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Dragonflies curb the mosquito population and serve 
as a symbol for malaria-containment efforts. (Photo 
by Hans Hillewaert) 
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The Southern Ohio Synod Hunger Task Force has made their hunger awareness and action video, 
prepared by Pastor Jonathan Eilert and presented at the 2009 Southern Ohio Synod Assembly, 
available on the web. If you would like to share this video with your congregation, church council 
or if you haven't seen the video, you may view it and download it from the synod’s website, where 
it is now available at www.southernohiosynod.org under Ministries>Task Forces.  If a DVD is 
desired, contact Pastor Eilert at PJEilert@fuse.net. 

People of the Southern Ohio Synod are doing great things every day to help the underprivileged in 
our communities and the world.  Still, more work needs to be done. For ideas and inspiration on 
ending hunger and poverty, please contact Pastor Henry Zorn, chair of the Southern Ohio Synod 
Hunger Task Force, 513.474.4938.   
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By Pastor Joene Herr, St. Matthews, Ithaca 

Have you ever wondered where the ELCA World Hunger monies go?  Have you ever wondered if 
the money really helps—really has an impact on people? 

This past fall I had the opportunity to travel with about 30 other ELCA laypeople and clergy to 
Mexico City for a World Hunger Leadership Gathering.  We spent six days at the Lutheran 
Center and were introduced by a number of local experts to the economic and political issues of 
Mexico.   

This trip was my first to Mexico.  Although I spent the summer preparing by reading, I was 
shocked by the vastness and poverty I saw.  Mexico City has about 25 million inhabitants and 5 
million cars.  Over half of the water is polluted; all drinking water must be purchased. Four 
million people have no toilets.  Even though Mexico is a country with a rich history, it is very poor 
economically.  Two thirds of all trade in Mexico is sold on the street; 70 percent of the people are 
officially unemployed.  Because there is a very small tax base there are almost no public services 
available.   
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After learning about the situation in Mexico City, our group travelled to two communities and met 
people aided by Amextra, an organization committed to assisting individuals, families and 
communities.  Amextra was founded 25 years ago by Mexico university graduates influenced by 
liberation theology who wanted to make an impact in their country   ELCA World Hunger has 
partnered with Amextra for 22 years on projects including community health, income generation, 
education, and restoration and conservation of natural resources.   

At Chalco, we met staff of a microloan program.  The Amextra Chalco community center began 
24 years ago with a day care and health center.  Today they serve over 5700 participants, 80% of 
whom are women, with small loans.  The microfinance’s mission is to offer freedom and 
economic options through financial services.  Each member begins by joining a solidarity group of 
five to 20 individuals who meet weekly to support and encourage each other.  After saving money 
for eight weeks, a person can take out a loan of three to five times their savings.   Through August 
2009, the Chalco program had over $11 million in savings with an active loan portfolio of over 
$24 million.  The program is more than sustainable with a return rate of 119%.  The recuperation 
rate is 99.2%; only $52,000 was ‘at risk’ with payments behind 1%.   

Behind the dollar figures and percentages are real people impacted by these small loans.  For 
example, Maria’s husband suffered a brain aneurysm and stroke 8 years ago.  He had a body shop, 
but had to close it due to his health.  With a microloan, Maria was able to get the business up and 
running again and now supports herself, her husband and their children.   

Mrs. Helia V. and her husband took out a loan to open a dress manufacturing business in their 
home.  The business has grown. They employ over 10 in their home, six more women sew in their 
own homes.  Although Mr. and Mrs. V have prospered so much they could graduate from the 
Amextra Microloan program, they stay in because they like the weekly meetings with their 
neighbors. 

After seeing the long term success of Chalco, our group traveled to Lomos, a 5500 person 
squatters’ community built on an abandoned quarry outside of Mexico City proper.  Amextra was 
invited by the community to help five years ago.  With Amextra’s help the community has built a 
tortilleria and small store, to employ people and sell products cheaply.  They’ve installed power 
lines, built a community center that houses an after-school program, and added a water 
purification business.   Water trucked up into the Lomos community costs about 50 pesos a day; 
the ‘official’ minimum wage is 55 pesos a day, so the community purification business has made a 
great impact.  The community, with Amextra’s help also added a rain-water gathering system, for 
gardens, clothes and rabbits.  Amextra has taught community leaders how to raise rabbits and 
chickens as a source of income and protein.  They monitor families to see that undernourished 
children get vitamins.  The mothers of overweight children are encouraged to participate in an 
Amextra soy program.  So far 250 families have learned to cook and eat healthier.  The issue, 
according to one of the Lomos women, is dignity.  With values of honesty, respect, service and 
solidarity, Amextra recognizes the gifts of each individual and helps the individuals and families 
make a positive impact in their community.  During the swine flu outbreak, Amextra donated 
fabric which the women used to make face masks.  They then took the face masks, soap and 
bleach and went door to door with instructions to prevent spreading the virus.  As one woman told 
us, “we may live in poverty but we are not poor.” 



�
�

The ELCA World Hunger Fund uses the monies congregations and individuals send to make a 
positive impact all over the world in communities like Chalco and Lomos with local partners like 
Amextra.  Our model is accompaniment; recognizing that we are all children of God, called to 
walk together in solidarity that practices interdependence and mutuality.  A quote on the Lutheran 
Center webpage summarizes our call; "If you have come to help me you are wasting your time. If 
you have come because your liberation is bound to my liberation, then let us move forward. -- 
Indigneous Leader 
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