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20 Years of Serving Children and Families 
Globally
In 1999, CERI was created to help children living in 
the former Soviet Union. After two decades of work, 
what has been accomplished and what is left to be 
done? 

Reclaiming Paradise  
A fire in California burned 150,000 acres. It left 
50,000 homeless. It killed 85. Behind each of those 
numbers are people. BCFS’ EMD IDCM was there to 
help.

A Fresh Start After a Life of Hardships
At age 13, marijuana and alcohol. By 15, 
methamphetamines and heroin. At 18, she nearly lost 
her life.   

In Memoriam of William “Bill” Pigott
In life he stood tall. In rest he leaves a legacy. 

Fertile Soil
A plot of land in Texas becomes a winter paradise, 
giving Christmas magic to children at home while 
providing aid to children on the other side of the 
world.

God’s Creation Exemplified
Finding peace and fellowship in the mountains of 
Colorado.

Common Thread
A victim of human trafficking, Monica found it difficult 
to trust others. But in time, she would learn to trust 
someone who truly wanted the best for her.

Unexpected Tragedy, Victorious Hope
Though the families and lives of two girls changed, 
God’s plan remained steady through it all. 

Better Beginnings 
The organization may be new in town, but its people 
have experience that make them ready to accomplish 
their highest priority: helping infants get a healthy 
start to life.

Seeking Refuge
In a storm, a man loses part of his history. In time, he 
learns what truly defines him.

Tasmida’s Story
Left without a country to call her own, a young girl 
overcame incredible barriers to find a new level of success.  

Hunting for the Experience of a Lifetime  
Marshall Davidson grew up learning to love and 
respect the art of hunting. Now he passes on what 
he knows to the next generation, equalizing a local 
tradition for those from often difficult backgrounds.

A Fateful Phone Call  
When a driver picked up an 18-year-old girl staying in 
a hotel room alone, she had questions. Soon the young 
woman found support from an organization that could 
help, all thanks to a chance encounter.  

A Family Reborn 
Two children lose contact with their mother in a 
divorce. They lose their house. They almost lose their 
father, but CERI steps in to ensure the children hold 
onto what they have left.

together

7

30

12

32

39

43

46

48

14

16

17

20

22

23



4 

Change of Address
Help us reduce our printing and mailing costs by notifying us of any change of address 
or if you receive multiple copies of this publication by emailing info@BCFS.net.

Donation Inquiries
Marilu Reyna
mr1215@BCFS.net
(210) 283-5146

BCFS is a global system of health and human service nonprofit organizations with locations and programs 
throughout the United States as well as Eastern Europe, Latin America, South 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. 

On the Cover:
Catalina (top) and Ana smile while peeking out of the doors of 
their home in Criuleni, Moldova. The teenage sisters, along with 
their mother, have received support from CERI in the years since 
their father passed away.
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The Power of Love and Kindness 
As Javier aged out of the foster care system, he found Our House, a program 
to help youth from the foster care system avoid homelessness while imparting 
important life skills, guidance and case management. 

Hope That Lasts
At the hands of domestic violence, a woman loses her life. With little time to 
grieve and a fixed income, her mother is left to care for the five grandchildren 
she left behind. What now? 

Opening One’s Heart and Home
Foster and adoptive parents share their experience in growing a loving family.

Where Few Are Willing to Go 
On the outskirts of New Delhi, volunteers from around the world unite to 
deliver aid to refugees in India. What makes such a journey – such work – 
worth it?
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In 1989, George H. W. Bush was sworn in as the 41st 
president of the United States, our country suffered one 
of the worst man-made environmental disasters when the 
Exxon Valdez spilled crude oil in Alaska’s pristine Prince 
William Sound, and the world watched as the Berlin Wall 
fell. In the same year, I had the privilege of joining the 
BCFS System. 

Three decades later, much has changed and yet much 
remains the same. One constant during this time has been 
the BCFS System’s dedication to helping those in need. 
Our nonprofit organization began when a group of leaders 
came together in 1944 to do the right thing, providing 
refuge to those who had none – no matter their color, no 
matter their culture, no matter their faith. 

Today, the BCFS System continues to evolve, 
expanding our footprint to serve even more children, 
families and communities across the United States and 
abroad. The non-profits under our umbrella, grow with 
us in fulfilling their own mission of service as part of the 
greater BCFS System.

The virtues of the BCFS System are many – sound 
principles, a culture of servanthood, passionate and 
competent people, a “can-do” attitude, and powerful 
resources – but what I cherish about our organization, most 
of all, is our steadfast commitment to do what is right even 
when it is challenging.  

Clearly, we are in the midst of a remarkable period in 
the BCFS System’s history. In 2019, two divisions of BCFS 
Health and Human Services were accredited by CARF 
International, an independent agency that acknowledges 
nonprofits who meet internationally recognized standards 
of excellence. Breckenridge Village of Tyler opened 
three new homes to accommodate additional residents 
on the waiting list and worked hand-in-hand with Texas 

elected officials on the passage of new state legislation 
that will allow them to serve more adults with disabilities. 
Children’s Emergency Relief International spent their 20th 
year of service expanding desperately needed humanitarian 
aid in Moldova’s Transnistria orphanages by distributing 
warm boots to more than 5,000 vulnerable children, 
helping them survive the brutal cold, and conducted the 
first ever medical mission in India. BCFS Education 
Services in Guadalupe and Comal Counties was recognized 
by the Texas Association of School Boards with the “Stand 
Up For Texas Schools Award.” And after a tornado ripped 
through a populated section of Abilene, Texas earlier this 
year, causing damage to homes and impacting nearly 150 
families, BCFS Health and Human Services’ Emergency 
Management Division was recognized by the City of 
Abilene for responding to the disaster with manpower and 
vital resources.

Make no mistake about it, the BCFS System’s 
programs and services are making a difference each and 
every day and are positively influencing those we serve. 
That influence includes life-saving training and aid to cope 
with emergencies such as floods, fires, hurricanes and 
other natural disasters; safety for youth leaving foster care, 
including transitional living services for young adults aging 
out of the foster care system with nowhere to go; adoption 
services that build forever families; and protection from the 
scourge of human trafficking. Often, the BCFS System has 
been the only organization that would or could respond to 
these urgent needs.

Since day one, the BCFS System has been committed 
to reflecting Christ’s presence in the world through our 
services and programs. Now, more than 75 years later, that 
commitment remains as we grow to meet human needs 
wherever they exist.

Kevin C. Dinnin
BCFS System President & CEO
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Kevin C. Dinnin
Presidente y Director Ejecutivo del sistema BCFS

En el año 1989, George H.W. Bush fue inaugurado 
como el 41º presidente de los Estados Unidos, nuestro país 
sufrió uno de los peores desastres ambiental creado por 
hombre cuando el barco Exxon Valdez tiró petróleo crudo 
al estrecho inmaculado Prince William Sound en Alaska, 
y todo el mundo observó cuando el muro de Berlín cayó. 
En ese mismo año, tuve el privilegio de juntarme con el 
Sistema BCFS.

Tres décadas después, mucho ha cambiado y todavía 
mucho sigue igual. Algo constante durante este tiempo 
ha sido la dedicación del Sistema BCFS para ayudar a los 
necesitados. Nuestra organización no lucrativa empezó 
cuando un grupo de líderes se juntaron en el año 1944 para 
hacer la cosa correcta, proveyendo refugio a los que no lo 
tenían – sin importar su color, su cultura, o su fe.

Hoy, el Sistema BCFS continúe evolucionando, 
ampliando su huella para servir a todavía más niños, familias, 
y comunidades por los Estados Unidos y del extranjero. Las 
organizaciones no lucrativas bajo nuestra etiqueta crecen con 
nosotros para cumplir sus propias misiones de servicio como 
parte del más grande Sistema BCFS. 

Las virtudes del Sistema BCFS son amplias – valores 
profundos, una cultura de servicio, gente apasionada 
y competente, una actitud de “si se puede” y recursos 
poderosos – pero lo que aprecio de nuestra organización, 
más que nada, es nuestro firme compromiso para hacer lo 
correcto, aunque sea desafiante. 

Claramente, estamos en el medio de un periodo 
notable en la historia del Sistema BCFS. En el año 2019, 
dos divisiones del BCFS Health and Human Services 
fueron acreditados por CARF International, una agencia 
independiente que confirman negocios no lucrativos 
que alcanzan a estándares de excelencia reconocidos 
internacionalmente. Breckenridge Village of Tyler 
abrió tres nuevos hogares para acomodar residentes 
adicionales en su lista de espera y trabajó mano-a-mano 

con los oficiales elegidos de Texas para la aprobación 
de legislación del estado que les permite a servir a más 
adultos con discapacidades. Children’s Emergency Relief 
International pasó su 20º año de servicio en crecimiento 
de la ayuda humanitaria desesperadamente necesaria en 
los orfanatos Transnistria en Moldova por distribuir botas 
cálidas a más de 5,000 niños vulnerables, ayudándolos 
aguantar al frío brutal, y condujo la primera misión médica 
en India. BCFS Education Services en los condados de 
Guadalupe y Comal fue reconocido por la Asociación de 
Consejo Escolar de Texas (Texas Association of School 
Boards) con el premio “Stand Up For Texas Schools.” Y 
después de que un tornado rompió por una sección poblada 
en Abilene, Texas, en los principios del año, causando daño 
a hogares e impactando a casi 150 familias, BCFS Health 
and Human Services’ Emergency Management Division 
fue reconocido por la ciudad de Abilene por responder al 
desastre con mano de obra y recursos vitales.

Sin equivocar, los programas y servicios del BCFS 
System están haciendo una diferencia todos y cada día y 
están positivamente influyendo a los que servimos. Tal 
influencia incluye entrenamiento para salvar vidas e ayuda 
para enfrentar a las emergencias como las inundaciones, 
incendios, huracanes, y otros desastres naturales; seguridad 
para los jóvenes que van saliendo del cuidado temporal, 
incluso servicios de vivienda transitorios para jóvenes 
adultos sobrepasando de edad del sistema de cuidado 
temporal sin tener donde ir; servicios de adopción que 
crean a familias para siempre; y protección del azote del 
tráfico de personas. Muchas veces, el Sistema BCFS ha 
sido la única organización que quisiera o podría responder 
a estas necesidades urgentes. 

Desde el primer día, el sistema BCFS ha sido 
comprometido a reflejar la presencia de Cristo en el mundo 
por nuestros servicios y programas. Ahora, más que 75 
años después, tal compromiso sigue mientras crecemos 
para cubrir las necesidades humanas donde sea que existen. 
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The Beginning 

Children’s Emergency Relief International (CERI) started in 1999 with one 
man’s dream to improve the lives of children living in the former Soviet Union. 
After witnessing life in an orphanage and meeting children begging on the streets in 
Moldova, Kevin C. Dinnin, BCFS System president and CEO, founded CERI with 
the vision to offer orphan children in Eastern Europe the opportunity to live in loving 
families. Over time the vision became a global one, reaching millions of children 
through direct care and policy changes.

Twenty years ago, caring for children in families instead of orphanages was still a 
new concept in the developing world. In 2001, CERI pioneered a foster care program 
in Moldova placing children living in orphanages with foster families recruited from 
local Christian churches. With consistent case management and financial support 
provided through child sponsors, hundreds of placements became a success. Several 
hundred orphans found their forever families and thrived as a result of growing in a 
stable and loving family environment.

A Vision Grows

With CERI’s foster care program underway, we focused on strengthening the entire 
child protection system in Moldova. Through a partnership with UNICEF, we helped 
Moldova’s Ministry of Social Protection create a strong network of social workers to 
support the country’s most vulnerable children and families. 
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About the Author

Connie Belciug, Ph.D., has served as 
the executive director of Children’s 
Emergency Relief International (CERI) 
for the past four years, and has worked 
with the organization for 12 years. 
Originally from Moldova, Connie now 
spends time between her home country, 
India, Sri Lanka, countries across Africa, 
and the CERI headquarters in the U.S., 
always working to enrich the lives of 
children in need of a family to call their 
own.  
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Protecting teenagers at risk of human trafficking became our new goal. Moldova has historically been a 
source country for human trafficking in Eastern Europe with increased risk of exploitation to children who do 
not live in a family environment.  Through partnerships with US churches and corporations, CERI protects 
children and youth from trafficking. Our transitional care program supports youth who age out of orphanages 
with housing, job training, counseling and academic support. 

In Moldova, we have impacted the lives of thousands of children and helped an entire country change 
the way children are cared for. With a commitment to see more children grow with the love and support of a 
family, CERI has worked in countries around the world, including Romania, Ukraine, Central African Republic, 
Georgia and Mexico. 

Today, our ongoing programs are helping children in Moldova, Sri Lanka, India and South Africa.

10 

Greater Impact

Two decades of protecting children has taught us something important. For children to grow in a loving 
family and reach their full potential, we need to work at all levels. 

When we hear the word “orphan,” most of us think of orphanages. For centuries, the world has helped children 
who are not cared for by their parents by providing them with shelter, food and clothes. If we look past the physical 
structure of orphanages, we begin to see the factors that lead children to orphanages. Eighty-nine percent of the 
children who live in an orphanage have at least one living parent, with many having both.  What is even more 
startling is the fact that many “orphans” have extended family such as grandparents and aunts and uncles who desire 
to raise them. 

For a child to successfully develop in every area of life and have the support she needs to thrive, family is 
critical. Family keeps children safe and provides for their needs. Family nurtures children as they develop and 
helps them prepare for the future. Family is the single most influential factor predicting a child’s wellbeing in 
life. What orphans truly need, beyond food, shelter and clothing, is a safe and loving family that can meet all 
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The Future

We celebrate twenty years with a renewed vision 
for the future and a brand new way of telling our 
powerful story. Our hope is for more children to be 
raised in families and for more communities and 
nations to be engaged in preventing orphanhood. We 
believe it takes all of us to ensure all children have the 
chance to grow up in a loving family. Join us and be 
part of changing lives around the world! Until there 
are no abandoned children or families struggling to 
stay together, we will have a vision to work toward 
and a mission to fulfill. 

Here is a peek into our new look, scheduled to 
launch in summer 2020. Stay tuned!

1“Trafficking in Persons Report,” U.S. Department of State, June 
2018.
2 www.unicef.org/media/orphans
3 childfriendlycities.org/what-is-a-child-friendly-city/

their needs. In turn, families need to be supported and empowered by their communities and nations.  
Our definition of orphanhood has expanded as we’ve worked with thousands of vulnerable children and 

families. We learned that, in difficult times, these children didn’t have a loving family to turn to, a supportive 
community to embrace them, or national laws to protect them.   

