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OTry as |
might, | could
not imagine
spending my
final moments
of life in
crossing what
is, in essence,
an imaginary
line between
countries.O
N Meghan,
Crossing

Borders
Participant

stories from tijuana

Gregory Pleasants, Notre Dame Mission Volunteer
Crossing Borders Service Learning Coordinator

As the large Dodge van gradually rolls to a stop on Airport Boulevard

in Tijuana, right at the U.S.-Mexican border, most of the young pas-
sengers stare silently at the rusty metal wall and at the faded white cross-
es that adorn it. They peer intently, straining, trying to make out what the
small black letters scrawled on the crosses say. Once the van slows down
almost to a stop, it becomes clear that each cross
bears a name, age, and place of origin N the life

in brief of an undocumented migrant who has
died trying to cross into the United States.

Most of the passengers silently count the
crosses as we pass. | watch their eyes and wonde
what thoughts are running through their minds,
and abruptly | realize that one of them, a young
woman named Meghan, is reading the small
black numbers scrawled on each cross. She
mumbles them under her breath, in half-audi-
ble whispers: 28, 47, 32, 26, 16. . . at this last number she stops counting,
seems to give a start, and her focus turns inward, as if she were consider-
ing something unpleasant.

Later she describes what she felt: OThat number hit me hard N 016,0
| thought. Ol am 16.0 What a simple realization, and yet it held such depths
of meaning for me at the same time.O She tells me that in that moment,
something that had seemed at first to be just another field trip became
deeply personal and pushed and prodded at her heart and mind in ways
that were not always comfortable. Her feelings were intense: OTry as |
might, | could not imagine spending my final moments of life in crossing
what is, in essence, an imaginary line between countries. It began to
enrage me. .. an imaginary line that means life for so many and death for
so many others.O

During the rest of the weekend, Meghan would draw on that anger
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and frustration as an impetus to
ask difficult questions and search
for adequate answers, and it was
fascinating to watch her learn a
great deal about herself and oth-
ers in the process. Her experi-
ence, her story, have animated
and brought meaning to my own
vocation and responsibilities.

I'am in the final weeks of my
placement as a Notre Dame/AmeriCorps volunteer with the
Archdiocese of Los Angeles Mission Office. My job as a volun-
teer has been to coordinate Crossing Borders, an experiential
immersion program to the U.S.-Mexican border at Tijuana that
offers participants a first-hand look at the border region and the
forces that define it.

Learning about these forces — globalization, immigration
— in and of themselves has been fascinating. But I have come
to see that the real magic of my work has been as a witness to
stories; Meghan’s story and the stories of other participants who
have been impacted in the same powerful way. As their
witness, I see most palpably that what I am doing is speaking to
hearts and engaging minds.

Like Meghan, many participants have experienced
that moment of realization. .. and suddenly they
are talking about globalization or immigration
with a new passion, no longer as abstract issues
far removed from everyday concern but.. . issues
that are brought to life by compelling and vibrant
encounters.

It is through stories that I have been able to draw people
into an examination of tough, abstract issues. Participants listen
to lectures and presentations, but often are more vitally
engaged by their own struggles to make sense of what is put
immediately in front of them, be it a faded white cross or the
heart-wrenching story of a migrant worker recently deported
from the United States. As a trip leader, I have learned to say a
few words of introduction, and then to get out of the way as par-
ticipants struggle with what we see and do.

Like Meghan, many participants have experienced that
moment of realization, that instance of ineffable connection
when the whole trip is unexpectedly and abruptly contextual-
ized and personalized. Suddenly they are talking about global-
ization or immigration with a new passion — no longer as
abstract issues far removed from everyday concerns, but as
forces that affect real people, issues that are brought to life by
compelling and vibrant encounters.
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For Joe, another participant, it was a conversation with a
teenager that opened his mind, challenged his heart, and
brought immediate meaning to the trip. It was two days into our
stay at the Migrant House in Tijuana, and while Joe had been
somewhat interested in the discussions and videos and commu-
nity visits — including one to the airport wall — it was plain
from his comments and attitude that what we had seen and
done had notyet spoken to him in a way that demanded his full
engagement.

During dinner that night, while I was trying to decide what
I could do to make the experience more relevant to Joe, I hap-
pened to glance up as he left the dining hall and wandered out-
side into the courtyard. As I watched, he took a seat beside a
young migrant who seemed to be resting. I looked closer and
was taken aback by how young his features were. By my guess he
was no older that 15. I was curious to know more, but in that
moment someone called my name and I was forced to attend to
something else.

