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Santa Maria Tzeja Responds to Cronavirus 

By Jeff Clausen       February Delegate 

Con’t page 3 

Gate at north entry  to  
Santa Maria Tzeja 

Unexpected Friendship 

By Sarah Noble        February Delegate 

When the delegation was in the village this past February our full understanding of the 

Coronavirus pandemic was still just over the horizon, a few weeks away.   News of the 

Coronavirus however had already reached the village and people were very concerned 

about it.   With little access to formal healthcare, they understood what it would mean if 

the virus entered the village.  Underscoring the depth of their anxiety, one day while in 

the village, we stopped by the primary school and visited with the students.  While we 

were there one of the fourth-grade students presented us with a handwritten card in 

which he wished us well, but in which he also expressed – in large bold letters—his fear 

of the Coronavirus and how dangerous it is. 

When I arrived in the village I was anticipating the joy 

of meeting our partner family after more than ten years 

of exchanging letters.  As expected, it was wonderful to 

meet and to get to know our partner family.  I had the 

added advantage of being able to spend more than one 

occasion with them.  I even played soccer and baked a 

cake with the youngest boy who is 10, about the same 

age as our daughter, Abigail. 



The family hosting  Wednesday night meal in Santa Maria Tzeja  

I remember thinking about how the youth on the dele-

gation were lucky because they naturally developed 

bonds with the kids in the village through playing to-

gether.  As an adult, and with the expectation to attend 

meetings, I didn’t have as much opportunity for casual 

play. 

 

So it was all the more magical when I developed an 

unexpected friendship.  Wednesday night was our last 

dinner hosted by a family.  The mother of the family 

had volunteered to host the delegation in spite of their 

poverty because she was especially grateful for Need-

ham’s recent support of middle school tuition.  She told 

us that one of her daughters had been in tears at the 

prospect of not being able to go to middle school 

(basico) because her family couldn’t afford it.  Need-

ham’s decision to help all middle-school-aged students 

to be able to attend middle school changed her story.  

The girl was motivated and truly excited to be able to 

go to middle school after all.   

 

This girl’s eight-year-old sister named Julia took a liking 

to me over dinner.  She took a seat next to me, started 

talking with me and asked me questions.  With the help 

of a translator I eventually learned that at 8 years old 

Julia hadn’t yet been to school because she had asthma 

and had gotten very sick early in life.  It was hard for me 

to understand why Julia wasn’t able to go to school, 

and I wondered how she could make friends if all the 

kids her age were at school.  She surprised me by boldly 

asking if we could meet to play the following morn-

ing.  We set a time and the next day at 10 am there she 

was with her sister, waiting to play.  We enjoyed play-

ing with a large inflatable ball.  Even with a slight lan-

guage barrier, we had a wonderful time together and it 

was great to see Julia smile and laugh.  This was truly 

one of the highlights of my trip to Guatemala and 

something that I will never forget. 

Noble     (PG 1) 
                                                                 



Since then, Santa Maria Tzeja has 

taken strong measures to protect 

itself from the virus.  They have 

placed a manned roadblock at the 

entrance to the village and are turn-

ing away all outsiders; and residents 

returning to the village are required 

to undergo a 14-day quarantine.  All 

town meetings have been canceled 

and the schools have been closed.  

Additionally, a number of elders in 

the village have moved out to their 

family parcelas to further self-isolate.   

 

While the village has self-isolated 

there are more people in the village 

than usual, as many people have returned from afar.  Highschool age students who had been studying in Coban are back in 

the village due to schools being closed, and adults who had been working in Mexico, or elsewhere in the country, have re-

turned due to job closures.   

 

As the village self-isolates, fortunately, it is relatively food secure with most residents able to rely on the crops they grow in 

their fields.  And there currently remains adequate supplies of the primary staples procured from the outside, such as salt, 

soap, and cooking oil.  Ironically, however, while education and work in non-farming jobs has been the traditional path to 

prosperity in the village, with the pandemic, the people in the village who have been most immediately impacted are the 

higher educated who make their livelihood working in non-farming jobs.  While it is those who continue to work the land, 

who are more food secure and better situated to weather the crisis.  

 

Santa Maria Tzeja, though able to self-isolate, however is still ultimately part of the larger global economy, and like us, it too 

will feel the economic impact of the pandemic.  Already, there has been a significant drop in remittances to Guatemala as 

migrants who had been working in the United States or Mexico no longer have money to send home to their families. And 

as the village continues self-isolate, lack of access to external markets to sell goods (eggs, chickens, etc.) has reduced cash-

on-hand in the village.  In this void, bartering arrangements among residents has recently become more common.  Fortu-

nately, cardamom, the primary cash-crop in the village, is not harvested until the Fall, when hopefully the crisis will have 

ended.   

 

Fortunately, as of the writing of this newsletter, there has been no Coronavirus in the village. However, the spiky tail of the 

pandemic will be economic and the breadth and depth of its harm is still yet unknown.  It is still an emerging crisis.  Aware 

of this, the Guatemala Partnership is working to think about ways we can assist our friends.  And in turn, our friends have 

been thinking about us.  A resident of Santa Maria Tzeja, Santiago Boton, recently sent us the following message: “Please 

pass on our solidarity to the Needham church. As human beings I realize that we are all experiencing the same concerns 

right now, albeit in different ways. Just this afternoon I managed to grasp the extent of the problem that many states in the 

US are facing and that for the past several days seems to have been hidden from the world's sight.”  A reminder that we are 

all in this together.  

CLAUSEN     (PG 1) 



 

 

 

 

Emerging Needs for Santa Maria Tzeja 

Bill  Garrett 

As we approach the projected peak of COVID-19 cases in Massachusetts, it is important to remember we are a part 

of a worldwide pandemic. As Jeff Clausen concludes in the separate article, “Santa María Tzejá Responds to Corona-

virus”, we are all in this together. Prior experience suggests viral outbreaks disproportionately impact the most vul-

nerable.  

Due to the current state of emergency and social distancing guidelines in Massachusetts, it has been necessary to 

postpone our traditional spring fundraisers for an undetermined amount of time – The Needham Community Serva-

thon, and Annual Yardsale.   While we will miss these opportunities for fellowship, the need to support the commu-

nity of Santa María Tzejá has never been greater. 

In response, we are establishing the Guatemala Partnership Emerging Needs Fund. This will be an unrestricted fund 

but with goals of protecting food security, health care emergencies, education continuity, and preparations to reo-

pen schools when that becomes possible. 

Please consider making a contribution of any size. Checks can be made payable to the Congregational Church of 

Needham, noted for the Guatemala Partnership, and mailed to: 

 

Brenda Metzler 

21 Castano Court 

Needham, MA 02494.  

 

Thanks for keeping the community of Santa María Tzejá in your thoughts and prayers. 


