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Nestled in the heart of Colorado’s 
Rocky Mountains, Silver Cliff Ranch 
is a destination for exploration and 
adventure. 
 
Our log cabin-style camp is the 
perfect setting for youth retreats, 
team-building exercises, and special 
events.
 

Explorer’s Package:
Youth Pastor + Guest 
Receive 3 Nights FREE

Contact:
16565 CR 162
Nathrop, Colorado 81236
(719) 395-6228
www.SilverCliffRanch.com

Visit and see if Silver Cliff Ranch is a good fit for your next church trip!
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God’s Calling Stirred in My Heart and 
Sparked an Adventure
CERI missionary and sponsor, Richard Swallows, 
shares how touching the lives of children in Moldova 
forever transformed his own.

Humble Beginnings Spark Lifelong Change
The first youth to walk into BCFS’ Abilene Transition 
Center are now marching on to great new adventures 
as successful adults.

High-Tech Clinic on Wheels
BCFS’ mobile medical program not only brings vital 
pre-natal care and parenting support to families living 
in some of the nation’s poorest communities, but also 
encouragement and tools to make a better life.

Superheroes Disguised as Parents and 
Caregivers!
Children don’t come with instruction manuals, but a 
few tips and tricks can help any caregiver be a hero.

The Foster Home Shuffle
While he may have had 30 different families by the 
time he was 18 years old, BCFS’ Kerrville Transition 
Center is the place Darien Lynn calls “home.”

Managing Mass Fatality Events
BCFS experts train jurisdictions nationwide on how 
to handle extraordinary tragedies with precision and 
compassion.

Foster Parents Share Sound Advice for All 
Parents
“If we can help change the life of just one child and get 
them on the right path, then we have done our job.”

together

EDUCATION: Not just an option, a “necessity”
One young woman shares how an inner drive and 
commitment to education helped her overcome the 
stigma and challenges of foster care.

CERI Sponsors Care for Moldova’s “Forgotten 
Children”
In Europe’s poorest country, U.S. sponsors fill the void 
left by parents who leave their children behind to travel 
to neighboring countries in search of work.

Family Disaster Plans – Planning for the 
“Whole” Family
Having an emergency plan when the unexpected happens 
can be the difference between life and death. Know what 
you need to keep yourself and your family safe.

Troubled Past Fuels Young Man’s 
Determination
Unwilling to let past negative influences hold him 
back, Jose set his goals and drove full speed ahead to 
reach them.

A “Pet Project” Becomes a Lifesaver
Breckenridge Village resident Jennifer found strength 
in her own struggles from a passion for protecting 
animals from abuse and neglect.

Breaking Out of the Darkness
BCFS’ Services to At Risk Youth (STAR) program 
shone a light on a young girl’s life when all she saw was 
darkness.

Giving Brianna a “Head Start”
BCFS’ early education program introduces young students 
and their families to a vibrant new world of learning.
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BCFS is a global system of health and human service non-profit 
organizations with locations and programs throughout the United 
States as well as Eastern Europe, Latin America, Southeast Asia and 
Africa. The organization is a national leader in medical sheltering and 
emergency management and response, providing critical emergency 
support services to federal, state and local governments. BCFS also 
provides residential services and emergency shelters for children 
who are abused or neglected, assisted living services and vocational 
training for adults with intellectual disabilities, mental health services 
for children and families, foster care and adoption services, medical 
services, transitional living services for youth who are at-risk and 
those in the juvenile justice system, residential camping and retreats 
for children and families, and international humanitarian aid for 
children living in impoverished conditions in developing countries. 

CHANGE OF ADDRESS
Help us reduce our printing and mailing costs by 
notifying BCFS of any change of address or if you 
receive multiple copies of this publication.

Dr. Mary Kirkendall, BCFS’ Chief Medical Officer, and nurse 
Jaclyn Gamez are part of the organization’s robust medical 
team that – on any given day – could be serving expectant 
mothers living in impoverished communities along the border; 
residents of Breckenridge Village of Tyler, a community for 
adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities; children 
entrusted to BCFS’ care while separated from their families; or 
survivors of natural or man-made disasters worldwide.
Photo by Krista Piferrer
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Elijah’s Journey
Whether near or far, once you’re part of the BCFS 
family, you’re never forgotten. 

Breaking Cycles of Poverty Through 
Vocational Training
A strong support network can be a powerful engine for 
young adults finding their way into life on their own.

A Life Transformed
How BCFS’ Our House program in Abilene opened 
doors for one young man who had lost his way.

“Holy Ground” Becomes Children’s Safe 
Haven
A former home for Catholic priests continues its 
Christian mission by caring for children in need.

Service Begins at Home
BCFS’ reach may crisscross the globe, but the 
organization’s home will always be San Antonio.  

When Disaster Strikes
BCFS’ incident management team is comprised of 
more than 200 trained emergency responders, ready 
to deploy anywhere in the world in a moment’s notice 
and not return home until the job is done.

Escape or Perish: A boy’s epic journey
When life as he knew it ended in Honduras, one boy 
made a perilous journey to the United States in pursuit 
of a better “esperanza.” 
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As a system of six health and human service, 
not-for-profit organizations – each with a unique 
mission and focus – BCFS continues on a solid, 
yet highly aggressive growth plan designed to 
address numerous challenges and unmet needs 
in our society. 

For 70 years, we have responded to 
the needs of millions of children, adults 
and families facing horrific challenges and 
circumstances. We strive always to be fearless 
in the expansion of our capabilities, and 
choose to boldly initiate strategies to overcome 
obstacles and bridge the gaps in service to 
humanity. The paths taken are seldom easy, but 
the needs of people – all people – will always 
take precedence over tough and even dangerous 
undertakings. 

Time and time again, we have charged 
into the face of regional, national and global 
emergencies. From the Branch Davidian Crisis 
in Waco, to the tsunami in Southeast Asia, 
innumerable hurricanes, earthquakes, other 

natural disasters, and unprecedented influxes 
of children fleeing Central American violence, 
BCFS provides the highest possible professional 
standard of care and response unto the least of 
these. Often, BCFS has been the only resource 
that would, or could, respond to such crises. 

At the heart of our vision is the desire to be 
the hands and feet of Christ; to provide care, 
service and compassion that is pleasing to our 
Lord and honors His love of all mankind. We 
take our responsibility to carefully manage all 
resources entrusted to our stewardship very 
seriously. Whether as a partner with local, 
state and federal governmental entities to meet 
critical needs throughout our nation, or through 
the generous funding of philanthropists and 
private entities who enable us to share Christ-
like compassion for those in need around the 
globe, doing the right thing has proven a rock 
solid pathway for BCFS throughout the years; 
and is one that we will continue down for 
decades to come.

Kevin C. Dinnin
President & CEO
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Kevin C. Dinnin
Presidente y Director Ejecutivo

Como un sistema de seis organizaciones 
de servicios de salud e humanos no lucrativa 
-- cada una con su misión y enfoque exclusiva 
– BCFS sigue con un plan de crecimiento 
sólido, y agresivo, diseñado para abordar los 
numerosos retos y necesidades en nuestra 
sociedad que siguen sin solución. Por 70 años, 
hemos respondido a las necesidades de millones 
de niños, adultos y familias que han batallado 
contra circunstancias y retos horribles. Siempre 
tratamos de operar sin miedo para lograr la 
meta de crecer nuestros capacidades y también 
iniciar estrategias para vencer obstáculos y cerrar 
la brechas en el servicio a la humanidad. Casi 
siempre los caminos no son fáciles, pero las 
necesidades de la gente – toda la gente – siempre 
tendrán prioridad sobre los compromisos difíciles 
y quizás peligrosos.

Una y otra vez, hemos luchado al frente 
de las emergencias regionales, nacionales y 
globales. Desde el crisis de los Branch Davidians 
en Waco hasta el tsunami en el sureste de Asia, 

huracanes innumerables, terremotos, otros 
desastres naturales y el influjo de niños huyendo 
la violencia en Centroamérica, BCFS provee el 
nivel profesional más alto de atención médica y 
respuesta a crisis. Frecuentemente, BCFS ha sido 
el único recurso que quiere, o puede, enfrentar o 
responder a estas situaciones de emergencia. 

Al corazón de nuestra visión es el deseo 
de ser las manos y los pies de Cristo, para 
proveer asistencia, servicio y compasión que 
sea agradable a nuestro Dios y que honra su 
amor a todos los seres humanos. Tratamos muy 
seriamente nuestra responsabilidad de manejar 
cuidadosamente todos los recursos que nos han 
confiado a nuestra administración. Hacer bien ha 
demostrado ser el camino correcto para BCFS 
todos estos años, sea cuando operamos juntos 
con el gobierno local, estatal o federal, o con 
filántropos generosos y entidades privadas que 
hacen posible compartir la compasión como 
Cristo para los desafortunados en el mundo. Este 
es el camino que seguiremos por los años al venir.



7

What ’s Your Legacy?
Foster or adopt a child today

Adoption
BCFS matches children and families together to ensure a good fit from the start. There is no cost 

for adopting through BCFS, and we'll be there with you through the entire process. Adopted 
children may be eligible for Medicaid and tuition assistance at any public Texas university.

Foster Care
Foster parents receive a monthly stipend to cover basic childcare costs., and the child(ren)'s 

medical and dental benefits are covered. BCFS case workers provide 24/7 support to the whole 
family, in addition to support group meetings and services aimed at ensuring family success.

For more information, call (210) 208-5631 or visit DiscoverBCFS.net
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EDUCATION: 
Not just an option, a “necessity”

By Tessa Bump

In the summer of my seventh grade year, 
I discovered my life would change forever. 
I would be going into foster care, in a new 
world with people I’d never met before. I 
was so nervous of all the factors that would 
influence my life for better or worse. I worried 
about how I’d explain this to my friends, 
would I ever see my family again, and what 
happens if I don’t like it in this new home? 
But as time passed, these worries subsided and 
things got better.

When I moved in with my foster family, I 
felt that they weren’t my real family and never 
would be. I kept my guard up because I was so 
nervous. Thankfully I had my older sister with 
me and that made the transition a lot better. 
Eventually I realized my foster parents wanted 
to care for me and improve my life. 
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I was in foster care for five years and I truly 
believe it has made me the person I am today. I 
have been through many struggles in life - and yet 
I wouldn’t change a thing.

Ever since high school I knew that college 
wasn’t just an option for me – it was a necessity, 
and something that would improve my life forever. 
I surrounded myself with good friends who valued 
their education and were very ambitious. I signed 
up for student groups that prepared me for college 
so I wasn’t afraid. Being a foster child means all 
my tuition and fees are paid for, which was a huge 
blessing I definitely took advantage of through BCFS 
Health and Human Services’ Education Training 
Voucher (ETV) program.

Only 3% of youth in foster care across the 
U.S. attend college and earn a degree.

I don’t know what I would have done without 
BCFS’ support through the ETV program. They 
provided me with so many useful and necessary items 
for college, like my laptop, school supplies, housing – 
the list could go on for pages! BCFS made it easy for 
me to request funds, or ask a question. I am so grateful 
I had the support of the program to make my college 
career less stressful. 

I graduated with my Bachelor’s degree and 
now I’m working on earning my Master’s. This has 
in part made me feel like I’ve grown into an adult, and 
now have those real “adult” problems to overcome. As 
an undergraduate, my focus was on going to class and 
working a few part-time jobs. But in graduate school, 
a lot of the funding support goes away so I have to 
worry about saving money, paying bills, and staying 
on top of my finances.

