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Pictures of the Colombia trip can be viewed at http://www.albertasynod.ca/gallery2/ 

At the invitation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Colombia (Iglesia Evangéélica Luterana
de Colombia - IELCO), thirteen members of the Synod of Alberta and the Territories raised
money, packed their bags, and traveled to Colombia. This is a beautiful country of mountains,
plains, rivers, and ocean coast. It is filled with wonderful, warm and hospitable people. It has
also experienced civil war for fifty years, and has the highest number of internally displaced
people of any country in the world. Out of a population of around forty million, three million are
displaced. This is the reality our sisters and brothers in IELCO live with every day. They
currently work in five displaced persons camps throughout the country. 

In consultation with Pastor Joséé Hernáán Ariza, projects were identified that would be suitable
for the team from our synod. The first was to renovate the church school in Paz de Ariporo into a
residence for students from outlying areas who wished to attend school above grade five. They
would live in a Christian environment during the week, and travel home on weekends. Many of
IELCO’’s congregations have schools because there were few government schools available.
Now that the government is supporting schools, the church schools are no longer needed to the
same degree. The second part of this project was to raise funds to assist the school in Paz de
Ariporo to continue the lower grades of the school for another year, to see if it could be made
viable with renewed leadership. Many parents wished to continue to send their children to this
school, even with government schools available. Paz de Ariporo is a community on the plains
about an eight hour bus trip from Bogotáá. 

As this project unfolded, a companion project developed through Pastor Ariza’’s acquaintance
with Victor Fernáández, a fire fighter in St. Albert. Pastor Ariza was aware that the volunteer fire
department in Paz de Ariporo was desperately ill-equipped. Victor set about to collect used fire
fighting equipment like helmets, suits, gloves, and boots from fire departments around Alberta.
As he was doing this, Victor’’s daughter asked about the children of the fire fighters, and set
about collecting about 100 pairs of shoes for the children of Paz de Ariporo. This equipment was
assembled in 13 hockey bags and transported to Bogotáá by the team. 

The second project was to work with displaced people in Villa Hermosa, a camp on the outskirts
of Villavicencio, a city about two and a half hours by bus from Bogotáá. 

The team consisted of Pastor Dennis Aicken, Emmanuel, Calgary, Richard and Lesley Quast,
Shepherd King, Calgary, Diane Kilbourn and Devon Kilbourn, Advent, Calgary, Mark
Hambridge, First, Calgary, Anton and Kim Solomon and Sheila McCready, Trinity, Whitehorse,
Ron Grue, Messiah, Camrose, Pastor Joséé Hernáán and Marjory Ariza, St. Albert, St. Albert,
and Bishop Stephen Kristenson. Victor Fernáández was hoping to come with the team to visit



personally with the firefighters (bomberos) in Paz de Ariporo, but was unable to get his schedule
coordinated. Harry Hoyer, also from St. Albert, was planning to be part of the team, but family
concerns prevented him from coming. 

On January 28, 2005, Pastor Ariza, Ron Grue, and Devon Kilbourn left for Bogotáá as an
advance team. They registered with the Canadian Embassy, connected with IELCO, and headed
to Paz de Ariporo to begin the work on the school. Pastor Ariza made community connections,
arranged for registration with police and military, and connected with local suppliers. Ron Grue
assessed the building, designed the modifications, hired local workers, purchased materials, and
the work began. Devon worked along with the local labourers to prepare the site, knock out
openings for doors, rough in plumbing, mix and pour cement. Former classrooms would become
four bedrooms, two bathrooms, a dining room and living room; a science lab became a kitchen.
New appliances were purchased to make the kitchen usable. Living quarters for house parents
were designed. Shower and toilet enclosures were roughed in and plumbed. The water system
was redesigned and a new sewer line was put in. Kitchen plumbing was installed. (On the side,
Ron repaired/renewed plumbing problems in the parsonage.) 

