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NOW IT’S OUR TURN

*In Latin America, there is a brand of soup called “Maggi,” which has earned me the nickname “Sopita” among some of my 
friends in the Dominican Republic and El Salvador!

It was perhaps one of the most beautiful 
things that I have seen in my 15 months in 
El Salvador: four children from different 
communities sitting at the table of honor, 
speaking to a crowd of their peers, parents, 
and various media outlets, demanding that 
their rights be respected.  It was September 
25th at our children’s forum entitled “Now 
it’s our turn: We demand to be heard”, and 
these children were embracing the opportu-
nity to express themselves.  

The process had begun several weeks ear-
lier, when we facilitated workshops in each 
community in which the children anony-
mously wrote or drew what they want—and 
don’t want—from their parents.  The experi-
ence of these workshops was both enlight-
ening and heart-breaking.  Adults often as-
sume that they know what children want, 
but rarely give them the opportunity to ex-
press their desires.  And many times the 

insightful and thoughtful responses are surprising.  Of-
ten the youngest participants in our workshops—5 and 
6 year olds—had the most to say.  At the same time, 
the answers revealed the challenges that these children 
and their parents face every day.

Many responses reflected the challenges of raising chil-
dren in poor, dangerous neighborhoods, where long 
work hours, few recreational options, and constant eco-
nomic pressures are common.  Many parents are forced 
to leave their children home alone for hours at a time or 
don’t let them play outside for fear of them getting 
caught up in the violence that surrounds them.

Other responses reflected the violence that these chil-
dren live every day in their homes: “I don’t like that my 
parents hit me, because they hit me a lot.”  “I don’t like 
that my father hits me every day.”  “I don’t like it when 
my dad hits me because it leaves my skin red.”  “I 
don’t like it when my mom  hits me with a stick.”   “I 
don’t like it when they hit me with a belt.”   “I don’t 
like it when they hit me with the broom.”  “I don’t like 
it when my parents swear at me.”  “I don’t like it when 
my parents insult me.”  “I don’t like it when they hit 
me or curse at me in front of others.”  “I don’t like it 
when my parents fight.”  “I don’t like it when my dad 
drinks because he hits my mom and it scares me.”  “I 
don’t like it when my parents ignore me.”  “I don’t like 
it when my parents give me a hard time for what I do 
and for who I am.”  “I don’t like it when my parents 
tell me that they can’t stand me when I do something 
wrong.” 

The children’s expressions of what they really want 
from their parents were at times equally heartbreaking: 
“I wish that my parents would respect me.”  “I wish 
that my mom would like me to go out with her.”  “I 
wish that my parents would pay attention to me.”  “I 
wish that my parents would share their time with me.”   
“I wish that my parents would play with me.”   “I wish 
that I could meet my parents.”  “I wish that my father 
would come visit me from the US.”  “I wish that I 
could see my father who is in prison.”  “I wish that my 
parents could live with my brothers and me.”  “I wish 
that my parents would value me.”  “I wish that my 
(Our Turn continued on page 9)

Children from various communities carry a banner declaring: “Now 
it’s our turn: We demand to be heard” during the children’s forum.  
Other children carry signs alluding to their rights to an education, 
health care, recreation, a family, free speech, and more.
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As we continue establishing our presence in the new communi-
ties, our workshops have become more productive—and more 
popular.  In the last month, nearly 250 children have attended our 
workshops in the six communities (compared with 200 during the 
three month period from April to June).  In the new communities, 
we have finished the series of four diagnostic workshops meant 
to give us a better understanding of the children’s community and 
family life, and have begun the stage on values, starting with co-
operation and respect.  In the communities which we have been 
attending for two years, we have finished the section on gender 
and sexuality in which they learned about their bodies, about pre-
venting sexual abuse, and about the difference between gender 
and sexuality.  The workshops also aimed to free the children a 
bit from the strict gender roles often imposed by Salvadoran cul-
ture.  After finishing the gender and sexuality sessions, we moved 
on to other topics requested by parents and children in the com-
munities: study habits and the environment.  Finally, we moved 
on to a set of workshops on conflict resolution.

At the end of May, Lorena, the former coordinator of the chil-
dren’s program, resigned in order to dedicate more time to her 
studies in her last year of university.  However, Fátima, who was 
hired to take over the position, has quickly settled into the rhythm 
of the work and fallen in love with the kids!

