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becoming
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B e aring

witness

to christ in the poor
“As a result of Unbound, there will be
a prophetic community of compassion
in which people commit to personal
relationships that bridge national,
cultural and economic divides.”
So reads the first goal set forth by
Unbound’s governing board, and
we know it’s an ambitious one.
Still, while we’d never claim that
we’re there yet, we do see glimpses
of that prophetic community of
compassion every day in sponsored
persons, sponsors and Unbound staff
throughout the world.

To be prophetic, in Judeo-Christian
tradition, means to speak the truth,
always and everywhere, without
regard for the consequences. It means
naming realities that sometimes make
people uncomfortable and challenge
their worldview.
Unbound speaks truth by bearing
witness to the God-given abilities
of those the world often dismisses
as having nothing to offer but
helplessness and need. Formed by
the faith of our founders, and guided
by principles of Catholic social

UNBOUND IS

an international nonprofit
founded by lay Catholics
grounded in the Gospel
call to put the needs of the
marginalized and vulnerable
first. We build relationships
of mutual respect and support
that bridge cultural, religious and
economic divides. We invite all
people of goodwill to join us.

Gaspar Baran Guoz stands outside
the Unbound office in Cerro de Oro in
Guatemala, where he serves as program
coordinator. As a young man he was a
friend and student of the recently
beatified Father Stanley Rother.

teaching, we proclaim to the world
that people living in poverty not only
have ingenuity and ability, but that
they also have something profound to
teach the rest of us about God.
Father Stanley Rother lived and
worked in Latin America at the same
time as Unbound’s co-founders Bob
Hentzen and Jerry Tolle. Like them,
he became a student of the poor and,
in so doing, found the fulfillment of
his priesthood.
After receiving the gift of knowing and
serving the Christ who lives among
and within the poor and marginalized,

ON THE COVER

Concepcion, mother of a sponsored
youth, sits outside the church in Santiago
Atitlan, Guatemala, where Father Stanley
Rother was pastor. She shares her
memories of the recently beatified priest
in a story beginning on page 4.

Stanley Rother never surrendered that
pearl of great price. He remained with
his people during the Guatemalan civil
war, ultimately at the expense of his
own life. Today, he serves as a model
for the Unbound community of the
prophetic spirit we strive to emulate.
With this issue of Spirit, we invite you
to reflect on the gift of courageous
prophecy in your own life and in
the life of your faith community. We
extend a gentle invitation to explore
the world of Unbound and learn more
about how our community seeks to
witness and proclaim God’s good
grace in our world today.

3 • SPIRIT

From Oklahoma to
Guatemala and beyond,

PEOPLE CONNECT
with priest’s story

They knew the story and it inspired them.
“We’ve been hearing the story for 15 years,” said
Roger Berger, who attends St. Gregory Parish in
Phoenix. “We just feel close to the story.”
The story that moved Roger and countless others
is that of Blessed Stanley Francis Rother, the first
recognized U.S.-born Catholic martyr, who was
beatified in Oklahoma City in September and is
now a step away from sainthood.
Roger and his wife, Vicki, were among a group of about
50 supporters and staff of Unbound who attended the
beatification Mass. The Bergers sponsor five children
through Unbound, including two brothers in Guatemala,
where Father Stan served. They heard the priest’s story
on Unbound-led awareness trips in Guatemala, where they
were able to meet the children and families they support,
see the organization’s work firsthand and learn about the
country’s history, including the martyrdom of Father Stan.

In an undated photo, Father Stanley Rother
participates in a community celebration
in Guatemala. Photo courtesy of the
Archdiocese of Oklahoma City.

