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Searching For Justice In Central America 

“We are humans, too,” say the victims of war and poverty. 

Last November, Nicole Tembrock, a Regis University (Denver, CO, USA) student who grew up in the North Fork Valley, traveled to Central America for a course in service-oriented field experience as part of her Non-Profit Management master’s degree.  The class first studied the often-violent political and cultural history of the region before going to Guatemala and El Salvador to learn about the Mayan culture and experience first-hand development work, human rights and social justice in the region. 

“We joined in direct-action to help improve the living conditions of needy families by constructing houses, serving a meal in a national prison, and authentically listening to people,” says Tembrock.  “The GOD’S CHILD Project is a nonprofit organization that provided the leadership for our experience.  The mission of The GOD’S CHILD Project is “breaking the chains of poverty through education and formation”.  

Here are excerpts from Tembrock’s Central American journal: 

Friday, November 12 

The interview with Erwin, 19, who has lived on the streets since the age of 6, filled me with sadness and despair.  Listening to the brutal accounts of his childhood, and his efforts to “escape” the harsh reality of his life almost seemed surreal because I didn’t want to think it could be true.  Erwin spoke about prostitution, drug use, violence, hunger, pain, desperation, prison and absence of love.  One of the impressionable moments that has stayed with me is when he asked us to see him – and people who live on the streets – as humans, and to understand that they didn’t choose to be there.  He said several times, “We are humans, too”.  Erwin’s story is just one example of the ripple effect of the violence that has torn so many factions of the Guatemala society.  So many people’s lives are affected in so many ways. 

Saturday, November 13 

Our group traveled to the Indian village of Chipiacul, Chimaltenango, where in 1982, an army massacre took place.  We listened to Sonia tell her story of family members being tortured and murdered, and how she survived because she was rescued as a child by Patrick Atkinson, the founder of The GOD’S CHILD Project.  Then we listened  to a group of older women, still living in the village, who told individual accounts of their husbands’, sons’, and fathers’ torture and death.  The stories were horrid nightmares, sickening examples of dehumanization and blatant ethnic cleansing.  As they spoke in sobbing phrases, it seemed that the unfathomable massacre occurred just last week rather than 18 years ago.  We sobbed with them.  I was struck by how appreciative the women were of our listening, our sharing of their burden and our acknowledgement of the horrible acts that happened.  This amazed me.  Fear, anger, and trauma have silenced them for so many years. 

November 15 – 16 

Another powerful experience was our trip to San Salvador, El Salvador.  The experience of attending the vigil for the Jesuit martyrs (who were murdered 10 years ago) with thousands of Central Americans demanding justice, and viewing the area where the priest’s bodies were found, brought a harsh reality the materials I had read about El Salvador.  Also, visiting the scene of Archbishop Romero’s martyrdom, and his tomb at the National Cathedral, was a spiritual and emotional experience.  Viewing the bloodstained vestments that Romero was wearing when he was shot startled me.  He knew his voice and his cry for liberation would rise in the people.  He sacrificed his life in the name of justice. 

November 17 

The Sacatepequez State Penitentiary in Antigua, Guatemala, is not a destination that many foreigners or nationals would chose to visit, or be allowed to visit, but we were fortunate to be able to, due to the shining reputation of the Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados and The GOD’S CHILD Project.  The building that served as a convent in the 15th century is now dilapidated and severely lacking in structural integrity.  More than 90 men currently reside there, and all are there for indefinite periods of time.  The prisons of Guatemala and most developing countries are based on the Napoleonic system in which there are few, if any, individual rights.  Once accused, a person is presumed guilty until proven otherwise.  There is absolutely no focus on prevention or rehabilitation; prisons are no more than warehousing facilities. 

After serving lunch to the men and passing out basic toiletries that the justice system doesn’t provide, I spoke with several inmates.  One middle-aged man explained he had been in for over a year, and still has no idea when he’ll be informed of his sentence.  How does he hold on?  True, these men have been accused of breaking the law, but they deserve to be treated as human beings.  How can they be denied dignity and treated so inhumanely?  This baffles me.  The justice system and military have total control over people. 

November 18 – 20 

The final three days of the trip consisted of building homes with and for families who desperately need them.  By this time I felt so overwhelmed by intense emotional experiences and feelings that I craved to do something physical and tangible to make a difference.  Our work team of seven people dug a house foundation, laid cement block, poured a cement floor, hung sheetrock, and completed the third day by nailing down a corrugated zinc roof.  A handful of smiling children appeared periodically and helped with great excitement.  It was satisfying to work under the hot sun as a synergistic team doing something palpable to improve a family’s life. 

November 23 – Back to the U.S. 

Returning to the land of 20-pound Thanksgiving turkeys and market values was a rude awakening after spending 10 intense days in a world of suffering, spirituality, and authentic struggle.  I learned a tremendous amount through the rare, first-hand experiences, which allowed me to see, hear, smell, feel, and somehow understand suffering.  

I feel angered by the oppression and violence the Mayan people have been and continue to be subjected to.  And while there is much despair, I recognized an unquenchable spirit of courage, tenacity, and resiliency in the people’s existence.  This gives me hope.  I feel a heightened sense of my own human rights and opportunity, and I am encouraged to work for equality, peace, and justice. 
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