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On March 15, 2009 Sharrie and I left home for Nicaragua in hope of 
establishing the Teens Encounter Christ Movement in that country.  In 
Atlanta we met Fr. John Schmiedler, the third member of the team, and 
journeyed together to Siuna, Nicaragua. 
 
Nicaragua is a small country in Central America only 11 to 15 degrees north 
of the equator, lying between Honduras on the north and Costa Rica on the 
south.  Most of Nicaragua is arid with many small mountains and dry or 
nearly dry streambeds.  The majority of the people in Nicaragua live along 
these streams that flow from mountain rains and raise crops of beans and 
rice. 
 
The one exception 
to the description 
above is the city of 
Managua, capital of 
Nicaragua, which is 
located near the 
southern Pacific 
coastline.  More 
than 1½ million 
people live there, 
most of them are 
very poor by 
American stand-
ards. The city is 
built around a volcano that blew its top and destroyed the city many years 
ago.  Several active volcanoes can also be seen from high points in the city.  
Managua also had a powerful earthquake that destroyed the city in 1972.   
 
The earthquake devastated the 
city including the beautiful 
cathedral shown here and 
below.  Many of the streets are 
brick with few stoplights.  
Street signs are rare and it 
would be easy to get lost in the 
city. 
 
 

 

Our hotel in Managua: “The El Camino Real” 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The picture to the left is a monument honoring a world famous poet from 
Managua.  The picture to the right is a close up view of the Managua 
Cathedral. 
 
The final step of our trip took 
us to the city of Siuna, which 
is located near the center of 
Nicaragua along the edge of a 
mountain range.  We traveled 
in a twelve-passenger bi-
plane, (pilot shown in the 
picture) which made for 
better scenery but also a 
bumpy ride.  From the plane 
window we could see small 
mountains, active volcanoes, small grass covered huts, and cattle. 
 
Siuna lies about 300 
land miles north east of 
Managua at the edge of 
a mountain range.  The 
8,000 inhabitants of 
Siuna are poor and 
most live in small 
plank homes with sheet 
metal roofs with no 
running water or 
regular electricity.   

 

 

 



 
The home to the right 
belongs to a middle 
class family, probably 
the top ten percent in 
Siuna. 
 
Most homes have cut 
out squares for 
windows and an open 
area for doors. 
 
I was told by a young 
man that marriage is 
contingent on first 
building his own 
home.  His marriage 
had to wait for another 
year before he could 
afford to finish this 
concrete block home. 
 
 
 
Chickens, pigs, cows, and goats 
are free to roam in and out of the 
small family homes.  A typical 
family in Siuna contains a father, 
mother, four or more children, 
grandparents, a dog, pig, rooster, 
and about a dozen chickens.  A 
coconut tree, and an orange tree 
are often located in the front 
yard near their home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 
Water is obtained from a hydrant that is also located in the front yard, and is 
only available on Wednesday morning.  Water is stored in large barrels near 
the front door, providing water for the remainder of the week.  The water is 
not pure and many Nicaraguans become sick from drinking it. 
 
Most families own a small plot of land away from the city where they raise a 
garden.  Many of the fathers walk two to five miles every morning to their 
garden spot to care for the vegetables.  Beans and rice are the stables for 
everyone in Siuna where it is served daily at every meal.  Other foods are 
eaten when they are in season. 
 
 
The fruit to the right is called a 
Nicaraguan Pear.  It resembles a bright 
red pepper but does taste like a pear. 
 
Beautiful birds are everywhere in Siuna.  
Their song is constant throughout the 
day.  Parrots are also common in Siuna 
but the pictures below were taken near 
our hotel in Managua. 
 
 
 

 

 



 
The father considers himself 
the spiritual leader and 
disciplinarian of his family.  
He works hard every day but finds time for his family in the evenings.  The 
mother spends her time washing clothes, cleaning the house, and cooking the 
meals.  Walking along the narrow dirt roads in the evening, one can see 
entire families sitting on boards or blocks in front of their homes sharing and 
conversing together. 
 
