
GUATEMALA UPDATE / JANUARY 2019 

 

 

Return Travelers:  Hal Jordan, Virginia Anthony, Barney Hale, Patty Snow, Ruth 

Menechella, Jody Welker  

 

New Travelers:  Joe Welker, Sue Hoane, Beth Williams, Mackenzie Lamb, Kim Allen, 

Patricia Neri 

 

Again, we find our visits are getting easier as more students and leaders in the village 

understand the concepts of the programs in place and are working in partnership with us.  

On this trip, citizen protests  against the current government administration of Guatemala 

threatened road closures and disruption of travel.  We left Pala a day early to travel to 

Antigua and ensure we would be closer to the airport when it came time to leave.  Even 

with one less day for meetings, we left Pala feeling the programs were either working well 

or getting on track for improvement. 

 

So, lets look at the highlights. 

 

EDUCATION / LIBRARY / COMPUTER CENTER 

 

Patty Snow and Juana Tzep Can, the director of the Brenda Armstrong Library, met with 

all the new scholarship students.  The students were encouraged to take advantage of 

the library resources and were reminded of rules of the scholarship program.  It was a 

very positive meeting. 

 

Juana and Patty met with 12 students who had passed their classes but had received 

failing grades at some point during the year.  The point of the meeting was to help them 

identify the issues causing poor performance and learn how to address these issues. This 

exercise was done in writing which was totally new for the students.  After a period of 

focused reflection, they were able to identify the problems:  did not understand the 

teacher, math was too hard, etc.  It was very hard for them to determine how to correct 

these weaknesses, so ideas were given to them about seeking help from teachers and 

staff at the library.  

 

We met with the 2018 Scholarship Committee members along with new members for 

2019.  The work of last year group was recognized.  For 2019 the members will be 3 past 

Beca students.  They have been asked to come on a  monthly basis to help the library 

staff and learn how the library operates.  They will also assist at the end of the school 

year to interview and select new scholarship students, including home visits to students 



GUATEMALA UPDATE  JANUARY, 2019 

2 
 

they do not know.  The new members, Oscar, Juana Susana and Santiago are willing to 

work together to give all support needed to the staff.  

  

Developing additional leadership for the library is considered a critical step in 

consideration of upcoming maternity leave that is expected and the potential for staff 

changes as current personnel accept new jobs to  more fully utilize their increased training 

and skills.  

 

Through the “Peach on the Porch” fundraiser at the Kirk last summer and in-kind 

donations, we were able to obtain refurbished computers about 3 years old.  These 

computers have arrived in Guatemala and are working their way  through the customs 

process.  The computers that are being replaced will be given to a non-profit organization 

in another village.   

 

Two teachers who have been participating with their students in the reading programs 

offered at the library were recognized with a certificate and a backpack with school 

supplies.  Juana requested that other teachers increase their participation in these 

programs. 

 

A few years ago, Pencils for Promise (a non-profit focusing on education) constructed a 

three-classroom addition to the elementary school in Pala.  Hal and Virginia had a chance 

encounter with representatives of Pencils for Promise who were staying at our hotel 

during this trip.  We learned that they had also built a septic tank system in Pala and last 

year had offered to all the students a program on personal hygiene, hand washing, and 

how to clean and maintain bathrooms.  They also offer training programs for teachers; we 

hope to have them provide teacher training in Pala. 

 

We decided to offer laptops for teachers who participated in library programs in 2019, 

who recommended students go to the library to ask for tutoring when needed, and any 

other educational opportunity offered to them.  In turn Guatemala Village Partners (GVP) 

will take laptops for 4 middle school teacher and 8 elementary school teachers as long 

as ALL teachers participate. 

 

Students with the best grades and those who finished high school were presented with 

certificates in a recognition ceremony held in the library.  Juana spoke to them about 

studying, recognizing the opportunities offered through the scholarships, taking 

advantage of opportunities offered by the library staff, etc.  Students received letters from 

their sponsors and wrote a response letter. 
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Currently we have 82 students in scholarship. 

3 bachelor’s degree  

6 for 3-year University degree 

28  High school (10th-12th) 

45 Middle school  (7th -  9th) 

 

AQUCULTURE 

 

The program to raise fish continues to be a work in progress.  The primary issue is the 

cooler temperature of the water being drawn from the river that flows beside the village.  

