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Welcome to the San Lucas Parish Volunteer Program!  

The following is a brief list of introductory materials that will help you prepare for your experience as a 
visiting group.  The volunteer program is above all else a learning experience, and we want your entire 
group to treat it as such.  We are sending these materials to you now so that you can read all of the 
information before your arrival.  In our experience, those who are informed about the historical, 
political, economic, and cultural context of the volunteer experience in San Lucas find it easier to 
critically interact with their surroundings and learn more in their time here.  Upon arrival, you will have 
access to a packet containing more articles and information about the Mission and Guatemala. 

We also encourage you to begin brushing up on your Spanish, if you have not already begun to do so.  
The primary way to learn while in San Lucas is through conversation with program leaders, Parish 
workers, and other folks from the community.  It is in your best interest to speak Spanish to the best of 
your ability.  We recommend that all groups bring at least one person who is proficient or fluent in the 
language.   

Please read all materials carefully.  We hope that you find this packet useful, and look forward to meeting 
you in person! 
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SAN LUCAS MISSION VISITING GROUP PROGRAM 
OVERVIEW AND INFORMATION 

VISION 

The San Lucas Parish Visiting Groups come to the community on a short-term basis with University, 
College, Church, High School, Youth, or other groups of people to learn.  The primary objective, 
motivation, purpose, and reason for coming is to learn.  We are dedicated to learning from, respecting, 
growing in solidarity with, and lending gracious support to the people of San Lucas and the Mission’s 
project of sustainable, integral human development. 
 
Group visitors will humbly yet critically interact with their surroundings, supporting one another in their 
experience of learning, personal growth, community-formation, and inthe exploration of their faith and 
values.  By the time of their departure, groups will have been informed enough to discuss the place 
which they have visited (i.e. the Mission philosophy, history, and efforts, and the history and culture of 
Guatemala), and serve as active representatives for the principles of social justice, wherever their paths 
may lead them.  Through active accompaniment (i.e. working with Guatemalan people and forming 
relationships with the San Lucas community at large), through our brief time at the Mission we learn and 
grow as mature human beings and engage in a mutually beneficial relationship with the Parish. 
 
As is the case with the Parish’s community development efforts, the experience will affect sustainable 
change in the visitors that influences the way in which they carry themselves and choose to live their 
lives after leaving San Lucas.  The San Lucas Mission Visiting Group Program is aimed to foster a spirit 
of service and form men and women for others.  Visitor Alumni, who also make up an important 
community, will serve as ambassadors for social justice, and will leave San Lucas as more thoughtful, 
aware, reflective, active, and responsible global citizens.   
 
As alumni, visiting groups also commit themselves to be involved in fundraising and awareness-raising 
activities in their home communities.  Our presence here, as well as being present with the people of San 
Lucas, involves impacting our own communities (university, church, city, etc.) in a positive, service-
oriented way.  The experience of a visiting group does not end at the culmination of one’s time in San 
Lucas.  Rather, visitors carry with them their knowledge and lessons learned, in turn sharing this with 
their communities back home.   
 

MISSION 

The Visiting Group Program is committed to the support of the San Lucas Parish mission, that is, the 
project of integral human development guided by the expressed-felt need of the Parish community 
and the people of San Lucas Tolimán, and grounded in the principals of Catholic Social Teaching.  
 
The empowerment of the local community and the sustainability of development projects are possible 
only through a relationship of equality between Guatemalan and North American counterparts in the 
effort. The presence of visitors – committed to learning – emphasizes and reinforces the Mission’s 
efforts to create such a relationship. This relationship represents an attempt to break the cycle of 
inequality and an historically oppressive role of outsiders. Visiting groups participate in the active 
accompaniment of the people of San Lucas, and work to form a cross-cultural community based upon 
solidarity, mutual respect, and the desire to learn. 
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Through their experience here, visitors set an example of “another way” of involvement of outsiders in 
developing countries, and learn to more critically examine their own role in the “big picture.” This 
“other way” is focused on learning and solidarity, rather than direct physical intervention with the goal 
of “helping” or “doing”. Visitors communicate the Parish philosophy as well as what they have 
personally learned both to family and friends once they have left San Lucas, serving as ambassadors for 
the principles of Catholic Social Teaching and, more broadly, social justice. 
 
Therefore, our Mission is to work with and help educate responsible global citizens, and to foster 
positive cross-cultural exchange in which all parties benefit and are able to learn in a safe environment of 
respect and mutual understanding.  
 

INTRODUCTION TO OUR PROGRAM 

We want to emphasize that your role here in the community is that of students.  Your primary reason for 
coming here is to learn.  You will find readings addressing this issue in the latter pages of this packet, but 
before going any further you must understand and embrace this “other way” of service discussed in our 
Mission Statement.   
 
This “other way” of service, to reiterate, is focused on learning and solidarity. Our goals are not to 
“help” or “do” but rather to accompany and inquire with respectful curiosity.  We recognize that our 
physical labour is helpful in advancing projects, buildings, and more, but that is part of a greater 
educational experience.  We have found that groups focused on learning and committed to learning are 
more satisfied than those who come to work.  Learning can take place at any time of the day, in any 
context, even amongst the group.  However, working can only be done between the hours of 9-4 every 
day.  Focusing your group’s discussions, conversations, activities, and reflections on learning can help 
you to get the most out of your experience in San Lucas. 
 
The following are guidelines for your experience and behaviour in San Lucas that should be 
shared with your group.  Most of this information will be provided and reiterated upon arrival, 
but for reference we have included it here. The guidelines have been divided according to 
important themes. 
 
Solidarity (about work and donations).  Our role as visitors and volunteers is to grow in 
solidarity with our Guatemalan counterparts.  Through living out this “other way” of service, we work 
alongside Parish workers together for a common goal.  We walk with the people and do not tell them 
what to do.  We do what is asked of us, even if the work is challenging, tiring, hot, or boring.  This is 
essential to understanding the experience of a worker in the San Lucas Parish.  By choosing to come to 
San Lucas, you are agreeing to do what is asked of you and be flexible, adaptable, and humble. 
 
Similarly, we do not give handouts.  A relationship of solidarity is built on equality.  This equality is 
made difficult when North Americans are consistently giving out gifts, candy, money, toys, etc. to 
Guatemalans.  If you are planning on bringing donations, we will take these and give them to Parish staff 
who will in turn distribute these to the clinic, school, and other locations.  Do not plan on giving 
donations directly to Guatemalans as this has continually proven to be problematic in the past and sets 
the wrong precedent for international relationships. 
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Respect (clothing and our role as volunteers).  In all that we do, we must show humble 
respect to the community.  We must dress appropriately (for women – nothing that shows the knee, no 
shoulders or midriff showing, and no tight-fitting clothing; for men – no open shirts, sleeveless is okay 
but not open and sleeveless).  Shorts and tank tops are not appropriate for women of any age.  
Again, do not pack anything that does not cover your knees.  We try our best to mirror the dress 
and behaviour of those around us.   

We must be quiet when walking around town.  We must ask before we take pictures and be 
conscientious of how we are portraying those we are photographing.  We must respect the church 
property and not buy souvenirs or gifts from on church grounds.  At all times, we must hold ourselves to 
a high standard of conduct where we act as good ambassadors to the Parish.  

Logistics, Daily Schedules, Holidays.  Meal times are as follows: Breakfast – 8:00, Lunch – 12:30, 
Dinner – 6pm.  The general workday goes from 9-12, then 1:30-4.  If you are here over a weekend, there 
is a boat trip on Sunday that is covered by your contribution to the Mission.   
 
Please take note that if you have chosen to visit the Parish over a holiday (Christmas, New Year’s, 
Holy Week, St. Luke’s Day/ the week of October 18, or All Saint’s Day/Day of the Dead November 1-
2), there may not be any work available for your group. During these vacation days, Parish workers 
are with their families. We will not obligate Parish workers to come in to work and open up projects for 
visiting groups. However, these holidays present excellent opportunities to learn about the culture, and 
we will be happy to keep you informed of events and possible activities. We appreciate your 
understanding and cooperation. 

There is a strict 9 pm curfew for all volunteers that is for your own safety.  Please be in your hotels by 
this time, as there have been recent events occurring after this hour that put the safety of your group 
members in jeopardy.   

