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Youth activist expands message to reach adults too
By Carol Zimmermann Catholic News Service WASHINGTON (CNS)

KIELBURGER Jan-24-2007 -- Craig Kielburger, the longtime youth activist who has worked to
improve conditions for young people around the world, is now taking his message to a broader
audience: adults.

Maybe that's because Kielburger, who started the group Free the Children, an international
organization to fight child labor, when he was just 12, has run into adulthood himself at age 24.
But as he puts it, it has more to do with the fact that young people have a lot of ideas, but "they
don't live in isolation."

He is convinced that to tackle the overwhelming problem of world poverty young people need
support, cooperation and also a fair amount of inspiration from their parents, youth leaders and
educators. They also need to do simple things on an everyday basis to make tangible changes
around them.

That's the message behind the new book written by Craig
and his brother, Marc, "Me to We: Finding Meaning in a
Material World," published in 2006 by Simon & Schuster.

The book includes plenty of anecdotes, including some from
famous people such as Oprah Winfrey and retired Anglican
Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa about what it
means to make a difference in someone's life. It also is
loaded with suggestions on everyday actions that can make a
difference for a neighbor or a stranger on the street and
ultimately change the attitudes of those doing the good deeds.
The Catholic brothers, who have led Free the Children for 12
years, primarily through the support of youth volunteers and
their donations, have seen their initial vision of wanting to
improve child labor conditions mushroom into huge
undertakings: building more than 450 schools all over the
world and providing health care clinics and services in remote
areas of Africa, China, Latin America and Sri Lanka.

The organization has set up alternative income projects for those in poverty, sponsored entire
villages, and provided systems for clean water and sanitation. The group also runs a youth
leadership training program.

The brothers, who frequently speak at youth conferences and gatherings, have long relied on
young people to help them with their work and have succeeded despite a perception that today's
young people are not concerned with the global issues of poverty and social justice.

"There are a lot of factors why young people care," Kielburger told Catholic News Service in a
Jan. 12 phone interview from his home in Toronto just days after returning from the site of a
future water project in Kenya. He said his own generation came of age when 24-hour news and
the Internet were part of everyday life.

"We are truly a global generation," he said, noting that many young people see what's wrong in
the world and want to act. Over the years, young people continue to be the main force behind
Free the Children, but at the same time, the group also gets plenty of calls from educators and
youth leaders wondering how to inspire youths.

To get to youths who do not realize they can make a difference and should, Kielburger calls on
the grown-ups.

He realizes adults can be overwhelmed by all the problems in the world and might want to
protect and shelter their children from violence and hardships, but he also sees danger in that.
"Young people see the problems anyway and if they close their eyes to them, they might close
their hearts too," he warned.
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He advises adults to help young people acknowledge the troubles that exist and then give them
simple ways to help, including writing letters to soldiers far from home or collecting food and
volunteering at shelters.

"Yes, we live in a world with poverty, violence and fighting,"
he said, but in that environment parents cannot afford to raise "passive bystanders."

As an example, he points to his own mom, a teacher. He said she was always teaching, not just
in the classroom. He remembers that when he was little she would always stop and talk with
homeless people who would ask for money.

Kielburger, who at the time wanted to move on, said he always thought she was doing this for
the homeless; he realized later that she also was doing this for her sons, to show them how to
treat others.

Kielburger also thinks church youth leaders have a key role in shaping youths who want to make
changes because they can directly tie in their work with the church's call to social justice. He said
his own faith influenced his work in "unexpected ways" because he did not initially go out to help
others based on his faith, but instead came to a deeper understanding of his faith from that
experience.

When he visited the poor in other countries, he said, the Gospel stories he had grown up hearing
about feeding the poor made more sense to him. "For the first time, | saw what faith meant, that
it's more than going through the motions," he said.

He also has seen a lot of faith-filled people who look at problems in the world and wonder why
God does not directly intervene and change things.

Kielburger said there is divine intervention. "God works through us," he said.
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