The Hogar Rafael – Our Guatamala Mission

Faith Veronis – December 13, 2009

Introduction:

· Many of you were probably thinking – I can’t believe that Presbytera  went to Guatemala and Fr. Luke stayed home with the kids.  This seems a little backwards.  And imagine that I went to a mission country that Fr. Luke has never been to. That seems impossible.     
· Thank you to my dear husband, Fr Luke who encouraged me, supported me and played mommy and daddy for a week, and to my children who shared their mommy for a week, and to all those who helped Fr. Luke with the children. Thanks also to those who supported me with donations, including our Philoptochos and Parish Council, and to all who offered up their prayers for my trip.

· I looked at my mission trip to the Hogar Rapahel Orphange in Guatemala as my early Christmas present.  I am very grateful and I was greatly blessed.  And now, I don’t need any more presents this Christmas.  
Doubts Prior to my Trip:
As the trip got closer, I obviously had numerous doubts.  I did not want to give a talk in church the week before I left because I wasn’t real sure that I wouldn’t back out at the last minute, and I didn’t want to seem foolish. What were some of my doubts?

1. Leaving my four kids—yes this was very hard for me. 

2. I knew that the location of the orphanage was dangerous—Guatemala is a main route for the drug dealers going to Mexico and I heard that the neighborhood of the orphanage was extremely unsafe.
3. The timing was off:  We were ready to close and move into a new house. In fact, I even signed over my power of attorney to my husband, and then my family proceeded to move into our new house without me!
4. Who was going to take care of the cats?  Father Luke is wonderful with out kids, but is more of a dog lover. What would happen to our Carmel?
5. Even from my own kids— they were making me feel guilty. Don’t you think you should stay and get ready for Christmas, they asked?
6. Then there were the Christmas activities at the Church. Who was going to take care of decorating the Church, putting together the St. Nicholas celebration, and getting ready for the Christmas Pageant?
7. And then I had my own insecurities. What was I going to do in Guatamalo anyway? I knew I wasn’t really going to make any big difference. I wasn’t building a house like those who went to Project Mexico.
Even with all these doubts and concerns, I still felt God reassuring me to go. 
1. I believed that ultimately my family and I were in God’s hands whether I was home in America or away in Guatemala.  

2. For a long time, I have been feeling spiritual dry—I needed a spiritually renewing experience.

3. I have always had a keen interest in visiting the orphanage. I reassured myself that I was going to be more of an ambassador to see, not necessarily to do.  
Impressions of Guatemala:
I have to admit that I did not know much about Guatemalo before I went and only caught a glimpse of the land and culture.  But, these are some informal discoveries.
· Guatemala is located south of Mexico near the equator, and while you were enduring snow, I was going to the beach with the girls from the orphanage. 
· It is a mountainous area, with beautiful landscapes, and 42 volcanos, of which I saw 5.  
· I witnessed two levels of living -  extreme poverty and extreme wealth living right around the corner from one another.  
· The main staple of food is beans and tortillas.  I ate black beans for breakfast, for lunch, and of course for dinner.  
· I was surprised to see miles and miles of industry and commercialism.  I saw a highway that was aligned with fast food-- Wendies, Pizza Hut, Burger King, Subway, McDonalds, Chuckie Cheese. (But no Dunkin Donuts).  

· I was astounded to hear how weak the educational system was— since education is not mandatory, I heard only 10-30% of the children go to school.  .
· Guatemala is a mostly Roman Catholic, but with a growing Evangelical, Pentecostal Church. This orphanage is the first and only foothold of the Orthodox Church.
· Guatemala is country that experienced a civil war for many many years, causing crime, poverty, prostitution that led to many children being orphaned, abused, displaced and uncared for.
The Beginning of the Hogar Raphael Ayua Orphanage:
The Hogar was a state orphanage that was started by the great-grandfather of the present day Abbess—Mother Inez.  After many years of being closed, the country’s government asked Mother Inez if her nuns would take it over in 1996. They proceeded to do major renovations and opened its doors in 1997. Since then, hundreds of Orthodox  families have adopted children from the orphanage.
 The Nuns:

Mother Ineze is the Abbess of the Monastery. She comes from a very prominent family in Guatemala. Even though her father ran for president and lost, he obviously has many friends throughout the country.

