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The First Unitarian Honduras Partnership Project 
 

 

Our First Visit to San Jose 
and 

How This Year’s Greater Good Gift Will Be Used 
 

“It is in giving to needs greater than our own that we most fully experience the holy and 
learn, not only who we are, but who we were meant to be.”      -Rev. Kaaren Anderson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Background 
 
During the holiday season of 2006-07, our Greater Good Project raised $30,000 for clean water projects in a 
rural township in Honduras.  The Department of Family Medicine of the University of Rochester began these 
clean water efforts as part of their twice-a-year medical and dental “brigades” to the area.  This is the third year 
of the brigade effort.     
 
Following our Greater Good Gift and in hopes of 
expanding this work in Honduras, the Department of 
Family Medicine invited our congregation to partner 
with them.  As a first step in that partnership, 
Reverend Tayler joined the team of doctors and 
dentists on their recent Fall trip. 
 
Reverend Tayler went as representative of our newly 
formed Honduras Project (part of the also newly 
formed Latin Connections Task Force).  The goal 
was to learn more about the community and identify 
projects where our additional support might be the 
most helpful.  We are fortunate that Ingrid Watkins, 
a new First Unitarian member (and Scott’s Sister-in-
Law!), is on staff at the Department of Family 
Medicine.  She also went on the trip and is an active 
member of the task force.  (And speaks much better Spanish that her ministerial brother-in-law!)  Latin 
Connections Co-chair, Barbara Gawinski is also on staff at the U of R as the assistant director of the Global 
Health Track and regularly goes on these Honduran Brigades.  So the connections between us and the 
Department of Family Medicine already are strong.  
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The Greater Good Project and Expanding our Work in Honduras 

 
Like last year, our Greater Good gift will go to one local group 
and one international group.  With so many social justice efforts 
now in motion at First Unitarian, we decided not to give to and 
start a relationship with a new organization, but instead use this 
year’s gifts to deepen existing relationships and strengthen 
already organized social justice task forces.  With the 
congregation recently approving the Latin Connections Task 
Force and given the high level of excitement among our church 
school kids for the Honduras project, the choice was easy:  Our 
international recipient is once again the Department of Family 
Medicine’s Honduras Partnership. 
 

This year’s gift will enable us to take a more comprehensive approach to empowering the Honduran people, 
enabling us to pursue other community improvement projects in addition to clean water.  It is also the first step 
toward a greater partnership with the Department of Family Medicine, with members of our congregation now 
being invited to be on various Department of Family Medicine planning teams.  And make no mistake: it is also 
a gift to ourselves, providing us with a growing number of opportunities to put our faith into action! 
 
 
So What Did Scott Learn? 
 

“I learned we are lucky.  Lucky to be working with such 
competent and committed leaders at the Department of Family 
Medicine.  Lucky to have chance to get to know the humble, 
perseverant, kind, shy, hard-working and remarkable people of 
Honduras.  Lucky to be offered a chance to give to needs 
greater than our own.  And maybe most of all, lucky for the 
opportunity to come face to face with the hardships 
confronting most of humanity, reminding us all that our 
human brothers and sisters are struggling, and that—as our 
brothers and sisters—their struggle is also ours.” 
 
Here’s what else Scott learned… 
  
 
The San Jose Area 

 
The community we are partnering with is a small township(“aldea”) of 
seven rural and spread out villages in a mountainous state (“department”) 
of Honduras called Intibuca. 
 
The central village (or “caserio”) and site of the improvised clinic is San 
Jose Centro.  The other six villages are within a 1-3 hour walk.   
 
The people of San Jose can walk the best of us into the ground!  Virtually 
all of the “roads” connecting the villages are rocky and mountainous 
paths.  Forget cars, the local mode of transportation is your legs.   
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And if your legs can take it, your eyes are in for a treat.  The mountains of San Jose are some of the most 
beautiful and stunning you will ever see! 

 

The villages of San Jose do not have what we typically think of as a 
town center.  Instead each village is made up of a cluster of small 
adobe and stick homes—usually only one or two rooms.  Each village 
has 30-70 homes, with the combined population of all seven villages 
adding up to about 3000 adults and children. 
 

