
1

TOWARDS A 
FRANCISCAN 
MISSIONARY 

SPIRIT

FEBRUARY 2017



Page1

TABLE OF CONTENTS

A letter from Fr. Albert Gauci OFM, a Maltese Franciscan 
Missionary in Honduras, which was published on the Maltese 
Franciscan Missions newsletter ‘Ħabbara tal-Bxara’ in October 
2016.
 
 First of  all, I would like to send greetings to all 
Maltese and Gozitan benefactors who throughout the 
years have been such a great help to us Franciscan Mis-
sionaries working in Honduras.
 From the projects for which I am responsible 
here in Olancho, where Friar Joe Bonello, OFM, is Bish-
op, our most treasured project is El Hogar De Niños 
‘Santa Maria De Los Àngeles’. This is an orphanage 
which we started 17 years ago with 5 children. Today 
we have 38 children, the youngest has just turned one.  
The eldest is 19 years old and currently attends univer-
sity where she is in her third year, studying to become a 
lawyer.
 Naturally, these children are growing up, and 
with them, the needs of  the orphanage have also in-
creased. It is the only orphanage in the whole Diocese 
of  Olancho. Five orphans are youths between 16 and 19 
years old. We are currently working hard to give them a 
room forthemselves so that they can live more privately 
and be able to live and study better. We have already 
built the first room. Each room will be costing 85,000 
Lempira (€3,350, $3563 USC). 
 Today, it is our plea to you benefactors to help 
us in building these rooms. We wish to build at least 5 
rooms for these youngsters in order to give them a bet-
ter upbringing. I thank you, Maltese beneficiaries, who 
from years ago have been helping us in 
our work throughout the years here in 
Honduras. Without your help, our work 
would have been impossible to carry out. 
We promise for you and your families.

Best regards from Honduras!
 
PADRE ALBERTO GAUCI O.F.M.

ST. PAUL THE APOSTLE
MALTA
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At Acoma Pueblo, a Feast Day Celebration Is a Trip into the Past

OUR LADY OF GUADALUPE

 Feast day celebrations at the pueblos of  New 
Mexico are sensory-intense events. Ear, eye, nose and 
tongue are engaged throughout the day-long activities, 
while no photography is permitted to capture the mo-
ments.
 On September 2, friars from Our Lady of  
Guadalupe Province joined Diocese of  Gallup Bishop 
James Wall at Acoma Pueblo – Sky City – to honor St. 
Stephen, King of  Hungary, one of  the patron saints. 
(The other feast celebrated is St. Stephen the Martyr, on 
December 26.)
 During the 8:00 AM Mass, Bishop Wall installed 
Gerald Steinmetz, OFM, as pastor in San Esteban del 
Rey Church. The Mass was concelebrated by Jack Clark 
Robinson, OFM, Minister Provincial, Chris Kerstiens, 
OFM, Dale Jamison, OFM, and Deacon José-Luis Per-
alta, OFM.

BY JULIE FERRARO

The church in Acoma, built in 1629, is still used for Feast Day Masses. 
Photo Credit: Julie Ferraro.

With no electricity in the 
church, it was often necessary 
to hold up the pages to catch 
what light shone through the 
main doors and south-facing 
windows, in order to read the 
prayers.
 The historic structure, 
built in 1629, is a marvel with 
its numerous, rough-hewn 
wooden ceiling beams. Span-
ish-inspired paintings of  saints 
on the reredos behind the altar 
stand out even in limited light.
 Only four pews are situated in the church, near 
the front. During Mass, the people stand, an exercise 
in stamina that extends to the traditional dances which 
take place later in the village plaza. There, men and 
women – from the youngest to the oldest – follow the 
drums and chanting. The men are bare-chested, with 
fresh pine branches fastened to their upper arms, and at 
the waist on their backs. They wear bells made of  shells, 
and carry hand-made rattles, and have animal furs as 
“tails”. The women wear hand-sewn clothing and head 
dresses reflecting their clan or kiva affiliations.
 At the conclusion of  the strenuous dances, they 
pass through the shrine where the statue of  St. Stephen 
has been placed during the procession after Mass. The 
shrine is guarded, and within sit the tribal councilmen.
The dances are watched by those who come, often 
from many miles away, to share in the celebration. It is 
necessary to park below and either walk up to Sky City, 
or take a shuttle bus. These visitors may climb ladders 
made of  logs to the roofs of  the squarish adobe dwell-
ings to get a better view of  the festivities. They will also 

L-R: José-Luis Peralta, Chris 
Kerstiens, Jack Clark 
Robinson, Bishop James Wall, 
Gerald Steinmetz and Dale 
Jamison at the Acoma feast. 
Photo: Julie Ferraro. 
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A view of New Mexico from the Pueblo.  Photo: Julie Ferraro

ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST 

In April of  this year, Br. Chris Meyer, O.F.M., left the 
U.S. and began working as the Communications Direc-
tor for the Diocese of  Montego Bay, Jamaica.

