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“A wake-up call to get involved!” 
The letter of the Superior General of the 

Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
on the occasion of the LAUDATO SÌ special anniversary year. 

Praised be Jesus Christ and Mary Immaculate

Dear Oblates, Associates, Partners, Oblate Youth, and all our Friends and People of Good 
Will,

Wake up and get involved!

The best scientific calculations about our earth's climate tell us that the human family has at 
most 10 years before the deterioration of the earth will become irreversible! We have to act 
now and together, or this precious gift of God will be destroyed by our ruthless exploitation. 
The fifth anniversary of Laudato Si' has become the motivating force for building a world-
wide network of Catholics and all people of good will to turn this situation around before it is 
too late. We Oblates, Associates, Partners, Oblate Youth, and Friends are committed to this 
urgent need, and I echo here the call of the 2016 General Chapter that everyone become in-
volved in this critical issue.

To assist us, an initiative of the Vatican is providing us with many resources in this special an-
niversary year. With your community, see how you can participate in these initiatives which 
can be found in seven languages by googling:

"Laudato Si' Anniversary Year Plan 2020-21"

24 May 2020 – 24 May 2021

You will see the many significant facets to this Anniversary Year on the website.

The major focus of this anniversary year goes beyond May 2021 and includes launching a 
plan for various types of communities/institutions to make a commitment to become totally 
sustainable, in the spirit of Laudato Sì, over a 7-year period. This is a challenge for all our 
communities and Units. Get involved! 

Continued on p.  2
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"The Season of Creation"

1 September 2020 – 4 October 2020

One of the events within the special Laudato Sì Anniversary Year is already upon us, a month 
dedicated to the gift of creation. This is an ecumenical initiative of the world's 2.2 billion 
Christians to renew our relationship with our Creator and all creation through celebration, 
conversion, and action. Get your place of ministry involved: parish groups, youth groups, 
catechetical programs, etc.! See the information and resources in six languages at: https://
seasonofcreation.org 

The Laudato Sì Special Anniversary Year and the Season of Creation are filled with the spirit 
of the Oblate charism, bringing together in a holistic way our commitment to evangelize the 
poor, the calls of the last General Chapter (see: Acts of the 2016 General Chapter, pp. 10, 11, 
20 #7.3 and 21 #9, English edition) and the priorities of both the Oblate General Service of 
Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation and the Oblate General Mission Committee. 

The cry of the poor and the destruction of the environment go hand-in-hand. The present 
pandemic is but a small sign of the chaos we have wreaked on nature. Future global disasters 
will multiply if we do not choose to act effectively and immediately in favor of the gift of God's 
creation. This is not a call to become an environmental watchdog. At the heart of our mission 
to evangelize is the call to conversion, accepting the Good News of Jesus. He came to reconcile 
us with God and with one another; to heal the brokenness within ourselves, and to reconcile 
us with God's gift of creation, not as exploiters but as stewards, caretakers. The Gospel calls 
us as agents of evangelization to restore these relationships at all levels. 

Many Oblates and collaborators around the world are already acting to care for our common 
home in many prophetic initiatives, and for this I thank you. All of us, in all instances of our 
life and ministry, must embrace fully this urgent concern to act now, to alter the course of 
human history and opt for the care for God's precious creation. 

During the coming year, our Internal Mission Committee of the General Council will be of-
fering monthly webinars to create a worldwide synergy of creative efforts for turning this 
situation around. Stay tuned! 

Thank you for your commitment. We place this critical opportunity before Our Lady, Mother 
of the Creator, asking her to move us into action in a significant way during this Special An-
niversary Year… and beyond!

In Jesus Christ and Mary Immaculate, 

Fr. Louis Lougen, OMI Superior General 
August 22, 202 
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New scholastics pose with the Provincial and their formators: Back row (L-R) Bro. Patrick McGee, Fr. Humphrey Milimo, Very Rev. Louis 
Studer, Fr. Frank Kuczera. Front row (L-R) Mateusz Garstecki, Musonda Chota, Brandon Alexis Ontiveros Garcia, Moses Khisa, Marapogu 
Prasad, Chomba Kangwa, Henry Zayamoe

Seven young Oblates profess first vows

On August 1st, the birthday
of St. Eugene de Mazenod, 

Oblates, friends and relatives 
from all corners gathered at St. 
Ambrose Church in Godfrey, 
IL to witness Musonda Chota, 
Chomba Kangwa, Brandon 
Alexis Ontiveros Garcia, Moses 
Khisa, Marapogu Prasad, Mateusz 
Garstecki, and Henry Zayamoe 

take their first vows as Missionary 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate.

The Mass was celebrated by the 
Oblate Provincial, Very Rev. 
Louis Studer who also led the 
young men through their formal 
vows. The Oblate formators 
from the Immaculate Heart of 
Mary Novitiate in Godfrey were 

also present: newly-installed 
Novice Master, Fr. Frank 
Kuczera, Associate Director, 
Fr. Humphrey Milimo and the 
outgoing Novice Master, Bro. 
Patrick McGee, OMI.

Bro. Patrick commented on the 
past year and thanked all those who 

Continued on p. 4
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the year. He will be going on a well-deserved sabbatical after several 
years as Novice Master. The new Novice Master, Fr. Frank Kuczera, was 
formally installed by Fr. Studer in a ceremony held at the novitiate on July 
31, 2020.  Fr. Frank will be over-seeing the move of the novitiate from 
Godfrey to the new Henri Tempier Pre-novitiate on the grounds of the 
Shrine of Our Lady of the Snows in nearby Belleville, IL. The Tempier 
Pre-novitiate was blessed by Fr. Louis Studer on Wednesday August 5, the 
Feast of Our Lady of the Snows. 

The temporary move of the novitiate to Belleville was necessitated 
by major renovations to the Immaculate Heart of Mary Novitiate in 
Godfrey which will take place over the next two years.