There is a phone in the Parish that you may use to call home – if you speak for more than 2-3 minutes, 
please leave a donation to cover the cost of the phone call (it is approximately Q5/minute).  There are 
several Internet Cafés in town if you would like to send e-mails to your family or friends.  
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SAN LUCAS MISSION GENERAL INFORMATION  

PARISH MISSION STATEMENT 

As disciples of the Lord, open to the movement of the Spirit, we are called to promote the kingdom of 
God as a viable option for the people of San Lucas.  Based on the life of Jesus, revealed in the Scriptures 
and reflected in the inherent spirituality of the people, we seek to facilitate each person’s and each 
community’s spiritual journey through the celebration of the sacraments and a life of mutual service. 

As Jesus responded to the people and their needs, we believe it is our mission also to respond to the 
expressed felt needs of the people of San Lucas and of the surrounding areas that form the larger 
community. 

In our response, we include the individuals with specific needs who come to the mission seeking help.  
Our purpose is to deal with both the immediate effects of poverty and their root causes. 

Recognizing that all of us are made in the image and likeness of god, our goal is to enhance and enrich 
the whole person.  Thus, we promote the dignity, self-respect, and development of the people we have 
been called to serve.  This is a step-by-step process which shows itself in educational, medical, 
nutritional, spiritual, and socio-economic planning and programs. 

As a cross-cultural parish we are aware of the rich heritage of the Guatemalan people and recognize that 
the process of on-going conversation for all of us is facilitated by the mutual sharing of cultural values 
and spiritual insights.   

Thus, we recognize we are called to be a bridge, to share with our brothers and sisters in the United 
States of America who have been associated with our mission, either as members of the Diocese of New 
Ulm or as benefactors, by offering hospitality, and by sharing the culture, struggles, hopes, and 
aspirations of the people of Guatemala. 

Within our mission we constantly seek alternative ways to peace and justice that are based on the 
interdependence of people who share their gifts and resources in an atmosphere of Christian love. 

PARISH PHILOSOPHY 

Beginning foremost with recognition and appreciation for the rich Maya culture and the heartfelt 
understanding that God’s love is for all, efforts at the San Lucas Parish attempt to respond, as Jesus did, 
to the expressed felt need of the people, using the Preferential Option for the Poor as its foundation, 
and drawing on Christian Social Teaching to guide efforts in the integral human development of our 
people and community. 

Preferential Option for the Poor: 

In 1968, the Catholic Bishops of Latin America gathered in the city of Medellin, Colombia to reflect on 
and dialogue about how the guidelines of the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) could be best 
implemented in the countries they served.  
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A key phrase arose from that reflection and dialogue that was to make a powerful impact on how the 
church would serve throughout Latin America. The phrase: A Preferential Option for the Poor. 

Speaking from Medellin, and since, the Preferential Option for the Poor promotes that the moral test of 
a society is how it responds to its most marginalized.  

As the poor have the most urgent moral claim on the conscience of the nation, we are thus called to look 
at public policy decisions in terms of how they respond to the poor.  

Understanding that the poor and marginalized are signs of illness in a society, the option for the poor 
promotes that a healthy community can be achieved only if its members give special attention to those 
with special needs, to those who are poor and on the margins of society.   

Christian Social Teaching: 

• Dignity of the Human Person: Belief in the inherent dignity of the human person is the foundation of all 
Catholic social teaching. Human life is sacred, and the dignity of the human person is the starting 
point for a moral vision for society. This principle is grounded in the idea that the person is made in 
the image of God. The person is the clearest reflection of God among us.  
 

• The Common Good: Human dignity can only be realized and protected in the context of relationships 
with the wider society. How we organize our society – in economics and politics, in law and policy – 
directly affects human dignity and the capacity of individuals to grow in community. The obligation 
to "love our neighbor" has an individual dimension, but it also requires a broader social 
commitment. Everyone has a responsibility to contribute to the good of the whole society, to the 
common good.  
 

• Solidarity: We must walk with the people. Authentic development must be integral human 
development. It must respect and promote personal, social, economic, and political rights, including 
the rights of nations and of peoples. It must avoid the extremists of underdevelopment on the one 
hand, and "super-development" on the other. Accumulating material goods and technical resources 
will be unsatisfactory and debasing if there is no respect for the moral, cultural, and spiritual 
dimensions of the person 
. 

• Subsidiarity: The principle of subsidiarity holds that in our efforts to work with another culture, we 
must begin from where the people are, at all times safeguarding their efforts to address the situation 
of poverty in which they live. When the needs in question cannot adequately be met, then it is not 
only necessary, but imperative that our efforts, in solidarity with theirs, work to find solutions.  
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GENERAL INFORMATION ON GUATEMALA 1 
 

Official Name: Republic of Guatemala  

Capital: Guatemala (Current local time)  

Government Type: Constitutional democratic republic  

Population: 12.73 million  

Area: 42,042 square miles; about the size of Tennessee  

Languages: Spanish, 23 officially recognized Amerindian languages  

Literacy: Total Population: [69%] Male: [75%]; Female: [63%]  

Year of Independence: 1821 

Monetary Denomination: Quetzal (approx. 8Q/ USD)  

Web site: Congreso.gob.gt (In Spanish)  

Updated May 22, 2009 

After suffering through decades of civil war and military dictatorship, Guatemala, a nation of about 13 million, found supposed peace 
with the signing of a 1996 accord. But with one of the highest murder rates in Latin America, the country is anything but peaceful. 
Drug traffickers, gang members and other outlaws acting with impunity in a country considered a major transit route for cocaine 
going from Colombia to the United States. Traffickers have infiltrated the country’s military, police and justice system. 

The May 2009 shooting death of Rodrigo Rosenberg, a prominent lawyer, has incited Guatemalans to pour into the streets by the 
hundreds of thousands and focused all eyes on a United Nations commission created to prop up Guatemala's ailing judiciary. 

In a chilling video he prepared days before he died, Mr. Rosenberg blamed President Álvaro Colom for his death. He also blamed the 
president's wife, Sandra Torres; the president's personal secretary, Gustavo Alejos; and various bankers and businessmen. 

In the video and a written statement, Mr. Rosenberg said the president and those around him were involved in a corruption scandal 
tied to Guatemala's Rural Development Bank and had already killed one of his clients, the businessman Khalil Musa, as well as Mr. 
Musa's daughter, Marjorie Musa, with whom Mr. Rosenberg was having a relationship. He called the bank "a den of robbers, drug 
traffickers and murderers." 

Mr. Rosenberg offered no proof to back up his allegations, but the fact that he foretold his murder has led to calls for the resignation 
of Mr. Colom, a leftist leader elected in 2007 on a platform of, among other things, reducing crime. 

The first lady's involvement in the scandal is relished by Mr. Colom's detractors because she has led social programs for poor people 
in rural areas and is widely viewed to be laying the groundwork for her own presidential run in 2012. 

Mr. Colom has denied having had anything to do with the killings, as have his wife and others mentioned in the video. But the 
allegations have thrown Guatemala, which has never fully recovered from civil war, into a full-fledged political crisis. 

Besides professing his innocence, Mr. Colom has turned the case over to the International Commission Against Impunity in 
Guatemala, a United Nations body set up in 2007 to help a judiciary riddled with corruption. The commission is made up of 
international jurists who do not present cases themselves but support Guatemalan prosecutors, lending an international imprimatur to 
an institution that few here trust. 

                                                            
1 The New York Times, 
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/guatemala/index.html?scp=1-
spot&sq=guatemala&st=cse 
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Before Mr. Rosenberg's death, the commission filed embezzlement charges against former President Alfonso Portillo and also laid the 
groundwork for the arrest of Enrique Ríos Sosa, the chief financial officer of the army during Mr. Portillo's rule. It has also been 
investigating the drug cartels and other organized crime groups that seem to increase their grip on Guatemala a bit more every day. 

The crime rate was a central focus in the 2007 presidential election. One leading candidate, Otto Pérez Molina, a former general who 
had played a prominent role in the civil war, ran on a platform that called for using the military to suppress the killings. But the voters 
chose Álvaro Colom, a gawky policy wonk and businessman who made fighting poverty his campaign’s centerpiece. 