Father Stan grew up
on a farm in Okarche,
Oklahoma, and was
ordained a priest in 1963.
He volunteered for mission
service in Santiago Atitlan
in Guatemala in 1968, eight
years into the country’s
civil war. As the conflict
intensified, the Catholic
Church became a target.
Father Stan’s name
appeared on a hit list in
early 1981. He went back to
Oklahoma briefly but chose
to return to Guatemala,
knowing the risk. He said
that “the shepherd cannot
run,” according to an
account published by the
Archdiocese of Oklahoma
City. Father Stan was
murdered in July 1981 in
the rectory in Santiago
Atitlan. He was 46.
The Bergers have shared Father Stan’s
story and their experiences connecting
with descendants of Guatemala’s
indigenous Mayan people. They’ve told
friends and family back home how they
witnessed the resilience, giftedness, joy
and faith of Guatemalans in the face of
extreme poverty.

“It’s helping other people back in the
states recognize the value of indigenous
people as not being invisible,” said Vicki,
who joined Unbound’s governing board
four years ago.
Father Stan’s connection with the
people of Guatemala lives on in the
communities he served and in the

Unbound community, among
staff and beneficiaries of the
program. Unbound was founded
by lay Catholics in November 1981
and now works with more than
74,000 families in Guatemala,
accompanying them as they strive
to overcome poverty.
Concepcion, a 62-year-old mother
of 11 and grandmother of 13
whose family has been part of
Unbound for 15 years, recalled how
“Padre A’Plas” (Father Francis in
the indigenous Tz’utujil language)

helped purchase and clear a plot
of land where he worked alongside
people from the area and taught
them techniques for growing
wheat, beans and other crops.
“I met him through the work he
did when he came to teach us to
work the plot of land, then through
the Masses he gave,” Concepcion
said. “But I really got to know him
through my brother-in-law, who
was part of the group of catechists
who worked with him. I think he
was God-sent, because with him

Left: In an undated photo, Father Stanley Rother visits with a young girl in Guatemala.
Photo courtesy of the Archdiocese of Oklahoma City. Below: On a recent awareness
trip in Guatemala, Roger Berger (right) enjoys a moment with the brothers he and
his wife, Vicki, sponsor. The boys are, from left, Tomas, 12, and Oscar, 10.

“... I think he was God-sent, because with
him I personally learned what compassion is.
He taught us to help the sick and share food
with those who have nothing.”
— Concepcion, mother of a sponsored youth,
speaking about Father Stan

I personally learned what
compassion is. He taught us to help
the sick and share food with those
who have nothing.”

while taking catechism classes at
the parish. He cherishes a Bible the
priest gave him and thinks of him
when he reads it.

Concepcion’s husband works in the
fields, and she takes care of the home
and makes traditional clothing. One
daughter who was sponsored through
Unbound has graduated, while another
daughter is now sponsored and in
high school. Concepcion prays for the
sponsors, staff and all associated with
Unbound. She credits her commitment
to praying for others in large part to
Father Stan’s example.

“He always prioritized the poor’s
rights, and always thought that we
are and should be equal,” Gaspar said.

“He taught us to love the children and
elders,” Concepcion said. “He always
talked to us and listened to us.”
Though he struggled with Latin in the
seminary, Father Stan learned Tz’utujil
in the communities he served.
“He would call the elder ladies “Tie’”
(Grandma), and they felt a deep
appreciation for him,” Concepcion
said. “We always saw him as part of
us, and he taught us the word of God.”
Gaspar Baran Guoz, who has
worked with Unbound for 35 years
in his hometown of Cerro de Orro,
Guatemala, met Father Stan in the
1970s and became close to him

At the beatification Mass, Unbound
sponsor Robert Maguire, a member of
St. Rita Catholic Community in Dallas,
said he felt connected to Father’s
Stan’s story after reading about him.
“The fact that he was down there
with the people — that he went back
knowing he was on a death list — he
was living his faith,” Robert said.
Noreen and Miguel Valadez, members
of St. Andrew Parish in Moore,
Oklahoma, said they also felt a
connection to Father Stan’s story. They
sponsor children in Guatemala and
Nicaragua, and they’re active locally in
the St. Vincent de Paul Society.
“It’s humbling to know that he’s from
the small town of Okarche, Oklahoma,
knowing his story and how committed
he was to the people of his village,”
Noreen said. “Miguel and I strive to
walk that same path that Father Stan
walked, to serve the poor.”
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After a lifetime of service,