 During his first four months on the Island of  
Jamaica, Br. Chris traveled to the far edges of  the Di-
ocese of  Montego Bay and visited many clergy, parish 
and mission pastoral leaders, and ministry sites.  To-
gether they discussed the need for better communica-
tion and sharing the Good News in newsletters, social 
media and the web.  “Many elements of  a strategic plan 
that I’ve been working on, are now coming together.  
It is exciting to see!  Thankfully my office is anywhere 
with an internet connection and a phone, but weekly I 
make the 110-kilometer trek to go into the office at the 
chancery building in Montego Bay,” says Br. Chris.

 Recently Br. Chris visited the neediest and most 
neglected area near Montego Bay with Bishop Burchell 
McPherson and a delegation of  visiting religious.  To-

gether they listened to the needs of  families living under 
the city’s main bridge, the forgotten elderly in the infir-
mary, and mothers, children, and mentally ill at a service 
center in the city.  The need is great, but “resources are 
limited,” is the answer given with each visit.  Br. Chris 
says he is hopeful that through improved communica-
tion and fund-raising they will be better able to meet 
their needs.

Expanding the Mission in Jamaica

BY BR. CHRIS MEYER, OFM

wander the packed earth streets – carefully, given the un-
even surfaces – and admire or buy native jewelry, pottery 
and other items on display.
 Food is a huge part of  the feast 
day. The Pueblo peoples are known for 
their hospitality, inviting total strangers 
into their homes to share a carefully pre-
pared, abundant meal.
 While the residents of  Sky City 
live without electricity or indoor plumb-
ing (solar-powered self-composting toilets 
have been constructed around the perim-
eter of  the settlement), the magnificent 
vistas which surround them could well be 
ample compensation for the lack of  ame-
nities. Their blending of  traditional spiri-
tuality with Catholic practices also shows 
their adaptability, and makes it possible 
for those who visit to gain a better under-
standing of  Southwestern history, and be 
glad the friars are still ministering to the 
people here.
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JOHN THE BAPTIST
Spirit of  Assisi Interfaith

Song and Spirit interfaith presentations are unlike almost 
anything on the interfaith scene today. We don’t discuss 
interfaith cooperation; we show it in action – telling sto-
ries, singing songs, exploring a deep ecumenism, delving 
into the ways each of  our faith traditions and spiritual 
technology informs and strengthens the other. 

Br. Al and Hazzan Steve perform concerts and present 
novel and unique interfaith programs, often focusing 
on Jewish roots of  
Christian spiritual 
practice.  Br. Al, 
Steve, and Mary also 
lead missions and 
retreats, bringing 
together song, story, 
art and spiritual 
insight that change 
the way people think 
of  prayer, art, music, 
religious ritual, and 
how unity in diversi-
ty can be celebrated through creativity. This is enacted in 
events large and small, as Song and Spirit presentations 
and programs, and as collaborations with multi-faith and 
interfaith groups throughout metro Detroit and, indeed, 
across the country. Some recent examples:

Caught in Conversation: Muslims, Christians and 
Jews appreciating one another

Imam Mustapha Elturk, Br. Al Mascia, OFM, and Haz-
zan Steve Klaper, all teachers and clergy in their respec-
tive faith traditions, are deeply committed to working, 
learning, preaching, teaching, praying and playing with 
their neighbors of  other faiths. So the three of  us met
for lunch three times -- with Mary supplying balance to 
the round table -- and we discussed scripture/text, ritual, 
mysticism, current local and world events, a sharing of  
personal histories/family/education, etc. These free-
form, very informal sessions were professionally filmed 
as we were... caught in conversation.

In August 2016 we held a Caught in Conversation event 
at the Muslim Unity Center in Bloomfield Hills, MI, 
where we showed the video and invited participants 
to sit in small groups at round tables and share a light 
meal while being caught in conversation themselves. 
This event was repeated in December 2016 at Unity of  
Royal Oak, and we have two more scheduled for Spring 
2017 at 1st Presbyterian, Birmingham, and at Temple 
Israel. We are convinced that here in America, we are

uniquely situated 
to take advantage 
of  our religious 
freedom to set an 
example for reli-
gious leaders and 
people of  faith 
throughout the 
world.