Over the last six months, we have also held several large-scale 
events with the kids, including two children’s festivals in April 
and June, a field trip to the pools in August, and a forum in Sep-
tember.  These events bring together children from all six of our 
communities to have fun and to express themselves.  To learn 
more about these great activities, see the articles on page 1 and 3 
of this newsletter!  ■

Our work with the Children’s Program added a new dimension 
during the last three months as we began a short program of sen-
sitivity training with the mothers and fathers of the children who 
attend our workshops.  Although working with parents can be 
quite challenging because of work schedules, household duties, 
and a lack of interest, we managed to hold a series of workshops 
in three communities: Chancala Baja, Nueva Esperanza, and Raúl 
Rivas Vásquez.  In each community, we realized workshops on 
the impact of the media on children, on aggression in children, on 
physical punishment, and on emotional and psychological abuse.  
Over 60 parents attended the workshops in the three communities 
and actively participated in very interesting discussions based 
both on the perspectives that we presented and on their own ex-
periences raising children in very difficult situations.  The most 
controversial topic was the use of physical punishments, as hit-
ting children, including with objects like belts and sticks, is quite 
common in Salvadoran culture.  However, in each community we 
reflected on the effects that such punishments can have and brain-
stormed ideas for effective alternatives.  In the end, the parents 
left each workshop with new perspectives to consider and new 
ideas for teaching, correcting, and supporting their children.   ■

Children from the community of Nueva Esperanza play a coop-
erative game requiring them to work together to transport a bal-
loon using only fingers, elbows, knees, and, finally, their heads!

Leading a workshop for parents in the community of Raúl Rivas 
Vásquez on the potential consequences of, and alternatives to, 
physical punishment.

Children’s Workshops

New Youth Center

Parents’ Workshops

In August, we celebrated the opening of a second youth center in 
the community of San Simón.  The center was christened the 
“Serrano Cruz Sisters Youth Center” after two young girls who 
disappeared during the civil war in the northern region of Cha-
latenango.  At this new center, I’ve begun a new English class 
and will soon begin math tutoring as well.  It’s been really  fun to 
get to know a new group of students.   ■

El Trabajo: My Work
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Cuentos: Stories from my work in El Salvador

Children trying to unravel the “human knot” they have formed 
during the field trip.  Each of the cooperative games was 
played in groups with 2 or 3 participants from each of the com-
munities to encourage the formation of new relationships.

A young boy from the community of Raúl Rivas Vásquez adds his 
drawing of how he wants his community to the drawings of over 
160 other boys and girls during the second children’s festival.

Clean and Safe!

Perhaps a field trip to the pool may not seem like an important 
event in a violence prevention program, but for us the trip had two 
important functions.  First of all, it provided a space for the kids to 
have fun in a space that was safe, since for many of these children 
such a trip is just economically out of reach.  Secondly, we hoped to 
use the event to create bonds of friendship between children from 
different communities.

From the beginning, it was clear that this was going to be a difficult 
task.  Some of the communities have long-standing rivalries be-
cause they live in the territories of differing gangs and because of 
historical land conflicts.  Certain prejudices exist against communi-
ties in certain areas, and other communities simply exhibit a lack of 
interest in getting to know the other children.  When, after handing 
out the name tags, we explained that the color of name tag deter-
mined the group with which they would work (carefully calculated 
to have children from each community in each group), there was 
quite a bit of resistance.

However, as the cooperative games began, we watched as those old 
barriers—reflections of adult prejudices passed on to their chil-
dren—began to fall and slowly new friendships began to form be-
tween the children from the different communities.  Even the adults 
began to soften a bit towards their counterparts from different 
places.  Seeing the kids playing happily with one another, working 
together, with no sign of the former divisions, made the weeks of 
preparation and planning all worth it.

Later, when some the kids told me they had enjoyed getting to 
know new people, I pointed out that at the beginning they had re-
sisted.  “Yeah,” they replied, “but that was before we started!”  ■

“I want my community to be clean and safe.”  Child after child 
stepped up to the microphone and repeated the same phrase, 
showing their drawings to the gathered crowd of 200 children 
and adults from all six of our communities.  During our second 
children’s festival, entitled “This is how I want my commu-
nity,” each child in attendance drew or wrote what they wished 
their community were like, and the communality of themes was 
astounding.  

