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“There are no roads,” she said, “to the place where we go. “We go every Saturday, three 
of us. I leave the city to travel to the village of Piedecuesta to meet the pastor, and then 
from there, it takes us about another hour by motorcycle.” “How many motorcycles do 
you take up there?” I asked her, “for the three of you?” “Oh just the one!” she said. 
Mariluz is a Lutheran woman from Bucaramanga, Colombia. I met her on my trip two 
weeks ago to attend the National Lutheran Women’s Convention in our Companion 
Synod of Colombia. She said she had been going with the pastor and her daughter to the 
remote pueblo of Santa Maria every Saturday for three years. 

Pastor Luz Marly and her daughter began going up to Santa Maria to minister 
there, and Mariluz joined them once she heard about the children. The children there have 
nothing - no shoes, no toys, and often little to no supervision. Many of their fathers left 
the village to look for work, and few ever return. Often those who do remain are 
unemployed and become addicted to drugs. And many mothers are stranded there with no 
means of earning an income to provide for themselves and their children. 

The community has been all but forgotten - no services, no resources, no hope. 
But Mariluz says, she goes there for the children. Every week, they package up 
sandwiches and fresh fruit and they feed the children. She says it’s obvious that when the 
children arrive for lunch, they haven’t had anything for breakfast. After lunch, then, it’s 
time for class! She told me it’s kind of like Sunday school, but on Saturday. Mariluz 
comes from the church in the city of Bucaramanga, but the mission at Santa Maria is 
actually a mission of the small rural parish where Pastor Luz Marly serves. There are no 
funds available to support this ministry, it’s just something they feel compelled to do. 
“That’s how I know it’s a call”, Mariluz says, “because no matter how I feel when I wake 
up on Saturday morning, I go.” 

“One time,” she shared with me,” I decided they were going to have crayons. So I 
saved up my own money, enough to buy crayons for all thirty children, and when I 
arrived with boxes of new colorful crayons and white paper, you would have thought it 
was Christmas - they were so excited.” And then, another time, she said, she decided she 
would do a lesson about what it means to have a dream. She had an idea. For weeks, 
Mariluz collected dolls. Then she dressed them up in little clothes - one like a teacher, 
one like a carpenter, one like a soccer player, a nurse. And she packaged all her dolls up 



and took them with her, and she asked the children, “What is your dream? What do you 
want to be when you grow up?” 

She told me, with tears in her eyes, that no one had ever asked them that. “No one 
had ever even thought to tell the children of this community to dream, because,” she said, 
“there, there is no hope.” She says the only visions these children have for their futures is 
the violence & addiction modeled by their mothers and fathers. “Let’s find your dream,” 
she told the children, “and then let’s ask God to help you fulfill your dream.” 
 

“When you give a banquet, invite the poor...the lame, and the blind,” Jesus says, 
“And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you.” When Jesus said to welcome 
in “the least of these,” this is what he meant. When he said “give” without expecting 
anything in return, without expecting someone to repay you,this is what he meant. 

When they come back down to the village - the three of them, on one motorbike - 
She drops Pastor Luz Marly and her daughter off at the church, and she heads back home 
to the city. Once at the church, Pastor Luz and her 7 y.o. daughter start up the three 
flights of stairs to the upper level of the church building, where they live. Pastor Luz 
Marly is a single mother, and a theologically educated Lutheran pastor. When we met 
her, she had just finished moving herself and her daughter from the third level to the 
second level of the church, because the third floor was deemed liable to collapse. “When 
you are invited by someone... do not take the place of honor,” Jesus says. “But when you 
are invited, go and take the lowest place.” 

There are other parishes she could serve in, in the larger cities of Colombia, but 
she chooses to stay there, close to the people, where she feels called. “Do not take go and 
the place of honor,” Jesus says... “For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, but 
those who humble themselves will be exalted.” In a world of quid pro quo and tit for tat, 
listening to Mariluz tell me about the Mission to Santa Maria was astonishing. 

We have become so accustomed to the world’s ways of supply and demand, 
credits and debits, and allegiance to economic advancement, that the concept of giving 
without the opportunity to gain something in return can be a difficult one for us to grasp. 
Today, Jesus shows us the upside-down, topsy-turvy ways of the kingdom, the “great 
reversal” of earthly values where we are called to commit ourselves to lives of giving, 
without the aim of accumulating debtors, without the aim of getting a leg up on the social 
ladder, but instead, with a hand extended out to someone to help them gain a sure footing 
of their own. 