Sacred Time, Sacred Space: Rediscovering the
Gift of  the Sabbath, Canton, MI

Using the Jewish teachings of  Jesus to look at ways to 
creatively and prayerfully experience sacred time within 
our families, this program also gave us an opportunity 
to promote the sabbatarian principles and theology of  
the Jewish Sabbath as a way to make a weekly Lord’s 
Day celebration a day of  meaningful spiritual practice.
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 In 2016, the work of  the Franciscan Missions 
team continued with renewed vision and leadership pro-
vided by Fr. Teofil Czarniak, OFM. 
 This past year – the Jubilee Year of  Mercy – 
Pope Francis asked each one of  us to strengthen our 
resolve to be more merciful, compassionate, loving, 
and forgiving. Throughout the year, our benefactors 
responded quickly and generously to our appeals to pray 
and provide for the needs of  the poor and marginalized 
in our world. In so doing, they have shown their faith in 
action. 
 The support from our friends and benefactors 
enables the friars to walk with people, build relation-
ships, and serve them in a meaningful way – all while 
living and spreading the Gospel message. 
  We are grateful for the partnership with our 
benefactors. Together, we deliver hope. 

Corporal Works of  Mercy – Our Response
Shelter the homeless
Ecuador

Nearly 50 homes are being built for families left home-
less by the devastating earthquake in Ecuador in April 
2016. This 7.8 magnitude earthquake killed hundreds of  
people and left thousands without homes.

Prayer for the suffering
Syria

In response to urgent needs of  the people trapped in 
this war-torn nation, support provides for lifesaving 
gifts of  water, food, and heat to families in Aleppo. 
These simple necessities offer some measure of  com-
fort and hope in troubled times. 

Clothe the naked
Kenya and Uganda

Missionary friars continue to provide food, medicine 
and an education to orphans with disabilities at our mis-

Franciscan Missions, Waterford, WI: The Year in Review
BY TYLER CURTIS

FRANCISCAN MISSIONS

sions in Kenya and Uganda. Friars have been providing 
shelter and care for these orphaned children since 1980. 

Feed the hungry
Galapagos Islands

On San Cristobal Island, the friars operate a soup kitch-
en for a small group of  elderly people in the communi-
ty. From Monday through Friday, lunch is provided to 
those who are extremely poor. These additional meals 
each week help improve their quality of  life. 

Comfort the sick
Thailand

In a new building in Lamsai, the friars at St. Clare Hos-
pice welcome and care for adults who are terminally ill 
with AIDS. Donations enable the missionaries to pro-
vide a clean, dignified and caring home for those in the 
final stage of  the disease. 

South Sudan

The Franciscans, in collaboration with the Sacred Heart 
Sisters, have joined efforts in providing emergency med-
ical aid to diminish the suffering of  refugees – mostly 
women and children – who are the most vulnerable 
during this time of  civil unrest. 
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Give drink to the thirsty
Syria

Eight friars live in the Syrian missions and remain in ser-
vice to the refugees. A gas generator enables the friars to 
continually pump water from their own well and distrib-
ute this vital, life-sustaining resource to people in need. 

Special Ongoing Projects:
Formation

Generous support helps us to educate and form future 
Franciscan missionaries. In countries of  Africa and 
Asia, 14 young men are being sponsored to receive one 
year of  seminary education. More than 30 students are 
receiving partial funding for their education. The forma-
tion of  a Franciscan missionary is an investment in the 
future and helps a grateful servant of  God who will give 
his entire life to serving the poor. 

Build a Church

This past year, five churches were completed in Ecua-
dor, Kenya and Uganda. At the blessing of  each church, 
people in these remote, impoverished communities 
express joy and gratitude for the gift of  a new worship 
space. In partnership with many benefactors, we have 
built more than 270 churches for the poor in developing 
countries throughout the world. 

Information about the work of  the Franciscan Missions 
can be found on its website www.franciscanmissions.org 
or through regular updates on social media: Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube. 

(Tyler Curtis is director of  operations for the Franciscan Missions 
office. She has been on staff  since November 2014.)

FRANCISCAN MISSIONS
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THE BROTHERS OF THE PROVINCE: HELP AND SERVE THE POOR

 The brothers from St. Joseph’s Province, Canada support the poor and destitute. Here are accounts from the frater-
nities about their experiences.

SAINT ANTHONY’S CONVENT, TROIS-RIVIÈRES

Our Franciscan fraternity in Trois-Rivières operates in the deprived neighbourhoods of  our town, marked by the 
multiple facets of  poverty: itinerancy, loneliness, mental health problems, economic poverty, broken homes… With 
every passing day, people come knocking on our door looking for financial help or a listening ear. That’s the case 
for Antoine who is in his early twenties - an opportunity for him to share what is troubling him. Deemed unfit 
for work, Antoine has special status with social welfare, yet his 
financial resources remain limited. I have helped him find differ-
ent organizations to help him. More recently, Antoine has finally 
consented to taking medication for his wellbeing.

