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Lord’s Vineyard 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By Fr. Timothy Conlan, O.P. 
Rabinal, Guatemala 
 

 just returned to Rabinal a 
couple of weeks ago from a 
five-day trip into the farthest 

villages in Guatemala.  I figured 
you might like to hear what such 
a visit entails. 
 
Come with me on a walking 
tour of four villages, starting at 
the village of Rio Negro farthest 
from Rabinal and returning 
across the Las Minas mountain 
range down to Rabinal – a total 
of 23 miles and climbing 4,500 
feet in the process.  The trip 
would begin at the Chixoy 
Hydroelectric Dam about 15 
miles to the north of Rabinal as 
the crow flies. However to get to 
the dam we would need to drive 
130 miles for two and a half  
hours  on  a   windy  but   smooth  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
two-lane, paved road, over a 
couple of mountain ranges and 
through the semi-tropical rain 
forest which is the habitat of the 
Quetzal bird. Then we turn onto a 
dirt road about 15 miles from 
Coban, which winds its way for 
40 minutes and ten miles up and 
down.  It eventually drops down 
about 3,000 feet to the dam. The 
dirt road passes through a few 
small clusters of houses at the 
higher elevations that have 
schools, a store, and various 
cultivations.  
 
The dam supplies almost two-
thirds of the electric power for 
the country.  It must be 20 miles 
long  and one mile wide in places 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
but in others only 100 yards.  
(Coban is the main city for the 
department of Alta Verapaz 
and is a popular place for 
visitors as a jumping off spot 
for other tours.  The city is the 
center for half a million 
Q’eqchi Indigenous people.) On 
the drive we encounter thick fog 
or rain, but once we start to drop 
down to the dam we enter a drier 
zone with little rain.  The dam is 
the catchment area for much of 
the rainforest in the northeast of 
Rabinal and also receives water 
from the mountain streams that 
pass through Rabinal.  However, 
the dam water does not supply 
Rabinal; rather it flows north to 
the Pacific Coast of Mexico. 
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The people of the Guatemalan highlands 

 

 



 
 
 
 

t the dam, one of the 
catechists picked me up 
in a 20-foot fiberglass 

boat with an outboard motor and 
took me six miles down the 
reservoir to the village of Rio 
Negro.  This is a community of 
eight indigenous families that 
live perched on the banks of the 
reservoir in one-room wooden 
houses, most of them clustered 
within 25 feet of each other.  
Another group of three families 
reside in a gulley about a half 
mile away on foot or 15 minutes 
by the flat-bottomed rowboats 
that the families use.  There is a 
steep path up from the water for 
one hundred yards that passes 
between the houses and serves as 
the main street.  At the foot of the 
path the boats are moored along 
the banks covered in white sand. 
The water is not cold even 
though it has risen 25 feet with 
the rainy season, and within four 
feet of the banks the water is ten-
feet deep. The children take 
their swim and play in the 
water every day. 
 
The reservoir passes through 
various terrains.  Some stretches 
are abutted with steep rocky 
cliffs, 1000 feet high, as walls on 
both sides.  The cliffs are covered 
with all types of plants and moss.  
Other areas are flanked by 
mountainsides with palm plants 
down low and pine forests above.  
Since last year the forest 
department has been trying to 
reforest the area; they want to 
preserve the life of the dam.  A 
lot of the area seems to have been 
deforested. The reservoir is a low 
area and the sun reflecting off the 
water can cause a rapid sunburn 
for a fair-skinned person like me, 
so I put on sunscreen. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the 25-minute boat ride, a 
few large-winged fishing birds 
occasionally flew by low over the 
water.  There are no houses and 
we saw only a couple of the flat-
bottomed rowboats hidden close 
to the shore with members of the 
community fishing.  The utter 
silence is broken only by the purr 
of the motor. 
 