While Mr. Pérez Molina vowed to take on delinquents with a “mano dura,” or firm hand, and ran ads showed him raising a clenched 
fist, Mr. Colom, who directed the National Fund for Peace, a government development agency, countered that confronting violence 
with violence was shortsighted. “We had a firm hand for 50 years and it caused more than 250,000 victims in a dirty war,” said Mr. 
Colom, who lost several relatives during the war. 

Instead Mr. Colom spoke of creating jobs and addressing the country’s dire poverty, especially among its indigenous communities. 

Rigoberta Menchú, winner of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize for her work on behalf of Guatemala’s marginalized indigenous 
communities, which bore the brunt of the violence during the war, also ran for the presidency. But her campaign attracted scant 
donations and interest, despite its message of breaking with the country’s violent past, and she finished sixth out of 14 candidates in 
an earlier round of voting, with just 3 percent of the vote. 

 

 

Guatemala 2 
The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition | 2008 | Copyright 

Guatemala , officially Republic of Guatemala, republic (2005 est. pop. 14,655,000), 42,042 sq mi (108,889 sq 
km), Central America. The country is bounded on the north and west by Mexico, on the east by Belize and the 
Caribbean Sea, on the southeast by Honduras and El Salvador, and on the southwest by the Pacific Ocean. The capital 
and largest city is Guatemala City. In addition to the capital, important cities includePuerto Barrios , San 
José , Quezaltenango , and Antigua Guatemala .  
 
Land and People  
 
A highland region, where most of the population lives, cuts across the country from west to east. The rugged main range 
includes the inactive volcano Tajumulco, which is the highest point in Central America (13,816 ft/4,211 m). The range is 
flanked on the Pacific side by a string of volcanoes (some active), such as Tacaná, Acatenango, and Agua. Volcanic 
eruptions, floods, and hurricanes have plagued Guatemala throughout history. In the center of the range is Lake Atitlán, 
and south of the highlands is the Pacific coastal lowland. North of them are the Caribbean lowland and the vast tropical 
forest known as Petén . Lake Petén Itzá is in N central Guatemala. The largest river is the Motagua, which flows into the 
Caribbean at the port of Puerto Barrios. North of the Motagua is the Lake Izabal-Río Dulce system, which was a major 
waterway in colonial times.  
 
About 60% of the population is of mixed Mayan and Spanish descent (Ladinos) and about 40% are of purely Mayan 
origin. The latter have historically suffered from discrimination, poverty, and relative geographical isolation. Roman 
Catholicism is the dominant religion, and there are also Protestant and traditional Mayan minorities. Spanish is the 
language of about 60% of the people; the balance speak several indigenous dialects.  
 
 
 

                                                            
2 "Guatemala." The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2008. Retrieved April 08, 2010 from Encyclopedia.com: 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1E1-Guatemal.html 

 



 
 

 
10 

Economy  
 
Coffee, sugar, and bananas are the leading commercial and export crops in Guatemala's mainly agricultural economy. 
There is some manufacturing, primarily of refined sugar, textiles and clothing for the U.S. market, furniture, and 
chemicals. Zinc and lead concentrates are mined. There are nickel and petroleum deposits in the north, and a petroleum 
industry has developed, although it has been limited by political unrest and environmentalist opposition. Extensive jade 
deposits are found in E central Guatemala. The Mayan town of Chichicastenango is a popular site for the nation's tourist 
industry. The leading imports include fuel, machinery, transportation equipment, construction materials, grain, fertilizers, 
and electricity. The United States, El Salvador, and Mexico are the major trading partners.  
 
Government  
 
Guatemala is governed under the constitution of 1986 as amended. It provides for a president who is popularly elected 
for four years and may not serve consecutive terms. The president is both head of state and head of government. 
Members of the 158-member, unicameral Congress of the Republic are also elected for four-year terms. Guatemala is 
divided administratively into 22 departments.  
 
History  
 
The Maya-Quiché (see Quiché ) inhabited Guatemala long before the arrival of the Spanish. They were defeated (1523-
24) by the Spaniard Pedro de Alvarado , who became captain general of Guatemala. The first colonial capital was Ciudad 
Vieja, or Santiago. The conquerors found little of the gold they sought, but cocoa and indigo were raised with forced 
labor. Central America became independent from Spain in 1821. Guatemala was first a part of the Mexican Empire of 
Agustín de Iturbide and then became a nucleus of the Central American Federation. After the federation collapsed, 
Guatemala became a separate nation (1839).  
 
Guatemalan interference in the affairs of other Central American republics during the 19th and early 20th cent., under 
the conservative dictatorships of Rafael Carrera and Manuel Estrada Cabrera and under the liberal, Justo 
Ruffino Barrios , caused intense hostility and finally led to the Washington Conference of 1907, which established the 
Central American Court of Justice. Jorge Ubico became president in 1931, and his tenure was marked by repressive rule 
and an improvement in the nation's finances.  
 
After Guatemala declared war on the Axis powers in 1941, the large German-owned coffee holdings were expropriated. 
Popular discontent led to Ubico's overthrow in 1944 and his replacement by Juan José Arévalo. Arévalo launched a 
series of labor and agrarian reforms that were continued by Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán, who succeeded him in 1951. A law 
expropriating large estates angered foreign plantation owners, particularly the United Fruit Company. As Communist 
influence in the Arbenz government increased, relations with the United States deteriorated. In 1954 the United States 
aided the anti-Arbenz military force that placed Col. Carlos Castillo Armas in power. When Castillo Armas was 
assassinated three years later, Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes became president. Guatemalan bases were used to train anti-
Castro guerrillas in the early 1960s; around the same time, dissident leftist military officers and students combined to 
form a guerrilla movement.  
 
In 1963 the prospect of the return to power of Arévalo led to a military coup under the defense minister, Enrique 
Peralta Azurdia. However, leftist guerrilla activity and terrorism mounted, in turn provoking rightist repression. In 1966 
the moderate leftist Julio César Méndez Montenegro was elected president; he allowed the army to conduct a major anti-
insurgency campaign against the guerrillas in which thousands were killed. In Aug., 1968, in the continuing violence, the 
U.S. ambassador was assassinated.  
 
In the 1970 election, Col. Carlos Arana Osorio , an extreme conservative, was chosen president. He imposed a one-year 
state of siege in an attempt to end the violence. In the early 1970s many labor and political leaders were killed and several 
foreign diplomats were kidnapped. When no candidate received an absolute majority in the presidential election of 1974, 
the legislature declared Gen. Kjell Laugerud García the winner, even though Gen. José Efraín Ríos Montt, the 
antigovernment candidate, had allegedly won a plurality.  
 
Violence continued in the 1970s and 1980s, with reports that anti-insurgency campaigns were destroying Indian villages 
and killing tens of thousands. In 1977 the United States cut off military aid to Guatemala. After three elections widely 
regarded as fraudulent, Gen. Ríos Montt took power in a 1982 coup and ruled by decree; he was deposed the next year 
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by another strongman, Gen. Oscar Mejias Victores. During the early 1980s leftist guerrillas formed what became known 
as the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Union (URNG) and began an insurgency against the government.  
 
A civilian reformist, Marco Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo, became president in 1985, after elections held under a new 
constitution, but his government did not seem to pose a substantial challenge to the power of the military. He was 
succeeded in 1990 by Jorge Serrano Elías, a right-wing businessman; Serrano adopted unpopular austerity measures, and 
in 1993, when he attempted to institute rule by decree, he was forced by the army to resign. Ramiro de León Carpio, the 
attorney general for human rights, was elected by the congress to succeed Serrano and won passage of anticorruption 
reforms.  
 
In 1996, Álvaro Arzú Irigoyen, a former mayor of Guatemala City and foreign minister, won the presidency. He 
conducted a purge of top military officers and, in Dec., 1996, his government signed a UN-supervised peace accord with 
the URNG guerrillas, who subsequently regrouped as a political party. The 1999 presidential elections were won by 
Alfonso Portillo Cabrera, a lawyer and rightist associated with former dictator Ríos Montt and backed by the 
Guatemalan Republican Front. A draft settlement reached in 2002 with Belize concerning their disputed border 
contained maritime, but not land, concessions by Belize; the agreement must be approved by national referendums in 
both nations.  
 
