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Dear Friends
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Yesterday we attended the wedding of Utom and Kanta, we know both their families pretty well, as Kanta’s father was the accountant at the CBSDP office in Meherpur and his wife is warden at the Girl’s Hostel, while Utom’s father worked in Rajshahi Mission Hospital and has a pond from which we regularly get fresh fish!  Unlike a wedding in the UK which mostly consists of family and close friends the whole community seemed to be at this one, in fact talking to Kanta’s father Anondo (his name means ‘joy’ and whenever we meet we seem to share a joke or a laugh so he is appropriately named) apparently 750 people attended the reception!  It got me thinking…a wedding with just close family and friends would simply be impossible in Bangladesh, community bonds are so strong that it would just be unthinkable not to invite all the people that you are connected to, such as at this wedding where colleagues mixed with neighbours, at least 4 different ethnicities were present, food had to be appropriate for people of 3 different religions (so chicken & goat but no beef or pork) and of course guests were allowed to bring friends or relatives that happened to be with them (we took Linda’s brother & sister)!
Communities often get into the news for all the wrong reasons; if atrocities happen, if community bonds are weak, if there is conflict between different members or groups within a community and if attempts are made to create a sense of community such as Prime Minister David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’.  This is a great shame because when communities work well just as was demonstrated by the wedding they are a great thing!
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The Church of Bangladesh Social Development Programme (CBSDP) has through its work been trying to strengthen communities in a positive way through the formation of Development Groups which are small women’s groups of around 20 members that meet for discussion, training, and awareness, collect savings and sometimes receive microcredit loans.  It has always intrigued me to compare recently started groups where the women pull their saris or shawls over their faces shyly and are reluctant to answer questions in front of us, with longer established groups where the women vie to show their knowledge and confidently share their views.  Its like chalk and cheese, a total contrast, like black and white compared to coloured TV for somehow through the training such as on women’s rights or accounting; awareness such as on health or nutrition; the use of savings or loans as well as through actually learning the skills to run their own group they become empowered.  In other words they gain dignity, self-respect and confidence.  This is immensely important for although special care and protection for women are traditional values in Bangladeshi society and it is common for example for a bus conductor (especially in the rural areas) to ask a man to give up his seat for a women (if he doesn’t do so voluntarily), women are sadly second class citizens.  Whether you look at nutrition, literacy, pay, household decision making or other indicators women lag behind, despite the anomaly of 2 women political party leaders who alternate as Prime Minister.  However, although a husband may have initial misgivings about his wife joining a Development Group; her new self-confidence, as well as family benefits such as more nutritious food, ability to help children with school work, less sickness due to better hygiene, knowledge on government entitlements and extra family income impresses him and he soon begins to appreciate and respect her. 

However, CBSDP’s work doesn’t stop there because this newly gained empowerment of ordinary village women can be harnessed to great good within the entire community!  Therefore these Development Groups once well established are federated into Village Organisations with 2 or 3 representatives from each Development Group within the larger village or group of adjacent small villages forming the committee of the Village Organisation and CBSDP gives more training, especially encouraging them to use their combined strength to tackle local issues as well as introducing them to local government officials and explaining their civic rights and entitlements.


When I recently visited the leaders of Belghoria Village Organisation, in Natore District I was excited to see the transformation as previously 3 years ago I had visited them when they were newly formed and at that time they lacked confidence as well as even being unsure of their purpose.  However, this time things were different, for a start they had a simple building; the CBSDP had supplied a tin roof and some concrete pillars, but the land, bamboo and woven thatch walls had all be made/donated by members.  This time they proudly shared how they had invited the Union chairman to visit them – he did, recognition of their strength (and combined votes perhaps), that they had petitioned the local government who had given 10 concrete sanitary pit-latrine sets for their members, they had helped members of the community to obtain voter ID cards and on hearing about one of their member’s neighbour who was being regularly beaten by her husband they all got together visited the home and confronted the family regarding his behaviour and the beating stopped!  I would love to have been a fly on the wall and see the reaction of the husband to a large group of these women assembling outside his house and to see the community dynamics in play.  This brave group of women from Belghoria village had also stopped two early marriages of young girls in a similar way by confronting and reasoning with their parents (perhaps also reminding them it was illegal and threatening action if they went ahead).
As CBSDP staff are mostly not involved or present during the action of these empowered Village Oranisation members many of the successes go unrecorded and Belghoria is just one village of many in which CBSDP-Rajshahi has established Village Oranisations.  However, during 2008 when I was carefully recording, through the actions of Village Organisations established by CBSDP in Meherpur District 35 marriages were successfully completed without dowry; 30 couples who had separated from their spouses were reconciled; 4 child marriages were stopped; domestic violence reduced; needy, vulnerable and elderly women were assisted to receive ‘food ration cards’ and monthly financial allowances from different sections of the government.  While 4 court cases on divorce and dowry were lodged with the government judicial court at Meherpur. 

A quiet revolution is taking place and communities are being transformed through these Village Organisations, it is always a privaledge to meet their members and I am always left impressed by their efforts and achievements.  It is wonderful to be a part of the process through which they are empowered and begin to build community into a much better place, ‘Big Society’? Not for me, I’d rather stick with ‘small community’ and an active Village Organisation!
Thank God…

· For the work of the Village Organisations; pray for their development & continued success

· That Dipti Linda has been able to exclusively breast feed the baby & she is developing well
· For the successful visit of James’ parents to see the baby

· That the baby’s British passport has been processed (now pray for the Bangladeshi one)

· A safe trip to India for a Church of South India conference 
· That new MLE Pre-Primary Schools will be started this year
Please pray…

· That Linda would be able to find a balance to work & motherhood as she starts to work again (part time), particularly with writing a manual for MLE in CBSDP schools.
· Pray for God to continue to bless & guide James’ ministry in climate change adaptation
· Pray that the Lord would keep watch on Linda’s mum who is quite frail in good health and that Linda has God’s peace.
· That God would protect Linda’s father and neighbours (who are vulnerable being tribal & Christian minorities) from criminals 
· For our colleagues in the CBSDP and friends in the Church of Bangladesh, that God would supply his wisdom and blessing to their life and work, and that we would have good relationships with them all.
· That the love of God would really touch the hearts of the men, women & children we are working with and that we would be effective in our activities to uplift them.
· For God’s guidance as we begin to seek the Lord’s will for our future.
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