About half an hour later, I finished and walked outside to
the courtyard. Joe was still talking to the same young man. I
passed them by on the way upstairs, reminding him that we had
an activity.

Later, Joe sought me out to tell me about that half hour.
The young man was only 14, had left a rural village in Mexico
and had wanted to look for work in the States, but had just
barely made it to Tijuana with great hardship. The boy was
cheerful and conversational, but Joe noted how his face showed
lines of strain and worry that belied his few years.

After telling me how much he enjoyed the conversation,
Joe paused, looked at me, and said “You know, Greg, none of this
was really getting through to me until I talked to that kid.. . . he’s
only 14! Dude, I think at 14 I was
still playing with G.I. Joes.” He
chuckled, rueful and introspec-
tive. “And he’s risking his life,
crossing deserts, trying to find
work. That’s crazy.”

If there is a larger meaning
here, perhaps it is that, in the
end, stories are what we have.
For Meghan and Joe, the stories
they heard and shared in
Tijuana have become an insepa-
rable part of who they are and
have opened their hearts in a
way that has made them more
compassionate toward the struggles of the migrant. For those
migrants that listened to Meghan and Joe, the United States
now has a very different, much softer story, one that they can
hold onto and retell when other, uglier, stories surface.

As for me, well, I've told part of my tale too — that of a
witness and participant who has been blessed enough to share in
the forging and telling of so many rich stories — but it doesn’t

end here. On the horizon I've got more trips to Tijuana and
family visits and then law school and then . .. but, hey, as
they say, that’s a story for another day. [

Joe talks to a friend.




LENT BRINGS SUPPORT TO ETHIOPIA

Once again the children in our Catholic schools and Religious
Education programs have responded to the Holy Childhood
Lenten appeal. This year the focus has been to help the chil-
dren of Ethiopia. According to the United Nations, Ethiopia is
one of the five poorest countries in the world, and the current
drought has made the lives of children, already at risk, even
more difficult. Some children have come to shelters and

THE UNDETERRED
MISSIONARIES

Walt and Frances Birchall have not had your typical
missionary experience. Kidnapped in Sierra Leone,
held up at gunpoint in Kenya; just a few of the inci-
dents they have experienced. Yet, undeterred, they
continue to return to Africa to serve as Lay Mission-
Helpers.

After spending several months in the U.S. and
Canada, the Birchall’s will return to Kenya at the end
of June to begin a 4th term of service with LMH.
They are assigned to Nkubu Hospital in the Diocese
of Meru, Kenya. Walt, an engineer, will serve as main-
tenance and repair supervisor, and Frances, a regis-
tered nurse, will serve in the pharmacy. In addition
to the different “jobs” the Birchall’s have had over
the years, they continue to establish a scholarship
fund for disadvantaged children who desire to go to
school. We send them off with our prayers and sup-
port. May Christ continue to work in them and
through them and keep them safe. [

orphanages with nothing. They are starving, sick, thirsty and
naked in a country where the extreme weather conditions have
lead to repeated droughts.

The Lenten Appeal offers our children the opportunity to
pray for the children of the missions. HCA invites them to
respond as they learn about the needs of children in Ethiopia
and around the world — and to understand that this is what
Jesus asks of all of us.

This year marks the 160th anniversary of the Holy
Childhood Association, and a celebration in Rome took place
in June. “In 160 years of missionary commitment, the desire
of children the world over to be together apostles of Jesus has
not wavered,” wrote Monsignor Giuseppe Andreozzi, national
director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in Italy.

This year the children of
the Los Angeles Archdiocese
have shared their quarters,
dimes, nickels and pennies and
have raised more than $84,000
for the children of Ethiopial

Thank you to the chil-
dren, teachers and mission
moderators for making such a
wonderful effort on behalf of
our brothers and sisters in the
missions. [] — John Perez

HCA Coordinator
Archdiocese of Los Angeles

GOLDEN JUBI

CELEBRATING

50 YEARS!

Msgr. Lawrence O’Leary, former
Director of the Mission Office,
will be celebrating his Golden
Jubilee as a priest and we offer
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him our most sincere congratu-

lations. Msgr. O’Leary served as
Associate Director of the Mission Office under
Msgr. Anthony Brouwers and Msgr. Harold
Laubacher before becoming Director.

Msgr. O’Leary will also be retiring as Pastor of
St. Martin of Tours Parish, and will remain in res-
idence there as Pastor Emeritus. []









