We won’t touch you;

Missionaries serve immigrants in violence-prone area of Costa Rica
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San José, Costa Rica –Recently, taxi drivers in this capital of Costa Rica said they would no longer carry passengers into La Carpio, a crowded immigrant community between the city and the airport. They said it was just too dangerous to go there.

Even the police say they are reluctant to enter the town site without strong arms and reinforcement. And even then, there are some streets and back alleys that they never go in to.
But Susan Grosser and Sara Bautista go there every day. 

The two women are missionaries with Christ for the City International (CFCI) and spend their days operating a clinic, teaching classes and helping residents of what originally was a squatter community made up primarily of Nicaraguan immigrants, many of them undocumented.

“There are gangs throughout the community and often there are stabbings and shootouts,” explains Susan as she stands in front of the clinic. “In fact, this area is known as “La Puñalaba,” – the stabbing point.”
Susan and Sara began work in the community over a decade ago when they were working in another, nearby immigrant community called Pavas. “People started settling here on what was government land and we saw the need here as well,” she says. “The two communities are separated by a deep ravine that people can’t cross, so the Carpio residents couldn’t get to Pavas easily.”

The two women began their ministry here by providing Bible classes in schools and Bible studies in homes of residents. Soon, the medical needs of the community became evident, so they established the clinic in 1996 and moved into the present building in 1998.

Today, their clinic is in operation every Monday through Friday morning and they see around thirty to forty patients a day. “We provide only out-patient services,” Susan says. “And now we have added gynecology and minor surgery in addition to dental services and general medical help.”

“Our clinic is important,” she says. “For a long time we were the only clinic here. Now there is a government clinic, but they only see people in the social security system.”

Susan reported that only people who are formally employed and pay into the government medical plan are eligible to use the government clinic. Many of their patients are unemployed or work in the informal economy and thus do not earn any benefits. 

After the morning clinic is over, the two women are involved in other ministries in La Carpio. “In the afternoon we have Bible studies in people’s homes and we help organize kid’s clubs and remedial classes,” Susan says. “We also operate a library for children and we teach sewing and English as a Second Language classes.”
While Susan and Sara minister primarily in La Carpio, they also have remained somewhat active in the CFCI project in Pavas where they also lead Bible clubs and supervise a dental clinic there. 

CFCI works in a number of countries around the world to meet the greatest needs of the poorest cities. The mission’s purpose is to help people transform cities by transforming lives. Missionaries from CFCI accomplish that by determining what needs people have, meeting those needs out of the love of Christ and building relationships so they can share the Gospel and change lives.

Susan, who grew up in Midland Park, New Jersey and studied at Wheaton College and Sara, who is from Colombia, are also involved in the start-up of the New Horizons youth center a half-mile from their clinic. The facility is designed to provide continuing education to high-school drop-outs and a sports and activities program that provides youth with an alternative to gang life. 
The center offers classes during the day and other activities in the evenings and on weekends. 

While the two women recognize the danger of working in a place like La Carpio, they also know the blessings. “One family was coming to Sunday school classes,” Susan remembers. “Gradually they got more involved and we felt led to start a Bible study with them. Both came to know the Lord even though they had serious marital problems. Over the years they have been very involved with the ministry, and they received marital counseling. Finally they decided to get married and were baptized. They hang on to God and he hangs onto them.”

Meanwhile, Susan and Sara know of God’s protection of them as they work in the community. Susan says that one gang member told her, “We know you are working for God. We won’t touch you.”

As she looks up and down the streets, she concludes with a chuckle, “I think that we are safer here than we are in San José!”
Information on missionary opportunities in La Carpio, or about Christ for the City International can be obtained on line at www.cfci.org or by writing to Christ For the City International, P.O. Box 241827, Omaha, NE  68124-5827 or by calling 402 592 8332 or toll free, 888 526 7551.
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