I studied abroad this summer in Greece and Italy. 
I am so excited to have the opportunity to travel the 
world and experience things most people never will. 

In five years, I hope to have my PhD and either 
be teaching or administrating in a school district I 
love. I am only 22 years old, so having a family isn’t 
my biggest goal for the immediate future. Finding a 
teaching job is my focus this year. It’s time I start my 
career and build my life up to the expectations I 
have set for myself! 

Becoming independent and successful is my 
number one goal in life at the moment – and I 
would love to travel and see the world!

I am thankful for all the people in my life that 
helped me through hard times. I’ve learned that no 
matter where you come from, you make your own 
life and your own happiness.

Christina Tanzola contributed to this story.

BCFS’ Education Training Voucher (ETV)
program is administrated on behalf of the State 
of Texas, allowing Texas youth in the foster 
care system to make a smoother transition to 
self-sufficiency and independence by providing 
funding for education, training and services 
not covered by any other funding source. The 
program covers the cost of tuition, housing, 
utilities, books and school supplies, childcare, 
transportation, medical insurance, and a computer. 
Visit www.TexasETV.com for details.

ETV
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In Moldova, the poorest country in Europe, it’s common for 
parents to leave their children behind and travel to neighboring 
countries in search of work. Thousands of children are left behind 
each year to fend for themselves, stay with other family members, 
or become the ward of state-run institutions like orphanages or 
group homes. 

Like many Moldovan children, Viorel Doibani and his younger 
brother Danu spent most of their childhood without their parents. 
The boys’ father was a criminal sentenced to a lengthy prison term. 
He terminated his parental rights and had no contact with his sons 
whatsoever. Their mother, who was homeless and suffered health 
problems, traveled abroad in search of a steady job. She dreamed of 
saving enough money to buy a house where she and her boys could 
live. 

But without his parents or any family members to care for 
him, Viorel lived in a dingy, overcrowded state-run orphanage in 
Chisinau, the capital city of Moldova. 

Viorel meets his CERI sponsor 
Mark Clemons at summer camp

CERI Sponsors Care for Moldova’s

“Forgotten Children” By Maria Ostafi and 
Yvonne Paris Rhodes
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When children in Moldovan 
institutions age out of care or 
the facility shuts down – which 
is happening more frequently 
in recent years – the youth and 
children are simply turned out onto 
the streets to fend for themselves. 
When Viorel aged-out of care at the 
orphanage as a teenager, he found 
himself homeless, alone and with 
nowhere to turn.

BCFS’ overseas division, 
Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI), operates 
sponsorship programs in 
Eastern Europe that help youth 
transitioning into adulthood by 
providing vocational training, 
education on human trafficking, 
and guidance on financial 
management and social values. Sponsor Mark Clemons volunteers at CERI summer camps in Moldova to mentor and uplift youth who are vulnerable, orphaned or disenfranchised.

In Viorel’s darkest hour, CERI’s Transitional Care sponsor back 
in the U.S. helped provide him education, resources and motivation to 
stand on his own two feet. Thanks to financial and emotional support of 
his CERI sponsorship, Viorel began attending a local high school, where 
he earned a reputation as the best student in class because of his work 
ethic and responsible nature.

Viorel attended CERI’s recreational summer camps, where he 
was even able to meet and spend time with his CERI sponsor. At the 
summer camps, CERI taught him about God’s love, and he decided to 
turn his life over to God. He was committed to changing his heart and 
his circumstances. He began attending church regularly and was soon 
baptized.

“My sponsor is a very important person in my life,” says Viorel. 
“I’m so thankful for the help I received from my sponsor and from 
CERI. I’ve experienced so many good changes in my life.”

Viorel is hopeful about his future, and says his plan is to become a 
successful person with a good job.

Browse the profiles of children and youth like Viorel awaiting 
sponsorship at CERIkids.org. 

Change a child’s life today – become a sponsor!
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Public officials promote personal preparedness 
planning as a best practice measure and emergency 
situations are featured in the media on a regular 
basis, yet many individuals and households are 
unprepared to respond to emergency situations and 
natural disasters. 

According to the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), 70% of Americans haven’t 
practiced for a disaster and are not prepared. 

While this is a staggeringly high percentage, 
individuals with a disability and their families 
are typically even more vulnerable and less likely 
to be prepared for a disaster. Historically, those 
with disabilities are disproportionately affected by 
disasters, making it even more important for these 

individuals to prepare. 
The most frequently cited reasons for the disparity 

between the need for preparedness and preparedness 
activities are lack of time or resources, and the 
perception that the task is large and intimidating.

Advocacy groups and community service 
providers have begun to raise awareness about the 
importance of emergency preparedness planning. 
Many private and government agencies have created 
helpful checklists for items to pack in emergency “go-
kits.” The checklists, which are a good way to begin 
your household preparedness activities, can be found 
online (www.Ready.gov, for example) or provided by 
the agencies directly. 

FAMILY DISASTER PLANS
PLANNING FOR THE “WHOLE” FAMILY

By Dawn Skaggs

In addition to these checklists, consider the following key principles of emergency preparedness, which are 
especially pertinent to households that include individuals with a disability:

1. Do your homework. 
Just as every person and every 
household is unique, so is 
every community. A thorough 
understanding of the risks and 
resources in a community can maximize outcomes 
and help direct planning and preparedness efforts. 
When beginning preparedness planning, collect 
information such as threats to your community; 
evacuation routes and shelter locations nearby; the 
nearest hospitals and clinics; school, day program 
or employer emergency plans for places where 
household members spend time; voluntary groups 

and organizations that are active in the community; 
and identify the accommodation needs of 
household members, service animals and pets.

2. Include the individual 
with a disability in all 
preparedness activities. 
Disasters can happen at any time 
and an individual with a disability 
may experience the disaster when alone or may 
become separated during the disaster. In addition, 
individuals with a disability are the foremost 
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experts on their abilities, needs and desires and 
can provide key information on what preparedness 
plans and activities would work best for them. 
Each person in the household should have 
their own preparedness plan, participate in the 
development of the plan, and have the opportunity 
to practice their plan with others. This may mean 
helping to pack their personal preparedness kit 
and knowing where their kit is kept, the household 
evacuation and reunification plan, and who to call. 

3. Each person’s kit should 
be personalized for their 
unique needs. 
When assisting individuals to 
prepare their kit, special attention 
should be taken to identify the particular items 
each person may need to maintain their health, 
independence, resources and comfort to the 
greatest extent possible. This may mean including 
things such as medication lists, important contact 
numbers, specific personal or communication 
information, accommodations and equipment 
needed (such as hearing aid batteries, extra 
glasses, walking cane, inhalers, etc.), and comfort 
or mental health items (such as a favorite book, a 
familiar game, photos of loved ones, etc). 

4. Communicate to 
prepare, and prepare 
to communicate. 
Communication with friends and 
neighbors is a very important 
part of personal and household preparedness. 
Responder agencies all agree that the first 
responder to any situation is the family, friends 

and neighbors. A critical part of a preparedness 
plan for individuals with a disability is to establish 
local relationships and “natural supports.” This can 
be as simple as exchanging contact information 
and important facts of how best to help the other 
person. 

Communicating this same information with 
first responders is another important part of the 
planning process. One way to assist individuals 
with a disability to communicate with first 
responders is include an “about me” information 
sheet in their preparedness kit. This might 
include the names and pictures of family or 
household members, important contact numbers, 
medication and dosage list, information on needed 
accommodations, and effective or ineffective 
communication techniques. 

5. Practice the plan 
together. 
In order for each person 
to be prepared, practice 
is essential. Familiarity 
with the plans through 
practice can alleviate fears and stress, empower 
individuals, and teach skills that can be applied to 
daily life. It is essential that each member of the 
household participate in large and small practice 
opportunities. These can be full-scale simulated 
events or individual and household conversations 
that review where kits are kept, who would be 
called and where each person would go.

The most effective practice experiences are those 
that are incorporated into real life daily situations 
and may be as simple as asking “What would you 
do if [emergency] happened right now?”

Effective preparedness planning for individuals with a disability and their households is not a large 
investment of time and resources performed by a few people. Rather, it is the incorporation of small changes 
into daily life and a perspective of inclusive personal empowerment in all circumstances, focusing on the skills, 
abilities and needs of each person.
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By Jose Garcia

When I was a kid, my mother was my hero. Without a father 
in my life, she was all I had. My mother left me with a nanny most 
nights after school. She’d come home, kiss me goodnight in my 
bed and go to sleep. But I wished she’d be home waiting for me 
after school, with arms wide open for me to jump in for a hug.

I noticed things — things other six-year-olds probably 
would not notice. I noticed that when she was home, there 
was a smell of smoke and beer, and another odd smell I didn’t 
recognize. I noticed she wouldn’t look me in the eye when she 
talked to me; she would tell me to go to my room more often 
than my friends’ parents; and she would move her mouth like 
she had something in it. I also noticed she wasn’t sleeping well 
and was looking more tired, anxious and angry.

One day, some police officers came to my school and 
started explaining the symptoms and names of certain drugs. 
Suddenly, I realized my mom was doing drugs. When they told 
us the consequences of using drugs and that they could kill, I 
started to cry. 

That same day, I went home, woke my mom up and started 
questioning her. Like a lot of addicts, she was in denial, but 
I didn’t understand that at the time. When she denied it, I 
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Jose Garcia, a 19-year-old from 
Harlingen, Texas, is part of BCFS 

Health and Human Services 
Preparation for Adult Living 
(PAL) program, which helps youth 

in foster care and those who already 
aged out of the system transition to 
adulthood and independence. By 

working with BCFS’ PAL program, Jose 
earned his high school diploma in the 
summer of 2014 from La Feria High 

School. He is currently attending Texas 
State Technical College in Harlingen 
majoring in architectural design and 

engineering graphics technology. 
He has served as president of Teens 

Advocating for Change Organization - 
Youth Leadership Council for Cameron 

County, and has served on youth 
panels that inform case workers and 

foster parents about the challenges 
of being in foster care.
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believed her because I thought my lovely mother 
would never lie to me. 

I let it go for weeks. But over time I’d pay 
attention when people would get caught in a lie, and 
I noticed how the person’s face, gestures, tone and 
speed of voice would change as they lied. I confronted 
my mother again, and suddenly noticed all those same 
signs that she was lying to me. I told her what I knew 
about the consequences of drugs, and confessed that I 
was worried that she might die and leave me.

She started to cry with me, but it was all for nothing. 
After that night, she still acted the same way. I confronted 
her a couple of times until I got tired and decided to run 
away — thinking it would make her want to change. 
Every time, she searched for me and found me.

A year later, my brother was born. My mother was 
hardly ever there, so I changed his diapers, fed him, 
bathed him, and taught him things. I was 7 years old 
and taking care of a newborn. I was deprived of my 
own childhood because I couldn’t play, think or act 
like a regular kid. I had to be dad to my little brother 
because no one else would. Running away wasn’t an 
option anymore because I couldn’t leave him alone. I 
had to be strong for him. 

Years passed and we went from aunt to aunt, uncle 
to uncle and they couldn’t stand us. We would argue 
and they couldn’t take it. When the time came that my 
brother and I were old enough to know what we wanted 
to do, I made the decision to run away from home, but 
this time I brought my brother along. I decided I wanted 
to get into foster care because I felt like it was the only 
way out of the life we were living. I left my brother 
with an aunt I trusted and entered foster care alone. It 
took a lot out of me to leave my brother behind. 