Of the seven new Scholastic Brothers, five, Brandon Alexis Ontiveros 
Garcia, Moses Khisa, Marapogu Prasad, Mateusz Garstecki, and 
Henry Zayamoe will be moving on to the Oblate Scholasticate in San 
Antonio, Texas. The other two, Musonda Chota and Chomba Kangwa, 
will continue their studies in their native Zambia.

New Novice Master Installed

On the night before First Vows, 
during Evening Prayer at the 
Mary Immaculate Novitiate 
in Godfrey, IL, Fr. Studer 
installed Fr. Frank Kuczera, 
OMI, as Novice Director. Fr. 
Frank had been serving as 
Associate Director of Novices 
the past three years. Brother 
Pat McGee, OMI had been 
serving as Director of Novices 
the past three years and will 
take a year’s sabbatical. Fr. 
Humphrey Milimo, OMI, 
originally from Zambia, also 
serves as Associate Director.

Prior to the 1st profession, on July 31st, Fr. Frank 
Kuczera (R) was installed as the new Novice 
Master. On left are: Fr. Louis Studer and Bro. 
Patrick McGee. Associate Director, Fr. Humphrey 
Milimo is in the rear at center, surrounded by the 
novices.

A haircut – and a reminder about trust
By Fr. Louis Studer, OMI, Provincial, U.S. Oblate Province

I postponed getting my hair cut for several months as the reality of the Covid pandemic 
continued to worsen. I couldn’t help notice that the Oblates with whom I was living were 

doing the same as their hair got longer and longer.

Fr. Ray Lebrun, OMI suggested to me that I go to his barber, a petite Vietnamese woman 
close to the Oblate residence in Washington, DC. Ray assured me that she was very 
experienced in her profession. I made an appointment the following day but was fearful: 
would she take proper precautions?
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I put on my heavy mask as I was 
getting out of the car in front of 
her small shop. She greeted me 
warmly, aware I was her Oblate 
priest appointment. She had on 
a mask and a plastic shield and 
asked me to wash my hands with 
soap and water in the corner sink. 
She promptly told me she had 
just washed her hands as she does 
before each appointment.

As she started cutting my hair, I began a conversation 
with her, seeing pictures of her children and 
husband on the shelf in front of me. After a couple 
of questions she gently said, “Father, we can talk 
later, it’s best we don’t have conversation when we 
are so close to each other.” 

My focus and concern had been completely about 
myself and whether I might get the virus from her. 

Her concern, all along, had been 
about not giving me the virus, or 
any of her other customers.

As I got back in my car, I was 
embarrassed about my selfish 
concern, never thinking about 
possibly giving the virus to 
her, only that her carelessness, 
which was unfounded, might 
mean I would get sick.

While our own health and safety certainly means we 
must take precautions, this pandemic also invites us, at 
the same time, to do all we can to help ensure the safety 
and health of those with whom we come in contact.

This virus has made me aware, on a continuous 
daily basis, about the necessity and importance of 
doing our best to help our neighbor to be healthy 
and safe, even as we try to do the same for ourselves.

Three men begin their novitiate in Belleville
By Will Shaw

A small, Covid-masked crowd 
gathered at Christ the King 

Chapel at the National Shrine 
of Our Lady of the Snows in 
Belleville, IL, on August 17, 
2020, to officially welcome the 
2020 – 2021 class of novices. 
Three young men signed the 
official register of novices on 
Monday morning in front of 
a gathering of Oblates, pre-
novices and formators.

The new novices are Juan 
Javier Ruiz of Houston, Texas; 
Christopher Streetman of Breese, 
Illinois; and Jan Pawel Szaflarski 
of Mississauga, Ontario, Canada. 
They join Novice Master, Fr. 
Frank Kuczera, OMI, and 
Associate Director, Fr. Humphrey 
Milimo, OMI for a year of 

prayer and study. The novitiate is temporarily housed in the new 
Henri Tempier Pre-novitiate on the grounds of the Shrine while the 

(L-R) Fr. Humphrey Milimo, Christopher Streetman, Juan Javier Ruiz, 
Jan Pawel Szaflarski, Fr. Frank Kuczera

Continued on p. 6
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Immaculate Heart of Mary Novitiate in Godfrey, 
IL, undergoes a two-year renovation.

Fathers Mark Dean and Humphrey Milimo led the 
gathering in song and prayer before a homily by Fr. 
Art Flores, OMI, Vicar-provincial for Personnel. 

Fathers Kuczera and Milimo then invited the young 
men to sign the official Record of Reception. The 
ritual ended with the singing of “Salve Regina” and 
was followed by a celebratory luncheon at the the 
Shrine Visitor’s Center.

Frs. Sal Gonzalez, Raul Salas & David Kalert were among 
Oblates to welcome new novices.

Fr. Tom Singer introduces himself to new novice, Juan Javier 
Ruiz, after the reception ceremony.

Blessing of Henri Tempier pre-novitiate in Belleville
By Fr. Louis Studer, OMI

Fr. Juan Gaspar, OMI, Director of the Henri
Tempier Pre-Novitiate Residence and Fr. 

Raul Salas, Associate Director, requested that I 
bless the province’s new house of formation on 
the feast of Our Lady of the Snows, August 5th. 
This new residence is located on the grounds of 
the National Shrine of Our Lady of the Snows. The 

Pre-Novitiate is the first stage of Oblate formation 
for a young man who is discerning a vocation to 
the Oblate way of life.

The new residence is located on the top floor of 
the Guest House at the Shrine. The pre-novitiate 
moved from Buffalo, New York, this summer. 
The newly renovated facility can accommodate 

eight pre-novices and three Oblate 
staff. Complete with kitchen, dining 
area, community space and beautiful 
chapel, the residence is named after Fr. 
Henri Tempier, OMI, close companion 
and friend of Father and Founder, St. 
Eugene de Mazenod.

