Good morning everyone! Buenos Dias a todos! I would like to start by thanking
all of you for your thoughts, prayers, and support during my time working in
Guatemala. For those of you who are new to Christ Church, for the past 4 months, I've
been on placement as a Young Adult Service Corps volunteer in the Diocese of
Guatemala working as a youth and social justice advisor. So far, I have been working
on developing my understanding of the Guatemalan context, gathering information
on how the Church is currently responding to youth and human rights issues, starting
to build a network with relevant NGOs, and have been working with priests and youth
to create a program proposal for the year ahead.
This proposal will support the creation of youth programs in two different red
zones using asset-based community development. Red zones are considered areas
with high levels of crime and violence and are usually areas where Maras, or gangs,
operate. Both areas are a priority for program development because there are a high
numbers of at-risk youth in the community, a limited number of services available to
them, and congregations that are willing and excited to promote a better quality of
life for their young people. The program proposal also calls for the creation of a
human rights program that would teach priests, youth, and community leaders about
human rights, how to assess what issues are important to their community, and how to
develop the resources for action depending on the issues relevant to their area.
These projects will hopefully be used as models that can be further developed and
replicated across the Diocese to be able to reach a larger audience.
Since I’ve been home, community leaders and congregations have been
meeting to discuss what there vision is for this youth program. However, I have
paused my involvement in any program development because there were issues of
insecurity that motivated me to return home. I’m sure that there are a lot of questions
and concerns regarding my return and while I don’t want to share personal details
about what happened to me, what I can say is that I wildly underestimated the current
landscape of Guatemala and what that would mean in terms of how I would have to
navigate. That being said, I was notified that I would be able to return to Guatemala
based on a proposal that I wrote which contextualizes my experience with the hopes
of being able to continue this work with new consideration to my health and safety.
I would, however, need to move to Antigua which is a more central and safer location
and would shift my focus to program management, coordination, fundraising, and

raising awareness of the Guatemalan context for a more Global response to human
rights issues that affect youth.
The reason I decided I wanted to return was because I have learned that
although I will not single handedly change the Guatemalan reality, my presence
reminds those who feel its weight that they are not forgotten. What would it mean to
run away from this reality? I can leave, but you can't. My life is more valuable than
yours. What happened to me may come as a shock to many but what is more
shocking is that violence is not shocking in Guatemala, it has instead become a
normalized part of life. I was always confused why people would always follow a
goodbye, with the word quidate-or be safe. Now I can say that I somewhat
understand.
So what is the Guatemalan reality? I am by no means an expert nor do I know
what this reality looks like from a Guatemalan perspective but what I can tell you is
what I have learned from Guatemalan experts. Guatemala is a country experiencing
systemic poverty, inequality, discrimination, exclusion and a high level of impunity.
However, because the Guatemalan Government does a wonderful job of maintaining
a global image that is suitable for visitors, this reality often goes unseen, unheard,
unacknowledged, and therefore continued. That said, as many of you know, the
majority of young people who are arriving at the US border are from Guatemala
which begs the question of why are youth leaving.
Let me give you some statistics:
In 2018, the country was ranked 127 in the Human Development Index, the
second-lowest in its region, falling two points due to the lack of gender equality, and
social and economic inequality. In 2018, multidimensional poverty was estimated at
70.3 percent. Poverty affecting almost 2/3 of the population and 1/4 of the country
living in conditions of extreme poverty. There are more children experiencing
malnutrition in Guatemala than in Haiti and Ethiopia. Guatemala is also one of the
four countries with the highest level of inequality in Latin America, itself one of the
most unequal regions in the world. In 2018, research on organized crime shows 22.4
murders per 100,000 inhabitants. More than 10 represents an epidemic. Opportunity
for a specific job in the U.S. sits at 27 percent of the population as the reason for

migration, second to fear of gang violence at 40 percent. Youth are also the least
supported and protected proportion of the population and have the worst social
indicators due to the lack of public policies aimed at providing opportunities for
development and ending discrimination.
Most recently Guatemala has also signed a third safe country agreement which
means that anyone who is in the United States illegally can be sent to Guatemala. The
document does not include a date of when this will begin, how many people can be
sent or include any promise of increased development aid for the government to
support the influx of people. Before this deal had been agreed, there were 300
people a day being returned to Guatemala. The country has also elected a new
President who was the former director of the penitentiary system, the contract with
the committee that monitors corruption has not been renewed, and a large amount of
money has recently been spent on military equipment.
I could see this reality in the 5 year old children working on the street, the
woman who would take a break from work with me and show me her branding marks
from the gang, the inability to leave at night when visiting the North of Guatemala that
was deemed in a state of emergency and resulting presence of over two thousand
military officials, the AK-47s that pave the streets and the glimpse of body bags from
within an unmarked car, and in meetings at high end shopping malls.
The real question isn’t why are youth leaving but why wouldn’t youth leave. For
some of you, these may sound like good reasons not to return but for me, these are
the reasons why I feel like I have to. I'm not going to lie when I was first approached to
speak at Church, I was hesitant. I didn't want to scare my friends and family but I also
didn't want to censor the Guatemalan reality.
In the Gospel lesson, we hear John the Baptist call the Pharisees and
Sadducees that come for baptism a brood of vipers, which I'm guessing was not how
these powerful religious leaders were used to being spoken to. The Pharisees were
the Law-keepers and promoters of tradition, and the Sadducees comprised the
wealthier ruling class. Over the centuries, these groups had become corrupt,
legalistic, and hypocritical and would eventually be responsible for crucifying the Son
of God. John the Baptist does not hold back, he doesn't worry about scaring people
nor does he censor his words. He is comfortable with what is uncomfortable,

challenging injustice. John the Baptist was being confronted with issues of corruption,
inequality, and fear of the unknown while working in the wilderness.
Alike the world of John the Baptist, we too live in a wild world, in a world of
danger, pain, suffering, corruption, and greed. However it has become too easy to be
distracted by Christmas cookies, shopping, and decorating and to forget a Jesus that
is born from a place that is uncomfortable. On placement I emailed Friar Gregory
Boyle, who wrote tattoos on the heart and who continues to inspire me with his
approach working with gang members in LA. He responded that God protects me in
nothing and sustains me in everything. How can we allow ourselves to be sustained
by the hope that Jesus brings and not allow ourselves to be protected by an image of
Jesus that makes us comfortable? I want to finish with a question. In your life, how and
where can you too enter the wilderness, make changes that bear fruit, open yourself
to be baptized with the Holy Spirit and fire? How can you take action to not forget the
suffering of others? Not to forget about baby Jesus but because this is exactly where
we find him. Thank You.