After the clown’s performance and the puppet show meant to 
stimulate thought in the children as to the problems of their 
communities, the participants settled down to draw their ideal 
community.  They drew communities free of trash; communi-
ties flourishing with trees, plants, and flowers; safe communi-
ties free of violence; and communities with spaces to play like 
parks and soccer fields.  Meanwhile, the adults in attendance 
participated in an activity of their own, working in small 
groups to write the ending to a story about a young boy who 
ruins his family’s new car and his parents’ violent reaction.

As the children finished their drawings, many of them passed 
to the front of the room and explained their pictures, repeating 
over and over the phrase “clean and safe.”  Then they added 
their pictures to the collage on the wall.  After the event, many 
of my coworkers remarked that what had really stood out to 
them during the event was the creativity and thoughtfulness of 
the children in elaborating their drawings.  Of course, I already 
knew that my kids were incredibly smart and insightful!  How-
ever, it was great to see other people, both my coworkers and 
the adults from the communities, recognize the potential and 
the abilities of my kids.  ■

Breaking Down Old Barriers 
and Making New Friends
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Cuentos: More stories from the communities

I understand the fear that grips this country and the desire to con-
trol the violence at all costs.  However, while the repressive 
measures of the government are sometimes able to reduce gang 
violence, they often create more violence of their own.

In just one day during the bus stoppage in September (see news 
on page 6), I saw over 30 police officers, over 40 soldiers, 2 heli-
copters and 4 tanks.  While these measures were supposedly 
meant as a show of force aimed at the gang, in reality they mostly 
served to intimidate the population.  In fact, most of the youth I 
know say that they are more afraid of the police than of the gangs 
in their neighborhoods.  Youth are continually stopped and har-
assed by the police, and several of my friends who have nothing 
to do with the gangs have been beaten repeatedly by the police 
because of the way they dress.  A couple of months ago, one of 
my coworkers was stopped by the police, who put a gun to his 
head and threatened to kill him, trying to extract information 
about the gangs.  This kind of policing only reinforces the culture 
of violence rather than attempting to change it.

Because repression is more politically popular and produces more 
immediate results than prevention programs, it generally receives 
more public attention and more funding.  Although only preven-
tion has a real chance of changing the situation of violence in the 
country, repressive activities often interfere with their realization.  
One day, Fátima and I arrived at the community of Emmanuel to 
run a violence prevention workshop only to find the community 
center unavailable—it was being occupied by soldiers who had 
(Repression continued on page 7)

I do my best not to have favorites among the children of the com-
munities, but I love Silvia’s shy but joyful smile, her willingness 
to participate and to try new things, and her insight in our discus-
sions.  It is, perhaps, because of her apparent intelligence that I 
was so shocked in our workshop to prepare for the children’s 
forum.  When I asked the children who could not yet write, Sil-
via’s hand went up along with the four and five-year-olds’.

Fátima and I pulled Silvia aside to talk to her after finishing the 
workshop.  “How old are you, Silvia?” I asked.  “Eleven,” she 
replied.  “And you’ve never been to school?”  She shook her 
head, her eyes fixed on the ground.  “Would you like to go to 
school?” Fátima asked gently.  “Yes,” Silvia answered, but then 
stopped and perhaps regretted the admission.  “But if I went to 
school, then there wouldn’t be anyone to take care of my younger 
siblings,” she explained, glancing over at her mother seated a few 
tables away.  Noticing the gesture, Fátima continued, “Do you 
think your mother would get angry if I talked to her about putting 
you in school?”  “Yes,” was the quiet reply.

Eleven years old, clearly intelligent, and yet her opportunities for 
the future are already severely limited.  While schooling is theo-
retically obligatory in El Salvador, the law is hardly enforced and 
parents have the ultimate decision.  Some children don’t go be-
cause their parents can’t afford the uniforms and school supplies, 
and others, like Silvia, are put to work in the marketplace or in 
the home.  It is heartbreaking to see a child so wonderful have her 
future crippled by those who are supposed to put her best interest 
first.  While the situation is complicated, we will continue work-
ing this year with her family to hopefully get Silvia into school. ■

Children in the community of Raúl Rivas Vásquez, including Ant-
hony and Diego, enjoy a game involving balloons during one of 
our workshops.  In September, the boys’ mother was arrested and 
wrongly accused of being a gang leader.

Children in the community of Chancala Baja play a cooperative 
game, in which they pass a ball around the circle using only their 
feet without letting it touch the ground,  Silvia, in the purple shirt, 
is 11 and cannot read or write since she has never been to 
school.  Instead, she cares for her younger siblings.