Fr. Tempier is often referred to as 
the “right hand man” of St. Eugene 
as he was able to carry out and put 
into practice many of the ideas and 
the vision of St. Eugene. Tempier 
is often referred to as the “unsung Fr. Studer, together with Fr. Gaspar, blesses the new formation house.



OMI/USA /7 

hero” of the Oblates as he has always remained 
in the shadow of St. Eugene. Without Tempier’s 
practical help and know-how, some Oblate 
historians say that the Congregation would never 
have survived. It was Tempier who made the 
difficult journey to visit the fledgling ministry of 
the Oblates when they first came to Buffalo, New 
York. He gave them support and encouragement 
in their ministry in those early years.

Oblates continue their presence in west Buffalo, 
almost 180 years later, ministering at two parishes 
there on Buffalo’s west side. Vocations to the 
Oblates from our numerous ministries there have 
been plentiful these many years, particularly from 
our parishes and from our teaching in high schools.

In addition to housing the Pre-novitiate, the building 
is also the temporary home of the Oblate Novices 
while the Immaculate Heart of Mary Novitiate in 
Godfrey, Illinois is being renovated. The novices 
are expected to be at the facility in Belleville for 
approximately two years. Novice Master, Fr. Frank 
Kuczera, OMI, and Associate Novice Master, Fr. 
Humphrey Milimo, OMI, will continue to oversee 
the novices in Belleville.

Formators Frs. Frank Kuczera, Juan Gaspar, Raul Salas, & 
Humphrey Milimo

After the blessing, Oblates gathered for lunch.

Departures from parishes and a return

On Saturday July 25, 2020, a
celebration of Holy Angels 

Church in Buffalo, NY, was held 
to mark the official closing of the 
parish. The Oblates had served 
there since 1851. The church and 
rectory are in need of major repair 
and renovation, but the cost to 
accomplish that and the greatly 
diminished number of parish 
membership led to the decision 
to close the venerable institution. 
The Oblates themselves are 
challenged by a lack of personnel 

Holy Angels Parish in Buffalo, NY, closes

for the ministry. With the closing 
of Holy Angels, the Oblates 
continue to minister in Buffalo 
at Holy Cross and Our Lady of 
Hope parishes.

At the closing Mass, Fr. James 
Brobst, OMI, Vicar-provincial 
for Mission and Ministry, along 
with Fr. Arthur Flores, OMI, 
Vicar-provincial for Personnel, 
and Fr. James Chambers, 
OMI, Provincial Treasurer, 
represented the U.S. Provincial 

Administration. Presiding at 
the Mass was the last pastor 
of Holy Angels, Fr. Gregory 
Gallagher, OMI. Also present 
were other Oblates who have 
either been part of the Oblate 
community there or who lived 
their childhood in the parish.

Fr. Louis Studer, OMI, U.S. 
provincial superior, was unable 
to attend the celebration. 

Continued on p.8
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However, here are excerpts from 
remarks he sent for the occasion: 
“This is a sad occasion for many 
Missionary Oblates and for Holy 
Angels’ parishioners and for all 
who continue to be associated in 
many ways with this parish. …

“I am aware of some of the 
rich history of the Oblates at 
Holy Angels. Our Founder, St. 
Eugene de Mazenod, sent the 
Oblates here in 1851. It is the 
longest continuous presence of 
the Oblates in the United States! 
Fr. Henri Tempier, St. Eugene’s 
right-hand advisor and friend, 
visited here. It was no small 
undertaking of the Oblates, as 
you can well imagine, over a 
decade before the Civil War. …

“We Oblates are proud to call 
ourselves missionaries. The 

word is derived from the Latin 
“missio,” someone who is sent. 
Our going forth, from this parish, 
from the wonderful ministry 
done here for so many years, is 
not a decision arrived at easily or 
comfortably. Quite the opposite. 

“For several years, the church 
structure has needed a lot of 
work and repair, even to the 
point of being unsafe. To raise 
the million-plus dollars to ensure 
that safety is not a prudent 
pursuit, when there are so many 
other needs the Oblates need to 
raise funds for. 

“The Oblates are staying in 
Buffalo! We are not abandoning 
you! Today we honor their 
ministry, their presence among 
you. And we honor the faith-
filled parishioners as well, 

staff, employees, who, over 
these many years, made this 
local church a living, vibrant, 
loving, close community. We 
honor these wonderful people. 
No question that this church 
building represents, in a very real 
way, these people. This is where 
they came to celebrate that faith, 
that spirit, that presence of Jesus 
Christ in their midst. 

But let’s continue to celebrate 
those people, their generosity, 
their faith, their love of Jesus and 
one another and how they built 
up the west side of this great city. 
God bless you! Thank you!”

Excerpts from words spoken by 
Vicar Provincial, Fr. James Brobst, 
at the closing Mass: “Thank you 
for giving me this opportunity 
to say to you the most important 

Frs. Steve Vasek 
& Jim Chambers 
were among OMI 
concelebrants at 
the Mass presided 
by the pastor, Fr. 
Greg Gallagher. At 
his right, Deacon 
Alejandro Manunta 
and at his left, 
parish associate 
pastor, Fr. 
Francisco Gomez.



OMI/USA /9 

thing Oblates can say, which again 
is, ‘Thank you.’ On behalf of our 
provincial, Fr. Louis Studer, I 
offer these thanks in this difficult 
time of the Covid-19 virus. 

“The conclusion of this nearly 
170-year mission at Holy Angels
greatly saddens all of us in the
U.S. Province and beyond. It
is because we have been so
richly blessed by Holy Angels’
parishioners that we are so 
saddened at this difficult, but
necessary and timely decision.
But far more important than any
explanations, is our expression of
our gratitude to all of you.

“We are grateful to you for your 
support of the many vocations 
to the Oblates who were found 
and formed within these halls 
and sanctuaries. Many of you are 
Oblate Lay Associates, Partners, 
Youth, Mission supporters – all 
members of our great Mazenodian 
Family. Your spiritual blood runs 
in our missionary veins.

