
THOUGHTS: DEMONSTRATING DOMINION By Gregg Garner

When you witness the vast amount of needs in the world, and 
the limited amount of material and human resources to meet 
them, you can see that creativity, courage, and hope are 
great gifts from God.

On my recent trip to El Salvador, I visited a variety of rural 
communities. Some were settled after the civil war, and oth-
ers more recently as a part of an internal displacement pro-
gram. 

All of these families were subject to incredible challenges, 
ranging from the lack of access to clean water, to issues of ir-
rigation, sewage, and insufficient children’s education. 

If you’ve never been in an environment like this before, it’s 
very overwhelming. You find yourself stunned by the domi-
nating forces of a slow death. Suffering’s lingering presence 
sits at a table of empty plates alongside vulnerable women 
and children and taken aback, you just sit there…  

You can feel the weight of their problems sit on your shoul-
ders to the degree you feel physically tired, or even sick. You 
convince yourself it’s the change in climate, or the toll of the 
journey, or the difference in diet. In reality, it’s the natural re-
sponse to an unnatural environment. Human beings were not 
created to live subject to such chaotic environments. It’s most 
painful when you look to the dark corner of the room and find 
a baby, unclothed, sitting on a questionable surface, haunt-
ingly quiet, sadly unresponsive to anything. 

Genesis 1:28 “And God blessed them. And God said to them, 

“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and 
have dominion…”

When all you’ve ever known is being dominated, it seems 
impossible that outside of a fairytale rescue effort, you could 
ever experience relief from the inevitable subjugation to le-
viathan. Hope becomes the tooth-fairy of impoverished real-
ity. She’s only there if you can afford her.  

However, Gen. 1:28 states that God’s intention for human 
beings was that they would dominate the world they lived 

in, to the degree they could raise multiple children without 
fear of those vulnerable ones being subject to the monster 
of chaos. 

So many third world development approaches culminate in 
an outside force providing the power to dominate. Although 

it can help the few who receive the benefit, it only affirms the 
presence of the tooth fairy, and prolongs the myth of rescue. 
Someone else does the dominating, and those suffering fail 
to experience the empowerment that would lead to the dig-
nity they were created to experience.

I’m thankful to serve in an organization that believes God 
wants human beings who are subject to the forces of suf-
fering, death and despair to come into the ability to have 
dominion over that very environment that chaotically tries 
to challenge them; to grow into the image of God they were 
created in and have dominion. 

Matthew 5:14 “You are the light of the world. A city set on a 
hill cannot be hidden.”

The work we do is directly related to the development de-
scribed above: moving a person from being dominated to 
having dominion. Jesus offers a solution in his people, who 
would obey his commands, and implement his way. He 
charges them with the responsibility to be an illuminating 
model. Like a city on a hill, we are to be a society that em-
bodies what is possible when people do justice, and practice 
righteousness. 

In this edition of the Global Voice, you’ll read about how we 
are obeying Jesus’s command by demonstrating the possibil-
ity that can exist when people have the courage to hope, 
amidst incredibly challenging circumstances, and creatively 
implement solutions that empower people to have dominion. 

In El Salvador, the median age is 25 years old, and 32% of the population is under 
the age of 15. As of 2011, of the 6.6 million people populating El Salvador, 44,000 
young people had been recruited by gangs. In high-risk areas of El Salvador, approx-
imately 800,000 young people are regularly affected by gangs and gang violence.  
Those who fall between the ages of 11 and 17 are most susceptible to the allure of 
gang affiliation. 

Gang violence and youth affiliation with gangs is just one of many issues that exists 
for youth growing up in El Salvador. The effects of war from El Salvador’s recent past 

has left rural communities teeming with 
youth. Poverty and the need to contribute 
to their families’ source of income often 
cause young people to drop out of school 
in their early to mid-teens. 

Even those who maintain their education 
are still left with many hours outside of the 
classroom with few to no extracurricular 
activities. The academic clubs, organized 
sports, and other activities offered to the 
young people of our country are not avail-
able to the youth in El Salvador. The result 
is predictable: bored and curious young 

people who fall prey to drug use, abuse of alcohol, involvement in gangs and gang 
violence, and teen pregnancy. 