his was once a larger 
community of 700 
people.  However, the 

government (who had 
pressured them to vacate the 
lands along the Rio Negro 
River in the late 1970’s in order 
to put in the dam) committed 
four massacres in Rio Negro 
and other nearby villages 
where the survivors fled, killing 
about 400 people.  The 
survivors fled to the mountains 
for a year and a half.  They 
lived in caves and ate raw 
plants, since they could not 
cook because the flames would 
have given them away.  
Eventually they were rescued 
by the Catholic Bishop of 
Coban and given land in 
Rabinal in a small colony called 
Pacux in 1983.  The army put its 
base at the entrance to the village 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and controlled life there. In 1994, 
eight families decided to return to 
start over again, even though the 
area had drastically changed.  
They would no longer live 
alongside the river, where there 
was much more land for planting 
corn.  Now the land for corn was 
on steep hillsides or in small 
gullies.  Of course, some still 
dedicate time to fishing in the 
reservoir as had been the ancient 
practice along the river. The 
Catholic Church has helped this 
community in many ways: the 
most recent was the purchase of 
the very powerful motor for the 
launch, and before with the motor 
for grinding corn, with projects 
of cows and many other projects.  
Also, there has been a lot of aid 
from many groups. 
 
My main purpose in visiting the 
village was to celebrate Mass in 
the afternoon, but I wanted to 
visit some families too. I have 
been visiting this village for only 
a year and a half approximately 
every three months.  We arrived 
at 12:30 p.m., so I took a quick 
swim in the reservoir.  Then I ate 
a lunch which consisted of four 
eight-inch fish in a broth with 
tomato and  greens, accompanied  
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Over 280 

people were 
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massacred 
here – 80 
are buried 
under the 
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with hot coffee and piping hot 
tortillas: very salty and tasty. 
They were thoughtful enough to 
give me a spoon, because they do 
not use spoons or forks.  Rather, 
they eat with their fingers, which 
I suppose is the ancient custom.  
 
After lunch I got a ride in one of 
the flat-bottomed rowboats to the 
other gulley, where I visited three 
families. I met with the widow of 
a man who had died suddenly 
just a year before. She explained 
to me the way he died and the 
difficulty she now has in 
attending to the cultivated areas.  
Thankfully her son-in-law helps.   
 
The precarious financial situation 
of this widow had been alleviated 
a bit, because the government has 
begun a new program of paying a 
compensation to the families for 
the murders that were carried out.  
The army and volunteer civil 
patrols committed most of the 
massacres in Rabinal where a 
total of 5,000 people were 
murdered. Almost every family 
in Rabinal lost people.  The 
wife of the man who died had 
recently received compensation 
for the death of her mother and 
sister in the time of the violence 
25 years ago.  This amounted to 
$3,000: a huge sum for such a 
family, but not enough to really 
change much. She is basically 
without resources and the little 
bit of land they can till for corn 
would not feed her family of 
eight children for the year.  She 
was unable to attend to it, so it 
will produce very little. The 
money came just in time for her.  
In the last six months, most of the 
families here have received this 
aid, but it has not yet been given 
in many other areas. 
 

 
 
 
 
I found her seated in what would 
be the typical building that serves 
as a kitchen with four posts at the 
corners and along the sides.  
Wood sticks provide the siding, 
wired to crossbeams nailed to the 
posts. Inside was a raised 
fireplace of adobe bricks and an 
open-flame fire over which sat a 
grill. There were no chairs or 
tables, just a piece of log to sit 
on. Her littlest child is two years 
old.  These people generally have 
large families. I suppose you 
could say it is necessary in order 
to ensure the race survives, since 
they suffered an internationally 
recognized instance of genocide 
in this area. 
 
After my visits we went to the 
communal center for Mass.  We 
sang the songs in the indigenous 
language of Achi. About 30 
people attended including 
children.  It was dark when we 
finished, and everyone seemed to 
be quite content to have had the 
Mass.  After Mass the wife of the 
oldest catechist served me dinner 
of two hard-boiled eggs in a 
sauce of cooked tomato with 
coffee and tortillas.  The coffee is 
really just coffee-flavored sweet 
water, which is what keeps me 
alive. I drink until I am satisfied 
since it substitutes for water.  
This is the rainy season and often 
the water can be a  contaminated.  
However, the village here has 
piped water into the houses as of 
a couple of years ago. 
 