We are identifying other issues as well.  Anibal Mas Carac was selected to attend a 

fisheries training program offered through a technical college.  He made a very nice 

powerpoint presentation to members of our group and is learning ideas that should 

improve the success of the program.  Some of the ideas do not surprise us.  Others are 

completely contrary to what our first advisors promoted.  Overall, we believe this training 

program is much more comprehensive and on target than advice we were previously 

given.  The training program will also help us to connect with potential buyers.  

 

Potential changes are likely to include switching to trout (more tolerant of the colder 

water), using smaller amounts of food but on a more frequent basis, stocking the tanks 

with fish eggs rather than fingerlings (the eggs can better withstand the ride up the 

mountain), and less cleaning of the tanks as a result of better feeding schedules and 

oxygenation of the water. 

 

We continue to try and make fish farming successful rather than giving up.  The economic 

potential for fish is much greater than that of coffee.  Dried coffee beans currently sell for 

about 41 cents per pound.  Various growers in Pala are obtaining harvests of 400 to 1500 

pounds per year, resulting in annual incomes of $160 to $625.  Although coffee yields are 

up due to the introduction of plants resistant to coffee “rust”, the global price of coffee is 

down.   

 

There is a strong market for fish in the area around Pala.  A pound of market size fish can 

sell for about $1.50.  We are hoping for a harvest of 500 pounds per year per tank for an 

annual income on the order of $750.  
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LUNCH PROGRAM 

 

Approximately 225 meals are being served five days a week to residents of Pala.  Those 

fed include students in school, pre-school children and pregnant women.  While meals 

for the children are important, the vitamin and mineral supplements in the meals are 

especially helpful to the pre-natal health of pregnant women. 

 

Preparing the meals is a community effort.  Students take turns collecting the wood to 

fuel the fire to cook the rice.  Mothers in the village cook the rice and take the food to the 

school so students do not have to leave the school facility.   

 

We saw improvements in the appearance of the children, healthier skin, eyes and hair, 

within the first few months of the meals being introduced.  A common observation on this 

trip was that the children receiving the meals seem taller for their age than what used to 

be normal.  We also noticed that the children are approaching a healthier weight.  This is 

despite Guatemala having the forth highest rate of malnutrition in the world. 

 

WEAVING PROGRAM / PALA VILLAGE MARKET 

 

We took delivery and paid for 372 scarves and 5 shawls.  The shawls had been ordered 

by Triangle Pastor Counseling for use in therapy sessions.  Several individual events 

came from the trip. 

 

We provided reading glasses to 20 weavers to address deterioration of near vision due 

to aging. 

 

We provided 40 foam gardening pads.  The weavers spend a lot of time kneeling during 

food preparation and weaving.  They have indicated before that their knees hurt.  The 

foam pads were well received, along with a request for more.  The pads had been 

purchased through a retailer in Guatemala at a price of about $1.50 each.  Additional 

pads will be purchased and delivered in August.  The glasses and pads were funded 

through proceeds of the weaving program. 

 

Maria Tzep Mas came to us with tears in her eyes.  She offered her gratitude and 

explained that her husband died in August, 2018.  Her children were grown and had 

families of their own.  The weaving program is her only form of economic support.   

 

We had several interactions with Herlinda.  Herlinda was 13 years old when we added to 

the weaving group as a way of giving her emotional support and positive encouragement.  

She is now 15 and has undergone a major transformation.  She is now much more 
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confident, “presents” herself better, keeps her hair nicer, is wearing better clothes, and 

smiles much more often.  She had taken a daily job of baby sitting and is starting to learn 

Spanish.  What is also significant is the pride the other weavers show in Herlinda and her 

development. 

 

Jody, Ruth, Kim and Barney sat down with Juana Petrona to commission a table cloth for 

the communion  table to go into the new chapel (aka former session room).  Using 

guidance from Barney, the team sketched out a pattern and dimensions and provided 

color details.  Through Spanish translation, Juana seemed to understand what was being 

requested and should have the cloth ready for pick-up in August. 

 

We initiated a pilot program based on using fabrics produced in Pala to be crafted into 

other items.  Martin Sop, the driver and logistics coordinator for the team, has sewing 

machines and makes various items he sells to the group and in local markets.  Our plan 

is to have Martin visit the village to work out the details of the fabric he needs, and then 

make string backpacks, tote bags and cosmetic bags from the fabric.  We will see what 

this approach does to his pricing and if the products are viable for the US market. 