Mother Ivonne is the director of the orphanage. She was a microbiologist, who practices holistic medicine and very healthy eating with the children. 


Mother Maria is a nun that comes from the Phillipines.  
All the nuns are well-educated, having studied together in Germany. They are well-trained, extremely faithful, energetic, inspiring, loving, and spiritual visionaries. They are all former Catholic nuns who converted to Orthodoxy. 
My Mission Team:   

I met up with Fr. John and Presbytera Sandy Chakos, from Holy Cross Greek Orthodox Church in Pittsburgh. They came together with some of their Philoptochos members as well as with a few teachers from their Theos Orthodox School. Fr. John and Sandy’s adopted daughter, Jenny, who left the Hogar 10 years ago, also joined us.
I wanted to be part of this Holy Cross Pittsburgh group because I knew that this missions-minded community loved the nuns and the orphanage and the nuns and orphanage loved this group.  They were active in the Hogar from the very beginning, having sent teams for 10 years. They have also been active in fundraising for the orphanage, had many people from their church adopt children, had their Theos school children become pen pals kids from the orphanage, have offered assistance with complicated surgeries needing to be done outside of Guatemala, provided many supplies and clothing, and even have had the nuns come and visit their church.

The Purpose of Our Mission Team:

· Teams help the orphanage out in different ways—through camps, excursions, and renovations.  

· We called our team the “Helping the Orphanage get ready for Christmas” Team. We helped decorate their Christmas Trees, celebrated St. Nicholas’ feastday with secret gifts, icons, chocolate candies, a vigil and liturgy, sang Christmas Carols with the kids and made Christmas craft and cards.
· We had an unveiling of the Christmas Gifts. We brought 10 suitcases full of gifts, along with monetary donations to help buy other gifts for the children and staff.  Mother Ivonne repeated to our group several times –“Thank-you for bringing Christmas to the children with your gifts.  The children will have a happy Christmas.”
· I asked Mother Ivonne what Christmas was like for the kids.  The children will have their Christmas pageant on the 23rd.  On Christmas Eve morning, they will perform the Christmas Royal Hours and then the Midnight service later that night.  After church, they get candy and watch fire works.  When they wake up on Christmas morning, they enjoy a fancy brunch and then St. Nicholas Visits them with presents.  The children get so excited.  They all want the nuns to see what they got for Christmas so the three nuns are running around to all the children to share in their joy and wonder.  It is happy, but emotional.

· We also took the oldest girls on excursions—to the monastery, beach, and out to the mall. A wonderful bonding time with them. For many of the children, the only time they can go on excursions is when teams come and take them on these trips.
A few memorable moments of my one week experience:
1. My initial impression was that the walls of the orphanage almost seemed like the walls of a prison. Yet, very quickly I realized that these walls offered security, protection and shelter to children who came from broken homes and who had broken lives.
2. Attending the daily services felt like I was in a little children’s monastery. The children joyfully and fully participating in the life of the church, especially with their beautiful voices.

3. I realized that the orphanage had become the center of Orthodoxy in Guatemala.  Through the work of the nuns and these children, other people are discovering Orthodoxy.  There are some very interesting developments where three different groups – one of 30,000, another of 70,000, and a third group are waiting to come into Orthodoxy. I hope that Fr. Luke will join Fr. John on a mission trip, specifically to help catechize and baptize thousands that are interested in joining the church.

4. I was very impressed with the educational and social opportunities that exist for the children at the orphanage.  Most significantly, I was moved to tears with the tender moments and exchanges between the nuns and the children.  

5. I learned some valuable lessons for my own motherhood.

*Ask your children for forgiveness and have your children ask for forgiveness. 

*Give children only what they need so they don’t expect too much.

*Children can eat healthy and enjoy it.

*Children can actively participate in the life of the church and attend services in their entirety and sit still.