I didn’t know how it was going to be in foster care. 
I went in scared, worried, with low self-esteem, and 
feeling weak. After all those years of lies, arguments, 
beatings, put-downs, and disappointments, I decided 
to put up some walls – from now on I wouldn’t allow 
anyone to lie to me, beat me, or make me feel bad.

I started to act tough, which led to me getting 
in trouble. I started to smoke, get in fights, tag in 
restrooms, argue with adults, and skip classes. I 
realized I was heading toward the same life my mother 
was living — I felt like the past was following me. 
I was letting her control me even though she was no 
longer around. I decided I would not let my mother, 

my once hero, 
manipulate me 
anymore.

I decided 
that I would 
begin to 
live the life 
I wanted 
to live. I 
wanted to 
be that person 
that looks good 
in others’ eyes; I 
wanted to be that person 
who is not afraid to speak out 
for what he believes; I wanted 
to be someone. I wanted to 
have a life.

So I made a list of life 
goals and wishes. They were: get in 
sports, build my self-esteem, find out what I’m good at 
and master it, make close friends, find that one special 
girl, finish high school and graduate from college. I also 
wanted a career that’d help me save money to buy a car, 
a house where my brother and I could live, rehab for 
my mother to quit drugs, and a house where my mother 
could live and expect to receive us with open arms.

No one can block me from what I want because I 
have set my mind to it — that’s my wish and no one 
will ever make it change. I am a kid who never gave 
up on his dream; a kid who was bullied and yelled 
at; a kid who stood up for his brother no matter how 
many times he got beat up. I am a kid who sticks to his 
word and will never lie to you, never bully you, never 
put you down, and never tell you that you can’t do it. 
I thank God for giving me strength and knowledge, 
the power to keep my word, and the chance to live and 
help people.

I have been abused in every way you can imagine, 
but that will never stop me from standing up for 
myself, for what’s right, and for the people I love. I 
won’t let abuse, mean words, sadness, weakness, or 
lack of confidence take me down. Instead, I will stand 
up and rise. I will make the people around me stand up 
for themselves and help make them better people than 
they think they can be.

Lucille Thomas contributed to this story.
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A “Pet Project” Becomes a 
Lifesaver

By Steven Campbell 

Jennifer stared death right in the face. 
Doctors gave her a frightening diagnosis 
and the odds were against her. But this 
story has a happy ending… Jennifer 
triumphed.

Like many of her friends at 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler, a 
residential community serving adults 
with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities, Jennifer faced challenges her 
entire life. But when she was faced with 
a life-threatening illness, she knew this 
would be a fight like none other. 

Jennifer, a BVT resident of 12 years, 
has always had a compassionate heart 
that’s evident in everything she does. 
Every week, BVT residents deliver Meals 
on Wheels to individuals who are elderly 
and disabled in the East Texas area, and 
most days Jennifer volunteers to help. 
She takes joy in sharing hot meals with 
people in need in the Tyler community.

Support “Jennifer’s Pet 
Project” to stop animal 

cruelty by signing 
her petition online at 

BreckenridgeVillage.com/
PetProject
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A “Pet Project” Becomes a 
Lifesaver

By Steven Campbell 

One day, after completing their 
Meals on Wheels route, Jennifer 
approached a BVT staff member 
and said, “You know, if it wasn’t for 
people like us, those people would 
not be able to eat!” 

Her keen ability to recognize 
the importance of helping others, 
and seek to be involved wherever 
possible, has made her one of the 
most compassionate and active 
members of the BVT community.

But her passion extends way 
beyond fulfilling the needs of 
the elderly and disabled. Jennifer 
approached another BVT staff 
member one day with a sincere 
concern that had been placed on 
her heart. “I’m tired of animals 
being abused,” she said. “I want to 
do something about it.” 

Knowing that her resources 
were limited and she was “only one 
person,” she knew she had to be 
creative in her methods to prevent 
animal cruelty. But that wasn’t 
going to stop her.

She came up with the idea of a 
petition, asking people to promise 
to never abuse animals and to 

always provide their pets with 
food, water and vaccinations.

Since launching “Jennifer’s Pet 
Project” in the summer of 2012, 
she obtained about 300 signatures 
from pet-owners and animal-lovers 
alike, pledging to end animal 
cruelty and always provide quality 
care to their pets. She has made a 
difference in the lives of animals 
with a simple proclamation that 
inspired and moved others to 
action.

The following year, Jennifer’s 
world was turned upside down 
when she was diagnosed with a 
life-threatening illness. But even 
during a lengthy hospital stay, she 
was advocating for the rights of 
animals by requesting visitors and 
hospital staff to sign the petition. 
Her motivation to help others, as 
well as her four-legged friends, 
energized her recovery process. 

“Giving up was never an option 
for me. I kept on trying and trying 
and I’m alive. And now I can still 
be a voice for animals who are 
being abused,” said Jennifer.

While it was by no means an 

easy road, she made it through. 
Jennifer beat the odds and is alive 
to share her story. According to her 
doctors, she is a living, walking, 
breathing miracle and she attributes 
her recovery to “God, the doctors, 
family and friends.” 

And more than anything, she 
wants her story to be an inspiration 
to others that may be going through 
difficult times. “Always look on the 
bright side of things. And never, 
ever, ever give up.”

Breckenridge Village of Tyler 
(BVT) is a residential, faith-
based community for adults with 
mild to moderate intellectual 
and developmental disabilities, 
located in Tyler, Texas. BVT offers 
exceptional residential and day 
enrichment programs designed to 
help residents develop the skills 
they need to achieve their God-
given potential. 

BVT is part of the global system 
of BCFS health and human service 
non-profit organizations.
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Darianna’s mother 
was very concerned. Her 
daughter wasn’t eating well, 
and the other kids at school 
were treating her unkindly. 
She even felt picked on by 
her own teacher, and didn’t 
know who to confide in at 
the school. Most frightening 
of all, she was having 
suicidal thoughts.

“I was in the 3rd or 4th 
grade when I sent a picture 
of myself holding a knife 
to one of my friends,” says 
Darianna. “My friend’s 
mom talked to the school 

counselor and showed them 
the picture. The counselor 
called me and my mom into 
her office to talk about it. 
She recommended we go to 
the BCFS STAR program 
because she knew I was 
having suicidal thoughts.”

BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ Services 
To At Risk Youth (STAR) 
program aims to reduce 
family conflict and prevent 
delinquent behaviors, 
runaways, truancy and child 
abuse by helping youth and 
their families learn to resolve 

crises and develop coping and parenting skills. 
STAR offers free counseling, crisis intervention, 
and education and support groups for parents and 
youth. 

Darianna quickly connected with STAR 
counselors, and was willing to open up and share 
her experiences. Throughout the program, she 
learned how to be more open with her parents and 
how to control her anger. She discovered that in 
the heat of the moment she’d often say things that 
weren’t true, but through counseling she learned 
how to better express herself.

  Going through the STAR program 
has changed my life,” says Darianna. 
“I’m happier and feel more free! Without 
the program, I’d probably still be thinking 
suicidal thoughts and be more angry 
and depressed. 

BCFS case manager Sarah Moreno says 
Darianna always had the potential to break free, 
she just had to dig deep within herself to tap 
into that potential. “I showed her that she was 
in charge of her day through her mental process 
and point-of-view, and how to discipline herself 
mentally to create an overall lifestyle change,” 
says Sarah. “But she helped herself and changed 
her own life, I just guided her. It’s such a blessing 
to see her blossom into a young woman achieving 
her goals.”

“The most useful tip I learned from STAR was 
how to use positive self-talk when I get nervous,” 
says Darianna. “Whenever I’m about to start a 
dance performance, I think to myself, ‘What if 
I fall and break my leg?’ or ‘What if they don’t 
think I’m good enough?’ - so I start to tell myself, 
‘I’m just going to go out and do my best!’”

Today, Darianna is a confident young woman, 
and a caring sister and daughter who can speak 
her mind - and most importantly, she has left the 
darkness behind and looks towards a bright future!

For more information about BCFS’ STAR 
program or to request free counseling, visit 
DiscoverBCFS.net/STAR.

By Sarah Ann Moreno
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1944 2014

BCFS 70th Anniversary 
Celebrations
BCFS programs across the nation celebrated 
our 70th Anniversary throughout the year. 
Like us on Facebook to see the community 
events, parties, open houses and gatherings 
hosted by BCFS to commemorate this 
milestone.

w w w . B C F S . n e t  |  w w w . D i s c o v e r B C F S . n e t

Founded in San Antonio in 1944 as a home for children with nowhere else to go, 
BCFS today is a global system of health and human services non-profit 

organizations that touches the lives of millions from coast-to-coast and around 
the world.
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By Deborah Napier

Brianna Lopez had 
just turned four when 
she started her first 
year of school as a 
Head Start student at 
Charlotte Elementary. 
Her family was 
struggling to overcome 
poverty and trauma, 
and had recently 
moved to the small 
Texas town to be to 
be near other family 
members for support. 

Little Brianna, the second-to-youngest of five 
children, was hardly speaking and spent much of 
her time in a world of make-believe. Her parents 
enrolled her in BCFS Education Services’ Head Start 
program to attend Pre-K, and the experience was 
transformative not only for Brianna, but for their 
whole family.

Head Start is a national program for low-
income families that promotes school readiness 
by providing educational, health, nutritional and 
social services. Free Head Start services include 
Pre-K, individualized teaching led by degreed 
teachers, bilingual services, parent trainings, 
field trips, disability services, and comprehensive 
social services that help each family improve their 
socioeconomic condition.

When Brianna first joined her Head Start class, 
she continued with habits she’d formed at home to 
entertain herself. With few toys to play with at home, 
she would make hand puppets out of tissues. As her 
classmates played with one another, Brianna and her 
hand puppets kept to themselves.

BCFS Head Start teacher and assistant, Mrs. “K” 
and Ms. Evette, worked patiently with Brianna to 

GIVING BRIANNA A

“Head Start”
help her feel safe and encourage her to participate in 
class activities. As she began to feel like part of the 
group, she spent less time with her hand puppets. 

While BCFS teachers worked with Brianna in 
the classroom, BCFS case workers helped provide 
her family with clothing, food, housing, furniture 
and emotional support. The BCFS team rallied 
local organizations and individuals to help meet the 
family’s needs as they arose, and the outpouring of 
support was overwhelming to Brianna’s mom. “It’s 
hard to believe that this many people are helping me - 
people that don’t even know me,” said Mrs. Calvillo.

The once quiet and serious Brianna now smiles all 
the time. Not only is she speaking English, she’s also 
learning Spanish. During a recent phone call from her 
grandfather, her mother was amazed to overhear how 
Brianna’s vocabulary had increased in both languages. 
She was overjoyed to listen to Brianna carry on a 
lengthy, bilingual conversation with her loved ones.

 “Brianna has come a long way in learning 
her letters, numbers and words,” says Mrs. Kiejci, 
Brianna’s teacher. She is always excited to come to 
school. It is hard to imagine how different she would 
be if she hadn’t had the opportunity to be in Head 
Start this year.” 

Now, those homemade tissue hand puppets 
hardly ever come out to play, because Brianna has 
grown to speak for herself and engage with her peers. 
Her teachers say she loves books and describe her as 
“a girl that loves learning.”

