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Debbie Tafoya Trujillo was 
born in Winslow, Arizona, 
the daughter of Willie and 
Dora Tafoya. She now lives 
in Gallup, New Mexico with 
her husband, four children 
and six grandchildren.  
She teaches special needs 
children and is active in her 
Catholic church, where she 
was working as a volunteer 
when we met her.  

)RU�'HEELH�7DIR\D�7UXMLOOR��IDLWK�DQG�IDPLO\�DUH�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�WKLQJV�LQ�OLIH�

³,�KDYH�WZR�WKLQJV�WKDW�ZHUH�UHDOO\�GLI¿FXOW�WKDW�KDSSHQHG�LQ�P\�OLIH�DQG�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�
death of my father and the death of my brother. My brother died when he was 31 

years old and I was 19. They overdosed him on chemotherapy and that was really, 

UHDOO\�KDUG��,�ZDV�LQ�FROOHJH�DQG�WKDW�ZDV�SUREDEO\�WKH�¿UVW�KDUGHVW�WKLQJ�WKDW�,�HYHU�
dealt with.” 

“I never had anybody die in my family before and I felt that through my years up 

until I was 19 I was very, very religious. I always wanted to be part of the Catholic 

Church. I always wanted to be a CCD teacher; anything I could do for the church. 

When all of this happened, it was my parish priest that came and picked me up from 

FROOHJH�DQG�WRRN�PH�WR�7XFVRQ��$UL]RQD�DQG�VWD\HG�ZLWK�XV��$QG�LW�MXVW�VKRZHG�PH�
that they were behind me, that the Catholic Church was always behind me.” 

“But I think the hardest thing I have ever gone through was the death of my father, 

which was about seven years ago. My father and I are two of a kind. They even call 

me Willie.” 

³,�MXVW�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKDW�\RX�FDQ�JHW�WKURXJK�DQ\WKLQJ�ZLWKRXW�UHOLJLRQ���ZLWKRXW�\RXU�
faith.  And it was through my faith that I did get through it, plus the support of my 

husband. I don’t know how people get through things without faith. You have to 

have faith.”

“My Catholic faith, my mom, and my husband give me great strength and support. 

My husband is a great supporter: anything that I want to try, anything I want to do, 
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KH�LV�ULJKW�EHKLQG�PH��MXVW�ULJKW�EHKLQG�PH��UHDG\�WR�KHOS��UHDG\�WR�WDNH�RQ�ZKDWHYHU�
I take on, together. He is a really big support.” 

Debbie said the proudest moment in her life came with the birth of her children. 

³,W¶V�DEVROXWHO\�DPD]LQJ��$W�¿UVW�,�GLGQ¶W�WKLQN�,�FRXOG�KDYH�FKLOGUHQ��EXW�WKHQ�DW�WKH�
ELUWK�RI�P\�VRQ��HYHQ�WKH�IHHOLQJ�RI�KLP�LQVLGH�RI�PH��LW�ZDV�MXVW�DEVROXWHO\�DPD]LQJ��
And then after that, having my daughter.”

-XVW�WR�NQRZ�WKDW�VKH�LV�D�PRWKHU�LV�'HEELH¶V�JUHDWHVW�MR\��³,�MXVW�ORYH�LW��,�MXVW�KROG�
RQ�WR�WKHP�YHU\�GHDUO\��,W�LV�KDUG�IRU�PH�WR�MXVW�OHW�WKHP�FURVV�WKH�VWUHHW�DW�DJH����
and 15, but probably their births were the best moments of my life.”

'HEELH�VDLG�KHU�SDUHQWV�SURYLGHG�KHU�D�¿UP�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�ORYH�DQG�VHFXULW\��³,�WKLQN�
I had a really great childhood. I know there are not a lot of people that can say that. I 

guess the greatest thing that my parents gave me was love.” 

“My mother never worked outside of the home. My father worked as a construction 

worker in the wind, and the rain and the snow and would bring that check home to 

my mom. My mom would take care of the bills and make sure the house was clean, 

and we were all taken care of. And he was a very strict man, but I knew if I needed 

a hug, he was there. And my mom was always there. I came home to a home and I 

didn’t have to open the door by myself with a key. My parents were there.”

