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Venezuelan Medical Mission

10/12/08
Our mission started at 5:30 a.m. in the Denver International Airport.  Ten members and over 40 pieces of luggage checked in at the ticket counter.  To see the team off were Stu Haskins, his wife, and Danni and Merv Bangert.  We had a brief commissioning ceremony emphasizing our mutual ministry with our brothers and sisters in Venezuela.  Stu anointed each one of us with oil and a blessing.

     After our prayerful send off, we boarded the plane and left right on time at 7:50 a.m.  On the ground, it was foggy and drizzling, so it was nice to get above the dreary clouds and into the morning sunshine.

     Our day of travel went smoothly with a layover in Miami, then a two-and-a-half-hour flight into Maracaibo.  It was a feat of teamwork to find 21 checked bags and get them through customs.  Armed soldiers were at the terminal exit, but no one questioned our presence in Venezuela or the quantity of medical supplies we possessed.

     A party of about 10 people from the UEPV greeted us as we exited the terminal.  Among them were the bishop, Gamaliel Lugo, his wife, Elida, and his daughter, Gabriela.  They were very warm and friendly.  We all attempted each other’s language in a gesture of congeniality.  

     Gamaliel had arranged for a 15-passenger van and a driver to transport us to our motel.  This driver, Edixon, would be our chauffer through the entire week.  The motel, Bohios Carmen Club, had rooms, called “cabanas,” several swimming pools and a covered patio area where we would eat our meals throughout the week.  The five single women shared one room, the three single men shared another and Mark and Christine had the third room.  The rooms were sparsely furnished, but comfortable.

10/13/08
Breakfast this morning was a treat from Fernando, our cook for the week.  It consisted of scrambled eggs with a spicy cream sauce and 3 slices of toasted bread each topped with a slice of goat cheese.  After breakfast, Edixon took us to the UEPV PACTO office for the day.  

     Our orientation began with introductions.  Some of the UEPV participants were:


Gamaliel – Bishop of the UEPV


Elida – pastor and wife of Gamaliel


Rachel – pastor


Tola – recently ordained as a bishop, women’s ministry


Madia – pastor of Church of the Morning Star


Robert – pastor in the UEPV, coordinator of Koinonia groups


Malik – works in the UEPV in Maracaibo and in theological education

Jasmine – pastor and vice president of the UEPV national women’s ministry


Nellie – pastor and the cook for the day

    Elida welcomed us.  We had a prayer in which all of us participated by saying what we were thankful for.  After each person’s contribution, we all said in unison, “Damos gracias a Dios.”  A lively song followed, called “La Mano de Dios,” or “in the hand of God.”  Then everyone greeted one another personally with big hugs all around.

     Most of the day consisted of conversation regarding the work of the UEPV and the politics of our two countries.  These are some points raised during our discussions:

· UEPV is seen as a church that champions the cause of justice.  In doing so, it addressed issues of health care, ecology and women’s rights.

· Right-wing churches in the USA (Assemblies of God, Baptist, etc.) have a lot of money and a political bent.  They come to VZ and have a disruptive influence, appealing to the fundamental churches here.

· Gamaliel proposed two divergent theologies:  Reagan theology vs. Liberation theology.  Reagan theologists are conservative and have a racist/imperialist perspective.  They claim that Liberation theology has no spiritual base.  They see it as being equal to communism and affiliated with terrorists.  

· Gamaliel gave an example of how the influence of Reagan theology prevented needed medical supplies from being distributed to medical clinics scheduled by the UEPV and were, instead, given to the Baptist church for a similar mission.

· Pat Robertson advocated publicly that Chavez be assassinated saying it would be easier than having a war.

· Before 1998, the congress in VZ was planning to privatize Venezuelan resources, i.e. oil and water.  When Chavez won the election, he reversed this plan.  Proposed a new constitution that prohibited the privatization of the nation’s oil, since it is the backbone of the Venezuelan economy.  Prohibited privatization of health and education as well.

· On April 11, 2002, there was a coup attempt and Chavez was kidnapped.  Gamaliel and Elida received a death threat.  The military freed Chavez on April 13.

· Today, VZ is moving from a representative government to a participatory government.  This means that anyone can run for president or take a question to the voters if enough signatures are obtained to support an immediate election.

· Local decision-making is placed in the hands of community counsels.  Gamaliel is the president of one of these counsels.  The counsels make an assessment of what their communities need, then they petition the federal government for resources.  A bank of funds is established from which the counsel can draw to implement the plans they have made to provide the services needed.

