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Like a ring on a finger—Celebrating 25 years of relationship 

By  Julieta Borja, Sister Parish staff 

 

        I would like to share a story that speaks to why 

Sister Parish relationships are so important.  Our 

relationships help people on both sides grow together 

in solidarity.  Providing accompaniment through long

-term illness and grief is just one example of how this 

happens.   

This is the story of Marta de Monge, Beto 

Monge and their son Gilberto. They live in 

Potrerillos, El Salvador.  Marta and Beto have been 

community leaders and both have been very active on 

the Sister Parish committee that partners with the 

First United Methodist Church of Decorah, Iowa.  

Throughout their lives, this family has given 

themselves to others to improve their community and 

to show other people how they can help.   

(Continued on page 2) 

Consciousness-raising   
Solidarity   

Ecumenism   
Reconciliation 

Mass speech by Miriam Vasquez and Alba 

Rivera, delegates from Tierra Nueva 2 

This year, we celebrate the 25th 

anniversary of the relationship between St 

Joan of Arc and Tierra Nueva 2 in 

Guatemala. 

When the first delegation from St 

Joan of Arc arrived, they visited us in our 

homes. We had never had this experience, 

having someone who was not family visit 

us. Our friendship grew, we talked about 

what we could do together and we fell in 

love. We even made engagement rings. 

We remember when we came here; 

we saw how the women of St Joan of Arc 

were active leaders in the church. We saw 

how they spoke in public and they inspired 

us. I remember Auri telling me: "We need 

to learn how to do that." At one point, 

Mindy from St Joan of Arc volunteered as our 

audience to prepare for a presentation. Over time, our 

relationship deepened, and we started the women's 

project to train women in our community. Women 

who used to be depressed, some who did not often 

leave their home, they now come to the women's 

group. Those who received the workshops years ago 

are now the leaders of the group. Now we see the 

(Continued on page 5) 

Sharing joys and sorrows—On the importance of accompaniment 

Delegates volunteered with Mobile Loaves during the delegation. 

——————————————————————————————————————
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Marta was diagnosed with cancer a number of 

years ago and passed away on March 22 this year.  

Marta was a loving wife and mother, a community 

leader, a woman of faith, and, for everyone who 

knew her, a great example of how to live.   

Throughout her illness, Marta received prayers 

and messages of support from the Sister Parish group 

in Decorah.  This meant a lot to her as she battled 

cancer.  Sometimes people wonder about the impact 

of sistering relationships.  People think that, if they 

don’t offer material goods or money, they are not 

supporting people in a valuable way.  But in reality 

when we say, “We are praying for you,” this is the 

best gift we can offer to people we consider friends.   

Marta, Beto and their son 

Gilberto expressed their 

gratitude many times when I 

visited Marta the week before 

she passed away and again 

when I attended her funeral and 

prayer services. They felt 

accompanied by the Decorah 

community throughout Marta’s 

illness and in their grief after 

she passed away.  

For Marta and her family, 

the members in Decorah are not 

just people they met once.  Over 

the years, they have become 

friends.   This is the way that 

other people in Potrerillos see 

them too, and we hope it is the 

same for people in Decorah.  

We don’t need to be close 

physically – we know that there 

are people who care about  

 

us, who pray for us, who feel the same way about us 

that we feel about them.  We learn from each other. 

We love each other.  Their problems are our 

problems, their happiness is our happiness, and their 

sorrow is our sorrow.  This is true friendship. 

This is what Sister Parish is about, coming to 

the realization that we are not alone in the world, that 

we are one big family. This is a movement that 

should be expanded so that more people know about 

it and can contribute to positive change in the world.  

Please let’s continue working together to keep our 

sistering relationships alive. Let us share all of the 

gifts we have been given.                             ~SP  

(Continued from page 1) 

On the importance of accompaniment, continued... 

  We have started booking delegations for 2020 and we are excited about   

  the possibilities for next year. Please contact us about your plans and let  
  us know how we can help.  Sister Parish has scholarships available to  
  help committees organize delegations. Also, stay tuned for more  
  information about upcoming Open Delegations. Contact Carrie  
  Stengel (carrie@sisterparish.org) for details. 