“I want my grandchildren to know that. I try to teach my children that you’ve got to 

be near your kids. We coach everything we can coach, my husband and I, so that we 

can be near our kids. I try to teach my older sons that. Your kids have to always be 

secure with you near. That‘s probably it - love and security.  I try and teach my boys, 

don’t ever let your kids be worried that you aren’t going to be right there. When 

WKH\¶UH�FU\LQJ��MXVW�VD\��µ,W¶V�2.��,¶P�KHUH�¶�$QG�JHW�WKHP�WR�UHOD[�E\�WKDW��%XW�ORYH�
and security is so important - and your faith of course.”

For Debbie, the most important advice she can share is the importance of providing 

children a model of faith.

“Teach them your faith and love them. Know that they don’t have to go to somebody 

else, that you are always open, that you are there for them, so that they don’t have 

to look for somebody to talk to. And if they have questions, if you can’t answer, 

go look for somebody who can. But you give them those answers from your heart 

and they will believe that. They will know that you are sincere. Don’t let them go 

looking at other places for things. Be there for them. And if you have to say no and 

have to disagree, let them know it’s still from love. It’s from love, and you want 

them to be so safe.”
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As a teacher, Debbie 
said she learned another 
important lesson – the 
importance of a smile. “I 
have been teaching special 
education for 20 years and 
the one thing I do every 
single morning is I come 
in to my classroom with a 
smile. I might be the only 
smile they see that day and I 
think that is so important for 
these kids. You have to go in 
there and you have to show 
these kids that you care. 
And they will do anything 
for you, they really will. I 
walk into my classroom 
every day with a smile.”
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�ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ
͞�ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�ƐŽ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͘���ǁŽŵĂŶ�
ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�ĂŶ�ĞĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�Ă�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�Ă�
ƉůĂŶ͘͟ �

  — Vera Earl 

“When I went to college both of my 
ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ�ŚĂĚ�Ă�Įƚ͘��Ƶƚ�ŵǇ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŽůĚ�
ƚŚĞŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�/�ǁŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�Ă�ďĞƩĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�
ŝƚ͘��ŶĚ�/�ĮƌŵůǇ�ďĞůŝĞǀĞ�ƚŚĂƚ͘�dŚĞ�ŶƵŶƐ�ƵƐĞĚ�
ƚŽ�ƐĂǇ͕�͚�ĚƵĐĂƚĞ�Ă�ŵĂŶ�ĂŶĚ�ǇŽƵ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ�Ă�
ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͘��ĚƵĐĂƚĞ�Ă�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĂŶĚ�ǇŽƵ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ�
Ă�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛͘ �DǇ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ�ƚŚĂƚ͘͟

� � Ͷ:ĞĂŶŶĞƩĞ�dƵƌƚŽŶ�

“And the second (most important thing) 
would be to try and do the best that each 
ƉĞƌƐŽŶ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ŝŶ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ�ĂŶ�ĞĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ͘��ŶĚ�
ƚŚĂƚ�ĞĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ŝŶ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ǁĂǇƐ͕�
ŶŽƚ�Ăůů�ŽĨ�ŝƚ�ŚĂĚ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ƐĐŚŽůĂƐƟĐ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�
ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ�ǁĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ŐĞƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞ͘��Ƶƚ�ŝĨ�
ƚŚĞǇ�ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ�ĨŽůůŽǁ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌŽƵƚĞ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ǁĂƐ�ĂŶ�
ŚŽŶŽƌĂďůĞ�ŽŶĞ�ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ�ƚŽ�ĚŽ͕�ďƵƚ�ƚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�
ƐŽŵĞ�ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƐŽŵĞ�ĮĞůĚ�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�
ǁŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŽ�ƌĂŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͘�
dŚĂƚ�ǁĂƐ�ŵǇ�ŚĞĂƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�ŚŽƉĞĨƵůůǇ�
ƚŽ�Ă�ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞ͕�/�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞĞŶ�ĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ĚŽ�
ƚŚĂƚ͘͟

� � Ͷ>ĂƵƌĞƩĂ�<ŝŶŐ