 

PASTOR EDUCATION 

 

Pastor Jody Welker worked with the elders of the church to lead a Bible study and group 

discussion on the role of immigration in the Old Testament and what it means to immigrate 

in today’s environment.  They discussed Scripture that revealed various forms of 

immigration: Adam and Eve, Joseph and Jacob, Exodus, the Exile, the Holy Family 

escaping to Egypt.  It was an opportunity to further build relationships, but it also allowed 

an open conversation on a topic that people tend to avoid for more complete examination.  

They discussed what immigration looks like from the perspective of Guatemalans and 

from the US perspective. 

 

BECA ALUMNI UPDATE 

 

Three of our Beca university graduates came by Pala for meetings and a visit while we 

were there. 

 

Catarina (sponsored by Tony and Wendy Segretti) has now had two years as an entry 

level nurse working for the non-profit Aprofam.  She is starting to look for a higher skill 

level nursing job, likely in a larger city, that will better utilize her capabilities.  She is not 

married and enjoys the independence of being single.  This needs to be contrasted with 

the opinions that we  heard from girls a few years back; that if you were over 21 and not 

married, you were an old maid and no man would want you. 
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Santa (sponsored by Larry and Sharon Neilson) initially worked in an entry level teaching 

job and is now working as a community facilitator for World Vision.  She works with four 

villages like Pala to help develop scholarship programs and encourage parental support 

for education.  She plans to bring the parental support message to Pala as well, where it 

is still needed among some of the families.  Santa is also unmarried and enjoys 

independent living. 

 

Marta (originally supported by Brenda Armstrong and then Jerry and Stephanie Bynum)   

is currently working as an assistant in the library while she finishes the thesis required for 

a degree in agricultural engineering.  Her thesis topic is the use of bees in agriculture.  

She is starting to look for a job in agriculture.  We understand that one of the very first 

groups to interview her was very impressed. 

 

All three expressed their appreciation for the scholarship program and acknowledged that 

they would have never achieved their level of education without Beca support.  They were 

obviously good candidates as well since each maintained relatively high grades during 

their education journey. 

 

Marta is in Pala most days due to her job in the library.  Catarina and Santa visit on a 

regular basis and are very supportive of younger students and their families. 

 

 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

 

Kim Allen 

 

When I signed up to go on the trip, I thought I knew what to expect because my husband, 

Jonathan, had been twice. Seeing pictures and hearing the stories doesn’t prepare you 

for what you will feel and learn on this trip. 

 

A piece of my heart was left in Pala. The people and their love overwhelmed me. Holding 

their little hands and hearing stories connected us in a way I didn’t imagine was possible. 

We have the best translators that not only translate the words but the feelings behind 

them. Finding out that my scholarship student had just lost her mother suddenly only 57 

days before we arrived broke my heart. I was able to be with her and her dad, to love 

them and share my condolences. It was a touching day with moments that are forever 

written on my heart. I know that God put me there to remind Carmen and her dad that 

they are loved and extremely special to our family. 
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A lot of work and planning went into this trip, but I never realized how much work is put 

into the whole project on a regular basis. Virginia, Hal, Patty, Barney and many others 

have worked so hard to make this program successful. Little things we take for granted 

are not little things in this project. Communication and getting supplies to the village 

require outside people working together for one purpose. Nothing is as easy as we think 

it should be. Systems have been established and we as a congregation need to be 

mindful. One extravagant gift for a student can create a problem as they show it to all the 

kids in the village. We are giving them the gift of a scholarship and they are so grateful 

for that. 

 

The skyping session was an eye-opening experience for me. On our end, things seem so 

simple. I pictured a simple line of students waiting to skype but that is far from the reality. 

As you wait for your turn to skype, we are sending kids out into the village hunting down 

the names on our list hoping they will return with that child. Every so often, they come 

back with the news that the child is out working in the fields or not in the village that day. 

It is then up to us to relay the information to you hoping that you will understand. 

  

Our fellow church members are volunteering to do a huge job in a culture that is much 

different than ours. I’m in awe of all that has been accomplished in just 12 short years 

and I’m so excited to be a small part of it. 

 

Beth Williams 

 

In thinking about what to share out of the scores of impressions I took in, I kept coming 

back to something Jody said during the trip: “a first-time experience is an assault on the 

senses.” This was true for me. All five senses were bombarded with input, and my 

emotional, spiritual, and mental capacities were stretched. 