Marta and Beto Monge, of Potrerillos, El Salvador. 
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        In August 2018, members of two different 

cooperatives in the Sister Parish family met each 

other.  Representatives of ACOMUJERZA in El 

Salvador traveled to Guatemala for an exchange and 

meetings with UPAVIM, a women’s cooperative 

outside of Guatemala City. ACOMUJERZA’s sister 

church, People of Hope Lutheran Church (Rochester, 

MN), provided financial support for the trip. We 

asked Rafael Carranza of ACOMUJERZA what the 

experience meant to him. 

 

By Rafael Carranza 

 

        Before traveling to Guatemala, I was curious to 

meet the people and see UPAVIM’s facilities.  

Arriving at the cooperative, I saw that their facilities 

are very big and very beautiful. I was surprised by 

the growth throughout their history as a 

cooperative.  In comparison, at ACOMUJERZA we 

have a long way to go. 

But then I began to realize that what makes 

UPAVIM great is not the building, but the quality of 

the people in the cooperative. As the hours passed, I 

learned that the most important part of this 

experience was getting to know the women of 

UPAVIM, their stories and their feelings. They truly 

opened their hearts and gave them to us with their 

care, their hospitality, and their excellent food.  I 

learned that, as organizations, we have the same 

difficulties. But in spite of the adversity, we are 

committed to keep fighting for real change in our 

lives and in our families’ lives.  

        We also all want to contribute to our society. 

There are no borders and no racial definitions that 

can prevent us from loving each other as human 

beings. I am sure that if each of us shares these 

thoughts with others, we can achieve both inner 

peace and real changes in our society.         ~SP  

Central American cooperatives build solidarity across borders 

ACOMUJERZA and UPAVIM met with Maryknoll Affiliates. 

f 
“This week I learned  

what community means.  

I learned what love looks 

like. I have felt the  
presence of God. I can’t  

say thank you enough.”  
 

- Delegate on the FUMC Downers Grove  

delegation to UPAVIM (Guatemala), July 2019 
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By Bruce Sherman, Sister Parish Board member 

 

        In April, the Sister Parish Board members each 

found their own way to Downers Grove, Illinois for 

a 3-day weekend of meetings. Our Board supervises 

Executive Director Carrie Stengel. We always look 

forward to hearing from her as she talks about the 

health and running of the organization. Past boards  

 

 have done an amazing job of  

 setting up the structure of Sister  

 Parish, and that makes it easier for  

 everyone to properly track both  

 our financial and human  

 business. 

        Twice a year, we have an in-   

 person meeting at different  

 churches that  have a Sister Parish  

 linkage. I’m  beginning to realize  

 that this is not just a convenience  

 but an essential piece of the Sister  

 Parish mission. A board meeting is  

 like a three-day delegation visit for  

 us board members. We stay in  

 your homes and meet your kids  

 and pets. We reminisce about past  

 delegations and share pictures of  

 our homes and families. We tell  

 stories to each other. We pray  

together and cry together. In a way, the dynamic of 

our board matches the mission of our organization; 

establishing long-term friendships between faith 

communities is very important. 

        At each Sister Parish Board Meeting, we renew 

our energy to help Sister Parish grow and thrive. I 

hope each of you reading this can experience some 

of that energy in your own lives.     

                                                                            

Mini-Delegation: FUMC Downers Grove hosts the Sister Parish Board 

The Catholic Community of St Francis of Assisi (Raleigh, NC) visited Guatemala in July.  Pictured at left: Kayaking on Lake 

Atitlan.  Pictured on right: Welcome ceremony in their sister community Las Margaritas 2 in Ixcan, Guatemala.  

 

Gathering with members of the Board and FUMC in Downers Grove. 
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Celebrating 25 years of relationship, continued... 

women of our community serving in the church and 

speaking in public like I am today. 

