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Personal and Communal Challenges: How the Global Pandemic Touches the Lives 
of ESPERA Women in Central America and Mexico

A Productive Meeting 
Even though it’s only been a couple months, mid-
March feels like a lifetime ago. That’s when 15 
women – all representatives of ESPERA partner 
organizations – and ESPERA staff joined for two 
days of meetings of the ESPERA Evaluation Steering 
Committee in Suchitoto, El Salvador. 

Together they continued their review and discussion 
of the 2019 ESPERA program evaluation and made 

recommendations and plans for the future. They 
shared ideas about economic initiatives, general loan  
guidelines, and institutional strengthening support 
for partners. By all accounts it was a productive 
gathering of women; it was full of hopeful dialogue 
about how to best improve ESPERA’s work. 

And then COVID-19 happened. Since then, our 
ESPERA team has quickly shifted from long-term 
program development to responding to the 
immediate needs of women and ESPERA partners.

María Aminta Rivera Landaverde, a member of ESPERA partner Concertación de Mujeres de Suchitoto in El Salvador, is 
sewing and selling masks to meet the demands of people in her community who need personal protection to stay safe 
and keep others safe from COVID-19.



Reyna Guzmán, pictured with her husband, is a member of 
ESPERA partner Red Unión de Mujeres in El Salvador. They 

were one of 21 families from RUM to receive emergency 
food packets from Mary’s Pence.

ESPERA Steering Committee members gather for a 
planning meeting in December 2019 in El Salvador.

A Shift In Priorities
ESPERA Team Lead Gilda Larios and her colleagues 
Brenda Valladares Escobar and Eva Martinez 
immediately started communicating with ESPERA 
partners in El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, and Mexico via telephone and 
messaging apps. First, they listened to women talk 
about their difficult personal situations and raw 
emotional reactions.

“We heard a variety of things from women. Some are 
saying ‘Let’s be patient and not afraid,’” said Gilda. 
“And others are telling us ‘We are afraid. We don’t 
have much income and we’re scared of economic 
effects.’” Responses varied, often depending upon 
how the situation was unfolding in the country where 
they live (while some countries, such as El Salvador 
and Guatemala, have enforced strict stay-at-home 
measures, other countries such as Nicaragua, have 
imposed few restrictions). 

As many of the ESPERA women are small business 
owners working in the informal economy outside 
their homes, the requirement to quarantine or the 
threat of going outside and getting sick means an 
end to their income – money they rely on for meeting 
basic daily needs. Although some governments have 
promised minimal bonus payments to help people 
pay for food, electricity and water, many people have 
no financial safety net. 

After listening to women, the ESPERA team worked 
with Mary’s Pence staff and board in the U.S. to 
brainstorm ways to actively respond to the variety 
of economic concerns and emotional struggles 
expressed by women. Although the discussion is 
on-going, it was decided that with limited emergency 
funds ESPERA would organize the purchase and 
delivery of basic food supplies to women most in 
need.  

The ESPERA staff also welcomed the assistance of 
Margarita O’Farrill, a Mexican psychologist based in 
El Salvador who has facilitated emotional wellness 
workshops for ESPERA in the past. Margarita 
volunteered to counsel ESPERA women feeling 
anxious or depressed.

 
Inspiration and Hope
In spite of all the difficulties and uncertainties for 
people, the ESPERA team has also found reason to 
be inspired. They’ve seen the entrepreneurial spirits 
of women blossom as they find creative ways to 
adjust their business models to accommodate the 
unprecedented reality.

María Aminta Rivera Landaverde is one example. A 
member of ESPERA partner Concertación de Mujeres 
de Suchitoto in El Salvador, Aminta is the owner 
of Confecciones Rivera – a seamstress shop where 
she sews tailor-made clothes for women, men, and 
children.  As a single mother, Aminta has always 
been proud that her business allows her to be an 
independent woman capable of supporting her two 
daughters.  But the outbreak of COVID-19 and the 
Salvadoran government’s fairly immediate response 
to quarantine the general population brought 
Aminta’s business – and her income – to an abrupt 
halt.

 I became really depressed; I couldn’t 
focus on what little work I had coming  
in… Every time I listened to the news, 
I got a headache.