     Gamaliel had arranged for Dr. Marcalina Lopez, a hospital administrator in Maracaibo, to speak to us about the development of health care in VZ.  These are points from that discussion:

· Prior to 2000, medical care focused on curing illness.  After that, the focus began to include prevention.

· There has been a push to immunize all children throughout the country.  

· Governmental and non-governmental agencies are working with community counsels to provide health care.

· The government is trying to provide ID #’s to every child (similar to Social Security #’s in the USA) to facilitate provision of medical care and immunizations.

· VZ is currently in the process of conducting a census to determine the health needs in various remote parts of the country so they can develop a program of services to meet these needs.

· They are also assessing the rate of domestic violence and chemical dependency so that programs can be developed to address these issues.

· Programs of health education are being developed to help families resolve the above issues.  The education advocates values related to justice, safety and parenting.

· Educational programs are also being developed regarding reproductive health and prevention.

· When Chavez was elected to office and began his social programs, many Venezuelan doctors left the country fearing a loss of their practice and their status.  To fill the shortage of medical professionals, Chavez invited Cuban doctors to practice in VZ.  Also, training programs are educating public health workers and physicians’ assistants.

· Some Venezuelan doctors, who have remained in VZ, hold an elitist attitude toward the Cuban doctors, requiring patients to redo tests the Cuban doctors have done to arrive at exactly the same diagnosis.  

     The day’s schedule did include a break for lunch.  Nellie had prepared chicken soup, a chicken with rice mixture and a delicious version of potato salad with baked or grilled plantain.  During the break, we were restless and wanted to go for a walk.  Our hosts were reluctant to let us do this, but eventually approved a brief outing escorted by a young Venezuelan participant.  We walked down to the main street and back, stopping briefly at a convenience store.  In the afternoon, a thunderstorm rolled through the region.  

     We talked passionately about politics and health care until after 6:00 p.m.  Then, we threw ourselves into unpacking and sorting the donated supplies we’d brought.  Everyone worked together, Spanish and English speakers with one goal.

     Around 8:00, we finally left to return home.  Fernando had prepared a dinner for us of sandwiches.  Instead of bread, however, the ham, turkey and cheese were between 2 slices of deep fried plantain.  It was delicious with a pleasant mayonnaise sauce and a drink of cantaloupe juice.

     After dinner, the mission team had a conversation about whether we wanted to be part of a political rally Gamaliel had scheduled for Saturday evening.  During the day’s discussion, he had explained that conservative churches were putting up a candidate for the upcoming November 23rd election.  This had the potential to divide the Bolivarian party, allowing the candidate from the Opposition party to win.  Gamaliel was hoping we would speak at the rally to reassure voters in the Bolivarian party.  He wanted our testimony to reflect that some churches in the USA were in favor of liberation theology and that not all were conservative fundamental churches.  As a team, were recognized that we had insufficient information, but nevertheless, most of us felt uncomfortable participating in a political event and speaking on behalf of churches in the USA.

10/14/08
Breakfast this morning was a traditional dish for Venezuela.  Fernando had prepared soup made with potatoes, eggs, milk and cilantro.  We also had traditional arepas and an unidentified fruit juice.

     At 9:00, we left in the van for the Wayuu community, stopping first at the PACTO office to pick up our suitcases of supplies.  Around 10:30, we arrived at the village and were greeted by the community.  The pastor of the church there led a ceremony of welcoming.  Children in colorful costume sang a traditional Wayuu song.  We also sang a song called “Anashe Maleiwa” (God is good) in three languages.  Gamaliel spoke with some passion in support of the Wayuu.  We all introduced ourselves and met the doctor and nurses who work at that clinic.  The pastor is also the health coordinator for the community.

     The Wayuu are the indigenous people who occupy a large area spanning the boundary between Venezuela and Colombia.  They consist of five large clans that follow a maternal lineage.  Recently, Chavez recognized and elevated their status in society by making Wayuu a legitimate Venezuelan language.

     After watching the children perform a traditional Wayuu dance and learning more about their culture, we dove into our clinic work.  The clinic consisted of four doctors consulting with patients and our makeshift pharmacy.  The doctors included:  Dr. Jake (with Dawn translating), Dr. Christian (with Richard translating), Dr. Marcalina Lopez and Dr. Rosalina, the Venezuelan doctor for that community.  Initially, we thought there was a Cuban doctor, but the man we had mistaken for a doctor was actually a recreation director for the school.  We were suspicious of his interest in the pharmacy.

