
Father Bob Thames 
December 2022 Letter 

Cabezas, Bolivia 

Greetings to all of you there as we end this year 2022 and starting 2023. I pray 

that all of you had a Family-Blessing-filled Christmas and will begin this New Year 
ready for God’s Will to be done in you. It is now the 29th of December and I know 

that I will not finish this letter today, but I have a little time to start on it anyway. 
We have been blessed this morning with the best rain so far in this rainy season, 

rather a hard rain for a short time, then drizzling for some 4 hours more. Are we 
ever grateful! We had planted a lot (our summer now) and were in need of such as 

God has given us. Two workers with us were in the area of the mountains plowing 
and planting, (there is a two-room house there) and the rain hit hard, and the two 

rivers had risen with the rain that had to be crossed to get out this AM made it 
difficult to leave with an old jeep they had gone in. So, they are coming home on a 

motorcycle borrowed, I think. It is now 3 PM and they have not gotten here yet. I 
pray they make it without problems. They have experience at this, so I hope for the 

best. 

To start this letter, we had our graduations of our regular high school on Friday, 9 
December. These are always emotional and rather long. We had only thirty-six 

graduates this year (last year 46), having had some 6 to 8 dropouts these last two 
years. I had explained before, so many of older kids in a family drop out in their 

sophomore and junior years to work to help support their younger brothers and 
sisters to study. This happened with this group. The older ones will now finish 

with the adult high school which has classes only on weekends, precisely to 
facilitate their working. The day was really hot, but a really big crowd came as 

always. The parents or parent (separated families) always march up to the front 
with their graduate, giving a hug as the parents leave their graduate up front at 

the same time receiving their diploma. And what takes up much time there are a 
lot of photographs taken before the parent/s leave. The graduation is always in 

our school outdoor basketball court. I estimated that over six hundred folks 
attended. 

Then on Saturday, Dec. 10, there was the graduation of our adult high school 

group, the largest that I can remember, some ninety-six in all, including graduates 
of the adult high school and the ones taking technical courses. Diplomas are given 

for all. I did not attend this graduation as it is too long and tiring, although a 
young woman whom I help raise from the age of fourteen graduated. She has now 

only one leg as she had a rare bone disease that was coming up her leg and would 
have killed her. So, we were able to arrange an operation with a good friend 

orthopedic surgeon. She now has a prosthesis that she finds difficult and still uses 
a wheelchair many times. She is married to a young man I also raised with a little 

one year-old daughter, so active and bright, but rather loud at times, and not at all 
shy. And unlike so many young couples in Bolivia they were married in Church. 
Just thinking now, I do not know when the Technical Institute had their 

graduation. 



  
I had explained in the last letter that we were to have Confirmations on October 

23, but political problems in Bolivia erupted on October 22, the day before, with 
roadblocks and violence, so the bishop called me to cancel Confirmations until 

some peace had been restored. The turmoil lasted longer than we had expected, 
and finally we had Confirmations on Dec. 17, a Saturday. The day was really hot, 

over 100 degrees, but that did not stop the crowd from overflowing the Chapel with 
about 450 or more folks. A part of the reason was the large group of 

Confirmations, about 110 to 115, we think. Originally there were to be some 130 
in all. Quite a few who had graduated from high school had gone to other places to 

work, so were not present. This included those of our own high school, plus those 
of the village just southwest of Cabezas where our chapel is located (large tin-roof 

structure that can hold some four hundred seated when we bring in extra benches 
(which we did, and yet there were people standing, and some outside the double 

doors). We also had a good number of adults who had never been confirmed which 
we had prepared. Those who have been here know that the river is the dividing line 

between two dioceses. The chapel is across the river where I work, but the priest 
on this side has basically abandoned the town, so the folks come across to us. I 

felt sorry for the young Bishop for the large number of Confirmations, but he is 
strong, very vibrant and ready for everything. And after the Mass he continued to 

have pictures taken with him for all who wanted. He had to keep wiping his face 
with Kleenex, but never sat down. All together the time was about two and half 

hours. Then he sat down with us for a good meal that some of the people had 
prepared. But The Holy Spirit was very much present, and we are grateful for all. 

  
Now some telling of our Christmas Masses and our “family” celebrations. (January 

4) 
  

I had Masses in three communities closest to Cabezas. Two of the communities 
wanted their Mass on Dec. 23. Their kids live in the city or elsewhere and wanted 

to spend their Christmas with their older kids and grandkids. This was the same 
for the farthest community, a very faithful one, but also family is important to be 

together in these festive days. But Friday night after returning from the two 
Masses in communities we had our Nativity scene acted out using all our own kids 

(those who live full time with us and we are responsible for them, some fourteen 
kids in all. It was really great! (What would you expect from someone who is very 

partial but really it was!) The lady who is a real mother for the smaller kids’ dorm 
has daughter with a 3-month-old baby girl. We had the daughter as Mary and her 

baby as Jesus, who was quiet and awake during the whole acting out from birth to 
the fleeing into Egypt and returning to Nazareth. I was afraid because the baby 

was not used to so many new people and new situations, but she was perfect. A 
young neighbor woman read the whole script, all just words from Scripture put 

together in each scene so the kids did not talk, just acting their part. After the 
acting we ate a big meal, ending around 10:30 pm. But I went to bed elated. 

