
 

Catholic Explorer
Diocese of Joliet, Illinois
December 17, 1999

Mother and daughter duo bring gifts to Guatemala
By Peter Bergin 

West Chicago – When a mother asks her teen-aged daughter to spend an entire day with her, she should expect a degree of resistance.  On the other hand, if she were to ask her daughter to spend 10 days with her in a Third World country, she should not be surprised to see her teen running out the front door of the house. 

That wasn’t the case with Karen Gizzi and her daughter, Lauren, who recently returned from a mission trip to Guatemala and El Salvador. 

From their upscale, brick home in West Chicago, the Gizzis last month flew to Central America to spend 10 days helping to rebuild the lives of the marginalized.  The trip was part humanitarian, part service, but most of all educational, noted Karen Gizzi, a mother of four who is on her way to earning a master’s degree in management of non-profit agencies from Regis University near Denver.  The mother / daughter duo joined a diverse group of 17 graduate students on a “service oriented field experience”, a prerequisite for the course, which Karen Gizzi is taking on-line. 

A member of St. Mary Parish in West Chicago, Karen Gizzi was surprised to discover that her home parish has contributed to humanitarian efforts in foreign lands for many years.  “I had to go all the way to Guatemala to realize that our priests (at St. Mary’s) are helping in the same ways we did,” she said.  “It’s funny how you have to leave the country to realize what’s going on in your backyard.” 

During the mid-November service trip, the Gizzis spent three full days in the backyards of the impoverished in Antigua, Guatemala, a dust-swept city in the mountainous region about an hour-long drive from Guatemala City.  Working side by side with members of The GOD’S CHILD Project, a Bismarck, ND,-group founded by Patrick Atkinson in 1991 to care for and educate orphans in the war-torn country, the Gizzis stacked cinder blocks and helped pour concrete foundations for new residences. 

To the duo’s delight, however, the entire trip was not an exercise in manual labor.  For the most part, they slept and ate meals in the homes of middle-class host families, Karen Gizzi explained.  The first few days were spent sightseeing and learning about Central American cultures, according to Karen Gizzi.  Highlights of the trip included a visit to a Guatemalan penitentiary and to the tomb of the martyred Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador, she said. 

But the real educational experience came in the poorest areas of Antigua.  Next to makeshift shacks of cardboard, wood and corrugated tin, the Gizzis and their American counterparts, erected sturdy, concrete homes for the native Spanish-speakers, who are descendants of Mayan Indians.  It was not uncommon for families of 10 to be living under the same roof, on dirt floors and without running water or plumbing, explained Karen Gizzi. 

“They were so honored by us just being there,” admitted Lauren, 17, a senior at St. Francis High School in Wheaton.  “The people shared their hard times with us.  We were sitting and talking with them as they explained all the bad things that happened to them.” 

The struggles of the native people go far beyond water-born disease, poor living conditions, and economic disparity.  Their problems stem from a 37-year civil war during which an unchecked military regime reportedly tore families apart after countless murders and kidnappings, explained Karen Gizzi.  Only since the institution of U.S. peace accords in 1996 have humanitarian groups like The GOD’S CHILD Project been able to really help the Guatemalan people, she added. 

Though nearly a month had passed since the trip, and now they were home, sitting on comfortable furniture near a sparkling Christmas tree, the Gizzis could not forget the people of Antigua.  Karen Gizzi recalled listening to the women as they shared personal stories of grief. 

“It was almost cathartic,” she said.  “We felt awkward about being voyeuristic to their pain.  But just our presence there and to hear their stories was the only gift they needed.  It was the most humbling experience for me.” 

Although the native people asked only for the missionaries to lend them a kind ear, the Gizzis did not arrive without gifts of their own.  They packed four suitcases with hundreds of toothbrushes, packages of aspirin and Tylenol, and other over-the-counter medical supplies, said Karen Gizzi.  The medicine was destined for a clinic run by The GOD’S CHILD Project, noted the American teen who said she is interested in pursuing a career in the medical field. 

With a meager staff of one doctor and one nurse, the clinic’s mission is to help orphaned children of Antigua, many of whom work side by side with adult sharecroppers in fields of broccoli and cotton, explained Karen Gizzi.  Disease and deformities are common among the people, who work in fields where pesticides are used liberally, she said. 

Despite living their daily lives atop mountains of sorrow, the native people were full of hope and promise, noted Karen Gizzi. 

“The kids were pretty smart problem solvers,” she said.  “They are intelligent, creative people just stuck in a really bad situation.” 

An honor student who had taken three years of high school Spanish, Lauren Gizzi remarked that breaking the communication barrier was one of the most enjoyable aspects of the trip. 

“Even if you don’t know Spanish that well, you can get along there,” she said.  Though the sandy-haired teen admitted that she has yet to catch up with missing a week’s worth of schoolwork, the experience merited the sacrifice. 

“I didn’t want to go at first.  But I’m so glad I went.” 

 

