MISSION TRIP BIOGRAPHY

Jim’s “passion for mission trips” was born and nurtured while employed at St. Luke’s Catholic Church in Stroudsburg, PA.  Being fluent in Spanish, in February 2001, Shoopack was asked to serve as Spanish translator for a group of St. Luke’s parishioners who would be traveling to Nicaragua with the “Food for the Poor” organization.  

Although in hindsight, the Nicaraguan mission adventure was a wonderful experience, Shoopack was hesitant to go at first.

“To be honest, I was scared to death at first.,” said Shoopack.  “When I was asked to go, I swear I probably turned white.  I was so concerned with Nicaragua’s past war between the Sandinistas and the government, that I almost turned the opportunity down.”

Fortunately for Jim, his father noted that the internal strife in Nicaragua was, at that time, just a memory and that Nicaragua had been relatively quiet “news-wise.” 

“Dad had said not to worry and that because I’d be doing a lot of good for the less fortunate, things would be fine,” noted Shoopack.  “And since I spoke Spanish fluently and was culturally aware of the Latino culture thanks to Mom being from Colombia, nothing would necessarily freak me out.”

The culture did not startle Shoopack, but the poverty of some of the people visited in Nicaragua, certainly did.  “Some people literally had one pair of pants and one t-shirt to their name, nothing more, nothing less.”  


Since that first mission trip, Jim has made six other trips to third world countries.  Beginning in 2002 and continuing until the present, Shoopack has gone on week-long mission trips to the Central American nation of El Salvador with the Christian Foundation for Children and Aging.  In 2002, Shoopack also went to El Salvador with the Diocese of Scranton (Pennsylvania) with the organization, CRISPAZ (Christians for Peace in El Salvador).  In 2003 while in graduate school, Jim went on a special “alternative spring break trip” to Agua Prieta, Mexico; which happens to be the sister city of Douglas, Arizona.


Each mission trip brings a unique experience with it, however the lessons learned from each are very similar.


“Although we go to different places, see different things and visit different people on the mission trips – the less (financially) fortunate of the world have taught me what is truly important in life,” commented Shoopack.  “This includes faith, family and friends, health and human dignity.”

QUOTE FROM SHOOPACK:  

“First off is ‘faith.’  Faith in God that He will provide for you, and faith in yourself that you can achieve.  Second are ‘family and friends.’  It is your family and friends who give you a feeling of community; that of being truly loved, cared for and wanting to improve your life.  It is honestly through your family and friends, in particular those closest to you, that you see God working through them.  Third is ‘Health.’  This includes general overall health – physical, spiritual and mental health.  Your health is essentially your wealth.  With your health you have pretty much everything or nothing.  Finally, is ‘Human Dignity.’  It’s interesting because those less fortunate that I’ve encountered don’t want ‘hand outs.’  They don’t want you to feel sorry for them.  What our less fortunate brothers and sisters really want is an opportunity to improve their situations – to have a better life for them and their families.  Instead of giving them a fish and feeding them for a day, they want to be shown how to make a fishing pole – so they can be fed for a lifetime.”   


Jim’s mission work has not been exclusively abroad.  In July of 2001, 2002 and 2004 respectively, he helped to lead a group of St. Luke’s parishioners to the Appalachian region of West Virginia, to a town called Dunlow, approximately  1 ½ - 2 hours south of Huntington.  


“I don’t think people truly realize some of the poverty that exists within the United States – the richest country in the world,” noted Shoopack.  “Many of the people we worked with in Dunlow were either welfare recipients, worked for close to minimum wage and received some sort of government assistance, or retired and having a very tough time making ends meet with social security.  The Appalachian experience was proof that there is a third world within our first world.”


Shoopack finds solace in talking with others about all of his mission experiences and in honoring, Monsignor Oscar Romero of El Salvador, as trying to be a ‘voice for the voiceless’ that he has met in Mexico, Central America and the Appalachian region in the United States.


In 2004, Jim literally took his passion for speaking on behalf of the less fortunate ‘to the streets’ as he ran the 2004 Steamtown Marathon to promote the sponsorship of children and elderly through the Christian Foundation for Children and Aging.  Shoopack and other parishioners from St. Luke’s have traveled on four different mission trips between 2002 - 2005 to El Salvador, (in 2004, the group also traveled for two days to neighboring Honduras) through the CFCA.  

Because of the excellent attention that the CFCA has shown in caring for the different groups traveling to El Salvador, and the fact that he himself is a sponsor through the organization, Shoopack found the running of the marathon to be an excellent opportunity to give back to the CFCA and the people they represent, that had given him so much.

“In my travels abroad, I’ve had the blessing to have been touched by a number of different people.  In listening to their stories and their hardships and how much they struggle to survive, it was something that I felt strongly in doing,” commented Shoopack.  “Here I am, able to eat 2.000, 3.000, even 4.000 calories of food per day – and many of the new friends made abroad are struggling to find anything to eat at all.  At least in helping to provide sponsorship awareness and in being a sponsor who has personally seen the difference that it makes, you realize that the $20/month that goes to the CFCA is an investment in the future of a human being.”

Shoopack likes to let others know that $20/month goes toward food, clothing, schooling, medical and dental care for the sponsored individual and make a real difference not only in the life of the sponsored person, but their family as well.  

“I sponsor a little girl named Melisa who is only two and not enrolled in school,” Jim noted.  “However, Melisa’s sister Fatima, who I also pseudo-sponsor, is enrolled in school and will obviously eat more than Melisa.  The food that goes to Melisa will be rationed for the entire family.  So in sponsoring, you not only sponsor the person, but to a degree, the entire family.”

Because of the huge difference that learning more about the financially poor and destitute in our world have had on Shoopack, Jim is hoping to run marathons for the cause of both mental health awareness/removing stigma behind mental illnesses, but also to continue to run on behalf of groups such as the Christian Foundation for Children and Aging.  

“The CFCA has done excellent work.  This is not strictly in El Salvador, or only in Central America, but all around the world.  They work in close to 30 countries around the world, and have actually earned the highest rating of ‘four-star’ by ‘Charity Navigator,” Shoopack commented.  “CARE, which I became aware of at Live 8 in Philadelphia is another organization that works with the less fortunate from around the world.  They fall under the auspices of ONE, which is another awesome organization; so I am looking forward to running to promote the great work that organizations such as CFCA, CARE and ONE are doing to help improve the lives of our brothers and sisters from around the world.”