Óscar Berger Perdomo, a conservative former mayor of Guatemala City and the leader of the Grand National Alliance, 
won the presidency in Dec., 2003, after a runoff election. In the first round of voting in November, Ríos Montt made a 
bid for the presidency despite a ban on candidates who had overthrown a government. He came in third, and the 
November vote was marred by violence and intimidation that was largely blamed on his supporters.  
 
In early 2004 former President Portillo was implicated in a corruption scandal, and he fled to Mexico; he was ultimately 
extradited to Guatemala in 2008. Some 10,000 soldiers were demobilized in May-June, 2004, and in July the government 
paid compensation to victims of human-rights violations that occurred during the civil war. UN supervision of the peace 
process ended in Dec., 2004.  
 
Rains from Tropical Storm Stan caused flooding and mudslides in Oct., 2005, that resulted in hundreds of deaths in 
Guatemala. In Nov., 2007, Álvaro Colom , a center-left business executive running as the National Union for Hope 
(UNE) candidate, won the presidency after a runoff. The presidential campaign was again marred by violence. Since 
2002 the country has suffered from increasing gang and, more recently, anti-gang vigilante violence.  
 
Bibliography  
 
See R. N. Adams, Crucifixion by Power: Essays on Guatemalan National Social Structure, 1944-1966 (1970); T. Melville 
and M. Melville, Guatemala: The Politics of Land Ownership (1971); R. E. Moore, Historical Dictionary of Guatemala 
(rev. ed. 1973); J. Handy, Gift of the Devil: A History of Guatemala (1984); R. Nyrop, ed., Guatemala, a Country Study 
(1984) 
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REQUIRED PREARRIVAL READING LIST  
 

“The Cost of Short Term Missions” – JoAnn Van Engen ...........................................................................13 
This article addresses some of the pros and cons to international service or “mission” trips and 
suggests we take into consideration larger issues when serving in an international context. It 
provides crucial insight into what our presence here means to the community and how we 
impact the communities we visit. 

 
“Tecpán, Guatemala: The Guatemalan Context” – Edward F. Fischer and Carol Hendrickson ........17 

This article broadly explains the history of Guatemala.  It touches upon issues of race, social 
classes and economic makeup, the civil war, and the modern political climate in Guatemala.  It is 
an excellent introduction to the country and brings up some very important facts relating to 
poverty, inequality, and conflict. 

 
ADDITIONAL READING: 

Commission for Historical Clarification. Guatemala Memory of Silence: TZ’NIL NA’TAB’AL , Conclusions and 
Recommendations. http://shr.aaas.org/guatemala/ceh/report/english/toc.html (it is quite long, so feel free to browse the 
document, but at least read the “Conclusions” carefully). 
 
Darring, Gerald. “A Handbook of Catholic Social Teaching.” http://www.shc.edu/theolibrary/cst.htm#official. 
 
Diggs, David. “We See From Where We Stand.”  
http://www.beyondborders.net/essays/WeSeeFromWhereWeStand.htm  

Freedom House. Country Report: Guatemala. 
http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=140&edition=7&ccrpage=31&ccrcountry=115 (this resource has 
several sections – corruption, rule of law, etc.- please browse all tabs in the Guatemala profile). 

Leonard, Gavin.  Rethinking Volunteerism in America. http://www.worldvolunteerweb.org/news-
views/viewpoints/doc/rethinking-volunteerism-in-america/print.html?type=98&cHash=0580495224 

McIntosh, Peggy. “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” 
http://www.case.edu/president/aaction/UnpackingTheKnapsack.pdf 

Montejo, Victor. Maya Intellectual Renaissance: Identity, Representation, and Leadership. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005: 
17-36. http://www.sanlucasmission.org/pdf/montejo.pdf  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

*In addition to the above articles, below is a list of suggested books that will provide you a great deal of 
information on Guatemala. If these don’t suffice and you still want more, we would be happy to send you a 
more complete list of suggested books.  

*Galeano, Eduardo. The Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent. 

Goldman, Francisco. The Art of Political Murder: Who Killed the Bishop?  

Gutierrez, Gustavo. A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation. 

*Wilkinson, Daniel. Silence on the Mountain: Stories of Terror, Betrayal, and Forgetting in Guatemala 



MISSIONARY FRIEND JUST 
called to see if we would house a 
short-term mission group she 

was coordinating here in Honduras. 
While on the phone, I asked her what 
she thought of these groups. Her answer 
might surprise you: "Everyone knows," 
she said, "that short-term missions 
benefit the people who come, not the 
people here."
    Is that true? If so, then thousands of 
people are raising millions of dollars 
each year to do something not for 
others, but for themselves. Are we 
fooling ourselves by pretending these 
trips help people when they are really 
just an excuse to see a foreign country? 
If our good works are not doing good, 
why do them?
    Take this example. A group of 
eighteen students raised $25,000 to fly 
to Honduras for spring break. They 
painted an orphanage, cleaned the 
playground, and played with the 
children. Everyone had a great time, and 
the children loved the extra attention. 
One student commented: "My trip to 
Honduras was such a blessing! It was 
amazing the way the staff cared for 
those children. I really grew as a 
Christian there."

   The Honduran orphanage's yearly 
budget is $45,000. That covers the staff's 
salaries, building maintenance, and food 
and clothes for the children. One staff 
member there confided, "The amount 
that group raised for their week here is 
more than half our working budget. We 
could have done so much with that 
money.”

IMES HAVE CHANGED MISSION-. 
Aries used to raise small fortunes 
to sail to Africa and Asia, often 

never returning home. The decision to 
become a missionary was life changing 
and usually permanent.         
    Today, air travel makes even the 
farthest corners of the earth accessible to 
anyone with money for a ticket and a few 
days to spare. Thousands of people--
s t u d e n t s ,  r e t i r e e s ,  a n d  b u s y  
professionals--go all over the world on  
short-term mission trips, building 
schools, running medical brigades, 
doing street evangelism, and working in 
orphanages.
   Don't misunderstand me. I'm not 
saying that everyone goes on short-term 
missions to get a free vacation. People 
usually sign up for very good reasonsa 
successful doctor wants to use her skills 

to help needy people, a young person 
seeks to share his faith with others, a 
construction worker knows that 
cement floors will keep poor children 
healthier.
    But maybe you've noticed the same 
thing I have. When people return from 
their trip, they don't talk about what 
they did, but what they saw and how it 
changed them. They describe how 
amazing it is to worship with Christians 
in another language, or how humbling 
it is to encounter people who live with 
less than they could ever imagine. They 
don't often talk about the importance of 
what they did, but about how much 
they learned about themselves.
    Certainly short-term mission trips 
can go beyond religious tourism and 
provide memorable experiences. My 
husband and I run a semester-abroad 
program in Honduras. The college 
students who study with us often have 
been on previous international mission 
trips. They say these trips awakened 
their interest in the third world and the 
poor. For most, seeing a world outside 
North America that they had never 
imagined shook their reality and made 
them question their own lifestyles. 
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The Cost of
Short Term Missions

North Americans spend millions of dollars each year on
Mission/related trips to developing nations.

Many of these efforts do more harm than good. 
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Our students call those experiences "life 
changing." But often that "life 
changing" experience is based on an 
emotional response to a situation they 
do not really understand. Too often the 
students return home simply counting 
the blessings they have of being North 
Americans having gained little insight 
into the causes of poverty and what can 
be done to alleviate them.
          
    I think our students' experiences are 
typical. Most short-term mission trips 
have a number of problems in common.

 First, short-term missions are 
expensive. Each member of the spring-
break group I mentioned raised over 
$1,000 to spend two weeks in Honduras. 
That is a lot of money anywhere, but in 
the third world, it's more than most 
people make in an entire year. 

     Second, short-term mission groups 
almost always do work that could be 
done (and usually done better) by people 
of the country they visit. The spring-
break group spent their time and money 
painting and cleaning the orphanage in 
Honduras. That money could have paid 
two Honduran painters who desperately 
needed the work, with enough left over 
to hire four new teachers, build a new 
dormitory, and provide each child with 
new clothes.