     The pharmacy was set up in a small room.  It was crowded with medications and people trying to fill scripts.  Lili was going crazy trying to translate for every one, yet managed to keep her winning sense of humor and fun.  Throughout the day, Diane, Deb Christina and Ann got better at reading and filling the scripts and translating the brief instructions into Spanish.  A typical label went like this:  2 pastillas cada 8 horas por 7 dias.  The patients came to the window and handed their scripts through the bars.  We ran out of some medications and the nurses had to carefully figure out substitutes.  We resorted to putting liquid medications into empty water bottles.

     It was 2:00 by the time we had lunch.   Ann took her time and happened to be present when Nellie, one of the UEPV pastors, taught the Wayuu girls how to make decorations out of plastic water bottles.  Later, with Lili’s help, we found out that Nellie “recycles” all sorts of products by making useful household items of them.  Further, she grows squash in her yard for food and to make useful items from the gourd-like shells.

     Our work in the clinic concluded around 4:00 p.m.  We had seen everyone in line including the pastor who had organized the whole day.  Christian shared a few of his impressions:

· Although it was noisy in the waiting area, the exam room was quiet.  

· It was a challenge to determine who really needed something in our limited supply of medications and who would get better with a “prescription” of vitamins.

· One woman he saw had 7 children.  Dr. Rosalina joked with him later saying the mother should “taste the fruit but spit out the seeds.”

· When he consulted with Dr. Rosalina about diarrhea in kids, she said it had a lot to do with poor hygiene.

     At the end of the day, Christian and Jake gave Rosalina an otoscope/ophthalmoscope.  She was familiar with the device, but not practiced in its use.  They trained her by allowing her to look in Richard’s healthy ears.  Then they examined the ears of the local pastor and community health coordinator.  Both of his ears were terribly infected with pus draining from one ear.  They were then able to train and treat at the same time.

     On the way home, we hooted in the van about crazy Venezuelan driving and many near misses on the road.  We also encountered a “protest” of local townspeople burning tires in the road to block traffic.  Edixon said this is common practice for people to blow off steam about any discontent.  We stopped at a very modern pharmacy to purchase more medical supplies.  The store looked very much like a Walgreen’s in the USA, complete with lots of American products.  There were 2-3 security guards patrolling.  

     We got back to Bohios around 6:00 and hung out until 7:30 waiting for dinner.  Fernando prepared a delicious cold chicken salad on lettuce.  This was centered on the plate and surrounded by 5 deep fried slices of plantain topped with wedges of cheese.  We chatted for a while, and then retired to our rooms.  

10/15/08
Today was a long day of driving.  Ann led the morning devotion with a reading from Ephesians 2:19-22.  Everyone was asked to share an experience that made them feel more like brothers and sisters in Christ.  Most shared, which helped us appreciate our time together so far.  As a group, we are feeling more like family day-by-day, experience-by-experience.

     We started out our road trip ambitiously sorting and labeling vitamins, ibuprofen and acetaminophen, but the winding of the road made us a little carsick.  Eventually, we abandoned this activity.  We entered the mountainous region and stopped at Los Pinos for lunch.  (No pine trees in sight.)  Jake bought a pickled snake in a bottle from an old man at the storefront.  Drinking from the bottle is supposed to cure ills and strengthen bones.  Apparently, Jake needs it for his traveling medicine show.

     The group got a little punchy as the road trip got longer and longer.  Edixon gave us a lot to joke about.  He wove in and out of traffic, as did everyone else.  The lines on the pavement seemed to be only suggestions.  Cars often crossed them, even the double centerlines.  Edixon once crossed the centerlines to pass a police car, and another time, squeezed between a truck and a car stopped at a light.  Lots of near misses made us cringe and whoop!

     We stopped late in the day at a gated UEPV compound called La Piedad (The Piety).  Several homes here were constructed by Habitat for Humanity.  Tola’s brother lives and teaches here.  Originally, the compound was a boarding school for girls, but now it is used for retreats and as a school for adults.  They also serve meals to the poor.    

     We finally arrived at Piritu in the state of Portugesa.  We were relieved to get out of the van.  We had initial trepidation about our hotel, “Los Vikingos,” but found it to be fairly similar to Bohios.  It was not as clean, however, and some of the air conditioners were in disrepair.  Dawn and Debbie really suffered as a result.  The hotel also included a bar with loud music, which mercifully shut off at midnight.  The showers were completely utilitarian—a pipe with a valve.  There was no shower stalls, the water just poured out onto the bathroom floor and went down a floor drain.