The typical family rises about five in the morning to do morning chores.  
Even small children have responsible jobs like building the morning cooking 
fire, which is usually located in the front yard.  After a breakfast of red 
beans, rice, and eggs, the father is off to the farm and the children leave for 
school.    
 
Many of the children walk several miles to school every day, attending the 
local Catholic School in the center of Siuna.  The school has over 1000 
students and is serviced by local teachers and an order of Sisters from 
Panama.  Many of the classes contain forty to fifty students but are very well 
behaved.  The students sit in handmade desks in an open-air classroom.   
 
 

 



 
Everyone in Siuna is clean, neat, 
and well dressed.  Male students wear a white shirt and blue dress pants, 
while female students wear a white blouse with a blue skirt.  Recess is held 
on a dirt playground, but the students never seem to get dirty. 
 
Women walk to the store to barter some of their garden produce for other 
necessities.  They wear long dresses like church clothes carrying the product 
on their head in a large basket.  Grandparents keep busy cleaning house, and 
caring for the small children. 
 
Telephones, TV’s, computers, or radios are a rarity in Siuna.  Only a few of 
the residents are rich enough to afford them. The richer residents live in 
concrete block homes with iron bars over the windows and door areas to 
prevent robbery.   
 
The noisiest time in Siuna is between two and five in the morning when 
hundreds of dogs and roosters serenade the countryside.  Parrots and other 
strange birds add their shrieks to the music along with an occasional oink or 
moo. 
 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The people of Siuna tend to be very attractive, healthy, thin and strong.  The 
boy on the right was building the family fire in the front yard one morning 
about five am.  The man on the right spoke English, said that he was 85 
years old and still worked on the family farm. 
 
One of the roosters that kept Sharrie awake 
every night is shown at the right. 
 
Catholic Churches are located every few 
miles along the narrow dirt roads in Siuna.  
Nearly everyone attends church three times 
every week:  A prayer meeting is held every 
Wednesday, Church services contain a Holy 
Hour every Thursday which lasts about two 
hours with lots of beautiful singing, and the 
regular Sunday services that are held on Sunday morning, usually without a 
priest.   
 
The pictures to the right 
are of the church next to 
where we stayed in 
Siuna.  The church was 
in need of repair but the 
inside altar (below)was 
colorful and beautiful. 

 

  

 



The parish of Siuna has 
over 120 churches and 
over60,000 parishioners, 
covering over 7,500 
square miles, all served 
by Father Wilberto 
Lanser.  Only six of the 
churches can be reached 
by truck.  Father 
Wilburto visits all of the 
other churches every 
year on horseback.  Each 
church has something 
like a parish council that conducts all church affairs including upkeep, 
services, and finances.  Fr. Wilberto provides Baptisms, Confirmations, 
Marriages, Mass’s, etc, with each church visit.  The people will tell you that 
their faith is the most important thing in their lives. 
 
Unlike Americans, the people in Siuna look in one’s eyes to determine who 
they are.  If they see Jesus (love in your eyes) they respond with smiles and 
affirmation and want to talk to you.  This was painful to Sharrie and me 
because we could not speak enough Spanish to communicate with them.  
The people of Siuna also use a dialect that was unlike Mexican Spanish and 
added to the difficulty of our understanding their speech.  
 
Fr. Wilberto is a very intelligent and 
gifted priest.  He speaks with great 
emotion and passion with everyone.  
He speaks Spanish and English 
fluently and translates instantly from 
one language to the other.  The 
people of Siuna love him dearly.  We 
arrived at the small Siuna airport later 
than expected but Fr. Wilberto was 
waiting for us with a huge smile. 
 