Apparently, Brianna’s new love of 
learning inspired her to practice writing 
her alphabet - all over her bedroom 
walls! Her mother is thankful for how 
much Brianna has learned, but hopes 
to avoid having such a big clean-up job 

anytime soon...
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BRECKENRIDGE VILLAGE OF TYLER (BVT) IS A 
FAITH-BASED, RESIDENTIAL COMMUNITY FOR 

ADULTS WITH MILD TO MODERATE INTELLECTUAL 
AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES. 

BVT o�ers exceptional residential 
and day enrichment programs to a 
group of amazing people—God’s 

Forever Children—in a loving, safe, 
family-like setting that empowers 
each resident as he or she develops 

spiritually, physically, mentally, 
emotionally and socially.

Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT) is part of the global BCFS system  of health and human service non-pro�t organizations

Visit BreckenridgeVillage.com
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God’s calling stirred in my heart  
and sparked an adventure

My introduction to Children’s 
Emergency Relief International 
(CERI) came in the form of a 
haunting DVD shown to me by a 
co-worker and good friend. Liz had 
been on a Christmas mission trip 
to Moldova with the organization 
and what she showed me quite 
literally stirred my soul and started a 
wonderful journey for my family and 
me. 

I was a fifth-grade teacher at the 
time, had never heard of CERI, and 
to me Moldova was just a vague 
and distant former Soviet republic. 
But the faces I saw on that DVD haunted me and brought me to tears. The children were 
celebrating Christmas, but their eyes told a different story. Instead of hope and joy I saw a 
quiet resignation to a world of loneliness and loss. 

Once I saw the children’s expressions, I knew going to Moldova was something I had 
to do. God’s calling had begun. It’s perhaps more accurate to say that now – finally – I 
was listening.

Five trips to Moldova later, my family and I have sponsored many children 
and youth through CERI, and it is not an exaggeration to say the experience has 
been transformational. Sponsorship has meant I’ve become a dad to not only my own 
biological children, but also to so many beautiful children in Moldova. What a fantastic 
job to have! What a wonderful opportunity to share God’s love with children and youth 
who have known so much rejection and despair! 

In Moldova, I’ve shared the simple joy of tossing a ball with a group of smiling 
children or passing out ice cream to eager hands and wide-open eyes. I’ve seen that same 
ice cream turn a malnourished little boy who could barely walk into a vibrant youngster 
dribbling a basketball almost as big as him. CERI sponsorship has allowed me to watch a 
teenager who once lived in a dumpster enjoy pizza for the first time, and to encourage that 
same young man to eat as many slices as he wanted, not worrying about being hungry for 
the rest of that day. 

As a CERI sponsor I have held tiny 
hands and tiny cheeks, all the while 
feeling as though I held the entire 

world in my hands.
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One of my favorite 
memories is watching 
and listening to the 
kids squeal with delight 
as they colored their 
tongues with water 
flavoring I had brought 
from the United States. 
My Moldovan kids and 

I have visited monasteries and amusement parks. 
We’ve eaten chili dogs and birthday cake. We’ve 
visited nursing homes and old apartments, trying to 
put a smile on the faces of others while delivering 
much-needed hygiene supplies and food. We’ve 
visited the neglected graves of lost mothers and lost 
brothers, remembering a time when families were 
whole and worries were few. 

As a CERI sponsor I have held tiny hands and tiny 
cheeks, all the while feeling as though I held the entire world in my hands. These youngsters 
and I have laughed, cried, struggled and celebrated. It has been an absolute honor and 
privilege to tell girls named Veronica, Carolina, Valentina, Viorica and Anastasia that they 
are worthy, loved and cherished. They are God’s children! It has been an equal honor and 
privilege to tell boys named Dima, Vasile and Alexandru the same thing.

CERI sponsorships can mean so much more than writing the occasional letter. 
They can mean spending time, sharing love, and fulfilling God’s mandate to “defend 
the cause of the fatherless” (Isaiah 1:17). Through our sponsorships in all three CERI 
programs (Quality of Life, Transitional Care and Family Placement), we have come to 
love and know love in the most amazingly deep and impactful way. 

Many children have enriched our family with their lives and love. Through 
sponsorship we not only reflect God’s love but put our faith into action - we embark on a 
journey of discipleship that changes lives with its wonders. We come to know Him more 
and have the joyous privilege to share Him with children hungry for His love and ours.  

Please consider enriching your life beyond measure by sponsoring a child or youth 
through CERI. “He defends the fatherless” (Deuteronomy 10:18). We must also. 

Richard Swallows  
CERI Moldova Sponsor

Lucille Thomas contributed to this story.
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Belle and Jon knew they had found a special 
place when they walked into the BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ Abilene Transition Center three 
years ago. Although the center would not officially 
open for another month and had no furniture inside, 
it served as the catalyst for major transformation for 
both youth from the day they arrived. 

BCFS staff quickly paused their grand opening 
preparations to give Belle and Jon a warm welcome 
while unfolding plastic chairs and a small table 
to hold their first case management meeting and 
counseling session. They immediately began 

encouraging them and assessing their needs. Belle 
and Jon have continued to utilize counseling services 
and education assistance at the BCFS Abilene 
Transition Center since that first day in 2011.

Jon was a 17-year-old high school student who 
had been homeless several times, bouncing from 
his parents’ home to his friends or acquaintances 
to escape heated arguments with his family. But 
Jon says lessons he learned at the transition center 
helped him improve his communication and conflict-
resolution skills so he could return to his parents for 
good. 

“Johnny Ngyuen, the center director, took the 
time to listen to me and taught me how to bring up 
sensitive issues with my parents in a less fiery way.” 

Even as his home-life improved, Jon was 
unhappy at school where he felt unchallenged by his 
coursework. With BCFS’ help, Jon was able to transfer 
to an accelerated high school program that was a better 
match for his learning style and education goals. He 
earned his high school diploma there in 2013.

Humble 
Beginnings

Jon and Belle say they owe their success to hard work and the help of 
BCFS’ Abilene Transition Center.
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In 2012, Belle was diagnosed with Meniere’s 
disease, a disorder of the inner ear that causes 
hearing loss, episodes of memory loss, tinnitus and 
nausea. The diagnosis finally explained symptoms 
she had experienced since childhood, but with few 
effective treatments available for Meniere’s disease, 
Belle continued to miss school due to severe bouts 
of vertigo. Despite earning A’s in her classes, Belle 
racked up so many absences she was forced to 
withdraw from school entirely. The transition center 
helped Belle navigate the adult education system to 
prepare to earn her GED, as well as provided financial 
aid for exam fees. She completed her GED with 
honors when she was just 16 years old. 

Today, Belle and Jon continue to strive to meet 
their goals with the help of the transition center. 
They plan to attend college and are working with 
BCFS for financial aid, applications and admissions.

Belle carries transition center business cards 
on her at all times so she’s ready to share words of 
encouragement and information about the center with 
other youth who need help. Belle has since blossomed 
into an entrepreneur, launching a business called 
Pandora’s Tambox with her grandmother in 2014. 

Belle smiles as she recalls her first day at the BCFS 

Abilene Transition Center. “It has been awesome to 
see how much the center has changed since then - back 
when there was just a folding table, me and Jon. Now 
hundreds of youth have been served at the center, 
and I’m proud to be one of their first ‘clients.’ But 
I prefer to call myself a ‘friend’ of the center rather 
than a ‘client.’ It better explains how much my life 
has changed because of the people, support and 
kindness offered there.”

Lifelong Change
By Sarah Musick

What is a BCFS transition center?

BCFS transition centers are “one stop shops” 
that help youth in foster care, those aging 
out of care, and those at-risk of issues like 

homelessness, poverty, substance abuse, and 
dropping out of school. The network of BCFS 

transition centers across Texas connects youth 
to resources, tools and guidance that help 

them transition into adulthood, self-sufficiency 
and independence. Each center offers case 

management, counseling, help with education, 
employment and housing, life skills, emergency 

aid, and more.
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The hot, dusty parking lot of a poverty-stricken 
neighborhood in Laredo is an unlikely place to find 
inspirational stories of life change. In the minority-populated 
neighborhoods along the Texas-Mexico border, called 
“Colonias,” many families live in extreme poverty without 
running water, sewer systems or electricity. But for Nidia 
Pecina, a mother of three in the Colonias, receiving healthcare 
and case management services from BCFS Health and Human 
Services in the parking lot of her local community center has 
made all the difference in the world for her future, her health, 
and the wellbeing of her entire family.

BCFS’ Healthy Start Laredo program operates a state-
of-the-art mobile medical unit that travels to some of the 
poorest Colonias along the border to bring life-saving 
healthcare services, checkups, prenatal care and case 
management to families in need. 

In the case of Nidia Pecina – who lived without medical 
insurance or access to transportation – it was impossible to 

Another expectant mother receives a checkup 
inside the Mobile Medical Unit

HIGH-   ECH
CLINIC ON WHEELS
By Maria Carmen Villarreal and Enriqueta Cisneros
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visit local doctors or clinics for medical care. So when 
she became pregnant she would have done what most 
mothers do in the Colonias - go without prenatal care 
throughout her pregnancy, which can have devastating 
effects for mothers and babies. Sadly, high infant 
mortality rates and low-birth weight in newborns is 
prevalent in the Colonias because so many mothers are 
cut off from adequate healthcare and social services.

But Nidia frequented the BCFS mobile medical unit 
in the parking lot of her neighborhood’s community 
center to receive prenatal care during her last two 
pregnancies. Consequently, she gave birth to two 
healthy baby girls.

The BCFS mobile medical unit is like a hospital-
on-wheels that looks like a large steel bus from the 
outside. Inside, it includes all the equipment necessary 
to provide high quality prenatal care, like sophisticated 
non-fetal stress equipment and an ultrasound machine. 
In an emergency situation, it’s even equipped to 
deliver a baby if the mother goes into labor and can’t 
make it to a local hospital.

“I feel so fortunate to have come to BCFS within 
my first trimester for two of my baby girls,” says 
Nidia. “I was seen by a qualified provider even 
without insurance, and my girls were born full-term 
and healthy. Without coming to BCFS, I really don’t 
know how I would have received help, since I’m an 
hour away from the nearest doctor, I have no car, and 
I don’t have much money. I tell all the women in the 
neighborhood about what they’ve done for me.”

After Nidia delivered her baby girls, she 
transitioned to become an interconceptional client and 
is receiving case management services. In addition to 
serving expectant mothers, BCFS Healthy Start also 
serves women raising a child under two years old. 
BCFS case managers work closely with families to 
address their social, financial, educational, housing, 
parenting and employment needs.

Today, Nidia attends BCFS’ parenting classes 
that she says help her better care for her children. 
Her BCFS case manager also helped her submit the 
necessary documents and become a U.S. resident. 
She’s currently taking English classes with plans to 
pursue higher education, which she says is the key to 
providing a stable, comfortable future for her family.

27

DID YOU KNOW?

BCFS’ mobile medical unit can also 
be deployed by city, state or 
federal government entities to 
provide medical care in the 
aftermath of a disaster, like 
a hurricane or tornado. The 
high-tech asset also serves 
as a rehabilitation unit for 
firefighters and first-responders 
in an emergency, and is equipped 
to evacuate facilities like hospitals or 
nursing homes. 

For more information on BCFS’ emergency 
management and response work, visit 
BCFSEMD.org.
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 Superheroes 
Great Grandmother, Emma Ortega

Emma Ortega has raised her great grandson 
Donovan ever since he was a newborn, with little 
involvement from the boy’s mother. This kind-
hearted and vivacious 75-year-old admits that 
being a full-time caregiver of a 5-year-old can be 
a challenging, but rewarding, task. So she attended 
two series of parenting education classes held 
by BCFS Health and Human Services’ Precious 
Minds New Connections and Texas Families: 
Together and Safe. 