Orphanhood is when a child lacks a loving family, a safe community and just policies to protect them in the 
darkest moments of life.  

With this new way of thinking, CERI has expanded to help more people. In addition to serving the innocent 
children and youth who don’t have a stable home, we now support vulnerable families, build up caregivers, train 
local people who serve children, work with community leaders to provide essential services and help entire nations 
create the best societies for children.

Our new approach is focused on preventing orphanhood by working at all levels – child, family, community, 
nation. When we address the root causes of orphanhood at each of these levels, families are strong and stay together, 
and more children have the love and care needed to thrive in life.

Research and experience show that only the family provides the optimal environment for a child to grow in 
and that a safe community will foster family wellbeing.  When nations uphold laws that promote the rights of 
children to grow in a family, entire societies are shaped to care for children the best way.
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Our Approach

• Restore Children to a Family - We restore 
children to a family environment where 
their human rights are upheld, and basic 
needs fully met.

• Empower Families - We empower 
families to provide the best home 
environment for their children.

• Equip Community Leaders - We equip 
community leaders to provide a full range 
of child-centered services to children and 
families.

• Partner with Governments - We partner 
with governments to develop policies 
that protect children and families and 
guarantee equal opportunities for all 
children.
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ParadiseRECLAIMING

By Brian Cruz

Early on the morning of November 8, 2018, a Northern 
California sky turned black as the earth below raged with the 
most destructive and deadliest wildfire in the state’s history. 

The Camp Fire, which left almost nothing of the city of 
Paradise, took 17 agonizing days for first responders to 

finally extinguish. Fueled by high winds and tall trees that lit 
up like torches, the fires raced across the land, incinerating 

over 150,000 acres, destroying 18,804 structures, and 
claiming the lives of 85 people1.  In the aftermath, more than 

50,000 survivors were left homeless. 

The sense of loss and desolation was palpable in this once 
thriving and picturesque community, the beautiful hillsides 

now charred. Stores, schools and homes were little more 
than piles of burnt rubble. 

Although the flames were out, the nightmare was far from 
over for survivors, who faced an emerging tragedy as 

temporary shelters quickly filled to capacity. Those left were 
forced to stay in their vehicles or on the streets. In November 

and at nearly 2,000 feet above sea level, temperatures at 
night could reach near freezing for the survivors left 

homeless.
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a few weeks after the Camp Fire, a team from 
BCFS Health and Human Services’ Immediate 
Disaster Case Management (IDCM) arrived on 
the scene to help Californians who had lost nearly 
everything. IDCM connects survivors of disaster to 
emergency responders who help survivors develop 
a disaster recovery plan. This partnership provides 
survivors with a single point of contact on the front 
lines with them to facilitate access to necessary yet 
hard-to-find resources, helping them achieve recovery 
one step at a time.

I was among the team of IDCM responders that 
drove into the town of Paradise after the Camp Fire’s 
destruction. As we entered the city that day, a large 
wooden sign on the side of the road read, “PARADISE 
STRONG… Beauty Will Rise Out of the Ashes.” It 
was a clear indication of, this community’s strong will 
to rise from the ashes and never give up.

This is where I met Kamora2, a survivor who arrived 
at the local Disaster Recovery Center3 in a rush. She 
only had five minutes to speak with a case manager 
because her husband was about to be released from 
an emergency clinic, where he was being treated for 
wounds he suffered in the fire. In a panic, Kamora 
explained that she and her husband needed help finding 
shelter. The couple had been sleeping in a small, 
borrowed car. Like many residents of Paradise, Kamora 
had no other options and no place to call home. We 
were able to build a plan for Kamora’s recovery starting 
that day and put critical steps in place so that she and 
her husband could begin to rebuild.

The following day when I spoke with Kamora, she 
recalled the tragic morning that altered her reality and 
became a dividing line that would now always be in 
her life: before the fire, and after.

“I went to sleep in Paradise and woke up in hell,” 
Kamora said as she started to cry. She turned to her 
husband briefly, then back to me. “You know, people 
keep saying, ‘You have to get back on your feet.’ But 
how? How do I do that?”

As she held her head down, I tried to respond in 
a way that let her focus on her recovery. “We can 
start with a recovery plan,” I said, “and together we 
will work hard to seek out the resources.”  She could 
never return to her former life, but what Kamora and 
survivors like her often cannot see themselves, so 
close after tragedy, is that a new life is waiting for 
them if and when they are willing to claim it.

I went to sleep in Paradise and 
woke up in hell.

Kamora looked up and said one small but hopeful 
word: “OK.”

Days later, IDCM was able to award Kamora and 
her husband with a trailer home. It was a significant 
step on their journey – one of many. IDCM worked 
in Paradise for nearly three months, helping people 
like Kamora connect with the resources they need to 
rebuild their lives. The goal is to make a difference, 
one survivor at a time, wherever we are needed most.

As the IDCM team departed Paradise, it was clear 
the sign that welcomed us months before was placed 
there by a community that kept its promise. The people 
of Paradise are strong. With time, they will recover and 
their beauty will rise from the ashes of tragedy.

1 Statistics from the California Department of Forestry and Fire 
Protection.
2 Names have been changed to preserve anonymity. 
3 Butte County’s Disaster Recovery Center was a temporary 
space set up after the Camp Fire, where resources and deployable 
personnel were gathered to more effectively help the people of 
Paradise recover. 
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A Fresh Start 
A F T E R  A  L I F E  O F

H A R D S H I P S

fresh
Start

a

AFTER A L IFE
OF HARDSHIPS

BY DENNIS FERGUSON

Baley Center grew up in a loving home with her 
parents and her older brother and younger sister. 
But that promising start did not shield her from 
the trauma and turmoil that life sometimes brings. 
At age 13, she was experimenting with Xanax, 
marijuana and alcohol. By age 15 she was hooked 
on methamphetamines and was injecting heroin. She 
would hit rock bottom and nearly die by age 18.

Throughout the BCFS System we often meet 
people in our programs who have faced unfathomable 
circumstances. This is especially true for young Baley, 
as her drug abuse proved to be only the beginning of her 
troubles. At 16, her mother passed away from cancer 
and six months later, while she was in rehab, her father 
passed away. None of her family would take her in due 
to her constant drug abuse. She was out of control and 
had a history of running away from every placement 
where Child Protective Services (CPS) would send her. 
Her options had run out. Or so it seemed.

When she turned 18, Baley was legally released 
from CPS care. She was alone and without any 
guidance and she continued her life of drug abuse. 

She was in and out of rehab and left the last one 
after only 25 days. Tragically, she overdosed shortly 
thereafter and ended up in the hospital in a coma. 
The doctors said it was not looking good for Baley to 
survive. During this time, her family – grandmother, 
brother and uncle – were at her side praying for her 
recovery. They love Baley and wanted the best for 
her. However, they saw that drugs had taken over 
her life. After standing vigil at her bedside they were 
given hope. After five days, Baley awoke. This would 
prove to be a life-changing event for Baley and the 
beginning of a long road to recovery, learning to walk 
all over again. 

Although she knew what had caused her near-death, 
Baley did not have a complete turnaround. She still 
battled with addiction and continued to use. She made 
numerous efforts to fight it and entered a sober living 
facility in Dallas, but confessed that she continued to 
use while there as well. 

While still only 18, she made the decision to move 
into a sober living facility in Kerrville, Texas, in hopes 
that a different environment would help her to remain 
sober. While there, she was introduced to BCFS 
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Health and Human Services. Baley would come to the 
office and sleep on the couch during business hours 
because, at this point, she was homeless and coming 
down from drug use. It was a safe haven for her.

Her visits to BCFS Health and Human Services-
Kerrville proved to be a good thing, as shortly 
thereafter Baley entered the transitional housing 
program with BCFS-Kerrville. She was off drugs 
and pregnant. She gave birth to her son in January 
2017 and, through the care and compassion of the 
BCFS-Kerrville staff and other community agencies, 
successfully completed the program and moved into 
her own apartment. She now had hope, goals and 
aspirations.

During her stay in BCFS-Kerrville’s transitional 
housing, staff worked with her to complete a GED 
certificate and care for her son. She received financial 
education, job training, and life coaching along with 
other services. Although Baley’s hectic work schedule 
forced her to stop and restart GED classes, she 
ultimately received her diploma. She was determined 
to stick with it and rebuild her life while continuing to 
raise her son. 

“BCFS has always been there for me,” Baley said. 
“They helped me when I had nowhere else to turn 
and with their continued support, I got my GED in 
February of this year.” 

In September 2018, Baley’s older brother was 
involved in a car accident. He was hit by a driver 
while changing a tire and died from the injuries. Baley, 
being the oldest member of the family, became the 
head of her family and stepped up to the task with a 
newfound confidence and maturity.

Next step, college. Baley completed her first 
semester with Alamo Community College this past May 
with a 4.0 GPA. She is enrolled in the Texas Workforce 
Commission program through BCFS-Kerrville and 
has maintained steady employment as she continues to 
work and care for her now 2-year-old son.

“Without BCFS, I don’t know where I 
would be,” Baley said. “They are like 

family to me.”
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In the course of life, we come across individuals 
who are special. You can’t always describe it, but you 
know it when it happens. For me, I know it by their 
actions. Bill Pigott is one of those people.  He stood 
tall, like a mighty oak. Even when the storms came, 
he stood tall. He stood tall for this country with his 
service to protect our freedom. He stood tall in his 
love for his family. And he stood tall for those who 
did not have a voice, those who might not know God 
or someone that needed a home. He stood tall in life.

It was more than 20 years ago, when Bill and more 
than 300 Texas Baptist retiree builders converged on a 
meadow in the east Texas town of Tyler. Arriving 
from all over the state, in bright green jackets…they 
came to build for the glory of God. They came to 
build Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT). 

The dedication and grand opening of those first six 
homes, the administration building, and the vocational 
building was held on April 4, 1998. In some ways, it 
doesn’t seem that long ago and in other ways it seems 
like a very long time ago.  And less than two years 
later, our friend Bill and the Texas Baptist retiree 
builders were back again to build the Robert M. 
Rogers Chapel. The spectacular building serves as a 
centerpiece of the campus still today.  But that is not 
the end of the story. 

In 2017, fresh off a battle with cancer and guided by 
his love for – and his commitment to – the residents 
and families of BVT, Bill returned to spearhead yet 
another expansion to build three additional homes. 
When the project was announced unexpectedly at the 
Men’s Breakfast in 2016 by another BVT Angel, Pierre 
de Wet, Bill didn’t hesitate. There and then after the 
benediction that day, Bill came to me and said, “And 
we will build it.” And that he did.

On Aug. 17, 2019, three beautiful homes were 
dedicated to the service of our Lord. And one of those 
homes was dedicated to our friend, the mighty oak of 
a man, Bill Pigott. In respect and appreciation for all 
that Bill had done, not only for everyone at BVT, but 
for so many others as well. 

We salute Bill for his faithful leadership, his 
stewardship, his discipleship, and as an ambassador 
for Christ. BVT has truly been blessed by the deeds of 
the Texas Baptist Men volunteers and the ever-faithful 
leadership and vision of Bill Pigott. 

In memoriam, we give thanks to God for Bill Pigott, 
a good man – who led building efforts for countless 
churches, parsonages, fellowship halls and even a 
seminary as far away as Canada. Throughout the BCFS 
System, Bill’s handiwork will live on for generations. 
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O N E  C O U P L E ’ S  M I S S I O N  T O  G I V E  C H I L D R E N  H O P E

B Y  E L L I O T T  H A R R I S

FERTILE SOIL

When Miriam and Ray Callahan began seriously 
considering retirement, they knew their definition 
of a retired life would not be a life without work. As 
their careers slowed, they began spending more time 
on personal projects, dusting off old to-do lists and 
dreaming bigger about what was next; about how they 
wanted to work in the freedom that retirement would 
soon offer. 

Of their old projects, the most significant was 
finding revenue from the land they owned. In 1994, 
the Callahans moved to San Antonio, Texas, and 
purchased 31 acres of land. They made the purchase 
thinking that, one day, they would pay off the land by 
repurposing it. But finding that purpose was a decision 
they had not yet made.

“Everybody from work was giving me ideas on 
how we could build a wedding venue,” said Miriam, 
adding that the wedding venue idea was one of the 
more serious ideas she and Ray had considered 
before looking into the costs of construction and 
maintenance. “At the very end of the conversation 
someone said, ‘Have you thought about building a 
Christmas-light drive through?’” The couple was not 
familiar with the relatively new holiday tradition, but 
that night, Miriam came home with the suggestion still 
in her head and told Ray. 

“Before we knew it, Elf Acres was born,” said 
Miriam. 

Elf Acres would be the name of the Callahans’ 
eventual winter wonderland, but completing it 
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would take longer than expected. Ray was up for the 
challenge, and his experience made him handy for the 
project. Ray spent his childhood bouncing between 
small towns in North Texas before joining the Navy at 
18. The military took him all around the country and 
the world – Hong Kong, Mexico, Australia, Japan, 
Singapore, Kyrgyzstan – including to the state of 
California, where he met and married Miriam. The 
couple has been together for 48 years.

From the beginning, the Callahans have treated 
the world with exceptional benevolence. In how they 
work, what they sacrifice and where they give, the 
Callahans show compassion. So though Elf Acres 
began as merely a personal project, by the end it 
would be one of many ways that the Callahans use 
their blessings to bless those around them. But getting 
there took time.

 “I’m surprised after the first year that anybody 
came back,” said Ray. 

“But people loved it!” responded Miriam.
“They did. They loved it,” Ray agreed.
Ten months of work had not been enough to make 

Elf Acres sustainable (they lost money the first year), 
but they kept investing in the project. By the third 
year, Ray realized that Elf Acres would be profitable 
for the first time.

Just before Ray realized this, Miriam was out 
of the country with Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI), a nonprofit that helps children 
thrive in loving families. Miriam toured through India 
and Sri Lanka with the executive director of CERI, 
Connie Belciug, where the two witnessed serious 
problems but clear solutions. CERI had big plans in 
India and Sri Lanka, working to change laws to benefit 
children without a family more effectively, more 
lovingly.

Miriam saw the problems abroad as a window into 
her own past, feeling as if the countries were roughly 
40 years behind legal protections introduced in her 
own country. Miriam began her career as a social 
worker in the Florida Panhandle. The position was 
special not only because it was her first professional 
milestone after college, but also because she was part 
of a new generation that came shortly after 1974, 
when the U.S. government passed legislation against 
child abuse and neglect. “It was the first time that 
we had teeth; that you could do something about 
these kids that we would find in horrible conditions,” 
Miriam said.