I think oftentimes, when we hear the imperative to “give,” we think about 
handouts. Where’s the collection box, the donation bin? I’m ready to give! But listen to 
what Jesus says to us today. He doesn’t say, “When you give to the poor, the lame and 



blind” he says, “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, invite the poor, the lame and the 
blind.” He’s not advocating charity here - he’s advocating table fellowship. He’s saying: 
Don’t just feed the hungry, sit down with them. Look them in the eye. Hear their story. 
Give them the gift of dignity. Don’t stop at making a donation - make a connection. It’s a 
lot harder to walk alongside someone than it is to give them a handout. But that’s what 
makes a difference. That’s the mark of the kingdom: The great reversal of this world’s 
tightly held values, the toppling of the social ladder, the leveling of the hills and raising 
of the valleys, the humbling of the exalted and the lifting up the lowly.  

This week, many of our ministry leaders have been discussing with our 
Stewardship Team what it means to have a dream. What it would look like to “dream 
big” for their ministry area and to ask God to help them to fulfill those dreams?  And one 
of the questions that the Stewardship Team has been asking is, “What would it look like 
to go deeper with your ministry?” What are the ways we could look beyond the collection 
bin and deepen our relationships with the community? 

Now that we’ve collected the uniforms for the boys at Windwood Farms, how can 
we take the next step in deepening our relationships with them? After we give our annual 
donation to Habitat for Humanity, how can we work alongside families to help them 
achieve their dreams of becoming homeowners? In addition to giving food to ECCO to 
help the hungry in our community, how could we invite local children here to help us 
grow a community garden, and learn about the benefits of fresh local produce? 

Next week, when we gather for God’s Work Our Hands Sunday. As we join with 
Lutherans across the country for this day of caring, I challenge us to consider how we can 
heed Jesus’ call today. How can we use “Our hands” to do “God’s work” not only of 
providing for but also of walking alongside? Not stop at sewing placemats or meals for 
our Respite Care folks, but also making the commitment to learn each of their names? 
Not limit ourselves to making Fresh Start bags for the homeless population, but also sit 
down across the table from them at Barnabas feeding ministry. Not only baking 
thank-you cookies for first responders, but to show up for the men and women who rely 
on to “show up” for us, look them in the eye, and say “Thank you” for what you do. 
There is still room to join the group going to Windwood for God’s Work Our Hands, not 
just to work, but to get to know the boys, to play with them, and to continue that essential 
work of relationship building. 

The call of Christ is to give, without the expectation of receiving anything in 
return. But we find, through Jesus’ example, that giving means so much more than 
stopping at simply providing for one’s physical needs. Christ calls us to go deeper, by 
providing for the spiritual needs of hearing, and coming to believe, that you are a child of 
God. Through Jesus’ example, we see that the point of giving is not to gain debtors. 



Instead, Jesus gave in order to freely forgive the debts of others. In Jesus’ sacrifice on the 
cross, we see that, instead of seeking exultation, the height of glory was only to be 
reached by humbling himself even to the point of death. 

During my trip to the National Women’s Gathering in Colombia, that was the 
common thread that I heard weaving throughout the stories shared by the women of 
Colombia, and the international visitors from Bolivia, Venezuela, Canada and Chile. It 
was the love of Christ, who humbled himself for our sake, compelling the women to 
serve the least of these following the example of Jesus. In whatever context they found 
themselves surrounded by - Whether it was economic refugees flooding in from 
Venezuela, who needed to be welcomed in, fed, clothed and housed… Or unemployed 
single mothers in Bolivia, who needed to learn handicrafts to be able to produce an 
income… Or abused women in Chile, who needed shelter… Or women living in poverty 
on the hillsides of Colombia who were being taught a trade so that they could escape the 
cycle of poverty…I heard story after story about disciples heeding Jesus’ call to take their 
place at the table with those in need to listen to their dreams, to call them by their name - 
“Child of God” - and to learn to live accordingly.  

In a world where one’s place in the social hierarchy can determine one’s fate - 
especially in parts of the world where the ill-effects of patriarchy and “machismo” culture 
can make it dangerous to be female - it was amazing to hear the way Lutheran women are 
joining together to do the kingdom work of lifting up the lowly And restoring dignity to 
the marginalized, creating Christ-centered relationships along the way.  

I wish you could all have seen the look in Mariluz’ eyes as she told me about the 
children of Santa Maria - the way her eyes sparkled, while also brimming with tears, as 
she imagined their little faces...and worried about their fates.  She was so committed to 
the work she was doing - to providing the little things that make a difference to a child - a 
warm smile, a hug, a box of crayons and some fresh coloring paper. 

 I don’t know if all of those kids she challenged to have a dream will grow up to 
become a teacher or a nurse, or an engineer or a soccer star…but there will never be 
another day that they will go back to being a kid who one ever asked. ...they will never 
again be a kid who no one sat down with, face to face, to share God’s Word and God’s 
love with. Mariluz and Pastor Luz Marly may never know exactly how the lives of each 
of those children will turn out. They may never know what it means to a mother or a 
father to see the way someone values and cares for their child. ...but they know that for 
now, they are answering the call to serve as Jesus served, to give as Jesus gave, and to 
humble themselves, so that through their work, the name of Jesus would be exalted. 


