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PRAYER

Giving thanks in a difficult year
BY SAM JANSON

LOVING GOD,LOVING GOD,    
  
Help us to embrace the duality of this year, Help us to embrace the duality of this year, 
To stretch our arms around the good and the bad, To stretch our arms around the good and the bad, 
New life and painful loss New life and painful loss 
both in abundance. both in abundance. 

Help us to see through the eyes of your Son, Help us to see through the eyes of your Son, 
A gaze of infinite compassion A gaze of infinite compassion 
The Christ consciousness that teaches The Christ consciousness that teaches 
To love even the things that hurt us. To love even the things that hurt us. 

And when we ask, And when we ask, 
Where were you when one million people died of this virus? Where were you when one million people died of this virus? 
Or when a man’s life ended with an officer’s knee on his neck? Or when a man’s life ended with an officer’s knee on his neck? 
And what about when immigrant children were put in cages? And what about when immigrant children were put in cages? 

Let us believe that you were there in the hospitals, Let us believe that you were there in the hospitals, 
Caring for the sick through the hands of a nurse, Caring for the sick through the hands of a nurse, 
That every life-saving breath administered through a ventilator That every life-saving breath administered through a ventilator 
Was a divine sigh.  Was a divine sigh.  

In the midst of police violence, In the midst of police violence, 
Let us believe you were standing with the peacemakers, Let us believe you were standing with the peacemakers, 
Crying for mercy, Crying for mercy, 
And that even your heart was broken. And that even your heart was broken. 
  

And let us believe that You were the Father And let us believe that You were the Father 
Of the fatherless children of detention centers, Of the fatherless children of detention centers, 
That each moment of play or comfort, That each moment of play or comfort, 
Was You smiling back at us. Was You smiling back at us. 

Lord Lord 
Help us to recognize your presence in the midst of this suffering, Help us to recognize your presence in the midst of this suffering, 
To unload the burden of a difficult year, To unload the burden of a difficult year, 
And to offer both the good and the bad And to offer both the good and the bad 
For the transformation of our world. For the transformation of our world. 
  
AmenAmen

  
Sam Janson works to provide healthcare, education and resources Sam Janson works to provide healthcare, education and resources 
to the most vulnerable residents of the Mabatini community in to the most vulnerable residents of the Mabatini community in 
Mwanza. He works with the public health ministry of the MaryMwanza. He works with the public health ministry of the Mary
knoll-run Parish of the Transfiguration, assisting especially with its knoll-run Parish of the Transfiguration, assisting especially with its 
ministry with children with physical and developmental disabilities. ministry with children with physical and developmental disabilities. 
He also teaches an adult literacy class.He also teaches an adult literacy class.

See mklm.org/tag/sam-janson and mklm.org/profile-sam-janson.

PHOTO Maryknoll lay missioner Filo Siles with children in Entre Rios, 
Bolivia. The children show off the face masks and care packages they 
just received from the Social Inclusion Project. In 2020, many Maryknoll 
lay missioners responded with new initiatives to help meet their  
communities’ urgent needs during the coronavirus pandemic.

I AM A RECIPIENT OF MY PARENT’S LOVE  
and hard work. I am also a person of  
privilege — a white, middle class, profes-
sional male with a good education, and 
access to resources that help me to live 

comfortably in a world where 
many still barely survive. What 
then does it mean for me to 
follow the One who called us to 
“sell what you have and give to 
the poor” (Matthew 19:21)? In 
this era of pandemic, division 
and ever-changing realities, 
what does it mean to “do 

justice, love kindness, and walk humbly 
with God” (Micah 6:8)?

The call to justice invites us to open 
our eyes that do not notice, ears that 
are deaf to the groans of the world, and 
hearts that are overcome with fatigue.  
As we identify how our lives are  
intertwined, woven together both in 
love and suffering, we take the first step 
toward restoring justice to the world. 

I invite you to read this issue with 
an open mind and heart, asking what 
God might be calling us to be or do in 
response to the suffering and injustice 
in our world. What do I learn when I 
let myself move through my fear, anger 
or shame and go beyond my comfort 
zone? What is God calling forth from me, 
despite my own oppression or my own 
privilege?  

May our prayer make us catalysts to  
“let justice roll down like waters” (Amos 
5:24). Let us work to assure abundant 
food and clean water for all. May we 
strive to end today’s exploitation and 
slavery. Let us confess past sins — the 
enslavement of Africans, the genocide of 
indigenous peoples throughout the world 
— and transform their lasting effects 
with healing and hospitality. May equal-
ity, justice and protection for all people  
throughout the world be our goal. Let  
us mend the wounds of Mother Earth. 

Help us, loving God. Open us to heed 
your call for justice and righteousness. 

Yours in mission,

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Maryknoll Lay Missioners

Called to justiceVOICES OF COMPASSION  |  FALL/WINTER 2020  | VOL. 20, NO. 2 

18

16
‘Helping to heal this crazy world’   
BOARD MEMBER PROFILE ~ Vicki Simon

Skills training for people with disabilities  
NEWS ~ Deaf education, Peace Village and more

maryknoll
lay missioners



4 • VOICES OF COMPASSION . maryknoll lay missioners Fall/Winter 2020 • VOICES OF COMPASSION • 5

Rich discovered these 
advantages himself when, 
with the resources of HOPE 
and a network of donors 
in the U.S., he was able to 
provide urgently needed 
food for Maxmilla and 43 
other families. Rich explains, 
“The HOPE students are our 
family, and we responded as 
a family.”

