Service Adventurers from St. Pat’s
Work in Sister Parish in Guatemalan Village

“I could never be this useful back home,” said
college student Ryan Bates to describe a
highlight of his Guatemalan trip, from January
17 to 25. He was part of the team of six
parishioners from St. Patrick’s on a medical
and faith mission to our sister parish of San
Jose de Yalpemech, Guatemala.
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Verapaz region. The group,

which consisted of: (right to left) nurse Nancy Stinnett, Isaac Young, Marybeth
Lorbiecki Mataya, Issac’s father and the team leader, Dr. Greg Young, Ryan
Bates, and Claire Zajac. (Sister Johannes, also known as Sister Juanita, is
shown too, along with our driver, Jose Eugenio.) The group jokingly called their
entourage TEAM GALLO (rooster) because of the roosters that kept them awake
at night.



Thankfully, the group was hosted on their journeys to and from the mission by

Guatemala attorney Jose Eugenio and
his wife, Mary Carmen. (Jose Eugenio
had been a high-school exchange
student in Baldwin.) The roads to the
parish were as narrow and twisty as the
barbed wire that topped fences and
gates. It took a day and a half (including
the initial two flights) to reach the mission
because one does not travel on
Guatemalan roads at night.

At the white cement mission, they were greeted by
Sister Juanita (Joannes) Klas, the mission’s founder
and winner of a United Nation’s prize for her
refugee work. She first encountered the members
of the San Jose community when they were living in
a Honduras refugee camp, having escaped the
violence of the Guatemalan military against them
and their villages during the 1980s and 90s. When
villagers were allowed to return to Guatemala and
buy some land in the Alta Verapaz, Sister Juanita
accompanied them and has served them as a
spiritual nurturer, educator, and friend since 1982.
The community is a mixed neighborhood of people
who speak Spanish and those who speak Quechi,
one of many Mayan languages. Sister Juanita lives
with two other nuns, Sister Maria, who is studying to be a nurse and runs the
parish medical clinic, and Sister Elaina, who is a schoolteacher. Both speak only

Spanish.

The day we arrived was
Sunday, and thankfully, we had
not yet missed Mass. They are
able to have Mass only once a
month. Usually they have two
Sunday prayer services, one in
Quechi and one in Spanish,
organized and run by the two
distinct lay pastoral leadership
teams. On the one Sunday a
month, they have a combined
afternoon Spanish and Quechi

service, with readings and music in both languages. This



particular Sunday we witnessed 22 baptisms and 37 first communions! The
service is simple, and since there is not running water, plastic buckets are used
for the baptisms. People come in their best, clean outfits, but many are barefoot,
and the chuchos (dogs) wander in and out. The music is performed with a mix of
rock band and traditional Mayan musical instruments. The musicians do
traditional hymns in Spanish and Quechi but also original works. They are putting
together a CD of their worship music.






