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DAY ONE Welcome to Guatemalal
As told by Mary Beth Gilbert

We awoke from the couches of the Stanwich Youth room at 2:15
a.m. Monday morning to catch our 2:30 a.m. ride to the airport
(Tom Crozier was our driver). Each of us packed 3 suitcases; 1 for
our personal items and 2 stuffed to the gills with school supplies
and beanie babies.

We loaded up the van and were about to exit the church parking
lot when Chuck Davis “appeared” out of the dark of night to send
us off with a quick prayer and blessing for our trip.

We got through customs and arrived in Guatemala without
incident. Laura Elison was there waiting for us outside the airport
(she went down before us) with Rafi and Maribel to take us to Villa
Neuva. It was wonderful to step out of the airport into the sunny,
balmy, bustling energy of Guatemala City after 12 long hours of
travel.

We got a taste of Rafi's creative driving skills as he weaved the 12-
passenger van though Guatemala City traffic using his car horn as
a guide. We gradually headed out of the city into the more rural
region of Villa Nueva, where we were staying.

Last Call Ministries is located in a gated community. The
neighborhood is fenced in by an 8 fooft tall cinder block walll
topped with barbed wire. The entrance/exit is manned by armed
guards. Once in the gate, it opens into a charming little enclave
community with small park, trees, bodega’s and rows of attached
homes. Rafi's Last Call Ministries which consists of the church,
school and home are located at the end of a cul de sac.

We arrived to a wonderful Guatemalan lunch prepared by the
women of Rafi's church (who cooked every meal for us). We
quickly unpacked and jumped back into the van and headed for
the Outdoor Market, which is the largest of its kind in Central
America. It is the size of 3 football fields filled with vendors of fruits,
vegetables and grains. Rafi's wife Holi oversaw the purchase of all
the fresh food that was to sustain us for the week. It turned into @
two hour outing!

We returned home and the guys (and Aimie) started mixing the
cement to pour for Rafi's driveway/patio/entryway to the church.
They hand mixed the cement and poured it, laboring for 2 hours
alongside local Guatemalan’s who were hired as helpers, until it
was complete. We ended the very long day with dinner at 10:00
p.m. and then off bed...fat and happy!
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Clown performancé for the school. He
works the gospel message into his act

DAY TWO 06 Los Cedros School
As told by Aimie Sarkodie-Mensah

| forgot to mention yesterday that God is completely infused
here. Rafi, Holi & the community exude His love. The generosity
of their time and talents is amazing. It's great to see how the
community cares for itself.

5:00 a.m. alarm today. We're going to la escuela, Los Cedros to
pour the foundation for the kitchen. We're going early because
the families are mixing cement before they go to work.

So the trip to Los Cedros School was fantastic. When we arrived
they were already in progress of mixing concrete. We jumped
in and helped mix (already pros from last noches) and pass
bucketsful up to the roof of the new kitchen. The kids were
mostly in classes but several were out celebrating mardi
gras/Santa somebody-or-other/carnival by cracking eggshells
full of pica pica on each other's heads. It was so cute to watch
them chase each other around with the eggs and to see the
confetti fly when they cracked them. | got hit with a couple
and one girl made me her target for a while and kept throwing
handfuls of pica pica at me. | can't wait to see how long it
takes to get it all out of my hair tonight.

We also extended one of the classrooms giving it a tin roof and
siding as well as a concrete floor. There are no building codes...
you just make it the way you know how and do what you can
with what you've got. For a short time, | was able to help a man
fix a door to a bathroom stall. You flush by pouring water into
the bowl until the waste is gone.

The school came together to express their thanks and give a
certificate of appreciation for all we'd done. We had to pause
our concrete mixing for the room floor for Colorin, the Christian
clown. | didn't understand much of what he said, but he was a
lot of fun. | think | got the gist of it through my broken Spanish
understanding & the body language/gestures he was using. I'm
not sure of the time, but | think he kept all their attention for 45
min or so.

W drove to another school that Bob & Rafi thought we might be
able to help in the future. Since it was Carnival there too, there
was pica pica here also. We took pix with the ferris wheel and

the gianormous pig. | think Bob challenged it to do something...