Limited Opportunities

Consequences of  Repression
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What we don’t like:
That you hit us, because we understand with words and we don’t 

want to learn violence from you.
That you scold us for no reason or just because we want to play 

or to chat with our friends.
That you get angry with us, because we need your patience; re-

member that we are still learning.
That you give us a hard time for what we do and for what we are, 

because we are all human beings and we deserve the same 
respect.

That you ignore us since your attention is always important to us.
That you only put us to work, because we have the right to an 

education.
That you hug or caress us when we don’t want it, because no one 

has the right to touch our bodies without our permission.
That you don’t let us play what we like just because we are boys 

or girls, because just as we can play with dolls we can also 
play soccer.

That dad drinks, because it scares us that he could hurt us or an-
other member of the family.

That you tell us that you can’t stand us when we do something 
bad, because we are still learning and we need you to teach 
us starting right now.

That you insult and mistreat us because what we need from you is 
love and understanding.

That you humiliate us in front of others because this hurts our 
feelings.

That mom and dad fight because it scares us and we want to live 
in a peaceful environment.

What we really wish:
That you would hug us, caress us, and give us love, because it is 

important to know that you love us and how important we 
are for you.

That you would pay attention to us, because we have the right to 
express ourselves.

That you would respect us, because although we are small we 
deserve respect.

That you would congratulate us when we do something well 
since we need to know that we have many abilities and can 
do whatever we put our mind to

That you would give us advice and teach us how to do things so 
that we may learn and each time do things better.

That you would play with us more and spend more time with us.  
We know that you have many things to do, but the time that 
you dedicate to us is very important to us.

That you would help us with our homework, because we want to 
do well in school and we can’t do that without your help.

That mom would like to have us go out with her.  We don’t want 
to think that we are a nuisance for her.

That our parents who don’t live with us would visit us and that 
those who can’t do so would at least be more involved in our 
lives, because as sons and daughters we need you and don’t 
want to lose our relationship with you.

That you would listen to our thoughts because we have the right 
to be heard, and we have important things to say, too.

That you would answer everything that we ask and do so truth-
fully because we need to have a relationship of trust so that, 
in addition to being parents and children, we can be friends.

That you would tell us about yourselves because we are also in-
terested in what happens to you.

That you would value us as sons and daughters and as people, so 
that we may learn to value ourselves and others.

That you would protect us because there is a lot of violence and 
we need to be protected from it.

That dad would not leave mom to do all of the housework alone 
because we all have responsibilities in the home.

That you would share your time with us because your presence is 
much more important to us than anything that you could buy 
us.

That you wouldn’t throw trash in the street because we want to 
have a clean community.

That you would chat with us.  We are small but we also have 
interesting things to share.

That you would correct us so that we may learn from our mis-
takes and thus be better people in the future.

That you would take care of us because we still need your protec-
tion.

That you would teach us, because there are many things that 
we still don’t know.  ■

Excerpts from Forum Documents

Kevin Santos, a boy from the community of Chancala Baja, 
reads the document from his community.  Behind him sit
       children from other communities at the table of honor.

On this day in which we have the opportunity to be heard, we want to express that we know that as sons and daughters we have obli-
gations that we must meet.  However, many times you as fathers and mothers put aside our rights.  Since we are small, sometimes 
our rights are not taken into account.  Perhaps we have never expressed ourselves before for fear of your reactions, but now we know 
that we have the right to express our feelings and thoughts.  We hope that you won’t take this badly nor as an accusation, but rather 
as an invitation to improve our relationships as parents and children.  Today we come to express what we like, what we don’t like, 
and what we really wish from you. We assert that the ideas are ours and we have not been obligated by anyone.  Each document is 
the product of the work of all of the children of each community.  Please pay attention.  Love, the children
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Noticias: News from El Salvador
Some of the most important news items in El Salvador over the 
last few months:

Rains destroy crops: Hard rains have once again hit El Salvador.  
While the loss of life has been limited and a tragedy on the scale 
of last year has so far been averted, the rain has destroyed many 
crops, causing food prices to skyrocket once again.  The effects 
of rising food prices became apparent when two children died 
from eating tortillas made from seed corn treated with pesticides 
distributed by the government for planting.  The desperate fam-
ily, with nothing else to eat, tried to wash the pesticide away.  
The parents and three other children were hospitalized.