Even medical brigades are difficult to 
justify. The millions of dollars spent to 
send North American physicians to 
third-world countries could cover the 
salaries of thousands of underemployed 
doctors in those countries--doctors who 
need work and already understand the 
culture and language of the people they 

would serve.
     Short-term groups are also unable to 
do effective evangelism, which is a 
main goal of many  groups. Since most 
group members do not speak the 
language or understand the culture, 
their attempts are almost always 
limited. I know of one group that 
travelled all the way to Senegal to 
distribute copies of a Christian video to 
people on the street, but could not hold 
even the most basic conversation with 
these people.

OW WOULD WE FEEL IF VISIT-

ors came to the United States 
to spend a week volunteering 

at the Salvation Army, ate only the food 
they brought from home, talked only 
with each other, (because they couldn't 
speak English) and never left the 
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building? Most of us would feel 
offended and bewildered that our 
visitors were not interested in learning 
about our country.

   But I have met many short-term 
groups in Honduras that do just that. 
They take along food they are used to (or 
eat every night at McDonald's or Pizza 
Hut), stay in the best hotels, and spend 
all their time together. They are willing 
to serve as long as it's not too 
uncomfortable. Often, they leave 
without having spent any meaningful 
time getting to know the country's 
people. 

   Short-term missions also require a 
great deal of time and coordination by 
their hosts. A Nicaraguan doctor I know 
runs a health clinic for poor families. He 
trains community workers to promote 
better health and treats serious illnesses 
at almost no charge. The clinic can 
barely keep up with the demands. But 
the doctor spends three months each 
year preparing for and hosting U.S. 
medical brigades. He admits that the 
brigades accomplish very little (visiting 
doctors mostly hand out aspirin for 
headaches and back pain), but hesitates 
to complain since the U.S. organization 
that promotes the brigades also funds 
his clinic.

    Short-term groups can also send the 
wrong message to third- world people. A 
Honduran friend is a bricklayer and was 
excited to help a work team build two 
houses in his neighborhood. After the 
group left, I asked him about his 
experience. "I found out soon enough 
that I was in the way. The group wanted 
to do things their way and made me feel 
like I didn't know what I was doing. I 
only helped the first day," he said.

Because short-term groups often want 
to solve problems quickly, they can 
make third-world Christians feel 
incapable of doing things on their own. 
Instead of working together with local 
Christians, many groups come with a 

let-the-North-Americans-do-it attitude 
that leaves nationals feeling frustrated 
and unappreciated. Since the groups are 
only around for about a week, the 
nationals end up having to pick up 
where they left off
but without the sense of continuity and 
competence they might have had they 
been in charge from the beginning. 

HESE PROBLEMS ARE NOT 
just pesky details. They raise 
serious questions about the value 

of short-term mission trips. 
    So, what should we do? Declare a 
moratorium on all short-term missions 
and only support full-time workers? 
Refuse to give money to any group 
planning to visit a developing country?
    I don't think that is the answer. Our 
world is becoming smaller, and global 
business has made us all neighbors. Our 
lives in North America have become 
inextricably linked with our brothers 
and sisters in the third-world. Now, 
more than ever, Christians need to share 
one another's problems and support one 
another.
    But short-term missions as they stand 
are not the answer. Third-world people 
do not need more rich Christians 
coming to paint their church and make 
them feel inadequate. They do need 

more humble people willing to share 
in their lives and struggles.
    I believe North American Christians 
need to start taking seriously our 
responsibility to the people of the third 
world--and visiting another country 
can be an appropriate place to begin. 
But we need to ask each other: What is 
the purpose of the trip? Are we going 
through the motions of helping the 
poor so we can congratulate ourselves 
afterwards? Or are we seeking to 
understand the lives of third- world 
people--to recognize and support their 
strengths and to try to understand the 
problems they face and our role in 
them? Are we ethnocentrically 
treating the people of the third-world 
as tragic objects to be rescued--or as 
equals to walk with and learn from?

SUGGEST WE STOP THINKING 
about short-term missions as a 
service to perform and start 

thinking of them as a responsibility to 
learn. Let's raise money to send 
representatives to find out what our 
brothers and sisters are facing, what 
we can do to help, and how we can
build long-term relationships with 
them.
  Groups like the The Christian 
Commission for Development (CCD), 
in Honduras intentionally provide 
learning experiences to short-term 
g roups .  CCD accep t s  Nor th  
Americans only if they are serious 
about learning. Their groups visit 
Christian development projects, speak 
with rural and urban poor, and 
dialogue with Honduran
leaders. 
    The groups often spend some time 
working, but only on CCD's facilities, 
not in rural villages or poor 
neighborhoods. CCD recognizes that 
outside groups can unintentionally 
destroy the cohesion and sense of 
empowerment. Groups return to North 
America with a better understanding 
of the injustice and sin that oppresses 

Third-world people do not need more rich Christians
coming to paint their church and make them feel indadequate.

They do need more humble people willing to share
in their lives and sacrifices.
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people in developing nations, and 
what they can do to make a difference.

   It is possible to change traditional 
short-term missions from religious 
tourism into genuine service, but it 
requires a better understanding of how 
God calls us to serve. Preparing for 
your trip means more than packing 
your suitcase and getting your shots. 
Read as much as you can about the 
people and culture. Find out what 
some of the problems are. Learn a little 
of the language you will be hearing. 
Find someone from the country you 
will be visiting who can speak to your 
group about its culture. Show respect 
for people by knowing something 
about their lives before you arrive.

    Second, focus on learning, not 
doing. Most Christians don't like 
sitting on their hands. We like to serve 
by doing. But in a third-world of high 
unemployment and low wages, it 
makes little sense to spend our time 
painting a wall, when we could be 
learning about the country, its people, 
and problems. Ask your contact 
person to set up visits and speakers 
who will help you understand 

questions like these: Why is this 
country so poor? What problems do 
the people face? What has our own 
country done to help or harm this 
country? What can we do to help? 
These are not questions with pat 
answers. Struggling with them is  a 
learning experience that can have an 
impact long after the trip ended.

    Spend time with locals. Make sure 
nationals are fully involved in your 
visit and follow their lead. If you are 
working on a project together, ask your 
national co-workers to teach you. If 
you have a skill they could use, ask if 
they would like to learn it. Ask 
questions about the lives and problems 
of the people you meet. Learning from 
the people of the country you visit will 
give you an understanding of the 
country that a foreigner can not give.

    One good rule of thumb for short-
term missions is to spend at least as 
much money supporting the projects 
you visit as you spend on your trip. 
Invest your money people and 
organizations working on long-term 
solutions. If you are interested in 
evangelism, support nationals who 

want to share the gospel. If you are 
concerned about the health issues, 
support programs that are seeking to 
address those problems. Better yet, find 
programs that minister to people 
wholistically by meeting their spiritual, 
physical, social, emotional, and 
economic needs.

    Get involved as a global Christian 
when you return. By asking the right 
questions, you will find out how the 
actions of rich countries affect those in 
the third world. Support organizations 
working to fight injustice and poverty. 
Write letters to your congressional 
representatives telling them what you 
learned and what you believe our 
government should do. Speak to 
churches, schools, and other groups 
and encourage them to act.

    Short-term missions are expensive. 
They spend money that third-world 
Christians could desperately use. But 
short-term missions can be worth every 
penny if they mark the beginning of a 
long-term relationship. Money 
invested in learning about the causes of 
poverty in developing nations--and 
what can be done--is money well spent.
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SAN LUCAS MISSION GROUP REFLECTIONS 
 

NOTE TO GROUP LEADERS: These reflections were put together by long-term volunteers and volunteer 
coordinators.  They aim to prepare your group mentally and emotionally for a trip to San Lucas.  Our 
volunteer program is unique and these pages attempt to prepare you for this special experience.  We 
believe that critical and thoughtful discourse prior to arriving in San Lucas will ensure a successful visit 
here.  These reflection suggestions are to be used as guidelines – feel free to pick and choose which 
questions and topics you think will spark the best discussion in your group.  This being said, in the 
“Purpose” section, we outline our goals and hopes for each reflection.   