CERI’s primary focus in Southeast Asia was to 
encourage and enact legislative change. Such an 
approach – combining direct care and structural 
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change – meant that present generations could heal 
while future generations would be less likely to 
experience the issues of children before them. CERI 
estimated the money needed for this plan was $30,000. 
Once they had funding, it would take two to three 
years to be realized, and would require collaboration 
with governments and partners in the region.

“We had the chance, as little as we are, to make an 
impact that could literally have huge potential. That 

just fired me up, but I knew we didn’t have any money,” 
said Miriam. What Miriam didn’t know was that Ray had 

done the math back home and figured that, if trends 
from the last two years continued, Elf Acres would be 

profitable that year.    

When Miriam returned from her trip, the couple 
traded stories: Ray shared the good news about 
Elf Acres, and Miriam talked about what she had 
witnessed. Ray and Miriam agreed the need abroad 
was great and the solution at home was obvious. 

As a faith-led family, the Callahans practice tithing 
(a voluntary contribution of 10 percent of all income). 
The importance of this principle, along with their past 
work with and trust in CERI, made the donation of 
proceeds from Elf Acres a clear move for the family.  
The only question left was how much to contribute. 
Ray prayed about the donation, asking God what He 
wanted his family to give to CERI. When God replied 
that they should give $10,000, Ray didn’t believe it or, 
frankly, see how it would be possible. 

“We hadn’t even made $1 at that point,” Miriam 
said.

As crazy as it seemed, they obeyed God’s request 
and gave the $10,000 at the end of that year. Even 
further, the Callahan’s committed to a personal plan to 
contribute either $10,000 or 10 percent of their annual 
profits, whichever was greater, for at least five years. 

“I’m telling you, that $10,000 check was the largest 
check I had ever written… and it felt good; it felt really 

good,” said Ray of their first contribution.  

Elf Acres is now in its fifth year, and the Callahans 
do not plan for the project to slow down anytime 
soon. While donating proceeds from Elf Acres is the 

most recent act of generosity to those in need, it is far 
from their first. Miriam spent five years as a social 
worker 18 years as a Christian Counselor. Ray aided 
international populations both in the Navy and as 
a volunteer, either through direct work or financial 
donations. Miriam and Ray served as house parents for 
teenage boys when they were only a newlywed couple 
in their 20s, and sponsored two girls from Moldova 
through CERI for a decade, whom they remain in 
contact with to this day. 

In addition to the mission trip in Southeast Asia, 
Miriam spent 10 years as an ambassador for CERI at 
City Church in San Antonio, where she also served as 
a counselor, a missionary and a pastor. To Moldova 
alone, Miriam made eight trips.

It is clear the Callahans have a legacy of helping 
children at home and across the world. In their careers, 
spare time, financial decisions, church involvement 
and much else, Miriam and Ray seem to be pulled 
back again and again to help children facing some of 
the most difficult circumstances around the world. 
But why have they felt, so strongly and so often, that 
children deserve help?

“I’ve seen the way people live around the world 
and, surprisingly enough, even people who are in 
very, very poor areas are happy people, but they need 
an opportunity to make their lives better,” said Ray. 
“Supporting CERI is my way of projecting my love 
and my care for other people who are disadvantaged, 
so that they have an opportunity.”

“Kids hearts are like fertile soil, and they 
desperately need love,” said Miriam. “It’s in those 
formative years that we have the potential to make 
the biggest impact; but then there’s that unexplainable 
element, which is that God just puts it in your heart. 
I have felt God’s love come through me, and it’s not 
logical but it’s intense, and it’s consistent, and that’s 
how I know it’s His.”

Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, 
and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each of 
you should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not 
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 
And God is able to bless you abundantly, so that in all things at 
all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good 
work. – 2 Corinthians 9:6-8 (NIV)
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God’s Creation 

Silver Cliff Ranch was created in 1984 as a 
Christian camp, serving their visitors along the 
Collegiate Peaks of Nathrop, Colorado. The 
facility got its name because of its location at 
the base of a tall and earthy-silver cliff, along 
which a small, clear stream is flanked by 
off-white aspen trees and an abundance of 
Colorado wildlife.

In 2011, Silver Cliff Ranch became part of 
the BCFS System, and though its ownership 
changed, the establishment’s commitment to 
its Christian roots did not.

Last fall, Pastor Bailey Harris was invited to 
Silver Cliff Ranch as part of a sabbatical. The 
complimentary stay was a time where he could 
approach Christian teachings in a relaxed but 
focused way while enjoying the natural beauty 
of Colorado. The following is his reflection on 
the time he spent there. 

I drove out of Colorado Springs, Colorado, on a 
crisp fall day. The car I rented form the airport was 
on the smaller side, but it handled the mountain roads 
with ease. Less than two hours of a scenic drive 
later, I found myself in Buena Vista, Colorado, only 
15 minutes away from my final destination. It was a 
quaint town I would return to several times during my 
stay, to fill up on gas or buy groceries, or to wander 
through some shops that let the locals know I was 
from out of town. 

I kept driving and soon was in Nathrop, Colorado, 
where I arrived at Silver Cliff Ranch. Before long, I 
was settled in what would be my home for the next 
five days: a single-level wooden cabin with a stone 
fireplace and my own kitchen, with a porch past the 
back door.

On my first evening there, I met a group of men 
from an inner-city church in Denver, Colorado. They 
invited me to join them for dinner that night, where I 
learned that twice a year they hold a men’s retreat at 
Silver Cliff. 

I was also able to enjoy fellowship with them the 
next morning, where several of the men spent time 
sharing stories of how their lives were being changed 

E X E M P L I F I E D
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God’s Creation
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thanks to this group they were surrounded by, here in 
the middle of an incredible example of God’s creation 
on a mountainside. 

After the group from Denver left and headed back 
to the city, I spent the rest of my sabbatical enjoying 
the solitude of my cabin, where I prepared meals in 
a fully furnished kitchen and split time between the 
living room and back porch when I wasn’t exploring 
outdoors. In the mornings and evenings, I walked 
the grounds of Silver Cliff, taking a different path 
each time. No matter where I was, the serenity of the 
property came with an audible peace – the sounds of 
cicadas at night and birds during the day. 

A beautiful setting and some practical amenities 
made Silver Cliff Ranch a perfect place to spend my 
sabbatical. I left the ranch refreshed and focused, able 
to do some writing and long-term planning during 
my stay in the Rocky Mountain State. The only 
distractions I had were the occasional rabbit or ground 
squirrel that would run across my back porch. 

I am grateful for the people who have worked to 
make this ministry possible over the years, and for 
their generosity in donating some of their space for my 
time away as a pastor. I hope to return soon.
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We’re with you, no matter what.
By Sonya Thompson

Written from the lens of an advocate’s heart and spirit, this “weaving” is at the core of 
Common Thread, a program of BCFS Health and Human Services’ Residential Services 
Division. Common Thread’s mission is to create paths and long-term journeys of healing 
and transformation alongside survivors of sex trafficking.

Referred through Common Thread’s 24-hour 
hotline, Monica’s case was called in as an emergency 
referral. Her advocate would need to get to her, and 
fast. That’s what the Common Thread program, a 
project of the BCFS Health and Human Services 
Residential Services Division, does…365 days a year, 
24 hours a day, seven days a week.

As a survival strategy Monica did not trust others. 
She never had the chance to develop the loving and 
trusting relationships that children need growing 
up. No, Monica was not given that chance, instead 
Monica’s first experiences in the underworld of child 
sex trafficking, or “The Life,” came at the hands of 
those around her who were supposed to love her, 
protect her and connect with her. The relational 
attachments and connections with safe individuals, 
crucial during child development to learn healthy 
social skills, were unfortunately never part of 
Monica’s life. All Monica knew was instability ¬ 
unstable housing, relying on emergency or temporary 
resources, and trading sex to meet her basic needs. 
Monica always had to worry about where she would 
sleep at night and who she could trust. 

 The night of her referral, all of this was weighing 
on her advocate’s mind as she prepared to meet 
Monica for the first time. True to her advocate spirit, 
the fearlessness, the adaptability, the selflessness and, 
most importantly, her humility kicked in almost like 
second nature. That same night, Monica opened up 
to her advocate and was sharing with her how much 

she longed for and missed her father who had recently 
passed away.

During the next crucial 72 hours, the advocate 
remained next to Monica to be available and to give 
her strength, predictability and transparency until she 
arrived and settled into her next temporary home, 
which was a shelter located in another city two hours 
away. Monica’s advocate had engaged her, empowered 
her and, best of all, she had connected with her and the 
relationship had started. Such was her resiliency, even 
at the tender age of 17, that Monica could sense her 
Common Thread advocate’s sincerity and genuineness 
the night they met.

 After several months of continuing down the 
path of healing, Monica has allowed her advocate to 
continue to be a part of her journey as she navigates 
life. With her advocate, she is learning how to use 
the local public transportation system by riding the 
bus together. She is developing job hunting skills and 
secured her first job. Most recently, Monica notified 
her advocate that she had just signed the lease to her 
first apartment! 

Through responsive support and a non-judgmental 
relationship, Monica has developed the capacity to use 
her voice and ask for help when needed, while at the 
same time establishing the autonomy she needs to gain 
self-confidence to reach her goals. Her journey may 
come with twists and turns, but Common Thread will 
continue to be there at every detour. 
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Unexpected Tragedy, 

Victorious Hope
By Steven Campbell

tragedy noun 
trag·e·dy \ ‘tra-jə-de \ 
Definition of tragedy 1

1 a : a disastrous event : calamity
b  : misfortune

No one wants it, but at some point in our lives we experience it. Tragedy can shape our destination and often force 
us down new and uncharted roads. It challenges us. Tragedy can also define us – our character, our integrity, our 
purpose. 

purpose noun 
pur·pose \ ‘pər-pəs \ 
Definition of purpose 1

1 a : something set up as an object or end to be attained : intention
b  : resolution, determination 

Understanding the “object or end to be attained” is often the difficult part. For many, finding our purpose takes 
time. Sometimes through the work of our own, or through the help and support of others, we just might find our 
purpose, and from our purpose our ultimate goal. 
As C.S. Lewis once said, “Hardships often prepare ordinary people for an extraordinary destination.” And when the 
dust settles and we reach that destination, that’s when we find hope.

hope verb
hope \ ‘hōp \ 
Definition of hope 1

2 : to expect with confidence

I remember my mother saying that the only thing we can expect with confidence is that we all live, die and pay 
taxes. While my mother was a wise woman, my faith in humanity extends beyond taxes. I have seen the good in 
humanity too many times before not to have hope; I have seen circumstances only explainable through the grace 
and mercy of God our Father too many times. It’s through hope that we endure. It’s through hope that we persevere 
and overcome in the face of adversity. And it is through hope that we come together, embrace one another, lift each 
other up, and sustain our fellow brothers and sisters – all because of one simple yet profound commonality: hope.

The experience of tragedy, the seeking of purpose and the peace of hope were all uniting principles for 
two Texas families, where a dark, stricken path would eventually lead to a beautiful destination these 
families could never have imagined.



24 

Tammy
  Kidd 
Tammy Kidd came into the world in 1975. 

Healthy and happy with a full head of hair and a 
lively personality, Tammy was born and raised in the 
small town of Brownsboro, Texas. She was blessed 
with a family who loved and adored her. Yet for all 
the blessings she had been given, tragedy struck her 
family unexpectedly one frightful Sunday afternoon in 
1978. She, her parents and two siblings were traveling 
in their family vehicle when it suddenly hit another 
head on, leaving nothing but a pile of tangled metal 
remaining. 

The accident took the lives of Tammy’s mother and 
her stepfather. Her two siblings were left badly injured 
but alive, and Tammy suffered a traumatic brain injury 
that would completely alter her destiny. All three of 
the children stayed in full-body casts for months after 
the accident, slowly recovering; their future uncertain. 

At only three years old with a full life ahead of her, 
Tammy had significant disabilities that now required 
consideration. She would be forever unable to fully 
care for herself after the accident. The “normal” life 
that she had ahead of her had been crushed in a matter 
of moments that fateful day. 

Graciously, Tammy’s grandparents provided a 
loving and caring home for her and her siblings 
following the accident. Tammy’s new caretakers were 
already older than the average parent when they took 
her into their care as a toddler, and as the years went 
by, they slowly grew more frail until they were finally 
unable to provide the care she would need for the rest 
of her life. 

In 2004, Tammy lost her grandmother, Patsy Kidd, 
to multiple myeloma cancer. Patsy had been the 

closest thing to a mother Tammy had known for 26 
years. When Patsy passed, Tammy didn’t only lose her 
grandmother; she lost a parent too. Tammy remained 
in the care of her grandfather, who grieved with her in 
the wake of losing Patsy. 

Four years after Patsy’s passing, Tammy was 
placed on an interest list at Breckenridge Village of 
Tyler (BVT). Tammy’s grandfather and extended 
family hoped that she might one day receive full-
time residential services there. However, the list was 
long, and because BVT’s population rarely changes 
and resident turnover is rare, Tammy and her family 
realized this dream may have to wait. Nonetheless, 
they had hope.

In 2015, Tammy’s grandfather was placed in 
an assisted living facility when his battle with 
Alzheimer’s disease grew worse. With the loss of 
direct care, love and support that Tammy had received 
from her grandparents over so many years, first from 
her grandmother and then 11 years later with her 
grandfather, Tammy’s life was changing fast.

Graciously, Tammy’s aunt and uncle, Anita and 
Sam Pollard, stepped in to provide all they could for 
Tammy. Yet even with everything that Anita and Sam 
could offer her, there were limits to how Tammy could 
prosper in an environment with limited outlets to fully 
exercise her independence or connect to peers. Soon 
after she moved in with her aunt and uncle, however, 
Tammy began participating in BVT’s day program 
activities. 

After Tammy began engaging with BVT’s 
community, attending day program Monday through 
Friday week after week, Anita noticed that something 
was different. The friendships Tammy was making 
now were the kinds of relationships she had never had 
the opportunity to form at any other point in her life. 
Anita no longer saw a young woman burdened by 
the loss of so many loved ones in her life, but rather 
someone who was reminded daily of her purpose and 
her value.

As time went on, Tammy started asking Anita and 
Sam nearly every day if they thought that she might be 
able to move to BVT as a permanent resident. While 
they admitted that they were not sure if Tammy would 
ever call BVT a full-time home, they always prayed in 
faith that it would be so; they always had hope. 
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Michele
 Youree 
Across the state from Tammy, another family’s 

story had been developing in Amarillo, Texas. In 
1976, Michele Youree unexpectedly developed 
spinal meningitis as a baby, causing chronic 
neurological deficiencies that would forever alter her 
life. Thankfully, Michele was part of a family that 
embraced her for who she was, loved and accepted 
her, and gave her opportunities. 