On February 9, the remaining 10 members departed for Colombia, five from Edmonton, five
from Calgary. Those from Edmonton flew without incident to Bogotáá, making a fairly tight
connection in Toronto. Those traveling from Calgary missed the Toronto connection because of
weather delays, and ended up traveling via Caracas, Venezuela (with many twists and turns
along the way), arriving in Bogotáá Thursday evening, 24 hours after the Edmonton group. The
bomberos from Paz de Ariporo were waiting for us in Bogotáá to pick up the fire fighting
equipment, so they also had to wait another day to receive the rest of the equipment before they
headed back home. 

Once we were all collected in Bogotáá, on Friday we registered our passports with the Canadian
Embassy, and visited the headquarters of IELCO. We were wonderfully hosted by local families
in Bogotáá and had opportunity to see some of this city of over 8 million people lodged in the
mountains at an elevation of 8500 feet. On Saturday morning we visited the Gold Museum in
Bogotáá, which gave us a very good overview of the history of Colombia. In the afternoon we
visited the Catedral de Sal (Salt Cathedral) in Zipaquira, about 20 kilometres outside of Bogotáá.
This is a church that has been created by designing the way salt was mined in a mountain that
has enough salt to last between 500 and 1000 years at the present rate of extraction. There was
an old cathedral on the same site that had to be closed because there was danger of collapse. This
one was opened in 1994. Salt has been mined here since time immemorial. It is huge, and truly
spectacular. It is used regularly for worship, as well as conferences and concerts. The main nave
can seat 1000. 

We worshiped in the congregations of our host families on Sunday. On Monday, February 14,
we departed by bus for Paz de Ariporo, arriving at supper time. Pastor Ariza had arranged for a
local family to provide our group with meals for the duration of our stay. After an evening
devotion with the whole group finally together, we found places to sleep throughout the
parsonage and the church building, using mattresses that were purchased for the residence.
Fortunately, bugs were few and gave us no problems. Our day started at sunrise, around 6 a.m.,
and we quickly fell into a routine. Some got into the construction of 27 sets of bunk beds and



five dining room tables. Others painted interior and exterior walls. Others painted trim and doors
and windows. Others got involved with plumbing and tiling of the bathrooms. We broke for
breakfast at 7:30, then worked til lunch at 12:30, then to supper. The sun set at around 6 p.m.,
and we all noted the lack of twilight. Jesus’’ words, ““work while it is day, for the night is
coming when no one can work””, was very appropriate, and reflects his experience at similar
latitudes. For us northerners, this abrupt cessation of light was remarkable and took some getting
used to. 

On Tuesday evening, the women of Emmanuel Lutheran Church in Paz de Ariporo invited us to
a Bible study and supper (a tasty concoction of rice, vegetables, and chicken cooked in banana
leaves). On Wednesday evening, we had another Bible study with Olga, the local pastor’’s wife.
The local pastor had left for a course in Bogotáá, so we did not meet him until the following
Sunday evening. On Thursday evening, Pastor Ariza arranged for local musicians and dancers to
present local songs, music, poetry, and dance. The instruments were typical of the area - folk
harp, a four string quarter-sized guitar, and maracas. The performers were excellent, and it was a
wonderful exposure to the culture into which we had come. 

By Friday the project was coming together. New sidewalks were mixed and poured and a lot of
the accumulated building debris and old desks were cleared out. 

Friday evening we continued to work on the project. Saturday morning we worked until noon,
then the bomberos (fire fighters) took us by bus to a local farm where the mayor, a representative
of the regional government, and the leader of the bomberos provided a program where they
formally expressed appreciation for the equipment we had brought with us. This was followed by
a wonderful meal of beef roasted on spits leaned up against a hardwood fire, potatoes, yucca, and
rice. Some of the local members of the congregation and many of the workers came to help clean
up the grounds both in the morning and in the afternoon while we were away. We continued
work on the school project in the evening. 

