Who Am I? §E:

-

I am a third culture kid. Those of us,
who have grown up with different experi-
ences from those who have lived primarily
in one culture, are sometimes viewed as
strange by the people around us. In order to
cope with this perception, we third culture
kids will often deny our heritage or reveal
it to only a few. Because acceptance is such
a strong need, especially for the adolescent,
this is done to blend in, and frankly, it is
just easier. A fish out of water, a square peg
in a round hole, are just two pictures which
express the feelings of a third culture kid.
Although this struggle is strongest during
the pre-teen, adolescent, and young adult
years, in reality it never leaves us even as
mature adults.

The great sense of belonging, the ingre-
dient everyone longs for, was strangely
missing when as a child I left the “foreign”
country and returned to my parent’s home-
land. Often the first wave of this phenome-
non occurs when the family comes home
for a furlough. This loss which can rightly
be called grief, is felt most profoundly,
when leaving our “foreign” country for the
last time.

In David Pollack’s book Third Culture
Kids, he quotes this poem by Alex James:

Mock FUNERAL
There was no funeral. No Flowers.
No ceremony. No one died.
No weeping or wailing.
Just in my heart.
| can’t, but | did anyway,
and no body knew | couldn’t.
| don’t want to,
but nobody else said they didn’t.
So | put down my panic
and picked up my luggage
and got on the plane.
There was no funeral.

The entire cultural world for me,
changed with just one lonely airplane ride.
When adults arrive in another culture, they
need a period of adjustment. They experi-
ence culture shock, but their identity and
value system, along with core family rela-
tionships have already been established.
They know who they are, they view them-

selves as Americans.

David Pollack says it by Anita
well in Uniquely Me. “1 Bll‘chy.lrd
Reglin

am a confusion of cul-
tures. Uniquely me. I
think this is good because I can understand
the traveler, sojourner, foreigner, the home-
sickness that comes.

“I think this is also bad because I cannot
be understood by the person who has sown
and grown in one place. They know not the
real meaning of homesickness that hits me
now and then. Sometimes I despair of
understanding them.

“I am an island and a United Nations.
Who can recognize either in me but God?”

Why does it hurt so much to leave a

to blend in. I chose to blend in, and at 14
was surrounded by college age girls. My
school work was taking place at Olivet’s
Academy by my interaction was mostly
with the college age students. Although my
parent’s goal had been to prepare me for
the transition, there was no way to antici-
pate the adjustments which would quietly
take place. Since my Mother was a mis-
sionary child and born in Guatemala, she
fully understood what was ahead.

The good news is that things have
changed for the better for the missionary
child in recent years. The third culture kid
phenomenon is more recognized and mea-
sures are in place to assist those moving
from one culture into another. Probably the
most comforting aspect, is the knowledge
that there are many who share the same
feelings and perceptions held by third cul-
ture kids. The “What is wrong with me to
feel this way” syndrome need not rob

country that isn’t
even mine? When
arriving back in
the United States,
eager loving
grandparents,
cousins and
Missionary
Societies are
waiting to wel-
come me with
open arms. They
are so joyful
while I am griev-
ing the separation

young people from
the wonderful bene-
fits of functioning
in more than one
culture. Today, mis-
sionary children
visit their parents
more often, and
with access to e-
mail and cell
phones are able to
communicate on a
regular basis.
Although the
journey has had its

from friends, home culture, and saying to
myself, “Why am I feeling so sad when I
am supposed to be happy and grateful for
all that is done for me.”

At 14, the town in which I lived was
Salama Guatemala. It was nestled in a val-
ley between mountains, void of anything
modern. The streets were cobbled stone, the
market an open bazaar. My friends were
about 5 years older than I and were becom-
ing engaged or marrying. As the time
approached for me to leave, the dread
increased. My sister who had just graduated
from high school in the States, came to
visit and escort me to Olivet. The transition
was from studying by correspondence in
Salama to living in the college dorm at
Olivet. Some young people rebel, others try

challenges, I would not trade the opportuni-
ties for anything. Who am I? A third culture
kid who has been greatly blessed, who after
more that fifty years will still tear up at the
sound of Guatemala’s National anthem, get
melancholy at the scent of tropical fruit
wood, and will forever be grateful for the
blessings of being a third culture kid. ¥
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