*It is good for children to have responsibility and to earn the “specials” in life.  

*Children are capable of taking care of themselves—washing clothes, dishes, baking 

*It’s OK if life is sometimes hard and difficult for our children. (cold showers, small spaces) because it makes them tough.
*Let kids experiment with their hands—prayer ropes/crosses, woodshop, sewing, baking, coffee beans, planting— because it helps to make them resourceful.
6. I am realizing the joy of acting as one of many ambassadors for the missionary work being done in Guatemala.  The nuns opened their doors of the Hogar to the Orthodox world at large. Two teams a month visit the orphanage. Through these visits, the orphanage has been blessed with resources and donations, the children have been blessed  with their new Orthodox friends from all over the world, and the participants, like myself, are blessed and inspired by the love of the children and nuns.  Everyone benefits and is blessed.
7. Finally, I was greatly impressed with the future site of the monastery, orphanage and school being constructed outside of the city.  Lord willing, it will be completed in the next year or two.  I told Mother Inez how she reminds me of Archbishop Anastasios of Albania, who always said, “We are a poor church, but we are rich in friends.” I also thought of the words, “Expect Great Things From God; Attempt Great Things for God.”
Conclusion:  Looking Back on My Doubts:

***
The Timing wasn’t right—It was perfect.  It allowed me to refocus and reprioritize. We are now official house owners, but  may our home be one of reaching out to the marginalized, and may it act as a little monastery that reflects God’s love.
***
I left my own children, yet I spent time with some of God’s other children.  I love my children immensely, yet I want my children to know that their mommy also cares about God’s other children, especially those who have needs.  All children need to realize that life should not revolve only around their wants and needs.  I also want my children to realize that we are “citizens of the world and that our lives extend beyond our home, church, school, and community.
****    It was a little dangerous and risky. I did hear some gun shots every night.  I never was allowed to walk by myself.  There were guards with guns at most restaurants and stores I went to.  Yet, it’s ok to be scared—many people in God’s world live in daily fear.  Ultimately, we must remember that we are in God’s hands.
*** It’s almost Christmas. And Christmas is about the birth of Baby Jesus.  I was part of a team that helped some very special children and nuns get ready for the celebration of Christmas.  And, I still have 11 days to begin my shopping and get some decorations up in our home.  

*** Carmel our cat is safe in our new home.  And, the other cat I rescued and housed in our garage for three weeks was adopted by Charlie Chito.

***  The decorations in our church are up thanks to Eleni and Vasi, and our St. Nicholas celebration was a success in our church thanks to our Sunday School teachers and seminarians and parents. And our Christmas pageant is still a week away, and we are on schedule if the snow doesn’t cancel it again this year.
***  In my eyes, my mission was accomplished.  I feel spiritually uplifted and inspired by my trip.  I feel my missionary zeal revived.  I had wonderful flashbacks of our earlier years in Albania.
*** I was challenged as a Christian and reminded as a mother about what’s really important in the lives of our children. In a confession with Fr. John (which I can share since it was my confession) I wondered which children were more blessed—mine who have so much and live partly in the Church, or the children of the Hogar who have much less, yet live fully in the Church?  Something for all of us to ponder.
*** I  did not to anything extraordinary, nor change any lives.   I only shared a week of my life and my love with some special children, and I supported a missionary  effort of three extraordinary nuns.  I told the nuns that I saw myself more as an ambassador than a missionary. I promised them that for the next mission trip, I would send my husband, the “real” missionary, along with 10 members of our church who would be training to become long-term missionaries to Guatemala!!!
Thank-you again to my beloved Sts. Constantine and Helen Community.  I am happy and grateful for all your love and support.  Please keep the children, nuns, and staff of the Hogar Raphael in your prayers.  And feel good, knowing that our Church helped bring the spirit of goodwill and joy to these children in some small way. Please continue to keep your hearts and minds open to the challenges that my dear husband promotes - looking for outreach opportunities to share God’s abundant love, joy, and peace, to all people, especially to the marginalized.
A blessed Nativity Season to All!
PAGE  
5