During a recent stint in El Salvador in April 2014, Lavinia Fernandez and Gregg 
Garner sat down with a native Salvadoran, friend and correspondent, Lorena, to 
propose the idea of a youth empowerment seminar hosted by G.O.D. Int’l. Such 
an event, they explained, would appeal to the high school and college-age demo-
graphics. It would respond to an observed need for direction and empowerment 
to produce healthy activities for youth from the five rural villages surrounding the 
community in which G.O.D. Int’l is rooted. Lorena’s response was beyond enthusias-
tic. Though she provides a daily ministry to her community and the youth within it, 
she repeatedly expressed her need for support in these efforts.

The youth empowerment seminar in El Salvador will take place in November, 

Approximately 
800,000 young people 
in el Salvador are 
regularly affected
by gangs and gang 
violence.
“El Salvador | Reaching Young People in El 
Salvador.” El Salvador. 

shortly after students adjourn 
from school. It will be a five-
day event that we anticipate 
will be attended by approxi-
mately 50 youth. The semi-
nar will address issues that 
young people deal with on a 
daily basis, and give them a 
venue in which to be heard. 
Bible study sessions will occur 
daily, and youth will be given 
opportunities to enjoy music, 
communication through the 
arts, sports and much more.

When we have facilitated youth conferences like this in other regions, the response has 
been tremendous. Young people have been inspired to take initiative in making their 
neighborhoods or displacement camps cleaner and safer. They’ve been encouraged to 
utilize their strength and energy to take care of those in need—particularly of the el-
derly, immigrants and children in their area. They have been motivated to serve the Lord 
with full conviction that life with him is better than any other option available to them. 
This kind of a conference has the potential to change the lives of young people who des-
perately need it. 

Empowering 
Youth with 
purpose

“Visiting the relocation settlement community, Milagro de 
Dios, I got to hang out with these young guys. They were 
funny. Energetic. Playful. And not in school. I asked the boys 
why they weren’t in school. One boy spoke up for the oth-
ers, ‘School doesn’t mean anything for us. Even when we go, 
it’s like we’re not there.’  They all laughed and proceeded to 
punch each other.
                  -- Photo and caption by: Gregg Garner

By Sara 
Davis

Lavinia Fernandez and Lorena
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In the squatter community of Milagro de Dios (“Miracle of God”) water is col-
lected in plastic barrels. Unfortunately, filling these barrels cost half a day’s 
wage, and the water is contaminated. The barrels are also a breeding ground 
for mosquitoes, often leading to dengue fever--a major health concern in El 
Salvador. It’s issues like this we are empowering communities to implement 
creative solutions for; to have dominion over their environments.
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In order for youth to attend the five-day seminar, each individual requires a spon-
sorship of $175. Sponsorships cover the cost of food, lodging, transportation and 
teaching materials. Please prayerfully consider joining with G.O.D. Int’l and the 
Latin America team to support the empowerment of youth to change their cur-
rent reality, to develop critical thinking skills and enrich their communities. 

To sponsor a young person attending the Youth Empowerment Seminar in El Sal-
vador, please contact: lfernandez@godinternational.org, or simply turn in 
the remittance envelope with a memo “Youth Empowerment Seminar.”  

Partner with Us:

The Global Voice

God wants human beings who are 
subject to the forces of suffering, 
death and despair to have dominion 

over the environment that 
chaotically challenges them; to 
grow into the image of God they 

were created in and have dominion. 



We are offering venues for youth to learn the 
bible as well as form friendships through music 
classes, the arts and engaging in sports. 
Sadly, gangs offer youth a sense of belonging not found in dysfunctional 
families or communities. Positive activities for youth to engage in are few 
and far between in El Salvador. So many families are without men, or any 

We are introducing affordable, duplicable 
technologies that produce homes that are 
equipped to handle natural disasters.
El Salvador is located in the hurricane zone and volcanic “ring of 
fire” (an area where a large number of earthquakes, and volcanic 
eruptions occur). Landslides, mudslides, earthquakes, and torren-
tial rains have repeatedly devastated homes and livelihoods. Ac-
cording to the United Nations Development Program, more than 
88% of the total land area in El Salvador is considered at risk of 
natural disasters, and 96.4% of the population lives in these areas.
         