Sunday, February 20, we worshiped with the people of Emmanuel. The workers we had hired to
help with the project were invited to church with their families, and they all came. The church
was filled. After worship, the congregation treated us to a feast where they literally killed the
fatted calf. A calf was selected from Pastor Ariza’’s farm, brought to the church yard,
slaughtered in the early morning, butchered and roasted on the site on spits around a fire.
Sausage was made along with the cuts of beef. We had eaten fresh beef soup for breakfast. With
the customary yucca, potatoes, and rice, the fresh beef was excellent. About 150 people gathered
for the feast and fellowship. In the evening, we finished up some of the cleanup and prepared to
depart. Ron Grue left the completion of the final details in the hands of one of the local men. 

Monday, February 21, we gathered at the bus depot. It was very moving to see the workers Ron
had hired come to the depot to see us off. We had developed quite a community working
together. We then traveled by bus to Villavicencio, arriving mid-afternoon. We were met there
by Bishop Sigifredo Buitrago and Marta Wilches, the community development officer of the
IELCO. We were also introduced to two plain-clothes military men who would be our escorts
and constant companions for the time we were in Villavicencio. While we settled into a local
hotel, a couple of us went out to Villa Hermosa, one of the displaced persons camps on the



outskirts of the city to assess the situation and make preparations for our work there. Tuesday
morning we went to Villa Hermosa. Bishop Buitrago and Marta Wilches accompanied us to
introduce us to the leaders there. After an opening devotion, several members of the community
described their situation to us, and we had opportunity to look around the village and hear the
stories of some of the people. 

Villa Hermosa is only about three years old. Most of the houses are simply shacks built of
whatever materials are available. People have come from all over the area after having been
forced from their homes, farms, or plantations, by parties involved in the civil war. Many have
lost loved ones besides all their possessions. They are working together in this new place,
starting as squatters, but actively involved in purchasing the land upon which their homes are
being built. Several have already begun work on permanent houses of cement and block. The
people were friendly, hard working, and even optimistic even in the face of the hardships they
have experienced. They are working off site in various jobs, and trying to make a life for
themselves and their families. We were impressed by the cleanliness of the camp in spite of the
fact that many had dirt or cement slab floors. There was a community centre for meetings, which
contained a drug store and infirmary which was visited by a doctor from time to time. It also had
a kitchen given by the church, in which several women were being trained as cooks, which will
help them to get work in the city. It also contained a library which is being managed by a
volunteer from the camp. We also visited a day care centre which was being run by a woman
who is not displaced, but who chooses to live here to provide this service. This makes it possible
for single mothers to work outside the home. She has 13 children in her care. While she has
applied to the government for assistance in getting equipment for this centre, no help has come.
One member of our group decided to get chairs and tables for the children, as they were eating
and playing on the cement floor. 

After lunch on Tuesday, we visited the new IELCO mission in Villavicencio, which will be the
primary contact for work in Villa Hermosa. The mission is served by a lay evangelist, Luz
Maria. Later in the afternoon, we returned to Villa Hermosa where a couple of our group worked
with local women to sew clothing for themselves and their families, and some worked with the
children of the camp providing Christian education. The children were very responsive and the
group had a great time with them. 

Meanwhile, Ron Grue had discovered that what the camp needed was a little house to enclose
their water well and pump. The well was deep, providing very good water. It was drilled by
Action of Churches Together (ACT), a consortium of international Christian relief and
development agencies of which the Lutheran World Federation is a member. Water is pumped
from the well by a gasoline pump up into an elevated water tank. It is distributed to the houses of
the community through plastic pipes. When we arrived, there was a single valve to which the
hoses would be connected in turn. When they were not being used, they were lying open on the
ground. Ron designed a pump house with a cement floor and brick walls. He built a manifold
with 21 valves on the inside of the building, with fittings on the outside of the building to which
the various pipes are connected. 

On Monday evening, Ron arranged for cement and bricks to be delivered. He hired three men
from Villa Hermosa to mix cement and do the brick work. They began work on Tuesday



morning. By Tuesday evening, the cement floor was poured, the brick walls were up almost a
meter, and the assembly of the distribution valves was well underway. People who stopped by to
see how the work was progressing were invited to participate in the assembly of the valves (with
over 1000 connections altogether). The place was humming. 