This relationship has helped us grow in our 

faith. We have prayer partners and our shared Bible 

study. We are comforted to know that you pray for us 

and that we pray for you, we are connected through 

prayer and the presence of Jesus in our lives. This 

week when we went to mass in the morning, it was so 

intimate. We felt very close to God and all of you. We 

did not understand everything that Father Jim said, 

but the mass was like having a very good cup of 

coffee, or eating a plate of tortillas with beans and 

cream: it is not much (not very long), but it is 

delicious and just what we needed. 

This week we saw how people here care about 

what is happening in the world. People raise their 
voices for all of us at the peace march on the Lake 

Street bridge. We met with the Welcome the Stranger 

ministry and we served with the Mobile Loaves food 

truck. We heard more stories about what is happening 

on the US-Mexico border. We want to raise 

awareness with our youth about migration and we 

want to give bread to the hungry in our community 

too.  Now we have more tools and ideas. Our 

experiences here give us strength to continue working 

even harder in our community. 

On this trip, the most powerful experiences 

have been our moments of sharing prayer and sharing 

our lives. Together with us, you enter into our pain 

and our joy. Alba's husband, Juan Carlos, died 3 

months ago and here we have cried together. When 

someone dies in our community, you feel the same 

pain, and we feel the same when someone here passes 

away. We fondly remember Father George Wertin, 

Bob Heberle and Efrain Juarez and others who are no 

longer with us. 

With our host families, we felt such a warm 

welcome. They wanted to give us their very best.  We 

didn’t feel like strangers, but like people who had met 

before and known each other for a long time. We 

didn’t feel like we were far away from our families.  

Our relationship fits like a ring on a finger. We 

have adapted to our weaknesses and vulnerabilities, 

with respect. As in all relationships, there are 

disagreements, but we have always known how to 

handle them. This is how our relationship has lasted 

25 years. St Joan of Arc never said, “They are poor, 

we will just do what we want”. Instead, you taught us 

that we can make our own decisions and that we have 

the right to do so as human beings. The relationship is 

not about serving us. It is not that one of us is better 

than the other. We complement each other. What one 

lacks, the other will give with all our love, like a 

marriage. 

We believe this is what God wants from each of 

his children. God wants us to love each other and to 

let this love bring us closer to God. God gives each of 

us a nudge towards action. We may not always do it 

immediately, but He nudges us again so that we go 

back to living as God wants. God wants us to change 

the world we live in now, a world with so much 

impunity, violence and poverty. You do your part here 
and we do our part in Guatemala. The hope for a more 

just world is inside each of us. Through our 

relationship we realize that we are not poor. We are 

not alone. We are one. We are all part of one whole. 

Thank you for these 25 years of sharing.       ~SP   

(Continued from page 1) 

Photos of the four delegates who did not get visas for the trip—at mass. 
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Interview with Irene Alonso de Gil 

and Lorena Ramirez  

24 April 2019 

 

What activities have you had 

recently? 

        We had the Guatemala 

representatives meeting February 14 

and 15. We elected a new Directiva 

and we spent time sharing with all the 

representatives from the Sister Parish 

communities in Guatemala.  The 

majority come from rural areas and 

they came to see where we live and 

learn about our lives.  

        During the weekend, we heard 

about the history of TN1 and about 

the current situation in our 

neighborhood.  After a landslide in 

2015, many families lost their homes.  

Some families were resettled, but 

others continue to live in the 

evacuated, high-risk area, including 

our own family members.  During our 

meeting, we visited the area where people have been 

resettled on the edge of another ravine. Our entire 

community is built on land that has been declared 

uninhabitable because of the fault lines and the ravines 

(this is what our property documents say), but the 

families that live in the ravines are even more at-risk.  

 

What are you working on with your sister 

community right now? 

        We are preparing for our annual vacation 

program for children at our church, supported by our 

sister community in North Dakota. (In Guatemala, 

schools take vacation in November and December and 

the Play Corner program at the church in TN1 

provides a safe place for children to go for learning 

experiences and fun).   It has been a wonderful 

experience. The children learn how to cook, and we do 

sports activities, art, and experiments.  We talk about 

the environment, how to appreciate and protect our 

natural resources, how to care for our water/ravines, 

and how to prevent pollution. We also learn about the 

culture of North Dakota. One day we learned a dance, 

talked about the state tree, and made a typical meal to 

share - something with potatoes. We also take the kids 

on field trips.  One day, we went to a lake and that was 

great.  We would like to do more community service 

with the kids this year.  Maybe we could bring food to 

families in need. We talk with the kids about sharing 

what we have. One day, the kids brought papaya and 

watermelon to share and they liked it so much, they  

still ask us when we will do that again.   

