
 
 
 
 

The benefit of being Venezuelan when times get tough 
During the rainy season, with daily downpours beginning in May, the Caroní River typically rises 30 feet or 
more, flooding the broad expanse of dense woods bordering the river. In the midst of those woods, a few hills 
rise above the annual deluge, and it was at a home on one of those hills that I went to celebrate Mass one day. 
Following a trail a couple hundred yards into the woods from where the nearest street ended, we crossed a 
stream where some logs served as a bridge, and up the rocky slope into the family’s yard.  “Nice trail,” I said 
on greeting the family.  “Good thing it’s not the rainy season,” they laughed. “You would have needed a canoe.”  
 

The house was a simple adobe-walled structure similar to the homes their ancestors had built  
for centuries.  The outdoor dining and cooking area was protected from the rains with pieces of  
old tin sheeting.  It was as rustic as one could imagine. But it was the setting that caught my  
attention.  Their half-acre hillock was heavily wooded, far enough in that you couldn’t see the  
neighbors, but affording a panoramic view of the Caroní River, its lush green forested banks,  
and our sister city of Puerto Ordaz on the other side.  “You must be rich,” I said.  “A lot like this 
in the middle of the Twin Cities back in Minnesota would cost at least $200,000. You must be  
millionaires!”  They all gave me a quizzical look.  Millionaires? They had no money.  That’s why 
they had this simple home in the woods.  It took a little explaining, but they finally caught on. “Yes, I guess we 
are very rich!” the dad said with a laugh, and they all smiled and nodded in agreement.  And in many ways, it 
was true. They are dirt poor but very rich. 
 

One of the curious things about folks here is how, despite the hardships and economic challenges, they tend to 
be genuinely cheerful, as much or more than folks in Minnesota who have blessings in excess by comparison.  
To the standard “Hello, how are you doing?” the most common response is “Very well, thanks be to God!” or 
“Excellent!”  One day, having a little fun with a fellow on the street, I replied, “Well, there’s the economy, and 
food, gas and medicine are scarce.” He gave me a serious look and asked, “But for you, Padre, is everything 
okay?”  I was both humbled and impressed.  Instead of focusing on the difficulties and what he and his family 
were lacking, he was choosing to be thankful for the blessings he did have and, in his way, inviting me to do 
the same.  “Everything’s great, thanks be to God!”  I grinned. Relieved, he smiled and went on his way. 
 

Of the many things our people lack in comparison to families in Minnesota, there are a few, the lack of which 
makes their life more content and less anxious.  The first is debt…no student loans to pay back, no house or 
car payments, no credit card statement, no insurance bills.  For the common folk here, bank loans and credit 
cards do not exist. Life is simply pay as you go.  While that means going without, they are spared the anxiety of 
indebtedness a Minnesota family might experience with insufficient income due to sickness or unemployment.   
 

The second is dependence on material goods. Everyone knows that “money can’t buy happiness”, but that 
doesn’t keep people from trying, especially when neighbors and friends have all the latest tech gadgets, outfits, 
and such.  Studies show that people caught up in consumerism tend to be less happy and satisfied with 
themselves and what they do have.  Venezuelan youth still want a cellphone and a pair of in-style ripped jeans 
like everyone else, but their dependence on material goods is nowhere close to their gringo counterparts. 
 

The third is self-sufficiency.  Asking even close friends and relatives for financial assistance in times of great 
need can be humbling and anxiety-raising for folks in Minnesota. There is no social stigma for Venezuelans to 
let other people know they are broke and need help. There is more of a “welcome to the club” attitude.  Rather 
than becoming more isolated in times of need, people are more bonded and supported as a community.  
 

Back to that “rich” family’s property, I checked on real estate in the Twin Cities and discovered I had grossly 
underestimated its value…$2 million would be more like it. There are a lot of wonderful things in life whose 
value we can also underestimate when we lose focus on what is most important, “the things money can’t buy” 
as MasterCard’s “priceless” ads put it. When it comes to those, many Venezuelans are truly millionaires.   
 

Points to ponder 
How dependent are you on material goods? What do you consider “priceless” in your life?   
 

These “Did you know?” papers are designed to give you a better understanding of life in Venezuela and to strengthen connections 
between the parishes of the Archdiocese and their archdiocesan mission during our 50

th
 anniversary year.  Please direct any comments 

or suggestions for future papers to Fr. Denny Dempsey at ddempsey@churchofstdominic.org or 651-368-7324. 
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