THEY WANT TO

by Senior Writer Larry Livingston

E

DO MORE

very year about 40 Catholic priests who
travel the country to preach on behalf
of Unbound gather at the organization’s
headquarters in Kansas City for their annual
conference. They come together as a community
for a few days of learning and fellowship, and
to share stories of their adventures traveling to
parishes throughout the U.S.
For those of us who work in Kansas City, this
is one of our favorite times of the year. The few
days when the priests are here are our chance
to let them know how deeply we appreciate
all they do to invite new sponsors to join the
Unbound community. Every year, because of
the efforts of our preachers, thousands of the
Catholic faithful put their faith into action by
becoming Unbound sponsors.
Most of our preachers are retired. Many
were pastors. Some were missionaries, some
chaplains and some teachers. At different
times in their lives, they’ve been engaged in

other ministries as well. They are a diverse
group with varied interests, but they have two
important things in common.
The first, obviously, is priesthood. The
second is a deep desire to serve as a voice
for the voiceless. At a time in their lives
when nobody would blame them for taking it
easy, our preachers have chosen instead to
exercise their priestly ministry to serve the
poor and marginalized.
They’ve each made this choice because
they believe, as all of us at Unbound do, in
the transformative power of the relationship
between a caring sponsor and a child or elder
in need. They believe, as Pope Francis so often
reminds us, that Christ is present — in an
especially profound way — among and within
the poor and the powerless.
A few years ago I was traveling from
Kansas City to Dallas to support Father
Anthony Nguyen, who was preaching

Priests who preach
on behalf of Unbound
gather in front of the
organization’s Kansas
City headquarters in
August. They came
from all across the
U.S. for their annual
conference.

for Unbound for the first time that
weekend. Father Anthony would fly in
shortly from California, where he lived, and
we would drive together to the parish we were
visiting in southern Oklahoma.
As I walked around the airport waiting for
Father Anthony’s flight to arrive, I was surprised
to see Father Cyrus Gallagher, another Unbound
preacher. He was traveling from Denver, where
he lived, to a church in Washington state, and
was hurrying to make his connecting flight. We
greeted each other briefly and on he went.
Not two minutes later, while still thinking
about the coincidence of running into an
Unbound priest at the Dallas airport, who
should I see but yet another of our preachers,
Father Marty Holler, getting off the tram from
a different terminal. Father Marty, who lives
in Ohio, was traveling to preach at a church
in Indianapolis.

I like to think back on that day because it
reminds me of the incredible work our Unbound
preachers do on behalf of the children, youth
and elders we serve. Week in and week out, they
travel across the U.S., visiting Catholic parishes
and inviting people to put their faith into action
by forming life-giving relationships with those in
need. For many of our sponsors, these dedicated
priests are the face of Unbound.
At the end of every celebration of the
Eucharist, all those present are sent forth with
renewed marching orders to go out into the
world and share with others the Christ with
whom they’ve been nourished.
Our priests do that by continuing their mission
of inviting people of goodwill, in parishes across
the U.S., to make the connection between the
Christ they recognize in the breaking of the
bread and the Christ who lives within each of the
children, youth and elders we serve.

If you are a priest nearing retirement or have some free weekends available and would like to learn
more about preaching for Unbound, go to parishvisit.org or call Paco Wertin at 913-384-7123.
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Unbound is not affiliated or associated with or endorsed by
Heart of the Father Ministries or Unbound Philanthropy.

parishvisit.org

parishcontact@unbound.org

(800) 466-7672

To invite a priest from Unbound to your parish:

Priests from Unbound are available to serve you
by presiding at weekend liturgies, offering your
parishioners an opportunity to serve the poor in a
personal way by connecting with a child or elder
in another country, and offering some rest for
you. We do this at no cost to you and never take a
collection or leave envelopes.
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