Finally we returned to Los Sauces for lunch. Bruce, Laura, Bruin,
Mary Beth and | went for a walk around Los Sauces with Holy
(after she'd changed our money into Quetzales). We saw
adorable dogs on roofs and in windows. One chihuahua
stalked us down the street. People were friendly and the
playground was hopping. | had to test the tire swing. It works




Almost completed kitchen. Windows
and doors still need to be installed

superbly. We also spent an hour debriefing as a group, sharing
experiences and thoughts and feelings about our trip so far.

Next up?e Tuesday night service... en espanaol...

Prayer was great! Several people gave their testimonies
including a 16-year old widow who's husband was killed in a
motorcycle accident. She has a daughter who she now has to
care for alone. It was a very moving service. Bob, Holy, Rafi &
Paola gave thanks for us being here and the effect they are
having on our lives as well as our effect on theirs

DAY THREE

Ministries School

Completed craft project

DAY THREE o Crafts & Fences
As Told by Su Tamsett

We awake to continued mild weather. Gentle breezes from the
mountaintops keeping us cool all day. The early AM sun hits the
mountains to the West and lights them a fire.

After a bit of Guatemalan wait time post-breakfast, Aimie, Bruin,
Bruce, Jason and Bob head out with Rafi to secure the privacy
of a lot the church was given for future building projects. They
dig holes for concrete posts which, after installation, support
several strings of barbed wire. It should keep squatters out, at
least for now.

Lydee, M.B. and | go to the grammar school that Rafi's wife Holi
runs through the school to let the teachers know that we are
available to lead some art projects if they like. We have
brought rolls of vinyl scraps donated by two sign shops from
Danbury. We have blunt nosed scissors as well as colorful
papers for the children to use as bases for their artwork. M.B and
Lydee go off in search of additional supplies while | sit and
observe the teacher instructing students at two different grade
levels. Although the lessons are in Spanish and my Spanish is
quite poor, it is easy to understand that they are studying
sentence structure (younger group) and formal/informal letter
writing (older students).

The teacher ends the lesson and invites me to start the art
project. | panic - no Lydee with her wonderful Spanish. Just as |
begin, Lydee and MB return and rescue the day. We unroll the
vinyl scraps and pile them in the middle of the floor. All the
classes join us for a happy time cutting out shapes and pasting
them to the papers. The floor is a colorful tangle of vinyl scraps,
arms, legs and busy bodies. The children possess a wide range
of cutting skills - the girls seem to know just what they want to
design - the boys ask for more assistance.




Building a stone fence around future
church property

A visit to the home of the paragalegic
man and his family.

Jose, Lulu and Paola

At the end of the session the children proudly hold up their
works and ask for pictures to be taken. Afterwards the children
sing and dance to Christian songs with great enthusiasm.

After a lunch of BBQ chicken, salsa of julienned vegetables,
guacomole and papaya juice we climb into the van for a trip
to visit the wheelchair bound man and his family. Their tiny casa
is located in the Guatemalan equivalent of a low income
housing development. It is deeply depressing. Unpainted grey
cinderblock: a salon, two bedrooms, a non-flushing toilet
(buckets of water do the job) and a narrow covered rear area
with a dirt floor. All this to house the disabled man, his wife, his
mother-in-law and five young children. Cooking happens in the
salon and in the covered rear area. There is no refrigeration, no
running water, no sink - only a wood stove. There is no furniture
within which to store clothing, which is hung to dry on lines
running across the living spaces and piled on the floors. Small
kittens and dogs roam in and out of the open doorway.

We give the shy children beanie babies and school supplies.
We listen carefully to the father explain their needs. We learn
that the government has subsidized part of the cost of the
casa, but that the family is several months behind in mortgage
payments and are in danger of eviction. The father begs
roadside all day, often taken one or more of the youngest
children with him. The mother works long hours while the
grandmother watches over the rest of the children. But they
keep falling behind. The sum of $700 will pay off the remaining
mortgage.

We head home for dinner. Jose stopped by with his two adult

| daughters Paola and Lulu and his wife Mimi. Earlier in the day

he was released from an eight year term in the local prison (for
whistle blowing a corrupt government official). It was touching
to see how emotional this proud man was. He was constantly
reaching out to touch his daughters, particularly Lulu who was a
small girl when he left. He spoke of what the experience was
like for him. He asked for donations of used computers for
classes being held in the prison. A volunteer there was teaching
men how to keyboard on ancient typewriters, all in hopes of
helping them find jobs when their terms are up.