Michele grew up with the support of her mother 
for years, passing from childhood to adolescence and 
into her own as an adult. Michele was 37 when, one 
dreadful winter afternoon, her mother became terribly 
ill. As a diabetic, Michele’s mother had experienced 
medical complications all her life, but this time was 
different; she had been sick before, but not like this. 
Michele’s mother passed away in Amarillo in February 
of 2013. 

With no father or siblings to look after her, 
Michele’s future became a critical focus of her 
extended family. Bari Walker was one of four other 
sisters of Sara, Michele’s mother. Bari and her 
husband lived in Tyler, Texas. The other sisters of 
Sara, also in Texas, lived in three of the most populous 
cities in the state. After Sara passed away, Bari and 
her sisters, as well as their brother in Seattle, stayed in 
constant communication searching for a home where 
Michele would be most content – a place where she 
could develop new friendships, experience abundant 
life and learn skills to help her achieve personal goals 
on her own terms.

While the sisters discussed what was next, Michele 
was graciously taken in by her grandmother, Lola 
Binzegger. However, at 88 years of age, Lola was in 

a phase of life far from ideal to be the caretaker of 
her granddaughter. Bari and the rest of the Binzegger 
family knew that Michele needed to be somewhere 
more permanent and stable, where she could continue 
to mature with the attention and freedoms she 
deserved. 

Bari and her husband, Geoff, discovered BVT in 
2013. After a thorough review of the facility, and 
following discussion with the family, they agreed that 
BVT could be an incredible opportunity for Michele, 
and an answer to the prayers of the family who found 
themselves with few options. Even after the Binzegger 
sisters researched similar residences in their own 
cities, none compared to BVT.

“I went out to look at BVT for the first time. I 
remember driving up to the gate and I thought, ‘Wow, 
it looks good. I just hope it is good,’” Bari said. Her 
doubts about BVT quickly faded with every new 
connection made and every small detail unveiled while 
on the campus. In discussions with staff and residents, 
it became evident what a special place this could be 
for Michele.  

Once the family established BVT as a place 
Michele could spend her future, they discovered – just 
as Tammy and her family had – that the wait time for 
full residential services at BVT was a process that 
required patience and an understanding that the day 
when Michele could call BVT home may never come. 
While the family waited in faith, Michele moved to 
Tyler to live with Bari and Geoff, where she was able 
to attend the day program at BVT. 

Bari and Geoff knew that their home might be 
where Michele spent the rest of her life rather than 
having a chance to stay at BVT. Still, there was one 
thing that Bari, Geoff and the Binzegger family never 
did: give up hope.

“I went out to look at BVT for the first 
time. I remember driving up to the gate 
and I thought, ‘Wow, it looks good. I 

just hope it is good, ‘” Bari said.
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It was more than 20 years ago in 1997 when the first brick was 
laid at a new residential facility for adults with disabilities in East 
Texas. Spurred by the dream of Jean Breckenridge and made 
real with the help of Kevin Dinnin, president and CEO of the 
BCFS System, a loving and long-lasting home was built for 24 
individuals with mild to moderate intellectual and developmental 
disabilities. The residence was named Breckenridge Village of 
Tyler, in honor of the family that was the heart of its foundation. 

For years after its construction, BVT maintained its original 
size, which came as both a benefit and a limitation. While similar 
facilities were focused on efficiency and quantity, BVT’s greatest 
asset was the quality of its care and the diligence of its staff. This 
is what set them apart. Still, with some extra acreage to spare, BVT 
recognized that they could grow without sacrificing what made them 
so special. 

In 2015, a campaign for expansion began at the direction of long-
time Tyler community leader and devoted friend and supporter of BVT, 
Pierre de Wet. Less than four years later, new homes were completed 
and capacity for residents at BVT increased by nearly 50 percent. This 
meant that the residential needs of those on BVT’s interest list could 
finally be met, a list that both Tammy and Michele had been on for a 
combined 17 years. 

In the spring of 2019, the hope of these two families was finally realized. 
They had been longing for this day – a day in which Michele and Tammy could 
finally call BVT their home – and at last, they had reached their destination.

Two uncommon stories came to a similar end. In both cases, a girl from a loving 
family experienced a series of tragedies, sought for her purpose, and eventually 
embraced the faith that one day there would be redemption to the trials and heartache that 
came with so many losses.

While tragedy struck in the lives of these families, neither gave up hope. Hope is what 
sustained them, hope is what saw them through and, ultimately, hope won. While the pain and 
heartache of losing family members will never diminish, Tammy and Michele realize they are part of 
another family: the Breckenridge family. It is a family much like their own, in which they know they are 
loved, accepted and valued. 

“Even though Tammy’s moved in to BVT, she calls me twice a day to tell me about everything that’s 
happened,” said Anita Pollard, Tammy’s aunt and caretaker for 11 years alongside her husband, Sam. “Whether 
that’s helping volunteer with Meals on Wheels or Jesus Closet, or going to sports events, she has friends now 
like she never was able to have when she lived with mom and dad.”

“Michele was timid when she first started coming to Breckenridge, but with some time she’s become much 
more adventurous” said Bari Walker, Michele’s aunt and caretaker for six years along with husband, Geoff. “It’s 
been kind of amazing to see the transformation. Living at BVT was well worth the wait and she couldn’t be 
happier there. It’s been so great for her and for our family as well.” 

Michele and Tammy will tell you: they know where they have come from. They know and understand the 
power of love, and living at BVT will never separate them from or compete with the love their biological family 
has for them. Still, Tammy and Michele recognize that they now enjoy a new life, one in which they can be 
around friends of their own, experience new opportunities and explore their God-given potential through the 
possibilities offered at BVT.  
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For Tammy and Michele, tragedy came unexpected, but hope reigned 
victorious. For that diligent faith that they and their families held onto, their 

lives are forever changed.
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Better Beginnings
   Helping New Mo�ers

By Ellio Harris

A group of six staff members from Healthy Start 
Tyler entered a local day center, a place where they have 
become a welcome presence. It was just before 9 in 
the morning on a Friday, and people lingered about the 
room getting coffee or trading stories, carrying out their 
morning routines. The space was crowded but homey. 

The Program Director of Healthy Start Tyler, spoke 
with the day center’s director. Other members of 
Healthy Start Tyler engaged in their own discussions, 
either with other employees at the day center or with the 
families in the room. It was evident that these were more 
than simple exchanges between strangers. This was a 
place of deep ties, rich history and living connections. 
For the Healthy Start Tyler team, this was home. 

Although Healthy Start Tyler has only been serving 
the area for a few months, its methods are proven. 
The program provides pre-natal and postpartum care, 
along with social support, to mothers in communities 
that face the highest barriers to receiving adequate 
healthcare and support, as is the case in the two areas 
of Tyler, Texas. 

Eighteen years back and 400 miles away, BCFS 
Health and Human Services began its work with this 
early-motherhood initiative in Laredo, Texas. At the 
time there in Laredo, as in Tyler today, a need existed 
to support mothers in the crucial months between 
pregnancy and the end of their children’s infancy. 

In 2001, when 
Healthy Start Laredo 
was formed, 
it was with the 
intent to end a lethal 
tragedy in the area. 
Pockets of the city, mostly 
in neighborhoods that suffered 
from poverty and a lack of access 
to medical care, had unacceptably 
high rates of infant mortality, low birth 
weight and other negative outcomes associated with 
mothers who lacked the support systems that other 
families possess inherently. 

In 2019, Healthy Start Laredo ended 18 years of 
service in the area after the program accomplished the 
mission it set out to complete: the bad outcomes that 
infants had suffered in years past were either reduced 
or eliminated. However, Laredo was not the only city 
that had mothers in need of help. With the resources 
and experience required to meet an obvious need, 
BCFS Health and Human Services opened a new 
branch of the program in Tyler after service in Laredo 
had completed. 

Establishing a program like Healthy Start Tyler is 
not only about opening doors but also about inviting 
people in. Those in Tyler who could qualify for care 
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Better Beginnings
   Helping New Mo�ers

By Ellio Harris

may not realize what Healthy Start Tyler can provide 
them, or where they might look if they wanted such 
care. 

Healthy Start Tyler has seen the importance of 
engaging their community in order to find more 
people who could benefit from what they have to 
offer. Outreach can come in many forms, but the 
team knows that trust must be built between their 
organization and the people they serve, and that, by 
continuously being present, community members will 
begin to embrace the program and seek out service. 

The staff has a diversity of experience that puts 
them in a position to more fully understand the 
population they serve on all levels, but beyond the 
individual histories that bond each member of Healthy 

Start Tyler to their city, it is the present need for 
improvement that encourages their daily evolution as a 
force in the community. 

The Healthy Start Tyler program has 
established a strong network of relationships 
in their area, each of which offers a chance 
to grow their program and connect with 
people authentically. In only five months, the 
program has aided 236 participants.

Tyler is fortunate to have a network of services for 
clients in almost any stage in life. Healthy Start Tyler 
is proud to now be among them. 
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Seeking Refuge
The Cost of Hurricane Recovery By Elliott Harris

Corpus
Christis

Refugio

Houston

Eugene Lewis stands confidently and near-perfectly 
straight, just crooked enough that he can keep his arm 
extended to grip the top of a dining-room chair as he talks. 
It seems a move of comfort or habit, where he feels most at 
home. As often as his hand rests contentedly on that chair, 
it is as often put to use as a conversational tool to solidify a 
point he wants to make, or to land the end of a joke he has 
perfected over the years.

Around him is a captive but small audience, each of 
them partners in a two-year journey that led Mr. Lewis 
where he is today: standing in a new home settled on a 
plot of land here in Refugio, Texas, a small town of fewer 
than 3,000 residents near the Texas coast.  In 70 years 
of life - nearly all of them spent in Refugio - Mr. Lewis 
has been a college-level athlete, an oil industry worker, a 
radio sportscaster, a drummer in a traveling band, a Baptist 
pastor, a school-board member, a son, a father, a brother 
and a grandfather.
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Seeking Refuge
The Cost of Hurricane Recovery By Elliott Harris

Corpus
Christis

Refugio

Houston

The story of the last two years, a short but significant 
part of Mr. Lewis’ life, says as much about him as it does 
about human nature in the wake of loss, exemplifying the 
goodness of people in the worst moments of life. 

When Hurricane Harvey, a category 4 storm, whipped the Texas Coastal Bend with winds up 
to 132 mph, Mr. Lewis was one of many affected. After it struck the coast, the storm wandered 
northeast to drench areas between the city of Houston and the Texas-Louisiana border with, in 
some places, more than 60 inches of rain. The National Hurricane Center described Hurricane 
Harvey as “the most significant tropical cyclone rainfall event in United States history… since 
reliable rainfall records began around the 1880s.1” 

As Hurricane Harvey got close to making landfall in August 2017, Mr. Lewis, the pastor 
of Union Baptist Church and a member of his district’s school board, planned to stay in his 
hometown to wait out the storm as he had for hurricanes in the past. Fortunately, his daughter 
convinced him that this time might be different. Mr. Lewis headed out of town, seeking refuge 
for what he thought would be a short stay. 

However, as the nation watched Hurricane Harvey tread out of the ocean and onto land, it 
became evident that recovery would be neither quick nor easy for many living along the coast, 
including in Refugio. When Mr. Lewis first returned from evacuation, he grasped the extent of 
the damage. “I’ve never seen this before; nowhere to stay, no cooking, no bathing, no nothing,” 
he says.

The town was shred to pieces, and everyone who called Refugio home came back to a new 
reality. For Mr. Lewis’ part, this meant a significant change in two areas of his life: his church 
and his home. 

Mr. Lewis had pastored Union Baptist Church since 2004, and been a member since 1985. 
Harvey had struck the church hard, but fortunately it was not beyond repair. His home, however, 
was a different story. 
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Before the hurricane, Mr. Lewis had looked back 
at his house and said that, no matter if it was there 
when he got back or not, “I thank you for all of the 
years that you have provided shelter over my head.” 
Now, his words seemed grimly prophetic.

The small house on Commons Street had been 
his since 1981. After the storm, only pieces of 
debris remained as evidence that a home ever stood 
on the lot. It wasn’t just the structure that was gone 
– the roof that kept him dry when it rained, the 
walls that held stories if they could tell them – Mr. 
Lewis lost precious photos, family possessions, art 
from grandchildren and other material things that 
meant little to others but the world to him. He lost 
part of his history in the hurricane. 

The immediate aftermath from Harvey was 
frantic as Mr. Lewis tells it, but he believes that 
the sense of community Refugio discovered in that 
moment is what allowed its residents to survive. 
People from all over the U.S. came to assist with 
the recovery process, including some who would 
cook meals along the highway to feed survivors. 

Once basic needs like food and water were met, 
long-term needs became the focus as survivors 
worked toward reestablishing their lives. For Mr. 
Lewis, that meant repairing Union Baptist Church 
and finding a new home.

Because the insurance on Mr. Lewis’ house 
only covered fire damage, filing a claim would 
not be an option for rebuilding. However, some 
good news came when the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) officially began 
relief for Refugio and other areas affected by 
Hurricane Harvey less than a week after the storm. 
As part of those relief efforts, Mr. Lewis was 
approved for placement in a hotel in Beeville, 
which would become the closest thing he had to a 
home for the next 276 days. 

One day during this period spent between 
a Beeville hotel and his hometown, Mr. Lewis 
met a group of Christian volunteers based out 
of Oklahoma who were visiting Refugio to help 
rebuild. When the group learned of Mr. Lewis’ 
situation and his decades of life and legacy in 
Refugio, the lead volunteer on the team told Mr. 
Lewis that he was confident the organization could 
build Mr. Lewis a house with the resources they 
had available, though it would take time.

While he worked and waited patiently on the 
blueprint of his own recovery, Mr. Lewis helped 
repair his church, which fortunately was well 
insured. It would take about a year and a half to 
rebuild to the point that the congregation could 
begin worshipping there once again, but the lack 
of a church building did not mean the end of its 
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people, and Mr. Lewis took time to help his fellow 
congregants, as well as his Refugio community, in 
small ways he was able.

Because he assumed the cost of a new home was 
likely to be covered by the generous work of the 
volunteer organization from Oklahoma, Mr. Lewis felt 
that any money he had or was given by others was too 
generous – a blessing from the Lord that went beyond 
Mr. Lewis alone. In faith, he used some of his own 
finances to help church members and neighbors with 
gas and groceries, or home repair. 

Small gifts like these soon added up, and although 
Mr. Lewis stretched himself and contributed more to 
his community than he could safely afford to, he felt 
it was the right thing to do as a leader in the Refugio 
area, trusting God to care for his needs with the 
knowledge of his heart and the intention behind his 
generosity. 

