
AAA
s photojournalist Dave Crough and I walked 
through a small church courtyard in the town of 
Calca, Peru, we noticed something that would 
shock most Canadian families.

A Quechua woman held a lifeless guinea pig in one hand. 
With the other, she scraped off its hair. 

This was a meal in the making, we later learned. In North 
America, guinea pigs are popular pets—cute and cuddly, good 
with kids and low maintenance. But for the Quechua people of  
Peru, cuy (coo-ee) is a delicacy, usually served hot with a side 
dish on special occasions. 

Climbing the church’s steep wooden staircase, we entered 
a cheerless classroom where 10 men and two women sat 
huddled on wooden pews. Pastor Lorenzo Ccama, a literacy 
supervisor, led them in a morning devotional.

In these humble surroundings, it’s difficult to imagine that 
these poor, hardworking folks represent a small but growing 
army of volunteer literacy workers that is making a big differ-
ence for hundreds of Quechua people. 

The literacy program is spearheaded by ATEK*, a Quechua 
organization that partners with SIL in a 10-year holistic project 
known as the South Peru Scripture Advance (see sidebar, p. 7). 

 

SIL and partners in Peru equip Quechuas to read—everything 
from guinea pig recipes to the Bible that feeds God’s flock.

*ATEK—A Quechua acronym for, “The association that shines the gospel to the Quechua- 
speaking world.”
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At twilight, travellers on the road to Cusco may encounter 
young shepherds and their meandering herds of sheep, 

goats and llamas. Rural Quechuas like these are learning 
to read and write their own language through a Wycliffe 

Canada-sponsored literacy program in southern Peru. 

“One way is reading recipes, following instructions and 
learning new ways to make the typical foods they eat.”

Part Quechua herself, Phelps is convinced that literacy is the 
perfect recipe for radical change—including church growth 
and improved living conditions—among the Quechua people. 

Canadian Justin Hettinga, coordinator of SIL’s literacy work 
for the South Peru project, estimates that less than 50 per cent 
of rural Quechuas can read basic Spanish. Mother tongue lit-
eracy may be as low as three per cent. 

But the Saskatoon native, who came to Cusco in 2000 with 
his wife Tammy and their infant sons, Jesse and Caleb, says 

Following the devotional, 
a lecture and a brief coffee 
break, the team worked 

on a classroom exercise under the tutelage of Irma Phelps, a 
veteran teacher and literacy specialist who has served with SIL’s 
Peru Branch for 32 years.

Phelps’ assignment elicited some smiles—each group had to 
come up with a detailed recipe for cuy. 

“We are looking for ways students can get a little farther 
ahead in their reading skills, in their ability to interpret,” 
Phelps explained after the session. 

ELICITING
O SMILES

(continued on pg. 21)
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“What really gets me excited is the phenomenal 
amount of hunger within the Church, and even the 

communities outside the Church, for the Scriptures.”
—Justin Hettinga

Irma Phelps (standing) directs a group exercise for literacy supervisors and teachers 
working with ATEK. Part Quechua herself, Phelps shares knowledge gained during 
more than three decades as a teacher and literacy specialist with SIL.
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God’s work in southern Peru is not about programs; it’s about equipping and 
encouraging Quechua believers as they love and serve their own people. 