Rich is not alone — as 
hunger has increased world-
wide, Maryknoll lay mis-
sioners in all regions have 
responded by adding emer-
gency food distribution to 
their ministries. 

In Cochabamba, Bolivia, 
Cortney Freshwater and Juan 
Gomez realized many people 
in the neighborhood were 
going hungry because they 
could not get out to work due 
to COVID restrictions. Juan 
and Cortney responded with 
a meal ministry that initially 
served about 50 people per 
day. Those numbers grew to 
130 people during the coun-
try’s second quarantine. 

“By doing this, we give 

people a sense of hope, that 
people do care about them 
and their lives are valued,” 
Cortney says.

While providing emer-
gency food has been a special 
concern during COVID, sev-
eral lay missioners have been 
involved for years, or even 
decades, in seeking long-term 
solutions to the problem of 
hunger. 

Since 2012, Peg Vámosy, 
has worked in Monte San 
Juan in El Salvador, trying 
to “increase and diversify 
food production to make it 
more resilient to catastrophic 
storms and other effects of 
climate change.” 

In her parish-based min-
istry, Peg helps people like 
Francisca Ventura learn to 
produce food sustainably 
without agricultural chemi-
cals. After creating a tilapia 
pond and a vegetable garden 
near her house, Francisca 
has been selling vegetables 
and fish to her neighbors, 
thus supplementing the 
family income while also 

providing a food source for 
the whole community. 

In Gros Morne, Haiti, Sami 
Scott has been providing 
eggs, a basic staple of the 
Haitian diet, especially for 
school children. With almost 
all of Haiti’s eggs imported 
from the Dominican Repub-
lic, the large hen house Sami 
has established became a 
lifeline for the community 
during the pandemic when 
the borders were closed. 
With about 900 hens produc-
ing more than 800 eggs daily, 
they were able to provide 
enough eggs for the local 
area. The project received 
another 700 hens in October, 
further increasing the pro-
duction of eggs. 

Sami hopes that more 
communities can have hen 
houses in the future, pro-
ducing eggs locally instead 
of depending on Dominican 
eggs.

Ann Greig, who first came 
to El Salvador in 1993, chose 
to address people’s nutri-
tional needs by producing 

soy, which contains 
protein, fiber, and 
healthy fat, but no 
cholesterol. 

Besides different 
flavors of soy milk, 
Ann’s ministry offers 
foods that contain 
soy bean curd. She 
has successfully 
introduced soy into 
the Salvadoran diet 
through a local dis-
tribution program in 
the capital city of San 
Salvador and work-
shops throughout 
the country. Over the 
years, Ann’s ministry 

FOOD INSECURITY

Give us this day our daily bread
Maryknoll lay missioners tackle food insecurity — from emergency  

food distribution during COVID to promoting sustainable  
agriculture and healthy nutrition 

  
| BY DEBBIE NORTHERN |

Over the past year, 
COVID-19 has led 
to or exacerbated a 
host of secondary 

problems around the world. 
Perhaps the most urgent and 
widespread of these is hun-
ger, which the United Nations 
views as “a looming crisis.” 

According to the World 
Health Organization, 690 
million people went hungry 
in 2019 before the pandemic 
began, and up to an addi-
tional 132 million people 
could go hungry in 2020. 

This connection between 
hunger and COVID has made 
a deep impression on Mary-

knoll lay missioner, Rich 
Tarro, who works with the 
Helping Orphans Pursue 
Education (HOPE) Project in 
Kenya. HOPE provides access 
to education and job training 
for vulnerable youth, espe-
cially those affected by HIV. 
Many of the families involved 
in the project have only one 
wage earner working in the 
informal economy. With no 
savings, for many families, a 
day they don’t work is a day 
they go hungry.

To prevent the spread of 
COVID, Kenya initiated lock-
downs and travel restrictions 
that Rich explains “made it 

difficult — and in some cases 
impossible — for families 
to earn money to eat and 
survive.”

One of the students in 
HOPE is Maxmilla, who lives 
with her siblings in Bangla, 
an informal settlement com-
posed of corrugated iron huts 
in an area without running 
water. Before the pandemic, 
Maxmilla received some of 
her meals from the school, 
but as the schools closed 
during COVID lockdowns, 
Maxmilla and her family 
were facing hunger. 

Rich remembers thinking,  
“I just can’t stand by and 

watch this happen.” 
Maryknoll lay missioners 

generally focus on ministries  
that build the capacity of 
local partners working for 
long-term change rather  
than on emergency relief.  
But during the current emer-
gency, lay missioners have 
discovered their integration 
into the local community 
enables them to use grass-
roots efforts to respond 
quickly. 

Additionally, missioners 
are uniquely positioned to 
serve as a bridge between the 
local community and people  
in the U.S. who want to help. 

Far left (opposite page):
During the pandemic, the  

family of HOPE students  
Sumbul (red shirt) and Manal  

(right; not their real names)  
received desperately needed  

food aid from Rich Tarro’s  
HOPE Project.  

Left: In April, members of the  
Palacios family in the community  

of Las Valencias unload the rice,  
beans and other food, brought by  

Ann Greig, for redistribution.
 

Bottom left: Peg and Francisca check 
the radishes in Francisca’s garden, as 

Francisca’s daughter looks on.

has improved nutrition for 
hundreds of communities 
and thousands of individuals.  

During the strict three-
month quarantine in El 
Salvador, Ann’s ministry 
also provided monthly food 
packets of rice, beans, soy 
milk and products, and 
vegetables to the 50 families 
who participate in the soy 
program. Other missioners 
in her region also provided 
emergency food rations to 
their communities. 

