
Open the Eyes of My Heart, Lord 

From July 18 to Aug 2, 2011, 
twenty five youth and adults from 
Ascension Lutheran Church in 
Edmonton, AB experienced the 
sounds, sights, smells, tastes, and 
touch of Colombia, South 
America.  We prayed that God 
would open our eyes to the people 
of Colombia, to build relationships 
and to learn from our brothers and 
sisters in Christ. We were touched 
deeply by our experience, and 
found ourselves inspired by the 
people we were privileged to meet.  

After arriving in Bogota on Monday night, within 12 hours we found ourselves plunged 
into the reality that faces many Colombians. 
We visited two sectors of southern Bogota, 
where people who have been displaced by 

 have 
settled. In Caracoli, we visited with children 
and single mothers, some of whom we met 
on our journey to Colombia in 2009. A day 
program run by the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Colombia (IELCO) teaches moms 
life skills and provides a safe haven for 
children. A radio program for youth is being 
held on Saturdays to teach values and 
problem solving strategies without violence, 
for youth at risk of getting involved in gangs 
and

drugs. Soon these youth will make a radio program 
that will be broadcast over the Internet to 
communicate the positive messages they have learned 
with others.

From this neighborhood we traveled up and down the 
mountainside to Ciudad Bolivar where the IELCO 
runs a day program for seniors. It was wonderful to 
see familiar faces at this centre, and we shared a 
delicious lunch, were treated to traditional Colombian 
dancing, and even had the opportunity to dance with 
the seniors ourselves! Pastor Natanael, a Colombian 
pastor now serving in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, 



accompanied us and summarized our 
experience with this community when he 
said that these brothers and sisters in Christ, 
who show us their ability to dance and enjoy 
life despite their incredible adversities, are 
truly an inspiration to us all.  

From Bogota we traveled through beautiful 
mountain ranges to the city of Villavicencio 
which lies at the foot of the mountains and 

warmly welcomed by the members of the 
Mision La Victoria, a small mission congregation 
that meets on the first floor of Pastor Luz Marly
home. We were brought to the community of Villa 
Hermosa, a very poor settlement on the outskirts of 
Villavicencio, filled with families who have been 
displaced from their homes and farms. In this 
community we were struck by the selflessness of a 
young mother who invited us into her very humble 
home and told us how blessed she was to have 
running water (albeit for 2 hours per day) as she 
knew there were still people without running water. 
She hoped that these families too would be assisted 
like she was. We listened to the stories of families 
who were forced to leave their farms after being  
threatened or killed by guerillas or paramilitary 
groups.  People in this community expressed deep 
gratitude to God and to the Lutheran Church of both Colombia and Canada for the help 
they have received.  

The next community we visited was Paz de Ariporo. We worshiped with the 
congregation of Emmanuel Lutheran, 
a church founded by the first 
missionaries to Colombia, Pastor 
Gerhard and Helene Ostrem.  We 
visited the children of the CELCO 
School (Colegio Evangelico Luterana 
de Colombia), a school run by the 
Lutheran church. CELCO schools 
originally started to give Lutheran 
children the opportunity to go to 

n of 
Protestants and these children were 
not welcome in the Catholic run 



schools. Now approximately 50 students attend this private school where all are 
welcome. The children treated us with songs and traditional dancing of the llanos 

(Joropo), and we planted trees together 
to commemorate our visit and the 
relationship we share. We were 
continually amazed by the Colombian 
people who make it a priority to pass on 
their culture to the next generation. We 
spent an afternoon at the finca (ranch) of 
retired Pastor Hernan Ariza where we 

-b-
beef, llanero style! A truly cultural 
experience complete with horse back 
riding. While in Paz de Ariporo we had 
the opportunity to visit the local hospital 

where one of our participants, Dr. 
staff from the hospital and a nearby clinic. 