A few months had passed from Hurricane Harvey’s 

Eugene Lewis attended Barefield School as a child, from the 
first to the eighth grade. In 2013, the state of Texas placed a 

historical marker at the original site of that school. It states the 
following: 

African Americans were denied access to education while 
enslaved, but opportunities emerged after emancipation. The 
first African American school in Refugio was held in a shotgun 

building on the corner of Santiago and Osage Streets. The 
school, known as the Refugio Colored School, later moved 

to the corner of Alamo and King Streets. The school had 
no running water so the boys carried water from Osage 

Street for drinking purposes. The students also found and cut 
firewood during the winter months to heat the school and 

were responsible for maintenance of the building. In 1927, the 
school burned. Professor A.T. Barefield arranged for classes 
to be held at the Bob Bunton Dance Hall and then at Mount 
Pilgrim Baptist Church. Beginning in 1917, Julius Rosenwald, 

president of Sears Roebuck Company, began to provide 
matching funds for African American schools in the south. 
By 1929, a new two-room stucco building was erected on 

East Commons Street through the Rosenwald school building 
program. The school was later named Barefield School after 
professor A.T. Barefield, an educator in Refugio from 1902 to 
1949, who promoted education and good citizenship within 

the black community. As attendance grew, the board of 
trustees approved to move one of the two-room buildings 

from the white school to the negro school grounds. The 
Rosenwald School no longer exists but the 1933 addition still 

stands at Commons and Bayou Streets. The Barefield School 
was the only Rosenwald School in Refugio County and was 

a symbol of vision and progress for the community during the 
early 1900s.
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landfall when word came back to Mr. Lewis that 
the volunteer who had suggested their group might 
be able to help build Mr. Lewis a new home had 
unexpectedly suffered a heart attack and passed 
away. After a devastating loss in their organization, 
the volunteers from Oklahoma were not able to 
return. Mr. Lewis would have to find another way to 
rebuild.

The pastor was out of money, out of a home, 
and running out of time. While the support he 
had received from others had been a tremendous 
blessing so far, that support came with conditions 
and deadlines. Even with the progress he had 
made, he was far from returning to a point of self-
sustainability. His fortunes ebbed and flowed with 
the generosity and availability of those around 
him. He was ready for a change; to finally establish 
something closer to a normal life. 

2
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In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane 
Harvey, BCFS Health and Human Services’ 
Emergency Management Division (EMD) was 
tasked with offering relief to areas along the 
southeastern coast of Texas. After six months of 
work there, EMD shifted its efforts both in service 
and location, focusing on long-term recovery 
for the Golf Coast. David Littleton, disaster case 
management assistant program manager with 
EMD, describes the quick transition from working 
with survivors of flooding to survivors of wind 
damage as challenging but hardly uncommon 
in their line of work. He says that, though the 
situation changes, the premise is the same: connect 
with individuals, listen to their needs, and build a 
path forward that leads to recovery.

On May 7, 2018, EMD officially began long-
term recovery in Corpus Christi. The next day, Mr. 
Lewis walked through EMD’s doors as the first 
survivor they would help in the area. 

“I met Mr. Eugene Lewis as our first client with 
[EMD] and I was so determined to help him as 
much as I could, because I knew he gave back so 

much to Refugio County,” says Monica Martinez, 
the EMD case manager who assisted Mr. Lewis’ 
recovery for the first six months of his case. 

Mr. Lewis remembers the EMD staff greeting him 
with enthusiasm, leading him to the door and offering 
him coffee and donuts. Though the EMD team was 
excited to meet their first client and open their first 
case, David says that they treat every survivor they 
encounter with an equal level of readiness, and a 
willingness to respond to their needs. 

Highest on the list of Mr. Lewis’ needs was 
a permanent place to call home. He was still in 
a hotel when he began his case with EMD, and 
solving his housing problem would be both the 
top priority and the greatest challenge of his case. 
Aristeo Valdemar, an EMD case manager who 
began working on Mr. Lewis’ recovery in August 
of 2018, speaks to that challenge: 

“Mr. Lewis is a very compassionate man, being 
a pastor. I don’t think he gives himself enough 
credit because, instead of using any money he 
was given on himself, he ended up helping the 
residents of Refugio County,” says Aristeo, “And 
it was a struggle to get from there to here because, 
you know, who gives away all their money to help 
others instead of helping themselves? Well, Mr. 
Lewis did; he did it!” 

Nonprofits helping residents in Refugio 
struggled, understandably, to believe that Mr. 
Lewis was as benevolent as he appeared. Aristeo, 
however, knew the truth of Mr. Lewis’ situation 
after hours of conversation directly with him 
and with community members who were an 
instrumental a part of Refugio. The details 
revealed a man of character who wanted the best 
for his hometown. 

As Mr. Lewis struggled with what was next for 
him, new hope came when Aristeo handed Mr. 
Lewis a contact number for Samaritan’s Purse and 
suggested he call them. The organization told Mr. 
Lewis that his case was eligible for review, but that 
it would take time. 

A month later, the gravity of the situation began 
to sink in. “I was at the church cleaning up,” Mr. 
Lewis recalls, “And I had just thought about it and 
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I said, ‘I need to pray.’ So, I got down, on my knees, 
on the front row. And I was praying. And I was 
praying and I was praying. I said, ‘Lord, now you 
know my situation. This is your will. This is your 
will. I can’t do nothing. I don’t know what to do. I 
don’t know which way to go from here.’ And then 
my phone rang; it was Cindy.”

Cindy Barton was serving as a case worker with 
a division of Samaritan’s Purse that helps replace 
manufactured homes damaged in Hurricane Harvey 
– one of several branches within Samaritan’s Purse 
that worked to heal Refugio after the storm. After 
collaboration with partner organizations in the area, 
and some investigation of her own, Cindy was able 
to utilize the donorship of Samaritan’s Purse to 
provide Mr. Lewis with a new home. 

Cindy shares that, “Because we are a donor-
funded ministry, and we want to be good stewards of 
those donor funds, we do a significant amount of due 
diligence to make sure that we are truly assisting those 
who really need the assistance.” After careful research, 
Mr. Lewis was found to be one such candidate. 

“We talked to a lot of people in Refugio, 
and we’re going to get you a home,” Mr. Lewis 
remembers Cindy telling him over the phone. “I had 
to wait to get my composure back together,” he says. 

Cindy and Samaritan’s Purse were far from the 
only forces that brought Mr. Lewis into his home. 
People like Cathy Garcia from Society of St. Vincent 
De Paul’s House in a Box program and Dorey 
Williams from the Refugio Volunteer Reception 
Center had a major part in Mr. Lewis’ story and in the 
stories of so many survivors in Refugio County. 

“This is what disaster case management is. It’s 
a collaboration of resources and work to serve one 
survivor, one family that was affected by a disaster. 
And without each person’s hand and assistance 
and brains and smarts, it won’t be accomplished,” 
says Cathy. With the help of BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ Emergency Management Division, 
in partnership with many other agencies and 
individuals united by a single mission, Mr. Lewis 
continues his legacy in Refugio to this day. After 
19 months without a home, the collaboration of 
more than eight organizations and many volunteers 
returned stability to one man’s life.

Glancing around his living room at the group 
who made his recovery possible, Mr. Lewis appears 
uncharacteristically pensive as he considers his journey 
here. “Without them, it would have been real rough for 
me,” he says. “God blessed me through these people 
that are here. And I thank the Lord for that.”

1National Hurricane Center Tropical Cyclone Report: 
Hurricane Harvey. Eric Blake and David Zelinsky. May 2018.
Photo Captions:
1. From left to right: Aristeo Valdemar, Grace Cortez, 

Carmen Anguiano, Monica Martinez, Eugene Lewis, 
Dorey Williams, Cathy Garcia and David Littleton stand 
together in Eugene’s new home.

2. Photos show almost two years after the storm, much of 
this small city near the Texas coast remains in disrepair – 
overgrown and forgotten.

3. Eugene Lewis attended Refugio ISD as a teenager, shortly 
after the school district desegregated. Today, he’s been 
part of another broken barrier, serving as the first African-
American member of the district’s school board.

Like Eugene Lewis, many others had their lives adversely 
and suddenly affected by Hurricane Harvey. This letter 
from another survivor, Mr. Cardenas, is a small piece of 
the collective story that individuals and families along 
the Texas coast lived through. 

Dear Fernando [of BCFS Health and Human Services’ 

Emergency Management Division],

I would like to take this opportunity to thank you, your program 

BCFS, and Grantworks for the outstanding assistance you have 

provided my family. As you know I am a disabled vet and still 

dealing with my disability along with upcoming surgeries. It has 

been hard over the years maintaining the issues we have had on 

our home. Dealing with two tornadoes and Hurricane Harvey. 

When we heard about BCFS. It came at the right time, and 

the right people such as yourself to jump in to assist. 

Because of your generous support we were able to get back to our 

normal lives with a new home. We give our Lord the full glory 

to have him send you to us. May the Lord continue to bless the 

program BCFS, and that extra blessing for you Fernando. Good 

Job!!!

God bless BCFS, and Grantworks, 
[Mr.] Cardenas
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Call (719) 395-6228, visit SilverCliffRanch.com 
or email getinfo@SilverCliffRanch.com
to see how Silver Cliff Ranch can serve you. 

Fashioned into the lush Rocky Mountain forest, Silver Cliff 
Ranch is a natural destination for exploration, adventure, 
or relaxation. The log cabin resort is the ideal setting for:
. Church camps
. Retreats

Activities nearby include:
. Hiking
. Skiing
. Horseback riding

Affordable, all-inclusive packages available!

. Team-building

. Special events

. Whitewater rafting

. Mountain biking

. Swimming
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Tasmida’s

By Marilu Reyna

Sitting cross-legged on the floor in a small room, one story 
below street level, a group of teenagers smile and giggle 
as they listen to instructions on how to play a word game. 
This exercise is to ease introductions and break the ice for a 
youth empowerment session organized by Ummid Ki Udan 
(Hope’s Flight), an initiative of Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI). A group of CERI volunteers have joined 
in for what will be an enlightening afternoon. 

Likely no different from any child’s first day at camp or 
school, this ice breaker is designed to get the participants to 
open up. Like most people their age, they start out a little 
shy. However, this group of teenagers is far from average: the 
room they are sitting in lies halfway across the world – in New 
Delhi, India – and their situations are as unique to them as their 
fingerprint, though all their stories share a commonality of 
tragedy and hardship some might find unfathomable. Despite 
all they have faced and all they know they still must face, their 
drive and their passion for a better future is clear. 

This group of 15 teenagers are Rohingya refugees from 
Myanmar (Burma), known as the most persecuted minority in 
the world, according to the United Nations. For generations, 
the Rohingya have faced discrimination that erupted into 
extreme violence in 2017, leading to their mass migration into 
surrounding countries. 
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Today, Rohingya refugees are not recognized as 
citizens of any country and therefore lack access 
to basics such as education, legal employment, and 
health care. This group of teenagers lives in the 
Kanchan Kunj neighborhood of New Delhi in a 
makeshift settlement of shelters built with bamboo 
poles and tattered plastic tarps. The settlement has 
three hand pumps where people get most of their 
water. Residents have no way to cool themselves on 
hot days or protect themselves against cold nights. 
There are four toilets and a hole in the ground that 
collects waste for nearly 250 people. 

These Rohingya refugees spend every day waiting 
for official identity, but their plight has been slow. 
Some families have spent nearly a decade in the 
settlement, long enough to build resilience and learn 
a new way of life; however, though these teenagers 
and their families face a list of complex problems that 
at times can seem impossible to overcome, thanks to 
Children’s Emergency Relief International (CERI), 
there is one obstacle they no longer must wait to 
overcome: educational achievement.  

Covered from head to toe in traditional Muslim 
dress, only their faces and hands are visible. It is 
somewhat surprising to see the sparkle in their eyes, 

not only because you know their hardships and the 
journey to where they are today can only be described 
as difficult, but also because the heat in this small 
room exceeds 100 degrees Fahrenheit and 90 percent 
humidity. And yet, they say this room, with two old 
fans, is still cooler than the cobbled-together homes 
they live in, a few minutes’ walk from where we are 
now. The primitive cooling system attempts to provide 
relief, but it is minimal at best. Nevertheless, the heat 
does not dampen their excitement for today’s activity.

“Mizan,” says Zora. “Guava,” says Tasmida. 
“Lychee,” says another. The word game they are 
playing asks that each of them name a fruit; no one 
is to repeat the fruit and, in addition, they need to 
memorize both the fruit and the name of each person 
who says it. The memory game pauses as several 
CERI volunteers ask, “What is a lychee?” 

One of the girls is quick to her cell phone, tapping 
away and then turning her screen around to show us 
both an image and a brief description. We learn that 
lychee is a sweet fruit used in many dessert recipes, 
grown throughout China and Southeast Asia. “They’re 
delicious,” the group says.

After this brief detour, round two of the game 
begins. This time we delve a bit deeper into who 
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each of the girls are, asking the group to share their 
goals and aspirations. “Fashion designer,” says the 
one young lady who had added a bit of flair to her 
traditional burka, a pop of color with a plaid scarf. 
“Engineer.” “Teacher.” “Doctor.” These make up 
an impressive list of career paths these youth aspire 
to, but the underlying message from each choice is 
revealed when they share the inspiration and rationale 
behind it: “to help others.” Perhaps this would not be 
so common to hear from your average high school 
student, but these children are not average. They have 
been through enough to know that working diligently 
in the fields of human rights, social work, law, and 
politics can empower them to one day help others like 
them. 

One young lady stands out from the group. She 
is the first Rohingya refugee in India – out of an 
estimated 40,000 – to be admitted to college. Her 
dream to help others will start as she pursues a formal 
education at Jamia Millia Islamia University in the 
fall, something she made happen with the help of 
CERI and the National Institute of Open School 
(NIOS) program. CERI not only helped enroll her in 
the program, but also provided tutoring, counseling, 
and other educational support through Ummid Ki 
Udan, where teachers and social workers work with 
participants to ensure they receive educational and 
personal support.

Since its inception in late 2018, Ummid Ki Udan 
has prioritized educating children and youth in the 
Kanchan Kunj neighborhood, including Rohingya 
children. Tasmida was one of those youth who, despite 
the language barrier (most Rohingya speak Rohingya 
while the majority of New Delhi uses Hindi) and 
many other hardships, knew education was key and 
persisted in her studies, making the best of a truly 
hard situation. Not only did Tasmida and her friends 
at the settlement have to learn a new language; 
they would be schooled in that language and would 
need to excel in preparation for the required college 
admission exams. CERI’s after-school enrichment 
and empowerment program has helped Tasmida 
accomplish those goals, and CERI continues working 
to make Tasmida’s story possible for other young 
people like her.