 

There is so much I would love to share in those respects, but time and space constraints 

do not allow for that. (Though, please feel free to ask me, or any of the travelers, about 

our experience – we love to tell our stories!) Instead, I will share my highlight which, 

hands-down, was meeting my student, Ricardo, in person and being present as he 

received his high school diploma.  

 

Seeing the pride on Ricardo’s face at reaching that goal - 6 hard years in the making - 

was incredibly joyful and emotional. This young man, who struggled his first two years of 

middle school, not only graduated, but qualified to continue as a BECA student and has 

gone on to University. His dream? To be a social worker. Why? Because of the breadth 

of services social work will allow him to offer to the people of his country. 
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My happiness for Ricardo’s future is unbounded and is multiplied by the many other BECA 

students who are likewise changing their destinies and whose dreams include improving 

their lives, their family’s lives, and making a positive impact on their communities and 

country. 

 

The BECA program aside, I also learned first-hand about the other programs in place that 

are providing opportunities to the men and women of Pala: the Weaving Guild, the Micro-

loans, the library services, the humanitarian aid in the way of Rise Against Hunger meals 

and modern hygiene practices, and the financial, mental health, and medical seminars 

given to the villagers on each trip. Not to mention the spiritual care of their elders.  

 

In addition to the positive intended benefits of these programs, they also have invaluable 

consequential benefits: they instill empowerment, confidence, self-worth and esteem, a 

sense of purpose, direction and value, and the hope for a better future for their children. 

 

And you can see it. I saw it. I saw it on their faces - in their eyes and in their smiles. I saw 

it in their body language as they held their heads high and exhibited confidence in their 

own presence. I heard it. I heard it in the tones of their voices as they “held their own”, 

and in their laughter, and the laughter and excited chatter of their children. I felt it. I felt it 

in their hugs, and in their grasped hands, and in the welcoming, familial atmosphere they 

invited us into from the instant we arrived until the moment we departed. 

 

Yes, a first-time experience is an assault on the senses. In a good way. A very good way, 

indeed.  

 

Patricia Neri 

 

The weaver’s meeting when Barney collected the weaver’s scarves and paid them was 

certainly memorable. It was nice to see how much the weavers trust Barney, how much 

he cares for them, how some women use their fingerprint to sign their receipt, how proud 

they were to receive their checks. 

 

Also, it was impressive to know that there are 86 micro-loans with a zero-default rate, that 

half of those loans go to women and people from the community have learned to manage 

the program themselves. What I see on those numbers are 86 entrepreneurs improving 

the standard of living of their families. 

 

Moreover, there were two significant events for me at Pala: 
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1)      Meeting my student, her smiles and hugs and the happiness that she 

expressed when saying “Gracias madrina”. I wish every sponsor could meet in 

person his/her student! 

2)      I didn’t have any “official” job at Pala, I was asked to translate as needed. I 

was busy most of the time. Still, I have said: “Assign me to any job, except playing 

with the kids”. There were people in the Kirk team with the gift of being great with 

kids: Kim, Mackenzie and Sue. On the last day, Jody said: “Patricia, I have these 

UNO cards, can you teach the kids to play?” I thought: “Why did I sit close to Jody?” 

Well, Sue and I started playing UNO, so I could remember its rules. When we 

arrived in Pala, Sue took the cards to play with the kids, and we agreed I would 

join them after my translating duties and helping kids write lovely letters to their 

sponsors. Each kid certainly puts a lot of care and enthusiasm in his/her letter. 

After a couple of hours, I went to play UNO and found McKenzie playing with 

several boys between 8 and 15 years old. While playing the 2nd game, I felt 

somebody shyly tap my shoulder. I turned and saw a girl with a big smile, about 

10 years old, carrying a baby close to half her size. She told me which card to play, 

and from that time on, she practically decided which card to play … we won that 

game. She got a chair and comfortably accommodated herself and the baby. 

However, the boys’ leader said: “Women don’t play”. McKenzie with her 

international negotiation talents graciously said: “I am a woman and I am playing”, 

I said: “I am a woman and she just won the game, so she plays”. 

 

As we continued playing UNO, I saw this little girl’s assertiveness, intelligence and 

how much she cared for that baby. I wished so much her life were simpler, and I 

realized that I could just maybe help to make her life simpler. I asked Patty Snow 

to go with me to talk with her dad, and I asked him to help her finish two more 

years of elementary school, so she could go to Middle School and at that time I 

would sponsor her scholarship. Also, I asked him to allow her to go to the library 

daily to read books in Spanish.  (Editor’s note: Students are selected for 

scholarships by a committee of Pala residents.  Selections are based on 

application information, qualifications and need.) 