As we talked, we were informed that a young man of 28 lay
dying in the adjacent walled compound. There was a request
that we visit his bedside and pray for relief from his suffering. We
left immediately and were ushered into a two story home that
was filled with friends and relatives. We were led upstairs to his
bedside and laid hands on him while Rafi prayed. Several
members of the group felt a deep heat emanate from his body
as Rafi prayed. He died early the next morning.
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Passing out Beanie Babies to kids at El
Tablon

DAY FOUR & Antigua & El Tablon
As told by Lydee Hummel

Set off this morning in the van for Anfiqua. Only 45 min. but a bit
of a hairy drive. Very steep hills, thin roads with trucks passing on
curves. Our rides are always great fun~lots of teasing & silliness.
The Group gets along very well, such an important aspect of a
mission trip with a lot of togetherness.

Anfiqua is very charming and still authentic. Beautiful central
square surrounded by Spanish Colonial stucco buildings. We
hired a guide for $100 quetzales, Jose. Good decision as it
made our short time in Antiqua very full. Incredible cathedral
once with 58 domes that collapsed in '76 earthquake. We
went to Fonda Santo Domingo for lunch. Elegant
hotel/restaurant with amazing antiques, artifacts, orchids, ruins.
Courtyard with big parrofs.

Back in Villa Nueva, a quick regroup.....loaded 5 giant garbage
bags of Beanie Babies & 10 Ibs. candy into van for trip to El
Tablan. We filed a short video for Sun. service at Stanwich with
our Beanie Baby cargo. Rugged drive up the mountain thru tiny
vilages met with suspicious looks. We picked up 3 workers who
rode up the mountain perched on the bumper of the van. Very
remote “village”, extreme poverty.

The pastors house was a jerry built construction of corrugated
tin, sugar cane stalks & cement. Dinner set for the 9 of us. La
senora cooked fried chicken, black tortillas, rice & salsa over
open fire at end of a long room. Delicious avocados. We didn't
expect to eat after our 5 star lunch but sat and enjoyed! The
sacrifice to provide & prepare that much food was extreme.

We set up the room for the Jesus movie inside a pink
cinderblock church room among rows of the ubiquitous plastic
chairs. Children shyly filing in with mothers, babies wrapped
tightly in their rebozos. Cautious looks, quick smiles. Thankfully,
all A/V worked flawlessly. Praise song( typically a clapping
marathon) and infroductions to the congregation.

The Jesus movie seemed to be synched to Spanish. Enthralled
audience & a full house. After the film Rafi and the pastor
called upon the kids to receive El Senor. A little tiny girl popped
up to the front and 115 more crowded the stage. Each child
got 2 Beanie Babies and a handful of candy. They approached
us cautiously and were so modest and shy. Eventually, even the
adults were able to take 2 with a bunch of Tootsie rolls, lollipops
& Jolly Ranchers. Extraordinary night for alll The drive down the
mountain was clear & starlit with a sliver of a new moon. A night
to remember.
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Returning to Los Cedros for thank you

lunch with teachers

Rafi introducing Jason who shared his
testimony with the Church.

DAY FIVE ¢ Children& Hospital & Evening Youth Service
As told by Bruin Schafrath

The day started exactly like every other day. Back home | need
an alarm clock to wake me at 6:00am. Not here. The day has its
own alarm clock and you naturally wake up so you don’t miss
out on any of what it has to offer. In the middle of winter in
February, | rolled off of my air mattress providing me a tiny layer
of comfort on a hard file floor, and dawned my usual T-shirt and
shorts. Hopefully it'll be a cool day today, and you never know if
there's a ton of cement waiting to be mixed that day or not. |
walked outside to be shadowed by the mountain in our
backyard and headed down the street watching the sun
peaking over the horizon and climbing into its place in the sky.

