News from Wendy Power, volunteer in the Paraguayan Chaco

November 2009
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After nearly two months here in Paraguay, I am beginning to understand some cultural things on a deeper level, becoming more involved and engaged with local people. I hope you will get a sense through this letter of some of the things striking me. This past month I have been entirely in the Chaco and I have really enjoyed getting stuck into the work, learning by doing and feeling more satisfied because of this. If you are pressed for time you can cut to the finale for prayer pointers! 
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As a nurse I have been doing more consultations with patients, both with and independently of Beryl [Baker], which is great. I work largely in Spanish (or Castilian as they say here) but with a few words of Guarani and lots of gesticulations with those who don’t speak Spanish. Of course with Beryl there it is much easier, but I am enjoying being able to assess patients and thus share the workload a little more with her. We have made several trips into the more remote communities which I have really loved. Just meeting people and being in their communities bringing respect, care and the love of God is a wonderful privilege. As well as the usual treatments mentioned last month, we have given some glasses to people: it is great to restore vision and ability so simply. We were able to help another lady get free cataract surgery also – you can see how pleased she was!
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Since my last news we have had a little rain – all thanks and praise to God – but showers and weather systems generally are localised, so some areas have still had nothing and the Chaco in general remains very dry. Everyone working agriculturally is labouring hard to maintain the animals and land watered. For the Indians it is very difficult to access clean water. Yesterday we reviewed a young man with chest pain who needs further investigations so we will take him with us to Asuncion. Upon refilling his water flask the water he was drinking looked like grey washing water – absolutely filthy. It is little wonder we treat so many for gastric and urinary infections. We emphasise the importance of drinking plenty but in the context of water shortage it is very difficult for people to do so. Many come to the clinic with dehydration so we have sugar, salt and water at the ready for re-hydration solution. We have seen one woman ‘M’ and her two children several times with nutrition and hydration problems. She has learning difficulties and is not managing her children well, although she clearly cares for them. We are praying for a maternal mentor figure to get alongside her in caring for her children well.

      

Most Indian villages have very powerful ‘shamans’ or witch doctors who are held in awe and given much prestige. Tragically, many people are guided by these shamans to refuse western medicine, instead following their evil advice. Since I have been here I have known of much harm done to individuals by shamans, including a young man of 28 who died of TB, leaving a widow and several orphaned children, because the shaman instructed him not to take his tablets. This week we treated a man complaining of chest pain for ten days, who had delayed coming to us after unsuccessful treatment by the shaman. Although the man was reluctant to admit this, he had clear reddened bite/sucking marks over his chest. The shamans generally suck and spit out, or place hands and ‘remove’ the cause of the problem, often a Guarani note (that’s the national currency). There are some quite unscrupulous practices, manipulation of the vulnerable and helpless. Sometimes people are prevented accessing us or medical care because of the power of the shaman.
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Amongst the church generally here in Paraguay there is a lacking in mature Christians, of lives where the gospel teaching is applied and lived out. The teaching of the prosperity gospel also has unfortunate consequences, since many believe if they become Christians they will have an easier, struggle-free life, without the need to work hard or run with perseverance the race marked out (Hebrews 12: 1). It’s complicated with no simple answers but God knows what is needed most. Within the Anglican church here there is certainly a focus to support pastors in their roles, equipping them better to serve their community.

Update from last month:
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We visited E and her family again to find them much happier. E had gained some weight after just a few weeks of TB treatment and was smiling more. The man with the TB hand lesion is also improving – I enclose a picture. I have also been feeling a lot more adapted to the climate, although it hasn’t generally been as hot. I’ve been on some walks and runs (I’m hoping to do a 10k in Asuncion at the end of November), which combined with being out and about in the truck is a great opportunity to spot wildlife – alligators, armadillo, raccoons, jaguarondi (think small cat/weasel/otter), snakes and scorpions. Not too many snakes yet due to the lack of rain.

 

Praying bits…
* Indians to receive the light and freedom of Christ crucified, bringing them from the darkness of shamanism.

* Young woman ‘M’ with learning difficulties: to manage the care of her two children effectively; for a mentor figure to teach and support her as a mother. 
* Church in Paraguay to grow in maturity, for accountability to become an essential daily part of church life, for fruitful lives indwelt by the Holy Spirit.
* For me: 
Praise that God has brought me here and given me contentment and that I am learning so much about giving (if someone wants your tunic give him your cloak as well… give to the one who asks you and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you Matt 5: 41-42); praise also for good friendship with Beryl; 
Pray to keep learning in communication but especially that God would give me a bigger heart to love and care for all people here.
see www.wendypower.org.uk for journal updates

Thanks again for your support- please do email me- I can access email whilst in the Chaco so would love to hear from you. May the Lord also guide your steps and direct you to know his unfailing love for you.