Tamaulipas massacre:The massacre in Tamaulipas, Mexico, in 
August made international news when the bodies of 72 undocu-
mented immigrants were found, victims of one of Mexico’s drug 
gangs.  Thirteen of them were Salvadorans, including a couple of 
underage travelers as young as 15.  The killings highlighted the 
dangers of attempting to illegally cross the border, although it is 
certainly not an isolated incident.  When the news broke, the con-
sulate was flooded by hundreds of family members of Salva-
dorans who have gone missing attempting to cross the border.

Barrels of money: The big news in the last few weeks has been 
the discovery of five barrels full of cash buried in different cities.  
The barrels contained a total of nearly 15 million dollars.  While 
the official story is that the money is related to a narco-trafficking 
operation, many Salvadorans suspect that it is actually money 
embezzled from the government at the end of the ARENA ad-
ministration and that infighting between various factions on the 
right prompted the tips which led to the barrels’ discovery.

Anti-gang law: After the horrific event of June 20th (see above), 
the government unfortunately responded with even more repres-
sive policies.  Foremost among them was the Law for the Pro-
scription of the Gangs, which passed a couple of weeks ago.  The 
law makes the simple act of belonging to a gang a crime, even if 
there is no evidence of participation in the gang’s criminal activ-
ity.  The main concern with the law is its potential for abuse and 
its lack of clarity on how exactly membership in the gangs will be 
proven.  Given the corruption and lack of thoroughness of the 
police force, there is a very real possibility of innocent youth 
being prosecuted under this new law.  Moreover, the law does not 
respond to the very real need for preventative policies.  

Bus stoppage: In response to the anti-gang law, at the beginning 
of September the gangs announced a three-day bus stoppage, 
threatening to attack any buses that were sent out to work.  For 
three days, Salvadorans traveled by overcrowded pickup, by car, 
or on foot to their destinations.  The two major gangs issued a 
joint press release apologizing to the population for the inconven-
ience and explaining that the stoppage was a measure to make 
public their demands to be included in the national discussion on 
reducing violence levels and their discontent with the harsh 
prison conditions faced by most inmates.  However, it is unclear 
how much of the stoppage was really a response to the gangs’ 
threats and how much of it was a decision by the bus companies 
to take advantage of the situation to increase their power and 
strengthen their bargaining position for a raise in bus fares, since 
they refused to send out their buses even with police escorts.  The 
government responded to the threats by flooding the streets, par-
ticularly in conflictive areas like Mejicanos, with police officers, 
soldiers, helicopters, and even tanks.  ■

When Violence Knows No Limits
In a society that is so desensitized to the violence that surrounds 
it every day, there is little that surprises Salvadorans in conflic-
tive neighborhoods.  Yet the events of June 20th, 2010, shocked 
and frightened the entire country. 

It was a Sunday, around 7:00 at night, when the gang members 
stopped the bus and forced it to pull into a side street.  They then 
proceeded to douse the bus with gasoline, closed the doors with 
the passengers still inside, and lit the bus on fire, standing outside 
with machine guns to shoot down anyone who tried to escape.  
Fourteen people died that night and three more in the days that 
followed.  More than a dozen were injured.  The attack was a 
retaliation for a gang killing a week earlier, but this time the vic-
tims were not gang members but innocent civilians.  They in-
cluded men, women, and children as young as 18 months old.  
They were killed simply for living in the opposing gang’s terri-
tory and for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The attack terrified the population, with some of our communities 
telling us that only during the day would anyone come to our 
meetings, because at night the people were afraid to go out, even 
just to another part of their community.  For many, the attack 
brought back memories of atrocities lived during the civil war.

Many questioned how one could get to the point where he or she 
would be capable of burning alive a busful of innocent people, 
including little children.  Yet in many ways, this event was a re-
flection of the deeply ingrained culture of violence that permeates 
Salvadoran society.  As our director Father Antonio is fond of 
saying, “Those who are victimizers first were themselves vic-
tims.”  These young people probably grew up being physically 
and psychologically abused by their parents, surrounded by and 
victims of both gang violence and police repression in the streets, 
suffering from the perpetual violation of their basic human rights.  
After getting involved in the gangs, they faced social pressure to 
be more violent in order to gain more respect, and after being 
involved in countless acts of violence, they lost their sensitivity 
to the suffering of others.  One of my friends who was once a 
gang member explained to me at one point that “the first time you 
kill someone, it affects you deeply, but the second time a little 
less, and after the third time you feel nothing more than if you 
were kicking a dog.”  Given the normality of animal abuse here, 
his statement was a stunning expression of how fast one becomes 
desensitized to committing violent acts.

