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So who will hear my story? I think back to a very special day in 1993,
when I spoke at the Parliament of the World's Religions in Chicago. I
shared sacred poetry and the story of a young girl named Dena who suf-
fered with AIDS. I can still remember the depth of silence in a room
filled with thousands of people as I shared my experience of working
with people with AIDS.

The Parliament has changed my life and has listened. I feel that we
have learned to listen to each other and acknowledge our differences.
As hunger, pain, violence, and disease spread throughout this world, I
know we will have a voice—a voice that will be heard.

At the 1999 Parliament I walked through the streets of New Rest
Township in Cape Town. A young man named Tondo stole my heart.
His story was one of pain and suffering. He had lived through the wrath
of ignorance and prejudice during the time of apartheid. He suffered so
badly and was once left for dead, and yet he picked himself up and
found work. He chose not to move out of the township but to help
create a future for those who live there. He is raising a young son on
his own. He brought us to his home and shared his life, his pain, and
his people. We were invited to the town hall and were welcomed by the
community leaders. We bought fruit, food, and school supplies for the
community. We met the youth of New Rest. We went to the corner
where a woman was selling fruit, and we bought her produce. Babies
with bellies distended and hungry waited in line at their mother’s hips,
and we shared a moment offering our gifts of love.

Tondo walked us around the township, heat from the African sky
beating down, and he proudly showed us the plans for a school build-
ing and future homes. This is a memory that will last me forever. One
who speaks of another’s life with passion can create change. That day
in Cape Town was the beginning of a lasting relationship with the people
of New Rest. We undertook the task to help to complete the Creche. Our
plans include a marketplace to help people in the community earn a liv-
ing selling their wares. The Parliament of the World’s Religions offers op-
portunities to expand with the gift of giving to others.

I think of my children in Uganda, seven hundred orphans being
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taken care of at Ma’s Orphan Providence House. It is run by a beauti-
ful Catholic priest, Father Centurio, who has suffered from religious vi-
olence and loss. Many children who have AIDS have lost both parents
to AIDS and know they are dying—dying from indifference. I met Father
Centurio through my interfaith work, at a conference where | begged
people to listen that AIDS is not over yet. Here we found each other,
and we continue to share our lives as we reach over an ocean of com-
passion.

I'write this story overlooking a body of water on my ashram named
after the holy river in India, the Ganga. This body of water holds the
ashes of many hundreds and hundreds of our dead, many who have died
because of the AIDS virus.

I'am honored that people ask for their ashes to have a resting place
in our sacred Ganga. Here they have a place to be in death as well as in
life.

Since AIDS, my life has changed dramatically. I acknowledge in my
own being that the force of God, Goddess, self, Buddha—the force of
something deep within—must be used to create peace. I realize that
every one of us has so much more to do.

My life changed in the face of AIDS. My life changed in the face of
pain and hunger. I pray that we all become more generous—not just with
money, but also with our time and our hearts. My religion is the reli-
gion of kindness, generosity, and gratitude. One does not have to be-
lieve a certain way to feel his or her heart and to feel the hearts of others. -
Being with the dying has taught me compassion and kindness. I see so
much courage that there is no choice but to do more.

Four black folks raised me in the streets under the boardwalk in
Coney Island; they were alcoholics, prostitutes, and drug addicts. It was
here that I learned the great brightness of being loved that prepared me
for the moment I live in now. I take my stories, the moments that have

changed my life, and I hold them in my heart. I bring them to paper with
two words: thank you.