Ann, Rich, and others plan 
to continue emergency food 
ministries until the end of 
the year. Many lay missioners 
are also continuing to seek 
long-term solutions to food 
insecurity, because if the  
last year has taught us  
anything, it is that hunger 
will continue to be with us, 
long after the pandemic has 
been contained.

  

Debbie Northern is the Debbie Northern is the 
missioner engagement  missioner engagement  
and programs manager for and programs manager for 
Maryknoll Lay Missioners. Maryknoll Lay Missioners. 

All photos courtesy of lay  All photos courtesy of lay  
missioners.missioners.
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COVER STORY

Top: Joanne Blaney at the offices of the Human Rights and Popular  
Education Center (CDHEP) in São Paulo. The photo was taken shortly after  
she first started her ministry there in 2008 (PHOTO Sean Sprague). 

Middle: Teachers, community leaders and other professionals participating  
in a 2014 CDHEP restorative justice circle training  

Bottom: Mariza (not her real name), who lost her son to violence, has partici-
pated in a restorative justice process led by CDHEP. Today she helps mothers 
whose sons have been killed or who are in prison. 

ass incarceration. 
Racial inequality. 
Excessive use of 
force by police. To 
anyone who has 
followed the news 

in the U.S. over the past year, 
these complaints will feel all 
too familiar. But according 
to Maryknoll lay missioner 
Joanne Blaney, these com-
plaints are also frequently 
heard in Brazil, where she 
is inspired by the countless 
people and organizations 
working to reform what 
many refer to as the “injus-
tice system.” 

Currently more than 
750,000 people are in prison 
in Brazil — and more than 
35 percent of them have not 
even officially been sentenced 
yet. The high numbers are, 
in part, the result of a heavy 
emphasis on “law and order” 
coming from Brazil’s Pres-
ident Jair Bolsonaro. Brazil 
now has the third highest 
incarceration rate in the 
world — behind only China 
and the U.S. 

Training Brazil’s courts  
in restorative justice 
The good news is that Brazil 

has begun taking steps to 
address these seemingly 
intractable problems 
through a new program 
jointly sponsored by the 
United Nations Development 
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Above: Dacar Prison  
Unit 5 in São Paulo  
(PHOTO courtesy  
of Prison Pastoral  
Ministry of Brazil)

Lower right:  
Joanne Blaney,  
outside the Women’s  
Penitentiary Sant’Ana  
in São Paulo, where  
she has done restorative 
justice work with women 
prisoners for many years

Restoring justice

Lay missioner participates in UN-sponsored effort  
to reform Brazil’s justice system

| BY VICKI ARMOUR-HILEMAN |

M

Fund and three Brazilian 
organizations. The new 
initiative, called the “Restor-
ative Justice Nework,” is 
offering training in a new 
paradigm and approach to 
crime: restorative justice. 

The group chosen to 
implement the program is the 
Human Rights and Popular 
Education Center (or CDHEP), 
which is based in São Paulo 
and will celebrate its 40th 
anniversary next year. Since 
the 2000s, CDHEP has also 
been involved in restorative 
justice practices. 

Joanne, who has lived in 
Brazil for 20 of the last 23 
years, joined the staff full-
time in 2008. She has taught 
restorative justice practices 
in prisons throughout Brazil 
as part of her pastoral minis-
try and also helps individuals 
and groups use those prac-
tices to address conflict. 

Now she and the other 
members of the CDHEP 
team are also spending 
their time implementing the 
new UN-sponsored project 
through an 18-month course 
that provides training, 
accompaniment and super-
vision in using restorative 
justice practices. Current 
participants come from 10 
state tribunals (state supreme 
courts) throughout Brazil. 

The course was originally 
planned to take place in per-
son, but because of COVID-19, 
much of it has moved online.

For each tribunal, the 
course participants include 
judges, state judicial workers, 
and representatives of the 
community. The ultimate 
goal is for each tribunal to 
create a network of people 
trained in restorative justice 
and to establish a local center 
for restorative justice able to 
train others in these prac-
tices. 

Starting with the victim 
Joanne explains that one 
of the biggest differences 
between restorative justice 
and the penal justice system 

with which most of us are 
more familiar is that the 
latter is concerned primarily 
with the offender and has the 
goal of assigning punishment 
for the crime. Restorative 
justice, on the other hand, 
“begins with a focus on the 
pain and grief of the victim, 
who, in sharing, begins a 
healing process.” 

That sharing is done 
through various processes 
and dialogues that include 
not only the victim and 
offender, but often also their 
families, social networks 
and representatives of the 
broader community. Joanne 
defines a successful process 
as one in which “the trauma-
tized victim can move for-
ward in life, and the offender, 
after assuming responsibility 
and repairing the harm, can 
also reintegrate back into 
society.” 

This community-based 
approach reframes crime, 
violence and conflict not 
merely as interpersonal 
interactions affecting two 
parties, but as a disruption 
and injury to the community 
as a whole.

As a facilitator of these 
processes over many years, 
Joanne has been impressed 
with the transformation that 
often takes place in them. 
Through dialogue, the victim 
develops a new narrative in 
which the offender is no lon-
ger a “monster” but “becomes 
humanized.” Joanne adds 
that for both the victim and 
the offender, “a well-run 
restorative process helps 
people get in touch on a deep 
connective level, to the place 
where compassion is born.” 

Mariza (names of all 
program participants have 
been changed), for example, 
was devastated when her 
20-year-old son was killed 
in front of her home. Pre-
senting herself at the police 
department every day to 
ask about her son’s case, she 
found the police dismissive. 
They implied that her son 
would not have been killed 
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if he himself had not been 
involved in criminal activity. 

