San Blas Islands, Panama
Memories of Catherine Young-Turgal (Antioch Baptist)

My most memorable Mission Trip was to the
San Blas Islands in July 1996, to work with the
Kuna Indians. We passed out Bibles in their
language and showed the “Jesus” film. When
you want to do something for God—it isn’t a
straight road. He puts many curves in it. The
Missions Dinner was coming up and I wanted
to sign up for the San Blas Islands. I was gun
ho and couldn’t wait to go!
First curve in the road
I tried to sign up at the Missions Dinner and
Tommy Dickens told me NO! He said this trip
was not for a woman—it was too hard and too
dangerous. My pastor, Terry Green told him
that I would be fine—still no. When I got
home, I yelled and screamed at God. If He
didn’t want me to do His work then fine—I
won’t!
A couple of weeks later, I was sitting in the
kitchen studying my Sunday School lesson, the
phone rang—it was Tommy and he said I could
go to the San Blas Islands if I still wanted to. I
almost yelled at him, “YES!” He said, “Don’t
you want to pray about it?” I said, “No, God
already knows I want to go.”
Tommy said there was one catch. I had to
choose another woman to go with me. I had
been on mission trips with Ysabel (Belle) and
Greg Biscoe so they were my choice. We were

set to go—18 men and 2 women.
Second curve in the road
On the day before we were to come back my
youngest son was getting married in a big
church wedding at Antioch Church. Dear God,
what would I do! All my family stepped up.
My son told me to go on the trip and my
daughter did the rehearsal dinner. I was set to
go.
In Panama
We landed in Panama and got ready to go to
the islands. We were divided up into four
groups of five with each group going to different islands. Let the fun begin! We were put
on small planes that held two of us. When
mine landed, the man that rode with me knew
about planes and said some of the plane’s
controls weren’t working.
The islands were so small that we could walk
around them. There was no electric, no bathrooms, no running water, no housing. I felt
like I was back in my childhood a little. The
dark was the darkest I have ever seen.
We were made to feel at home wherever we
went. We were given an interpreter that
stayed with us all the time. Bellie and I spent
the days walking around giving out tracts and
smiling at the children.

We washed some of our clothes
on rough boards and used homemade soap. All the clothes we
brought for the week were in a
backpack and we carried this with
us everywhere—so we didn’t
bring much.
The toilets were the most fun.
They were out over the water,
made of bamboo and had a shower curtain door. You had to walk a
plank to get in. The people laughed at Bellie
One little boy stayed with us all the time hold- and I because we always looked a long time
ing our hands. His head was buzzing with
before entering. Sometimes small crabs
bugs. We didn’t catch them.
would be crawling around inside. It had autoEvery night we showed the “Jesus” film in the matic flush—the tide came in and night and
Kuna language. A generator was used that we automatically did the job.
brought with us. All people of every age on
I ate octopus soup made with something that
the island would come to watch the film. One looked like a big green ball. All the green was
night before the movie started the head chief cut off with a large knife. It looked and tasted
said something in their language. All the men like a potato. It was good. The octopus was
got up and relieved themselves in the water. hard to chew. We had crabs right out of the
From then on, when we showed the movie,
water. They picked out the meat for us and I
my back was to the water.
ate parts of the crab I had never eaten before.
We slept in hammocks that were put up for us
out in open space. In some places there were
small baskets above us with birds in them
from the jungle.
Bellie and I took showers in a bamboo circle.
They would put five gallons of water there in
the bucket in the morning for the sun to heat.
We used half coconut shells full of water to
wash the soap off.
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The pineapple, coconut
and fried bananas were
out of this world—all
fresh from the jungle.
One highlight of the trip
was when Bellie and I
were buying a top that
all the women wore.
They were all made from
the same pattern with
many bright colors. The
material was silk-like.
The women were very
small in size and Bellie and I were a bit bigger.
They took us to a big open building to try on
tops. The women laughed and laughed at us
as they tried top after top. The arms and
chest were not big enough. We finally got
one to fit us. We had a great time laughing
with them.

Third curve in the road

When we got back to Panama City on Saturday to fly back on Sunday, I looked at my
watch. It hit me that my son was at Antioch
Church waiting to get married. I called the
church and Terry answered the phone—
surprised to hear from me. I was able to
To get from Island to Island, we went in small wish my son good luck. A lot of the men
canoes in shark-infested water with no land were not able to put in a call back home.
God works in mysterious ways.
in sight. We did a lot of praying!
All of my mission trips were
wonderful adventures. I
learned a lot, met a lot of new
friends. But the San Blas Islands was the best of all.