We boarded the van, said a prayer to keep us safe and
headed to the Guatemala City Children’s Cancer Hospital.
After clearing a little bit of misunderstandings, the Director of
the hospital greeted us, welcomed us to the hospital and briefly
explained some procedures. No one is ever refused freatment,
no matter what it is or who can or can’t pay for the services.
She told us that the cancer program is at least an 8 year
program (some patients require more than 8 years) depending
on the needs and that they will treat cancer patients from
infant to 13 years of age. The hospital was clean and efficient.
Many, many children in the waiting room. | don’t know what
they were waiting for, | didn't ask. | was preparing myself for
visiting with the cancer patients.

All of us entered the cancer ward armed with our love for God
and bags of ‘Beanie Babies’. We made sure to visit each and
every patient to deliver a "God Bless You!” and a ‘Beanie
Baby'. We received smiles and hugs in return. | was amazed
how bright the spirits of the children there were, and many of
them welcomed a hand upon them and a prayer. God feels
close here.

They desperately need more funding for more equipment. We
found in their intensive care section, that they are lacking more
i.v. machines to deliver chemo and other medicines. Some
children lose their lives simply because another child needed
the machine more. A few of us felt in our hearts that God had
purposely directed us there. Team member Bruce, lost a son to
leukemia not 2 years ago. He spent nearly 3 years of his life
sitting over his son watching him battle the disease. And yet




here he was delivering the word of God to these children with a
smile on his face. | don't think | would have fared nearly as well
as he did, but watching Bruce march in there gave me
steadfast courage to deliver God’s message myself. We felt an
overwhelming urge to purchase another one of those
machines. They need 15, but one would help.

We left the hospital and headed back to Los Cedros school, the
school we where we built the kitchen. The community had
taken up a collection for the teachers to cook a meal for us as
a thank you. The meal was humbling and the thanks and
gratitude each and every one of the teachers showed was
even more so. The school ended up giving each of us much
more than we felt we deserved, but they felt good to be giving,
and we graciously accepted.

We gave most of the teachers aride to the bus stop then
headed home, whereupon we all sat and discussed where
God had put each of our hearts on this trip and how we could
best use the funds we raised to help spread His word. Then we
went back to the church to eat yet again. | don't think I've ever
eaten this well in a long time.

The end of the day provides opportunity to walk around the
neighborhood and stop by the bakery for some fresh pastries
and cookies and perhaps a stop at the ice cream store.

We finished the evening with the youth service at Rafi's church
which is held every Wednesday. Rafi asked Jason to share his
life story with the church. He did, we were all moved and
happy to have him with us on this frip.
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A tank on the way into Pavon
Prison

Pavon Prison
As told by Bob Caie

We visited the Pavon Prison where Jose, the father of one of
Rafi's church members, was incarcerated. Eddie an architect
and friend of Rafi's who also was incarcerated at Pavon got
permission for our Stanwich Team to visit the prison. The prison is
located about 1 hour north of Villa Nueva where Rafi lives.
Turning off onto a dirt road to enter the grounds of the prison,
we were greeted by military guards who made us stop and
asked us to get out of the van we were traveling in. They asked
us our purpose of coming to the prison and searched our van.
We got the okay to proceed. While tfraveling down this dirt
road on both sides there was military presence of soldiers
patrolling and stationed at check points. There were also
armored vehicle with 50 caliber machine guns mounted to be
ready just in case there were problems. Former President Portillo
was serving time in a separate, maximum security unit adjacent

d fo Pavon's two other facilities because of his embezzling millions

of quetzales (Guatemalan currency) from his people while in
office. The military was on alert just in case any supporters of

- Portillo tried to forcibly release him from jail.

Prisoner sleeping quarters. Blankets
are draped from their bunks for
Orivacy.

Prisoners braiding plastic rope to
make hammocks for sale

. After parking our van near the front gate, we were allowed 3

people at a time to be processed, stamped and searched for
our visit to the prison. We were not allowed to bring cameras
into the prison but were provided one by an inmate chaplain
who provided a tour for us. We were surprised to find that the
prison was very humane whereby prisoners were free to move
about, able to grow crops, raise livestock, and establish small
businesses. The prison had restaurants inside and vendors who
were selling things to visitors and inmates alike. One fascinating
industry was the making of rope with synthetic balls of twine. A
used bicycle wheel, pedal and 4 sprockets were used to twist 4
strands of twine into durable long lengths of rope which would
very often be used to make hammocks to sell.