I made my bed over two small 
tables that had been part of the 
school when it was housed in 
what is now the communal 
center.  I inflated my air mattress, 
which I had recently patched.  To 
my surprise  it kept the air, which 
 

 
 
 
 
all my previous efforts had failed 
to achieve. So I slept the sleep of 
the innocents, just tuning out the 
occasional barking dog. I 
awakened to the cry of the 
rooster at 6 a.m., getting a full 
eight hours sleep … something I 
never get in Rabinal.  I could 
look out the window at night and 
see the water below and the stars 
and moon above. Later that night 
it rained a good deal.  It was a 
great blessing because the corn 
was beginning to shrivel up. 
 

ou can imagine that I 
count on your 
continued prayers. This 

is not easy work and I am not 
getting younger. It is 
completely a work of faith and 
prayer to be able to continue 
serving in the Lord’s vineyard.   
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August 2007 Mission Appeals 
 

Please come out to one of the weekend 
Masses if you are in the area. 

 

August 4/5 
St. Clare’s, Portland, Oregon 
Preaching: Fr. Vincent Lopez 

 

August 11/12 
St. Thomas More Newman Center, 

Eugene, Oregon 
Preaching: Fr. Vincent Lopez 

 

August 11/12 
St. Frances of Rome, Wildomar, CA 

Preaching: Fr. Paul Scanlon 
 

August 11/12 
Christ the King, Milwaukie, Oregon 

Preaching: Fr. Carl Schlichte 
 

August 18/19 
Holy Trinity & St.John’s, Bandon, OR 

Preaching: Fr. Martin Walsh 
 

August 25/26 
St. Patrick’s, Placerville California 

Preaching: Fr. Martin Walsh 
 

August 25/26 
Holy Angels, Colma, California 

Preaching: Fr. Carmen Mele 
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To the Ends of the Earth 
By Fr. Timothy Conlan, O.P., Rabinal, Guatemala 

 

The open fire is crackling 
Tortillas rising with the heat on the grand ceramic dish 

The mother bent over turns them by hand 
Children sitting on the floor, stools, buckets, or wherever, 

Coming and going, watching with anticipation. Time to eat at midday. 
 

The father, tired, sitting heavily on the sacks of grain, 
What’s to eat? The same, fish. 

The children just up from the dam, show their catch. 
Happy faces, big success – a few little fishes. 

Many mouths to feed here – nine children, two adults. 
 

In 1975 in this village there were 750 people, now 55.  Left to go where? 
No, murdered. This is Rio Negro, a fishing village in Guatemala. 

The few survivors either left to hide in the mountains, left the country, or fled to the capital. 
Ten families came back, fifteen years later,  

No chance elsewhere, only here. 
 

Before they were river people, then the dam was built. 
Now they fish the polluted waters of the dam, but just ten families. 

Theirs is the only village on the whole dam. 
Great ruins of ancestors back a 1000 years lay submerged in water 

Little canoe like boats for fishing with nets or lines  
bob at the water’s edge below a white sandy beach. 

It is late May the water has descended 200 feet from the high point. 
Carrying the fish in coolers they walk seven hours to town over mountains. 

 

In the silver waters of morning, in the bright glitter of wavelets at midday, in the moon gleams at night, 
They contemplate the reflected beauty of the heavens in the treasure greater than that of kings and queens. 

Breaking the silence are the battery-run radios in houses 
Early morning, late night 

Stations from far away, bringing news, music, preaching. 
 

The quiet solitude of those deep canyons 
The soft breezes that rustle in the fan palms that dot the hills, 

The lonely howl of the coyotes 
The happy chatter of the children, splashing in the water 

The silent gliding of the watchful hawk 
The stealthy pacing of the heron in the shallows 

Are the sounds that penetrate the mind and consciousness. 
 

What a haven for contemplation of the God who made all. 
Who of us in the congested lines of parked cars on freeways, 

In the lines of checkout counters at supermarkets 
Would not long for that simple life? 

Yet their children long for the big cities, for education and jobs. 
 

The simple life of living day to day on what God sends, 
the closeness of knowing your neighbors, the face of God smiling in the waters 

Is the revolution the world is longing for to encounter peace. 
But you must be willing to go to the ends of the earth to find it. 
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