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A Joy to Serve
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Rabinal, Guatemala

s | continued my
journey, | next visited a
house where a mother

was seated on the cement floor
in a room with her grown
daughter at her side. They were
weaving a palm mat. This had
been the traditional industry of
these families along the river in
ancient times. Short squat palm
trees dot the mountainsides. It
takes two days by two people to
make a double palm mat; they
only sell it for $2.50, so hardly
anyone makes them anymore.
There is simply no market with
all the synthetic plastic cloths
that are imported or
manufactured in Guatemala.
The daughter was slicing the
palm leaves into halves and the
mother was weaving. It is
definitely very labor intensive.
Meanwhile they were talking
about life and people as would
be the custom.
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At 9 a.m. the catechists arrived
to guide me to the next village.
The 15-minute ride in the motor
boat brought us to an inlet and
we started the hike. My 50-
pound backpack got me
perspiring  profusely.  Two
catechists had come, but when |
said | would carry my own
backpack, the younger fellow
took off fast, so only the 75-
year-old catechist accompanied
me. The climb was steady for
an hour and a half, about four
miles and 1,500 feet up to the
village of Canchun, where 13
families live in a very steep
mountain gulley with a gushing
creek that churns down to the
reservoir. On the trail | asked
the old catechist to point out
the caves, which were high up
on the perpendicular cliffs
across the narrow valley,
where the people had hidden
during the time of the
massacres. | had seen the
caves before on other trips,
but he showed me several new
ones and told me that one of
them had ancient carvings of
their ancestors. He said the
soldiers would pass by on the
trail we were on, but did not
realize people were watching
them pass from high up on the
cliffs. Other catechists had
shown me where various
people had been killed along
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ince it had rained the

night before, as we got

close to the village the
water was flowing fast. | took
advantage to get a bath in a pool
in the cascading stream. We
then continued on another 15
minutes to get to the school
where | would stay in the room
where the visiting doctor has his
clinic once a month.

The wife of the old catechist

served me lunch of black beans
and homemade cheese with lots
of coffee. | visited three families

in the afternoon, then celebrated
Mass in the wooden chapel
which measures about 15 feet
square. Again the structure was
just rough wooden planks nailed
to a frame with a corrugated
metal roof and no windows. It

was quite dark, just the open
door provided light. About 20

people came. Almost no one
took Communion, because these
catechists are sort of

fundamentalist charismatics
who preach a lot about sin.

The following day | started
toward the next village at 8 a.m.
On the way, | visited four

Missionaries in Actic

houses and anointed a frail
elderly lady who is the mother
of one of the catechists. She had
come to the Mass the night
before. It seems she has chronic
bronchitis and is always
coughing, so she is very thin.
The hike out of the village is
quite a trek up another five
miles and 1,500 feet of altitude
for a couple of hours. My pack
felt lighter because my legs
were beginning to feel stronger.
| had my two water bottles filled
with coffee. Another catechist
came to accompany me. They
always offer to take my pack,
but this fellow was about 5 feet
4 inches so the pack would have
hit him about the thigh. Anyway
| always carry it for the
exercise. We made it to
Chitucan about 1:30 p.m. | had
a great lunch of beans and
tortillas and lots of kool-aid.
When we arrived they were
celebrating the National
Independence at the school.
They had had a morning of
cultural activity and killed a pig
which served for the ingredients
of the tamales and someone
played the marimba. Everyone
was quite happy but tired. The
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marimba (which has had its
history of controversy.but that

is another story) was donated by
the parish and is kept at the side
of the chapel.

here were children who

wanted their First

Communion that day, but
| decided it would come after
we had arranged a special Mass
date. | at least did the
examination of the three
candidates. The content of what
they teach is similar to the old
Baltimore Catechism, so it is
just rote learning. That has
been the tradition in these areas,
even though | have been
suggesting that they use other
books which are geared to
Indigenous. The children learn
the whole Creed by heart, all the
prayers, commandments, capital
sins etc., but | would dare not
ask them to explain them. They
did not know when the first
Mass was or where Jesus was
born, but they do understand
that the bible is the word of God
and the Mass is where we
encounter God’s word and His
Son.
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Of the 40 people who came to
Mass that day, only a few adults

could read more than at a
second-grade level. The
catechists can barely read

Spanish and probably none have
passed the third grade.
However, we are lucky to have
them, since they are the best
educated in the village.

The Mass was a moment of
celebration and we ended in
darkness with only the flicker of
a couple of candles to read by.
For my night's rest, they joined
a couple of old rickety benches
that serve as pews. | made my
bed after a wonderful meal by
an absolutely charming mother
of eight children with a smile
that would light up the darkness
anywhere. Again the sleep of
angels in the high fresh air ...
outside the sky full of stars.

In the morning, | walked up

the hill to eat at the same
woman’s house — hot tortillas
off the grill, cheese made that
day from the fresh milk of the

family cow, some beans and
coffee. What more could
anyone ask for?