Jeremiah Watson is a licensed contractor in the States, but also 
aims to provide adequate shelter for the poor in Latin America. He 
has learned how to build earthen, cob, straw bale and earthbag 
structures –all of which offer ecological and economical choices 
for home construction. Such methods also protect homes from 
most natural disasters. Our team has introduced earthbag tech-
nology by constructing retaining walls, steps and a water cistern 
for harvesting water, all out of bags filled with dirt!
        

A week after we began building earthbag retaining walls around 
homes, three of our neighbors approached our team and request-
ed to learn this new skill. They were interested in building these 

Did you know that More than 89% of 
rural Salvadorans are unable to Properly 
Dispose of Dirty water and sewage from their 
homes?

We are modeling quality teaching and creative 
lessons in the local school. 

We are training a midwife and birth advo-
cates who partner with midwives on the 
ground to offer childbirth education, prena-
tal and postnatal care, along with 
labor support.
According to the World Health Organization, of all the need that ex-
ists in the field of healthcare, the most critical shortage of workers is 
midwives.  Elise Buckner (labor doula, childbirth educator, and ap-
prenticing midwife) is entering into the final stage of her midwifery 
apprenticeship with local Nashville midwives. She also recently spent 
several months in El Salvador training and living with a local mid-
wife, offering prenatal care and assisting in births. Having a trained 
midwife is a crucial step in addressing maternal complications in El 
Salvador. 

Did you know that 2 million 
Salvadorans (a third of the country) 
live in substandard  housing?

Did you know that every woman in 
El Salvador faces a 1 in 490 chance 
of dying in childbirth (compared to
1 in 3,900 in a developed country)? 

SUSTAINABLE BUILDING 

MATERNAL HEALTH

YOUTH EMPOWERMENT

CHILDREN’s EDucation SANITATION

We are constructing systems for disposing black 
water sewage from toilets and grey water from 
laundry, dishes, and showers that eliminate 
many waterborne diseases. 
The majority of rural Salvadorans utilize homemade latrines and al-
low grey water (water used for bathing, cooking, or laundry) to be 
poured outside of their homes, forming pools of stagnant water just 
feet from their living space. This water becomes a breeding ground 
for mosquitoes and bacteria. In fact, because of longer rainy sea-
sons and a lack of proper water drainage, the number of people in 
El Salvador who contracted dengue fever, a disease transmitted by 
mosquitoes, doubled between 2012 and 2013. 

In response, we are modeling two solutions. We constructed com-
post toilets, an alternative to latrines, on our property. These com-
post toilets allow blackwater waste to collect in a tank that is then 
combined with compostable materials readily available in this area. 
Within the year, what was once a health hazard for rural families is 
now a naturally processed compost that is safe and beneficial for 
use in their fields.  

For our neighbors, grey water had become such a hazard that at 
times they couldn’t walk across their property. In response, we cre-
ated a system to divert water from their house. The water drains 
through buried PVC pipes to holes dug, lined with bricks, and cov-
ered with cement lids, where the water is absorbed into the ground. 
In order to keep the drainage area dry, we planted water-absorbing 
banana trees which produce abundantly because of the constant 
water source. 

Since implementing these solutions, we have been contacted by 
the local governing council which has long been exasperated by the 
town’s drainage problem. We were excited to share with them these 
simple plumbing technologies that can help eradicate diseases di-
rectly tied to a lack of drainage--solutions that can work for anyone. 

Source: Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (PNUD). 2007. Trayectorias 
hacia el cumplimientro de los ODM en El Salvador. Cuadernos sobre desarrollo humano.

Did you know that, on average, a child 
in rural El Salvador will only attend 
school for 3.7 Years? 

strong role models. In the city, extracurricular activities are provided to help sharpen 
students’ minds and keep them from boredom. However, the rural areas have no ac-
cessibility to these programs. We have taken on the responsibility of providing ven-
ues for these youth to allow them to express themselves--whether it be a music class, 
drama, or a school newspaper.

When I was in El Salvador, high schoolers were having a meeting with administra-
tive officials who were surveying them about providing after-school activities in their 
area. Later, I asked my students about the survey. They told me, “We are tired of peo-
ple coming to tell us that these programs will come to our school. They come almost 
every year with a different name and idea, but the programs never come. But you 
are different because when we asked you for a guitar class, you started right away!”