  
On Saturday, Dec. 24, things turned out different. I had Mass in the evening in the 

large chapel in Abapó, and very few people came, only about fifty persons. This 
really hurt me but that is part of life in this world. I remember the Masses across 



the river that were full on Christmas Eve with everyone bringing their Christ Child 
to be blessed, about 190 or more folks, at times people out the front door. Now 

there is not Mass in the big church across the river from our chapel and no one 
doing pastoral attention for some 6 years. I had hoped many would come over to 

us for this feast. Those who came were mostly from across the river, but times 
have changed. I partly blame myself for not being able to visit homes, eat with the 

families, feel more a part of them as I had done for some 55 years or more in my 
pastoral work. Now I go when someone has to drive me and that is just to give 

Mass and return. I pray that someone known to me will come work with us this 
New Year who is more adjusted to home pastoral visiting and eating with families. 

My time in the U. S. and in Mexico were times when I did not have food in my 
house, so I was obligated to eat with families almost every day and every meal of 

every day, usual only two meals. Bolivians have a sense of the priest being too 
elevated to eat their humble food, and so only on feast day do they invite priests to 

eat with them in their homes. 
  

Christmas Day turned things around. I regret not having Mass in the morning and 
if alive next year I will make changes. But still there was much to be thankful for. 

Way back in 2005 about 10 days before Christmas a lady came from about 3 
hours away bringing three young kids, a girl of thirteen, and two younger brothers. 

Both parents had died, and the kids were really being tossed around, more and 
more in the street. Another brother younger than the sister was living in the street 

and being more and more living by stealing and fighting and did not come with the 
lady. I do not know ‘til this day how the lady knew of us, maybe someone had told 

her, but we had just come out here 3 years prior. We accepted the kids, and just 
after Christmas I went to look for the other brother, found him living with other 

young boys in an abandoned house and brought him here to be with his other 
siblings. The girl stayed with us until 18 yrs. old, marrying a young man in 

Church in Cabezas, the young man today a lawyer and they the parents of two 
very intelligent young girls (they compete for being the top kids in their classes 

where they live near the city of Santa Cruz). The older boy, now a young man 
works with us and has married a young woman we also raised from 14 yrs. old. 

They have two children. But more yet. There was an older girl of the family who did 
not come to live with us, finally married now with three boys. She with her 

husband and the youngest boy came also on Christmas Day, a type of family 
reunion for us all. Then there was another family that we had raised here, two 

girls and a boy. The oldest girl who married a boy we also raised, both working 
with us now with a young baby, and the girl´s brother who came. Their mother 

who has severe psychological problems lives here also with us with her daughter. I 
am telling all of this hopefully not boring you, to say what a family reunion there 

was, especially for me. I have raised some eighty or more kids in my house these 
last 20 years. Most of the kids are adults and leave, never return, after one or two 

visits. This Christmas these returned to celebrate, and it really touched my heart. I 
am so THANKFUL for all of this in my old age. 

  
There is so much to share about the depth of understanding about Christmas, 

how it should touch our hearts. One thing I talked about in the Christmas sermon 
is how Our God, Creator and Maintainer of our whole universe chose to be born in 



such lowly circumstances, being born probably under an overhang of a cliff (I read 
this that there are no caves near Bethlehem, only overhanging cliffs that served at 

the time as protection for sheep and goats at night). Our worldly importance of the 
3 P’s (Pleasure-Prestige-Possessions) that are so respected in our society world-

wide today that we spend our lives to attain, Jesus pushed aside as of LESSER 
VALUE IN HIS BIRTH, PUTTING PEOPLE AS CHILDREN OF GOD ABOVE ALL 

other created beings. JESUS WANTED ALL HUMANS TO BE CALLED TO LIVE 
AND BE CHILDREN OF GOD IN TRUTH. No other created thing can be equal. May 

Our Lord so change our hearts, to put people first, loving them by giving our lives 
to help those in any kind of need before putting an excess of material things first 

in our families. Let us mold our children with the VALUES OF JESUS and let us 
mold ourselves with the VALUES OF JESUS WHO GAVE ALL HIS EARTHLY 

EXISTENCE TO TEACH US HOW TO LIVE, FIRST OF ALL BY HIS LIVING AND 
DYING ON THE CROSS, TOTALLY DEDICATED TO HUMAN SALVATION, not 

letting material values smother our lives in selfish material things. 
  

Finally, I want to end this letter Lifting Up My Heart to God in THANKSGIVING for 
another year of service to the poorer families in our area all because you all there 

have made it possible by your gifts to us. This year we passed 1500 young folks 
who have received their high school diploma because of your contributions. How 

many lives now are different because of your sacrifices. And it has occurred to me 
that many more did not finish here but came for two or three years then had to 

drop out to help younger brothers and sisters to study, but those two three years 
affected them. Only God knows how many persons have been influenced in their 

lives by what you all there have made possible. I PRAY GOD’S BLESSING ON ALL 
OF YOU! MAY YOU BE SO BLESSED IN HAPPINESS HERE AND IN THE WORLD 

TO COME! OUR GOD IS WAITING FOR US ALL WHO HAVE PUT HUMANS ABOVE 
OTHER MATERIAL THINGS THAT WE COULD HAVE HAD IF WE HAD PUT THOSE 

MATERIAL THINGS ABOVE THE KIDS HERE WHO HAVE BEEN SO BLESSED BY 
YOUR HELP. 

  
Your brother in Jesus Christ, 

Fr. Bob Thames 
  

We are volunteers supporting ETC Bolivia. The current contact information 
at the Diocese of Fort Worth to continue to support the children is: Kim 

Stutzman at (817) 803-5146 or via e-mail at kstutzman@adv-fdn.org. The 
following link takes you directly to the Diocese ETCB web page for easiest 

access to donate on-line:  https://fwdioc.org/educate-the-children-
bolivia . Please reply to this e-mail if we may answer any questions. 
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