GUIDELINES: On the following pages you will find short paragraphs or sentences (in italics) introducing 
or explaining concepts.  These are also hints to let you know what we want you to get out of the 
questions and conversations, and at times to propose the Parish’s stance on certain themes.  These can 
be read aloud to the group or used for your own purposes as the group leader.  Either way, we 
recommend that group leaders read the reflections carefully on your own and formulate your own 
questions to accompany our outline.   

You will also find questions (numbered for organization) for discussion.  If your group members find 
the larger questions difficult to answer, we have provided follow-up and probing questions to spark 
further discussion.  Again, the italics provide guidance for the discussion. 
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GROUP PRE-DEPARTURE REFLECTION 1: 

WHY ARE WE GOING TO SAN LUCAS?  WHAT ROLE DOES LEARNING PLAY  
IN OUR MOTIVATION TO VISIT GUATEMALA? 

 
 

PURPOSE/GOALS: As the volunteer program of the San Lucas Mission, we strive to create an experience 
for volunteers here in San Lucas is founded in learning, solidarity, intentionality, and a sharing of 
experiences. In this reflection, we aim to present an “other way” of international service work.  

Your goal here in San Lucas will be to learn. The topics we believe important to address include, but are 
not limited to: a) what life is like for those living the process of poverty, b) Maya culture and life-way, c) 
the Integral Human Development work of the Parish, d) Catholic Social Teaching, including issues 
related to solidarity, e) Guatemalan history, including the Civil War and years of overt violence, f) 
broader world issues such as economic policies and structures that create systems that impoverish 
people, such as those from San Lucas, g) our personal role in the process of development and the Parish.  

This “other way” of service work, founded in learning, puts us on a more level playing field with 
Guatemalans and San Lucans. It is our belief that educated volunteers make better volunteers – more able 
to understand the situation of those we are serving with, more able to make changes to our own lives to 
be in solidarity with our brothers and sisters in Guatemala, and more able to share the message of their 
suffering with our friends and family in the US. The “other way” speaks to more equality between North 
American volunteers and our Guatemalan counterparts where Guatemalans tell us what to do. We 
recognize that our physical labour is important, but only useful if it involves a coming together as 
brothers and sisters. We recognize that we have much to learn from the people associated with the 
Parish. We recognize that we come not to “help” but to “learn”. 

These are themes this reflection will touch upon, but it is essential that members of your group come 
away with the realization that we are going to San Lucas first and foremost to learn, not to help. We 
hope that your group members will come up with their own reactions and reflections to this topic, but 
hope you will use this topic, the quotations we provide, and the questions, to aid in this reflection 
process. 

To familiarize yourself with concepts like learning, solidarity, short-term missions, and more, we 
recommend you read The Cost of Short-Term Missions before doing this reflection.  

 

We want the reflection to start out on a personal level, starting with a theme to “get people talking”. 

1) What are your personal reasons for coming on this trip?  Why did you all choose to come on this trip 
when you signed up x months ago?   
 

 
Next, we want to take a critical look at short-term mission trips. 

2) What are some shortcomings and difficulties The Cost of Short-Term Missions brings up?  
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One shortcoming is that much of the work you will do in San Lucas could be done by Guatemalan Parish workers – 
and maybe done better.  Another is the financial cost of your trip.  Another is the tendency of many groups to stick 
together, eat only American food, etc. 
 
Follow-up questions: What do you think about these shortcomings?  Have you thought about these 
before?  What did you agree with or disagree with?  What stuck with you? 
 

 
Now we want to look specifically at the financial aspect of the trip to better understand the relative expense to Guatemalan 
families.  Take a minute to reflect on the following quote: 

 
• “A group of eighteen students raised $25,000 to fly to Honduras for spring break.  They 

painted an orphanage, cleaned the playground, and played with the children.  Everyone had a 
great time, and the children loved the extra attention…The Honduran orphanage’s yearly 
budget is $45,000.  That covers the staff’s salaries, building maintenance, and food and 
clothes for the children.  One staff member there confided, ‘The amount that group raised 
for their week here is more than half our working budget.  We could have done so much 
with that money.’ ”  

 
3) Do you know how much an average Guatemalan has to spend in a week to feed a family of five?  

What an average Parish worker makes in a week? 
 

Statistics:  
- An average plane ticket costs about $650.  The poverty line in Guatemala is Q5000 (quetzales, the 
currency) or about $650.  56% of the population live below the poverty line.  That means that most 
of you will spend more on this trip than 56% of Guatemalans will earn in a year. 
 
- A Parish construction worker earns Q200 per week, which is roughly $25.  Your $650 plane ticket 
could employ a worker for 26 weeks, or about 6 months.   

 
4) What do you make of this?  Should we just donate money instead of traveling?  Why or why not? 
 

Here, we want you to debate back and forth.  Reflect on the pros and cons of coming at all! 
 
Further hint: In the article, they state the following: “One good rule of thumb for short-term missions is to spend at 
least as much money supporting the projects you visit as you spend on your trip.” Supporting organizations financially 
is as important as visiting them. 
 
What else is important when we do cross-cultural service trips? 
 
 

For us, it is imperative that in addition to visiting and working, you come to learn.  The knowledge gained from learning, 
seeing, asking questions, studying, reading, accompanying, and working with the people can help us get a better sense of 
Guatemalans’ everyday life.   
 
Seeing things first-hand is the best way to learn.  For the Parish, this is our primary reason for hosting so 
many short-term trips.  Your interaction with people and the culture will teach you a great deal about life in Guatemala, 
social justice, and cross-cultural organizations.  Relationships with the community at large and individuals who you 
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work with are an ideal way to take in information about Guatemala.  This is something to get excited about – talk about 
how this might look, what questions you will want to ask.  Meeting and knowing people, and understanding their lifestyles 
and culture, is what can make us global citizens.  
 
5) Why is it important for us to learn before, during, and after our visit to Guatemala? 
 
Here you can discuss and reflect upon the “other way” of volunteering, as outlined in our vision and mission statements, and 
the introduction to this reflection. 
 
 
We are also trusting you to become more intentional, active, and engaged global citizens.  We want you to get excited about 
sharing your experiences and your knowledge of Guatemala and San Lucas with your communities back home. 
 

 
6) What do you and your group have to do in order to make this trip beneficial and worthwhile both 

for yourselves and for the Parish?  Are you endowed with any special duties or responsibilities – 
once you get back home – as a result of the investments made by the Parish and your group?  
 
 
Respect, along with solidarity, is essential to the Parish’s integral human development efforts. Sustainable change can 
only be achieved if it occurs within the scope of the local culture and recognizes the wishes and the dignity of individuals 
and the community as a whole.  

 
a) How will you respect the people while you are here?  What changes in your behavior, dress, or 

thoughts can you make during your stay in San Lucas?  Does learning about the culture, history, 
etc. help us respect the people?  Why or why not? 

 
 
At the end of the reflection, we want you to take a look at where you’ve come – what you’ve learned or not learned in 
debating these issues back and forth.   
 
7) How do you feel now about visiting San Lucas, after discussing all this information?  What has 

changed or not change? 
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 GROUP PRE-DEPARTURE REFLECTION 2: 

WHAT IS GUATEMALA? 
 

PURPOSE/GOALS: In addition to reflecting on our own presence here in San Lucas, we also want to 
reflect on our surroundings.  As mentioned in the Goals for Learning section (page 33-4), we want you 
to become more educated, global citizens aware of how history, politics, culture, and economics interact.  
This reflection serves to introduce you to Guatemalan history and the current state of the country.  We 
have found that people who are aware of issues relating to Guatemalan history before they arrive ask 
more probing questions and learn more whilst in country.   

This reflection is designed to accompany the reading Tecpán, Guatemala: A Modern Maya Town in 
Global and Local Context. We suggest you all read the article prior to the reflection and use it as a 
resource during the reflection.  Tecpán is approximately 1-2 hours away from San Lucas, and a 
significantly larger city, but the cultural, economic, and political issues facing Tecpán are very similar to 
what San Lucas experiences. 

If you want to create your own questions to create a discussion surrounding this article, or have your 
own articles about Guatemalan history, feel free to incorporate these into the discussion!  If you have an 
exceptional reading you’d like to share with us, please send it our way. 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS: 

The reflection is designed to essentially walk your group through the article.  We have highlighted key themes. 

