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Deuteronomy 26:4-10; Psalms 91:1-2, 10-11, 12-13, 14-15; Romans 10:8-13; Luke 4:1-13 
 

On this first Sunday in Lent, the first reading tells the story of the people who are 
suffering under the yoke of slavery imposed by the powerful Egyptian empire. In their 
misery, they call out to Yahweh for deliverance. God hears their cries and brings them out 
of slavery and suffering into a land flowing with milk and honey. The women and children 
who have come to the shelter where I work in Cambodia have also escaped what Pope John 
Paul II called a modern-day form of slavery: human trafficking into the sex trade. Some of 
the women and their children have escaped the misery of domestic violence and younger 
girls have escaped the violence of rape. For them, the shelter is a land flowing with milk and 
honey, a place of kindness and safety where their need for food, rest and medical care are 
provided for by caring people. 

Over the years, I have seen that the women and girls who enter the shelter from 
backgrounds of grinding rural poverty carry expectations about life that emerge from a 
sense of sufficiency. Earth yields what it can to provide for our needs and it is enough, it is 
sufficient. We in turn care for Earth and take no more from it than it can replenish, re-grow 
and renew. The mutuality in their relationship with Earth and their environment is a source 
of inspiration to me since I come from New York City. Caring for Earth and its resources is 
something I had to learn while living in harmony with the environment – without waste and 
without excess – while the 60 or more women and children in the shelter live this 
relationship from birth. 

When the torrential rains come, water is collected by gutter pipes on the edge of the 
roof and directed into huge earthen jars that are four feet high and four feet wide with a 
broad opening from which the women draw the water that they pour over themselves to 
bathe and wash their clothes. A group of the women or girls will wrap sarongs around 
themselves and stand around the two large jars scooping out water and chatting. They 
usually bathe together at noon when the sun heats up the water a bit. The smaller children 
are thrilled when they are finally tall enough to be able to scoop pan-fulls of water out of 
the large earthen jars by themselves. 

There are no refrigerators in the shelter as food is bought fresh from the market for 
that day and wrapped in newspaper. There is no plastic packaging to dispose of. After all 
have eaten their fill, some of the leftovers are left out for the cats that are busy keeping 
down the rat population. The rest is put in a bucket to be collected in the evening by a local 
farmer to feed to his pigs. Dishes are washed and put in racks to dry in the sun which 
eliminates the need for towels which saves of time, water, soap and finding a place big 
enough to hang them to dry.  
 Small children in Cambodian villages and even the streets of Phnom Penh wear 
oversized T-shirts and no diapers. When they have an accident, their mothers take them 
over to the big jars where they are washed in scoopful of water and allowed to air dry! They 
never get diaper rash. (When the children leave the shelter to go to the doctor’s office or to a 
court appearance with their mothers they do wear diapers.) 



 Each woman sleeps together with all her children on a typical Cambodian slatted 
wooden bed covered only with a woven mat. The mats are washed regularly, dry quickly 
and last forever. 
 Most of the women and girls at the shelter have little or no education; while at the 
shelter they study a vocational skill, like sewing, so that they can support themselves and 
their families when they leave. They learn to use a pedal driven machine which does not 
need electricity; this is helpful when they return to the rural areas and even at the shelter as 
sometimes the electricity goes off for 3-4 hours during the day and again in the evenings. 

One of my biggest challenges is not to complain – well, not too much anyway – 
especially when the electricity goes off and the fans stop working, forcing me to go outside 
peacefully and find some shade to continue doing some useful endeavor. Learning to go with 
the flow and rhythm of life is one lesson I still need to learn. If the electricity goes out I need 
to just let go of my self-imposed deadline and to know that all will be fine. The work will 
get done in Cambodian time, not U.S. time.  
 When I try to go with the flow and follow the rhythms of nature I slow down enough 
to notice the beauty of a flower or to be struck again and again by the gorgeous faces and 
delightful smiles of Cambodia children. In a shelter where there is sufficiency, I experience 
abundance and I think the women and girls have too. I am grateful to God to be a part of 
this small oasis of “milk and honey” for these women and girls escaping such misery.  
 When I was home in the States this summer to visit my family and the Maryknoll 
Sisters Center, I was so inspired to see the emphasis on the environment and on the practical 
ways that people have found to save our planet. There is also a new spirituality growing 
along with this that is more inclusive of diversity and more respectful of life in all its forms. 
This spirituality sees the unity of all things and sees Earth and all its people as one. This 
spirituality reverences and recognizes the abundance we have already been given by our 
Creator. Recognizing this abundance in our midst is the key to letting go of the grasping so 
that all on our shared planet will have enough. 

 
 

Visit the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns website where over the course of the year, 
we post resources and reflections to help individuals and communities learn more about the 
connections between care of Earth and all its life forms, the global economy and our faith. 
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