
If you have traveled with us to Guatemala you 
have probably bought a chicken potholder from 
Maria. Her friendly yet firm sales technique has 
won over many of our team members, and even 
brought her into our scholarship program in 2013. 
After a decade in the program she graduated from 
university with a Bachelor of Social Work. In 2024 
she was invited to speak at the United Nations 
68th session of the Commission on the Status of 
Women as an advocate for the rights of indigenous 
women in Guatemala. As you will see below, she is 
articulate as well as persistent. 

Being selected for a Pura Vida scholarship in 2013 
was a great blessing in my life. I have 9 siblings, 
and my parents couldn’t provide an education 
for everyone. The scholarship not only provided 
financial assistance but also helped me under-
stand that with effort and dedication, it’s possible 
to achieve my dreams.

In university I studied social work, something 
I had always dreamed of. Thanks to my 

preparation and dedication, in 2024 
I was given an opportunity which 

once seemed unattainable: to 
visit the United States. I was 

very nervous because it 
was my first time getting 
on a plane, but it was 
a very nice experience. 
Without the scholarship, 
none of this would have 

happened.

Today I can proudly say that 
my education has opened 

doors for me in various organi-
zations, which now offer me positions 

related to my field. This has allowed me not only 
to grow professionally but also to contribute 
financially to my household. With my earnings, I 
can now help my parents and contribute to my 
family’s expenses, which fills me with satisfaction 
and gratitude.

I am deeply grateful to my sponsors, Laura and 
Mike, for believing in me, for giving me the 
opportunity to achieve my goals, and above 
all, for helping me give back to my family after 
everything they have done for me. Their support 
allowed me to study, train, and have the oppor-
tunity to improve my life and the lives of those 
around me. Without the scholarship, my story 
would have been very different. 

In the future I want to work in organizations that 
support young people and families, so I can share 
my experience, motivate them, and show them 
that anything you dream of can be achieved with 
effort and dedication.

I want to invite donors and Pura Vida to continue 
supporting more children and young people 
in Guatemala, because our country truly needs 
it. Every contribution, large or small, not only 
provides them with resources and opportunities, 
but also gives them hope and motivation to 
keep going. Children and young people can 
dream big, develop their talents, and begin to 
believe that with effort and dedication, anything 
is possible.
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Maria’s sponsors  
Mike & Laura Richards.

Maria graduated from university with a 
Bachelor of Social Work.

You can sponsor  
the education  

of a student  
like Maria

puravida.org/education

Market Vendor, Social Worker, Advocate:
Maria’s persistence is legendary

“Every act 
of support not only  

provides resources and 
opportunities, but also leaves 

a legacy of hope and  
motivation that inspires us 

to keep dreaming  
and striving.”



Pura Vida is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit  
organization with  
programs in Guatemala.

The mission of Pura Vida is 
to facilitate the sharing of 
resources with communities 
in Guatemala in a meaningful, 
respectful, and long term way. 
Our primary focus is on provid-
ing educational opportunities 
for children in rural villages 
through scholarships, tutoring, 
and support of local schools. 
We encourage others to work 
with us as we give our time, 
knowledge, and resources to 
help poor rural communities 
attain a standard of living in 
which their children can thrive.
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Back in much simpler days 
when I was just getting to 
know Guatemala, I discovered 
that children were often the 
unofficial ambassadors of their 
country. While adults were 
working in the fields or in the 
home, the youngest children 
roamed their neighborhood 
in search of the unexpected. 
Visitors were intercepted 
immediately, and then followed 
until they stopped to talk.

Honestly, there was not a lot 
else for kids to do in a dusty 
little town like Lemoa, nor for 
me. So we hung out for hours. I 
didn’t speak a word of Spanish, 
but they didn’t see that as a 
barrier to engagement. I had 
no choice but to just listen.

As my Spanish got better I was 
able to get a word in here and 
there. Since the local Mayan 
population spoke Spanish as 
a distant second language to 
their native K’iche, we were 
soon on fairly even footing. 
We had no agenda and plenty 
of time, so our conversations 
wandered. I was surprised to 

hear little kids talking politics, 
but they had a wide range. 
Due to sheer interest, I 
continued to mostly listen.

One day as I sat with two 
of my favorite ragamuffins 
on the side of a dirt road, 
exchanging jokes and probably 
fleas, I had a conversation that I 
will never forget. An evergreen 
topic came up: favorite foods. I 
mentioned cookies and milk at 
some point, and got a wistful 
response from the kids. They 
knew what cookies were, but 
milk was a rare luxury. The seeds 
of our annual milk program 
were planted at that moment by 
two small girls who didn’t even 
wear shoes.

Pura Vida’s main programs grew 
from similar listening. After I 
had become a fixture in Lemoa, 
local teachers approached with 
a proposal for encouraging their 
graduating 6th graders to move 
on to higher things. The first 
six members of our scholarship 
program started that year.

Pura Vida continues to listen. 
We listen to our students, our 

staff, and our local NGO in 
Guatemala. Listening is a core 
component of our philosophy 
of building self-sufficiency at 
the grassroots level instead 
of trying to “fix things” in a 
top-down fashion. After more 
than 20 years, this approach has 
continued to be sustainable and 
engaging.  

