can provide a useful alibi for not donating to disaster relief funds.
By engaging with Vitura, we became aware of her humanity and also of our own; what started as a silent plea for help on her part developed into a rich dialogue from which hopefully we all benefited. A woman who had entered our lives as a total stranger has now become part of those lives, confirming the Dalai Lama’s maxim that 
‘there are no strangers – only friends you have not met yet.’ And we ask ourselves if it was only Vitura we met that afternoon.
But what will become of Vitura and her three children? When Rumania entered the EU, it was as a second-class member with the proviso that its citizens would not qualify for social benefits in any other member-state – so Vitura can expect no help from the Spanish state. We tried enlisting the help of the Carmelites in Avila, but they and Caritas are totally overwhelmed by the immensity of the problem, so apart from providing food – which is sometimes rejected – they can do little.

The encounter with Vitura was an immensely humbling experience – humbling because of her spirit, but also humbling when faced with our own impotence. The few euros we could give her will help feed her and her children for a day – but where is the fishing-line that will help them feed themselves for life? We started dreaming about how lovely it would be to help her set herself up with work and accommodation – perhaps here in Malvern. Would anyone like to join us in this dream?
We are painfully aware that there are thousands of Vituras in Europe – many of them here in Britain; the fact, however, that we cannot help all of them is no reason for not helping some.

Originally, this piece was to be a report on the Birmingham Diocesan Justice and Peace Assembly, and in fact it is, because the Assembly was about Vitura and her fellow-victims of a situation for which they are not responsible, but which has largely come about through the continuation of that original sin which was greed.
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