Through a translator, Tasmida answers an important 
question I have for her: “Where do you see yourself in 
five years?” 

“I want to be a human rights lawyer,” she begins. 
“Maybe I will work for the United Nations. I want to 
help not only my family, but other refugees all over 
the world. I also want to be a role model for others 
who feel helpless and hopeless, to let them know 
even in the most difficult of times – in harsh living 
environments, in poverty – the dream to achieve is 
possible. Also, when your goal is to give back, your 
inner passion will guide you beyond what you might 
have even thought possible.” 

Her words are universal, reflecting what most 
parents want for their children. Care and compassion 
are not lost in translation.

“I want to be a role model for others 
who feel helpless and hopeless,” 

Tasmida said. 

Tasmida proudly holds her 12th class pass certificate (the 
equivalent of a high school diploma in the U.S.), making her 

the first female Rohingya refugee in India to do so.
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We are a unique organization that provides professional 
assistance based on real-world application during our 
emergency management responses. It is this “boots on the 
ground” perspective and field expertise that give our 
services authentic application. It is what led FEMA to select 
EMD to write the Guidance on Planning for Integration of 
Functional Needs Support Services in General Population 
Shelters and to develop and deliver whole community 
inclusive planning training to jurisdictions across the country.

Select from our core capabilities or consult with an EMD 
representative for specifics on how we can customize our 
services to meet your current and planned preparedness 
strategies and initiatives.

EMD top 10 core capabilities 
in preparedness, response 
and recovery, including 
planning, training and 
exercises in each:

Operational Coordination 
& Incident Management

Mass Care Services

Health & Social Services

Public Health, Healthcare 
& Emergency Medical 
Services

Logistics & Supply Chain 
Management

Operational 
Communications

Intelligence & 
Information Sharing

Fatality Management 
Services

Community Resilience

Planning

For more information:
Phone: (800) 337-0373 | Website: www.BCFSEMD.org 

BCFS HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES’

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT DIVISION

BCFS HHS EMD provides nationally-based planning, training, exercises, technical 
assistance, and subject matter expertise for our top 10 Federal Emergency 

Management Agency’s (FEMA) Core Capabilities.
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hunting 
FOR THE EXPERIENCE OF A

lifetime
BY MARSHALL DAVIDSON

It was a cool winter’s afternoon in North Texas with birds chirping, 
and rabbits hopping in and out of the underbrush. Surrounding an 
elevated chair hidden in a bush were all the sights and sounds of 
nature. Atop the chair was a man in his early 30s, fully camouflaged 
and waiting for an opportunity to harvest a deer. Directly beneath the 
hunter’s five-year-old son was dressed from head to toe in camouflage 
gear, barely able to sit still or be quiet long enough to let all the 
wildlife approach. 

With excitement, both the hunter and son watched closely as a doe 
and her fawn walked around getting closer and closer. Eventually 
the fawn, approached the bush where the chair had been hidden. At 
any moment the deer would surely see, hear, or smell the hunter and 
his jittery son. But, they never ran and the fawn actually stuck its 
nose into the bush almost nose to nose with the boy. After just a few 
seconds, the fawn backed up and both the doe and fawn wandered off 
never to be seen again.
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It would be this experience and the birth of his 
two sons that was the inspiration for the little boy, 
now all grown up, to start an outdoor experience for 
youth in foster care. While driving with his wife and 
kids, Marshall Davidson noticed multiple deer along 
the side of the road and decided that a resource as 
plentiful as wildlife could be used as a catalyst to 
bring positive role models to youth in foster care. 

As a Special Investigator for the Department of 
Family and Protective Services (DFPS), Davidson 
worked with youth from foster care all the time and 
had a sense that he could do more. He wanted to make 
a positive impact on survivors of abuse and neglect 
and do something that would be a welcomed change. 
With support from DFPS leadership, and a strong 
partnership with BCFS Health and Human Services, 
that dream evolved into a working model. 

In the fall of 2017, the Big Country Children’s 
Benefit Hunt was launched. Youth were brought to 
Abilene to participate in a hunters education course 
taught by Davidson with assistance from hunt co-
founder, Andy Meiron. After learning all about safety, 

the youth are issued a hunting license and taken to 
a shooting range to learn hands on gun safety and 
marksmanship. Seven excited youth from 12 to17 
years of age were selected to be a part of the adventure 
to be held in Sterling City, Texas, at a ranch hosted by 
Double Barrel Outfitters. 

The hunt began at 6:30 a.m. on the coldest morning 
of the year on almost 30,000 acres of West Texas 
ranchland. The Sterling County Sheriff’s Office was on 
site to guide the youth and volunteers to the lodge in 
the darkness. They were greeted by volunteers, cooks, 
guides, and Child Protective Service (CPS) caseworkers 
and emergency personnel. After a quick breakfast, each 
youth was provided with warm weather gear, binoculars 
and flashlights, and then paired with an experienced 
hunting guide. In their hunting blind they had a chance to 
talk (whisper) with their guide about life and, as the sun 
slowly rose, their breath would leave a lingering cloud of 
frozen air. As the chill set in, their bodies began to shake 
from the cold and adrenaline rushed through their veins 
as the wildlife became visible.

Turkeys, rabbits, quail, dove, and even foxes were 
observed prior to the sighting of any whitetail deer. 
As the sun rose, the crackle of rifle fire could be 
heard across the expansive country. Shortly after, text 
messages were exchanged providing the group with 
updates. As the morning came to an end, the hunters 
and guides began trickling back to the lodge. There 
was laughter, high fives, stories of both success and 
missed opportunities, but most importantly happiness 
from the morning hunt. The deer that were harvested 
were cleaned and put in a cooler. The youth began 
sending pictures to foster parents, friends, and their 
CPS caseworkers of their day highlighting the smiles 
on their faces. 

Volunteer Eric Sanders explained 
“I can say without a doubt, what 
has caught my eyes at this hunt 
is the smiles and laughter of the 
youth in attendance. It is such 
a blessing to be a volunteer as 
I watch children be children, 
and giving them a day they will 
never forget.”
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In 2018, the event expanded after Donley County 
Chief Deputy Randy Bond heard about the program 
and took an interest. A foster and adoptive parent 
himself, he knew firsthand what an experience like 
this really means. 

“This is something I need to do, something I 
can do, and something I will do,” Bond said. He 
assembled his own team, garnered assistance from 
many new sponsors, and duplicated the success of the 
prior hunts. His hard work proved that not only was 
the Big Country Children’s Benefit Hunt a special 
local event, it was an event that could be replicated 
across the state. It also verified that taking foster 
children hunting could be safe, fun, educational, and 
would create memories and relationships that would 
last forever. After attending the hunt, youth would 
send letters to Davidson and text messages to the 
organizers about what the hunt meant for them.

One young man, Matthew, who was 12 years old, 
attended the first ever Big Country Children’s Benefit 
Hunt and harvested three does which were processed 
and filled a freezer for his soon-to-be adoptive 
grandparents. Providing food for his family filled this 
young man with pride and accomplishment.

Living in a small West Texas town brings with it 
challenges for kids like Matthew. Everyone knew at 
least part of his story and made up what they did not. 
He was bullied and not always included with the other 
kids. They even made fun of him for never hunting, 
as that was a common activity where he was living. 
However, they could no longer bully him about hunting 
when he shot three deer during the hunt and shot 
another deer later the same season with the new rifle 
that was donated. Matthew wrote a letter to Davidson 
stating, “When I went hunting, it changed me. I used to 
be a boy that spent all his time inside. Now I love the 
outdoors. I really want to give a big thank you to all the 
people that made that day happen.” 

“The hunting trip was a blast,” said Ray, a young 
man age 16. “It contained a lot of excitement, laughs, 
and I recommend it for other foster children.”

Michael, also 16, wrote, “Thank you for all that 
you’ve done for me and all that you do for other 
people. I don’t know if you know it, but it does make a 
difference in others’ lives.” Michael believed the hunt 
was such a great opportunity, he became a volunteer 

himself. He was able to share something with the other 
youth that most of the other volunteers could not - a 
similar background and the coping mechanisms he 
learned to understand, live with, and overcome the 
abuse and neglect he and his siblings suffered from 
their parents. 

Michael was able to explain the difficulties in being 
separated from family, and the challenges associated 
with being a part of the CPS system. He had every 
reason to be mad at the world, however, he turned all 
the negative things that he went through and the hard 
lessons he learned into the inspiration he needed to 
become a role model for other kids still trying to cope.

Putting the hunt together is not always easy, but it is 
always rewarding. “This hunt is about letting kids get 
to do something that other kids their age get to do,” said 
volunteer Andy Meiron. “It allows the kids to remove 
the label of being a foster child, if only for a day.”  

Since 2017, the hunt has grown and will continue 
to grow to reach children in all areas of Texas. It has 
also grown in scope with what was just one small 
hunt, growing to include fishing experiences and 
other outdoor adventures. The youth have participated 
in arrowhead hunting, all-terrain vehicle riding, 
ziplining, paddleboat riding, and pumpkin carving, 
just to name a few. 

Most of all, it is the volunteers that make these 
events a success. They are the guides who spend hours 
with the youth and the people behind the scenes doing 
the cooking, cleaning, photographing, and setting 
up the events. The volunteers and the sponsors for 
the event are the real heroes. Almost 40 foster youth 
have participated in events sponsored by Big Country 
Children’s Benefit Hunt in the past two years, building 
relationships and memories that will last a lifetime. 
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A Fateful

Phone Call

Ride-share driv
er

makes good cal
l

By Mike  w. Thom
as

One evening Claresse Cooper, a young woman formerly 
in foster care, was making her way back to a San Antonio 
hotel where she was temporarily staying. She made a fateful 
call for a ride from a mobile app ride-share service.

The driver who picked her up that evening, Brenda Tollett, 
was concerned as to why an 18-year-old youth was staying 
by herself at a hotel and she started asking questions. Claresse 
told “Mrs. Tollett” that she had recently aged out of foster 
care and was struggling with what to do next. She had no 
family, no home and no one to give her direction on her next 
steps in life.  

Something about Claresse spoke to Mrs. Tollett and 
she could see that she was in need. Perhaps it was fate or 
her mother’s intuition but, she promised to get Claresse 
the assistance she needed.  Mrs. Tollett had experience 
with foster youth through her daughter, who served as a 
foster parent, and she also happened to be familiar with the 
programs offered by BCFS Health and Human Services.  

Unwilling to let the chance encounter end, Mrs. Tollett 
exchanged contact information with Claresse and the next 
day, she brought Claresse to the BCFS Health and Human 
Services Community Services Division Headquarters, where 
they have the Preparation for Adult Living or PAL Center. 
PAL is a program that specializes in helping youth who are 
aging out of the foster care system. Things were starting to 
look up!

At PAL, Claresse was assigned a case manager, Drew 
Melton, who worked to secure stable housing for her 
through an apartment assistance program run by Haven for 
Hope called Thrive. 

“By the grace of God, Claresse got Mrs. Tollett as her 
driver that evening because she did not have a support 
system otherwise,” Melton said. 

In addition to her struggles as a child in foster care, 
Claresse is also a victim of domestic violence and struggles 
with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), Attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and depression. 
However, despite these challenges she continues to prevail. 

Recently, Claresse went to the 
State Capitol in Austin for Youth 
in Action Day along with other 
current and former foster youth 
and staff from BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ programs. There 
she was able to speak with state 
representatives and ask questions 
regarding foster care. She told 
lawmakers about her struggles 
while she was in care and what 
she has struggled with since she 
has aged out of care. She also 
lobbied for legislation that could 
potentially affect the benefits of 
current and former foster youth. 

Today, Claresse is 
committed to completing 
her education and going 

to college.
With the support of her case 

manager, she will not give up. She 
enrolled herself in school and has 
attended on and off for the past 
couple of years. Thanks to her 
persistence and determination, she 
made sure and attended all of the 
classes that she needed. Finally, 
as a result of her hard work and 
vigorous studying, she was able 
to walk the stage and receive her 
high school diploma in May 2019. 

Claresse is currently enrolled 
in college in San Antonio and 
Melton said he is positive she will 
complete this goal as well. 
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By Viorica Vladicescu

A Family Reborn

When Veronica and Ilie’s parents divorced, 
their mother moved to Moscow and ended all 
communication with the family. Despite this, Veronica 
and Ilie’s father, Vadim,1 continued to raise and 
responsibly care for them, showing his children love 
and affection as he always had. 

But in 2013, the family began perhaps an even 
more difficult period in their lives. While they were 
away from home, the ceiling of their house collapsed. 
To afford the cost of repairs, Vadim borrowed money 
from a bank. Then, while repairing the roof, Vadim 
stepped on a nail – a seemingly small accident that 
turned into a major setback with months of limited 
mobility. It would take four consecutive surgeries for 
Vadim to properly walk again. 

During the same time, Vadim’s liver started to fail. 

This required a series of treatments and more medical 
bills, but Vadim continued working. Before the repairs 
were finished, Vadim had to take out yet another loan 
to complete the house. 

The money and time required to rebuild the house, 
combined with Vadim’s mounting health problems 
and medical expenses, took too much away from the 
family and left them hungry and destitute. 

As a last resort, the family moved into a spare 
room in the house of Vadim’s mother. The house was 
unsafe and cold, especially during the brutal winters. 
Understanding that he could not meet his children’s 
basic needs, Vadim decided to take his children to an 
orphanage hoping that, once he had a safer home and 
could provide a better life for his family, he would 
return for them and take them home. 
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By Viorica Vladicescu

A Family Reborn

That was when we at Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI) first met Veronica and Ilie, when 
the pair of siblings were admitted to an orphanage in 
Orhei, Moldova. 

CERI has been helping young people 
like Veronica and Ilie for 20 years 

across the country of Moldova, 
establishing the best opportunities 

for care to children in unfortunate 
situations or from unsafe 

backgrounds. 

This has included slowly replacing orphanages 
in favor of in-country foster care and adoption, and 
equipping parents and other caretakers with the 
information and resources they need to be a stable 
source of support for their children, and to decrease 
the chances of biological families separating.

At the Orhei orphanage in 2012, Veronica and 
Ilie enrolled in CERI’s foster-care program with our 
staff in Moldova. Our primary goal was to empower 
and strengthen the Sandu family to a place where 
they could be together again. Their father, Vadim, 
remained engaged with the children and was also able 
to benefit from CERI. We offered him counseling and 
case management services as well as parenting classes 
and seminars, where he learned about the stages of 
psycho-social development in children, how to parent 
teens and how to foster healthy lifestyle habits with 
his children. Together with Veronica and Ilie, Vadim 
participated in Easter and Christmas celebrations 
at CERI – opportunities to learn about the love of 
God and to spend time together with family. These 

endeavors equipped Vadim with important 
knowledge to better 
raise his children with 
consideration of their 
physical, emotional, 
social and spiritual needs. 