BCFS’ parenting education programs 
are aimed at preventing child abuse and 
empowering parents and caregivers with the 
resources and tips they need to resolve conflict, 
improve their family communication and create 
a healthy, stable home environment. 

“I’m a throwback to the Dark Ages, I’m like a 
dinosaur,” Emma says. “I come from an era when 
a child should be seen but not heard. Now it’s so 
different, which is why the classes have been great 
because there’s a whole new way of parenting. 
I learned you should hear a child, but establish 
limits.”

Emma is such a passionate supporter of BCFS 
parenting programs she recommends them to other 
caregivers, and attends every available BCFS class 
and local opportunity to gobble up lessons and 
tips. Glancing at her calendar, she explained how 
in one in week she’d penciled in multiple classes 
on raising a strong reader, focusing on science 
and math, making the alphabet fun, and how to 
communicate with children. 

Emma says it wasn’t just the helpful 
curriculum that drew her to the classes, but 
the close relationships she built with BCFS 
instructors, staff and other families in attendance. 

They became a support system for one another to 
provide advice or just a listening ear. 

“We really connected with the teachers and 
presenters,” says Emma. “They weren’t separate 
from us parents or stiff ‘professionals,’ they were 
with us, and we all came together as a team to 
share our personal experiences. There’s a tight-knit 
group of us that attend every class together. We are 
all equal in the classes because we all want what’s 
best for the kids – that’s why we’re there.”

“Parenting involves a lot of praying and 
hoping you’re doing the right thing,” says 
Emma. “You’re going to make mistakes along 
the way and that’s OK. For some reason if you 
get angrier than you should, you’ve got to be 
able to apologize and say you made a mistake. 
That way, the child knows 
it’s OK to make mistakes 
as long as you can talk 
about it. Sometimes I 
feel like I don’t always 
know what I’m doing 
because things can get 
so hard, but the classes 
are very encouraging.” 

Emma says 
it’s important 
to set the right 
example for 
Donovan, and 
teach him to 

 Superheroes 
       Disguised as parents and caregivers!

By Kristin Milligan and 
Yvonne Paris Rhodes
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Single Mom, Annette Herrera

Annette Herrera 
is a 27-year-old 
single mother 
raising her 5-year-
old daughter, 
Rayne. As a 
first-time mom, 
anxious to get 
prepared during 
her pregnancy, 
she began taking 

parenting classes before 
her daughter was even born. Like Emma, Annette 
also graduated from BCFS’ Precious Minds New 
Connections and Texas Families: Together and 
Safe classes.

“I know some people don’t like to take 
parenting classes because they think, ‘I must 
be a bad parent,’ but I never thought about 
it in a negative way. You’re not a bad parent - 
you’re actually trying to better yourself and 
your relationships,” says Annette. “Once you 
go to a class, you see that every parent gets 
stressed and frustrated, that’s normal. There’s 
so much the class can do for you - sharing 
experiences, making you more confident, or 
giving you better techniques to use.”

Some of the most valuable lessons Annette 
learned pertained to managing the complexities 
of blended homes. “Our instructor had a stepchild 

and talked about the importance of other adults in 
a child’s life, even if they’re not the mom or dad. I 
just introduced my boyfriend to my daughter. I feel 
like it’s an honor to meet her – she’s my world, 
my princess. If he’s stepping into our world he 
needs to be accepted. I appreciated our instructor’s 
perspective and advice on dealing with that.”

BCFS parenting education programs also 
connect families to wrap-around social services 
and resources in their community that provide 
food, clothing, baby items, transportation, and 
other services aimed at improving the family’s 
quality of life.

“There’s not always one perfect answer when 
it comes to parenting questions,” says Annette. 
“Learning new techniques was what I appreciated 
the most. That’s what I really love about the 
classes – hearing people’s stories and all the 
different ways people approach parenting.”

Having Rayne has changed Annette’s life 
immensely – and so 
have BCFS parenting 
classes. Annette now 
has more confidence, 
and a more positive, 
appreciative outlook 
on life. She says 
her daughter is her 
hero, but by the 
sound of this mom’s 
dedication to her 
little one, the feeling 
is definitely mutual!

never give up. “It’s more than a full-time job taking care of a 
child, because even full-time jobs you get to leave sometimes. 
But as a parent and caregiver, the job never ends - But it is a 
privilege.”

Precious Minds New Connections is funded by BCFS and the Kronkosky Charitable Foundation. Texas Families: Together and Safe is 
funded by BCFS and the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services.
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The plight of youth in foster care is grim. 
When they age out of the foster care system at 
just 18 years old, they face the world alone and 
often without the proper skills needed to become 
independent. Statistics show they are at high risk of 
homelessness, poverty, criminal involvement and 
victimization. Most have experienced some form 
of abuse or neglect before entering foster care.

While resources exist to support their 
transition into adulthood, navigating the web 
of confusing government programs, financial 
aid paperwork, and other “real world” 
responsibilities is overwhelming. That’s why 
BCFS Health and Human Services operates 
transition centers all over the state of Texas that 
address the needs of youth in foster care and 
other struggling young adults. 

The BCFS Health and Human Services’ 
Kerrville Transition Center was established in 
2007 to help young adults in need throughout 
the Texas Hill Country. The mission of 
the center is to provide services for local 
families and youth to expand their skills and 
knowledge, strengthen their self-confidence, 
create healthy community relationships and 
teach positive self-guidance. Darien Lynn 
of Kerrville is one of thousands of youth 
whose lives are changed each year at a BCFS 
transition center.

Darien was just 9 years old when he was removed from his home by Child Protective Services. Over 
the course of eight years, he moved from foster home to foster home, living with 30 different families by the 
time he was 18 years old.

Imagine moving to a different home, school, family and community three times a year! It would be 
emotional and overwhelming for any child, much less a child struggling to overcome the trauma of being 
removed from his biological family.

Darien says he felt like “a horrible kid” because he was constantly on the move. He spent much of his 

The Fos ter  Home 

Shuffle
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adolescence worrying about what would happen to him 
when he turned 18. But after several years of working 
with his local BCFS transition center, the Darien that 
lived in fear and uncertainty is unrecognizable to the 
Darien that lives in Kerrville today.

The transition center taught him how to find 
employment, including how to submit job 
applications, write a resume, and keep a job; how 
to manage his finances, like how to write a check, 
balance a checkbook and budget wisely; and he even 
took life skills courses that helped him improve 
his communication skills, schedule his day to be 
productive, and cook heathy meals for himself.

Transition center staff were tickled pink to 
hear Darien exclaim proudly, “Woo-hoo, I’m even a 
taxpayer now!” when they helped him file his taxes 
for the first time.

 “BCFS helped me with my financial aid 
applications and admission paperwork so I could 
attend college,” says Darien. “They also helped me 
access funds to help pay for food and electricity, and 
for a while I lived in the BCFS Transitional Living 
Apartments in Kerrville.”

 The BCFS Transitional Living Apartments offer 
affordable and supportive housing units for young 
adults ages 18 to 25. The apartments are a drug and 
alcohol-free environment for youth transitioning into 
self-sufficiency and those struggling with homelessness. 
All tenants are provided case management, counseling, 
employment and educational services at the transition 
center while living at the apartments.

“The transition center feels like home to me. 
Whenever I go there, the staff makes me feel so 
welcome, and they’re always eager to help,” says 
Darien.

Darien works part-time for the BCFS youth-run 
business, Green & Clean, which provides residential 
and commercial cleaning as well as lawn maintenance. 
Green & Clean aims to help underprivileged young 
adults gain entrepreneurial and real-world work 
experience.

“Now, I’m a young man on my own and it feels 
great! I go to church, buy groceries, pay bills and pay 
rent,” says Darien. “I have my own apartment and 
work two jobs - one for a local food service company 
at the university. In fact, I just won an award at my job 
for being extra helpful to my co-workers and bosses.”

Darien’s memories of drifting from foster home 
to foster home are fading into the past, and he says he 
owes his bright future in part to the network of BCFS 
programs that showed him how to capitalize on his 
true potential.

“Now I’m a young man on my own and it feels 
great!” Darien says.

Darien is preparing to begin college in the fall, 
move into a new apartment and start a new 

job,  with a raise.
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Mass fatality events are very complex and must 
consider a multitude of management issues, including 
recovery of the human remains, identification of the 
deceased, and return of the remains to family and 
loved ones. Paramount to all aspects of this process 
is ensuring that the deceased are handled with respect 
and dignity. So where are experts found in the field of 
mass fatality, who possess both the technical expertise 
and human compassion to provide consulting and 
training services to jurisdictions and states seeking 
help? Right here.

BCFS Health and Human Services’ Emergency 
Management Division (BCFS EMD) has experienced 
and caring professionals needed to respond in times of 
such stark tragedy. Since 2013, BCFS EMD has built its 
cadre of mass fatality subject matter experts to provide 
all levels of plan development, classroom training and 
exercises in mass fatality management. In the past year, 
the division has worked on numerous projects related to 
this somber topic, providing training and exercises for 
the State of Missouri, and developing recommendations 
for the Missouri Hospital Association related to mass 
fatality planning for hospitals across the state.

In Texas, BCFS EMD has been at the forefront of 

mass fatality planning. Led by Dee Grimm, National 
Director for Mitigation and Preparedness Services, 
and Frank Ciaccio, Forensics Anthropologist and 
former Chief of Forensic Investigations for the 
National Transportation Safety Board, BCFS EMD 
developed the Mass Fatality Plan for the Texas 
Department of State Health Services Region 8, which 
consists of 28 counties in South Texas, including the 
City of San Antonio. The project was extended to 
include multiple training workshops on the basics of 
mass fatality management and advanced mass fatality 
concepts. Grimm also sits as the co-chair of the Mass 
Fatality Subcommittee on the statewide Texas Disaster 
Medical Systems Task Force.

In 2014, BCFS EMD was asked to provide a 
workshop for the statewide Justice of the Peace 
Conference in San Marcos, Texas. As the recognized 
medical-legal authority for their respective 
jurisdictions in the absence of a medical examiner 
or coroner, it is critical that Justices of the Peace 
understand their roles and responsibilities in this type 
of event.

At the 2014 Preparedness, Emergency 
Response and Recovery Consortium Conference 
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MANAGING MASS 
FATALITY EVENTS

When we think about providing humanitarian services to people in need, we assume those people 
are alive. There is, however, a need for services for those who are not alive; those who have 
perished under extraordinary circumstances.
We are speaking of those that have died during mass fatality disasters – an event where the number 
of deceased individuals overwhelms a local jurisdiction or medical authority’s ability to manage the 
recovery, identification and reconciliation of human remains and their personal effects. 

and National Association of County and City 
Health Officials conference, Grimm spoke about 
mass fatality management and discussed the many 
elements involved in planning and responding to such 
catastrophic disasters.

“The very nature of the circumstances that create 
a mass fatality event, such as an airline crash or act of 
terrorism, produces tremendous emotions and anguish 
for the families and loved ones of the deceased, as 
well as intense media attention,” stated Grimm. “It is 
critical that the recovery, identification and return of 
the victims to their families is handled appropriately 
and respectfully.”

