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The volunteer: * We need 10 more people like

him’

Record-Journal reporter Dan Champagne recently spent nine days in La Romana, Dominican Republic, with
mis sionaries from this area. Here is another installment of his Dominican Journal.
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THE FIRST TIME John Powers visited La Ro-
mana, in the Dominican Republic, he im mediately
wanted to head back to the airport and go home.
He only went because he had just married his wife,
Aimée, who wanted to travel to the area as a mis-
sionary. He didn’t want her to go alone.

“I wasn’t big into foreign countries; sleep ing in
strange places wasn’t for me,” Powers said. “When
we first arrived at the dorm in La Romana, I said,
‘Please tell me we’re just stopping to ask direc-
tions.””

He spent that first trip removing debris from
a garbage dump and filling in holes with cement
at what would eventually be come the site of The
Good Samaritan Hospi tal.

Everyone on the trip got sick. They had no run-

ning water. They had to wash in the ocean.

“Everything was so out of my com fort
zone,” he said. “We went on our honeymoon in St.
Thomas because it was American.” John and Aimée
Powers did not re turn to La Romana in 1991 be-
cause of the birth of their first child, Josh, now 15.
It would be five years before they returned, which
happened to coincide with John Powers joining the
Rotary Club.

Powers brought news of the trips to Rotary,
which now gives out yearly scholarships to two
Wallingford high school students to make the trip,
along with providing money to ship materi als to La
Romana.

He has traveled to the island with groups led
by the Rev. William Huegel of The First Baptist
Church of Wallingford each year since.

John Powers, left, of Wallingford, and
Moises Sifren, administrator of The Good
Samaritan Hospital in La Romana, Domini-
can Republic.

“It was really strange to come here and then not
come for a few years,” he said. “I would be driving
along and I would just start crying, and this is five
years after I came. It was always on my mind.”

Ten years later, Powers has become the leader of
the annual trips for local students and adults. He is
the man with the answers, the schedule and the cell
phone. He has also become a member of the hospi-
tal’s board of di rectors.

He sends out the mass e-mails to the group about
team meetings and flight information, he makes sure
everyone is where they need to be once the group
begins work and he makes sure there is enough
cheese pizza when the cook brings out a few cov-
ered with salami.

And he does it all with an unwaver ing sense of
positivity and a smile that is as much a part of his
daily attire as his Boston Red Sox cap.

“To think God chose someone like me to do this
was something I never would have thought would
happen in a million years,” said Powers, 41, a 1982
Sheehan High School graduate. “God has used me,
a regular guy who grew up in Wallingford who



doesn’t speak Spanish, to do this. If he wants this
done, who am I to fight it.”

“No greater joy”

“John is a man that doesn’t know how to cre-
ate conflict,” said Moises Sifren, administrator
for The Good Samaritan Hospital. “If two people
have a disagreement, he will come and find a way
to lead them to a resolution. He knows how to
make one person lose a little bit and gain a little
bit at the same time. We need 10 more peo ple like
him.” Powers, the communications direc tor of the
Children’s Home of Cromwell, stood in front of the
group after breakfast each morning and made sure
everyone knew where they needed to go and an-
swered any ques tions they might have. And boy did
they have questions.

“John, when can I exchange money for pesos?”
“Hey John Powers, where can I get a phone card?”
“John, will there be time to go to the beach today?”
The answers came just as quick as the questions.

“If someone comes to me with a question, I tell
them to go to John,” Huegel said. “John has an
abiding faith in Christ and he’s just so joyous about
it and he wants the same for everybody. He keeps
letting people come on the trip because he just can’t
turn any one away. He knows they’ll be impact ed
spiritually.” Armed with only four years of high
school Spanish, it’s Powers’ personali ty and hard
work that endear him to the locals in La Romana.
They greeted him when he came off the bus and
laughed with him about his rudimenta ry Spanish
skills.

With a group of nearly 70 people this year, the
largest group Powers has ever led, he knew he
could not do it on his own. He delegated respon-
sibility to the group members and trusted them to
take those responsibilities se riously. He designated
members to make sure there was water in the men’s
and women’s dorms, make sure the lunches were
on the buses, and had people exchange money for
the entire group so there wasn’t mass chaos at the
exchange window.

One of the reasons the group was so large this
year is that Powers just couldn’t bring himself to
say no to anyone who wanted to come along.

“There’s no greater joy for me than to bring
people down here for the first time and open their
eyes to what’s go ing on in their world,” he said. “I
can’t imagine not letting someone’s life be changed

John Powers,
of Wallingford,
helps build a
school in Batey
La Higuera,
Dominican Re-
public.

because I would have to wait an extra five minutes
for the shower.”

“He loves doing this,” Huegel said. “He
knows what a difference it makes. Some people
do these things for the social setting and you never
know where their faith lies. Some people are verbal
about their faith, but you never see them helping
others. John is both of them.”

The only thing Powers took more seriously
than his role as leader on the trip was his role as
father. His 15-year old son, Josh, was making his
fourth visit to La Romana while his 12-year old son,
Matt, made his second. He and his wife also have a
7-year-old daugh ter, Rebekah.

Powers constantly looked behind him to make
sure his sons were trailing as he walked down the
street. When Josh got sick on the trip, Powers rear-
ranged his work schedule so he could work at the
hospital to be near his son.

“I think he felt like this was really his calling,”
said Josh Powers, a stu dent at West Woods Chris-
tian Acade my in Hamden. “He liked it down here
and felt a connection and he just never stopped
coming. ’'m glad my dad in cluded us. The first few
days, I always think I want to go home, but no mat-
ter how many times I come, I always want to come
back.”

“One thing I’ve learned is that your kids are
not carbon copies of you,” Powers said. “My kids
are a lot differ ent from me in a lot of ways, but this
is the biggest thing for them. It’s our pas sion. Of all
the things I wish my kids would take from me and
my wife, it would be this.”