Over the course of  our meetings, a bond of  trust has developed 
between the two of  us. Antoine exhibits tremendous openness. 
He appreciates our meetings, feels listened to and encouraged. 
Through his testimony, Antoine shows his faith in life, in spite of  
all the difficulties as well as his spiritual yearnings. Through him, 
I discover the complex reality that is mental health. Some days, 
I feel powerless but what matters most is the simple welcoming 
and non-judgemental presence! Through Antoine, what an experience afforded to me to live my mission as a friar 
minor!

Michel Boyer, OFM
Guardian

THE LACHUTE FRATERNITY

Night and day, outside liturgical hours, people parade before the brothers’ little chapel in Lachute. The majority 
come for silence or solitude. They leave their mark in a book of  inten-
tions: often no-win situations. Candles lit in front of  icons continue the 
prayers from these unfortunate pilgrims. All sorts of  confidences are 
found pell-mell in the notebook: spiritual woundedness (revolt against 
God, discouragements, unanswered prayers), relationship problems 
(failed relationships, fighting, bereavements) and above all, the mirror 
image of  unresolved social ills (dependencies, debts, loss of  work).
 If  these walls could speak, cries of  suffering to God and the Virgin 
Mary or even bewildering gratitude, as Jesus calls it, to differentiate 
it from the wise men and the scholars. The chapel is a peace haven, a 
necessary drop-in centre. Poor people knock at the brothers’ door for 

an emergency meeting or real time support. As a result, the Lachute Grotto provides a special ministry to the “poor 
in spirit”.

Pierre Brunette, OFM
Guardian

ST. JOSEPH, CANADA
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SAINT JOSEPH’S FRATERNITY, MONTREAL

The brothers from Saint Joseph’s Fraternity are involved in the 
parishes of  Saint Francis of  Assisi and Saint Roch, which share 
a church in the Park Extension area of  Montreal. They work 
in tandem with the Franciscan Missionaries of  Mary fraterni- ty, 
operating in the same district. This densely populated neigh-
bourhood of  Montreal is primarily inhabited by first gener- a-
tion immigrants. In concert with local stakeholders, the brothers 
and sisters assist initiatives targeting the support of  families, the 
strengthening of  social bonds and advocating a healthy diet.

Pierre Charland, OFM
Fraternity brother

THE RESURRECTION FRATERNITY, MONTREAL

The brothers work with the poor.  For example, Brother Jean 
Rochon provides daily support to itinerants at the Au Toit 
Rouge charity. For the whole community, the way they are 
present in the area is associated with how they welcome peo-
ple who need to share their joys and sorrows, their human and 
spiritual quests, their plans and their troubles. The proximity to 
hospitals means that people living with illness or who are-
worried about their sick loved are pleased to find a haven of  
peace in our church where they can offer up to God what they 
are going through. They can also share their burdens with the 
brothers.

Henri Éthier, OFM
Guardian

(The preceding article was published in the Revue des Missions des Franciscains, St. Joseph’s Province, Canada, 
November 2016.)
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AGAPE’S NEW HOUSING CONTINUES THE MISSION OF LOVE

IMMACULATE CONCEPTIONBY FR. JACK

 Within the past six months, Agape’s “Area So-
cial” which cares for the sick, the elderly, and children 
at risk (and feeding 80 or more individuals at our soup 
kitchen) decided to expand its care for the elderly by 
opening another facility within the capital of  San Salva-
dor. This decision was made with the approval of  Fa-
thers Flavian and Jack and the Administration team. The 
proposed facility will care for approximately 12 residents 
whose vital needs will be the total attention of  Agape’s 
social staff  members which includes: healthcare, nutri-
tion, and even security. It is hoped that with ongoing 
donations this house will soon be able to provide care 
for up to 20 elderly residents and even include physical 
therapy.

  In 2002, Ms. Ana 
Maria Lome bequeathed 
to Fr. Flavian and Agape 
her entire property--land, 
house and interior fur-
nishings. Through the 
years, Agape was able to 
rent the property until it 

became necessary to restore the structure to meet the 
codes for housing the elderly in need within the capital 
area. So in the middle of  2015, Agape’s staff  of  con-
struction workers began remodeling the interior of  the 
house in order to accommodate the 12 potential resi-
dents, already on the waiting list.
 Fathers Flavian and Jack visited this house the 
other day, and all Fr. Flavian could remark was: “what a 
difference” or “l remember visiting with Ana Maria and 
that wall there was filled 
with numerous knick-
knacks and statues.” Well, 
within a few more weeks 
the house, now known 
as Hogar San Francisco 
2 will benefit individuals 
who need the special care which Agape has come to be 
known for in its ministry and mission of  love.
  After the visit, which the fathers made to the 