What makes a mass fatality event unique is not just 
the numbers of victims, but all the other factors that 
occur: the investigation process, the field recovery of 
deceased victims, the identification process that often 
requires working with the families to match identifying 
information, and the assistance to family members as 
they work through the grieving and mourning period. 
Family Assistance Centers are usually established to 
help families and loved ones of the deceased receive 
information about the investigation process, as well as 
spiritual and emotional support. As an agency with 70 

years of experience helping people in need, BCFS is 
uniquely poised to provide operational management and 
support of Family Assistance Centers. 

While this topic may seem distressing to consider, 
the reality is that the provision of professional, 
compassionate experts to manage all aspects of 
such an event means a better outcome for everyone 
involved. Families are provided the support they 
require and the deceased are given the decorum in 
death they are rightfully due.

MANAGING MASS 
FATALITY EVENTS
Providing Dignity and Care in the Worse of  Situations

By: Dee Grimm



34

Foster Parents Share Sound Advice
FOR ALL PARENTS 

Pam and Geoffrey Farmer 
always wanted to expand their 
family, but they were unable to 
have any biological children. 
After adopting a child late in 
life, they explored foster care. 
Since they made the life-altering 
decision to become foster parents 
in 2011, more than 40 teens and 
youngsters have lived in the 
Farmers’ home.

After years of caring for dozens 
of children and youth in need, the 
Farmers have this advice for parents 
of their own biological children or 

foster youth: “Listen, be there for 
them, have a servant’s heart, put 
their needs first, and never give 
up on them.” 

Building a family
In 2011, the Farmers partnered 

with BCFS Health and Human 
Services and enrolled their youth 
in foster care in BCFS’ Preparation 
for Adult Living (PAL) program, 
which serves young people ages 16 
to 21 who are in the state’s custody 
after being removed from their 
biological parent or guardian for 

abuse or neglect. The primary goal 
of the PAL program is to help youth 
in foster care and those aging out 
of care transition to adulthood and 
independence.

The Farmers try to have four 
youth in their home at a time so 
they can each have their own 
bedroom, but they can care for up to 
six young adults. Today, they have 
three teens in their home.

A “day in the life”
So, what’s it like to care for 

this many teens? The Farmers say 

By Stacy Lee and Lucille Thomas
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it’s not easy, and they’ve had to 
overcome many obstacles. “It’s a 
constant juggling act between their 
caseworkers, attorneys, therapists, 
and making sure everyone is working 
toward the same goal when it comes 
to the kids,” the couple says. Plus, 
with lots of daily appointments 
at doctors, schools, relatives and 
dentists, at times they’ve driven 100 
miles a day to get each youth where 
they need to go.

It is common for children 
in foster homes to have unique 
needs. They are sometimes 

lagging emotionally, socially and 
developmentally due to trauma they 
experienced. Many of them have 
been abused for years, which can 
leave emotional scars. According to 
the Farmers, parents must give these 
children more leeway, stability, 
patience and support, while showing 
them they are wanted.

Coming full circle
The Farmers described a 

difficult “adjustment period” that 
occurs as each new youth enters 
the home. They tend to be slightly 
standoffish out of fear and anxiety.

 “We try to make them feel 
at home, and ensure that this is 
their final home,” the couple says. 

“Many of them have moved around 
a lot and think this is just another 
place to stay until we kick them 
out. But once they start to trust us, 
those walls they’ve built up around 
themselves come down. It’s great to 
see them grow to that point.”

In the Farmer household, it’s 
a time of celebration when youth 
they’ve cared for in the past 
come “home” to visit and show 
the current group of youth how 
their time spent with the Farmers 
prepared them for the outside 
world.

Expectations breed success
 “We try to help them reach the 

next level with school, the military 
or getting a good job,” Mrs. Farmer 
says. “We have high expectations 
for them and express that we want 
the very best for them. If you 
expect a lot from them, they will 
rise to that level and succeed. The 
BCFS PAL program has done a 
tremendous job in helping us and 
the young adults reach these goals.” 

The Farmers have tapped into 
all the services built into BCFS’ 
PAL program to help the youth with 
their education, employment, case 
management, life skills, mentoring, 
and any additional needs identified 

on their transition plans.
All the Farmers’ hard work is 

paying off, because most of their 
youth have gone on to college 
after high school, and most still 
come home for the holidays to 
spend time with the family.

BCFS Program Director 
Stacy Lee praised the Farmers 
as outstanding foster parents for 
the way they take care of the 
youngsters.

“Being a foster parent means 
dedicating yourself 24/7, which 
can be exhausting,” Stacy says.  

“The Farmers have a genuine 
desire to serve and be a positive 
influence on these young people’s 
lives. They do an outstanding 
job of showing them they are all 
important.” 

Wise words for any parent
“Our home is a constant 

teaching environment - they need 
to learn how to be independent so 
when they are out on their own 
they can schedule and keep their 
own appointments with doctors and 
school advisors,” Mr. Farmer says. 
“Constant guidance, family time, 
discussing the day and listening to 
them is what we do in our home.”

“If we can help change the life of just one child and get them 
on the right path, then we have done our job. It is very rewarding 
when you see them succeed — it’s a feeling that is indescribable. 
Even if they misbehave, you never give up on them and welcome 
them home with open arms. Unconditional love is key — even if 

they do wrong.”
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Elijah s
JOURNEY

By Kami Jackson and 
Yvonne Paris Rhodes

Elijah was honored at 
Lubbock's annual Hope 
Chest event for earning his 
welder’s certification after 
overcoming countless obstacles 
through hard work and perseverance.
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Elijah Jung came to BCFS Health and Human 
Services’ youth transition center in Lubbock, 
Texas with nowhere else to turn. He entered the 
foster care system at just 10 years old after being 
removed from an unhealthy home environment. 
When he aged out of foster care at 18 years old, 
he experienced bouts of homelessness. Looking 
back, Elijah says that although that was 
the most difficult time in his life, he’s a firm 
believer in “what’s past is in the past.” It was 
his steadfast nature and refusal to give up that 
primed him to turn his life around when he first 
came to the transition center.

First, BCFS Lubbock Transition Center met 
his most essential needs, providing him gift cards 
for food. Once he had temporary housing in 
place, the transition center gave him a bicycle to 
get to and from school. 

He also joined the Launch Project, a hands-
on job skills training program offered through a 
partnership with BCFS, the local state university 
and workforce commission. The program taught 
Elijah the ins and outs of joining the workforce, 
from how to find a job to how to dress for 
success. Ultimately, this helped him get a job at a 
local carwash.

During the next month, Elijah was in and 
out of his home, and began having problems 
with his bike. BCFS helped him pay for repairs 
to his bike so he could keep going to work, and 
referred him to another local non-profit to receive 
clothing, food, and free haircuts to stay looking 
professional on-the-job.

Soon after, Elijah got another job at a nearby 
hotel known for working with BCFS youth. 
The transition center partners closely with local 
employers and businesses, building relationships 
that help youth find – and keep – gainful 
employment. In Elijah’s case, this helped BCFS 
staff get real-time feedback on his performance 
at work, so they could celebrate his victories 
along the way, and re-train him in any areas that 
needed improvement, like rules of attendance and 
hygiene.

Even with a busy school and work schedule, 
Elijah still made time to volunteer at the Humane 
Society. So it was definitely a show-stopper 

when his only mode of transportation, his trusty 
bicycle, was stolen. Thankfully, BCFS replaced 
his bike so Elijah could stay on-the-move.

Until that point, Elijah had been receiving 
financial aid from a local residential treatment 
center to help pay rent on his small apartment. 
When this critical financial aid expired, BCFS 
picked up the tab and immediately began 
teaching Elijah how to budget and save. Together 
they weaned him off outside financial support 
entirely until he began to pay his rent, utilities 
and bills on his own. 

Even as problem after problem arose, the 
BCFS transition center was there to support 
him. Finally, a turning point came for Elijah 
when the transition center helped him get into a 
Job Corps program in Utah where he could learn 
the skills to become a certified welder. So he 
moved to Utah, but always remembered to call 
“home” to the transition center to let the BCFS 
team know how he was doing. Since Elijah was 
a Texan transplant, unequipped for the cold Utah 
winters, his BCFS family sent him a care package 
of warm clothes and plenty of long-distance 
encouragement. At the Job Corps, Elijah earned 
his welder’s certification and his driver’s license.

At the annual Hope Chest event hosted by the 
BCFS Lubbock Transition Center, BCFS honors 
local high school and college graduates in foster 
care and those who aged out of the system. At 
the event, the youth go on a shopping spree for 
essential household items for their first dorm 
room or apartment, guided by volunteers with a 
budget, shopping list and calculator in-hand.

Even though Elijah had moved far away, he 
was not forgotten back home at the transition 
center when Hope Chest came around. BCFS 
paid to fly him back to Texas for the big event, 
where he was honored alongside the college 
graduates for earning his certification in welding. 
He was also given a $1,000 gift card to shop for 
household and hygiene essentials.

Most importantly, Elijah was able to re-connect 
with his BCFS mentors that helped him grow into 
a confident, hopeful and independent young man.
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Breaking Cycles 
of Poverty Through 
Vocational Training
By Anita Ramesh and Yvonne Paris Rhodes

In Sri Lanka, an island nation 
off the southern coast of India, 
most people live without roads, 
electricity or access to safe drinking 
water. Over the last 25 years, this 
impoverished nation has been 
ravaged by a bloody civil war and 
devastating tsunami that claimed 
the lives of thousands of people. 
But in the midst of all this tragedy, 
stories of hope emerge that prove 
the Sri Lankan people can break 
cycles of poverty and build a 
brighter tomorrow.

Singarasa Sivarasa, a 17-year-
old Hindu boy, was born in 
Batticaloa, Sri Lanka to a very 
poor family. His father lost his life 
fighting in the civil war. He became 
an orphan at just five years old 
when his mother suffered a fatal 
accident as she went to bathe in a 
nearby stream.

Singarasa went to live with his 
grandmother in a nearby village. 
His grandmother worked long hours 
in the paddy field cultivating rice, 
but she didn’t earn enough money 
to provide for them both.

BCFS’ overseas division, 
Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI), brought 
Singarasa into their foster care 
program when he was eleven years 
old. CERI’s foster care program 
connects youth who are displaced 
or orphaned with family members 
who can care for them, and helps 
the newly formed family meet the 
child’s physical, educational, and 
spiritual needs through subsidies 
and connections to local services.

The CERI team in Sri Lanka 
worked hard to motivate Singarasa 
to focus on school and pursue 
higher education after high 

Batticaloa
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school. Unfortunately, he failed 
the national exam that qualifies 
students for higher education. 
Singarasa became frustrated and 
distanced himself from his CERI 
case workers, determined to forge 
his own path. He found odd jobs 
here and there in the village doing 
manual labor, and started getting 
into trouble.

But his advocates within CERI 
continued to contact him, hopeful 
that he could still turn his life 
around. They recognized that he 
was drifting down a dangerous 
path, with no sustainable way 
to make a living and negative 
influences all around him.

Working with CERI, Singarasa 
learned that even without going to 
college – which is very expensive 
and difficult to achieve in Sri 
Lanka – he could still pursue 
vocational studies and receive 
national vocational qualification. 
So he enrolled in a vocational 
training college to learn automobile 
repair and become a mechanic. He 
blossomed in the training program, 
and was deemed the best student in 
class. 

