
Dear Friends,

Jerome Kiley is a lay missioner and friend of the St. James Society. He splits his time between 
Boston and Ecuador, where he works on his mission foundation known as ‘Barriers to Bridges’. 
Recently he returned to Boston having spent eight months in Ecuador which included spending 
time in lockdown there. He reflects with us on his experience:

I passed the quarantine portion of the pandemic in Chontal, a remote rural community in the 
province of Imbabura, Ecuador, where I’ve developed a relationship since 2010. After Lent began 
there were a few weekends of first communions, and then suddenly the lockdown came on March 
15 and everything stopped. It seemed symbolic because, in ministry, we had begun a Lenten 
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theme of “food in the desert”, and that thread seemed to continue throughout the lockdown. 

In Ecuador, quarantine meant the closure of all but essential businesses as well as churches and 
other public gatherings. A curfew was put in place until 5am, at first beginning at 6pm, and then 
ultimately starting at 2pm. Local villages physically closed themselves off with roadblocks and the 
public transport system was completely shut down, essentially keeping everyone in place except 
for special situations. In the rural villages, various families left for the refuge of their farms up in 
the mountain. It all left the village feeling like a desert.

It was there that I stayed with an extended 
family of 10 in a large house for 4 months. We 
were from a whole spectrum of ages and so life 
covered a variety of aspects: from cooking and 
eating, to playing and exercising, to working 
and housekeeping, to praying, we lived togeth-
er close to all of God’s creation in the local cus-
toms. In the village, everyone’s early concerns 
were for vulnerable people, both locals and 
family living in the cities. Though the village 
will always have some type of food (banana, 
yucca, and bean products), cities were more at 
risk and so village leaders organized a few food 
deliveries to families in Quito. In fact, the pan-
demic has produced a shift from city to rural 
life as more folks are moving, and locals here 

are re-thinking their planting strategies to produce more of the foods they would have previously 
bought from city sources.

Along with local leaders and health workers, I was able to make safe visits to homes throughout 
the village to check on people, talk, and provide food supplies to those most in need. Fortunately, 
when I left in July the virus still had not arrived. The local people rose up generously as they 
always do when there’s need, and folks with extra produce made it available to others. There were 
plenty of plantains, bananas, and oranges available.

Money also became scarce and when everyone in our 
house was down to our last dollars we made a few fruit-
less, hour-long trips through roadblocks to reach empty 
ATMs until, finally, a way worked out. I was able to not 
only reimburse my host family but also provide emergen-
cy cash to a variety of the households most in need. This 
particularly helped families who were financially stressed 
by Ecuador’s moving all school classes to the internet. 
Some technical, organizational, and financial assistance 
helped as we attempted to make the rickety internet ser-
vice in the village available to all the children in an equi-
table way. Some homes remain without internet access, 
and, in any case, we could not overcome the sporadic days 

The quarantine household.

Pork ribs smoked over a fireplace, plantains, 
bananas and potatos



without internet, electricity or water that continue to 
be a part of life in the village.

We were about 2.5 hours from any city or high-end 
healthcare. Just before the pandemic, the commu-
nity was able to gather funds to help Maria, a young 
mother with advanced cancer in need of treatment 
in Quito. We helped her surprise her son and be at 
his First Communion, but with the lockdown, the 
cancer hospital closed and the cost to reach Quito 
skyrocketed. She waited about 4 months, trying 
alternative local therapies. Safe visits accompanying 
her were a blessing for me, until I was finally able to get some cash and help her get to Quito after 
the hospital opened – which was thankfully just in time to resume her ongoing treatment.

With what internet I had available, I also 
set to work making and sharing virtual 
versions of the spiritual workshops and 
activities I had been planning for Lent 
and Easter. The local priest, Fr. Moises, 
was limited in travel, but as safety allowed 
he made it to some homes and chapels 
throughout the parish beyond Chontal for 
various sacraments. In Chontal, the chapel 
remained closed through lockdown, but 
in the house where I stayed, there are a 
few loudspeakers permanently mounted 
on the rooftop that are used for public 
announcements to the village. So, begin-
ning on the first Sunday of the lockdown, 
we had Mass in a small room wired to the 

loudspeakers and announced the Mass to the entire com-
munity. 

Week after week, the community had the benefit of at 
least listening to the Mass, and both Fr. Moises and I had 
the opportunity to share encouraging words and reflec-
tions, providing consolation and a lift to all the people, 
not just those attending church. Fr. Moises is originally 
from nearby and gets along well with everyone, and I 
know my own reflections came from many years of ac-
companying and listening to the people who have become 
family to me. And so - my own shortcomings notwith-
standing - I often felt that the community was blessed to 
have had that gift during a time of isolation, uncertainty 
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and fear. It really gave me a more incarnate meaning to the words of Christ to all those who share 
in his mission: “What you hear whispered, proclaim on the housetops.” (Mt 10:27)

Since the first Pentecost, whenever Jesus has become food for someone, it’s given birth to a sense 
of purpose in life by becoming that food for others. The pandemic has been for so many of us like 
a desert: a time of loss and emptiness, of loneliness, of pain and even of death. In the midst of it 
all, we can still be a part of Christ’s mission and hopefully find consolation and purpose. I’m very 
grateful to have been fed by the people I’ve lived with. And to be food for them as well.
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With Every Good Wish in Christ,

Rev. David Costello
Director

If you wish to make a donation you 
can do so online at: 

socstjames.com/donate-today 
or mail your donation to: 

St. James Society
24 Clark Street

Boston, MA 02109-1127


