Mags and Gwen in Paraguay

Dear Friends,
This comes with very warm greetings from a still very hot Paraguay! We’d also like to wish everyone God’s richest blessings in this new year. Thank you to all who sent cards and letters  at Christmas time. It was lovely to hear from you even though all our Christmas post arrived mid January! 
This year we stayed in Paraguay for Christmas. We took the family service on Christmas day and then we had lunch for those of us still here over Christmas. We were 15 people to lunch in our house that day and I think we all enjoyed the special day. Thanks to Skype we were both able to see our families and talk to them on the day. Isn’t technology amazing?!
For the last 2 years we had been planning to go to Salta in Argentina for our summer holiday. We had it all planned, a place to stay in the Anglican diocesan office reserved, bus tickets booked and money changed. When the day came we got up packed and ready to go and then we found a text someone had sent us saying there was flooding in Salta and when Mags looked on the BBC there was a warning not to travel in the area!! It didn’t seem worth going to see the hills and salt flats in pouring rain so we cancelled it 4 hours before we were due to leave! Mags texted a friend who was already on holiday in Brazil and often invites us to go too and the outcome was that we went to the Brazilian coast the next day and stayed with friends. We arrived on New Year’s Eve to find there were other house guests and we were 15 in total…fortunately the flat was big! We had a New Year’s supper and then went down onto the beach for midnight and joined a few thousand more people to see the new year in  with a big firework display over the bay. We had a lovely time there and enjoyed being on the coast. We stayed 10 days and then returned to Asuncion tanned and relaxed.
We still had a few weeks of holiday left so we spent that time pottering round the house doing jobs that never get done in term time. Gwen did a lot of sewing, so much so that the sewing machine rebelled and had to go to be fixed twice! The curtains etc all got washed and the covers for the suite were finally finished. Mags was determined to paint some garden walls where the rain had taken off the paint. The garden also needed a lot of attention as it rained a lot for the first few weeks. With temperatures well over 40 C in the day it was easier to get up early and work then. Mags was out there yet again digging over flower beds this weekend. 
By the start of February it was back to school for us all. The offices had been open since the end of January and we had been in a few times. The staff had been back  10 days before the pupils  came back. We started our year with a service for the staff and were very pleased that Rev Ronnie Irene could share God’s word with us. He and his wife Nicky (nee Venables, daughter of our previous headmaster ) have come here from Bolivia to work in the Anglican church and Nicky will be teaching with us in school. Pray for them as they get sorted and settle here along with their 3 children who will be our pupils. We are hoping that Ronnie will get involved in school too.
We are pleased to see how faithful the Lord has been in supplying our need for teachers this year. Along with Nicky we have a new American , Ryan, who is married to a Paraguayan and they are expecting their first baby any day now. They come to the English church too. We also have a new volunteer. Lara is a student studying languages and has come to improve her Spanish over the next 6 months and help us in the process. They are all working in the secondary. Rachel went home early to see her gran just before she died in November. Then her dad was taken ill and she is helping to care for him and so has been unable to return as yet.  We have just about enough staff to cover English classes in the primary but are still looking for another person there.
We both continue to teach. Mags has 9th grade for English and then maths for IGCSE and AS level throughout the top secondary level. The AS level is new and all of it will be quite a challenge along with her other responsibilities. Gwen has top infants yet again and is pleased to say she has a smaller class this year, only 22 of them. She taught these children for 6 months last year too so they already know each other. The other day there was a meeting for the parents of the infant classes. Gwen was amused as she looked round the room at the parents and spotted at least 4 of her ex pupils that she taught when they were infants themselves!! It’s good to see them bringing their own children back and hearing them say they feel like they have come home!! 
Nelson, who started school this year to help us with teacher training and advise us, also started the new term with us. He has been well received and it’s good to see him full of ideas. 
Our pupils started back this morning. They are just in for half a day until Thursday when we will be teaching full days. We started with our service in the cathedral for the primary and secondary students. Some parents came too. Ronnie spoke once again and was very well received . The pupils seemed happy to be back and there was a lovely atmosphere in the church.
Over the last few weeks the weather has been very hot and well into the 40’s C! It’s also very humid but hasn’t actually rained for a few weeks. Of course, everyone puts on their air conditioners etc but the Electricity Board says it can’t cope with demand as the cables are old and there aren’t enough substations. There is electricity in abundance from the Itaipu dam! In some areas people are without electricity for hours at a time as they are cut off to stop reaching capacity. Water is also pumped by electricity and some people were without water for up to 3 days at a time! Fortunately we have only had one power cut and there was a strong wind that day and so we could sit outside and cool off. There was a national outcry to all this.
The man who was kidnapped in October was finally released after the family paid a 500,000 dollar ransom in the middle of Jan. He’d been held for 94 days, living under a plastic sheet out in the country and only allowed to bathe once in the river. I’m sure he won’t escape untouched by the ordeal nor his family. A few weeks ago one of the best Paraguayan footballers who plays for a club in Mexico was shot in a bar whilst out with his wife. 
He was shot between the eyebrows but survived and is making a good recovery, They couldn’t remove the bullet and no-one knows if he’ll make it to South Africa now. The whole country was shocked by this and the football stadium was opened for people to go to. 20,000 people turned out to pray for Salvador Cabanas, that God would heal him. There is still very much a God awareness here and most people would say that the kidnapped man was released as a result of prayer.   
The English church carries on without a pastor but so far, there have been sufficient people to take services and preach. Over the holidays it closed for a few weeks as many of the congregation go away or return home for a few weeks. We took the service again last week and it seemed to go well. We then had to get down to preparing the school service for the first day back at school.
We were well rested after a good, long break and felt very aware of how much the Lord blessed us in that time. So, hopefully, we are starting a new term with renewed energy. The animals are all fit and well but Munchie didn’t produce the hoped-for puppies. The cats seem happy whatever the weather but the dogs find the heat hard to cope with and we have to keep sending them for haircuts! Sadly, all our fish died. We think one must have been ill and then infected the others. We now have 5 others who seem well and happy together in the tank.
Thank you to all of you who support us by your prayers and your giving. We both appreciate it so much. We will send some photos separately .
God bless, love from Mags and Gwen.