Our place of residence for the week 
was an old rectory across from the 
church that is shown on the previous 
page.  It was designed with swing out  

 

 



windows and doors 
to make it secure.  It 
even had indoor 
plumbing but no 
running water except 
on Wednesday 
morning.  The beds 
were cots with one 
light bulb hanging 
from the ceiling.  We 
were told not to drink 
the water but we 
could use it to take 
baths and flush the 
commode.   Most bathrooms in Siuna were outdoor privies.  
 
 
Our bedroom and Sharrie’s 
bed are shown on the right.  
Sharrie was afraid to open 
the window due to the fear 
of uninvited visitors from 
the outside.  Our bathroom 
and kitchen are shown 
below.  All water was taken 
from the barrel shown 
below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



   
After determining that 
the box of supplies had 
not arrived from the 
USA, Fr. Wilberto, Fr. 
John, and Sharrie got 
busy studying the 
schedule and making 
plans for the workshop. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After a short visit to our place of residence we traveled to the church where 
the workshop was to be held.  Most of the participants were ready and 
waiting so we initiated and completed the first session of the workshop on 
Monday evening.  Twenty-eight men and eight women registered for the 
workshop, ranging in age from 16 to 40 years old.  Most of the participants 
were in their 20’s. 
 
Many of the 
participants had 
walked as much as 20 
miles to get to the 
workshop and were 
very hungry.  The meal 
and all meals of beans 
and rice were cooked 
on the open fire to the 
right.  Our cooks are 
shown below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 
  Our first meal was a big bowl of beans 
and rice shown above.  The four of us 

were honored with the special gift of chicken to go with the beans and rice. 
   
Several years ago Fr. Wilberto obtained the necessary funds to start his own 
radio station, which is located in a room adjacent to his office in Siuna.  The 
station plays Christian music and makes local announcements. Fr. Wilberto 
sends spiritual enrichment messages every week when he is in Siuna.  He 
used his radio station to inform parishioners about the TEC Workshop.  
Most of the participants walked ten to twenty miles to Siuna to participate in 
the workshop.  Only four of the participants were from Siuna. 
 
All of the participants came dressed in their Sunday best.  It was obvious 
from the beginning that they were there because they were on a mission.  
When I asked them why they were attending the workshop they responded:  
“I want to be an apostle for Jesus Christ.” 

 
The ladies that cooked beans and rice over 

 

 

 

 



an open-fire wood stove fed all forty of us for thirteen consecutive meals.   
Several of the participants shared on Thursday how much they appreciated 
all of the food.  Fr. Wilberto purchased a cake for the Agape Meal on 
Wednesday.  There was great excitement over having cake, a luxury in 
Siuna, even if it was only a small slice. 
 
I divided the 
participants into six 
groups of six 
participants each.  
Our conference room 
was an old gym with 
old rusty chairs and 
no tables.  The 
participants 
represented twenty-
seven churches from 
the parish so it was 
easy to select the 
groups.  No PA 
system, water, or technology was available in the building.  At times the 
noise from the children in the playground made it difficult to hear the 
speaker but a powerful spirit was maintained all weekend.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The people of Siuna spoke a dialect of Spanish different from USA Spanish 
requiring a need for almost everything to be translated but Fr. Wilburto was 
up to the task.  He translated with emotion and the participants responded 
with enthusiasm.  He is shown above translating for Sharrie and Fr. John.  

 

  



 
It seemed that almost every participant played a guitar and many shared in 
the music, which was outstanding during the workshop.  The participants 
sang at the top of their voices.  Their songs and style of music was very 
different from that in the USA but very beautiful. 
 
The six groups of 
participants represented 
27 churches and most of 
the larger communities 
in the parish.  During the 
workshop the particip- 
ants developed into a 
powerful Christian 
Community.  Even 
though the workshop 
started at 6:00 am and 
ended at about 8:00 pm 
it didn’t end there. According to several participants, group discussions and 
plans continued far 
into the night.  One 
could see Fr. 
Wilburto’s dream of a 
powerful alive parish 
being transformed into 
the minds and hearts of 
the participants.  I 
heard one participant 
say that they were 
ready to go out and 

  

 

 



convert the 
“evangelists” that had 
been entering their 
communities. 
 