Mariza eventually turned 
to CDHEP for help, and 
was able to share her pain. 
Joanne recalls that as the 
restorative process unfolded, 
Rodrigo, the young man who 
had killed her son, began to 
understand the full impact 
of his act. He also offered 
Mariza the comfort of know-
ing that she had been right: 

Her son, Paulo, had not done 
anything wrong. 

As a “motoboy” (picking up 
and delivering documents 
from businesses and indi-
viduals), Paulo had worked 
in a stressful and dangerous 
job in São Paulo, weaving 
through gridlocked traf-
fic to meet rigid delivery 
deadlines. Rodrigo had just 
been robbed by someone on 
a motorcycle and attacked 
Paulo, mistaking him for the 
thief. 

Meeting Mariza face 
to face, Rodrigo accepted 
responsibility for his crime 
and begged for forgiveness. 
“In that moment,” Mariza 
says, “I saw another young 
man just like my son and was 
able to forgive.” 

This encounter changed 
both Mariza and Rodrigo’s 
lives. As part of his restitu-
tion, Rodrigo now tells his 
story to other at-risk youth. 
Mariza works with children 
and helps mothers whose 
sons have been killed or who 
are in prison. 

From grief and rage  
to forgiveness
Again and again, Joanne has 
experienced this level of 
extraordinary transforma-
tion from grief and rage to 
forgiveness and a new sense 
of purpose. As she puts it, 
restorative practices use “sto-
rytelling to break isolation 
and demonizing, and to build 
empathy that leads to a sense 
of community.”

The fact that both Rodrigo 
and Mariza are involved in 
addressing ongoing issues of 
violence in the community 
is an important aspect of the 
work. For Joanne, violence is 
often “like an iceberg” and 
the penal system deals “only 
with the tip of the iceberg 
— the relational violence 
between people and groups.” 

In restorative justice, she 
reports, “The idea is to see 
that many individual con-
flicts also have to do with 

structures that are unjust 
— not to remove individual 
responsibility but to rec-
ognize that there is also a 
collective responsibility. Vio-
lence (whether psychological 
or physical) many times is a 
scream for justice.” CDHEP 
therefore includes analysis of 
levels of structural violence 
in their trainings.

In another case, Thiago, 
an adolescent who hijacked 
a car, agreed to a restor-
ative justice process while 
on probation. The process 
included the victim, her 
family, representatives of the 
school, social service workers 
and other members of the 
community. 

During the dialogue, it 
was revealed that Thiago’s 
mother, who was struggling 
with mental illness, would 
often disappear for days or 
even weeks at a time. Thiago 
had turned to stealing to feed 
and clothe himself and his 
siblings. The penal justice 
system punished him for his 
actions, but did nothing to 
address the conditions that 
led to the crime. 

In cases like these, Joanne 
believes true justice must 
take account of the needs 
of both the victim and the 
offender—who may be 
trapped in circumstances 
that make returning to crime 
inevitable unless help and 
support are provided. 

In restorative justice, 
Joanne says, “there are no 
ready-made answers and 
each process is different. At 
times we enter the process 
trembling yet believing that 
. . . the power of the Spirit 
will be at work.” Another 
challenge is that the process 
only works if all parties are 
willing to participate and the 
offender accepts responsibil-
ity for their actions. 

Despite these challenges, 
there is growing evidence 
that restorative justice is 
more effective at reducing 
crime and violence than a 
system based on punishment. 

“Restorative processes,” a 
UN handbook states, “have 
a greater potential than the 
standard justice process 
operating alone to effec-
tively resolve conflict, secure 
offender accountability and 
meet the needs of victims.” 

More than 90 empirical 
research studies in seven 
countries have found positive 
impact of restorative justice 
dialogue in juvenile and 
criminal cases. According to 
one mega study, restorative 
justice processes reduced the 
recidivism rate by 55 percent 
for grave crimes as compared 
to the high recidivism rate in 
the penal system. 

While Joanne and her col-
leagues at CDHEP have been 
training people in restorative 
justice for many years, this 
project raises these efforts 
to a national level. That is 
important because, as the UN 
points out, restorative justice 
processes can only become a 
viable alternative if they are 
integrated into the culture 
of a nation’s approach to and 
assumptions about justice.

The U.S. is a case in point. 
Some states, like Vermont 
and Minnesota, have been 
using restorative processes, 
especially in cases involving 
juvenile offenders, since the 
1990s. But rules governing 
these processes vary by state, 
and on the whole, restorative 
practices have not been fully 
integrated into the national 
system. Therefore, even when 
restorative practices are 
available, the prevailing ten-
dency is to resort to the more 
familiar patterns of a system 
focused on punishment. 

‘Curing souls’‘Curing souls’
Responses to courses offered 
by CDHEP have been over-
whelmingly positive. One 
participant described learn-
ing about restorative prac-
tices as “a revolution, almost 
like the invention of light.” 
Another summed it up well: 
“This course cured my soul.”

Best of all, judges and other 
participants in the current, 
UN-sponsored program seem 
enthusiastic about incor-
porating restorative justice 
practices into their tribunals 
in the future. “This course 
brought us hope that there 
is another model [of justice] 
that is humane and more 
effective in dealing with 
violence and injustices,” one 
participant said. 

Joanne, too, has been pro-
foundly affected by the work 
CDHEP is doing. Accompa-
nying people through their 
journey of recovery after 
a crime has deepened her 
understanding of the Paschal 
mystery of dying and rising. 
It has taught her that “out of 
pain and suffering can come 
hope …  [and] a liberating 
process for all, where the fire 
of the Spirit heals and frees 
up energies for the building 
of God’s reign.”