Mark Ely,  
Executive Director

The team from St. Luke’s UMC helped distribute 611 bags of powdered 
milk to families in the village of Lemoa. The milk was provided by many 
generous donors who supported our annual Guatemala Milk program last 
year. It provides vital nutrition to many families once a year.

Each bag of powdered milk makes about 4-1/2 gallons. One mother 
approached Laura Richards after receiving the milk, saying that she was so 
happy that her young son could have milk for dinner that night!  
Thank you for your support of this vital program. 

From the Executive Director

Milk Program Builds Healthy Communities

What Makes Pura Vida Different?

The ragamuffins in question 
were eventually sponsored for 
scholarships, and have gone  
on to raise their own families.



St. Luke’s UMC

St. Luke’s UMC team worked very hard to build 
cinder-block walls for a home for Angelica, 
her mother and young son, and a kitchen for 
Lucia and her family. We worked under the 
direction of the Guatemalan construction 
leaders and alongside the families.

It was great to connect again with longtime 
friends, construction foremen, Maco and 
Diego, and partners, Amilcar and Fausto, 
President and Vice President of the Board of 
Directors of Pura Vida in Guatemala.

The house and kitchen will be completed 
soon by the Guatemalan workers. All 
materials and labor have been prepaid by  
St. Luke’s donors.

Our team also visited 20 Pura Vida schol-
arship sponsored students. Pura Vida’s 
primary mission is the education of children 
in this area of the Western Highlands of 
Guatemala. At these individual meetings, 
there was so much heart-warming joy on the 
part of the students and their parents, as well 
as sponsors or their representatives. 

Some of the team, including Dr. Jim Ramsey, 
visited the John Wesley School a private 
school which St. Luke’s helped develop. In 
past years, St. Luke’s musicians conducted 
band camps – a program now on hold 
because of a lack of funding for a band 
director. On the visit, Jim met with Amilcar 
and Fausto, who are the co-founders and 
principals of the school, and he inspected the 
instruments donated by St. Luke’s.

Another day we enjoyed interacting with the 
students at the Rosario School in Lemoa. The 
school was originally built with cornstalks. 
Over the years Pura Vida teams built concrete 
block classrooms and a kitchen. Each year, 
Ken Fong takes individual photos of students. 
Students then glue-stick their photo onto 
card stock and decorate the “frames”.

The outdoor activities at Rosario School were 
wild! There were stomp rockets, jump ropes, 
soccer balls, beach balls and bubble wands. 
There was so much laughter and excitement!

We enjoyed some unique cultural experi-
ences on the trip - shopping at the world 
famous Chichicastenango market, going on 
a tour of the cemetery and a Mayan spiritual 
site, and a day in Antigua.

Thank you, St. Luke’s, for your support of our 
21-year relationship with Pura Vida and the 
people of Guatemala!

Betsy Keyack

Loveland UMC /Hill Top UMC 

Before we left for Chichicastenango, 
Guatemala, team coordinator at FUMC 
Loveland, Charlie B. joked, “On Friday the 
13th, 21 people from two different churches 
in two different states are flying from six 
different airports to connect at one gate in 
Houston for the same flight to Guatemala. 
What could go wrong?” 

As it turned out, nothing. Everyone made 
it into the country on the same airplane at 
the same time. The  smooth travel was a 
precursor to a blessed week in Guatemala.

Even as the teams from FUMC (CO) and 
Hilltop UMC (UT) bonded in down time and 
at our separate work site, our team coalesced 
into an efficient body of workers. After 
meeting the Gámez-Loarca family (father-
Santos, mother-Virginia, and young sons, our 
team transported upwards of 300, 30-35# 
cinder blocks up a hill to the home site. We 
passed the cinder blocks from person to 
person until all blocks were neatly stacked and 
waiting to become the new home’s walls, over 
the next four days.

Santos eagerly jumped right in to work 
alongside us. It was a joy to watch his joy as he 
helped construct his family’s home. Working 
alongside us, too, was Lucky (pronounced 
Looky), our translator. Last year, she was the 
first in her family to graduate from college, 
thanks to Pura Vida support. We were blessed 
to have her on our team.

As one of our team members explained, “It’s 
a great feeling being around our crew, the 
family we are assisting and the locals leading 
the way.” God did, indeed, bless the week. We 
finished building in record time, I’m told.

Yet more than that, it was serving together, 
making new friends with the Hilltop UMC 
team, connecting with the Gámez-Loarca 
family, getting to know our translators, Lucky 
and Andrea, reconnecting with Maco, the 
local site supervisor, visiting the Rosario 
School and worshiping at the local UMC on 
Sunday evening.

On Ash Wednesday, Charlie B., gave me 
ash from the fireplace in his room and at the 
combined evening team meeting, we shared 
in a simple and sacred imposition of ashes 
ceremony. What a deep and lasting blessing it 
was to meet, serve, learn and grow together 
with our new – and old – friends in Guatemala.

Rev. Leslie Wood

Spring 2026 Guatemala trip reports



Presorted
First-Class Mail 

PAID
Denver, CO

Permit No. 2495
Pura Vida
PO Box 843
Salida, CO 81201

Sponsor a student,  
nurture a dream  

Help create brighter futures for the children in Guatemala

Save the Date

2026 Annual Gathering  
& Silent Auction

Friday, November 6
Highlands Ranch, Colorado


