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Sister Elizabeth, at 83, visits Third World country
Journey to Guatemala was her first trip outside the United States
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When Father Tom Kramer called Sister Elizabeth Novy out of her classroom last spring, she was surprised. She was even more surprised by what he told her. Because she had worked hard to raise money for The GOD´S CHILD Project by means of her students' plant and craft sale, someone was offering to pay her expenses to join a ServiceTeam going to Guatemala. The ServiceTeam planned to spend two weeks in Guatemala during September, building homes for poor families helped by The GOD´S CHILD Project. 

When told of the impending trip, Sister Elizabeth had two questions. The first was, "Why me?" and the second was, "Wouldn't it be better for the anonymous donor to just send the money down for other children instead of spending it on me to go to Guatemala? At 83 years of age, what can I do?" 

Sister Elizabeth struggled with her decision all summer. After much encouragement from her community and friends, she decided to go, but only for one week. Since she had never traveled out of the United States before, the first thing she had to do was get a passport. This was taken care of along with many other details. Sister Elizabeth was one of the ten ServiceTeam members who left for Guatemala on September 13, 1999. 

Upon arrival, ServiceTeam members were assigned to live in private homes with a middle class Guatemalan family. Sister Elizabeth stayed in the home of Don Julio Rodriguez, a former mayor of Antigua. The homes were simple and the bedrooms were small but adequate. The team members ate with the family, which was a unique cultural experience for Sister Elizabeth as well as for the other team members. 

Reflecting on her experience, Sister Elizabeth said, "I enjoyed walking out onto the veranda every morning and looking out at the volcanoes. They were beautiful. I also enjoyed daily Mass at the Church of La Merced. 

Sister continued, "Our team gathered every morning to walk to work together at the Dreamer Center. All the streets in Antigua are paved with cobblestones. The houses are all behind a high wall, so as you walk in the streets you see only the outer walls, not knowing what is behind the wall. If a door is open and you can peek in, you can see beautiful flower gardens." 

Sister kept a journal of her experiences. Two entries included: 

Wednesday, September 15
I met Jerry Kettleson and Russ Richards at breakfast. They are staying my home and they had just arrived last night. After breakfast all three of us joined our ServiceTeam members and walked to The Dreamer Center. We joined Pat Atkinson who gave us an orientation telling us that we would be giving clothing to the children. He reminded us that in serving the poor we were serving Christ. He said that giving clothing to these children was like giving the clothing to Jesus. We continued distributing clothing to the children. We did this all day. 

Friday, September 17
I went to work at The Dreamer Center. I continued working in the pharmacy helping Anna, a volunteer from Switzerland. Later we made luncheon for the workers and ServiceTeam members at the work sites, and also for the contract workers who were building the school. 

Freddy, Luis, and I distributed the lunches to the work sites. I stayed and ate lunch at one of the sites. During this lunchtime I had the chance to mix some cement and carry some cement blocks for the new house. 

Friday night the ServiceTeam was invited to Patrick Atkinson's house for a cookout. It rained but no one got wet because all were under a shelter and enjoyed a great meal. 

One of the things that surprised Sister Elizabeth was seeing how clean and white the laundry was that was hanging on the line. The women have to scrub their wash by hand. She was also surprised that they were served rice with meals almost every day. She expected more beans and corn. Also surprising was that everything was hidden behind walls - walls, covered with beautiful flowers and plants. "The cobbled streets were both ugly and beautiful," she said. 

What did Sister Elizabeth learn from this experience? "I learned to appreciate how differently other cultures live and to appreciate what I have here at home. I can now answer the questions, 'What can I do?' and 'Why spend money for me to go to Guatemala when the money could be spent for the children?'" 

"During my contacts with the children, communicating in limited ways with hand gestures, I learned that my presence with them was important to them and that this presence was enough", she said. 

She continued, "I learned how important it was for the children's self-esteem to realize that I cared enough for them to leave a 'comfort zone' for their sake. That I was willing to travel a long way to help them in whatever way I could and to spend time with them made them feel important. These are very special children and I enjoyed being with them." 

And would Sister Elizabeth make another trip to Guatemala if the opportunity availed itself, "Yes, I would go again," she concluded. 

(Donations to The GOD´S CHILD Project can be sent to: Patrick Atkinson, Executive Director, 519 North Raymond Street, P.O. Box 1573, Bismarck, N.D. 58502-1573. (701)255-7956. godschld@btinet.net. Or visit their website at www.godschild.org) 
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