Joanne also sees these pro-
cesses as getting to the heart 
of “what mission is: accompa-
nying people but not doing for 
them or to them. The collec-
tive energy of these processes 
brings out an inner wisdom 
that can heal people and 
build a community spirit that 
can bring more justice and 
peace to our communities.” 

Perhaps her experience 
points to what mission is 
in another way too. In an 
increasingly interconnected 
world, missioners offer their 
skills and talents in the 
communities where they are 
placed. But they also learn 
from the people and cultures 
they live among, and they 
bring those stories back to 
the U.S. 

There is no question that, 
like Brazil, the U.S. yearns 
for a different future for 
its police, court, and prison 
systems. Perhaps the vision 
of justice being lifted up in 
Brazil can provide a model 
for the U.S. as it strives to live 
up to the promise of being a 
nation that offers liberty and 
justice to all.

Vicki Armour-Hileman is  Vicki Armour-Hileman is  
the admissions manager of the admissions manager of 
Maryknoll Lay Missioners.  Maryknoll Lay Missioners.  
She is the author of She is the author of Singing  Singing  
to the Deadto the Dead (University of   (University of  
Georgia, 2002), a book about Georgia, 2002), a book about 
her experience as a Maryknoll her experience as a Maryknoll 
lay missioner serving refugees lay missioner serving refugees 
in Thailand from 1992 to 1994. in Thailand from 1992 to 1994. 

Unless otherwise noted,  Unless otherwise noted,  
photos courtesy of Joanne photos courtesy of Joanne 
Blaney. Blaney. 

Top: At a Brazilian juvenile deten-
tion center, mothers visit their sons 
for the first time after five months of 

no visits due to COVID-19 restrictions.

Middle: Incarcerated women in their 
prison cell in the state of Bahia  

(PHOTO courtesy of Prison  
Pastoral Ministry of Brazil) 

Bottom: Prison ministry meeting in 
the state of Bahia (PHOTO courtesy of 

Prison Pastoral Ministry of Brazil)  

Top: Joanne leads a restorative justice  
circle in a carjacking/assault and  
robbery case in 2012. The victim  
is seated at left (in yellow shirt), 
accompanied by the director of  
the school where the she works  
(in blue sweater). 

Above: Joanne giving a presentation  
on restorative justice at the plenary 
meeting of the May 2018 Interna-
tional CURE Conference on Human 
Rights and Prison Reform in Kigali, 
Rwanda. 
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COMPANIONS IN MISSION

From an early age, Sheila 
Matthews knew that 
she was called to a life 
of service, accompa-

nying people at the margins 
of society. A trained hospital 
nurse, Sheila wanted to work 
with those who lack access to 
health care. She considered 
joining the Peace Corps but 
ultimately decided against 
it because “I wanted to be 
part of a faith-based mission 
community.” 

Working in Vermont as part 
of Volunteers in Service to 
America (VISTA), it shocked 
her to see that many people 
with limited means believed 
they did not have the right to 
access health care. 

Volunteering with a local 
home health agency, she 
learned that it is important to 
remember that “you need to 
listen to what people want,” 
she says. “We don’t come with 
all the answers.”

When Sheila joined Mary-
knoll Lay Missioners as part 
of the Class of 1980, it was a 
great fit. It helped that Shei-
la’s family already had strong 
ties to the Maryknoll commu-
nity. Her mother’s best friend 
in college was Maryknoll 
Sister Betty McDermott, and 

her sister and brother-in-law 
introduced her to Maryknoll 
Father Steve Judd, who told 
her about Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners.

Sheila considers herself 
blessed to have met lay mis-
sioner Jean Donovan during 
orientation. Jean inspired 
Sheila and the rest of the class 
with her powerful presence 
and faith. Only a few weeks 
later, on Dec. 2, 1980, Jean 
became one of the four U.S. 
church women martyred in 
El Salvador. Forty years later, 
Sheila continues to draw 
inspiration from her too-brief 
encounter with Jean.

As a lay missioner in Guate-
mala, Sheila worked with an 
innovative health promoter 
training program started by 
Maryknollers for rural vil-
lages in the Petén jungle.

After moving to El Salvador 
in 1993, Sheila worked with 
Ann Greig in the soy nutri-
tion program and parish 
health ministries. 

Maryknoll lay missioners, 
sisters, brothers and priests 
were true companions on 
the journey. During her time 
in mission, both countries 
suffered through bloody civil 
wars. Despite the turmoil, 

Sheila learned a valuable les-
son from the villagers with 
whom she worked. “They 
helped me to remember that 
you can celebrate God’s love 
in the midst of struggling,” 
she recalls. 

In 1996, Sheila was called 
to a new challenge when she 
was elected to a leadership 
position with the Maryknoll 
Mission Association of the 
Faithful. For the next seven 
years, she played a pivotal 
role in molding the associ-
ation into the present-day 
Maryknoll Lay Missioners.

Having been in mission for 
16 years, Sheila understood 
better than most the chal-
lenges and issues lay mission-
ers face every day. That expe-
rience enabled her to support 
new missioners as they 
adapted to new languages, 
foreign cultures and customs, 
and government structures. 
Sheila encouraged mission-
ers to listen to local people, 
“appreciate the fuller picture” 

and “learn about the needs of 
the local communities.” 