On one hand, the victims of this attack will always have a place
(Violence continues on page 7)
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Leading two girls from the community of Próceres Oriente
through a role play during a workshop on conflict resolution..

Boys from the communities of Iberia and San Juan play a coop-
erative game during a workshop.

(Repression continued from page 4)
come in to “protect” the community for a few days.  How ironic 
that the presence of the soldiers prevented us from working with 
the children to create a more peaceful future for the community.

However, it was not until September 14th that the reality of the 
potential consequences of the government’s practices really hit 
me on a deeply personal level.  The police in El Salvador often 
go around arresting supposed gang members, usually only to let 
them go a few days later for lack of evidence, because it looks 
good politically to announce their capture.  This time, though, it 
was different.  This time, it was personal.  This time, the sup-
posed delinquents were all members of the community of Raúl 
Rivas Vásquez, and the supposed leader of the gang was Veróni-
ca, the mother of three of the children who consistently attend our 
workshops.

I had met Vero a couple of weeks earlier when she attended one 
of the parents’ workshops we were holding in the community.  I 
was impressed by her spunk, her insightful comments, her will-
ingness to talk openly about the mistakes that she had made in the 
past, and her commitment to preventing her children from mak-
ing the same mistakes.  It was hard to believe that she was now 
being held as a high-level gang leader.

What really broke my heart, though, was when I saw her chil-
dren.  Anthony, who is nine years old, was one of the first chil-
dren whose name I learned because he is such a handful.  Yet 
beneath the aggressiveness and disobedience, I knew there was a 
sweet boy that we could bring out, at least from time to time.  His 
older sister, Tammy, is eleven and as sweet and calm as you 
could wish, and his four-year-old brother Diego is just adorable.   
The three of them are some of the most consistent participants in 
our workshops.  On the 14th, niña Vicky, a community leader 
who helps us with the workshops, brought us to see the children’s 
grandmother.  Since Vero and her husband, Diego’s father, had 
both been arrested, Vero’s mother was taking care of the chil-
dren.  I listened with horror as the grandmother explained that the 
government wanted to take away her custody of the children and 
put them into a government-run group home, where the kids 
would grow up away from their family and at risk of physical, 
emotional, and sexual abuse.  Then Anthony came out of the 
house, and just seeing the pain and  suffering in his face brought 
tears to my eyes.  He kept his eyes fixed on the ground, his shoul-
ders slumped, and when asked by his grandmother where his 
mother was, he simply replied quietly, “I don’t know.”  I felt an-
ger flood my body at seeing his shame about what happened.  It 
was so unfair, for the arrest was not his fault nor that of his 
mother, but rather of shoddy police work and political pressure.

His grandmother asked us to write a letter affirming Vero and her 
children’s participation in the workshops, which was then pre-
sented to the judge alongside letters from the parents’ workplaces 
and the children’s schools and a petition signed by nearly one 
hundred members of the community asserting that the detainees 
were in no way involved in the gangs.  A day later, Vero and her 
husband were both released, ending the terrible week-long ordeal.  
It is, perhaps, in the petition that we can find the glimmer of 
hope, the flash of the kingdom of God in the darkness of this 
world, for ultimately what saved Verónica and her husband was 
that their community united to support them.  ■

(Violence continued from page 6)
in my heart, a few more victims of the unbounded cruelty of the 

gangs.  The fact that our neighbors and their 2 year old daugh-
ter—Paola’s best friend—nearly boarded that bus makes the suf-
fering of the victims and their families all the more real to me.

On the other hand, the government’s repressive response also 
pains me, knowing that the increased criminalization of youth in 
this country will only increase the culture of violence that permits 
youth to reach such extremes.  The extent and cruelty of the vio-
lence in El Salvador seemingly have no limits, and we seem 
locked in a death spiral of increasing violence from both the 
gangs and the government.  Unless we finally find some way to 
break out of this cycle, the country’s situation will only get 
worse.  I understand—and to some extent share—the fear and the 
anger of the population.  However, I also see my little boys and 
girls, knowing that most probably some of them will join the 
gangs in the future, and I know that what they need is not more 
police officers, more soldiers, more tanks, but rather more respect 
for their rights, better living conditions, and more love.  ■
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Thank you, donors!

