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Dani, Nanci, Irene, and Willi at an afternoon homework session at The Bridge.
RECENT NEWS

Why, exactly, do these kids have to go to school – what’s in it for them?  The magic of full bellies shows up at school. The “5,000 Year Old Man” highlights a clash of cultuires. 

“WHY? “

“Why am I going to school?” That’s a question we hear once in a while as we work with the Bridge Kids. I was reminded of that as I helped 14-year-old Alejandro with his homework yesterday. Normally an exceptionally bright student, he had just failed a math test – miserably. The subject of the exam was – rectangles, triangles – basic shapes and the computation of areas. He was sitting to my right, his sister Maria to my left. 

Although he didn’t say it, his body language implied the question – “what is this good for?” I drew a rectangle that I said was “our porch”. I asked him to use a tape measure and tell me how big the porch was. He measured, and came up with 6 meters by 3 meters. “What’s the area?”, I asked. He multiplied the two numbers and said “18.”  Then, I pointed to the ceramic tiles on the floor, and asked “how many of these would you have to buy at the ferreteria (hardware store) if you were doing the porch again?”  He showed some interest. I said “Measure this tile, and tell me how many of these are in 18”. Then he got interested. So did his sister, who was watching from across the table and reading what Alejandro was doing upside down. She was feeding him answers in Bribri while he was solving the problem. The answer found, they both leaned back, grinned, and said at the same time “60!”  Then Alejandro went back through the exam questions he had missed – without a problem.

There has to be a reason – why should people in this place, in this time, get an education? . Saying “it’s the law”, or “it’s good for you” isn’t enough. 

We’ve asked two college teachers who have visited here to consider assigning this as a class problem. Looking forward to the result!

“THEY LEARN BETTER WITH FULL BELLIES”

With that simple statement from a Special Education teacher at our local school, another service was added to The Bridge.

The new teacher was assigned to handle “tough” cases – like Irene, a young “Bridge Kid” who comes through The Bridge with her brothers and sisters going to and from school. She commented that “Irene was the saddest little girl she had ever known.” And she also said these kids would have a better chance of learning if they could focus on the class lessons, rather than on the growling in their stomachs.

So, we’re now serving a small breakfast every weekday for those Bridge Kids who need it. They walk here from the jungle, wash off and dress up, and have a “little something” before they head out for school. 

So far, so good. 

Now, when Irene and her brother Mauricio are asked “what do you like about school?”, they reply “mornings”. One step at a time.

THE 5,000 YEAR-OLD MAN 

You meet some interesting people – and situations – moving into a new area like Costa Rica. At first, things didn’t look that much different. I still wore those “Cultural Glasses” I brought down with me, through which I viewed the world around me. “I recognize this”, I told myself. 

We deal with many indigenous families. They look like people we’ve always known. Kids are kids the world over. Moms still raise their kids. Dads go off to work. Moms go off to work when the kids get older. “I recognize this,” I told myself.

After a couple of years, I started leaving the cultural glasses off . A little at a time, I began to see the people and culture around me through new eyes – and the differences started to emerge.

The real shift came when a 12-year-old Bribri girl ran away from her family and wanted to stay with us. We responded as we felt we had to – by calling child protective services. The girl wouldn’t open her mouth and testify as to what her father was doing at a hearing, and the agency put her back with her family. 

Her father has been verbally abusive to Nanci and I, walking up and down the street outside our home and on the streets of Puerto Viejo, shouting what he thinks about us to anyone within earshot. He’s one of the well-known drunks in this town.  I’ve made sure he knows my feelings in face-to-face “conversations”, reduced to the simplest of Spanish words and sentences, since both he and I share Spanish as a second language. Here’s how some of the “conversations” have gone. 

     Me: “Stop drinking.”  He: eyes get wider

     Me: “Feed your family. Buy food, not alcohol.” 

     He:  “She had the babies – let her feed them.”

     Me: “Buy candles, not alcohol.”  He: brief pause – then “can I have some matches?”

     Me: “Stop beating your children?” He: “Did you see me do it?”