new elderly care facility 
in construction, they 
made a stop at Agape’s 
Escuela Superior 
Franciscana Especial-
izada (ESFE), where 
the increased student 
population demand 
has necessitated additional classroom space to satisfy 
the growth. Since last year our technical school (ESFE), 
which can be equated to a community college level of  
higher learning, has blossomed in its enrollment from 
552 to 752 students. Due to the demographics of  the 
student body, almost 50 percent receive full scholarships. 
The courses offered impact three areas of  study to 
include: Electrical Engineering, Tourism, and Software 
Development. Because of  the demand, our eight new 
classrooms and the esplanade between the classrooms 
are approaching  completion at a cost of  $200,000.  
 Once again the generosity of  individuals from 
afar can have a tremendous and positive impact for the 
future young men and women seeking to complement 
the development of  their homeland. It truly is a testa-
ment of  love by persons such as those of  you who are 
reading these stories, that the work of  the friars and 
organizations like AGAPE (founded on Franciscan 
values and spirituality) are able to fulfill and satisfy the 
prayer of  St. Francis of  Assisi: “for it is in giving that we 
receive.”
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 The Franciscan presence in 
South Sudan started in February 2013 
and since then we have been taking 
care of  the Holy Trinity Parish in Juba, 
the capital city, among the Bari people.  
The physical territory of  the parish 
includes seven outstations located on 
the road south of  Juba which we were 
able to serve regularly until the last 
break out of  war in July 2016 that real-
ly affected and put people in danger to 
the point of  being forced to abandon 
their villages.  We continue doing the 
pastoral work in the parish and the 
refugee camps of  the United Nations 
which have sheltered thousands of  displaced Nuer 
people since December 2013 when the violent conflict 
began.  There are four chapels in the camps which we 
serve weekly with Masses and the necessary pastoral 
service and social work.  We are also involved in the 
work of  peace and reconciliation through radio talks and 
retreats in the diocese.   During these past years we have 
been able to welcome candidates who are now in differ-
ent stages of  formation in the East African Province of  
Saint Francis.

--Friar Jesús Aguirre, OFM

SACRED HEART

Holy Trinity Church, Juba South Sudan

Prison Ministry, South Sudan
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SACRED HEART
 I have been ministering in Thailand since 2012; 
the friars have only a very small presence here and we 
come from 6 countries. Most of  my time at present, as 
in the past several years, is spent in education----not sur-
prisingly, since I am a teacher (mostly of  languages) by 
professional background. I currently teach in 2 Catholic 
schools in the Archdiocese of  Bangkok. 
 One of  those 2 schools is located in the out-
skirts of  this sprawling capital city; located on the school 
grounds is the minor seminary of  St. Joseph Upatham 
(St. Joseph the Worker/Patron) and I teach English to 
many of  their students in formation. Sometimes I am 
also asked to teach groups of  students who are prepar-
ing to enter the major national seminary nearby.  
 Although this school is a Catholic institution, 
about 95% of  its 5,500 students are Buddhists---which is 
about the same statistic for the dominance of  Buddhism 
across all of  Thailand.  Our presence here since 1985 
has, as a principal objective, to be in close contact with 
the Buddhist community---to witness to it as well as to 
learn from it. 

 I also teach at another school in Bangkok city, 
Maepra Fatima (Our Lady of  Fatima); it also has a 
Buddhist enrollment of  about 95%. At Fatima I teach 
some of  the secondary students, but most of  my class-
room time is actually spent teaching English to the other 
teachers (who are mostly Buddhists) of  the school. 
 In the past I have also served on the formation 
team (for candidates aspiring to be friars) of  this foun-
dation and later in 2017 I will again have this respon-
sibility part-time.  Moreover, we are trying to develop 
closer collaboration with our Franciscan brothers in 
neighboring Myanmar/Burma. As I did last year, this 
year I will again travel there for the month of  March 
to help teach in a language program they have begun 
together with the Franciscan sisters; the students are 
young adults who form a mix of  Buddhists, Christians 
and Muslims.  Our presence is Thailand enables us to 
share in several other ministries, such as parish work, 
administration of  a retreat center and of  a hospice for 
persons with HIV/AIDS.  

--Friar Jeff  Haller, OFM

Teaching at Joseph Upatham Minor Seminary

General Visitation, Lamsai, February 2015

St Bonaventure  Friary West of Bangkok
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SACRED HEART

I have been working with moose horns for the last twenty eight year and I usually make different style of  clocks 
or moose decorations. I use these items to sell locally to the residents of  the villages I help serve at our Christmas 
bazaars for people to have presents to give each other and to raise money for our local church 
I usually make from 15 to 20 different items a year. I hope some day people will take this up  and talent and have a 
viable business themselves. Some people sell  the antler to  buyers but most people have given me these horns I use 

as a way of  supporting our church. 
 For me to make these items  is a sharing of  something that I share of  myself. I am 
always looking for new ways to use these horns. I do not price the things I do but let 
the people who help with the bazaar price and sell them. Sometimes I also donate  to 
different raffles to support  other fundraising events in our communities. I enjoy  this 
gift and love to share. I also do a little with diamond willow wood, making candle-
sticks and other unique items. They are simple and bring joy  to the people around 
me. I don’t do this year round ,only when I have the time to play. I am always looking 
for new things to do.