The Sandu family 
made great effort to 
overcome the crises that 
came their way and start 
life anew. CERI supported 
the family and even found 
a sponsor for Veronica, 

named Hannah, who became a 
mentor for Veronica. 

Hannah traveled to 
Moldova from Texas 
twice to visit with 
Veronica and offer 
her emotional support. 
As a sponsor, Hannah 
provided a monthly 
financial contribution 
to Veronica even when 
she could not be there. 
Hannah’s sponsorship 
was a tremendous help 
to Veronica and her family. The Sandus also received 
support for other necessities like food, clothing, shoes 
and school supplies. Veronica even received a bicycle 
to travel from home to school. Support like this 
ensured that Vadim’s children did not need to return to 
an orphanage. 

After the age of 16, Veronica continued her 
education at a professional school2 in Chisinau. 
She stayed at the school dorm and started receiving 
transitional care services from CERI, which helped her 
become a responsible and well-integrated young adult. 
She participated in life skills training, Bible classes, 
volunteering projects, psychotherapy and cooking 
classes. These activities impacted her life and helped 
her grow to meet her potential. She matured, made 
good friends and developed an honorable character.  

Much has changed in the small family during the 
years they were served by CERI. Veronica graduated 
from a professional school with a specialty in tourism 
and hospitality. Ilie continued going to school and 
secured a job at a nearby factory. Both children now 
live in their renovated home, with their father. 

As for Vadim, he remarried and became a father 
again. His youngest daughter is named Anastasia, 
which translated from Greek means “Resurrection,” 
marking the rebirth of their family.

1 The names of all family members have been changed to preserve 
anonymity.
2 Similar to a technical school in the U.S.
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By Marilu Reyna
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Javier Castillo’s silver, octagon-shaped medallion 
around his neck reads simply, “Love One Another.” As 
Jesus’ most important instruction, the phrase is Javier’s 
mantra and a reminder that, despite a hardscrabble past that 
began at a young age, it is important to lead with love.

When Javier was four years old, his mother lost custody 
of him and his siblings, never to be reunited. Since, Javier 
now estimates he was moved more than twenty-five 
times. That means twenty-five foster families, twenty-five 
schools, and at least twenty-five goodbyes.  

“At first, the state made an effort to keep me and my 
siblings together,” Javier says today at 21 years old, “but as 
we got older, it became more and more of a challenge.” 

For a variety of reasons introduced to their realities at 
young ages, the siblings have not been afforded the growth 
of their relationships into adulthood. Instead, a sibling will 
reach out, “maybe once a year,” Javier says. In addition 
to the four brothers and one sister from whom he was 
eventually separated, he has learned that, in total, he knows 
of 15 siblings that share his lineage.

Javier spent his childhood shuttling between foster 
family placements; an introverted child injected into a 
variety of home and school environments. He admits to 
having felt alone among classmates, retreating into himself, 
and presenting as shy and not talkative. 

“I had no friends, no close relationships,” he remembers, 
fondly recalling two elementary school classmates, 
Chrystal and Mia, who reached out to him for friendship, a 
drastically different encounter from the series of departures 
from people he had already experienced by the age of 10. 

“I remember they talked to me and played with me,” 
he says. “They showed me kindness. I remember being 
amazed that someone wanted to get to know me; that 
someone wanted to be my friend.” 

A lot of formation can happen for a person in a decade, 
and as Javier managed his way toward young adulthood, he 
was accepted into the Hill Country Youth Ranch, a residential 
treatment center and emergency shelter licensed by the Texas 
Department of Family and Protective Services to provide 
therapeutic and compassionate care for abused and orphaned 
children. At the Ranch, Javier finally had the chance to begin 
unpacking the feelings resulting from a nomadic childhood 
absent of any of those he considered his family.

“I was broken down and built up there,” Javier says of 
his time at the Ranch, a period he describes as experiencing 
“constant love,” a love that he says helped him begin a 
relationship with Jesus Christ. 

“I remember they talked to 
me and played with me,” 
he says. “They showed me 
kindness. I remember being 
amazed that someone 
wanted to get to know me; 
that someone wanted to be 
my friend.” 
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“At Our House, a person learns to go to people when 
they need help,” Javier says. “I was able to speak with 
a therapist about personal things, and I found work as a 
dog-sitter, a job that helped me feel less isolated. 

“It’s hard for me to explain,” he continues about 
how Our House helped set his success in motion, 
“but without Dennis (Ferguson) and Shane (Williams, 
BCFS-Kerrville Case Manager), I would not have 
gotten this far.” 

“This far,” for Javier, a native Texan, is Kansas 
City, Missouri, where, today, he is completing the Fire 
in the Night Internship with the International House 
of Prayer University, an organization that equips and 
enables Christ’s followers to serve the poor and minister 
His Word. Fire in the Night interns help complete the 
mission of ‘round-the-clock prayer, occupying the 
campus prayer room from midnight to 6 a.m.

Javier marks the beginning of his relationship with 
Christ as the point in time when he began to appreciate 
the personal history that has formed the young man he 
sees in the mirror every day. 

“I would not change any of the experiences I have 
had, good or bad,” he answers when asked about 
changing anything from the past. “I have stopped 
looking at what the past did to me. I am old enough 
now to know right from wrong, and I know that my 
future is in my own hands.

“I want to be someone like who Chrystal and Mia 
were to me so many years ago in elementary school,” 
he gently clutches the silver pendant around his neck.

“I want to show others love and 
kindness.” 

While at Our House, Javier completed coursework 
toward an undergraduate degree in biology. He plans 
to continue his education with the goal of attending 
veterinary school. 

As he aged out of the Ranch—and the foster care 
system—he learned of BCFS Health and Human 
Services-Kerrville’s Our House, a transitional housing 
program that provides affordable housing for young 
adults up to the age of 25 that also offers residents 
case management, counseling, life skills training, and 
employment and education services.

According to the National Youth in Transition 
Database, Data Snapshot: Texas, 27 percent of Texas’ 
youth formerly in foster care experience homelessness 
within three years of having aged out of the system. 
Consequentially, this population lives at an increased 
risk for drug and alcohol abuse and becoming ensnared 
in human trafficking. 

“Young adults who age out of the foster care 
system are at a heightened risk of homelessness,” says 
BCFS-Kerrville Program Director Dennis Ferguson. 
“Our House was created specifically to nurture this 
population toward a stable, independent adulthood and 
help them become contributing members of society.” 

At Our House, Javier gained not only a safe 
place to live, but learned life skills integral to stable 
independence like personal finance, accountability, and 
job search tips. Paired with the clinical work residents 
complete with qualified case managers and counselors, 
Our House helped Javier become better prepared for 
his own autonomy. 
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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 in a 
loving, safe, family-like setting 

that empowers each resident as he 
or she develops spiritually, 

physically, mentally, emotionally 
and socially.

Visit BreckenridgeVillage.com
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Hope
thatLasts
By Janie Montiel & 
Mike W. Thomas

The Other Side
 of the Story

The Other Side
 of the Story By Delia Ramos & 

Mike W. Thomas

When a family tragedy unfolded in a Southwest Texas town last 
spring, Janie Montiel, an associate clinician with BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ Community Services Division, was notified of 
the need for crisis intervention services to help a family due to a 
traumatic event. 

“The family consisted of five children, ages ranging from 2 to 
10 years,” said Janie. “The children had been [recently] under the 
continuous care of their maternal grandmother, Rosemary.”

Janie learned that Rosemary’s daughter, the mother of the five 
children, had been tragically killed as the result of a domestic 
violence homicide. Janie traveled to the town to meet with 
Rosemary, now the sole caregiver of five children distressed by 
the loss of their mother. Empathy, support and stability were the 
highest priorities for the family, who displayed the symptoms of 
shock and grief, and who had little time to process the death of a 
loved one. 

The situation was made more complicated due to financial 
barriers and the lack of privacy in their small community. 
Rosemary had already been serving as the children’s primary 
caregiver for some time, but it was still a shock for the children to 
suddenly lose their mother, Amanda.

Knowing the family was going to need ongoing support as her 
case manager, Janie thought about the Services to At-Risk Youth 
(STAR) program, realizing the services they provide could help the 
family. She moved quickly to submit the paperwork. “I prepared 
and received support from the STAR program director and other 
personnel to provide the best quality services to the family in this 
time of need,” Janie said.

STAR is a free family counseling 
service operated by BCFS Health 
and Human Services. It seeks to 
help families and youth develop 
coping and parenting skills. The 

goal of the program is to strengthen 
and stabilize families and reduce 

instances of truancy, runaway, child 
abuse and delinquent behavior. 

Ending the cycle of abuse and the 
need for placements in foster care is 
just one of the great benefits of the 
program. It also provides counseling, 
crisis intervention and educational 

support.
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By Janie Montiel & 
Mike W. Thomas

The Other Side
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The Other Side
 of the Story By Delia Ramos & 

Mike W. Thomas

Last year in Texas alone, more than 200 people 
lost their lives to domestic violence. Each October for 
the past 9 years, the city of Del Rio, Texas, has come 
together to memorialize those lost while celebrating 
the survivors who overcame oppression and abuse to 
become the authors of their own stories. 

The most recent of these events included the 
remembrance of a local mother, whose passing left 
five children to be raised by their grandmother. 

Inside a mall in Del Rio, a crowd gathered around 
a stage draped in purple bunting to take part in both 
a festive and a solemn occasion, calling attention to 
domestic violence in their community. Tracy Wayne 
Richardson, a local pastor and a family support 
specialist with BCFS Health and Human Services-Del 
Rio, led a prayer for the victims of domestic violence 
across the state of Texas. One name on the list was of 
special note. 

One thing that made this experience particularly 
notable, Janie said, was that this was a family that had 
been served by BCFS Health and Human Services prior 
to this event. Rosemary and her family had participated 
in various programs over the years. This meant that 
Amanda’s family was part of the BCFS-System family. 
Rosemary herself had been helped by BCFS Health 
and Human Services when she was younger and had 
struggled with domestic violence issues of her own. 
She was very humble and grateful for all she had 
received from the organization in the past. 

“I was immediately struck by Rosemary’s sense of 
resiliency and motivation towards keeping the memory 
of her daughter alive,” Janie said. “Rosemary shared 
with me various memories of her daughter and how she 
wanted to remember her.”

The difficult duty of preparing for life after her 
daughter’s death presented Rosemary with a series of 
small but difficult questions, such as whether to enlist 
her daughter as an organ donor – an important yet heart-
wrenching decision to make when already overcome 
with grief. Rosemary expressed her previous opposition 
to organ donation, but in the very moment when the 
decision had to be made, she realized that by donating 
her daughter’s organs, Amanda could help save another 
life and, in return, Rosemary would know that her 
daughter’s memory would represent life to others. 

“It was through a counseling session that I was 
reminded of the powerful experiences and moments 
that we often share with the families we serve and 
in return we can see how our work truly impacts an 
individual’s life,” Janie said.

In the days, weeks and months since their first 
meeting, Janie has continued to follow up with 
Rosemary and her family, who express gratitude to 
BCFS Health and Human Services and recognize the 
difference the organization has made in their lives. Janie 
was greatly impacted in getting to know the family. 

“Every day I am reminded of the great work we 
are called to do and how I am supported by an agency 
that truly cares and is a leader in social services in our 
communities” said Janie, who has a master’s degree in 
counseling. “This story reminds me of the importance 
of our work in the community services division and 
how we can continue to work towards serving others in 
times of need.”

Every family, individual and youth we serve in the 
STAR program is empowered to learn and practice 
the skills and tools needed to increase family strengths 
and resiliency. A big aspect of the STAR program is to 
help families develop support and resiliency, especially 
when the family is going through a time of crisis.”
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In April 2019, Amanda died as a result of domestic 
violence, leaving behind five young children who are 
now cared for by her mother, Rosemary. Rosemary 
addressed the crowd that night, struggling to hold back 
tears as she spoke about her daughter and how her 
loss, only months ago, had impacted the family. 

In tragic losses such as Rosemary’s or in the 
survival of families who flee dangerous situations, 
many people are faced with picking up the pieces 
of their lives and carrying on under precarious 
circumstances. That is where BCFS Health and 
Human Services comes in with services such as the 
Val Verde Domestic Violence Program. 

The program provides a safe place where survivors, 
who may have suffered physical, emotional, verbal 
and sexual abuse, can come and be free of judgment 
while finding support among others who share their 
pain. It is important that they have somewhere they 
feel comfortable expressing their feelings about 
their experience and ongoing situation. It has to 
be an environment that will also provide resources 
and information to victims who have survived and 
continue their path to a home free of violence.

“Pushing, shoving, yelling, screaming, insults and 
humiliation is only the surface of what a victim of 
domestic violence will experience in a lifetime,” said 
Delia Ramos, director of community-based services 
for BCFS Health and Human Services-Del Rio. “Once 
they have finally found the courage to leave, what 
happens next? Where does the healing process start? 
Who do these vulnerable people turn to?”

Family Advocate Claudia Lopez runs support groups 
for survivors in Del Rio where they come to find hope 
and the tools they need to move forward in life. It is 
important for victims and survivors to understand the 
wheel of power and control, so that they can break 

the cycle of domestic violence. Many survivors have 
learned to care for others first in order to provide 
protection to their own families. Claudia teaches them 
how important it is to put their own oxygen mask on 
first before they administer help to others.

“The support groups teach how their role in the 
family is valued,” Claudia said. “No matter how many 
times they have heard the opposite, it is for them to 
accept how beautiful they are, inside and out.”

The survivors must learn to trust in themselves 
without waiting for approval from their abuser. 
With outside support and their own empowerment, 
survivors can achieve what they previously would not 
have thought possible, finding success by standards 
they set for themselves. 

“Living independently is a long-term goal,” Delia 
said. “It is a goal which at times is very difficult to 
put down on a piece of paper, much less to be able to 
say out loud. Survivors walk into the support group 
nervously, but with support, time and healing, they 
transform into the person far away from the individual 
that was oppressed.”

Faced with the reality that 1 in 3 women worldwide 
will experience some form of physical violence from 
an intimate partner,1 the Val Verde Domestic Violence 
program continues to provide vital direct services 
to families in Southwest Texas, and has been a great 
resource for support and comfort for survivors of 
domestic violence. 