The only common buildings are schools and churches.  This is where 
people gather for community meetings and it is also where the brigade 
members offer workshops and support groups. 
 

Soccer fields are often 

the pride of community 
members, with two 
villages—La Calera and 
Portillon—each 
boasting that theirs is 
the premiere field in the 
area.  Look closely at 
the fields—yes, those 
are rocks.  Soccer in 
San Jose is not for the 
faint of heart. 

 
 
Community Leaders 
 

The villages are organized around through various elected 
community groups and leaders.  The “Patonado” is a highly 
entrusted group of community members with the responsibility 
of representing their village at the municipal and state levels of 
government.  Think of them as a lobby group on behalf of their 
village.   
 

In addition, each village elects other groups to coordinate 
specific efforts, such as water committees, parent-teacher 
groups and community health workers. 
 
 
The People 
 
Quiet, hardworking and shy—this is how the people of San 
Jose first strike you.  We loud and gregarious gringos stick out 
like a sore thumb.  Even a short glimpse into their daily lives, 
leaves one in awe.  Adults walk for 1-5 hours a day up and 
down steep mountainside paths to get to work and to collect 
clean water for their families.  Children walk similar amounts 
to make it to school.  Often these hikes happen with 20-50 
pounds of household or building supplies tied to their backs.   
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Life is not easy.  But life is good—those shy Honduran faces frequently let 
smiles slip.  These new friends of ours are proud and content.  They want to 
improve their living conditions and their futures, but they are grateful for and 
glad to show off the lives they’ve built for each other and their children.   
 
As friendships develop, one quickly is humbled.  You realize very soon that 
this project is not about “helping those poor people”; it’s about learning from 
and working with each other to tackle problems.  It’s a two-way street.  As the 
founder of this effort put it, “It’s about bringing together the best of two 
worlds to create a better one!” 
 
 
 
 

 
The Projects 
 

The San Jose community and the Department of Family Medicine are pursuing over a dozen projects, each in 
various stages of development, providing many opportunities for us at First Unitarian to become more involved.   
 
 
Medical and Dental Services 
 

The primary purpose of the bi-yearly trips is to provide 
medical and dental services.  Hospitals, doctors and 
medicine are far away and financially out of reach for 
the vast majority of San Jose residents.  During the 
two weeks, individuals and families flock to the 
improvised hospital and dentist office in San Jose 
Centro.  It’s amazing to set back and watch dozens of 
people a day cared for on a porch transformed into a 
dentist office and in a rice storage shed turned into a 
medical care center and pharmacy! 
 
Anyone lending a hand quickly finds their vocabulary 
expanded.  You will never talk about scabies, phlegm 
and diarrhea more in your life!  Along with scabies, 
pneumonia, diarrhea, the most common health 
problems are arthritis, fungal infections, skin infections, vision problems and teeth that need pulled.  If you can 
do it without fainting, the dentist might even teach you the art of pulling a tooth! 

 
It’s not all light-hearted and joyful though.  We need to 
remember and be mindful of this.  Cases of spousal abuse, 
severe alcoholism and infant mortality are more common 
than one would wish. 
 
While the Department of Family Medicine provides 
excellent medical and dental care, the overwhelming need 
may, in the future, provide adventurous First Unitarian 
doctors, nurses and dentists with opportunities to lend a 
hand.  
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Clean Water 
 

Our 2006-07 gift of $30,000 is supporting a number of clean water projects, empowering community water 
committees to improve health and reduce the amount of time one has to spend each day collecting water.  While 
our gift funds the majority of each water project, San Jose community members pays for a portion with their 
own money, enabling these to be true partnerships.  And in terms of the time, talent and work required to 
complete the projects, this is entirely provided by the people of San Jose.  Again, the philosophy and power of 
this endeavor lies in the way it is about empowerment and bringing together the resources of all partners. 
 