Her anxiety and fear were affecting both her physical 
and mental health. Aminta shared her feelings 
with her ESPERA friends in their online What’s App 
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messaging group. Aminta took Gilda’s advice to 
reach out to the volunteer psychologist Margarita by 
phone. Now, Aminta credits Margarita for helping 
her to slowly emerge from her depression...and think 
about developing a new business idea. 

It’s incredible to see how ESPERA 
women have come up with 
alternatives to transform their work 
within the confines of their new 
reality.

 
With help from her community Aminta identified a 
need for masks in this time of COVID-19. Aminta’s 
social enterprise is responding to an immediate 
health concern of the community and allowing her to 
earn income to meet her family’s most basic needs.

There are several women like Aminta who, thanks to 
a mix of ingenuity and support, have modified their 
products or services to meet the new demands as a 
result of COVID-19. 

Gilda says, “It’s incredible to see how ESPERA 
women have come up with alternatives to transform 
their work within the confines of their new reality.”

We Shall Overcome - Together
The success stories are important reminders of the 
hopeful dialogue and productive planning that 
was shared during the ESPERA Evaluation Steering 
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María Aminta Rivera Landaverde shows off the masks 
she sews in her tailor shop and sells to people in her 
community.

Mirna Lopez and her family rely on earnings from her 
tienda for their income. Customers rely on Maria’s tienda 

to be able to purchase basic supplies.

Committee meetings on March 17th and 18th. 
Although the focus has shifted for the moment, the 
long-term strategies for ESPERA programming are 
the same, because as we go through and come out 
on the other side of COVID-19, the important issues 
around women and justice remain.

For now, in the midst of this global pandemic, 
ESPERA women remain committed to doing what 
they do best. They are creating and maintaining 
communities of solidarity — walking alongside one 
another to confront challenges in life as a united 
force.

Different Times Call  
for Different Measures

Mirna Lopez, a member of ESPERA partner 
Concertación de Mujeres de Suchitoto, owns a 
small tienda, or store, that offers a small variety of 
basic food and household supplies. Although it’s 
becoming more difficult to keep products in stock, 
she’s keeping her tienda open to people during 
the national quarantine. With her husband out of 
work as a direct result of COVID-19, Mirna’s family 
relies solely on her income.

Marleny Beatriz Heríquez, a member of ESPERA 
partner Parroquia San Nicolás Obispo in 
Teotepeque, El Salvador, is still working at her 
bakery but she is no longer selling her bread fresh 
from the oven. Because people are fearful that 
the virus could be transmitted on baked bread, 
Marleny now sells bread dough for people to 
bake at home.



Members of Women for Political Change create spaces 
for people shifting the face of power within public and 

political leadership.

Grants Program

The values of human dignity, solidarity and justice are 
core to the work of Mary’s Pence. Since our founding, 
we have remained committed to amplifying women’s 
roles, voices, choices, and access to resources.

And yet, some people facing gender discrimination 
didn’t recognize a space for themselves within our 
mission. In our patriarchal culture, trans women 
and non-binary people face enormous social and 
economic hardships and risk of violence in their 
daily lives. And many are passionately working on 
issues of creating safe spaces, increasing cultural 
understanding, and fully participating in society.

As part of Mary’s Pence strategic planning work in 
2018, we decided to be intentional about clarifying 
our role as allies of people facing diverse forms of 
gender discrimintation. Recently we changed the 
language in our grants criteria to specifically include 
trans women and non-binary people.

For Grants Manager Robyn Browning the decision 
signifies the on-going dedication of Mary’s Pence 
to foster progressive social change. “This shift helps 
us to better recognize and resist unjust policies, 
structures, and systems that need to change in order 
for communities to flourish.” Robyn points to current 
Mary’s Pence grantees that do this through their work 
to promote justice for all.

Understanding the  
Gender Spectrum

Cis women 
Women whose gender identiy matches the 
sex that they were assigned at birth.

Trans women 
Women whose gender identity is different 
from the gender that they were thought to be 
at birth.

Non-binary people 
People whose gender is not simply female or 
male, or a combination of both female and 
male.