Prisoners lived in close quartered blocks whereby they slept on
cement slabs stacked 3 high, covered by a mattress and
usually were draped with blankets to provide privacy (no bars
here). There were rules of the prison that were reinforced by the
prisoners. If prisoners were out of line, they would be transferred
to the solitary confinement section of the prison. Even though
there was a lot of freedom within the 4 walls of

the prison, the prison was surrounded by 2 tall barbed-wire
fences with an electrified fence in between. There were also
military posts surrounding the prison to watch and prevent any
escapes.

Inside the prison there were 2 evangelical churches and 1
Roman Catholic church. After our tour, we participated in
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probably one of the most profound worship times with a full
contemporary band, tambourines and singing of praise unto
our Lord. It was lively and powerful seeing prisoners with raised
hands, jumping up and down, dancing, kneeling and lying
prostrate before the Lord. Other prisoners would lay hands on
those kneeling and lying and prayed for them. Our feam was
infroduced to the prisoners and Rafi preached a message of
hope and encouragement to continue to follow Jesus.

On our way back from the prison, Rafi stopped the van at a
cliff-side scenic restaurant overlooking Guatemala City. We
were able to take in this magnificent view while sipping huge
glasses of mango juice.

Upon arrival back to Villa Nueva, we were served one of the
typical delicious, ornate lunches provided by the women of
Rafi's church, Last Call Ministries. We rested for a while, and
then our team met to discuss the distribution of $15,000 that we
raised from family and friends with input from Rafi. Much of the
money was already spent; pouring the cement slab in front of
Rafi's church, providing a public school kitchen building at Los
Cedros School several miles away, and to fence in a piece of
land owned by Rafi's church to be used for future construction
and expansion of his ministry. Of the remaining monies, we
decided to finish the school kitchen, purchase an infravenous
machine for the Children's Cancer Hospital, help the
paraplegic man’s family purchase the home that the
Guatemalan government built for his family and others who
were displaced by inclimate weather and mudslides. From the
remaining monies, we gave Rafi the authority to distribute to
members of his church who expressed needs.

In summary, day six combined a very powerful experience at
Pavon Prison with feeling grateful to our family and friends for
generously giving money to help out the people of
Guatemala. The needs are so overwhelming, but God is good
and uses us to meet the needs of many.




DAY SEVEN

The family we were able to help by
purchasing their home. Rafi picked
them up to bring them to the church
service.

Ny T
Bruce and Luis

DAY SEVEN 0 Sunday Service & A Wedding
As told by Aimie Sarkodie-Mensah

The Sunday morning service got going (about an hour "late"). It
was a very nice service. Paola & her friend did a great job with
the music. They sang "Here | Am To Worship" in espanol then
english. As we started so late, they put the service and the
wedding back to back. There was a pause in between so we
could decorate for the wedding. Simple and beautiful.

Deborah was absolutely gorgeous in her gown, which was
borrowed (as was the groom's tux). Relatives made a three-
part cake and the traditional Guatemalan meal (similar to
peanut butter soup with rice). Such a huge community effort! |
love it! The service was absolutely beautiful even though we
couldn't understand much of anything. Jason and | became
the unofficial "official" photographers. At some point, our group
decided we would make them a Shutterfly album as a
wedding gift. Su also took a bunch of pictures. Being at their
wedding made me more excited for my own... Partway
through the "reception," Jason hooked his camera up to Rafi's
computer and did a slideshow of the pix he took. He probably
had 100 or so.

Oh! Before church, Rafi picked up the wheelchair guy's family |l
wish | could remember his name). We gave them the news that
we were going to pay off the mortgage on their house. We
also showed the congregation the final video that was to be
shown at Stanwich that day. That got good reviews. =) Mary
Beth left shortly before the service started. It was sad for her to
leave, but | am thankful for the time | was able to spend with
her.

When all was said and done, we all helped clean up from the
party. Many hands make light work. Bruin & | rode with Rafi
while he took Avelino (Primo!), Ruth (his wife), Anita, Carmen &
Jose home. Anitais a shy girl but | don't think her eyes miss
much. Carmen is a cutie pie. One thing I've notice around
here is that families express their love for each other. It's
especially refreshing to see the men and boys being
affectionate. Andres, for example, always greets me with a
hug and a kiss. Americans are so emotionally detached it's
depressing.