“We thank your local Oblate 
leaders, Fathers Greg 
Gallagher, Paco Gomez, Steve 
Vasek, Jim Loiacono, and Tuan 
Pham. They remain with the 
challenging task of ensuring 
healthy transitions in ministry 

here on the west side of Buffalo.
 “On behalf of all Missionary 
Oblates, I hope that through these 
many years, we have served you 
worthily, however imperfectly. 
We are all made of the same 
human clay which Jesus Christ 
came to save. Only through God’s 
grace, shown in your support, 
have we been able to serve you. 
You have most definitely blessed 
us. Whether or how we have 
blessed you is not ours to say – 
that is yours alone.

“Lastly, and most importantly, I 
want to acknowledge everyone’s 
need to be thankful to God, 
whose great work began in 
our world long before there 
was Holy Angels Parish, or the 
Oblates, before any Parish or 
Congregation or Diocese ever 
existed. We are grateful that 
Jesus has called each of us, 
along with St. Eugene and his 
struggling band of missionaries, 
to leave home and comfort to 
address new needs in difficult 
places, then and now.

“We are grateful that The Spirit 
who accompanies each of us in 
our grief also provides solace and 
support for God’s great mission to 
continue – within us, among us, 
and beyond us. Praised be Jesus 
Christ, and Mary Immaculate.”

Oblates Bid Farewell to Santa Rosa
By Fr. Nicholas Harding, OMI

Some 95 years after the founding
of Santa Rosa de Lima Parish 

in San Fernando, California, the 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
handed over responsibility for 

the parish to diocesan priests of 
the Los Angeles Archdiocese. On 
the weekend of June 28, 2020, 
the pastor, Fr. Thomas Rush, 
OMI, and his two associates, Fr. 

Feliciano Lopez, OMI, and Fr. 
Victor Manuel Patricio, OMI, 
concelebrated at a farewell 
Eucharist.

Continued on p. 10

l-r, Deacon Alejandro Manunta, Fr. Greg Gallagher, Fr. Francisco Gomez
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On Thursday, June 25, the Oblates 
had a farewell dinner at Santa 
Rosa Hall with lay leadership, 
including Oblate Associates. The 
number of people was limited 
to due Coronavirus restrictions. 
There were speeches, testimonies, 
anecdotes and bittersweet, tearful 
moments giving thanks for 95 
years of OMIs at Santa Rosa. Fr. 
Carlos Alarcon, OMI, commented 
that a bishop once described 
Santa Rosa as “un jardin de rosas 
de Dios.”

On Friday, June 26, at the 
Eucharist we were honored by 
the presence of our regional 
Bishop Alejandro Aclan 
and retired Bishop Gerald 
Wilkerson. Bishop Wilkerson 
repeated several times he was 

“heart-broken” that the Oblates 
were leaving. Fr Luis Valbuena, 
OMI, having served since 1966 
in the San Fernando Valley, 
recited an impressive litany of 
OMI accomplishments in the 
area: the various parishes, the 
Occupational Center (the first 
such center to be bilingual in 
the USA, with an estimated one 
million who have benefitted from 
the human integral development 
offered), the high schools, Credit 
Union (millions loaned), Santa 
Rosa Scholarship Association, 
hospital chaplaincy.  Santa Rosa 
was the center for rescue and 
relief after the 1972 earthquake 
(President Richard Nixon 
bestowed a recognition on Santa 
Rosa…not to cause envy in other 
Oblate parishes).

Fr. Tom Rush highlighted how 
Oblate ministry is covenant with 
the people to form community/
family…. a place to encounter 
Jesus Christ crucified and his love, 
for conversion and growth in faith 
and hope. As a missionary parish 
all laity are called to be formed 
as disciples and evangelize. He 
stated that as missionaries, it is 
normal for OMI’s to eventually 
turn over the parish to the diocese 
and begin elsewhere where there 
is greater need.

A long list of Oblates, now 
deceased, who served at Santa 
Rosa was read. Also, mention 
was made of Oblate vocations 
from Santa Rosa and the need 
for continued promotion of 
vocations.

Bishop Alejandro Cclan, Fr. Tom Rush, Bishop Gerald Wilkerson, Fr. Victor Manuel Patricio
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Fr. Louis Studer, OMI, the provincial of the US province 
of the Oblates, sent a message which, among other things, 
emphasized: “In the ministry we do, we Oblates like to pride 
ourselves about how we minister. We are Religious who respect, 
who honor, who take seriously, the people with whom we work 
and minister. We have carried out, and faithfully lived, that way 

of doing ministry with the good people of 
Santa Rosa these many years.

How do we minister? We minister with 
you, trusting, relying on your gifts, your 
talents, your contributions in a multitude 
of ways. With you we have built up this 
local church to become a vibrant, faith-
filled, loving, caring community. We 
foster, we build up, we establish, and we 
move on. And that is what our celebration 
is about: the great work that has been done 
here, the Oblates and parishioners and staff 
and employees who have made it happen. 
We leave here with great confidence, 
trust, and assurance that what has begun 
so well will continue with the same spirit 
and respect for the good people, the faith-
filled parishioners here.”

Saying farewell to a parish in Alaska

On Saturday July 18, 2020
the Oblates said goodbye 

to St. Gregory Nazianzen Parish 
in Sitka, Alaska. The last Oblate 
pastor of the parish has been Fr. 

wonderful relationships are 
necessarily changed when we 
leave a ministry. … 

“As Missionaries, our charism, 
given to us by our Founder, St. 
Eugene de Mazenod, includes that 
we live together in community 
for mutual support, common 
prayer, and encouragement of 
one another in the ministry we 
do. As you know, that has not 
been possible for the Oblates who 
have served here.