Tanks 
 

Specially-designed cement tanks bring the source of 
water closer to village homes.  Building these tanks is 
not easy, with community members hauling 
numerous 100 pound bags of cement and 16 foot 
pipes on their backs for miles to the construction site.  
Trenches miles long are dug by hand into the rocky 
soil, with the pipes placed in them and carefully 
woven from high mountain springs down into valleys 
and then back up to the tanks.   
 

 
Using the money given by our congregation, 
community water committees started work on three 
new tank projects during this Fall trip.  Our Greater 
Good gift will go a long way, lasting for years and 
likely supporting dozens of additional tanks. 
 
 

 
Home Clean Water Systems 
 

Our Greater Good gift is also funding numerous filtering systems for individual home use.  Silver-filtered clay 
pots purify water carried home from rivers and streams.  Slow-sand filters purify and store larger amounts of 
water.  Flocculation tanks purify more heavily polluted water.  
 

 

Improved Cook Stoves (or “fogones”) 
 

Traditional indoor cook stoves have little ventilation and burn large 
amounts of wood.  This year’s Greater Good gift will go in part to 
introducing and helping pay for a new stove design that significantly 
reduces respiratory problems and the amount of wood that needs to be 
gathered each day. 
   

Key community members have been identified to lead stove building 
workshops for other village members, putting this on it’s way to 
becoming an almost entirely community-owned process. 
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Micro-financing and Supporting Local Handicrafts 
 
While just now in the discussion stage, there a lot of interest in 
developing “small business,” from storefronts and tool 
sharpening to bread-making and honey production.  
Conversations also have begun with local women about them 
making handicrafts and art, with First Unitarian purchasing their 
work and selling it at our church.  The profits would not only 
support the local artisans but also help fund other micro-
financing projects. 
 
 
Heifer Project 
 

Crops are difficult to cultivate in the steep and rocky mountains.  Just imagine trying to plant and harvest corn 
on your child’s favorite playground slide!  So raising livestock could be an important improvement to 
community health and economy.  But animals are expensive.  San Jose leaders have begun discussions with 
Heifer Project, an international group through which people from outside San Jose—like us—can “sponsor”(i.e. 
purchase) a cow, chicken or pig for a San Jose family.  The recipients agree to share the offspring with other 
community members, thereby turning each animal we give into a gift that multiples and spreads throughout the 
area.   
 
Given the many other pressing needs, this year’s Greater Good will not go to the purchase of Heifer Project 
animals.  However, sponsoring animals is certainly something we can pursue in the future.  So start thinking 
now about whether your family or classroom wants to sponsor a cow, pig or chicken! 
 
 
Teacher Support 

 
There are 5 elementary schools in the 
San Jose area, serving about 400 
children.  With classrooms of 
sometimes well over 30 kids being led 
by just one teacher, you’d think they’d 
have constant chaos and a Lord of the 
Flies situation on their hands.  But not 
at all.  The classroom culture—almost 
unbelievably from our gringo 
perspective—is quiet, focused and 
well-behaved.  The children who come 
are excited to be there.  Why else 
would you haul your little legs 45 
minutes to 2 hours to get there each 
morning?! 
 
And yet, teachers still have an uphill 
battle due to a significant lack of 

teaching supplies and continuing education.  Teachers were very enthusiastic about the possibility of our 
congregation helping to address these challenges.  In addition to sending supplies, a lot of support was 
expressed for sending teachers and education professors from our congregation to help San Jose teachers 
develop curriculum and improve methods for teaching math and supporting “slow” readers. 
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Student Scholarships 
 
Parents and children believe in and hunger for 
learning.  And yet this hunger regularly 
confronts an absence of access to higher 
education.  Beyond elementary school, junior 
high and high school—and certainly college 
or trade schools—are simply beyond the 
reach of many San Jose families.  Secondary 
school (7th grade and on) involves a yearly 
tuition, uniform and supply fees and--since 
secondary schools are located only in larger 
cities—the high expense of paying for room 
and board for your child to stay overnight 
during the week.  One could save money by 
walking and riding buses to school every day, 
but that involves as much as a five hour journey for some San Jose children. 
 