Marj Humphrey, Mary knoll 
Lay Missioners’ director 
of missions, points to Shei-
la’s kindness, compassion 
and integrity as her core 
strengths. “Sheila is very 
strong with accompanying 
people in their struggles. She 
is always present,” Marj says. 
She has also witnessed Shei-
la’s deep and abiding com-
mitment to peace and justice. 
When violence and unrest 
surrounded Marj during her 
mission work in southern 
Sudan, Sheila comforted and 
supported her.

In the 15 years since she 
left Maryknoll Lay Mission-
ers, Sheila has continued a 
life of service and accompa-
niment. She cared for both 
of her elderly parents, when 
their health was declining. 
Her mother died in 2005, and 
her father in 2012. She has 
also continued to be actively 
involved with the organi-

zation. In 2006 and 2008, 
she guided “Friends Across 
Borders” mission immersion 
trips to El Salvador for dozens 
of participants and she con-
tinued to give church talks.

Sheila’s generous heart has 
also inspired her to make 
monthly contributions as a 

“Companion in 
Mission” (CIM) 
sponsor — some-
thing she started 
while still a lay 
missioner. 

Today Sheila 
is a chaplain and 
faith commu-
nity nurse at St. 
Anne’s Hospital, 
an acute care 
Catholic hospital 
in Fall River, 
Massachusetts, 
founded by the 
Dominican 
Sisters of the 
Presentation. 
Working with 
patients with 
limited means, 

Sheila continues to believe, 
“It is important that we listen 
and allow them to find their 
own voice to express their 
needs and issues.”

Sheila is active on her 
parish’s social justice com-
mittee and is involved with 
Pax Christi and the National 

Shrine of Our Lady of La 
Salette. She is also a student 
at the Boston College Grad-
uate School of Theology and 
Ministry. Studying Pope 
Francis’ renewal of the mis-
sion of the church has led her 
to reflect on her own time in 
mission, especially in light of 
the pope’s recent document 
Querida Amazonia. 

Sheila is quick to point 
out that during her time in 
Guatemala and El Salvador, 
she learned more from her 
neighbors than vice versa.

In one Guatemalan vil-
lage, Sheila accompanied a 
severely malnourished child 
to the hospital. As the father 
and the child boarded Shei-
la’s jeep to head to the hos-
pital, friends and neighbors 
came to see them off, wishing 
them well and also contrib-
uting money to help with the 
child’s ’s medical expenses. 
They shared what little they 
had, which consisted mostly 
of coins. Sheila realized that 
she was not bringing the girl 

to the life-saving treatment  
at the hospital; their village 
was sending them. By this act 
of generosity and compas-
sion, they would accompany 
the little girl and her family.

“When we help, we do so 
as a community,” says Sheila. 
There is no better definition 
of mission.

Patrick Norberto is the Donor Patrick Norberto is the Donor 
Relations Officer of Maryknoll Relations Officer of Maryknoll 
Lay Missioners. Lay Missioners. 

Opposite page, left: Sheila Matthews, 
with returned missioner Jane Redig and 
Carmen Che de Caal, on their way to 
one of the villages in the Petén jungle of 
Guatemala to hold a clinic with a health 
promoter (c. 1990). Carmen, an indige-
nous Q’eqchi’ woman, went on to become 
the director of the health program. 

Opposite page, right: Sheila at the Kerigma 
Quetzal educational center in Poptún, 
Guatemala, with neighbor kids (c. 1985).

Left: Sheila at St. Anne’s Hospital in Fall 
River, Massachusetts. 

Love in the midst  
of struggling 

Returned missioner  
Sheila Matthews continues a life  
of service and accompaniment 

| BY PATRICK NORBERTO |

As a COMPANION IN MISSION, you are part of our 
generous donor family who give financial gifts on a 
regular, ongoing basis. Your invaluable, continuing 
support allows us to be reliably present with our 
neighbors living at the world’s margins.

Not only does your donation help cover the expenses 
sustaining our missioners, you also share a deep 
bond with them and their communities. 

walk with us — become a ‘companion in mission’
For more information about  
COMPANIONS IN MISSION, 
please contact Jepi Rivera  
at jrivera@mklm.org  
or (800) 867-2980.

Or visit 
mklm.org/become-a-companion-in-mission

mailto:jrivera%40mklm.org?subject=
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ANTI-RACISM

Our commitment to anti-racism and  
the ‘Beloved Community’

A Maryknoll Lay Missioners statement

No matter where  
we live in this 
world, the evil  
of racism afflicts 

every person. Institutional, 
structural and systemic  
racism fosters obscene  
inequity with respect to 
power, opportunity, wealth, 
employment, access to health 
care and education, the envi-
ronment, safety and many 
other areas.

The sins of white suprem-
acy and white privilege serve 
only to divide and wound 
what the Rev. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. referred to as the 
Beloved Community. 

“The Beloved Community,” 
the King Center summarizes, 
“is a global vision, in which 
all people can share in the 
wealth of the earth. In the 

Beloved Community, poverty, 
hunger and homelessness 
will not be tolerated because 
international standards of 
human decency will not 
allow it. Racism and all 
forms of discrimination, 
bigotry and prejudice will 
be replaced by an all-inclu-
sive spirit of sisterhood and 
brotherhood.”

We believe that real prog-
ress toward this vision of one 
human family and global 
justice is possible, but — 
echoing the joint Maryknoll 
statement — only with sin-
cere sorrow and atonement 
for our own failings and sins 
of commission and omis-
sion, followed by conversion 
rooted in a deep commitment 
to solidarity and substantive 
concrete action.

