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West I\/I|ch|gan Cathohc Reporter Dec. 1987

Whlle not related by blood, the refugees are a famlly in (he sense that they are together
in coming to a strange country for a better life. They are, from left, Filipi; Olida,
holding her daughter, Gloria; Armando, (husband of Olidia;) Angelica, holding her
daughter Maria; Javier, (husband of Angelica), and Ishmael.(Photo by Tammy Bergsirom)

Guatamalans Who Fled War-Torn Country Happy In GR

by Tammy Bergstrom

They live in Grand Ra-
ids, in what some would
call a poor section of
town, in a house that cost
$5,000. Monthly expenses
for this group of eight

eople, including food,
ﬁeat.dothing. utilities and
their house payment, is
$300.

While most of us would
consider this situation un-
liveable, this group of
Guatamalan refugees is
relieved, even happy, to
be here. Anything is better
than the war-torn country

from which they fled.

The refugees are spon-
sored in this country by
members of Koinonia
House, a group of people
who have declared a
sanctuary for ?eople like
the Guatamalans, who
have no legal right to be
in this country but do not
want to face death in
Guatamala.

Through an interpreter,
they recently gave a ser-
ies of talks in the area to
tell of their plight in Guat-
amala.
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selves as peaceful, non-
political people who sim-
ply do not want to die, and
for that reason alone are
taking refuge in this
country.

In Guatamala, they face
death either by the military
or the gueri!la movement
seeking to overthrow the
government.

One of them, Ishmael,
explained the Catch-22
situation.

"In 1981, (guerillas) be-
gan passing out (propa-
ganda) in the streets.

(Continued on Page 13)

They revealed them-

V.9. DISIIVPS UUYIII LUWET

Profile At Annual Meeting

by William Bole
RNS Washington Writer

WASHINGTON (RNS) The nation's Roman Catholic
bishops, who have taken on a wide range of controvers-
ial issues in recent years, show signs of beating a retreat
from their highly visible posture.

One signal came at their annual meeting in Washing-
ton, which brought together approximately 300 bishops
from around the country. In the closing hours of the Nov.
16-19 gathering, the bishops nearly backed off their long-
standing opposition to U.S. policies toward Central Amer-
ica and to aid to Nicaragua's contra rebels. After much
debate they reaffirmed their traditional stance.

The hierarchy also shied away from adopting a contro-
versial new set of guidelines aimed at resolving disputes

The guidelines, which would have af-
firmed freedom of theological inquiry, also
met with spirited opposition from conserv-
ative prelates.

between bishops and theologians. Relations between the
two have been strained in recent years due to Vatican
crackdowns on theological dissent.

The proposal was taken up as the final item on the
agenda, as bishops were slipping out of the meeting
room to catch planes. As a result, no vote was taken be-
cause the conference had lost its quorum. The guide-
lines, which would have affirmed freedom of theological
inquiry, also met with spirited opposition from conserva-
tive prelates.

Archbishop John May of St. Louis, president of the
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, set the tone of
the meeting with his opening state-of-the-church address.

Past conference presidents have used this forum to
confront pressing issues in the Church. In last year's
address, Bishop James Malone of Youngstown, Ohio,

(Continued on Page 14)
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Lakes arca, they may have been in the Unit-
od States for years.,

The Revs. Anita and Richard Buckwal-
ter, co-pastors of the Church of the Breth-

ren in gave members of a Salvadoran
family sanctuary in a makeshift apartment

in the basement of their church in 1985,
Other members of the Medrano family — a
- refuge in Kalamazoo

Seeking
Sanctuary

By Mary Dempsey

and temporary visas to allow them to return
to the states until that date. But that process
was in February when the Cana-
dizns said woukd no longer allow auto-
matic entry of refugees.

Those who work with the immigrants say
the crossings still continue, ata
slower pace, while the Canadian Par
debates whether to close its borders to polit-
ical refugees.

An immigration lawyer in Toronto sakd
wbmmh&%bym
the scal turmoil that prompts refugees
o north, He said the Reagan Adminis-
tration, not Canada, should handle the prob-
lem, U.S, immigration officials, meanwhile,

Juil seatences, lmer suspended, and a deter-
mination that sasctuary workers be scared
off from ing activity in the movement.
Despite the optimism of the
workers, the government scems to view the
movement as weakening.
ﬂﬁmdﬂ.’ﬁnﬁcm
deputy director of the INS office in Detroit.
“We're not too worried about them right
now." He says refugees in sanctuarics are
mwﬂuedohuthmygbdm
would otherwise be held by legal U.S. resi-
dents, and therefore, are not a top priority
of his ageacy at this time.
He 2lso says some INS attention has been
diverted from the Sanctuary Movement by
Continued on page 38
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By David Benson

he immense house on LaGrave

SE looks somewhat rundown, It's

I throe stories, beige with red trim.
Walking through the front door

is like being transported back to the "6ls.
Political posters fill the walls, the entryway
is lined with bicycles, plants sprout necar
every available window. The furnishings are
sparse, and show evidence of years of wear
and tear, more spartan than cosmopolitan.