1Violence Against Women. 2017. World Health Organization. 
www.who.int
Photo Captions:
1. Rosemary, who lost her daughter to domestic violence, speaks 

at the annual Domestic Violence Candlelight Vigil in Del Rio.
2. Domestic violence survivors in Del Rio attend a support 

program at the local BCFS Health and Human Services office.
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As you drive into the Hill Country from San 
Antonio you can’’’’’’’’,t help but feel the change of 
pace, the calm serenity that takes over as you 

drive up Interstate 35. If it’’’’’’’’,’s not too hot outside, 
you may even find yourself rolling down the 

windows to take in the fresh air. 

It is within one of these small communities in the 
Hill Country where you will find the Mata Family. 
And the moment you walk into their home you 

are greeted with a message painted on one of the 
doors;. “ The laughter of a child is the light of a 

house.”   The walls are filled with pictures of family 
members, and on the floor in the living room 

you,’ll find two little boys wrestling. 

“You,’d think they were brothers, but they aren’,t. 
They,’ve only known each other about a week,” 

according to Edith Mata. The two little boys are in 
the foster care system, and their laughter 

undoubtedly lights up the house. 

By Evy Ramos

.
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Edith and Paul Mata are currently fostering four 
children. Two are international foster children, and 
two are domestic foster children. The Matas also have 
three biological children. The oldest is 27 and has 
disabilities that keeps her at home with her parents. 
The middle child moved out some years ago, and the 
youngest, 17-year-old PJ, is a junior in high school.  

“We’ve always had a house full of kids and it got a 
little quiet,” said Paul, as he described how life changed 
once their kids grew up and their daughter moved out. 
The Matas immediately thought about fostering. 

They found BCFS Health and Human Services’ 
Foster Care and Adoption program unexpectedly, 
during a visit to the local mall. Some of the program’s 
recruiters sat at a table, sharing information about 
fostering and adopting. It just so happens the Matas 
had recently reached out to another agency, but there 
was some hesitation.

“The first agency didn’t feel so welcoming, and 

with BCFS, it felt like these guys care and that’s what 
we wanted to go with, somebody who really cared,” 
said Paul. 

In a little over a month, after following protocols 
and attending required training sessions, the Matas 
were licensed and ready to accept children thanks to 
the staff at BCFS-San Antonio. “They answered all 
our questions,” Edith explained. “They worked with 
us in regards to training. They did beyond whatever 
they needed to do to get us licensed.”

When asked about how quickly it all came together, 
Paul said, “What we did is we just attacked it and we 
jumped in with both feet.” Soon after getting licensed, 
the Matas were blessed to be fostering. 

Welcoming children from different backgrounds 
into your home can be difficult, as many come from 
difficult circumstances, having a rough upbringing 
or suffering neglect and abuse. It requires a lot of 
patience, but also support. This is something BCFS-
San Antonio is always ready to provide. A 24-hour on-
call support system is part of its services. It’s a phone 
number that foster parents can call for any problem or 
concern. It’s a number the Matas have had to call on 
occasion, and one they are grateful for. 

“It’s that kind of stuff that makes us feel a lot better, 
that makes us feel like we’re not in this by ourselves. 
We’re not just another person complaining about 
something that one of these kids did. They actually 
care and they want to know not only how the child is, 
but how we are,” said Edith.

About a year ago, the Matas got a call that changed 
their lives completely. Their niece and nephew were in 
foster care and needed a place to go. Always ready to 
help one in need, especially family, the Matas took in 
Francisco, now 11 years old, and Danielle, now 12. 

When Francisco and Danielle first arrived, they 
struggled in school and with the responsibilities that 
came with being a part of a family. Today, they are 
thriving. Both said their favorite subject in school is 
math. Francisco said he would like to study law one 
day and become a police officer. Danielle said she 
would like to be a veterinarian. Both are happy to have 
a forever home. 

“I feel comfortable in this house, and safe,” said 
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Francisco. The Matas officially adopted Francisco and 
Danielle in November 2019.

While fostering isn’t easy, both Paul and Edith said 
it’s absolutely worth it. 

“I think the most rewarding part of it is to see these 
kids do a 180 in their life from when they came,” 
explained Paul, “And to see them do better and better 
and better just makes me feel good.”

Edith said the best part is when the children realize 
their worth. “You know they’ve been told for a very 
long time they can’t, so don’t bother because you can’t. 
And now they’re realizing, ‘Yes I can. Yes I can.’”

The BCFS Health and Human Service-San 
Antonio’s Foster Care and Adoption program needs 
more families like the Matas.

In the past year, the Foster Care and Adoption 
program placed about 30 children. Laura Castillo, 
BCFS Health and Human Services’ national foster 
home development director, would like to grow 
the program, but to do so, they need more foster 
parents.“Recruitment is really difficult. It’s tough,” 
says Castillo. “Actually committing to be a foster 
parent is a really big deal and something that not very 
many people are willing to do.”

Once a family is ready to open their home, 
BCFS-San Antonio is there to help in many unique 
ways. When a family is being licensed, everything 
is completed in-house, so there is no need for 
third parties. For example, being certified to do 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) is a requirement, 
and it’s something BCFS-San Antonio offers for free. 

Still, it can be hard to recruit. Foster parents within 
BCFS-San Antonio hope more families out there will 
be inspired to help. 

“I just think if they’re thinking about fostering 
to adopt, to just go through it and don’t let negative 
things that they’ve heard about the whole process stop 
them from doing it because there’s lots of kids out 
there that need help,” explained foster mother Nancy 
Ordaz. She and her husband, Juan, started fostering 
two years ago. They adopted two-year-old Juanito and 
then began fostering his half-sister, 1-year-old Emma 
Rose. Her adoption was finalized in December 2019.

Some people don’t fully comprehend what fostering 
to adopt is all about. After Nancy and Juan had their 
biological daughter Izabella, they felt fostering children 
was something they wanted to do. However, family 
members didn’t understand their decision at first. 

Juan’s parents questioned why they wouldn’t just 
have more biological children. Juan said his answer 
to them was simple. “It’d be selfish of us just to say, 
‘I don’t want to deal with that, I just want to have 
my own kids,’ when we know there’s a whole bunch 
of kids that don’t have family,” said Juan. Today, 
his parents adore all his children. In fact, the minute 
Juanito sees his grandma, he runs straight to her and it 
becomes difficult to separate the pair. 

Nancy has this advice for families hesitant to foster. 
“There’s lots of resources out there and there’s 

lots of training, and just because they’re from foster 
care or CPS doesn’t mean that they’re going to have 
problems for the rest of their lives. They might just be 
short term and you shouldn’t let that stop you.” Nancy 
reminds families that BCFS-San Antonio will support 
you through it all, and you are never alone. 

At the end of the day, there is one goal 
in mind:. the joy and the happiness of 
the families and the kids. BCFS---San 

Antonio believes every child deserves a 
loving home, whether it’ is a temporary 

home or a forever home.
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Where Few Are

WILLING

A Journey Helping Others in India
By Marilu Reyna
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The last week of June 2019, a group of individuals 
from various walks of life made their way across the 
globe, travelling more than 8,000 miles. The trip, 
which required multiple layovers and time-changes 
and took approximately 24 hours, brought them to 
the land of the Taj Mahal with spice markets and 
temples, where 1,500-pound cows roam freely in the 
streets, where marriages are sometimes arranged, and 
where thousands of children and families live a life of 
extreme poverty: New Delhi, India. 

Children’s Emergency Relief International (CERI) 
was in the capital city with a purpose – to help those 
in great need. On the outskirts of this metropolis, 
where millions of people live in cramped spaces only 
a few meters from the busy roadside where hundreds 
of thousands of commuters pass daily in a noisy 
cacophony of motor bikes, trucks, cars, buses and gas-
powered rickshaws all honking and beeping 
incessantly, and where the states of 
Uttar Pradesh and Union Territory of 
New Delhi merge, a mobile medical 
clinic was established. 

The travelers included Anahi 
Barron, Dorcas Adepoju, Emily 
Pinedo, Hector Chacon, Jazmin 
Howard, Jim Bonson, Kevin Neave, 
Kris Bryant, Martin Bocchino and 
myself. We were joined by Donna 
Coroiescu, who had previously 
visited India with Ian Forber-Pratt 
and Kaynat Salmani, two CERI staff 
members. There were professionals, 
students and married couples, all here to help fill a gap 
in services. 

Throughout history, no matter the politics, refugees 
have, for numerous reasons, fled their homeland, 
in most cases with only the clothes on their backs, 
leaving family and any prized possessions they may 
have had, all to seek a better life.

When we spoke with the families, we learned that 
many had survived a horrific journey to India and had 
witnessed deaths and other unfathomable dangers 
along the way. They made their new homes with 
bamboo poles tied to plastic tarps, bedsheets and other 
scraps they found on the street. 

They have no running water and inadequate toilets. 
There are nearly 350 refugees living in a settlement 

and it is expected that each and every one will visit the 
medical clinic in a two-day period.

When we began the first day of medical work in 
the camp, Jazmin Howard, a college student looking 
to pursue a career in the medical field, and Anahi 
Barron, a registered nurse, were assigned to triage. A 
rickety wooden table with three chairs at the entrance 
of the tent was surrounded with people waiting their 
turn. Anahi and Jazmin took temperatures and blood 
pressure readings, and prepared a brief but important 
medical history on each patient. Some of the refugees 
had never seen a doctor or a dentist before. Their 
conditions included body rashes, cuts and sores due to 
living conditions, no shoes (in most cases), and little 
to no real hygiene 
regimen. Asthma was prevalent as well and is said to 
be a result of the open flame the families maintain in 
their shacks where they cook and boil water with little 

or no ventilation. The fumes from 
the wood and coal have a detrimental 
effect. Also prevalent were worms, 
burns, malnutrition, dehydration, 
abscess teeth, gum disease and other 
communicable diseases. 

Young children looked like 
toddlers, much younger than their 
true age, due to lack of proper 
nutrition, while the elderly looked 
older than their true age, a result of a 
hard life
that manifested itself on their 
sunburned skin, wrinkled faces and 

arthritic hands. A rickshaw driver came to us looking for 
relief from back pain, stating that he pulls 500 pounds 
all day, every day as part of his job. He could not afford 
to take time off but saw an opportunity at the clinic. A 
young mother came in holding her baby, almost lifeless 
from dehydration and a high fever, and was moved to the 
front of the line. They needed water and protection from 
the brutal heat or they would not survive. 

Donna Coroiescu, a longtime CERI volunteer, wore 
medical scrubs that, by the end of the day, had several 
rings of dried salt from her own perspiration. The 
heat was brutal, but Donna knows the ropes, having 
traveled to India and many other countries over the 
past several years. She felt at home and was a nurturer 
at heart, there to do God’s work. Our team’s grueling 
schedule included early mornings and late nights, but 

It is more

than to receive

blessed
ive

Acts 20:35
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Donna is the first one on the bus in the morning and 
the last to board in the evening. She worked with a 
servant’s heart and a leader’s mind, watching carefully 
that the medical clinic ran smoothly. She cared for 
babies while their mothers were examined, and she 
worked with the pharmacist to decipher prescriptions 
that were written out in a type of code for many of the 
patients, most of whom struggle to read. 

Jim Bonson, a veteran and physician assistant, 
worked with a translator to see as many patients as 
possible. He took the triage information and tried to 
delve a little more into their medical history to find out 
what ailed them. He was thoughtful and thorough in 
his work and patiently maneuvered through his exams 
while staying aware of the cultural mores. Some 
women refused to be seen by a male and some refused 
to remove their veils, head scarfs or other layers 
that are part of their traditional dress. He persisted 
on helping and worked with each person, respecting 
their comfort level. And he made progress. Jim and 
the others provided medical exams to more than 300 
patients in a two-day period. 

Dentist Emily Pinedo traveled from Australia with 
her husband, Martin Bocchino, to take part in this 
medical mission. The two teamed with local dentists 
and dental hygienists to give the people of the camp 
some much needed dental care. They were extremely 
busy both days as access to this type of care is rare and 
in demand. The dreaded trip to the dentist as we know 
it was not an issue with this population. They were 
most thankful to find relief, in some cases to tooth pain 
that had been plaguing them indefinitely. 

Additional volunteers on the front lines included Dr. 
Dorcas Adepoju, a psychiatrist from the U.S., along 
with Kris Bryant, a licensed professional counselor. 
Kevin Neave, who joined us from London where he 
attends London South Bank University, and Hector 
Chacon, who works in Oregon with the BCFS System, 
were all part of the critical support team that helped 
with setup, logistics and other laborious tasks necessary 
in running the camp efficiently and effectively. 

What brought these caring and compassionate 
professionals from all over the world to help? CERI. 
Celebrating 20 years of helping those in need. 

By all these things, I have shown you that by working 
in this way we must help the weak and remember the 
words of the Lord Jesus that he himself said, “It is more 
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blessed to give than to receive.” (Acts 20:35)
Jazmin commented on her experience:

The people of New Delhi, India, gave me more 
than I could ever repay them. To most of these 
people the future is not promised. At one point 
I asked, “Where do you see yourself in five 
years?” The response is something that will 
stay with me forever. 
“Someplace better.” 
Most have no idea what tomorrow will bring, 
but they wake up with joy every morning 
because they wake up to the opportunity to 
be better, to do better. Each day is a chance 
to embark on a new journey. Even with the 
extreme poverty and the seriousness of the 
situations that these families had to endure, 
smiles were still evident across their faces. They 
were fearless and full of hope. They uplifted 
each other with the truest form of unconditional 
love. What they did not know is, they also 
uplifted me. 

Jim reflected upon his return from the trip simply 
stating, “I have learned even in my sufferings here in 
the U.S. I am still blessed. I often think of the refugees 
we met and treated at the camp and their resilience and 
I am inspired. I pray for them and the marginalized 
people around the world. We can make a difference in 
their lives by telling their stories and taking action.” 

CERI is taking action where it is not easy, where 
few are willing to take the risks; where profound 
differences have been made. In return, the hearts and 
souls of our volunteers are forever changed knowing 
they were part of something bigger than them.

 
Photo Captions:
1. Kaynat Salmani reassures children as they gather in the 

medical clinic and wait to be seen.
2. Jazmin Howard checks vital signs for on young patient.
3. Dentist Emily Pinedo examines an elder looking for relief 

from years of neglect.
4. Donna Coroiescu comforts a crying child while mom 

receives medical services.
5. Volunteers and staff outside the Salmani home who gave the 

group a peek to inner-city living in New Dehli.
6. Dr. Dorcas Adepoju, Anahi Barron, RN and Jazmin Howard, 

Student at Southwestern University take part in Women’s 
Health Discussion in the small CERI classroom.
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