Recognizing our own sins

“Inspired by the mission 
of Jesus to live and work 
with poor communities in 
Africa, Asia and the Amer-
icas, responding to basic 
needs and helping to create 
a more just and compassion-
ate world” (Maryknoll Lay 
Mission ers Mission State-
ment), we also uphold a 
vision in which we strive to 
become “a dynamic anti-rac-
ist organization that reflects 
the ethnic and cultural rich-
ness of the Catholic Church in 
the U.S. and the world.” 

We acknowledge that too 
often we have fallen short of 
these ideals. Too often, we 
have directly and indirectly 
— through our silence or fail-
ure to act — perpetuated the 

very policies and perspectives 
we strive to work against.

We acknowledge the 
historical reality of colonial 
and paternalistic approaches 
to mission in the Catholic 
Church, whereby white 
Euro-centric people entered 
predominantly non-white 
spaces with the intent to 
alter those spaces. This is our 
history and a legacy we must 
work actively to overcome.

We also acknowledge 
that within Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners, our missioners of 
color and other nationalities, 
as a minority voice, have not 
always received the space 
they deserve despite, at times, 
their closer proximity to the 
populations we work along-
side. Likewise, the communi-
ties who welcome us have not 

always been fully considered 
in decisions that impact how 
we engage with them.

While our intentions have 
been good, our actions typi-
cally reflected the practices 
of the times. We acknowledge 
that white-centric belief 
systems often shaped the way 
we work, even at the expense 
of fully welcoming all cul-
tural families to Maryknoll 
Lay Missioners.

We believe it diminishes 
our ability to listen and 
accompany in what Mary-
knoll has called “the fields 
afar” when our institutional 
bias is historically inculcated 
in our practices. 

We recognize that we need 
to unlearn and learn, and 
to realign our mindsets and 
actions in solidarity with our 
diverse team of missioners and 
Black, Brown and Indigenous 
peoples throughout the world.

We humbly and sincerely 
ask forgiveness for our sins 
and shortcomings, our past 
and present racist actions, 
and our silence and failure 
to act when something more 
was demanded of us.

We ask for God’s grace to be 
an instrument of change as 
we strive to more faithfully 

mirror our mission, vision 
statement, and purpose with 
regard to diversity, equality, 
and anti-racism. 

Our commitment to 
resist racism in  
Maryknoll Lay Missioners
 
As we strive to deepen our 
solidarity with our sisters 
and brothers marginalized 
by racism, …  
• We commit to examining  
 our complicity in the sin of  
 racism, to atone for our sins, 
 and to courageously open  
 ourselves to the grace and  
 gift of God’s creative work  
 for internal change. 
• We commit to surrounding  
 those suffering from and  
 mourning the effects of  
 racism with our compassion 
 and prayers. 
• We commit to truly listen- 
 ing with open hearts and  
 minds by stepping out of  
 our usual spaces in order  
 to dwell silently in the truth 
 of our Black, Brown and  
 Indigenous sisters and  
 brothers too often ignored. 
• We commit to sharing the  
 sorrow, anger and frustra- 

 tion of Black, Brown and  
 Indigenous peoples and to 
 joining them in speaking  
 truth to power with the  
 Black Lives Matter and  
 other movements around  
 the world that strive to dis- 
 mantle the systems of injust- 
 ice, inequities, and racism 
 that exist in our institutions. 
• We commit to deepening  
 our reflections with our  
 missioners and staff on  
 racism and white privilege. 
• We commit to making our  
 way forward as a place of  
 diversity, equality, and  
 inclusion by inviting  
 experts to partner with us  
 as we strive for systemic  
 and sustainable change in  
 our organization. 
• We commit to an ongoing  
 discernment of our  
 collective call to “love God  
 with our whole selves, and  
 our neighbors as ourselves.”  
• We commit to developing  
 culturally sound guiding  
 principles as benchmarks  
 of our transformation so  
 that we may ...

Lift ev’ry voice and sing
‘Til earth and heaven ring

Ring with the harmonies  
       of Liberty

Let our rejoicing rise
High as the list’ning skies
 

(Lift Every Voice and Sing
by James Weldon Johnson  
and J. Rosamond Johnson) 

May we — and the entire 
family of God — open our-
selves to the breath of God 
that our hearts may overflow 
with love, that our will be 
God’s will, that we be formed 
by grace and courage for the 
opportunities before us, and 
that our collective work lead 
us to become the beloved com-
munity God desires for us.

Learn moreLearn more about the Mary- about the Mary-
knoll Lay Missioners Anti-Rac-knoll Lay Missioners Anti-Rac-
ism Task Force here.ism Task Force here.

As the world and our nation As the world and our nation 
continue to struggle to over-continue to struggle to over-
come the sin of racism, the task come the sin of racism, the task 
force asked missioners around force asked missioners around 
the world for their reflections the world for their reflections 
on how racism and discrimi-on how racism and discrimi-
nation come up in the regions nation come up in the regions 
where they live and serve. where they live and serve. 

Read the Read the series of blog posts series of blog posts 
here. here. 

Black Lives M
atter m

ural, Portland’s Epicenter (PHOTO drburtoni via Flickr)

In June, the joint leadership of Maryknoll Sisters, Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, and Maryknoll Lay Missioners issued  
the statement A Call for Anti-Racist Transformation in the United States. Maryknoll Lay Missioners has continued  

to reflect on what we hope is a kairos moment of transformation — for our association, church, nation and  
world — that will lead us to no longer accept racism as a given. We issued this additional statement on July 1:

Wondering if Maryknoll Lay Missioners is for you? 

