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This past summer, the financial assistance I received from CWIL allowed me to venture to the heart of Central America and, for seventeen days, become immersed in a vibrant culture where people from various backgrounds are working toward a common goal of improving the quality of life of many, in the country of Honduras.   As a political science and history major, I was inclined to seek at least a skeletal perspective of what I could expect to find in Honduras based on past classes, like my “Third World Politics “course, along with the rich workshop material we would cover as a group before leaving.  Little did I know that nearly everything I had pieced together as an understanding of Honduras, the people there, and what the lives they lead, would quickly require dismantling, re-evaluating, and a whole new level of appreciation.

Like many countries classified as “Third World” in today’s modern economy, Honduras was once part of a colonial empire.   But, before the Spanish conquest of the 16th Century, the indigenous Mayans had reached sophisticated levels of land cultivation, astronomical and scientific knowledge; fostering a thriving civilization.  Therefore, today, Honduras is home to 7.5 million multi-ethnic and multi-cultural people.  Its land consists of vast mountainous ranges, plains ranging in elevation, and two narrow coastal lowlands; making up the 20% or so of the country’s land that is hospitable to agriculture and livestock.  The region is also prone to natural disasters, the most memorable of which is probably 1998’s Hurricane Mitch, which devastated Honduras and its north-eastern neighbor of Nicaragua, killing nearly 11,000 people, another 8,000 left missing, and caused up to 5 million dollars worth of damage.    When these demographical constraints, and the subsequent agriculturally-based export economy (usually bananas and coffee), are coupled with high levels of unemployment, along with a weak democratic-style government and social service infrastructure, one can imagine the dyer conditions that characterize everyday life in Honduras and it’s area of the globe.
On the Honduras summer service project ten Saint Mary’s women from disciplines ranging from engineering to nursing accompanied Dr. Marc Belanger of the Political Science department in discovering, aiding, and discussing the efforts in place for alleviating poverty and its social manifestations.  Each of us had different expectations of what we could offer this not-too-distant part of the world that had, for centuries, already been targeted by many Catholic and Protestant missionary programs, United States government relief initiatives, and humanitarian service organizations.  Undoubtedly, the name of the program itself heightened our expectations to be of great material and intellectual “service” to the poor.  Maybe somewhat unconsciously, we were eager to help the unfortunate we were sure to find in need of advice and innovative assistance from American students.  However, as we would soon discover, any aid we were able to give the natives of Honduras would not come from lofty ideals and grand abilities. Rather, development would spring from individual, sincere efforts to break socio-cultural distinctions and to further common human principles of dignity and self-determination.
             Working closely with Non-Government organizations like the Heifer Project, and Fundacion Simiente, the program consisted mainly of two physical projects.  Our first would be centered at a home for boys called Hogar Diamante, where we would help refurbish a classroom building.  More importantly, though, we would build many friendships with the children there by playing soccer, conversing, and sharing

stories in between their classes.   How enlightening, and how humbling, it was to spend so much time with the youth of the country.  After facing such unfavorable odds nearly all of their life, I felt fortunate to see their fresh, smiling faces still radiating with joy and truth. 
After a bout of the beginning rains of the season, the group headed through nearly unnavigable roads of mud and stone to visit a southern community of subsistence farmers in the mountainous regions.  Here we worked to carry dirt from the bottom of a mountain to the top, in order to mix cement with a circle of community leaders aiming to build a small cheese factory.  Living here for two days, it felt as though we were just beginning to get by on what the families of that region had considered enough to last for months in terms of water, food, and sleeping arrangements.  I still think of how much could have been formed in terms of reciprocal growth and education if time would have permitted us to stay here longer.
I found studying abroad in what is today economically, socially, and politically classified as a “Third World” country to be incredibly enlightening!  Once I was able to break down the assumptions and expectations of what poverty would look like in Honduras, I could experience the rich fabric of which Honduran life truly consists. Intense feelings still arise when I think of the children that were often seen playing in a back-yard landfill next to their tin and stucco home in the cramped, close spaces of the cities, or the barefoot children sitting on their front porch in the southern countryside with flies covering their faces.  These are the images and realities that will always compel me to actively stand for those who are often forgotten and unheard.  But, the array of new connections and relationships that I began to form in Honduras has since allowed me to form a much closer-to-home association with this southern neighbor of the world.  When I think back on the snapshots of memory that summarize my time in Honduras, I realize that it was not only a time when I was exposed to a new culture, but one where re-discovery of my own national and cultural identity was required as well. 