Source: Ayala, Edgardo. “Gangs Back Plan for Violence-Free Districts in El Salvador - Inter Press Service.” In-
ter Press Service. N.p., n.d. Web. 23 May 2014. <http://www.ipsnews.net/2012/12/gangs-back-plan-for-
violence-free-districts-in-el-salvador/>.

Our team’s birth advocates Tori Roufs (labor doula and child-
birth educator) and Katie Dunning (labor doula and Interna-
tional Cesarean Awareness Network secretary) are educated 
in safe birth practices and how to implement and advocate 
for women throughout their maternal care.  Growing our 
personnel in the experience necessary to competently con-
duct childbirth education courses, offer prenatal and post-
natal care, and be able to deliver babies is what we consider 
the best thing we can do to help combat maternal and infant 
mortality in El Salvador. 

Source: Perkins, Janet . “Integrating health promotion to improve maternal 
and newborn health in El Salvador.” Geneva Health Forum. N.p., n.d. Web. 
23 May 2014. <http://ghf.globalhealthforum.net/2013/09/12/integrating-
health-promotion-to-improve-maternal-and-newborn-health-in-el-salva-
dor/#.U3-COZRdWSc>.

By Tori Roufs

Did you know  that an estimated 60,000 
Salvadoran youth are active in gangs? 

By Rafael Reyes

By Matthew ParkerBy Betsy JohnsonBy Laurie Kagay (Based on an interview with Jeremiah Watson)

walls for their homes in order to prevent rainwater from 
washing away the houses’ foundation. They also liked the 
speed in which the wall was constructed, the minimal ma-
terials required, and the aesthetic appeal offered by creating 
boundaries for plants and flowers. Our team introduced four 
neighboring men to the basics of how to build with earth-
bags, and six other G.O.D. International representatives were 
trained in it as well. 

Source: Wilson, Lynnette. “Natural disasters, displacement perpetuate pov-
erty in El Salvador.” Episcopal News Service. N.p., n.d. Web. 23 May 2014. 
<http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2013/06/25/natural-disasters-
displacement-perpetuate-poverty-in-el-salvador/>.

For the past three years, various team members have volunteered at the local pub-
lic school.  This school enrolls approximately 600 students from the 13 neighboring 
communities. 

Whether we volunteer in the kindergarten classroom of 50 lively five-year olds, or we 
teach English to shy teenagers, or offer a guitar class to girls who have been told that 
women cannot play guitars, we do our best to offer relevant learning opportunities, 
and we do so in creative ways. We strive to make their learning opportunities fun 
yet engaging, challenging yet possible.  We give students the type of education and 
attention they deserve.  The level of excellence in instruction we are able to offer is 
instrumental in inspiring both teachers and students to stay the course.

Source: El Salvador, rural development study. Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998. Print. 

PHOTOS: Sustainable Building (top far left): 
A building team from G.O.D. International uses recyclced 

barbed wire to bond earthbags together and ensure the structure’s 
stability. Children’s Education (top center left): Although starting el-

ementary school is an exciting time, the likelihood that she will complete her 
educational journey is low. Families typically prioritize the education of their 

sons rather than daughters. (Top center right): Betsy Johnson (principal of GOD 
Elementary) teaches a kindergarten class. Her individualized attention towards 
students  and creative teaching methods motivates the teachers observing. Sanita-
tion (top far right): Benjamin Reese and Tim Sherrod prepare the site for a compost 
toilet and shower facility. The compost toilet was made out of locally fired clay bricks. 
Maternal Health (bottom left): Elise Buckner, apprenticing midwife, offers prena-
tal care to an expecting mother. Prental care and education are vital to the health 
and vitality of every pregnant woman, though both are largely overlooked.  Youth 
Empowerment (bottom center): A guitar class poses with their handmade fret 
boards, made from wood, string and nails. (Bottom right): Rafael Reyes challenges 
his music students to be mindful of the choices they make. 

THEIR NEEDS 
Our Response

How G.O.D Int’l is responding 
to 5 major needs in El Salvador