--Br. Robert Joseph Ruzicka, OFM

Water for Africa

 Through their Development Office, the friars of  
Sacred Heart Province have been raising money to dig 
wells in Africa.  This effort began as part of  the Year of  
Mercy, in response to the admonition to “give drink to 
the thirsty.”  To date, 766 donors have given a total of  
$83K toward this project.
 The original plan was to dig wells in South 
Sudan (where Friar Jesús Aguirre is serving), and in the 
Democratic Republic of  Congo (where friar Damien 
Isabell, formerly of  our province, is serving).  Ongoing 
violence in South Sudan has prevented us from moving 
forward with that part of  the project, but work is begin-
ning on the first well in the DRC.  It is estimated that 
each well will cost $18.5K.

--Friar John Eaton, OFM
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IRELAND & ENGLAND

A REFLECTION OF MY EXPERIENCE IN ZIMBABWE

BY RONAN SHARPLEY, OFM

 If  I were to pick a word to describe my six-
week experience of  Zimbabwe and its people, the word 
“Joyous” comes closest to achieving this. The joy might 
be hard to recognise at first, as from the beginning of  
my stay it became clear to me that the country is in 
dire straits economically, and as each day passed – even 
during the six weeks that I was there - the future of  
each individual became more and more precarious. The 
government’s threat of  reintro-
ducing the infamously useless 
bond note which previously led 
to hyper-inflation, was leading 
to a mass assault on the banks 
in the hope of  withdrawing hard 
earned dollars to put them out 
of  reach of  the government. 
This led to a clamp-down from 
the banks on the withdrawal of  
sums bigger than $100 dollars, 
daily, thus making life difficult 
for businesses and families and, 
of  course, for the day-to-day 
running of  our friaries.
 The country’s cash prob-
lems all came to a head midway 
through my stay when, after the government ran out of  
money and hadn’t paid the public sector workers in two 
months, an illegal strike was called. Teachers did not 
show up for work. Nurses and doctors were working-to-
rule. And alongside this, the privately owned transport 
system of  minibuses were told to stop functioning by 
the strikers. Many clashes occurred between the police 
and striking workers. 
 The Government tightened their grip on social 
media, outlawing any adverse communication about 
the government, or the organisation of  strikes on 
WhatsApp and other social media sites. The state media 
brushed the strike under the carpet as a flop but there 
was no doubt that it was very effective and supported by 
the overwhelming majority of  the population. Another 
strike took place the following week and again the same 
scenario. One would think, at this stage, that the govern-
ment should be on the ropes, but if  their recent history 
is anything to go by, they will, no doubt, doggedly hang 

in there. They will quite literally not go without a fight!     
 This cash shortage coupled with soaring unem-
ployment, would make one assume that the people in 
turn would be a bit standoffish and unfriendly towards 
foreigners, or that they would be tense and on edge. 
But my experience was the exact opposite. Time and 
again these happy joy-filled people amazed me with their 
easy-going and welcoming attitude. They were always 

ready for a joke and seemed to be 
able to produce a smile or laugh-
ter even in the apparently most 
mundane of  conversations or 
situations. This attitude met me 
on each stage of  my journey and 
drew me in.
 I arrived in Zimbabwe the day 
before the Custodial started, so 
it took me a day or two to accli-
matise and to sort out names and 
who was who. There was a certain 
pressure on me to do this since I 
was one of  the secretaries of  the 
chapter! The chapter was held at 
the formation house in Tafara, on 
the outskirts of  Harare. The first 

thing that struck me was the good humoured banter ex-
changed during the sessions, as well as the honesty and 
sincerity of  the interventions in the chapter hall. In the 
evening we retired around the great big fire in the sitting 
room at the end of  the dining room, which was another 
surprise. Africa is cold!!!
 At night with the lack of  any heating, in build-
ings that are not built for the cold, it is almost uncom-
fortable. Boy is it cold! 
 After the chapter I travelled to Assisi Mission 
at Nharira, about two hours by car from Harare. At this 
location is the postulant house and it was my first real 
contact with the friars in formation. Along with the four 
postulants, there were two friars in simple vows doing 
their Franciscan Integration year , who were working 
in the adjoining boarding school. George, who was just 
finishing the year and was handing over the ropes to 