Armed with a brand new 
skillset and newfound self-

confidence, Singarasa says he can 
tackle any challenge that comes 
his way. He has since found 
employment in local auto garages 
to earn a stable income. This year, 
he began a second-year training 
program at a vocational college 
in Sri Lanka, thanks in part to the 
support of his CERI sponsor back 
in the United States. 

CERI offers several types of 
sponsorships in Sri Lanka that 
meet the physical, emotional, and 
developmental needs of children, 
as well as help youth transition into 
adulthood with training programs, 
educational opportunities, and 
guidance on financial management 
and social values. Training and 
career guidance CERI provides 
Sri Lankan youth helps connect 
them to job opportunities - and 
ultimately break generational 
cycles of poverty that are 
deeply ingrained in the nation’s 
socioeconomic landscape. 

CERI has planted deep 
roots in this island nation, and 
the fruits of the organization’s 
labor are plentiful as they work 
alongside the next generation of Sri 
Lankans. Each year, hundreds of 
children and youth like Singarasa 

experience drastic life-change as a 
result of CERI’s teams abroad, as 
well as their loving and generous 
sponsors stateside. 

For more information 
about CERI’s child and youth 
sponsorships, visit CERIkids.org

Singarasa acquired 
a new skillset at the 
training center and 

began earning an 
income that sustains 

his family, with the help 
of CERI.
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Our House
Our House is a transitional living home operated by BCFS Health and 

Human Services for young men ages 18 to 23 struggling with homelessness 
in Abilene, Texas. BCFS helps each young man find a job, save money, 
and make a plan to turn their life around. Rather than pay rent in a 

traditional sense, residents are required to save money in a fund set aside 
to get their own apartment. The young men are required to take good care 
of the facilities by divvying up daily and weekly chores on a chore board.

Learn more at DiscoverBCFS.net/OurHouse. 

Resilient young father and future Navy man, 
Christopher Bates, is standing in the backyard of 
Our House, BCFS Health and Human Services’ 
transitional living home for young men in Abilene, 
as he reminisces on his personal journey the past 
few years. It has been a rocky road, but it led him to 
this place of refuge – to a crossroad where he can now 
say he’s hopeful for his future.

Both Chris’ parents have passed away, and he has 
several brothers and sisters across central Texas he 
doesn’t see often. His mother died of leukemia when 
he was just 2 years old. 

“Some things went on with my sister and uncle, so 
I contacted CPS to tell them about it,” Chris says. “I 
moved around to different family members and ended 
up with my grandfather. But when his wife passed 
away he remarried and didn’t choose to take me in. So 
my grandfather put me in foster care.”

After spending several years in foster care he 
moved in with his sister in a nearby town, but moved 
out after some family disagreements. He ended up in 

Abilene, Texas without a roof over his head or any 
prospects. He was just 19 years old.

Chris lived on the streets for months. “Being 
homeless was frightening at first. But after a little 
while other homeless people helped me out, taught me 
how to survive, and took me places that offered free 
meals,” Chris says. “I stayed at the Salvation Army 
sometimes, until I got into Our House with BCFS.”

The local BCFS transition center, which 
serves youth like Chris struggling with 
homelessness and other issues, helped 
Chris plug into benefits available to 
him through the state’s “aftercare” 
program that serves youth 
who spent time in foster care. 
According to Chris, the program 
helps youth get into college, 
pay rent, and buy gasoline, food 
and cell phone minutes. 

Chris began working with a 
BCFS case manager to apply for 

A LIFE
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Our House residency and to tap into his aftercare benefits. After a background 
check, drug screening and interview, BCFS welcomed Chris into Our 

House, where he has now lived for a little over a year.
“Moving into Our House was a relief. I didn’t know what to expect at 

first. I learned quickly it was very structured. The longer I stayed, the more I 
learned why it’s that way. It really helped me because they fixated on me 
getting a job and focusing on my goals, both long-term and short-term. 
It changed my mindset. I learned this isn’t just a house, it’s a program 

that wants to help me.”
Today, Chris works at a local restaurant and his “rent” payments to 

Our House actually go into a savings account he’ll use to get his own 
apartment soon.

“Following the rules and chore list at Our House helps me so when I get 
out on my own, I’ll be more independent,” says Chris. “They constantly remind 

you when rent is due and how important it is to pay on time. I have to prepare 
some of my own meals and clean my room. I don’t really need to be told to do 

those things because I’ve been here so long now I just do it out of habit.”
BCFS case managers at the transition center have helped Chris apply 

to get into the Navy. Chris says he hopes the Navy will help him 
support his 2-year-old daughter Lexi, and even help 

pay for her college tuition when she’s older.

In just a year, 
Chris’ life has been 
transformed. With 
a safe roof over his 

head, supportive 
BCFS case 

managers at his 
side, and a plan to 
transition out on 
his own, Chris is 
looking forward to 
the next chapter of 

his life.
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Children & Families
• Adoption

• Foster Care
• Emergency Shelters

• Parenting Education
• Child Abuse Prevention

• Individual and Group Counseling
• Domestic Violence Prevention and 

Treatment

Youth & Teens
• Youth Transition Centers
• Employment and Education Connections
• Case Management
• Transitional Housing

• Juvenile Justice Rehabilitation 
• Individual and Group Counseling

Medical & Health Care
• Mobile Medical Services

• Pre and Post-Natal 
Health Care

• Border Health
• Mental Health Services

• Domestic Violence 
Prevention and Treatment

International Relief
• Child Sponsorships 
• Emergency Aid in 

Developing Nations
• Foster Care

• Mission Trips
• Micro-Enterprise Loans

• Human Trafficking Prevention

Emergency Management
• Emergency Support Services 

for Federal, State and 
Local Governments 
• Medical and 
Emergency Sheltering

• Disaster Response and 
Preparedness 

• Trainings and Workshops 

WHAT DOES BCFS DO?    

Education Services
• Early Childhood Education

• School Retention
• College Preparedness and Admission

• Financial Aid for College and Training 
Programs

Community Development
• Community Centers

• Residential Camping Facilities and Retreats 
• Non-Profit Campus for Collaboration and 
Non-Duplicated Services

People with Disabilities
• Residential and Assisted 

Living Services 
• Recreational and 
Vocational Programs

• Emergency 
Preparedness for People 

with Disabilities

BCFS is a global system of health and human service non-profit 
organizations with locations and programs throughout the United States 

as well as Eastern Europe, Latin America, Southeast Asia and Africa.

BCFS serves over 16 million people each year on average 



43

In the small Texas town of 
Raymondville, BCFS Health 
and Human Services operates a 
transitional home for children in 
the custody of Office of Refugee 
Resettlement. Although BCFS runs 
numerous other transitional homes 
and emergency shelters nationwide, 
the history of this campus makes it 
especially stirring.

The BCFS Raymondville 
campus, which many still refer to as 
“Holy Ground,” was once a home 
for Catholic priests serving all 
over the county. Built in 1989, the 
facility could house ten priests and 
came equipped with a chapel and 
common room. In the bedrooms 
and halls where priests once spent 
time in quiet prayer and reflection, 
giggles and the sound of children 
playing now fill the air. In keeping 
with the facility’s original purpose, 
mass and worship services are still 
held for the children on-site, or they 
can travel to nearby churches.

There are approximately 50 
children living at the home at any 
time, sent to the facility by the 
United States Office of Refugee 
Resettlement. The children, 
who escaped poverty-stricken 
nations plagued with violence 
and corruption, find peace, rest 
and hope in the BCFS home. So 
it’s only fitting that this place, 
once dedicated to the spiritual 
replenishment of those who serve 
as God’s hands and feet on earth, 
now shelters God’s most precious 
creations. 

Hundreds of children have 
passed through the home, which 
many in the community still 
affectionately refer to as the 
“Priests’ House” or “La Casa de 
los Padres.” The children arrive 
hungry, devastated and frightened 
of the unknown – but on this “Holy 
Ground” they experience God’s 
peace, hope and love.

 “See that you do not 

look down on one of  

these little ones. For 

I tell you that their 

angels in Heaven 

always see the face 
of  my Father in 

heaven.”
Matthew 18:10

 “Whoever receives 
one such child in my 

name receives 
me, and whoever 

receives me, 
receives not me 

but him who sent 
me.” 

Mark 9:37

By Yvonne Paris Rhodes
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Service 
Begins 
at Home
Community Development on BCFS’ “Home Turf”

By Michelle Shilling and Yvonne Paris Rhodes
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Westside San Antonio

• Large Hispanic, bilingual or Spanish-speaking 
population

• High rates of dropping out of school
• Low educational achievement
• Cycles of generational poverty
• High unemployment
• Domestic violence 
• Single-parent households, commonly without a 

father present
• Gang activity and violence
• High rate of teen pregnancies
• Drug and alcohol abuse 
• Health problems such as obesity, diabetes and 

heart disease

Free Services at the 
Westside Community Center

• After-school safe haven and study spot
• Resume-building and job fairs
• Individual, group and family counseling
• Parenting and family communication classes
• Youth mentorship programs
• Preparation for Adult Living (Helps youth in foster 

care prepare for independence and adulthood)
• Christian youth groups
• Community gatherings and family events
• Computer lab and computer classes
• Family center and game nights
• Referrals for other social services as-needed
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Although BCFS programs span the globe - from 
remote villages in Africa to gypsy camps of Romania - 
San Antonio, Texas, where the agency is headquartered, 
is home to community development projects that are 
near and dear to the hearts of those in the BCFS family.

San Antonio is one of the nation’s fastest 
growing cities, and although it ranks among the most 
economically prosperous cities in America, Westside 
San Antonio is home to thousands of families living 
in generational cycles of poverty with limited 
opportunities and resources. But BCFS’ “neighbors-
helping-neighbors” mentality and commitment to 
serving locally as well as abroad has provided countless 
families on the Westside with free services and 
programs that are making a lasting impact.

In 2009, BCFS launched a coffee shop on the 
Westside that served as an after-school safe haven 
for youth with a focus on school retention and 
community development. Guadalupe Street Coffee, 
as it was known, offered job training services, youth 
mentorships, healthy cooking workshops, community 
gatherings, study groups, art shows and more. But 
when additional space opened up across the street, 
and a locally-owned catering company expressed 
interest in running the restaurant side of the facility, 
BCFS was able to expand its services by moving to 
the new location and re-opening as BCFS’ Westside 
Community Center.

The newly-renovated, colorful facility which opened 
in the spring of 2014 includes a state-of-the-art computer 
lab, common area for trainings and workshops, and a 
private suite for free counseling sessions. 

Today, the BCFS Westside Community Center 
offers free counseling, parenting classes, Christian 
youth groups, mentoring programs, community 
gatherings, family events, computer classes, resume-
building, job fairs and more. The programs are 
aimed at unifying families, preventing child abuse, 
connecting job-seekers to local opportunities, 
equipping those underemployed with new skills, 
developing healthy mentoring relationships, 
and helping youth grow to become successful, 
independent adults.

BCFS partners with local social service agencies 
to bring unduplicated and comprehensive services 
under one roof for residents’ ease-of-access. The 
center serves local schools by providing space for 
teachers, students and families to meet. Advocates and 
local leaders in health and wellness, job acquisition, 
and ministry for faith-building opportunities also 
utilize the facility to better the community.

Although the Westside has its challenges, this 
much-loved community is home to people who are 
resilient, proud and vibrant. Here, there is a strong 
emphasis on “familia,” and family includes a wide 
group of blood relatives and neighbors alike. Streets 
and buildings are painted with colorful murals and 
mosaics, and frequent community festivals fill the air 
with the smell of good Mexican food and mariachi 
music. This tight-knit Westside community 
values faith, hospitality, honor and relationships 
– so BCFS is privileged to have a long-lasting 
relationship with the Westside, in its hometown of 
San Antonio where it has faithfully served for more 
than 70 years.