On Wednesday morning, work continued on the pump house, furniture for the day care centre
was purchased and delivered, the sewing of clothes was under way, and we had opportunity for
more visits with the people of the community, and informal working with children. After lunch,
another gathering with the children of the community was scheduled. By sundown, the pump
house was finished with all but a couple of rounds of bricks and the tin roof and door installed.
All the loose hoses were connected to clean, sanitary fittings. The clothes the women were
sewing were finished or well under way. By the time we left, many in the community had
gathered around the sewing area (the only place with lights from a generator) to say farewell. All
of us were very moved by our experience here, and, I suspect, this was a life-changing
experience for many. 

On Thursday, we departed by bus for Bogotáá, and thanks to a spectacular seat sale, we were
able to make a quick trip to Cartagena, the primary seaport of Colombia, and an historic city
dating back to the 1700s. We visited the Rosario Islands, an oceanic national park, and visited
the city, absorbing its history and experiencing another of the major regions of Colombia. We
returned to Bogotáá on Saturday afternoon and reconnected with our billets. 

On Sunday, February 27, we all gathered with the congregation of El Redentor Lutheran Church
in Bogotáá. Their new pastor, Eduardo Martíínez, was installed. Bishop Buitrago presided,
Bishop Kristenson preached, Pastor Ariza translated and assisted with communion, and the rest
of the group sang songs in both Spanish and English during communion. A reception was held
following the service at which we were able to visit with many IELCO people and to say our
farewells. We stayed a final night with our billets. 

Early Monday morning, February 28, we gathered at El Dorado International Airport in Bogotáá
bright and early to check in and go through the departure process with customs and immigration,
which is fairly complex. Our flight was on time, and while we arrived in snow in Toronto, both
Calgary and Edmonton outbound flights were more or less on time, and all returned safely
Monday evening. The Whitehorse folks needed to wait in Edmonton for their return flight on
Wednesday. 

From my perspective, this was a very important trip. The members of the group had a personal
opportunity to get acquainted with our companion synod, the Iglesia Evangéélica Luterana de
Colombia - IELCO. We had the chance to visit with several congregations and understand a bit
better the circumstances in which our companion synod ministers. We experienced a country that
still suffers from a fifty-year-long civil war. We realized very quickly how much we take for
granted. We had to be careful what we ate and drank. We had to think about where we walked in
cities. We experienced the ever-present military patrols both in the cities as well as along
country highways. We were aware of ongoing guerilla activity as we read the local newspapers. 

My hope is that our companion synod relationship will continue to grow as more people are now



personally aware of the situation in which our companion synod serves. I hope that the
congregations represented by the people on this visit will now make ongoing connections with
the congregations with whom we met. I hope that other congregations might contact IELCO with
the intention of making connections with other IELCO congregations and missions. We have a
tremendous opportunity to get to know another part of the world much more intimately. This will
have a tremendous effect on how we think about mission and ministry in the world, and our
partnerships in ministry worldwide. 

It is difficult to find words adequate to express my thanks and appreciation to all who
participated in this journey. Each person contributed unique gifts to make the journey successful,
and I was impressed by the commitment of time, energy, and resources to make this journey
possible. I think we bonded as a group and came to understand and respect one another deeply. I
suspect that this has been a life-changing experience for all of us. 

I want to express special thanks and appreciation to Pastor Ariza, whose vision helped to shape
the projects with which we were involved, and who made all the local arrangements and did the
public relations work as we went along; to Marjory Ariza, who did the coordinating of tickets,
insurance, vaccinations, and all the other travel arrangements from Canada, as well as the
accounting for the projects and coordinating of the financial arrangements en route; and to Ron
Grue, who served as project foreman and did design work, hired and coordinated local labourers,
acquired materials, and coordinated, encouraged, and motivated the work of us volunteers. None
of this could have been done without the work these fine folks did. 

To God alone be glory. 