Although I know Fr. Dwight, 
and the Oblates before him who 
have served here, have found this 

Dwight Hoberechts, 
OMI. The following 
is an excerpt from 
the official statement 
for the occasion from 
U.S. Provincial Fr. 
Louis Studer, OMI: 

“It is always with 
sadness that we 
Missionary Oblates 
leave a ministry! 
We pride ourselves 
on fostering lay 

leadership, trusting and relying 
on the many gifts and talents 
of the parishioners, staff, and 
employees with whom we 
minister. Those friendships and 

Continued on p. 12

San Fernando Oblates had a farewell meal for Fr. Tom Rush and Fr. Victor 
Patricio. l-r front: Frs. Juan Ayala, Luis Valbuena, Jim Taggart. Rear: Frs. 
Victor Patricio, Feliciano Lopez, Carlos Alarcon, Nick Harding, Tom Rush.
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quite challenging, even difficult, 
they have served well. But it 
can also take a toll on the Oblate 
who did not foresee this when he 
joined the Congregation. This is 
certainly understandable. This is 
not what Fr. Dwight signed up 
for!

“Fr. Dwight has appreciated his 
ministry here in the North. He 
has told me about the wonderful 
people he has met, with whom he 
ministers, the care and concern 
you have shown him and great 
appreciation for his willingness 
to be with you to build up this 
local church in your faith and 
love of Jesus Christ.

“Thank you for your support and 
encouragement to Fr. Dwight. 
As you probably already know, 
he will be going to minister with 
the Oblate community in New 
Orleans. We have a beautiful 
shrine and parish there and a good 

outreach to the homeless and the 
poor in the downtown area. Fr. 
Dwight will be busy, but he will 
also have a good opportunity 
once again to live in community.

“As Missionaries and as 
Religious, we are very aware of 
the great need for priests in the 
state of Alaska. So we are happy 
that Fr. Pat Casey is staying here. 

“Thank you for your 
understanding. I am very grateful 
to Archbishop Bellisario for his 
support and encouragement of 
our presence and ministry in 
what is now the Archdiocese of 
Anchorage-Juneau.”

Oblates return to Chula Vista, California
By Fr. James Allen, OMI

Three Oblates made a July 1
move into the rectory of Most 

Precious Blood Parish in Chula 
Vista, California, after an OMI 
absence of over six years. Coming 
to minister in this parish which 
is about a mile from the Pacific 
Ocean and where one can see 
the lights of Tijuana, Mexico, at 
night are the pastor, Fr. Tom Rush, 
OMI , and his Associate Fr. Victor 
Patricio, OMI, as well as “priest in 
residence,” Fr. Jim Allen, OMI. 

We Oblates are being greeted by 
many smiling and happy eyes; 
full smiles are hidden behind 
masks because of the pandemic. 
But the expressions of joy at the 
Oblates’ return have been many 
and heartfelt. 

In early 2014, the Oblates had left 
the parish in the hands of priests 

of the Diocese 
of San Diego. 
But the present 
US Province 
administration 
felt that it 
would be a good 
contribution to 
the ministry of 
the diocese if 
we were to take 
up service there 
once again. We 
are hoping it 
will be a good 
opportunity for 
fraternal exchange with the six 
Oblates ministering just across 
the border at the prenovitiate 
in Tijuana and the huge parish 
on the outskirts of the city. 
Furthermore, a faithful group of 
Oblate Associates has kept the 
OMI charism alive, even when 

l-r: Associate pastor, Fr. Victor Patricio; Pastor, Fr. Thomas
Rush; In residence, Fr. James Allen.

the Oblates were no longer in 
charge of the parish.

Founded in 1957 in this city of 
over 277,000, the parish was 
served by two other Oblate 
pastors, Fr. Frank Wagner (1993-
2006) and Fr. Paul Nourie (2006-
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2014), as well as a number of 
other Oblates who served either 
as associates or resided there 
while engaged in other ministry 
(vocation directors, chaplains).
While weekend Masses 

began again in June after the 
long pandemic shutdown, 
the governor of California 
pronounced another shutdown 
of inside worship services as 
of July 15. But outdoor Masses 

were allowed; therefore, as the 
weekend of July 19, Masses 
were celebrated in the parking 
lot in front of the parish hall (3 in 
English and one in Spanish). By 
September 3, daily Masses were 
once again permitted inside the 
church but because of number 
limits, weekend Masses continue 
to be celebrated outside and an 
additional Mass in Spanish has 
been added.

There is a palpable air of faith 
and devotion in this parish, with 
a constant stream of people 
praying at a new outdoor shrine 
in honor of the Santo Niño and a 
Fatima shrine. 

Vocations Directors hold 1st “Zoom and See”
By Fr. Richard Hall, OMI

On August 8th, the Oblate 
Vocation Directors held the 

first ZOOM and SEE gathering.  
Over 20 interested young men from 
all over the country attended this 
gathering along with pre-novices 
and even a pre-novice from Zambia 
and one from Cameroon, with 
a grand total of 25 participants!  
Oblate Fathers Jesse Esqueda, 
Richard Hall, Pauldass Selvaraj, 
Jarek Pachocki (from the Lacombe 
Province in Canada) Juan Gaspar, 
Director of the Pre-Novitiate, and 
David Muñoz along with Irma 
Noyola were in attendance.

Fr. Jesse lead the gathering 
with an introduction to who the 
Oblates are. He was followed 

by Fr. Richard fielding questions 
from the men. One of the more 
poignant questions of the day was 
“What is the difference between 
the spirituality of the Franciscans 
and that of the Oblates?” We 
were fortunate to have Fr. David 
Muñoz, who is becoming an 
expert on Oblate Spirituality. He 
responded: “The difference is 
that the center of our charism as 
Oblates is Jesus Christ and not 
the Poor. But our service to the 
poor and most abandoned extends 
from our relationship with Christ 
at the center of our charism.”

The ZOOM and SEE was a 
successful event and we hope to 
have our next ZOOM and SEE in 

October with the pre-novices in 
attendance.

