
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

A Different Kind of Vacation    
AVE YOU EVER CONSIDERED taking a vacation that focused on helping others? Meher 

Schools parents Karen Jovin and Jane Lock prepared for a vacation like that from the 

time their adopted daughter, Elena, was a baby. On their 2006 trip to Lago de Atitlan, 

Guatemala, a beautiful lake ringed with volcanoes, they witnessed small groups of young chil-

dren whose parents had sent them from the surrounding villages to the highway to collect coins, 

food, and candy. Holding their newly adopted daughter, who was less than six months of age, 

they watched as, mile after mile, they passed these children by the side of the road, many of them 

barefoot and cold. Those images of children in extreme need affected Karen and Jane deeply, 

and they determined that they would do something to help in the future.   

Finally, in 2013 they were able to travel back to Antigua, Guatemala, where Karen had lived for 

nine months as a foster mom to Elena. The two moms had saved every pair of shoes Elena had 

ever worn and collected foot-

wear from other families as 

their children outgrew it. By 

the time Elena was six years 

old and they were ready to go 

back, they had over 300 pairs 

of shoes to take with them. 

Elena helped shine the shoes 

and tag them for the upcoming 

trip. But shoes weren’t all the 

Jovin-Lock family took with 

them on this vacation, designed 

to reintroduce Elena to her 

native country and her birth 

family. 

Before their trip south, friends 

helped them get in touch with 

 

Children receive donated gifts at Hogar amor de Patricia, a crisis 

center in San Antonio, Guatemala. 

resources in Guatemala that would accept their donations: a crisis center, a network of orphan-

ages (www.orphanresources.org), and an organization that works directly with Mayan families 

(www.mayanfamilies.com).  

The Jovin-Locks traveled with three other families. Two of them have adopted children who 

have become Elena’s very best friends. The group carried clothes for Guatemalan children of all 

ages in 10 suitcases. Another Meher Schools family donated airline cargo boxes that the group 

filled with toys, games, and art supplies. Elena and her friends were there to watch as children 

delightedly took the new toys and supplies out of the containers.  

For the first time, Elena met her birth family: her mom, Paula, and her grandmother and three 

half-sisters, who are 11, 12, and 15. Angelica, the eldest, told Karen on their last day together, “I 

never in my wildest dreams imagined we would spend the day together. Thank you for coming!”  

One day in Guatemala, Karen and Jane were delighted to hear Elena say, “It’s so much fun to be 

somewhere where more people look like me than you (hee, hee).” This expanded sense of self 

and all the possibilities in the world is a perspective Elena brought back home with her and can 

share with her Room 10 kindergarten class.  
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However, people don’t have to have familial connections in order to take a vacation that offers 

opportunities to serve others. There are many organizations that provide family getaways that  

involve volunteer work. Look up “volunteer vacations” online and learn 

about chances for you and your children to help people in a less fortu-

nate area, helping to build houses or teach English. There are also ample 

opportunities to travel to areas where you can help nourish the environ-

ment by cleaning up a beach or camping area. Some ideas may not even 

require travel at all. 

Vacations provide time to be away from the hectic pace of life that 

keeps us from connecting with each other. What better way to bond than 

working on a project together that builds skills and warm feelings of 

satisfaction for years to come? The Jovin-Locks’ long journey will 

impact many lives. We can only imagine what dreams Elena and the 

 

Elena makes tortillas 

in the village of San 

Antonio Aguas Cali-

entes. 

children in the other families that traveled with them might realize for others in the future. 
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