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On Friday, I had the opportunity to return to my house from two years ago and visit with the family. To say it was an emotional day would be a huge understatement. We loaded up into a pickup truck and headed to another area in Santa Maria de Jesus about 5 minutes away. As we drove down the hill, I began to recognize the street.
However, once we arrived, there was a mutual feeling of disappointment as we learned that the families were not there. We looked around at one of the two houses and Bill pointed out the flaws in our handiwork. But as I looked around, I saw nothing but a structure. We headed back to the trucks and planned to return after lunch, when the kids would be back from school. I can’t speak for everyone, but the feeling that I felt was hard to explain. At lunch, Mr. Searl was able to put my emotions into words when he pointed out that we were all let down because the family wasn’t there. None of us really cared to see the house. What really mattered were the people who welcomed us into their community and loved us as members of their families. For me, this trip is not about the money we raise and the houses we build, but the relationships we form.
After an incredible lunch that the family prepared for us, we once again climbed back into the truck to try again. This time, as we headed down the hill, I spotted the families waiting for us. After rounds of hugs and greetings, we followed them back to their houses and handed out clothing and toys.
After handing out Beanie Babies to 3 of the children, I sat down on the floor of their house and played with them. We tossed and juggled the Beanie Babies back and forth as their mother watched from the side. Slowly, as the giggles got louder, neighbors began to wander into the house. After a while, one of the workers from From Houses to Homes came in to get me so we could head back to our current houses. I took a few seconds to look around at the faces. Looking around, I saw family members and neighbors who had welcomed me into their homes two years ago. At that moment, I tried to remember how devastated I felt when I thought I would never see this family again.  And as stood up, I was overwhelmed by emotions. Both of the girls tugged on my arms and wrapped me in hugs. The older girl, Erica, turned to me and asked why I was crying. I told her I was crying because I love her and her family so much. But that simple explanation doesn’t even begin to describe the feelings I have toward the family. Her mom called her over to the bed in the corner of the house and pulled a picture of the wall. Erica ran back to me and handed me a picture of her and her little sister, Blanca, and their neighbor, Anna.  I commented on the picture and tried to give it back, but the mom stopped me. She told me to keep it as a memory of her family and to remember that they think and pray for me every day. After another round of hugs and tearful goodbyes, I climbed back into the truck full of thoughts and emotions.
In the two years between trips, I had forgotten just how much this family meant to me. And while materialistic gifts brought smiles to their faces, I could never thank them and tell them how much they had given me. They had treated me as family and let me into their lives knowing nothing about me.
I continued to think about the relationships I had formed and the lessons I had learned as we went back to our houses for this trip. And when we got back and got out of the trucks, we were met by a mass of children running towards us. We followed them to the houses and gathered for the key ceremony. As I held one of the girls, her sister Maria held on to my side, never losing contact. After taking pictures in their new house, the girls surrounded me and we all embraced each other as we cried.
I was touched so much that these young girls were so attached to all of us. I held tight to Maria as she cried until she reached toward my face and wiped a tear from my cheek and then returned her head to my shoulder. And even though I had to leave and head toward the trucks, the girls followed all of us. Maria followed me into the street, her hand never loosening its grip. I suddenly realized that even though she had just received a new house with a roof and a locking door, unlike anything she had had before, she was willing to leave that behind in an instant to follow me and say goodbye.
This trip to Guatemala is truly about relationships. And through the relationships we build with the families, I have been forced to reflect on just how important relationships are. It was wonderful to witness how everyone in the community cared for one another. Neighbors were sharing in the joy of the family who was receiving a new house, even though they were still living in cornstalk houses. The sense of community is so strong and they truly support one another however they can. This was something that I really took to heart today as I looked around and felt the support of the families when I was feeling emotionally overwhelmed. They were there for me. Many times, I have found it easier to build walls and block people out than to form any sort of bond. But part of me wonders if that sense of community and support is what makes it possible for these families to survive in their current conditions.  It’s a lot for me to soak in, but I know it will be in my thoughts for a long time. As cheesy as it sounds, these families have given me a new view on relationships and support which far out values a cinderblock house.
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