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Life-Changing Trip Connects Boxers
With Bangladesh People

n the summer of 2008, four student-boxers traveled to

Bangladesh thanks to the Center for Social Concerns
introducing a new program through their International
Summer Service Learning Program (ISSLP). Bobby Powers,
John Maier, Jim Woods, and Sean Pennino spent two months
paired up to work in two cities, Jalchatra and Firgacha. This
unique opportunity allowed a firsthand look at the work of the
Holy Cross Missions. The students taught English classes
at the local high schools and assisted with parish outreach
efforts with the Bengali priests, The cultural immersion
helped the students learn more about the tribal people whom
the Missions serve.

These people are the poorest of the poor in Bangladesh,
They have little social standing and are severely taken
advantage of as a Christian minority in a Mushm country.
The government does not even recognize the rights to their
own land.

Despite their vulnerability, the tribal people are people
of hope. They are talented, driven, resilient, and full of
kindness,

Education is the primary focus of the Holy Cross
Missions. Through education, the Missions aim to provide
the tribal people the tools to combat poverty and injustice,

The experience helped them realize how much is taken
for granted in our own country and the impact of this service.
The following stories help paint a picture of the relationships
made with the people, a connection that will be passed on to
future student-boxers participating in this program.
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John Maier

The language barrier is one of the most frustraling aspects
of travel. In our situation, we had no previous experience
speaking “Bangla,” the national language, beyvond a book
Bobby brought with him. We spent six weeks trying to help
increase English languagre skills of middle school children. It
was a challenge, to say the least, to find ways in which to help
them understand confusing ideas and concepts.

Thankfully, the world has sports. One of my favorite
days in Bangladesh was the day Bobby and I spent teaching
a group of seminarian students the English equivalent words
of cricket. In actuality, they did more teaching than us. The

ﬁa 30

day before our lesson, Bobby and 1 learned all of the sport's
terminology, We also mixed in some American culture. The
“high-five” was by far the favorite. When we arrived for
class, we wrote down everything we knew about cricket and
began to ask them Lo explain the rules in English. After some
confusion, laughter and learning, we headed out to the field.

An hour was spent just playing and speaking the
language of crickel, We communicated with them on nearly
equal terms because of a universal connection to sport. |
learned how to play a new game and the seminarian boys
hopefully understood English a little betier. The frustration
of not understanding each other because of the language
barrier was erased during this time. It gave us the chance
to truly connect and relate to each other at a level we could
not before,

Jim Woods

Every afternoon, Sean and [ would teach English to a diverse
group of teachers and graduates. Our classroom was a single-
room structure with three deep rows of benches for the
students and a dusty chalkboard at the front. The {loor was
dried mud, and the roof was tin. A series of doors served as
windows and the main ventilation systermn was the electricity
powering the lights. A few fans would dependably be out for
the vast majority of our class.
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To overcome these lessthan-ideal conditions and the
rigidness of traditional instruction, Sean and [ would hring
his portable speakers to class and play an American song
for the students. This sharing of our culture gave them the
opportunity for a fun listening-comprehension exercise. [
was a resounding success,

One of the most memorable moments of our trip was
teaching the students Chubby Checker's “The Twist.” Once
we completed the exercise of plaving portions of the song
and having the students fill-in the lyrics, we replayed the song
for the class. In my typical unabashed fashion, I began to sing
along and dance in front of the class. While the Mandis are
an extremely shy people, with my encouragement, T soon
had the entire class standing and doing “the twist.” With
half the class clapping and the other half struggling to sing,
the over-heated room suddenly became a magical place that
transcended cultural barriers.

While 1 will always hold that moment dear in my heart,
I believe it speaks volumes about the power of this program
and our service. The Mandis are verv shy and conservative
people, and would never even consider dancing in a classroom,
However, the love and trust that grew between us allowed us
to reach bevond our comfort zones and share in each other's
culture. The mission of Bengal Bouts is truly selfless, and
this past summer has shown me the impact and potential that
this program holds.

Sean Pennino

One day after class, three of our students asked Jim and 1 if
we would like to take a walk with them to their house. We
obliged and were led through the forest, passing pineapple
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plants, mango trees, and hearing the not-so-distant call of
monkeyvs. Eventually, we were brought to a well-established
home, taken inside, sat down, and promptly given jackfruit,
a juicy fruit with the taste of a banana, the consistency of a
pear, and the stickiness of jelly,. The whole experience was
enjovable, but it was what happened afterward that made it
s0 memorable,

After returning back to the parish, where Jim and [ were
staving, one of the resident brothers, Br. Mark, told us we
were not taken to our student’s home. [t was the home of their
friend, who is significantly better off. It was clear that our
students were embarrassed to show us where they actually
lived. It was at this point that [ realized that a humanitarian
effort is more than just a check sent from 10,000 miles away,
or a physical presence in an underprivileged area; it is a
relationship that must be buill between those serving and
those being served. If we do not have a close relationship
with these people, we can never truly connect with them to
provide the help that they deserve.

In the past two summers, the Bengal Bouls has evolved
from a fundraiser to an intimate relationship with the Mandi
people. I am grateful for being given the experience of a
lifetime and excited to see that boxers will continue to travel
to Bangladesh in the future.

Bobby Powers

One day after daily mass, our high school girl students
brought us Bangla (the national language) sentences to
read out loud. They forced me to read the first sentence,
not knowing what it meant. Upon finishing, they burst into
giggles and cheers. Apparently, it meant “I like you.” The
next sentences were “You look beautiful” and “I love you,”
both of which were followed by even more cheers and more
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