1) What is your understanding of the difference between ladinos and indigenous/Maya members of 
Guatemalan society?  

a) Follow up question: People in San Lucas are predominately of Mayan descent.  How do you think 
this will look, what can we expect? (dress/clothes, food, language, etc.) 

b) How can we be sensitive to the Maya culture, even if we don’t know that much about it (which is 
okay)?  How will we respect the culture? 

Note: it’s also important to note that the racial divide in Guatemala, and San Lucas, is complicated.  It is not 
black-and-white or clear-cut.  There are many poor ladinos in San Lucas and throughout the country.  We have 
to be aware of this and avoid generalizations. 

2) The article mentions a huge wealth gap.  What did you learn about inequality and the difference 
between rich and poor in Guatemala?   

3) Based on the information about the Guatemalan Tourist Institute (INGUAT) presented on page 29: What do you 
think about the way Guatemala chooses to represent itself to tourists based on what you’ve learned 
about racism, inequality, injustice, and the treatment of the Maya in the country?  



 
 

 
31 

A note for the future: when you arrive in the Guatemalan airport, what images do you see representing the country 
or posters welcoming you?  Once you exit the airport, who do you see on billboards advertising Coca-Cola, Pepsi, 
McDonalds, or cell phone providers? 

4) The section “A Turbulent Past” is arguably the most important section of the chapter.  Due to the differences in 
groups who visit the Mission, we will leave discussion of this section up to you but it is of the utmost 
importance that you discuss this section, including the civil war/conflict and current state of 
politics.  To learn about Guatemala is to learn about the conflict.   

Below is a list of questions you may use as a guide when discussing this section: 

- How does learning about this make you feel? 
- What do you think it was like for the people of San Lucas to experience this conflict?   
- Had you heard any of this information before?  Why do you think you had or hadn’t? 
- Why do we think it is important to know this? 

5)  What did you learn about current political parties and the political climate?  Here we want to point out, 
as the article did, the connection between the Guatemalan Republican Front (FRG) and the conflict: the leader of this 
party is Efrain Ríos Montt, who was the most brutal of dictators during the conflict.  Review what he was responsible 
for during the war. 

Follow-up question: what do you think is the effect of having this former dictator involved in 
government?  What does it demonstrate to us about the peace accords that were signed in 1996? 
(perhaps that although representing a huge step forward, they were not perfect.)  

6) Who was Rigoberta Menchú?  What kind of story did she make known to the world?  

Here it is crucial to recognize the importance of her work – spreading personal accounts of the violence throughout 
the world.  She was also able to put a personal face on the conflict, and draw the connection between the larger 
world order and events in her country that affected her family.  However, we must also recognize the controversy 
surrounding her book.   

7) Who was Bishop Juan Gerardi?  What did his murder tell us? 

His murder reveals many frightening things about Guatemala: the ineffectiveness of the legal system, how conflicts 
are solved, the dangers of speaking out for human rights.  These are themes that you will want to keep in your 
memory box and refer back to, build upon, as you learn more about Guatemala. 

 

To close, we want to reflect on the session and see what we have learned over the last 1-1.5 hours and how this has affectd 
us. 

 

8) What did you learn today that you didn’t know previously?  Why is or why isn’t this important as we 
prepare for a trip to Guatemala?   
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9) What stuck out to you most?  As people who are going to be visiting Guatemala, and who are slowly 
learning more about these issues, do we want other people to know about these issues – the 
inequality in Guatemala, the kind of suffering experienced by many, the conflict, the instability of 
current governments?   

 

Ideally, we want your group to be excited to learn more about some of these themes.  At times, they can be unsettling.  We 
recognize that much of these topics are heavy, difficult to discuss, and painful.  But this is a great opportunity for you, as a 
group leader, to support your group members and work together to become more knowledgeable about Guatemala.    

In turn, we hope that you will have a desire to share this information with those around you: family, friends, colleagues, 
classmates.  It is also our role, as visiting groups, to share what we have learned in our own communities.  This can begin 
before you leave.   
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GOALS FOR LEARNING 

TOPICS OF DISCUSSION – THEMES THAT LONGTERM VOLUNTEERS SHOULD 
BE ABLE TO DISCUSS UPON COMPLETION OF THE PROGRAM 

While not by any means required to be experts, all volunteers should be able to discuss, at least on a 
basic level, the following topics; these themes are integral to understanding the mission’s efforts and 
processing one’s experience in San Lucas. It is therefore to your advantage to inform yourself about the 
following areas prior to your arrival; so that you can begin asking better, more penetrating questions right 
off the bat. The aforementioned required reading should give you a good start, but if you would like 
further resources, don’t hesitate to ask! 

Why are we, as volunteers, here – Volunteers should be able to discuss their own motivation for 
coming to San Lucas while also articulating the purpose of the Volunteer Program at large. Volunteers 
must be able to recognize the potential difficulties and setbacks to international volunteering and discuss 
the potential benefits for the individual, the community, and the Parish’s work. What does it mean to live 
the “other way” of international service work? 

Mission history, philosophy, daily operations – Volunteers should be able to speak to the Parish 
mission and philosophy (integral human development guided by the expressed felt need of the people) 
and the reason for the existence of the volunteer program (beyond their own personal reason for coming 
to San Lucas). Volunteers should be able to discuss the parish projects and how they fit into the parish’s 
broader philosophy and goals. See www.sanlucasmission.org. 

Social Justice – What does social justice mean for you, the Parish, and in general? 

Catholic Social Teaching – What are the core tenets, what do they mean and require of us in 
the way we conduct ourselves and organize society? How does CST play out in the Parish 
projects? 

Basic Economic Principles – Major economic activities in Guatemala (export crops, immigration 
remittances, manufacturing, tourism, subsistence farming), unequal distribution of resources and power 
(LAND), and the role of the global capitalist markets and trade regimes (CAFTA, bilateral trade 
agreements) in shaping the fortunes and standard of living for the people of Guatemala. 

Poverty – Immediate effects and root causes, broader social impact and effects (health, 
education, etc.). The “process of poverty” – poverty as a social syndrome that effects various 
areas of life. Historical marginalization of certain sectors of the population (women, indigenous) 
and the link to conquest and economic and political structures of colonization. What is life like 
for those living the process of poverty? 

Basic History –  

• Pre-Colombian Society and the Maya  

• Conquest (Pedro de Alvarado) and Colonialism  

• Independence and Ladino Monopoly on Power  

• Internal conflict and civil war (causes, legacy) 
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• Current social, political, economic situation in Guatemala – inequality, institutional 
weakness, corruption, impunity, resurgence of civil society in the post-conflict era, 
continued threats to human rights, insecurity and violence, social stratification, racial 
discrimination, failed implementation of Peace Accords 

Culture – Along with basic Mayan history and the accomplishments and make-up of Pre-Colombian 
society, volunteers should be aware of the continued influence and evolution of traditional culture in the 
community. They should be aware on at least a basic level of elements of traditional Mayan culture, 
including spirituality, food (corn!), and dress. 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS FOR VISITING GROUPS 

1. When and where I can I change money?  Is there an ATM in town?  How much money will I 
need? 

2. How much does it cost to visit the Mission?  How do I make this contribution? 
3. How can I get in touch with my family and communicate with home? 
4. Where do visitors stay? 
5. Where will I be working? 
6. How do I get from the airport to San Lucas?  How will I recognize the Parish driver at the 

airport? 
7. I’m hoping to bring donations.  What should I bring? 
8. What should I pack?  What should I wear? 
9. Should I bring a computer? 
10. Can I send postcards from San Lucas?  What is the address, telephone number, etc.? 
11. What if I get sick?  Do I need any shots?  What can I do to prevent illnesses? 
12. Do I need a visa to enter Guatemala?   

1. How and where I can I change money?  Is there an ATM in town?  How much money will I 
need? 

You may change US dollars into Guatemalan quetzals at the Parish.  Margarito Mucía Campa, the head 
accountant, is in charge of all money changing.  You may bring cash and exchange this directly in our 
offices.  If you have a chequebook, you may also write cheques out to the Parish and we will give you 
quetzals in return.  Travelers’ cheques are accepted at our offices.  Alternatively, there is an ATM in town 
that accepts most debit cards from the US, but charges a fee each time you take out money. 