So less than 10% of San Jose children go to school beyond 6th grade!  Our Greater Good gift will make a huge 
difference here, enabling scholarships and stipends to supplement and ease the financial burden of educational 
costs—and most importantly, helping to alleviate the terrible choice that most parents have to make between 
feeding and educating their children! 
 
Community Libraries 
 

Small community libraries are being developed to support student learning, mid-wife education and agricultural 
learning.  Libraries are not priorities at this time and so our Greater Good gift will not be used for them.  
However, book drives for the libraries are certainly something our families or classrooms can pursue in the 
future.  
 
 
Latrines 
 

Ok, so it’s not most inspiring of projects!  But despite all the jokes, 
latrines easily top the list of efforts that can improve community 
health.  They prevent the spread of disease and help ensure cleaner 
water supplies.  But they are not cheap.  If you have to choose 
between a cow for your family or a latrine, you’ll pick a cow.  Our 
Greater Good gift will help eliminate this either/or choice, and 
significantly advance the goal of placing a latrine at every house in 
the San Jose area.   
 
 

Peace Corp Volunteer 
 

The Department of Family Medicine had been aggressively lobbying 
the Peace Corps to place a volunteer in the San Jose area.  A volunteer 
would be an incalculable asset, enabling on-going support and 
oversight to our many projects in between the twice-a-year trips.  
Especially exciting is the way in which the volunteer could establish 
regular women’s support groups, lead small business training and 
accelerate the construction of water tanks, cook stoves and latrines.   
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The Peace Corp has recently agreed and a volunteer in now willing to move to the area, but the San Jose 
community is required to first build a modest house for the volunteer. 
 
So building this house is a top priority for our Greater Good gift.  If we can raise enough money, it would be 
wonderful for First Unitarian to sponsor the building project in total.  (And the prospective Peace Corp 
volunteer is hip and very liberal, so the odds are good we could entice her lay down a genuine Unitarian 
Universalist welcome mat in front of the door!) 
 
 
A Note about Learning, Partnership, Humility and “Servant Leadership” 
 
One of the most important insights of this Fall trip was that First Unitarian can best move things forward by 
slowing down and stepping back.  Another way to put this is to say that learning and listening is more important 
than leading and telling people what to do(and what they really need).  Our new friends in San Jose know what 
they need and have tremendous wisdom about how to best achieve it.  Our new friends at the Department of 
Family Medicine have already built a remarkably effective system of organizing projects and already are more 
than capably providing leadership and oversight to many of these projects.  First Unitarian’s calling is that of 
standing beside new partners and offering ourselves in service.   
 
 
What Exactly Will the Greater Good Gift Support? 
 

During the fall trip, three needs clearly rose to the top: 
scholarships, micro-finance & sponsoring the Peace Corp volunteer 
dorm.   
 

So the funds we give will go first to supporting these efforts.  
However, if we raise a large enough amount, our gift will also go to 
support the building of latrines and cook stoves.   
 

But keep in mind that the San Jose Community and the Department 
of Family Medicine hope we will follow this financial gift with 
increased involvement.  So it’s not just dorms and cook stoves we 
are building with our Greater Good gift; it’s relationships as well. 
 
 
How to Get Involved 
 

At our recent social justice congregational meeting, the church membership affirmed the 
creation of the “Latin Connections Task Force.”  This task force is made up of both our 

Honduras Project Team and our Mexico Boarders & 
Boundaries Team.  The Honduras Project Team is 
coordinating all the efforts related to San Jose.  Barbara 
Gawinski and MJ Curry are the co-chairs of this team.   
 
So send  Barbara(Barbara_Gawinski@URMC.Rochester.edu)  
or MJ (mjcurry@Warner.Rochester.edu) an email or stop them at 
church.  They’d love to answer your questions and help you 
get involved!  
 

Reverend Tayler is the support staff for this effort, and he too would be glad to answer any 
questions you have. 

 

MJ Curry 

Barbara Gawinski 
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“It is in giving to needs greater than our own that we most fully experience the holy and learn, not only 
who we are, but who we were meant to be.”  -Rev. Kaaren Anderson 
 
 
 

 

 

 