Natural leaders 
emerged from each of 
the groups and 
willingly accepted any 
responsibility asked of 
them for their first 
TEC to be held in a 
few months. 
 
The participants 
were eager to read 
wheat letters and 
share their group 
ideas with the 
whole group.  Fr. 
Wilberto was 
excellent at drawing 
them out and 
obtaining consensus 
from the whole 
group.  
 
 
 
The participants 
respected a definite 
leadership order.  
The older men 
spoke first then the 
younger men 
followed by the 
women.  All were 
given their chance 
to share feelings and motivations for the group. 
 

 

 

 



 
Not having tables 
became a blessing 
as the table 
members were 
able to put their 
heads together and 
communicate 
more effectively 
when the noise 
level increased. 
 
 
A highlight for the workshop was the processions from the conference room 
to the church, then back to the conference room.  The church was located 
about one block from the conference room.   Participants took turns leading 
the procession, which was held in all seriousness and with powerful singing.  
 

 
Each time we processed, which were many, we traveled together singing at 
the top of our voices down the sidewalk adjacent to the open-air school.  The 
schoolteachers didn’t seem to mind the disruption.  The procession was led 
by someone carrying the bible above his head, followed by someone 
carrying the Christ Candle, followed by the other participants.   
 
  
 

 

 



I began to understand that 
these people were on a 
pilgrimage, a spiritual trip, a 
new adventure in Christ and 
they were living it out 
especially in these regular 
walks back and forth between 
the church and the conference 
room. 
 
I could see it in their faces, as 
they sang as loud as they 
could to their Lord 
“Jesuscristus” whom they 
loved very much.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The participants had a joy about them that was contagious.  They tolerated 
my broken Spanish/English and we began to have fun together.  One young 
man (second from right) became my translator and we discussed just about 
everything.  He is a sophomore at Siuna College studying Chemical 
Engineering.  He laughing told me that someday he would get water into this 

 

 



town.  As we became friends I ended up giving away all but one of my TEC 
t-shirts to the participants. 
 

 
Another highlight of the workshop was the skits (sociodramas) and 
emotional sharing that was held in the Church during the Way of the Cross.  
It was obvious that the participants loved Jesus Christ very much and felt 
His pain as we walked from Station to Station. 

 
Jesus falls for the first time. 
 
 

 

 



 
Jesus is about to be 
nailed to the cross. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After confession we 
processed to supper for 
more beans and rice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Then we returned after dark to see our sins 
burn in the fire that was build on the ground 
just outside the doors of the church.  We 
received the light of Christ from the Christ 
Candle and sang with a new freedom in the 
Holy Spirit.  

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The participants were very committed to learning and taking notes. 

 

  



 
 
 
We ate in a large 
basement room under 
the school 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But one meal was 
very special!  Our 
Agape Meal was the 
first time that some 
of the participants 
had had cake in a 
very long time.  One 
girl said five years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cake was a 
rare 
surprise! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 
Signing the book 
of the covenant 
was another 
highlight for the 
participants.  They 
came up by 
groups and prayed 
for each other as 
each signed the 
book committing 
themselves to be 
open to receive 
the gifts that God 
offers them. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fr. Wilberto read 
the prayers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mary was always a 
part of our prayers 
 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
The 
Commissioni
ng Service 
came near the 
end of our 
workshop 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fr. Wilburto prays over the newly 
commissioned men and women that 
the Holy Spirit will lead and guide 
them in their apostolate. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 
  Finally the call to service.  A lay director 
was chosen, table leaders, song leaders, 
wheat team, everyone wants to make TEC 

their apostolate.  A date was set for TEC #1, Nicaragua. 
Mission Accomplished! 
 
 
  

 
 

 

 