 

I am looking forward to how the Kirk’s scholarship program can benefit her life. 
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Sue Hoane 

 

What a beautiful, secluded, verdant location in the mountains of Guatemala. 

 

What a crazy, dusty, BUMPY ride to get there! My first time ever standing in the bed of a 

pickup truck hanging on to metal overhead and side bars to maintain balance and remain 

upright. 

 

What lovely and loving villagers, young and old, out to greet us entertain us, feed us, 

thank us for our time, talents and treasure, and enjoy their time with us.  What a feeling 

of LOVE surrounding us. We could feel it, see it, taste it, hear it and smell it. The people 

of Pala are so thankful for our ministry and outreach to them, for our presence in their 

lives. 

 

What JOY to make music with bells and voice with the children of the village and 

surrounding area. With no formal training, we rang noisily and joyfully! To my surprise, 

we enjoyed the company of a group of teen-aged boys who wanted to ring for our closing 

service. “Ode to Joy” will forever fill my heart with the memory of my Guatemalan 

adventure. 

 

What a PRIVILEGE and HONOR to be part of an amazing outreach that has helped bring 

Pala into the 21st Century. Kudos to Virginia, Hal, Barney, Patty and Jody …truly a mission 

well done. And to all my fellow travelers…thanks for the memories! 

 

It is not what you teach others, it is how you treat them that counts. 

 

 

Joe Welker 

 

Had an amazing week in Pala, Guatemala with my dad's church Kirk of Kildaire in Cary, 

NC supporting their partnership with the village going on 12 years. A two-hour bus and 

pickup truck commute from the nearest big city, Pala is a Mayan farming community with 

low Spanish literacy and extreme poverty. The Kirk has built a library and supported a 

scholarship program to increase Spanish literacy, along with micro-loans, agricultural 

programs, and increasing women's rights and leadership. The goal is for the program to 

become self-sustaining by the village, but for now we return twice a year to continue 

building relationships, checking on their progress, and helping where needed. 

 

It was tough and a little uncomfortable at times to be there. I had and have mixed feelings 

on "voluntourism", concerns about neo-imperialism, and knowing we would be returning 
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to comfortable beds and more wealth than they've ever experienced. I also found it 

personally difficult to discourage them from trying to illegally immigrate. In their shoes, I 

probably would, too. 

 

Besides their hospitality, warmth, and their insanely beautiful country, I found it inspiring 

how the project is a unique "third way" to address the immigration issue, helping increase 

the opportunities would-be immigrants have in their own communities so that they don't 

see a need to risk their lives to come to the US. I love that the church has shown they 

won't abandon Pala throughout the numerous setbacks over the years. I love that the 

goal was not to American-ize their village but to create a program that they can be proud 

of and manage themselves. 

 

Already the program has produced several university graduates who are beginning to 

take more leadership roles to this end. The economic opportunities have multiplied. 

Women are taking charge and creating their own businesses. Others will benefit from 

reading glasses. A deaf girl is able to read and write beautifully, instead of facing a life of 

extremely limited communication. There are too many other stories. 

 

I only saw Pala after several rings deep into the ripple effect of education, but I can see it 

will continue spreading further as the years go by. I have hope that over time, we will see 

the value of building up our neighbor's communities instead of walls. 

 

Mackenzie Lamb 

 

Since 2006, I have watched the Kirk’s partnership in Palá develop, longing for the 

opportunity to meet the people and see the places known to me only in pictures. I was 

thrilled when the opportunity finally arose to travel to Guatemala, and I enjoyed every 

second of the trip. Throughout my time in Palá, I was continually amazed by the power of 

relationships. I approached Palá for the first time on the back of a pickup truck and was 

greeted by a multitude of smiling faces, words of welcome, and traditional Mayan dances. 

On a walk to the local swimming hole, two young girls recited the names of previous 

travelers and asked to film videos for their friends at the Kirk. I watched as Jody worked 

closely with Juana, a weaver, to commission a tablecloth for the communion table and 

was inspired by the mutual display of love and appreciation. I was encouraged by the 

Kirk’s desire to make the programs in Palá self-sufficient, harnessing connections among 

those in the village to empower all members of the community. These relationships, and 

many more, revealed God’s presence each day in Palá. I am excited to return to a village 

that welcomed me with open arms, as its people and places will forever be part of my 

faith family. 

 