Ronan with children at one of the outstations
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Givemore for the following year. 
 The thing that stood out, for me, was the cama-
raderie amongst all the brothers. Everyone seemed to 
be constantly chatting and having the craic, but at the 
same time very involved in the day to day running for 
the friary. The brothers live a very down to earth and 
Franciscan way of  life and I have to say that I was very 
impressed by them. They are all responsible and mature 
guys and the Custody is lucky to have them. Most of  
all I found them to be men of  faith who are commit-
ted to a fraternal way of  life. The same is true for the 
young brothers whom I met in all 
the places to which I went. It was an 
honour to get to know them and to 
realize that they are my brothers in 
the province also. 
 Gandachibvuva Mission was 
next on the list for my tour of  friar-
ies; it was about an hour by car from 
Assisi on terrible roads. Fr Patience, 
the Guardian, was like a Duracell 
bunny, bringing me to visit the 
LCBL sisters, and driving around to 
the outstations for Mass. One abid-
ing memory for me is the catch of  
bream we got from the fish pond for 
the Braai (barbeque) on my last night 
there - it was of  biblical propor-
tions!! Fair play to Brs Solomon and 
Richard for hopping in and catching 
them - I wouldn’t have gotten into 
that pond to fish them out!!

 One thing that 
I must mention before 
I go any further is the 
outpouring of  praise 
and good wishes for the 
Irish friars who served 
in Zimbabwe over the 
years.  Paschal Slevin, 
Liam Mc Carthy Tom 
Russell and Sean Gildea 
were much asked after, as 
was Eugene Barrett, Jim 
Hasson, Joe MacMahon, 
Hugh O Donnell and 
all the other friars who 

laboured there. I also got a brief  insight into the pos-
tulancy and novitiate during Stephen O Kane’s tenure 
there, from very solid friars such as Onward, Albert, 
Patience, Ndabaningi and many more, revealing a deep 
respect for Stephen and the good foundations that were 

laid for what is now a very stable formation programme. 
This programme is very important, given the fact that in 
the Custody there are 22 friars in simple vows, but only 
17 friars who are solemnly professed. Because of  this 
respect and sense of  connection with the Irish friars, I 
was in turn given an outstanding welcome everywhere I 
went and I truly felt at home there.
 While I was in Zimbabwe I had the privilege of  
being present for the simple profession of  10 Zimba-
bwean novices. This was also a truly joyous occasion and 
it was an honour to be present and to represent the Irish 
Province at it. 
 The professions brought me to the final week of  
my stay and there was only one place I still had to visit 
– the leprosy settlement at Mutemwa. Going there was 
a lovely way to end my visit to Africa. The tranquillity 
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of  the place surrounded by huge extruding rocks and 
the presence of  the lepers and the pilgrims makes this a 
very special place indeed, with massive potential for the 
friars to branch out into a new ministry of  caring for 
pilgrims.
 At weekends, throughout the year, coachloads 
of  Christians come to do night vigils at the top of  
Chigona, the holy mountain. On the Friday night, Br 
Learnmore and I joined a group of  Pentecostal/Baptist 
pilgrims in their silent prayerful ascent at 11 pm. We 
retreated at midnight, leaving them to watch over our 
friary from the summit, while they uttered their constant 
stream of  prayer and petition. 
 As well as the presence of  the lepers, this place 

is also made holy by the blood of  John Bradburne. John 
was a Secular Franciscan who cared for the lepers there 
for over 10 years and was murdered  on 5th September 
1979, during the liberation struggle in Zimbabwe. John’s 
memory is still revered and there are those who expect 
that one day he will be canonized. In recent years the 
friars have been given responsibility for this shrine at 
Mutemwa, to which thousands of  people of  various 
dominations come each year, both from within Zimba-
bwe and beyond.  
 Zimbabwe reminded me that although economic 
conditions are harsh and there is an oppressive political 
system, the people, and especially the friars, really seem 

to live the joy of  the Gospel - confirmation, for me, of  
the wonderful work that the friars and other religious 
started here over 60 years ago and continue to do today. 
During that time the country has gone from being the 
British colony of  Rhodesia to the Republic of  Zimba-
bwe and the friars have evolved from having zero native 
vocations, to all but two being ex-patriates. 
 The poor are still there and independence cer-

tainly has not eradicated human rights abuses, but with 
39 friars between simply and solemnly professed, and 
all but Walter Gallahue and Joe Condren hailing from 
Zimbabwe, I can definitely say that the Joy of  the Gos-
pel is still being spread by the friars of  this, our Custody 
of  the Good Shepherd, and I was privileged to have 
been able to witness it. For this blessing, I will always be 
thankful to all the friars who welcomed me and allowed 
me to share in their lives for a short while. 
 May God bless them and keep them and show 
them His peace. 
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CHRIST the KING

A Trip to the Land of Jesus

 Soon after the September 2016 SME meeting 
help in Malta,  I had a great opportunity to visit Israel, 
the land where our Lord Jesus Christ was born.  Thanks 
to my Brother Gilles Bourdeau, OFM, who organized 
our whole trip as a working collaboration of  the two 
Canadian provinces in terms of  mission and evangeliza-
tion. Of  course, this would not be possible without the 
permission of  our two provincial ministers, Brothers 
Bob Mokry and Mark Le Goanvec.