As | was marching up the hill
the catechist for the next village
caught up to me. It was another
climb of 1,500 feet for six
miles. We arrived around 11
a.m. in Mangales. | had a cup of
rich coffee and we celebrated
Mass for ten people, including
children. |t is always a delight
to see these very humble
people. At one time the village
had 25 families and now just
five families, and two are
widows. Back then they had a
formal chapel and a
community center, but all that
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was burned down during the
scorched earth era of Efrain
Rios Montt. Now the chapel is
just a typical stick building and
the beams are so low that |
usually bump my head a couple
of times at Mass. | keep asking
that they dig out the floor, but |
guess | will do it myself on my
next visit. The people just sit on
a low log on the floor, but we
always laugh at something to
keep up our spirits.

They were all victims of the
violence. The catechist who
works as a guard at the
communal museum in town
recently had his mule shot by
someone who wanted revenge.
Now, a mule is a treasure for a
poor family and is worth two

years’ wages for a day
laborer. So the Vviolence
continues, mostly over the

rights to the land on which he
is living. There are wealthy
landowners from other parts
of the country who want to
buy up this land and the
villages are fighting over who
has the rights to the land,
since the father of this
catechist's wife and his own
were killed in the violence.

After Mass, the catechist's wife
served her usual bowl of
Chinese noodles and coffee. |
started the long walk with the
catechist to the nearest village
of Nimacabaj, eight miles away.
There is a new dirt road down
the hill, put there by a wealthy
landowner who bought up a
huge property. We walked all
the way under a cloudy sky with
a bit of drizzle, and we had luck
because we got a ride to town. |
arrived around 5 p.m. in my
room. And so ends the tale of
the trip to the Chixoy area.
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How would you like to help
some of the children of these
catechists receive a college
education? Or some of their
high  schoolers to learn
computer or attend the radio
high school in Rabinal on
weekends? Or maybe you
would like to buy some bibles
for them or a radio so they
could listen to the lessons from
the parish high school on radio?
| wish you could be here this
year to enjoy the graduations
of the ten young people who
will finish college this year
due to your support

| tell the people that if they
receive compensation from the
government, they should invest
it in the education of their
children. But few have received
anything and the amount is
small in comparison to the
needs. So, we help those who

are the poorest.
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Where You Are. Is Where Your Heart

As the airporter van sped along the treeway by the
bay of San Francisco on the way to the airport
Bright yellow sunlight illuminated spots in thedki
fog at the foot of the hillsides
Lifting the summer veil on the most demure maiden
of a City
whose face shyly peaks out only at midday.

| was on my way once again to catch a flight to my
Guatemalan mountain villages.
The Russian driver with a blue tooth in his ear was
speaking to the dispatcher in Russian
| shouted in exaggeratedly pronounced English
could we get a window open
It was all so familiar from the previous eight ysdr
have made this same trip.
A simple leaving, no drum roll, just get to thermga

Someone had commented to me during my visit to
San Francisco, “It must be lonely in a mission.”
Yeh, | guess
| leave behind the Dominican Brothers, family,
friends, the many supporters of the Mission in
parishes,
the Giants games on T.V., the Ocean Beach runs,
the walks out to the Marina, Chinatown, North
Beach, the drives through the great valleys of
California, Oregon, Washington, on up to Alaska,
where | have served and lived.
Yeh, it's a lot to leave behind.

And | love it all, but more | love the idea of lgpEn
Ambassador of the Lord and His people.
| take the smiles of all of those who have greated
with joy and support in my visit to the USA
| take the warm clasps of hand of all who wanted to
confirm their support.
| take the hugs and kisses of all who wanted tavsho
that | am not forgotten or alone.
| take the memories of all those who have given
generously and sacrificed to help others.
| take the message that the people of God in the US
are not forgetful of others who are in need.

| am weighted down with a big load of love to
enkindle the hearts of those | meet.
My suitcases are full of little gifts of vitamirms the
elderly.
Reading glasses for the catechists who are older.
USB memory sticks for the youths in college

And prizes of MP3 players for the 18 youths who are

graduating from college in our program

Laptop computers for the youths we will send to the
University
8 hard drives and RAM memory for the old
computers in our computer center
Money for building bike racks for our radio high
school youths
Money for scholarships and healthcare and so much
more.

Yeh, the mission is a desolate place, but whay a jo
to see the four youths studying nursing in the
capital.
They live so poorly on the
$1,000 a year it costs to keep them in school —
room, board and supplies.
Just one trip to their village is all they hope for
during the whole year, but we can now add a little
more.
Their faces light up with hope at the news. Weaget
pizza and celebrate the good news. A big deal

We say we live in a global village, and it sounds
good. What is that? It is like where | live in
Rabinal.
Every person | pass in the street says, Hellohag t
look me in the eye.
| say, Hello, 100 times a day to people | don’t\no
The 3 to 5 year olders point to me and tell their
mothers, “the priest.” They know me because they
know Jesus.
When | ride by on my bike, they wave, just like |
used to do to the engineers on the trains.
When | sneeze everyone says, Good health.
Yeh, there are gangs and drugs, alcoholism and
domestic violence, murders and rapes.
Grinding poverty and very rich people in designer
clothes.

My joy is to tell you that you have a lot of frisnd
because you know me.
You are blessed a hundred times because | tekkthes
people that they should thank God for the gifts you
give.
They would love to see you in person but they can’t
so they take my word that you care
Yeh, its lonely when | am away from here and it's
lonely when | am away from the USA
But it is not ever lonely at either place,
if you see what | mean.
We are always in union with the same Lord in both
places at all times.