Source: National Center for Transgender 
Equality. www.transequality.org

Women for Political Change
Women for Political Change (WFPC), a Mary’s Pence 
grantee in Minneapolis, Minnesota, was founded by 
a group of University of Minnesota students to create 
a space for people of marginalized identities to learn 
about and become active in politics. 

By investing in young people and creating alternative 
spaces for community education and healing, 
WFPC’s mission is to challenge systems of oppression 
and shift the face of power within public and political 
leadership.

“One of the first things we asked ourselves is: ‘How 
are we creating space for people who aren’t just 
women but for those whose struggles are aligned 
with ours?’” said WFPC Development Director Ana 
Mendoza Packham. “We did a lot of research and it 
wasn’t easy. But the lesson we took away is that one 
of the best ways to stay grounded in community is to 
listen to your community.”

As a result, WFPC’s mission now states: “We 
holistically invest in the leadership and political 
power of young women and trans & non-binary 
folks.”

Partnering With Organizations Working to Address 
Issues that Include Gender-Based Discrimination
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Ana says that’s because they are all people who 
are part of the work WFPC wants to do and 
representative of the oppression WFPC wants to 
undo. “It feels right to accurately encompass the 
people with which we engage with most in our work. 
Diversification and inclusion of people are points of 
strength.”

The Womanist Working Collective
LaTierra Piphus is creator/manifestor of The 
Womanist Working Collective, which is “a social 
action and support collective for Black womyn (both 
cis & trans), femmes & gender non-conforming folks” 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. LaTierra said their 
community, which received a Mary’s Pence grant in 
2019, evaluated the inclusiveness of their work and 
cis privilege. 

“Since our inception, The Womanist Working 
Collective has sought ways to communicate that our 
work is intentionally trans-affirming and we’re always 
willing to wrestle with this beast we call gender,” 
said LaTierra. “Our shifts in expanding our language 
occurred to better articulate who we stand, work and 
fight for. We believe that one’s self-determination 
is sacred and the ability to define ourselves for 
ourselves is inherently empowering. And since new 
language for gender develops everyday, we see our 
language constantly evolving as well.”

LaTierra is encouraged by funders who are 
intentionally having conversations around gender 
inclusive language and programming, and thinking 
about ways to be affirming and welcoming of all 
people. “Everyone grows when we’re trying to learn 
how to be better together.”

Composed of nearly 300 members, The Womanist 
Working Collective unapologetically centers members’ 
quality of life and livelihoods through community 
organizing, philanthropy, and self-care.

Grant Application Process
• Applications are due February 1 or  August 1 

each year.

• Applications are reviewed by a committee 
including staff, board members, and 
volunteers. Applicants  are typically notified of 
decisions  two months after the deadlines, April 
 and October respectively.  Final reports are due 
one year after  the grant is received.

• Mary’s Pence invites applicants to submit an 
Online Funding Inquiry for initial screening. 
Grants Manager Robyn Browning will follow-
up with feedback and information about the 
process.

Eligibility Requirements 
for Mary’s Pence Grants

• Organizations must have a budget of under 
$200,000.

• Only organizations working in the U.S. and 
Canada are eligible for funding.

• We hope to build a relationship with  our 
grantees. An applicant can receive  a grant up 
to three times. Annual awards are a maximum 
of $5,000.

Mary’s Pence Grants Program  
Responds to COVID-19 Challenges

At a time when their work to ensure justice for 
marginalized communities is more important than 
ever, Mary’s Pence Grantees express that they are 
being impacted by the global pandemic in many 
different and difficult ways.

Despite the challenges, grantees continue their 
critical work to address inequalities and promote 
social change in their communities. We are committed 
to supporting our grantees in multiple ways, 
including: 

• Offering extra flexibility for current grantees 
to use their grant for their most urgent and 
changing needs.

• Continuing our twice-per-year granting cycles 
(February 1 and August 1). Funds to grantees will 
not be disrupted.

• Reaching out to grantees to provide helpful 
resources (e.g. a list of other granters who are 
responding to organizations on COVID-19) and 
sharing tips on emotional-wellness and stress.