     We had dinner at Betty’s house.  It was simple—a sandwich made from an arepa with ham and cheese in the middle.  From there, we went to Iglesia La Esperanza (Church of Hope) for worship.  As soon as we stepped out of the van, the children warmly greeted us.  Greetings continued inside the church with the typical cheek-to-cheek hug and audible kiss.  Worship began with loudly amplified and joyful music.  The children performed a traditional dance.  Children and a few key adults acted out the words to a recorded song.  It was the story of how Jesus healed a man’s dying daughter.  On the way, a woman is healed when she touches the hem of his garment.

     Richard preached a wonderful sermon about living in the present and keeping your mind on the positive.  He used a favorite scripture from Philippians 4:8, “Finally beloved…whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just….think about these things.”  Because he was preaching in Spanish, Dawn translated for the Americans.  Gamaliel then did an alter call and blessed those who came forward.  Worship was truly a spirit-filled time of fellowship with our Venezuelan brothers and sisters.  Dawn taught Ann how to say, “God bless you” in Spanish.  “Dios le bendigo” was always answered with “Amen.”

10/16/08
We walked over to Betty’s house for breakfast and our morning devotional.  Gamaliel taught us a song with the words:

No puede viver sin ustedes, hermanos.

(I can’t live without you, brothers.

No puede viver sin ustedes.


I can’t live without you.

Ustedes son parte de cuerpo de Cristo.

You are part of the body of Christ.

No puede viver sin ustedes.


I can’t live without you.)

     The song was followed by an inspirational message based on Romans 12:1-2.  Gamaliel described a new “model” of living as a person of God.  He illustrated how society teaches us a bad model of living, e.g. a sexist model where men are privileged and women do the work, or a racist model where people of color have an oppressed position in society.  Jesus teaches us, however, that we are all equal.  Once we gain this knowledge and change our way of thinking, we will change our way of living.

     Via a bumpy dirt road, we arrived at the village of Cardones, named for the cactus that grows locally.  We were guided to a room in a new schoolhouse.  It was very clean with new desks and two ceiling fans.  We quickly set up the room so there were two areas for the doctors to consult with patients.  We also had a space at the entrance for patients to have their blood pressure and temperature taken and another area for Mark to test patients for diabetes.  In the corner was the pharmacy.  

     We were pressed to get to work quickly as a line was forming outside the door.  Soon we were busy.  Diane helped take blood pressure and temperatures.  Mark tested for diabetes.  Christian and Jake saw patients with Richard and Dawn translating.  Eventually, Deb started seeing patients with Lili translating.  Christina and Ann worked the pharmacy.  On their way out, patients were given a ziplock baggie of hygiene items including a toothbrush, toothpaste, soap and shampoo.  Again Venezuelan and American volunteers worked side-by-side communicating in broken English and Spanish.  

     The day was hot and muggy.  We were wet from sweat in the crowded clinic.  Shortly before 5:00, Gamaliel came through and rushed us to finish our final duties.  Volunteers were packing our supplies in suitcases while we were still trying to fill the last prescriptions.  Why the rush?  Gamaliel feared the rain was coming in and might strand us for 3 days due to impassable roads.  We managed to make it out before any rain fell.

     The notable story of the day was about a patient that Christian and Richard saw.  He was an elderly man with two sisters.  His sisters complained that he never bathed.  He complained that his feet hurt.  When he took off his shoes, his feet were black with dirt and Richard claims flies flew in all directions.  Christian braved the lack of hygiene to examine and treat his feet.  In the process, he removed a large, hard callous and scraped off dead skin.  The man left the clinic feeling relieved.

     We drove to a nearby town, Las Marias, for dinner and worship.  Dinner was beef chunks, yucca and a carrot salad.  It was good, cooked by a woman in the congregation.  Worship started when we had finished our meal.  The opening songs were headache makers, blasting from speakers way over amplified.  After we introduced ourselves, Gamaliel said a few words.  Then Richard preached a very powerful sermon with Lili translating.  He based his sermon on the story of how Jesus healed the bent over woman (Luke 13:10-17).  He emphasized the power of compassion in healing illness and sorrow and urged us to be like Jesus.  

     At the end of the service, everyone greeted us with the usual hugs and kisses.  The children were especially sweet and loved to be in all of our pictures.

