
Ryana’s YAGM Year in Mexico 
Tales from in-country orientation, my first couple of weeks in Mexico 

My nine other YAGMS and I spent 
our first days in Mexico at a 
beautiful convent in the north of 
Mexico City, or what many here 
refer to as D.F. for Districto Federal. 
The tiling, murals, blue hues, and 
warm souls of the Catholic sisters 
made it an easy place to land amidst 
the DF chaos.  
 

 
Convent courtyard  

I woke up my fourth day in Mexico 

with swollen eyelids, ears, and an 

itchy scalp. Was it the dog I pet? 

Food I ate? Quien sabe—who 

knows. In growing unease and 

honest discomfort, I took two 

Benadryl at 10 in the morning right 

before two of the sisters gave us a 

presentation on the history behind 

the Virgin of Guadalupe. With the 

help of my country program 

coordinator, Lindsay, I explained to 

them that I had taken drowsy 

medication and wasn’t feeling well. 

It was my way of warning them I was 

about to fall asleep.  

We sat in the sunlit room in a semi-

circle with the nuns at the front, 

matching in their white blouses, 

navy vests, and black skirts. I knew 

one from a couple dinner 

conversations. She was a sweet, 

petite, younger nun who explained 

her name as Carolina, “como 

Carolina de sur o Carolina del 

norte!”—like South and North 

Carolina.  

They began their talk and I 

desperately held on to 

consciousness leaving no room to 

understand their Spanish. Finally, 

my body succumbed to the 

medications and I fell asleep. I was 

woken some time later by a hand on 

my shoulder. It was Carolina. She 

was pointing at chairs in the back of 

the room, for what I assumed was so 

I could sleep and not be awkwardly 

in the middle of lesson.  

She walked with me to the back of 

the room, sat me down on a chair 

then told me to take my glasses off. I 

was confused, but did so. She 

moved behind me and began 

rubbing her hands quickly together 

then massaging my head and 

repeatedly. She was talking to me 

and finally understood she was 

trying to give me energy! In my 

drowsy stupor I managed to hold 

back a wide smile when it dawned 

on me. She led me in deep breathing 

and continued to give me a massage 

for awhile before moving me back to 

the circle.  

After the presentation, my group 
raved about all they learned about 
Guadalupe. I learned nothing about 

Guadalupe but I did learn about 
being a servant from Carolina. She 
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freely embraced me in her care 

though I was simply a temporary 

guest in her space.  

For the rest of our orientation we 

spent a week in intensive Spanish 

classes then visited all 10 of our site 

placements. It was a packed two 

weeks with lots of transportation 

but I was grateful to see where my 

fellow YAGMs will be spending their 

year. We made the best of it—

jamming to music, watching the 

countryside of central Mexico pass 

by, and eating the delicious Mexican 

cuisine. (Maybe too many tortas—

massive meat filled sandwiches).  

The YAGM Mexico program extends 

from teaching and playing with kids 

to working with ecological sanitation 

systems like dry toilets. During our 

visits we took tours, played with 

kiddos, and learned about many 

very cool programs going on in each 

area. One of my favorite sites was a 

center and school for people with 

differing capacities, and as the 

director powerfully stated, “their 

only disability is the one society puts 

on them.” 

No doubt, each of our years will look 

dramatically different but each 
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placement is important and 

empowering.   

 

 

A hike to the Tepozteco Pyramid in Tepoztlan  

The temporary migrant shelter in 

Apizaco in particular was a moving 

site visit for me. We visited on a hot 

day that made everything feel 

yellow and dry. The shelter is tucked 

away right below the railroad tracks 

of La Bestia, the train known as the 

Beast that migrants ride in hopes of 

reaching the US. 

After being shown the shelter, we 

watched a train go by. It was 

haunting, knowing people were 

hiding between cars.  

When we returned inside the shelter 

we began a pickup game of soccer 

with the migrants. Now, I’ve never 

been a soccer player, I prefer to run 

without chasing a ball, but my 

enjoyment of the game is growing! 

We began playing on the big 

concrete patio under the beating 

sun. These guys handed us loss after 

loss. But it didn’t matter. They loved 

it! We were just people playing a 

game. Soccer took away the 

unnecessary walls of circumstance. 

We are all God’s children after all. I 

really appreciated having a way to 

interact with them without being 

awkward with my limited Spanish. 

As we were gathering at the door to 

leave, five migrants entered. They 

were dusty from just getting off the 

train. They wore many layers 

despite the heat. I can’t imagine 

what they felt looking at us 10 US 

citizens. I felt guilty for being born in 

a country they left their families for. 

I felt my privilege smack me in the 

face knowing my blue passport 

allows me to travel almost 

anywhere and here they were 

crouching on a speeding train for 

weeks. Many Central Americans are 

passing through Mexico to get to the 

USA in hopes of safety from the 

growing drug and gang violence, in 

hopes of jobs. But the “lucky ones” 

that make it will live a life as second 

class citizens labeled by their illegal 

status. I know I will continue to be 

confronted by this reality I 

otherwise have the privilege to 

ignore. I hope to share a different 

story than the US media tells.  

We left the shelter in silence and I 

worked to hold back tears. The 

disparity isn’t easy to swallow. But 

“easy” isn’t why I’m here. One of my 

hopes for my YAGM year is to return 

a better, more educated citizen of 

our neighbor, Mexico.  That process 

won’t be comfortable. Yet, I can 

already feel God moving through us 

as we go through experiences that 

make us cry, laugh, and sit in silence.  

Thank you for supporting me with 

your friendships and gifts to get me 

to this place.  

 

 

 

Prayer Requests 

 For the 74 YAGM volunteers 

all around the world, for their 

community, safety and 

courage. 

 For the migrants facing 

dangers of drug cartels and 

gang violence on their journey. 

 For continued peace and joy as 

I settle into my new 

community and routine. 

 

Things I’ve learned: gestures 

 An abrupt upward movement 

of your hand is not rude or 

aggressive, it means thank you.  

 Wiggling your index finger in an 

inchworm like movement 

physically asserts saying “yes!” 

 The cheek kiss. When you 

arrive to a house, party or the 

office, you greet everyone with 

a cheek kiss. Also to say 

goodbye. Everyone. Every time. 
 

Are you interested in 

supporting me and the ELCA 

Young Adults in Global Mission 

program? Click here and find 

my name in the dropdown 

box! 

community.elca.org/yagm/give 

Read more about my 

experiences in Mexico on my 

blog: 

ryanaholt.wordpress.com 

https://community.elca.org/yagm/give