From Paz de Ariporo we traveled by bus 
along narrow mountain roads to 
Sogamoso in the department of Boyaca. 
In Sogamoso we visited the CELCO 
School founded by Joyce Bergh, 
missionary from Alberta, and Pastor 
Gerhard and Helene Ostrem. Over 400 
students attend this school as many 
parents choose Christian based 
education for their children. Again the 
students gave us the gift of song and 
dance. It was obvious that much work 
had gone into preparing for the event, and we were honored by this gift. Our group 
presented the school with 25 English books for the library, which prior to our visit had 

only 3 English books. In the evening 
we worshiped with the congregation 
of El Consolador and were deeply 
touched by the welcome that they 
gave us and the relationship we share 
with these brothers and sisters in 
Christ.

Back in Bogota we came home to the 
convent where we had stayed the 
week before. The sisters welcomed 
us back as friends and we 
experienced their gracious hospitality 
once again. We visited the largest of 



the CELCO schools at San Lucas 
Lutheran Church where we enjoyed 
another program of song and 
traditional dancing. We met the 
principal, who told us that this 
neighborhood is a very challenging 
one due to the number of gangs, 
drugs, and subsequent violence. He 
was proud to tell us that in the past 4 
years, not even a fistfight has broken 
out at the CELCO School, and that 
this school offers kids an alternative. 

have to outstretch their hands asking 

music teacher, Martin, who awed us with his dedication to the children. Martin teaches 
music at the school Monday to Friday, leads the worship team on Sundays, and on 

Saturday July 30 we visited this 
neigh
Verdadera (The True Vine), one of 

This ministry serves single mothers and 
their children, as well as hearing and 
cognitively impaired children who have 
been abandoned by their parents. Friday 
nights and Saturdays participants learn 
how to make crafts such as handbags, 
sandals, jewelry, and gift bags, that they 
sell in order to bring in a small income.  A 

kindergarten program from Monday to Friday is provided for children whose parents 
work as recyclers or street vendors. 
These children now have an 
alternative to being left alone at home 
or on the street. We were blessed to 
see this ministry in person and to meet 
the individuals who we look forward 
to having a continued relationship 
with in the future. 

We worshiped with the San Lucas 
Lutheran congregation on Sunday July 
31st. We were delighted that Pastor 



John Rojas and wife Olga made the effort to have their worship team learn some songs in 
English! It was indeed a bilingual service, with Scripture read in both languages and the 

sermon by our own Pastor Larry 
Kochendorfer that was translated into 
Spanish. We shared communion with our 
brothers and sisters in Christ with Bishop 
Eduardo Martinez and Pastor Larry 
presenting the Words of Institution in 
Spanish over the bread and in English 
over the wine. Worshiping together in this 
way filled us with a sense of community. 
We were treated to a delicious lunch 
following the service. 

The journey concluded with a visit to the 
IELCO office to speak with Bishop Martinez and staff. We learned more about the 

the mission and vision of the Lutheran 
Church in Colombia. We learned that 
our sister church serves the underserved 
without any expectations that these 
individuals would become members of 
the Lutheran Church. They serve simply 
because people are in need. We also 
visited the World Service office, a 
division of the Lutheran World 
Federation where we learned about the 
work of the LWF in Colombia. 

Our journey to Colombia was about building relationships with our brothers and sisters in 
Christ from our Companion Synod. However we came away with more than we ever 
could have imagined. We learned valuable lessons by the examples that we witnessed. 
Single mothers taught us the meaning of being truly thankful for what you have. Seniors 

inspired us to laugh and dance despite 
adversity. Children showed us the 
meaning of hospitality. And a group of 
kids with hearing impairments 
demonstrated in the silence of sign 
language and smiles that with God, all 
things are possible. 

We will be sharing this experience with 
all who wish to hear it, formally in 
presentations by the group, and 
informally on an individual basis. We are 
now challenged to act on what we have 



learned from the Colombian people in our own country. In the words of one of our youth: 


