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Our families should never be taken for granted 

By Mark Hanson


We’ve all been there, as both parents and kids. And we usually don’t think much of it.

As kids, we’ve all muttered under our breath about how ridiculous our parents are after they chewed us out or told us to do something, like clean our bedrooms. And as parents, we’ve seen our kids roll their eyes or stomp off, muttering after we’ve told them to something, like clean their room.

As kids, we’ve all taken our parents for granted. Some more than others. And as parents, it’s painfully obvious that our kids often take us for granted.

After listening to a Guatemalan woman tell the devastating story about her family, all the little things that tend to bother kids here seem quite trivial. I know we are not immune to tragedy. Auto accidents take lives quickly. Fires and other disasters also take lives.

And so do the many diseases that have no cure. I’ve been a part of it. I watched my father die of leukemia when I was 23.

But it doesn’t compare to what Sonia Libertina Xinico Batzibal had to go through as a 7-year-old. She spoke to Spanish classes at Mandan High School and Bismarck State College last week, and one of the points of her message is that family is the greatest gift God has given us.

She’s had most of that gift taken away.

Her country was in the midst of a civil war when she was 7. Her father and two brothers were killed during an outbreak of fighting one night. She and her oldest brother found their father shot and burned. She knelt at his side, screaming for him to wake up, that she loved him. Of course, he didn’t move.

That’s more than any 7-year-old should face.

Twenty-two people died that night. Villagers gathered wood and nails to make simple coffins for the dead. But Batzibal’s father was too big to fit into the coffin. So with the same hammer used to make the coffins, someone crushed the bones of his legs so he’d fit in the box.

Less than a year later, Batzibal’s mother died.

Batzibal said she and her brothers had an opportunity every day to say hello to their parents, to ask for something to eat. “Then after that day, my family exploded. There was nothing,” she said of the night her father and brothers were killed.

It’s mind boggling to imagine losing that many family members at once. But when you consider how those family members were taken, it’s beyond comprehension.

Batzibal said there’s corruption in Guatemala. And there’s still plenty of violence. But she still has hope for peace.

I think back to the times I grumbled about my parents. It was usually over something very minor. It’s the normal reaction from most teens. They’re going through changes in their lives and part of that is thinking they know more than their parents.

But we all grow up, and most of us realize that our parents are actually quite wise and what they said way back then made sense. Most of what they were telling us wasn’t so they could control us, but more often it was for our own good. Kids usually don’t realize that until later in life, though.

As one person told me after reading the story I did on Batzibal last week, it served as a wake-up call. “I guess my life isn’t as bad as I thought,” the person told me.

The relationship between parents and their children will never be perfect. There will always be bumps along the way. But I hope the emotional story told by Batzibal will make everyone think. And I hope they take to heart the point she tried to convey to students last week:

“Family is the greatest gift God has given us.”
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