 It was an overwhelming experience to walk on 
the land of  Jesus that is known to us as Holy Land.  
When we arrived, I could hardly believe I was literally 
on my dream land.  I was asking myself: “Is this real?” 
Yes, indeed, it is real as I see myself  standing in the Holy 
Ground that every Christian would ever dream to be.  It 
was hard to explain how I felt that time.  I would say it 
was the love of  God that filled my heart at that moment 
realizing that that was a 
dream come true.
   
 The next day, I was 
introduced to a person 
named Luay who accom-
panied me for my 5-day 
pilgrimage experience to 
the prominent places in 
the Holy Land.  Luay is a 
well-trained and experi-
enced guide, a Palestinian, 
a Catholic Christian and a 
former friar.  After meet-
ing him, I even told myself  
I was really fortunate to 
have him as a guide.  It 

was good to have a conversation with him during the 
pilgrimage.  I sort of  understand how the Palestinian 
feel about being separated from the rest of  Israel.  

 In Bethlehem, one of  the holy sites I visited 
on day one of  the pilgrimage.   That place marks the 
birthplace where the baby Jesus was believed to have 
born.  The place was not in a proper order as I expect-
ed because it was under renovation.  If  we may recall, 
Jesus’ birthplace was in chaos as well.  He was in un-
pleasant situation being born around animals and dirt.  
To see such image is not new at all.  This is the reality 
of  the world today.  I just could not stop thinking of  
the people in Aleppo, Syria.  It must be a difficult life 
to live.  Destruction and bombing all over the place still 
continues. People must be questioning:  when would 
this thing going to end? What is happening around 
them is hard to grasp.  Despite all these messiness, Jesus 
still chooses to dwell among us especially in our hearts, 
the real manger in Bethlehem. Our hearts may be messy 
as the world we live in, but that’s where He wants to 
be born because he loves us, and so we invite the Most 
High, “Come Lord Jesus, and do not delay”.  

BY  CARLOS ONA, OFM
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Some people asked me after coming back from Jerusalem if  I felt closer to God when I was there.  I said, I didn’t 
think so.  I told them that the presence of  God cannot only experience in those holy places like in the Holy Land.  
I just felt it was different knowing the fact that Jesus dwelt among them and those places.  I don’t need to go there 
to experience Him, but I was fortunate enough to be given this opportunity. So what a great privilege! His love is 
amazing and never failing.  God becoming man in Jesus is true, good and beautiful.  We should constantly seek God 
in our daily life.  However, this is not an easy task.  I myself  find it challenging at times. But God coming into the 
world in Jesus gave us so much hope and open any possibility to view the world differently.

Openness is the key to let Jesus enter into our life.  To do this sometimes is not easy.  It requires humility.  Jesus 
came into the world to be among us.  And he continues to do this each and everyday in our lives, especially in the 

daily Eucharist.  What a great gift for us all!   Francis noted this connec-
tion on his writings: “See, daily He humbles Himself  as when He came 
from the royal throne into the womb of  the Virgin; daily He comes to 
us in humble form; daily He comes down from the bosom of  the Fa-
ther upon the altar”. (I Adm).

At Capernaum, I was excited to find out that I could join with other 
pilgrims from Australia to ride on boat at the Sea of  Galilee.  So much 
more when they told me that we would have mass on the boat.  I was 
really thrilled by that knowing that Jesus will TRULY PRESENT with 
us on the boat sailing in the Sea of  Galilee.  What a great TREAT! 

Other prominent holy places I visited were Qumran, River Jordan, Dead 
Sea, Jericho, Jerusalem, Jaffa, Mt. Tabor, Cana, and Nazareth. 

The ESC Mission and Evangelization directors met in Malta September 12 - 17, 2016.   Front Row (L - R) Friar Lorrie Zerafa (Malta), Friar Russell 
Murray (Animator for Evangelization), Friar Teofil Czarniak (Franciscan Missions), Friar Carlos Ono (Christ the King Province).  Back Row (L - R) 
Friar Stephen O’Kane (Ireland/England), Dr. Kim Smolik (Franciscan Mission Service), Friar Richard Grech (Malta), Friar David Convertino (Holy 
Name Province), Friar John Cella (ABVM Province),  Friar John Eaton (Sacred Heart Province), Friar Michael Perry (General Minister), Friar José 
Rodriguez (Our Lady of Guadalupe Province), Friar Vince Delorenzo (St. John the Baptist Province), Friar Gilles Bourdeau  (St. Joseph Province).


