6th Sunday of the Easter Season

By Fr. Richard Walsh

Three years ago, during the month of June I got a message from the front office stating that a Father Goose had walked in the door and that he would like to see me. My initial response was that if was going to meet with Father Goose I would like to meet with Mother Goose as well. On a more serious note, I discovered that Fr. Goose was a priest visiting from Haiti. He spoke of the plight of the Haitian people and especially the struggles of those in his parish. He concluded by inviting our parish to participate in improving the lot of his people at St. Isidore parish.

 

After a short period of reflection I said “yes” to his request, for two reasons. First of all, because it is the right thing to do. Secondly, because for several years I have been desirous of participating in the Orlando Diocese Sister Diocese in the Dominican Republic but never “got around to it.”  In retrospect, I think fear of the unknown kept me from getting involved. Fr. Goose’s visit had put me to the test in the best sense of the word.

 

How could I ask anyone else to volunteer for service in a challenging environment if I didn’t first volunteer myself?  At this time I am happy to say that I have made three trips to our sister parish and hope to go again before the end of the year. In all, since that first visit our parish has made about twelve trips to Haiti involving about 30 parishioners.

 

Haiti is a small, mountainous country about one and a half hour plane ride from Miami. It is about the same size as Massachusetts. It has a population of almost nine million people and is regarded as the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. It is often referred to as the Bangladesh of the Western Hemisphere. In other words it has a failed economy. Eighty percent of its people live under the poverty line. The average life expectancy is about 52 years. Two thirds of its people live off small-scale, subsistence farming. Fifty percent of its’ people are illiterate. Even though the people are the poorest of the poor, they have a tremendous joyful spirit. This spirit is especially evident at the celebration of the Eucharist.

 

Our sister parish is approximately a five hour drive from Port-au-Prince. It is a very rural area. St. Isidore parish is actually four parishes in one. There is a central parish and there are three other missions stations connected to it.  On average those mission stations are approximately one hour walking distance from the central church. There is only one priest responsible for the four entities.  He lives at the central parish but goes around to offer Mass in the mission churches about once a month. Each of the missions stations have their own leadership team and have a prayer service on the week-ends when the priest is not present to offer Mass.

 

Haiti is often referred to as a graveyard of good intentions. Different mission groups have done good things there, built buildings etc and them returned home. In many instances the buildings or half –finished buildings remain empty and unused.  Our desire is to be there for the long haul. In offering our services I think we have adopted the correct approach.. Rather than giving people a fish we are attempting to teach them how to fish.    We have borrowed the logo of Home Depot---“You can do it, we can help.”
 

 

We have five different working groups there.

In the area of economic development---We have set up three Village Banks. They are operated by women and are almost 100% successful. Also, thanks to you we have purchased almost three hundred animals, cows, goats, pigs and chickens and presented them to individual families. In accepting animal each family must fulfill certain conditions in relation to that animal.    In the area of health we feel we are making good progress. When we first got there we discovered that there was a nice new clinic convenient to the central church---which was built by some well-meaning group but had never been opened.  We have been able to open it and staff it with a nurse. Recently we were able to contract with a Haitian doctor who will staff the clinic two day each week.  Presently, we are also working on securing a system which will provide purified waters for the families within the parish. As you already know the issue of clean water is so fundamental to a healthy life style.

 

There are three Catholic schools in the parish. Thanks to your continued generosity we have been in a position to pay the teachers salaries in all three schools and offer teacher training for all the teachers.

Our school, SMM has raised the funds to supply the lunch program in one of the schools. The question of feeding the school children is also a huge issue. Many children start the school year with good intentions. However, so often they arrive at the school with an empty stomach. If they are not fed while at school many of them soon drop out. After all, who needs to study on an empty stomach? Presently, we are trying to help the Haitians set up small business that will eventually pay for the lunch program in all three schools. If we are successful it will truly be a blessing for all concerned.

 

In the area of Evangelization we have supplied Bibles for many of the families. Also, many of you have donated musical instruments which we have given to them and they have been able to use them in their liturgies and other celebrations. My deepest desire in this area is the completion of two existing churches at two of the mission stations. Due to your generosity the parishioners at one of the mission stations (Immaculate Conception) have constructed the shell of a very solid church structure. At this time this new structure has no floor, no doors and no windows and no furnishings. Similarly, at another of the missions station (St.Benoit) there is a similar church structure which is incomplete.  The church was built by some group sever years ago. In the interim it has remained incomplete and unused. The estimate of the total cost of completion for both of those structures is somewhere between $20 and $25 thousand dollars. I am hopeful that we are in a position to raise that amount between now and the end of the year. The second collection today ((which is our annual Propagation of the Faith collection) is toward that end. If you are unprepared for that collection today you can send your donation to the parish office at your convenience and I thank you in advance for your generosity.

 

I would like to conclude this reflection by asking the question, why bother? After all, Haiti is a failed economy. Why bother trying to light a small candle in the midst of a great darkness? I think the answer to that question emerges from the first reading during the six Sunday of the Easter season. Each week this reading is from the Acts of the Apostles. It is really the story of the growth and the expansion of the infant church, beginning in Jerusalem and moving outward. We need to keep in mind that the missionary endeavors of the church are not meant to be confined to the first few centuries. Rather, by definition our church is missionary. We are continually called to reach beyond ourselves and to spread the message of the gospel by word and deed. We also need to keep to the fore the question of reverse mission. It is not just a matter of what we can do for the people of Haiti by our prayers and our good works. It is also a question of what they can do for us. At a very minimum level, they remind us of how blessed we are. The fact that we are born and living here, as opposed to being born and living there, is truly a gift and a blessing. It is not something we have earned or deserve. So, let us continue to keep them in our prayers and to assist them in their time of need, keeping in mind that “even a cup of water given in his name will not go without its reward.”