But it's not the "60s, although the majority
of the inhabitants’ dress, hairstyles or beards
still seem reminiscent of those politically
charged days. This house isn't a center of
resistance to the war in Vietnam but toward
the violence in Central America and 1o poli-
cies of the Reagan administration believed
to nurture that violence. This is Koinoaia
House, an outpost of the Sanctusry Move-
ment in Grand Rapids.

On the second floor three Guatemalans,
sponsored by sanctuary workers who live
here, are seated on old couches and chairs,
pestered by an aggressively friendly dog
named Moses,

They and three other Guatemalan adults
and two children now live in their own dwell-
ing about a mile away though they, o,
occupied Koinonia House when they first
amved. This arrangement is common for
sanctuasries. For the sake of privacy and
independence, the sponsored family or fam-
ilies occupy their own quarters when possi-
ble while still receiving economic, medical
and legal assistance, “They were happy to
move out.” explained Koinonia House's Jeff
Smith good-naturedly, “They didn't like our
food”

These three men are dark-skinned Mayan
Indians, all campesinos, or peasants. To avoid
retributive acts on their fnends and rela-
tives still in Guatemnala, the three use assumed
names. Part of the sanctuary agreement of
sponsorship is that Ceatral Amernican refu-
goes moot with the media and speak of the
situation in their countries. The three have
been in Grand Rapids since April and inside
the United States for about 2% years.

Only Jabar (pronounced Hah-v-air), wear-
ing a white straw cowboy hat and T-shirt, is
actually flucat in Spanish. Brothers Armando
and Felipe, wearing American jeans or dress
pants and sneakers, are more adept at their
Indian dialect, though Armando, smiling
24 November 1987

Top photo: Koinon Howse residents and friends get together for a potluck celebrating the
autumnal equinox. Battom photo: Koinonia House, lone outpost of the Sanctuary
Movement in GR.

broadly, occasionally interjects a few words,
Smith, admitting to less than perfect Spanish,
translated guestions and answers.

The Guatemalans insisted they loft their
country only “‘cause of the war ... A lot of
people are being killed in Guatemala,” they
said, especially Indians — Spanish and mixed-
blood Guatemalans are more likely to be
part of the power structure, less likely to be
farmers caught in the open countryside
between the wealthy landowners and the
military on one side, the guerillas on the
other. Fortysix people from Jabar’s village
were killed by the military, including his
brother, uncle and cousin, Jabar said the
military comes to peasants and demands
they participate in the war. Those who do
Dot cooperate are shot.

The Guatemalans think about friends and
relatives there often, they said, sending
letters or cassette tapes back and forth. Few
campesinos can read or write, They are
greatly relieved when they receive tapes.
Returned tapes testify family or loved ones
are still alive, Smith says life expectancy in
Guatemala is 44 years.

The Reagan administration and INS offi-

cials freguently assert those migrating through
Mexico and into the United States from
Central Amenica are economic refugees seek-
ing better-paying jobs and are not political
refugees flecing for their lives. It seems the
ultimate irony to the Guatemalans. Armando
laughed and said, "We don't have anything,
and what little we have we send back.” Jabar
reiterated, “We came because of the war,
not because of needing money™ More than
500,000 Guatemalans (the popelation is
scven million) have been displaced from their
homes according to the Amencan Friends
Service Committee; 200,000 bave become
refugees.

Since coming to Grand Rapids the men
have worked picking fruit and timming trees
and shrubs, Asked if they enjoy the work,
Smith, translating, said, "That makes them
happy, yeah ... There's no people ruaning
around with guns in the fields, they say.”
Although many sanctuary refugees work, as
the Guatemalans here, sanctuary sponsors
agree to take care of all material needs for
refugees, shouldering house peyments, insur-
ance and other costs so refugees can sead
whatever money they eam back to their




Since they are considered undocumented
aliens, and since oaly about 4 t of
Guatemalan and Salvadoran are
accepted for : isa

by
B
law,” said Smith, pointing 1o the 1980
gee Act which allows all “political™ refugees
Continued on page 38