The recent COVID Pandemic has 
called upon all of us especially 
the Vocation Directors to 
become more creative in seeking 
vocations for the Oblates.

Fr. Richard Hall, OMI
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Our Lady of the Pandemic: An icon written in the time of Covid-19 
By Fr. Mark Dean, OMI

During the time of the Covid-19 Pandemic, I
painted an icon… The work on this icon began 

on Holy Thursday, April 9th, 2020. The last brush 
stroke was made on the feast day of Catherine of 
Siena, April 29th, 2020.

For the basis of this icon I used a pattern based upon 
the icon of The Virgin of the Burning Bush, which 
shows an icon of Mary & the Christ Child lodged in 
a tree on an island. The tree has leaves with flame.

I had done this icon several years ago in memory of 
my youngest brother who died in 1992. I added in at 
that time a single iris flower, in honor of my brother. 
When asked what his favorite flower was, my brother 
replied, “The iris.” The questioner responded that 
irises are indeed pretty, but unfortunately, they don’t 
last long. My brother, who was in his last weeks of 
life at the time, retorted, “And that is what they will 
say of me… ‘Jim Dean, he didn’t last long, but he 
was pretty while he was here.’”
 The icon of the Virgin of the Burning Bush is in 
reference to the story of Moses and the Burning 
Bush… which was on fire, but not consumed. The 
early Church saw this as a symbol of Mary and the 
Virgin Birth… she who gave birth, yet remained a 
virgin. One of the first changes I made to this pattern 
was to use as the main Marian image the icon of 
Our Lady of Tenderness as displayed in the icon 
of Our Lady of Vladimir, perhaps the most famous 
example of this style. I also brought into the icon 
the two angels depicted in the icon of Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help.

In the halo of Mary are included twelve abstract 
stars. Only nine are visible, for three are hidden 
by Mary and the Christ Child. While stars are not 
uncommon in icons of Mary, these stars were placed 
in as reference to Mary, Mother of Divine Mercy. 

In the foreground I added a field of irises, for me a 
symbol of our dearly departed, who, while out of 
sight, are not out of heart or mind or reach. Finally, 
in reference to the Covid-19 Pandemic, I placed a 

symbol of the Coronavirus on the cross borne by 
the angel on the right… and later on I added a bat, 
in reference to the origin of the virus. 

The prayer I wrote for this icon is: 

Our Lady of Tenderness, Our Lady of Perpetual 
Help, Mother of Divine Mercy, intercede for us 
unto God to bless and aid all who are afflicted 
and affected by the Coronavirus Pandemic. May 
all who gaze upon this image know the healing 
touch of God. Amen.



Serving during the pandemic in 
San Antonio

At eighty years of age, Fr. Saturnino Lajo, OMI 
welcomes pilgrims and visitor to the Tepeyac 
Shrine and Lourdes grotto in san Antonio.  In 
the video produced by T60, the Telemundo 
Affiliate station in San Antonio, Fr. Lajo reflects 
on his 50 years of priesthood, “In all of my years 
of priesthood, I have never had to tell someone 
to stay at a distance.” In 1979 the Grotto had 
Mass only in English and for the last 40 years 
Fr. Lajo has ministered to the Spanish speaking 
community and does not plan to retire anytime 
soon. “This is my vocation, this is my life, I 
have served this community for the last forty 
years and the middle of a pandemic is that the 
time to throw in the towel?”

This copyrighted video feature was produced 
by T60, the Telemundo Affiliate in San Antonio, 
TX. Here is a link you can use to see the two-
minute video featuring Fr. Lajo on the T60 
website. The video is in Spanish.  https://cutt.
ly/xfcmm0H

An interview with 
Bishop Michael McGovern, 

Diocese of Belleville

By Fr. Sal Gonzalez, OMI

Bishop Michael McGovern was ordained and
installed as the ninth Bishop of the Diocese 

of Belleville, IL, on July 22, 2020, at St. Peter’s 
Cathedral. His ordination happened during the 
COVID-19 virus, which limited the number 
of people who could attend the event. At his 
ordination, Bishop McGovern expressed thanks 
for the friendship of those who could participate 
in person and through the live-streamed Mass. 
The US Province of the Missionary Oblates was 
well represented in the person of Fr. Louis Studer, 
OMI Provincial. The Oblates arrived in Belleville 
in 1924 and have continually served the people of 
the Diocese. 

Fr. Sal Gonzalez, OMI, from the office of 
Communications for the province, had the 
opportunity to speak to Bishop Michael on 
Thursday, August 13, 2020. The Bishop shared his 
experience of having Cardinal Francis George as 
Archbishop, the importance of Marian devotions, 
and how we as Oblates and the Mazenodian family 
can be cooperators with him as he begins his 
ministry as Bishop in the Diocese. 

Bishop Michael and the Oblates share a concern 
for the poor and abandoned with their many 
faces and he invites the Oblates to become 
cooperators and collaborators in his welcome 
and evangelization ministry. Of pastoral concern 
for the Bishop are youth and addiction, ministry 
to the incarcerated, and extending a welcome to 
groups on the margins; historically these same 
groups have been a priority for the Oblates and 
their mission. 

Finally, in this interview, Bishop Michael extends 
his friendship to the Oblate community. In his 
opening remarks on the day of his ordination and 
installation, Bishop Michael invited everyone to 
a renewed friendship with Christ and the Bishop. 

His words of encouragement to the Oblates are 
words from a Bishop who wants to be a friend. 

The interview can be found on YouTube at: http://
y2u.be/aQ4klpTqVD0
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Tijuana Youth Celebrate Graduations
By David Rizo and Rich Reader

Corona Virus has made 
everything so abnormal 

that any return to normalcy is 
a blessing. Saturday, our parish 
celebrated its first semi-normal 
mass. The leaders from the 
different chapels were invited to 
participate forming the largest 
mass we have had since the 
pandemic. Fr. Lucio Castillo, 
OMI, rang the bells long and 
strong signaling the welcome to 
this special mass. He announced 
that starting Sunday, we will 
have masses in almost all the 
chapels again for the first time in 
five months.

