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Everybody knows the opening words in the Book of Genesis: “In the beginning.” Less 
known is what comes after: “the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the 
surface of the deep.” Into that mess, God speaks “Let there be light.” And there was light. 
 
That first act in Scripture is the sacred act of ordering chaos, using words to give form to 
something that was formless. Words can be sacred. Storytelling is also sacred, for a 
culture’s storytellers give order to a nation’s past, present, and future. Any group, be it 
religious, national, or corporate is only as powerful as the stories it tells. A healthy nation 
must then protect its storytellers at all costs; for they help both articulate and create the 
values its people live by.  
 
There is a lot of discussion about problems like corruption or crime. But just as important 
is Guatemala’s need for more storytellers (be they artists, filmmakers, journalists or 
musicians) who can not only make a living off their creative work, but also share their 
work with the world.  
 
There are several reasons why this is difficult. First is the lack of copyright and creative 
property laws, and lax enforcement of existing laws. I am certainly guilty of exacerbating 
this problem by purchasing bootlegged movies and downloading music illegally, for as 
long as a creator knows their creation will be stolen the moment it’s released, there is 
little motivation to start in the first place. 
 
There are also economic problems. Eduardo Callejas, a Central American author I’ve 
known for years has to sell his books directly to schools around the region. He has 
successfully seen his work integrated into many classrooms, but someone with his talent 
and drive should have publishing houses lining up to represent him, venture capitalists 
ready to finance him, and a population that can afford to invest in luxuries like his books. 
In a nation as poor as Guatemala, all three of these factors rarely exist at once.  
 
The problem is not, however, a lack of imagination. Many of the Honduran and 
Guatemalan students I’ve taught were magnificent writers, musicians, and painters, and I 
quickly found classrooms covered with student work were more vibrant than anything I 
could create alone. Much of the art in the café El Cuartito, or the graffiti on Xela’s streets 
are stunning. On a deeper level, most Guatemalans have a mix of European and 
indigenous blood, the same blood that built the Spanish Empire and the Kingdoms of the 
Maya.  
 
The stories and talent are there. The conditions to support them are often not. 
 



Power in any society has always rested with the storytellers. Two thousand years ago 
even a man as powerful as Caesar Augustus knew military might wasn’t enough to 
maintain his rule, so commissioned the poet Virgil to write The Aeneid, a creation myth 
of sorts for Rome. What held that empire together for centuries were not powerful 
weapons so much as it were powerful stories, and the ideas within those stories.  
 
In an increasingly globalized world, the stories Guatemalans are being bombarded with 
are often from foreign-owned corporations, whose main motivation is profit. This is a 
reality of the post-Cold War world, but it must not be the only reality.  
 
Every day, Guatemalans look at social, economic, and political realities around them that 
seem “formless and empty.” What Guatemala needs are more locals who, with their 
stories, can order that chaos. And as that continues to happen, I hope the rest of the world 
is ready to listen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