Over the course of their two years in mission, VMM asks each 
volunteer to raise $5,000 to $7,000 to help cover part of the 
cost of their stay.  VMM spends an average of $36,000 on 
each missioner over the two years on health care, the volun-
teer’s stipend (which covers housing, food, in-country trans-
portation, etc.), language school, retreats, staff support, and 
more.  Missioner fundraising helps cover some of those costs 
and moreover creates a network of support for the missioner.  
If you are in a position to support me financially, donations of 
any size would be greatly appreciated!  Donations can be 
made directly to VMM (which is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit for tax 
purposes), but make sure that you indicate that the donation is 
being made on my behalf so that it counts toward my fund-
raising goal.  Donations can be made online at 
www.vmmusa.org/donatenow.html or by check sent to:

Volunteer Missionary Movement (VMM)
Att: Development Office
5980 W. Loomis Road
Greendale, WI 53129

Support Me!

A young girl in the community of Próceres Oriente participates in an 
activity during a workshop on caring for the environment.  None of 
this work would be possible without the support of all of you!

Fundraising Update
I’m happy to report the incredible 
amount of support hat I have received so 
far in the 15 months that I have now 
been in El Salvador.  I never could have 
done all that I have been able to accom-
plish in this year without the emotional, 
spiritual, and, of course, financial, sup-
port that all of you have provided me. 

Due to very generous donations from 
family members, friends, and even 
strangers connected only by our commit-
ment to the creation of a more just 
world, I’ve currently raised $4,340, 
86.8% of my fundraising goal of $5,000!  
This money goes to helping to cover my 
food, housing, health care, residency 
fees, staff support, and more.

None of my work here would be possi-
ble without the support of so many peo-
ple back in the United States and 
throughout Central America, and I sin-
cerely hope that you all feel that you are 
a part of the work that I do.  The con-
struction of a world free of violence, 
inequality, and hatred is only possible if 
we all work together to achieve it!

One quick note on donations: Please 
make sure to note that your donation 
is being made on my behalf so that it 
counts toward my fundraising goal!

Lessons in Solidarity:
Study Abroad Options

Looking for a study abroad program that will open your eyes 
to the reality of the poor?  Consider studying abroad through 
the Casa network.

Starting in August 2011, the Casa is opening a new pro-
gram in the Philippines, providing the opportunity to study 
abroad in solidarity to non-Spanish-speaking students!  Both 
programs are focused on community-based learning combin-
ing classroom instruction at local universities with experience 
in marginalized communities.  The cornerstone of the pro-
grams is placement in a marginal community where students 
spend two days a week not as volunteers, but as learners.  
Classes draw from not only texts but also from the students’ 
lived experiences in these communities.

Casa de la Solidaridad, El Salvador: Sponsored by Santa Clara 
University and El Salvador’s University of Central America, 
the original Casa program immerses students in the reality of 
marginalized communities in Central America.  The Casa 
program currently offers classes in economics, literature, soci-
ology, history, political science, theology, and Spanish.

Casa Bayanihan, Philippines: Sponsored by the University of 
San Francisco in conjunction with Santa Clara University and 
the Philippines’ Ateneo de Manila, Casa Bayanihan offers the 
chance to be immersed in Filipino culture while taking classes 
in sociology, political science, Filipino, philosophy, theology, 
and more.

For more information about the programs, check out the web-
site at www.scu.edu/casa.  The application deadline for the 
spring semester is October 29 and for the fall semester is 
March 31 for both the El Salvador and Philippines programs.
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A little bit of fun...
I’ve also had a lot of fun over the past few months.  Here’s just a 
sampling of the exciting things that I’ve done:

April visit to the States: At the end of April, I returned to the US 
for a week to visit family and friends and to share the work that I 
am doing with people back home.  I spent the first few days in 
Minnesota with my family and spoke with students at Nativity 
Grade School and at the Convent of the Visitation High School.  
Afterwards I headed out to Amherst, Massachusetts to visit my 
college friends and to talk with the Newman Catholic Student 
Group and with the Christian Fellowship.  It was great to see peo-
ple again and to be able to share in person a little bit more of 
what I am doing with those who support me back home as well as 
to serve as a bridge between the reality of El Salvador and the 
people of the United States.