As the sun set, a few of us started playing UNO. By the end of
the first game, we were up to 6-8 people. That number grew
again until there were ten of us. It was a great bonding
experience and SOOOO much fun! A simple game that
transcends languages... We probably played for a couple
hours. We helped a neighbor unload a fruck full of appliances.

Dinner was pegando carne con (flat meat with) gravy, a




cucumber-onion salad, homemade french fries (lo siento -
papas fritas) & watermelon juice. When dinner was complete,
everyone took a turn saying what this trip has meant to them. |
was in awe of how much our presence and work has meant to
them. They've taken care of us by cooking, cleaning, doing
laundry, cleaning our house, giving us a house to sleep in,
putting up with our rudimentary espanol, dealing with us in
general, shuttling us around, being our own personal money
exchange, etc. Then our group took a turn expressing our
gratitude for all they've done for us and how we came with the
intention of "being a blessing" and found ourselves being
blessed instead. Everyone teared and most people cried.

Rafi has such a gift with people. He is able to cross boundaries,
classes, cultural & gender barriers. Everyone quickly feels at
ease around him. | have so much more appreciation for Rafi,
Holi & their ministry.

Bruin, Jason & | rode along while Rafi drove about eight people
home. We had the intention of getting ice cream on the way
back, but no stores were open because it was 10:30. =(

FINAL DAY EIGHT 6 Beach, Baptism & Widow& House
As told by Lydee Hummel

Off to the beach at San Carlos. We tried for a 6:00 am
departure but were fully loaded and off by 6:45. Practically
punctuall Van stuffed with Sr. Chapito, Maribel, Marisol, Louisa
and Holi plus bags full of things for our picnic, etc. even a
boogie board that Rafi rescued from the garbage in
Greenwich. Beautiful sunrise over the mountains. As always...lots
of early morning traffic, many trucks broken down or struggling
mightily up the hills expelling clouds of exhaust. Stopped at a
fast food chicken place for breakfast. Apparently, a very
dangerous fown with many killings, gangs, drugs. The Pepsi fruck
across the road was guarded by a security guy armed with an
M16.

Next stop, “the widows house”, built for a woman with 9 young
kids who was was living in a 9 X 12 shack. The Stanwich Youth
Group & Rafi have built her by far the nicest house in the area
(it's all relativel). We walked in to see a chicken laying an egg
on a bed, other chickens nestled intfo boxes in “kitchen”. Only 2
kids at home but word fravelled by “internet” and soon there
were others & obligatory stares from covetous neighbors. We
wandered thru the house and yard. Animal pens with skinny
goats, hens & rabbits. Pitiful stalks of fruit frees embedded into
hard red dust. Junk/garbage lay where it was dropped. We




gave the kids notebooks, crayons, toothbrushes & hair clips. It's
always Christmas when Pastor Rafi arrives.

Back into the van after a short stop for drinks. Thick dust and
incredibly hot ride. Passed thru sugar cane country with giant
hopper trucks bringing cane to factories. Very hazy day due to
extreme wind whipping up sand/dirt. As we approach beach
our route was blocked by 3 lane caravan of semi fractor trailers
supporting striking teachers throughout Guatemala. Some
drivers hung hammocks under their rigs for shade & siesta. After
some discussion and scouting, parked the van under a
corrugated roof adjacent to a 3 Holer that was put to use by all.
Negotiated for a “tent”, table & chairs and a spot for the
senoras to make lunch. Scorching black sand made even less
appealing by abundance of garbage. Great waves for body
surfing~ Rafi was in the water in an instant! Incredibly fierce
wind made lunch crunchy but delicious as always. Strong sun!
We went shopping for a local delicacy, farm raised shrimp, and
stopped in to see Chapitos eldest daughter and his
granddaughter whom he hadn’t seen in 8 yrs. Mellow reunion.

Quiet ride back to Guatemala City which included a
demonstration of Reverse Gravity just off on the shoulder of the
highway. Upon arrival, a spirited, high stakes game of UNO
before dinner. As we came to say...............

"Just another day in Guatemalal”.