 

What would you like to share about the current 

political situation? 
        We are sad because our situation is not ideal – 

there are so many human rights violations. Instead of 

serving the people, our government only exists to help 

themselves.  There were elections in June, but it is 

hard.  It is hard to make change because everything is 

so corrupt.  Whoever is elected, if we don’t work, we 

don’t eat.  Expenses are higher, but salaries stay the 

same.  We are a little better off in the city, but in rural 

areas, people who get paid as day laborers or get paid 
(Continued on page 7) 

Conversation with the Guatemala Directiva (advisory board) 

Representatives from six Sister Parish communities in Guatemala. 



 

7 

           Fall 2019 

Conversation with the Guatemala Directiva, continued... 

for their harvest, are left with nothing. The mines are 

accumulating more and more land, so that soon there 

will not be enough land for the crops.  Our politicians 

have sold off everything. In spite of everything, we 

continue in the struggle. May God give us strength to 

continue. 

 

What concerns do you have about migration? 

        A lot of people are passing through Guatemala 

now from Honduras and El Salvador.   With 

migration from Guatemala, we see a lot of broken 

families.  It is so sad that people leave their homes, 

their family, and many don’t ever find the American 

Dream.  They borrow money to go and take on huge 

debts, but many times they don’t get across the 

border or they are deported.  Or people take 

advantage of them.  Governments here also play their 

part in the situation – here, there is no money for 

schools or hospitals; there are no jobs.  

Do you have any prayer requests? 

— Please pray for our families and communities.  

— Please pray for the new Guatemala Directiva. ~SP  

(Continued from page 6) 

The love that flourishes—North Dakota visits Tierra Nueva 1 

At the representatives meeting, San Antonio received hats  

knitted by the prayer shawl ministry at their sister church. 

By Vicki Schmidt, co-founder of Sister Parish and partici-

pant in the 2019 delegation from North Dakota to Guate-

mala 

 

        Today our visit to our sister parish community, Tierra 

Nuevo Uno, came to an end, though forever we remain 

together in love and spirit. We participated in the Catholic 

mass and were welcomed at the Table for Holy Commun-

ion. Yes, we Lutherans were invited and we shared Eucha-

rist with our sisters and brothers. We also sang with the 

choir. When we were “presented” by the parish priest, Fa-

ther Gilviss, we stood boldly in front of the congregation 

and shared our thanks again for welcoming us into their 

circle of love. We shared lunch together under the trees,  

enjoying wonderful food and then had our goodbye 

speeches. Many tears flowed - tears of joy, tears of sad-

ness at our visit’s end, and the joy of being together once 

again.  

        We took the routine picture of our visit next to a tree 

our first delegation planted - some 9 or so years ago - 

which has grown and flourished just like our friendship 

and love. Beautiful symbol! 
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———————  2019 Solidarity Shout Out for Sister Parish  ———————

         Thanks to our generous donors and our team 

of flash fundraisers, we raised over $19,350 dur-

ing our Solidarity Shout Out this year—only 

$650 below our goal.  If you haven’t been able 

to yet, you can still donate on our website.  

        With these funds, we will be able to provide 

delegation scholarships, facilitate the work of 

our staff in Central America, strengthen our fi-

nancial reserves, and invite a member from Cen-

tral America to visit the U.S. on a pilot speaking 

tour. More details coming soon. 

         We are incredibly grateful to all of our sup-

porters and volunteers.  Together we are making 

positive change in the world, one loving rela-

tionship at a time. 

Sister Parish needs you!  We are looking for people to join the Board of 
Directors to help us fulfill our mission of connecting communities across 

borders.  Please contact Carrie Stengel (carrie@sisterparish.org) to  
learn how you can help shape Sister Parish’s future. 