10/17/08
The day started with breakfast at Betty’s house.  Gamaliel led another devotion based on Romans 12:3-5.  His message this morning focused on being part of the body of Christ.  He emphasized that every member of the body has an important contribution to make even if we don’t immediately recognize it.  He illustrated this with a story about how the eyes, arms and legs went on strike against the stomach, which they thought was doing nothing.  They refused to feed the stomach.  Then the whole body became weak and could not move anymore.  It was an amusing story, especially the way he illustrated it with gestures and facial expressions, but it had a powerful message for us about valuing everyone’s contribution.

     We again sorted supplies we had brought.  This time, we explained to our Venezuelan partners the purpose of some of the medications and how to administer them.  Local health care workers would disperse the supplies as needed in the communities around Piritu.  

     The team was anxious to get on the road for our long drive back to Maracaibo.  Our plan was to stop at a market on the way for some quick shopping.  It was obviously a tourist stop and had some cheap souvenirs, but it also had some nice handcrafted wood items, hammocks and pottery.  Almost everyone bought something to take home.

     After the market, we drove to Los Pinos for lunch (at 3:00).  Then we continued on the road home.  As we approached Maracaibo, Edixon, turned on the radio.  We listened to coverage of Chavez giving a speech at a conference to address environmental issues in the Amazon region.  Representatives from South American countries were present as well as one from the USA.  

     Back at Bohios, many of us took a swim to relax from our day of driving.  Dinner was served at 8:00, a light chicken with rice supper prepared by Fernando.  We had with it a fresh green salad, which tasted especially good.  Also delicious was the blackberry juice he served.

10/18/08
Back at the PACTO office, the morning started with another poignant devotional from Gamaliel based on Romans 12:4-8.  He said each of us has a gift.  We are required to offer this gift rather than think only of ourselves.  Each person we would reject is the child of God who needs our compassion and acceptance.  Jesus would heal that person.  So should we.  Gamaliel illustrated this by describing the man with the dirty feet who Christian had treated in Cardones.  Unbeknownst to us, the townspeople were afraid of this man because he carried a stick and threatened them with it.  He was an outcast from their community, rejected and feared.  In the clinic, however, he was a child of God, cared for with compassion.  He left healed, according to Gamaliel, in body and spirit.  

     Morning worship also included singing with Elida and some of the young women who were there to attend the training.  At Gamaliel’s request, Deb started singing “Amazing Grace.”  All the Americans joined in for a beautiful first verse, but we were lost on the words when the second verse came around.  

     We were the featured speakers for a 5-hour training attended by about 10 community health care workers.  They would be returning to their communities to assess needs, organize services and provide limited treatment.  The group was very attentive and engaged.  Topics and trainers were as follows:

1.   How to purify water with a drop of bleach



Mark

2.   Assessing heart rate, temperature, respiration 

      and blood/pressure






Christian and Deb

3.   Evaluating children with the pee/poop/play/eat 

      and drink method (pipi/pupu/jugar/comer y beber)


Christian

4.   Use of ibuprofen, acetaminophen, and aspirin 

      in children and adults






Jake

5.   Dangerous symptoms and what to report



Jake

6.   Wound care







Christian

7.   Diabetes and assessing blood sugar




Christina and Mark

8.   Nebulizer use







Christina

9.   Injections (sub-coetaneous and intra-muscular)


Christina

10.  Dental hygiene







UEPV student

11.  Dehydration symptoms and treatment



Deb

The doctors, nurses, translators and Mark did an excellent job of presenting the material.  Diane and Ann were helpful “victims” for demonstration purposes.  Each participant received a reference book entitled, Donde No Hay Doctor  or Where There is No Doctor.  At the end of the training, Christian gave a pop quiz.  The students enjoyed this and were proud of their learning.  Throughout the day, all of us were laughing and sharing jokes that were universally understood regardless of the language spoken.

    At 5:30, we bid everyone farewell and “buena suerte” with our usual hugs and kisses.  Then Edixon took us, as planned, to the plaza in downtown Maracaibo.  This turned out to be a very different side of Venezuela than what we had been seeing.  The central attraction was loud music on a brightly lit stage.  Lili asked one of the young people in the crowd about the event.  We were told it was an event to rally enthusiasm for an upcoming world concert called Love Parade.  The concert would promote world peace, justice, no drugs, ecology, etc.  The youth in the plaza looked very American with dreadlocks, tattoos, multiple piercings and black clothing.  Around the plaza were street venders with some handcrafted items to buy.  There were also various American restaurants including Burger King and Hooters.