In the midst of perhaps the most infamous standoff on 
U.S. soil in modern history – a clash between the federal government and 
members of the Branch Davidian community near Waco, Texas – BCFS was 
called on by state leaders to assist with the sheltering of women and children 
living at the compound. That first foray into disaster response sparked the 
mission of establishing a multifaceted, national emergency management 
team who could respond to any crisis, at anytime, anywhere.

In the years since the Branch Davidian incident, BCFS has been tasked 
by local, state and federal agencies to respond to natural disasters like the 
Southeast Asia tsunami, innumerable hurricanes, earthquakes, wildfires, as 
well as non-weather events, like the unprecedented influx of children fleeing 
Central American violence.

Today, BCFS’ Emergency Management Division is recognized across the 
country as a top resource for training, consultation and policy development 
in the fields of public health, medical response and mass care services. 
Yet it is BCFS’ expertise not only in the classroom, but also in the field 
when disaster strikes that makes it one of a kind in the field of emergency 
management – even among government agencies. 

The organization’s incident management team (IMT) is a true all-
hazards, multidiscipline unit, comprised of more than 200 FEMA-trained 
emergency responders from coast-to-coast. The agency can respond 
anywhere in the United States within 12-24 hours, and can 

WHEN DISASTER 
STRIKES

By Krista Piferrer
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stand-up mass sheltering or incident command operations in 72-96 hours, depending on distance. It is one of 
the few IMTs that have responded to a “Type I” incident, which is the most complex and largest emergency 
response effort, usually calling for more than a thousand personnel and coordination of government agencies 
at all levels. 

IMT capabilities are bolstered by BCFS’ nationwide pool of medical responders, including board-
certified physicians, physician assistants, nurse practitioners, pharmacists, registered nurses and other medical 
support staff. The organization also has the capacity to deploy mental health professionals and case managers 
to impacted areas, altogether creating one of the most unique, experienced and sustainable emergency 
management providers in the nation. 
Jon Bodie contributed to this story.

What in your background made you a good fit for BCFS’ 
IMT?  
Two things helped make me a good fit for BCFS’ IMT: a 
three-year tour in the military followed by a 32-year career 
with the San Antonio Fire Department. As a result, I honed 
my decision making skills and learned how to lead others 
under a variety of conditions. 

Is there a single moment during a response that has stuck 
with you?  
There have been many moments that made an impression 
on me during my time with BCFS; it is difficult to select 
just one. However, during the recent surge of children from 
Central America, I was impressed by the children’s resiliency 
and determination for a better life. Where others may have 
given up, they persevered. 

What do you think makes BCFS unique in the emergency 
management world? 
What makes BCFS unique is this overwhelming “can-do” 
attitude that begins at the top and permeates throughout 
the organization. Some missions may seem impossible, but 
solutions to problems are always found. The organization 
never stops improving, never stops training, never stops 
moving forward in the emergency management field. This is 
a direct result of the leadership at the top and the quality of 
personnel affiliated with BCFS.  

If you could describe an IMT member in one word, what 
would it be? 
Unselfish.

John Aguilar 
BCFS Emergency Management 
Division IMT Member
Served with BCFS in various incident 
command roles, as well as managing 
shelters and overseeing operation 
demobilization. Also part of the 
Emergency Management Division’s pool 
of subject matter experts, providing 
teaching, training and consultation 
nationwide. 
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You lead an exciting life as an ER doc, so what is it about 
BCFS that makes you dedicate so much time to our work?  
The ER is interesting work, but at times, it can be frustrating. 
I often see issues like child abuse or illness due to lack of 
immunization; both of which might have been prevented by 
education and work with families. With BCFS, I feel I can 
advocate for children and families by addressing their unmet 
needs before a negative outcome. 

Is there a single moment during an emergency response 
that has stuck with you? 
During our response to care for a large number of 
unaccompanied children, I was struck daily by the kindness of 
staff to the children and the children to us. I was also humbled 
by the dreams the children wrote on a mural at one of our 
temporary shelters. Their dreams often expressed their desire to 
care for their families and to work to please God.  
During this same response, we had several children with 
special medical issues requiring the care of pediatric 
subspecialists. I would make calls to very busy physicians and 
they would frequently go out of their way to make time to see 
the children right away. It was inspiring to see the medical 
community come together with the common goal of taking care 
of children. 

How do you describe your role and what BCFS does when 
speaking to friends, family, and colleagues? 
I explain to my family and friends that BCFS is a non-profit 
organization providing global health and human services both 
nationally and internationally. I oversee the medical teams as 
they care for the children in the programs BCFS supports.

If you could describe a member of our medical team in one 
word, what would it be? 
I cannot do one word; I am too verbose for that. Our medical 
teams are dedicated advocates for children.

Dr. Mary Kirkendal 
BCFS Chief Medical Officer
Board-certified Pediatric Emergency 
Room Physician
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Escape 
or 

Perish: 
A boy’s epic journey

By Amber Fischer and Laura Enriquez

Devis Ponce left Honduras with sixteen dollars in his 
pocket and a dream. He was sixteen years old. He bought 
a bus ticket for Mexico and began his journey to the 
United States. He wanted to find someone there to help 
him grow into a man, find work, and support himself in 
the “land of opportunity.” 

Growing up was not easy for Devis. Honduras is 
stricken with poverty and gang violence, but his loving 
parents did their best to shield Devis and his siblings 
from danger and hardships. Devis’ father was a security 
guard who patrolled a local gas station. His mother 
stayed at home to care for the children. His parents taught 
him how to be a positive person, and how to stand up to 
pressures from negative influences. They often went to 
church and spent time together as a family. 

One night when Devis was seven years old, his father 
went to work and never returned home. Devis soon 
learned that he was murdered by two men attempting 
to rob the gas station. Just sixteen days later, his mother 
and youngest sister were travelling on a public bus when 
there was an accident. The bus rolled over and his mother 
and sister were ejected from the window and killed. They 
were the only two casualties in the accident. 
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From that moment, Devis’ life 
was torn apart. His siblings spread 
out and went different directions, 
with an aunt here or uncle there, 
rarely hearing from eachother in 
the years that followed. He went 
to live with an aunt who had a 
tortilleria. He was under strict 
instruction to sell a certain amount 
of tortillas each day, so he often 
missed school or skipped classes to 
meet his sales quota. He knew he 
was being treated poorly but was 
powerless to stop it. Still reeling 
from the loss of his loving parents 
and siblings, it was a dark time in 
Devis’ life.

From the time he was thirteen 
to sixteen years old, Devis worked 
odd construction jobs whenever 
possible. The jobs were temporary, 
and often he would go without food 
waiting for the next job to begin.

For years, Devis thought about 
making the long and dangerous 
journey to the United States. He 
wanted to work and send money 
to support his brothers and sisters 

scattered throughout the country. 
He had seen too much death and 
destruction in Honduras and didn’t 
see much hope for change. He had 
witnessed innocent people being 
killed. So many people turned up 
dead in his neighborhood, that the 
plot of land behid his home turned 
into a cemetery for those bodies 
found in the streets.

So one day, with nothing but 
the clothes on his back and sixteen 
dollars in his pocket - wages from 
his most recent construction job 
- he went to the bus station and 
bought a ticket to Mexico. He said 
goodbye to the family that was 
around, and then left. 

When he arrived in Mexico, 
he didn’t have any more money to 
continue onward. He begged for 
money and food on street corners 
for nearly two months, sleeping 
under bridges or on sidewalks. 
Oftentimes, he’d go days without 
food or water. He befriended 
another homeless boy and together 
they begged for enough money to 

continue traveling together toward 
America.

The journey was long and 
dangerous. He rode atop the backs 
of Mexican freight trains, called 
“La Bestia” (The Beast), for days 
at a time. At times it rained on him. 
He fell off the train once, knocking 
his head and falling unconscious. 
His friend pushed him out of the 
way so the train did not run him 
over. From then on, he tied himself 
to the top of the train so that he 
would not fall off and die, as he 
saw happen to some others making 
the journey. 

The journey was terrifying 
for Devis. He narrowly escaped 
kidnappers on several occasions. 
Criminals would pose as travelers 
and ask children where they were 
going, and if they had family in 
the United States. If the child 
admitted to having family in the 
U.S., they were kidnapped and held 
for ransom. Devis witnessed this 
happen to a little boy and a girl.
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He attempted to cross the 
United States border at the Rio 
Grande. Mexican drug cartels 
controlled the crossing point and 
charged a $500 fee to anyone who 
wanted to cross. They told him 
he’d be killed if he tried to cross 
without paying. He fled and tried 
again a few days later. This time 
the cartels let him pass by.

Devis then came into the 
custody of Border Patrol, then the 
Office of Refugee Resettlement, 
and eventually came to BCFS 
Health and Human Services. 
BCFS placed Devis in a loving 
foster home with Ernest and 
Margaret Casillas. The Casillas 
family had been foster parents for 
many years and provided a loving 
home for children like Devis who 
had survived harrowing ordeals.

Since being in the Casillas 
home, Devis has thrived. He 
earns A’s and B’s at his local 
high school, plays on the soccer 
team, is learning English, and 
was recently inducted into the 
National Honor Society. He 
recently obtained his United States 
residency, and even does volunteer 
work to raise money for people 
with disabilities.

When he reminisces about 
where he came from and 
daydreams about where he’s 
headed, he’s incredibly grateful. 
For the first time in his life, Devis 
no longer worries about how 
he’ll meet his most basic needs. 
He does not have to think about 
where his next meal is coming 
from, or whether or not he’ll be 
kidnapped by predators. He misses 
his siblings and grieves for his 
parents, but he holds on to the 
lessons they taught him.

Margaret Casillas, Devis’ 
foster mother, says he has a 

wonderful sense of humor, sees 
the best in every situation, and is 
a positive influence on the other 
kids in the house. How would 
she describe Devis in one word? 
“AMAZING.”

When Devis turns 18 years 
old his time in BCFS’ foster 
care program will end. He plans 
to move to the Houston-area to 
live with an aunt. After all his 
struggles, Devis says he feels good 
about his future. He dreams of 
becoming a United States Marine, 
and still – just as he did back in 
Honduras – plans on supporting 
his brothers and sisters back home.

There are thousands of 
children across Central America 
that share Devis’ dream to come to 
America. Devis says if he had the 
chance to speak to those children 
he’d tell them, the journey is 
difficult; traveling alone so young 
is hard; but they should stay 
positive and ignore the negative 
influences around them; keep 
a tight hold on your dream and 
have faith in it; and hope that 
your dream will succeed, or as 
it’s better stated in Spanish, “una 
esperanza.”
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togetherwe care

1506 Bexar Crossing
San Antonio, TX 78232

CERI mission trips offer life-changing experiences to mission volunteers and 
CERI beneficiaries alike. Travel around the globe to destinations like Latin 
America, Africa, Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia where we serve children 
and families in need! 

Meet the lives you
are changing!

International

Mission Trips

“My favorite part about CERI missions is 
looking into the children’s eyes and seeing the 

HOPE we bring with us that Jesus will 
never leave them.” 

Billie Earley, CERI Missions 
Coordinator

Facebook/CERIkids Twitter/CERIkids CERIkids.org


