Jaime’s story

“That’s where he lives” She pointed to a house set back on a wet, muddy, messy plot behind crumbling walls. There was no gate, so I could look straight in at the windows of the mud-brick building, carpets hanging across them, for there was no glass. “That’s Jaime’s house”.

Late that day he came to the Sumumpaya Community Centre for a Christmas Nativity singing practice. I can see him now, this dishevelled boy from one of the poorest barrios in Cochabamba, Bolivia; he was standing on a bench leaning against the recently painted wall forming, with five other 11-year old lads, the back row of the simple choir. The girls stood on the concrete floor of the community centre’s small church room and were alternately delighted and annoyed at the prodding, tickling and cajoling of the boys at their backs. Jaime was the most unruly of these boys, always needing to be told off, corrected or hushed-up. 

Jaime was a problem.

Several months later Jaime’s occasional visits to the Centre stopped. That was a blow, for the leaders had hoped that, through working with the children of this needy barrio, they could gain access to families and begin the healing that was needed so much. It became apparent that Jaime’s father had forbidden him to ever go near the Centre again -  the punishment would be a dreadful beating. Clearly the Centre’s provision of a gym, company, English classes, snacks, medical check-ups and so on were a threat to Jaime’s father (a devotee of the bottle) and the fact that all this was offered in the name of Christ made it all the worse.

So no more was Jaime around the Centre until two months later when one morning he pressed the bell at the front gate of the Pastor’s home and asked if he could have some fruit. A secondary request was that he wished ‘to help’. These occasions were clearly a cry for attention and continued almost daily, for Jaime was never sent to school by his parents. And on each occasion the Pastor’s wise response was the only one possible in the context of Christian ministry : “you can only come if your parents know about it” They didn’t, so the bell-ringing stopped.

A further period of 2-3 months passed until Jaime unexpectedly turned up again at the Centre and asked to speak to el Pastor, who was there working on a building project. The same wise reply came (your parents must be told) but this time Jaime’s eyes were full of honesty, pleading and hope.

“They do Pastor. My mother does!”

“Then how do you get here without your father catching you? He’ll beat you so hard…”

“I escape”.

“Escape?”

“Yes, I get out through a window while he’s asleep drunk and I come here. Please Pastor, let me work for you…”

It turned out that Jaime’s mother did indeed know and it was on that basis that the pastor allowed him to come to the Centre. Every day he comes, doing what he’s told without complaint or dissatisfaction, working as hard as anyone could. He knows he is valued.

Of all the children singing in the Nativity play, one has 'travelled further' than all the rest. And it is simply because someone stretched out a hand of love, graced with wisdom and gave Jaime a reason for living and a feeling of self-worth.

[Three weeks later Jaime stopped coming; his father had found out and the beatings started….]