     Me: “No sex with your daughter.” He: “Did you see me do it?”

You get the picture.

Now, I’d like to look at the situation from HIS point of view. Please understand – I don’t condone what the adult men in the girl’s family may be doing to her. We’ll do what’s possible to protect her. 

But - I have had some interaction with her father, and have gotten a sense of what could be going through his head. If I put myself in his boots, I might see the world differently. Bear with me while I try that out.

Just as families do all over the world, these Bribri families are living and learning from a script that has been written in their culture and families for thousands of years. For them, what is written in that script is completely, absolutely, totally, normal. There isn’t even a thought of questioning its precepts – it’s as ubiquitous, as normal, and as necessary, as air. 

What are some of the things in that script?  You’ve already read one – “She had the babies – let her feed them.” And for thousands of years, the women have done just that.

In this script, the women and children are considered the property of the men, to be used and discarded at will.  This includes what we would call physical and sexual abuse. They do not have basic human rights. The consequences of inbreeding were dealt with – simply kill a child that obviously wouldn’t be able to support itself. 

Everyone in this culture – men, women, and children – grew up believing this is normal. Men were taught by their fathers, the fathers were taught by their fathers, and so on into antiquity. 

Then they come out of the jungle. They meet us, and encounter our culture. From their viewpoint, WE’RE the ones with the crazy ideas.  And not only that, we write laws that make what they’ve been taught illegal, and punish them when they break laws they do not understand.

We’re dealing with a 5,000 Year Old Man.

Is this an imaginary problem? We were invited to bring people from The Bridge and participate in a UNICEF function recently. The UN folks sponsored a play day for over a hundred Bribri kids and moms, where they heard messages broadcast over loudspeakers – “You are human beings – you have rights – you do not have to put up with abuse”. No, it’s not imaginary.

Are all indigenous “that way?” Heck, No! Some understand the strengths of what’s being offered to them, and they’re catching on. The really fortunate understand the strengths of their culture, the strengths of our culture, and are combining the two.

But every so often, one has to deal with that 5,000 Year Old Man. My hope for him is that, somehow, we can help him when he chooses to get “dried out”,  and that he can begin to see the possibilities within his own family. 

We’ll help him any way we can. 

YOU CAN HELP US! 
There are several ways you can help.

· Send this email to people you know who might also enjoy it.

· Post a message about us on social networking sites or discussion boards dealing with adventure, travel, volunteering, education, microlending, human services, eliminating poverty, or other humanitarian activities.

DONOR NOTES

We say “Thank You!” again to our regular donors, who faithfully provide a monthly donation to help keep us going!  And “Thank You” as well to those who continue to support us through occasional donations – they are appreciated. 

THANK YOU!

VIEW FROM THE BRIDGE

We’re grateful at the continuing support we have been getting.

You all are allowing us to continue to serve!

NOW’s a GREAT time to contribute.

Make a Monthly Pledge by clicking here.

Make an immediate donation online by clicking here, 

where you can use a credit card or an E-Check.

Or, mail a check made out to “El Puente” with “Member 29409704” 

in the Memo Field to

USE Credit Union, 8697 La Mesa Blvd, La Mesa, CA 91941

Deductions are tax-deductible

(And please drop us an email letting us know you’ve done it 

so we can say a proper “Thank You!”)

Do it NOW! You’ll be glad you did!
* * * * * * * *

Thank you for your support!

Well,

…djmiache

Enjoy!
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IF YOU HAVE TROUBLE SEEING THE PICTURES

...go to www.elpuente-thebridge.org/weekly and download the file with the date of this issue.

Go to The Bridge Website by CLICKING HERE 

Go to The Bridge Online Store by CLICKING HERE
Download a Powerpoint presentation by CLICKING HERE
Download brochures in Spanish or English by CLICKING HERE
Go to the newsletter archive by CLICKING HERE
See some Video clips showing activities at The Bridge by CLICKING HERE 
CONTACT INFORMATION

Email: barrystevens@earthlink.net
           nanci.stevens@gmail.com
Our toll-free number from the US is

1-866-462-7585

SKYPE: barry.stevens2