That same Saturday Fr. Jesse 
Esqueda, OMI, celebrated a 
special mass for the 38 graduates 
of the San Eugenio Scholarship 
program. Since schools were shut 
down, all students have had to 
complete their assignments online 
to graduate; a further exercise in 
self-discipline. Many parents 
and friends were in attendance to 
recognize their achievement.

About half were graduating 
from a pre-college level and 
the other half were graduating 
from college. At the end of the 
mass each graduate was called 
forward and a special blessing 
was administered. Some of the 
students took the opportunity to 
say a few words.

Dylan Gonzales: ¨I would love 
to have had a graduation party, 
but since we couldn’t, I am really 
happy and thankful for this mass. 

I want to take this opportunity 
to publicly tell my family how 
appreciative I am for everything 
you have done for me while I 
was studying to be an engineer. I 
finally did it. Thank you so much.¨

Mildred Juarez: ¨”I just want to 
thank everyone that is been part 
of my life for these four years. 
Thanks to your support and help, 
today I am a psychologist. Thanks 
to the scholarship program and 
the donors that the Oblates have, 
we have gotten to see our dream to 
become professionals come true¨.

Mildred has long served the 
church teaching catechism, 
focusing on the young teens. 
She already is applying her 
accomplished psychologist skills 
in the church program.

After mass Jose, one of our 
youth, set up a cap and gown 
photo opportunity that looked 
very professional. It was a 
nice touch as just two cap and 
gown outfits were rotated to 
create these lifetime memories. 
Alejandra (shown below), who 
with Adriana, administrates the 
scholarship program was also one 
of the graduates. She completed 
her degree to be a math teacher.

Dylan Gonzales ¨

Dylan graduated in 
nanotechnology, which deals 
with the manipulation of atoms 
at less than 100 nanometers. This 
science is how we have managed 
to miniaturize things to the point 
of having billions of bits of data 
in a small chip. Dylan has been in 
SEARCH many years and finally 
worked his way up to where he 
led one of the last retreats before 
the pandemic.

Mildred Juarez

We took our little friend, David, 
for exploratory eye surgery 2 
weeks ago. After a lot of work 
looking for funds, taking him to 
pre-op medical appointments, a 
blood test, a corona virus test, the 
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doctors said, unfortunately, there is nothing they 
can do for him. We were greatly saddened to hear 
that, since this is the best eye clinic in Tijuana. The 
doctor said that the problem was exasperated a few 
years ago, when the mom had a drug problem. David 
was malnourished and contracted tuberculosis. The 
doctor knew the story of the family and asked us 
to keep helping David, because while he does not 
believe in God, he believes it is the best way to help 
David endure this.

At the youth center we are already working on how 
to help, and everyone is doing their part. Adriana, 
who oversees the migrant program, is looking for 
someone to teach him to play an instrument, since 
he really wants to learn and loves music. Alejandra, 
our friend that works in the scholarship program, 
is arranging for a university student, who is also 
blind, to teach him braille. The hardest part was for 
our resident psychologist, Eduardo, to give David 

the sad news. When David heard the news, he was 
strong and understood the situation. He did not 
want to talk about it a lot, but Eduardo said that we 
must give him time to process all the information.

After the session with Eduardo, we were playing 
with David and his rooster and hen. He said that is 
what makes him happier than anything.

Oblates face storms and Covid in the Rio Grande Valley
Reported by Maurice Lange and Fr. James Brobst, OMI

Lebh Shomea
“Hurricane Hanna made landfall 
in Kenedy County, Texas 
just south of Baffin Bay late 
afternoon Saturday, July 25.  At 
Lebh Shomea House of Prayer 
the winds blew and the rains 

fell all that afternoon.  We lost 
power just after landfall at 5:00 
PM.  However, the wind really 
intensified about 7:00 PM at 
times gusting to over 80 miles 
per hour.  The storm raged thru 
Saturday night.  Waking up 

Sunday morning we thanked God 
that we were still in one piece…. 
and taking inventory, several 
trees were toppled and many 
branches down all around the Big 
House… but luckily no damage 
to any of the buildings.  (We had 
taken preventive measures earlier 
in the Summer with aggressive 
tree trimming and removal away 
from the buildings.)  We were 
blessed with 4.7 inches of much 
needed rain and no flooding.”

Sarita 
At Our Lady of Guadalupe 
Parish, they had some trees down 
and one broken window.

Brownsville 
At the Cathedral (designed and Lebh Shomea tractor driver is life-time resident and maintenance supervisor 

Pablo Garcia
Continued on p.  18
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built by Oblates over 160 years 
ago) they sailed through just fine. 
Fr. Kevin Collins, OMI, who grew 
up on the Mississippi Coast, was 
not concerned as he rode it out at 
St. Eugene’s Parish.

Mission: 
The stronger effects were in the 
towns of Roma and Mission, 
Texas. Both had more rain than 
Brownsville or Sarita, and a tree 
fell on the rectory of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe in Mission.  Fr. Roy 
Snipes, OMI, the pastor in Mission, 
felt that the minimal damage to the 
roof could be easily corrected.

Fr. Roy’s bigger concern by far was 
dealing with the number of funerals 
every week from Covid victims – 
about 2/3 of all his funerals recently 
have been related to that deadly 
virus.  The Rio Grande Oblates are 
facing a much deadlier and longer-
lasting storm with Covid-19 than 
with Hannah.