Announcing Spring Grantees

Alerta Migratoria 
Raleigh/Durham, North Carolina

Alerta Migratoria is a community organization 
founded in response to the challenges that 
undocumented immigrants and refugees in North 
Carolina face. Led by undocumented immigrant 
women, Alerta Migratoria facilitates and promotes 
the self-determination of undocumented immigrants 
and refugees. A grant from Mary’s Pence will allow 
them to start a campaign to bring community leaders 
deported by ICE back home to the United States to 
reunite with their families. These campaigns would 
set the precedent needed to be able to successfully 
challenge deportations and win future cases under 
the current administration.  

Defend Glendale & Public Housing Coalition 
Minneapolis, Minnesota
Defend Glendale & Public Housing Coalition 
(DG&PHC) is a grassroots community organizing 
campaign for low-income residents living in public 
housing. Their mission is to protect public housing 
from privatization and to prevent the displacement 
of low-income and poor residents who rely on public 
housing, the majority of whom are Black (immigrants, 
Muslims, East Africans), families with children, and 

people with disabilities. Their grant from Mary’s 
Pence will allow them to continue placing political 
pressure on the City of Minneapolis to stop plans for 
dismantling public housing. 

EarthArt Institute 
Moffat, Colorado 
EarthArt Institute seeks long-term, sustainable eco-
social change through educational programs and 
cultural events. They achieve this through sustainable 
community living and the arts while promoting 
protection and regeneration of their natural rural 
environment. Their Women’s EarthArt Village 
Enterprises (WEAVE) program partners elder women 
artists with young women artists in intergenerational 
mentorships and apprenticeships in experiential, 
action-based learning programs. EarthArt Institute 
will use their grant to scale up their projects for 
increased sustainability within the WEAVE program. 

Families & Criminal Justice. 
Los Angeles, California 

Families & Criminal Justice (FCJ) is a group of 
formerly incarcerated women of color who provide 
services and support through community building, 
healing, and restoration for justice-involved women 
and their families. FCJ’s second Mary’s Pence grant 
will expand their Advocacy Training Project, which 
supports and facilitates the self-empowerment of 
formerly incarcerated women through in-custody and 
community-based classes, groups and workshops. 
They plan to expand the project so that formerly 
incarcerated participants can become trained 
advocates for the reproductive health of justice-
involved women.

Welcome 
Spring 2020 Mary’s Pence Grantees!
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Fanm Saj 
Miami, Florida 
Fanm Saj’s mission is to provide families across the 
African Diaspora with cultural and wellness tools 
as well as social and political resources to nourish 
themselves, their families and their communities. 
Their Sacred Stones Healing Circles project consists 
of monthly meetings grounded in restorative 
practice as a way to create spaces to hold authentic 
conversations for healing and black joy. Photos, 
videos, and written exercises from these sessions will 
be produced to uplift the narrative power of black 
women and non-binary people.  

Native Justice Coalition 
Manistee, Michigan 
Native Justice Coalition is a platform for healing, 
social, and racial justice for all Native American 
people. The four foundations of their work are 
healing justice, racial justice, restorative justice, and 
gender justice. The Anishinaabe Healing Stories 
on Racial Justice Program works to break down the 
invisibility Native people experience in racial justice 
and social justice work through story sharing sessions. 
This provides a grassroots and community-based 
event that has a strong cultural foundation for the 
Anishinaabe communities in the area.   

Project DIVA 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Project DIVA (Dignity, Integrity, Virtue, Availability)
strengthens underserved communities by 
empowering black girls ages 8-19 through personal 
and professional coaching in 6 key areas: economic 

literacy, academics, social health, emotional well-
being, health and wellness, and career exploration.
They increase the stability of girls’ lives in the 6 
aforementioned areas through weekly facilitated 
workshops. Project DIVA plans to use their second 
Mary’s Pence grant to create a Project DIVA Resource 
Center, allowing them to serve more girls. 

Star Farm Chicago 
Chicago, Illinois

Star Farm Chicago is an organization focused on 
increasing the accessibility of local organic produce 
and providing local jobs, vocational training, and 
business incubation for adults with physical and 
developmental disabilities and employment barriers. 
They also host gardening programs and community 
events to engage with local LGBTQIA and youth. 
Star Farm Chicago plans to use their Mary’s Pence 
grant to fund The Women and Children’s Gardening 
Program, which engages women and caregivers 
in urban communities in garden activities and 
creates a culture of healthy eating for families in the 
community.