Since the Parish takes care of the basic things for volunteers (meals, housing, etc.), there is little need for 
spending money.  $40 is generally enough for a week, though sometimes with the purchase of souvenirs, 
you may find the need to have as much as $80-100.  This is, of course, ultimately up to the discretion of 
individuals.  

2. How much does it cost to visit the Mission?  How do I make this contribution? 

We ask for a contribution of $30/day per individual in your group.  This goes towards covering 
transport to and from Guatemala City, hotels, and meals at the Parish.  It also covers a boat trip on 
Sunday during your stay with us.  We ask you to send the contribution 2-3 weeks prior to arrival to the 
diocese in New Ulm, MN.  Cheques should be made out to “San Lucas Mission” and can be sent to the 
following address: 

Kathy Huebert 
Diocese of New Ulm / San Lucas Mission 
1400 6th Street North 
New Ulm, MN 56073-2099 

3. How can I get in touch with my family and communicate with home?   

There is a pay-as-you-go phone at the Parish office which is available for volunteers and visitors.  The 
rate is usually about Q3/minute (about $0.35).  When volunteers first arrive, they may use these phones 
to let family members know they have arrived.  For longer conversations, they are asked to contribute 
the appropriate rate in accordance with length of phone call.  Volunteers can also purchase top-up cards 
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in tiendas around town and charge these to the Parish phone before using.  Additionally, many Internet 
Cafes have Skype, an Internet communication software. Skype users can call other Skype users for free, 
or call phones for affordable rates.  These internet cafes usually charge $1.25/hour.   

We suggest that you avoid the use of calling cards.  Often, these will require the use of a landline here in 
Guatemala.  The landline at the Parish is most used for receiving calls and must not be tied up with calls 
to the US for hours at a time.  Instead, we recommend the use of the pay-as-you-go phone in our office, 
or Skype 

4. Where do visitors stay? 

Visitors stay in one of several comparable hotels near the Parish. All hotels have bathrooms with 
showers (which may be en suite or shared), and will provide bedding and towels. While we appreciate 
that you may have an affinity for a particular hotel, we can not always honor requests, as accommodation 
is arranged by the Parish upon your arrival and based on availability. 

5. Where will I be working? 

Visiting groups work wherever the most urgent need is.  Usually, this is in one of our construction 
projects throughout the community, or in our agricultural programs.  You must be aware that you come 
to serve our programs and needs may vary from year to year and must be willing to do what is asked 
of you.   

At certain times throughout the year, there may be special work depending on the season.  For example, 
in December – January, there is often coffee picking.  Similarly, we often repaint the school in 
December/early January.   

Other work in the school and clinic is off-limits.  Work in these sensitive locations requires a long-term 
commitment to volunteering with the Parish, fluency in Spanish, professional qualifications, and an 
invitation from school or clinic staff.   

6. How do I get from the airport to San Lucas?  How will I recognize the Parish driver at the 
airport? 

Included in your $30/day per person contribution to the Mission is one trip from the airport to San 
Lucas to pick you up, and another to drop you off.  A Parish driver will be at airport when you arrive 
with a sign with the name of your group, “San Lucas Parish”, “Parroquia San Lucas”, “San Lucas T”, or 
some variation of the Mission’s name.   If for some reason you are unable to find the driver or your 
plane is delayed, please call one of the Mission’s phones: 

New Ulm, MN: (507) 359-2966 
San Lucas Tolimán, Guatemala: +(502) 7722 – 0112 

Please carry these numbers with you when you travel in case you encounter any unforeseen 
difficulties! 

7. I’m hoping to bring donations.  What should I bring? 

Please be in touch with the Mission before you purchase items to donate.  Below is a list of the most 
common items we regularly need: 
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Needed Items 
- Dry-erase markers 
- Printer paper 
- Crayons, colored pencils, pens, pencils, etc. 
- Notebooks 
- Small to medium platex gloves (for the clinic) 
- Ibuprofen, acetaminophen, multivitamins, aspirin, children’s Tylenol 

Items you should NOT bring 
- Shoes that are size 9 (mens) or larger (people here have small feet) 
- Large building or farming tools (these are very heavy and can be purchased in town at affordable 

rates) 
- Books in English 

With any other questions, please contact Kathy Huebert or the volunteer coordinator. 

8. What should I pack?  What should I wear? 

There is a comprehensive packing list on our website: 
http://www.sanlucasmission.org/group_bring.php. Thought not the end-all-be-all of what to bring, this 
should serve as a guide.  The most important items, though, are a water bottle and a rain jacket during 
May – November, and of course your PASSPORT.  

Women must not pack shorts or tank-tops.  We must dress appropriately (for women – nothing 
that shows the knee, no shoulders or midriff showing, and no tight-fitting clothing; for men – no 
open shirts, sleeveless is okay but not open and sleeveless).  Shorts and tank tops are not 
appropriate for women of any age.  Again, do not pack anything that does not cover your knees.  For 
men, shorts are cautioned against as men in town do not wear shorts.  We try our best to mirror the 
dress and behaviour of those around us. 

9. Should I bring a computer? 

There are computers at various Internet cafes in town, where the price per hour is roughly $1.25/hour, 
so a computer is not necessary even if Internet is the primary method of communication with home.   

Be aware that frequent power surges can fry your computer. If you choose to bring a laptop, you should 
also bring a surge protector. The Parish is not responsible for lost, damaged, or stolen items. If you 
choose to bring valuable items – like a computer – it is your responsibility to keep an eye on them. 

10. Can I send postcards from San Lucas?  What is the address, telephone number, etc.? 

The address of the Parish in San Lucas is as follows: 

La Parroquia 
San Lucas Tolimán 
Sololá 07013 
Guatemala 
CENTRAL AMERICA 
Phone: +(502) 7722 – 0112  
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Visitors may send letters/postcards from Margarito Mucia’s office. We ask that you leave a small sum to 
cover the postage fee.  Having friends and family mail you items from the US is not advised as it is 
unlikely they will arrive during your stay.  

11. What if I get sick?  Do I need any shots?  What can I do to prevent illnesses? 

You are likely to experience some “stomach symptoms” during your stay in San Lucas.  It is common to 
suffer from travelers’ diarrhea; the remedy for this may just be some Pepto-Bismol, lots of water, and 
some rest.  You may also get amoebic dysentery or a stomach infection.  Although the symptoms can be 
rather unpleasant, we have lots of experience treating this and a trip to the Parish Clinic is easy and safe.  
The clinic will be able to treat stomach illnesses and other basic maladies.  For further illnesses and 
accidents, there are adequate facilities in Guatemala City but it is unlikely you will encounter a need for 
this. 

Check the Center for Disease Control’s page on travel to Guatemala for the most updated list on what 
shots and vaccinations are required  (http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/guatemala.aspx).  In 
general, you do NOT need malaria pills as we are above the altitude where malaria is a problem.  
However, if you plan on traveling throughout Central America or to other parts of Guatemala, you may 
want to bring some.   

Before you arrive in San Lucas you can reduce the likelihood of getting sick due to 
contaminated water.  Make sure you come in good health – eat well and get good sleep before you 
travel.  Eat pro-biotic yoghurt for 2-4 weeks before you arrive to build up healthy bacteria (or 
something).  Bring Pepto-Bismol, Imodium, Ibuprofen, and Hydrocortisone cream if you are looking for 
some important medicines to take with you, but know that the majority of these are available in San 
Lucas (though not Benadryl).   

12. Do I need a visa to travel to Guatemala? 

Having a passport from the United States of America affords us many privileges not granted to those of 
other nationalities.  One of these is that, upon entry to Guatemala, you are given a 90-day tourist visa 
free of charge (as a note of comparison, it costs $100 for Guatemalan citizens just to apply for a tourist 
visa to the US). U.S. citizens carrying U.S. passport do not need to do anything prior to your arrival 
regarding a visa. 

Non- U.S. citizens should look into the specifics for obtaining a visa well in advance of their travel dates.  

Please remember to keep $3, or, Q20, aside for your departure.  This is the exit fee that must be paid 
when leaving the country.  
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