Roma: 
Fr. Pablo Wilhelm, Pastor of Our 
Lady of Refuge Parish reported 
some increase in funerals with 
Covid, but noted that there are 
many restrictions about how and 
whether a Covid Victim can have 
a public funeral.
Fr. Wilhelm has also noticed 
the lack of available hospital 
facilities for Covid patients.  
Local facilities are often full.  
The normal procedure would be 
to send more difficult cases north 
to the bigger cities with better 
hospitals.  But with cities like 
Corpus Christi, Houston and San 
Antonio swamped with their own 
local cases, Rio Grande Valley 
medical facilities are forced to 
decide whom they can treat, and 
whom they cannot.  Necessary 
social distancing and safety 
procedures make it very difficult 

for Oblates to be as present to 
their suffering parishioners as 
they would like to be.

In addition to the hurricane and 
Covid disasters, the Rio Grande 
Valley has already been facing 
an economic crisis: the region’s 
unemployment rate has soared 
from 6.5% before the pandemic 
to over 17% in May.

Oblates are known for being 
“specialists in difficult missions;” 
the situation along the Texas-
Mexico border is challenging 
even their considerable skills.

Provincial Visits new Oblate parish, installs 
new Superiors

By Fr. Louis Studer, OMI

While in Belleville, Illinois to preside at the First Profession of
Vows at the Oblate Novitiate, and at a Mass during the Annual 

Novena to Our Lady of the Snows, I visited Holy Rosary Parish, 
recently taken over by the Oblates in nearby Fairmont City. I also 
installed some new community superiors in Belleville. 

Holy Rosary Parish, Fairmont City, Illinois

Holy Rosary parish serves a large Hispanic population and offers a variety 

Fr. Kevin Collins, OMI

Fr. Roy Snipes, OMI

Fr. Pablo Wilhelm, OMI
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of programs in Spanish and English. The pastor, Fr. 
Harold Fisher, is fluent in both Spanish and English. 
The catechetical program of the parish teaches the faith 
to almost 300 children. Many of the parishioners also 
attend Mass at the National Shrine of Our Lady of the 
Snows which is only a short distance from the parish.”

Among other services the parish has a food pantry 
to assist people during the Covid pandemic. 
“Parishioners are very generous in their assistance 
to those in need,” Fr. Harold told me.”

Installation of community superiors

During Evening Prayer with the St. Henry’s Oblate 
Community in Belleville, IL, on Monday, July 27th, I 
installed Fr. David Kalert, OMI, as Superior of the 18 
Oblates in residence there. Fr. Joseph Hitpas, OMI, and 
Fr. Walter Butor, OMI, will serve as Consultors.

Several of these Oblates are referred to as “RAMs” 
(Reduced Active Ministry), the majority of whom 
are in their 80’s. Nevertheless, most are still active in 
ministry on weekends at various parishes throughout 
the Belleville Diocese, as well as ministering at 

the Shrine of Our Lady of the Snows and King’s 
House Retreat Center. Their assistance with Masses 
and Confessions is an invaluable service they 
willingly give, even as many of them experience 
health issues. Two community members serve as 
chaplains at the Esquiline Retirement Community. 
Fr. Bill Woestman, OMI, who also belongs to this 
community, ministers in Chicago.

On Monday, August 3rd, during Midday Prayer at 
the National Shrine of Our Lady of the Snows, I 
installed Fr. Harold Fisher, OMI, as Superior of the 
Oblate Community at the Shrine and of the Oblates 
ministering at King’s House Retreat and Renewal 
Center in Belleville. Fr. Harold is assisted in his new 
responsibilities by Fr. Raul Salas, OMI, Associate 
Director of the Henri Tempier Pre-Novitiate and 
Shrine Associate Director, and by Fr. Mark Dean, 
OMI, who preaches and ministers at King’s House.

There are 14 Oblates who are in active ministry or 
in reduced ministry or retired, living on the Shrine 
grounds. There are 3 Oblates preaching at King’s 
House. One Oblate, Fr. Sherman Wall, ministers at 
parishes in the rural Ozarks in southern Missouri.

Fr. David Kalert makes his profession of faith as he installed as 
superior.

With his two assistants, Frs. Raul Salas (l) and Mark Dean (r) at 
his sides, Fr. Harold Fisher makes the profession of faith.

Continued on p.  20

NEWS 
BRIEFS

BIG THANKS TO OUR RETIRING EDITOR: After 20 years editing OMI/USA and
other publications from the provincial office, Fr. Charles Hurkes, OMI, has retired. After 

some time in a rehab center in D.C. following an illness, he will be moving to Immaculate 
Heart of Mary community in Tewksbury, MA. Fr. Charles had a long and successful career 
as a philosophy teacher in Mississippi, a juniorate teacher in Belleville, IL, and as a preacher 
in more than one Oblate retreat house in the USA. Former students from St. Henry’s 
Seminary 
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Zambia: a new project moving along

For over a  year, the Zambian Delegation has been working on
a specific and challenging project to further its goal of being 

relatively self-sustaining financially.  When it became apparent that 
they had a parcel of land near an area with an increasing need for 
housing, they took that opportunity and wedded it with their land 
resources.  Along with planning and guidance from Bill Morell OMI, 
Sustainability Consultant and Oblate Partner Greg Blasko of San 
Antonio, the Zambian delegation is finalizing the construction of 
a new apartment complex replacing the former “Centre House” on 
Lake Road.

With the cooperation of U.S. Oblates, Zambian Oblates and Oblate 
Partners, such steps move the Zambian Delegation closer to a level 
of self-sufficiency that reflects their rapid growth and is necessary for 
them to become a province.  Thanks and “wow” to all involved!

NEWS BRIEFS (cont.)

in Belleville still list him as their 
favorite teacher. He has also 

dedicated countless hours spreading 
the message of Pro-Life, ever since 
the fateful decision of Supreme 
Court in 1973 to allow the murder 
of unborn children.

His place as editor of OMI/
USA has been assumed by Fr. 
James Allen, OMI, who will be 
working from his new home in 
Chula Vista, CA. Please send 
news and pictures to him at 
allenomi@omiusa.org or by 
regular mail to 1245 4th Ave., 
Chula Vista, CA 91911.
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