Sueños Sin Fronteras de Tejas 
San Antonio, Texas
Sueños Sin Fronteras de Tejas (SSFTX) is a San 
Antonio-based, women of color-led organization that 
aims to increase the health and healing of immigrant 
women and families by providing direct support, 
resources, and advocacy that encourages autonomy, 
empowerment, and self-determination. The SSFTX 
Health Advocate Project focuses on creating social 
change by building empathy and tolerance in the 
community through knowledge sharing and health 
advocate training. This promotes reproductive 
autonomy and empowerment for all immigrant and 
refugee women through the implementation of 
solidarity-rooted programming.



News and Notes

Board Members

Sister Barbara Battista, SP – Co-President 
Terre Haute, Indiana

Sister Julie Fertsch, SSJ – Co-President
Los Angeles, California

Carol Fendt, PhD – Treasurer
Chicago, Illinois

Living the Beatitudes: Why Nancy and Dean Olson are Compañeras and Legacy Circle Members

Legacy Giving
Members of Mary’s Pence Legacy Circle maximize their 

investment in the lives of women by naming Mary’s 
Pence as a full or partial beneficiary of their estate, life 

insurance, or retirement account. Their deep dedication 
for social and economic justice will empower women 

and their communities for generations to come. 

 Deborah Amatulli Genevieve O’Hara*
 Marie Andrews Constance Miriam O’Hearn
 Lucille Bernier Barbara and Jack Reis
 Marie Hogarty Patricia Clemens Repikoff
 Consilia Karli Judith R. Schiavo
 Mary Ellen McCarthy Mary Pat Sullivan 
 Maureen Tilley*           Bastiaan and Johanna  

                                                  Vanden Berg*
and 31 anonymous members

*indicates those who have passed away.

To learn about legacy giving or other types of planned 
gifts, like IRA Charitable Rollovers or Stock Donations, 

please visit:   
maryspence.org/ways-to-help/planned-giving.

Mariana Amescua – Secretary
Mexico City, Mexico

 
 Rita Lampe  Meg Olson
         Washington, D.C.  Pittsburg, Pennsylvania

Amanda Steepleton
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Inspired by Mary’s Pence model of successfully addressing and changing cultures and attitudes about 
poverty and empowerment, Nancy and Dean want to leave money to Mary’s Pence as a way to show 
others the personal values they shared during their lives. “It’s important to me to witness my beliefs in 
this way when I am gone,” Nancy says. 
“I have supported many causes and charities in my life and I have never felt as good about supporting 
any of them as I feel about supporting Mary’s Pence,” Nancy shares. “This speaks to my spirituality as 
a woman and as a Christian trying to live the beatitudes – but most especially as a woman!”

As long-time members of our monthly Compañera giving program, Nancy 
and Dean Olson say it’s Mary’s Pence’s unique mission to support women 
that has inspired them to keep giving for nearly three decades. Mary’s 
Pence, they say, provides creative and tangible solutions to accomplish the 
work.
“It feels right to do something on a regular basis, rather than on a hit-and-
miss basis or when-I-think-of-it or when I receive a solicitation,” Nancy 
says. 
Dean agrees. “The reliability of constant support allows for planning by 
recipients. This makes any donation all the more effective.”
In addition to their monthly giving, Nancy and Dean have also shared their 
intentions to include Mary’s Pence as part of their planned giving.  

St. Paul, Minnesota  
Staff

Katherine Wojtan
Executive Director

Robyn Browning
Grants Manager

Kaye Cassidy 
Ignation Volunteer

Christine Lian 
Office Coordinator

Sarah Mechtenberg
Development and  
Communications Manager

Bridget Peterson   
St. Joseph Worker

Nadine Sehnert
Bookkeeper

Central America &  
Mexico Staff

Gilda Larios
ESPERA Team Leader

Eva Martinez
ESPERA Promoter

Brenda Valladares Escobar 
ESPERA Business Facilitator

Adriana Marisol Deras 
ESPERA Intern