My sister’s visit:  Shortly after my visit home, I had the opportu-
nity to host my younger sister who decided to perform a commu-
nity service project with me in El Salvador to fulfill her high 
school graduation requirements.  Molly spent a week meeting my 
family, friends, and coworkers here, helping with my English 
classes, and helping us to prepare for a youth festival.  It was 
really fun to have her around and to be able to share my life here 
with her (not to mention how great it was to have an extra hand at 

work!).  Despite the language barriers, Molly and little Paola (my 
family’s two-year-old) soon became close friends, and Paola still 
asks about her almost every week!

August vacations: August vacations were a welcome break from 
months of work.  I spent most of the week in a rural area in the 
northern region of Chalatenango at a friend’s house.  It was great 
to finally be able to rest, especially in a place that was so calm 
and quiet!  My friend Jaime also took me to see the holes dug 
into the side of the mountains by guerrillas during the civil war 
from which one of the rebel radio stations transmitted.  The rest 
of my vacation I spent back in San Salvador with my family, re-
laxing and—of course—going to the annual fair.

Trip to Nicaragua: The first week of October I took a week of 
vacation and went with my VMM coordinator Stephen to visit 
Greta and Amanda, the VM volunteers in Managua, Nicaragua.  
We stayed at their house and got a chance to see the work that 
they do at the Batahola Norte Cultural Center (check out their 
blog at http://bataholavolunteers.blogspot.com/  for stories from 
their work in empowering women and youth).  We even got to 
participate in their Saturday night salsa class and to see the cen-
ter’s choir perform at the national theater.  I had a great time see-
ing a new country and catching up with the girls!  ■

(Our Turn continued from page 1)
father would take care of me when I am sick.”   One young boy 
told me, “I wish that my father would love me a lot.”  “You don’t 
think that your father loves you?” I asked.  “He does,”  the boy 
patiently explained to me, “but I wish that he would love me a 
lot.”

Many of the responses also impressed me:  “I want my parents to 
correct me.”  “I want them to give me a lot of advice.”  “I wish 
that my parents would tell me about themselves.”  “I want my 
parents to teach me.”  “I want my parents to listen to my ideas.”  
“I wish that they wouldn’t throw trash in the street.”  Two young 
boys from different communities even told me that they wished 
that their fathers would wash clothes instead of leaving their 
mothers to do all of the housework.

Perhaps because the children expressed such profound and at 
times painful responses, the forum was a powerful experience.  
We began with a march around the park—one of the major parks 
in San Salvador—with signs and chants referring to the chil-
dren’s rights to education, recreation, health care, free speech, 
safety, a family, and more.  People around the park stopped to 
watch the march and listen to the demands.  Afterwards came a 
space for fun and entertainment, with performances by first a 
clown and then a story-teller whom the children loved.  

Then came the most important part of the event: the children’s 
chance to express themselves to their parents.  Using the chil-
dren’s responses during the workshops, we formulated docu-
ments from the children of each community expressing what they 
don’t like their parents to do and what they really want from their 
parents (see page 5 for excerpts from the documents).  One child 
from each community was then asked to read their community’s 

document during the forum.

As I called forward the children to form the “table of honor” on-
stage, I explained that instead of having people society considers 
important as speakers—politicians, business leaders, directors of 
organizations—as is tradition, we had decided to put at the front 
those who for us are really the most important—the boys and 
girls of the communities.  

First, one child came forward and read the introduction to the 
documents, and then each child read their community’s docu-
ment.  Several different media outlets attended the event and 
filmed the readings—we even appeared on the nightly news!  
After reading the documents from all six communities, we gave 
the space over to the parents, inviting them to come forward and, 
based on what they had heard, make commitments to their chil-
dren.  Several parents came forward and spoke of spending more 
time with their kids, of finding alternatives to physical punish-
ment, of paying more attention and talking more with their chil-
dren.  Then two more small children came forward and asked for 
the microphone and spontaneously expressed that they didn’t 
want their parents to hit them, one of them affirming that “hands 
are for hugging and not for hitting.”

Overall, it was perhaps one of the most powerful events that I 
have helped organize in the past 15 months.  For once the chil-
dren were the protagonists not just in form but also in substance, 
and they were able to express themselves on something about 
which they really care and that they most likely had never had a 
chance to discuss before.  Of course, one event cannot change 
these children’s lives, but we hope that the day served, as the 
introduction to the documents says, “as an invitation to improve 
[their] relationships as parents and children.”  ■


