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NOVEMBER 2019

A RIPPLE OF JOY IN A RIVER OF SADNESS 

With Every Good Wish in Christ,

Rev. David Costello
Director

Fr. Dan Gonzalez is one of our missionary priests 
ministering in the parish of Velille, high in the South-
ern Peruvian Andes. On a recent visit to Boston he 
shared with me a little of the work that is going on 
down there. I was particularly struck by his account 
of a tragedy that unfolded in his parish area on St. 
Valentine’s Day, and how the parish responded:

"Without warning, a day widely recognized as a day 
for love and friendship, February 14, began with an 
unexpected and tragic turn of events. In the early 
morning hours of this fateful day, several lives would 

be senselessly lost while a community would later 
come together to brave cold, heavy currents, down-
stream from Velille, in order to search for loved ones. 
What remained that day was the void left by the loss 
of so many promising individuals - sons, husbands, 
brothers, fiancés, children, and even an expectant 
mother.  

The van carrying 18 passengers was on a nightly 
journey, coming from the mine on the other side 
of Santo Tomás and heading to Yauri - stopping 
briefly in Velille at about 2:00am. Apparently, the 

forest for comfortable seating during celebrations.  The 
parish could still use eight or ten more pews, if such 
funds were raised. Each new piece costs 440 soles or 
about $113.00.

It is with these small glimmers of goodness, support, 
and God’s grace that our parishioners, extended fami-
ly members, and the locals of Velille have been able to 
carry on after a tragedy that affected so many.  Please 
continue to pray for our offering of compassion and at-
tention to those most in need here in Perú.”

 
Sincere thanks to Fr. Dan for updating us on all that is 
going on currently in his parish. During this month of 
November, dedicated to remembering our dead, we 
remember especially those who lost their lives on that 
tragic day last February, we pray that their loved ones 
will receive the consolation of their heart, which only 
God can give.

Dear Friends,

Local newspaper photo of the tragic accident.



munity could help with lodging and provisions, shelter-
ing the families of the victims en route from Arequipa, 
Espinar, Cuzco and even from as far away as Lima. We 
affirmed that indeed we desired to be of any assistance 
we could, telling the mayor our Internado had over forty 
firm mattresses and bunk beds available; and also, that 
we could provide fifty or so heavy alpaca blankets.  As 
the moderate rains continued, and within only minutes 
of our conversation with the concerned mayor, roughly 
fourteen desperate families arrived for shelter and warm 
food. During that first night, these family members at-
tempted to rest after twelve hours of urgent travel, all 
the while grappling with loss and heart-wrenching grief. 

Only with the generous gifts of GOD´s providence, were we, 
here at Immaculate Conception Catholic Faith Community, 
able to bed-down everyone including Maria Carmen and 
her new-born, who had arrived from a location hours away 
in order to search for her endeared ones. In the morning, 
we purchased firewood to prepare food outdoors - weath-
er permitting.  We brought a small, two-burner stove from 
the priests’ residence to the Internado in order to cook 
breakfast, and in the evenings, large amounts of soup; 
as concerned family members returned empty-handed, 
day after day, and with heavy hearts and waning hope.   
 
We had placed the names of the ´disappeared´ on the 
altar and celebrated Mass for the presumed dead every 
evening, while families tearfully prayed, hoping for mira-
cles from God.

Two weeks after the accident, the federal government sent 
military helicopters to search the river, but did not find 
any signs of survivors. Every couple of weeks following, a 

young man behind the wheel was driving recklessly 
on the always dangerous and risky hairpin turns. The 
van went over a cliff’s edge, rolling several times over, 
down the rocky bluff and into the waters below.  With 
abundant grace, the provident hand of God protect-
ed one young woman who miraculously survived the 
horrific accident. Lidia, wet and shivering, climbed the 
rocks of the 60-meter cliff, up to the darkened road 
above.  After waiting a half-hour, she found someone 
to take her to the simple clinic here in Velille, arriving 
around 3:30am, all the while praying to her ¨guardian 
angel¨ to send someone to rescue the other passengers 
still submerged in the waters. Rescue teams organized, 
local police were awakened, and quickly the news 
shocked this quiet community high up in the Andes.   

That Thursday morning, we celebrated the Eucharist at 
Saint Barbara church in Congonya.  As Juan Diego picked 
me up, he informed me of the upside-down vehicle in 
the rapidly moving waters.  As we approached the site, 
we could see the four tires protruding from the rushing 
waters. At Mass, we prayed for the victims, ¨los desapa-
recidos, ¨ the disappeared, unaccounted ones, and for 
their grieving families.  As we returned after the noon 
hour, we witnessed the rescue teams using winches and 
strong chains, overturning the van with the driver still 
buckled at the wheel. The hairpin road had been cor-
doned off; consequently, I had to hike almost 2 kilome-
ters before someone kindly offered me a ride to town. 
We then celebrated another liturgy service in Velille’s 
cemetery.  

In early evening of this horrible day in our rather sedate 
pueblo, the ‘alcade’, mayor Antonio Toledo, called me 
from Cuzco, the Imperial Inca capital located some sev-
en hours away. He humbly inquired if the parish com-

body would be spotted, lodged among the boulders along 
the river’s edge.  As the autumnal months of April and 
May crept into the winter months of June, July and early 
August, a few more remains were found.  Two husbands 
and sons however, Gustavo and Carlos, continue to be 
unfound, remaining as “desaparecidos” or “disappeared.”

Throughout this remorseful odyssey of search, recover, 
and the burying of the dead, however, goodness came in 
the form of long-lasting friendships that had been forged 
by several families, many of whom spent anywhere from 
ten weeks to four months with us in Velille.  And a beacon 
of hopeful joy in the belief of the resurrected life of pre-
cious loved ones has been eternally lit here in our hearts  
 
Against this backdrop of pain and grief, new beginnings 
were initiated for us in early May when our parish family 
welcomed a newly-ordained, transitional deacon from 
México. Deacon César Hérnandez is a blessing to our 
parish team. He will be ordained priest next July in his 
native México. Upon his arrival, Rev Hernandez and I both 
transitioned to the new, four-bedroom residence behind 
the church. This much-needed new living quarters has 
been years overdue and has been made possible by the 
generous charity of our Christian benefactors of the St. 
James Society as well as our friends throughout the Unit-

ed States. Deacon César is currently working with young 
high school students and encouraging them to consider 
religious life - always an uphill struggle in our modern, 
fast-paced lifestyle found even here, in the high altitude 
of the southern Andes of the province of Chumbilvilcas.  

We continue with our journey of the RCIA process by 
preparing high school students and young married cou-
ples, during Saturday mornings and Wednesday after-
noons sessions, to receive the Sacraments of Initiation 
during the Easter Vigil.

We also reopened the “Comedor” the lunch program 
for students, serving a delicious meal of soup and a 
plate of vegetables, trout, or chicken, coupled with rice 
or potatoes, and a fruit drink.

On Passion Sunday, twenty new pews, which had been 
ordered, arrived to the delight of the parishioners. 
Three meters in length, they are equipped with arms 
and padded kneelers.  A professional carpenter used 
strong tropical wood called ‘agaun’ from the Amazon 

Newspaper photo of the search party at the scene.

The new Rectory & Parish Center.

People gathered in Velille.

Casa Blanca Church in Velille.

Inside of the Rectory & Parish Center.