     We passed the Basilica on the way home.  It was beautifully lit and crowded with people.  We never discovered the reason for the crowd.  We also passed the statue of La Chinita, the Virgin Mary.  We arrived home around 8:45.  Fernando had dinner ready for us.  It was delicious, as usual…shredded beef in a mild tomato sauce, potato cake baked with cheese on top and coleslaw with cilantro and tomato slices.  After dinner, we retired to our rooms for bed.

10/19/08
Fernando served us a typical Venezuelan breakfast of black beans, cheese, fried egg, plantains, arepa and melon juice.  We have been enjoying the food, but the arepas are not a favorite.  After breakfast, we met Gabriela, Malik, and Marlena who would accompany us on our day of leisure.  

     Our destination was the Rio Limon where we would see the river village.  Edixon was, of course, our driver.  On the way, we were thrilled with more near misses on the highway, then, unexpectedly, we were caught in a major traffic jam.  As we inched past the trouble, we could see it was a terrible accident with a couple of fatalities.  The gruesome scene included bodies on the pavement.  The Venezuelan highway patrol was there.

     A couple of times during our day’s travel, we were stopped by the Republican Police.  Each time, they asked us to get out of the van so they could check our passports.  They were friendly in spite of their duties and even let Deb take a picture.  We were told that they were stopping lots of vehicles to check ID’s because of our proximity to the Colombian border.

     Our adventure at Rio Limon was fun and relaxing.  We were loaded into 3 powerboats and driven up the river to an open-air restaurant in a community called Sinamaica.  On the way, we saw humble houses with “wicker” roofs built on stilts in the water.  Some were very simple and poor.  Others were neatly painted and well kept.  Often there was laundry hanging on a line strung from house to post, adding even more color to the scene.  Kids were playing in the water and people were paddling small boats from house to house.  It was a lazy, sunny afternoon on the river.  We took picture after picture.  We later found out from Fernando that, when the Spaniards first came to this country, they saw communities like this and were reminded of Venice.  They named the land Venezuela for “Little Venice.”

     The food served for lunch in the river restaurant was average.  The interesting feature was a complementary drink served in a coconut.  It was a mixture of lemon juice, orange juice and pineapple juice with rum.  Most of us tried it in spite of the risk to our digestive systems.  (The majority of us were already experiencing diarrhea and were taking our Cipro.)

     We laughed with our Venezuelan friends on the way back to Maracaibo.  Once in the city, we stopped at the Basilica to take a look inside.  It was beautiful and ornate, with carvings, stained glass and statues.  We also visited La Chinita and had a group picture taken at the foot of the giant statue.  It was so white in the afternoon sun, it was hard to look at it.

     We were all hot and sweaty when we got back into the van and could hardly wait to return to Bohios where the swimming pool beckoned.  Nevertheless, we made one more stop, this time at the “supermercado” where someone wanted to buy Venezuelan chocolate.  

     Finally back at the motel, we did refresh ourselves with a swim and a shower.  Dinner was late to accommodate Gamaliel and his family.  We sat down around 8:30 to a delicious meal of lasagna.  It was Fernando’s unique concoction of lasagna noodles, a white sauce, cheese and a variety of ingredients between the layers including chicken, eggs, potatoes, etc.  While we ate, we could see the lightning over Lake Maracaibo.  Fernando and Gamaliel told us that the lightning was inexplicable.  It is not associated with the weather, continues day and night and does not make thunder.  Scientists believe that it has a property that helps restore the ozone layer.

     We all enjoyed our final opportunity to converse with Gamaliel, Elida and Gabriela.  It was about 10:00 when we began our goodbyes, which included lots of picture taking and the typical hug and cheek kiss.  It was hard to say farewell to our wonderful hosts and new friends.

10/20/08
Our day of travel started early, at 4:00 a.m.  Edixon arrived promptly at 4:30 to pick us up and deliver us to the airport.  It took the full 2 hours to get our tickets, check our luggage, go through security and get on the plane.  We took off around 7:20.

     As we approached the Miami airport, a look out the window revealed the city below.  The streets and houses were neat and orderly compared to those in Maracaibo and everyone was driving in the lines.  

     We had a two-hour wait in Miami before catching the flight to Dallas/Ft. Worth.  Then it was another two-hour layover before our flight to Denver.  We sat in the plane at the gate for an additional 1½ hours waiting for a mechanical problem to be fixed.  Finally, we arrived at DIA around 6:45 p.m.  Shortly before landing, our plane was struck by lightning!  Weary from a long day of travel, we were glad to be greeted by friends and family.  We took one last picture, then went our separate ways, promising to see each other again at the reunion on November 16.

Team journal keeper:  Ann Karlberg  