Contact retreats@mklm.org or 914-467-8857 for more information and to register.
Visit mklm.org/discern 

Join our Virtual  
Discernment Retreat  

to find out: 
Feb. 13-14, 2021 

Maryknoll lay missioner Minh Nguyen in Tacopaya, Bolivia (photo Nile Sprague)

https://thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy/
https://mklm.org/our-mission-vision-values/
https://mklm.org/our-mission-vision-values/
https://mklm.org/our-mission-vision-values/
https://www.naacp.org/naacp-history-lift-evry-voice-and-sing/
https://mklm.org/anti-racism-action-steps-and-resources/
https://mklm.org/reflections-on-racism/
https://mklm.org/a-call-for-anti-racist-transformation/
mailto:retreats%40mklm.org?subject=
http://mklm.org/discern
http://mklm.org/discern
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Returned missioners help migrants  
and promote fair trade and  

many other social justice efforts 

| BY DEBBIE NORTHERN |

On Nov. 22, Mary-
knoll Lay Mis-
sioners proudly 
conferred its 2020 

Bishop McCarthy Spirit of 
Mission Award to Joe and 
Linda Michon. The award is 
given annually for contin-
ued service after missioners 
have returned to the U.S. This 
year it was presented during 
a live-streamed event that 
was part of a virtual Jubilee 
gathering of returned lay 
missioners. 

Linda and Joe were part of 
the Class of 1990 and served 
for 13 years as Maryknoll lay 
missioners in Oaxaca, Mex-
ico; the altiplano of Bolivia; 
and at the U.S.-Mexico border 
in El Paso, Texas, and Ciudad 
Juárez, Mexico. 

In all their placements, 
Joe, an ophthalmologist, and 
Linda, a teacher, worked as a 
team to establish medical and 
surgical eye clinics and train 
networks of community eye-
health workers. In Oaxaca, 
they also worked with Child 
to Child, an international pro-
gram that empowers older 
children to care for their 
younger siblings and educate 
the community regarding 
public health issues such  
as hygiene, clean water, 
nutrition and alcoholism. 

At the border, they addi-
tionally served as advocates 
for migrants and refugees 
in adult and child detention 
centers.

After completing their time 
as Maryknoll lay missioners 
in 2003, the couple contin-
ued to run two eye clinics 
in Ciudad Juárez, traveling 
frequently to train rural eye-
health promoters throughout 
Mexico and Central America. 
They taught basic eye care 
at a program for Central 
American students set up 
by Georgetown University 
and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. 
Throughout this time, they 
worked closely with Mary-
knoll lay missioners, sisters 
and priests and brothers. 

Leading a delegation from 
El Paso’s Cathedral Parish 
to a fair trade cooperative in 
Chiapas, Mexico, they helped 
El Paso become the country’s 
first fair trade diocese. After 
moving to Claremont, Califor-
nia, in 2010, they helped their 
parish and four other faith 
communities become fair 
trade congregations. 

Since 2014, when an influx 
of unaccompanied children 
from Guatemala, El Salva-
dor and Honduras to the 
U.S.-Mexico border created 

a crisis, Linda and Joe have 
traveled to El Paso frequently 
to assist at Annunciation 
House, which provides hos-
pitality to migrants. Today 
Joe and Linda live in New 
Hampshire, where they teach 
English to refugees, who 
come mostly from the Congo. 

They came to know Mary-
knoll while attending liturgies 
at the Maryknoll novitiate 
in Massachusetts. In 1979 
Maryknoll Sister Dorothy 

Erickson, a physician, invited 
them to visit Guatemala with 
their four young children. 
Little did they realize that 
mission trip would lead to 
full-time mission 11 years 
later and would blossom 
into the life-long service for 
which they are now honored. 

Both Linda and Joe say 
they have received many 
blessings from living and 
working with the people in 
Mexico, Central America 

and Bolivia. “I have been 
inspired by the people,” says 
Linda. “They gave us life and 
showed us that the world 
could be better if we all work 
together.” Joe adds, “We want 
to stay engaged with life.” 

The two show no signs of 
slowing down, and even as 
they are now entering their 
80s, they continue to look 
for more ways to walk in 
solidarity with marginalized 
populations.

“We want to do what 
really matters,” said 
Linda, “to wake up each 
morning and say ‘This is 
an important day.’” 

Inaugurated last year, 
the award is named after 
the late Bishop John E. 
McCarthy, the third bishop 
of Austin, Texas. Known 
for his social justice and 
advocacy work, he was 
fond of quoting St. James, 
“By our works you will 
know us.”

Bishop McCarthy was 
dedicated to promoting 
the role of laity in the 
church and Catholic Social 
Teaching. To help fund 
the many charitable and 

social-justice ministries in 
his diocese, he initiated a 
Catholic Services Appeal.

An indefatigable promoter 
of mission and an ardent 
supporter of Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners, Bishop McCarthy 
also was a strong advocate 
for the rights and dignity 
of migrants and refugees. 
In particular, he hugely 
supported Austin’s Casa 
Marianella, which houses 
and provides food and social 

services to refugees and asy-
lum seekers. 

The award was presented 
by Heidi Cerneka, who, 
together with fellow Mary-
knoll lay missioner Coralis 
Salvador, today is walking in 
Joe and Linda’s footsteps in 
their own border ministries 
in El Paso and Ciudad Juárez.

Debbie Northern is the  Debbie Northern is the  
missioner engagement and missioner engagement and 
programs manager for  programs manager for  
Maryknoll Lay Missioners. Maryknoll Lay Missioners. 

Far left, opposite page:  Linda and Joe 
Michon during one of their many 
volunteer stints working at Annunci-
ation House’s Casa Vides shelter in  
El Paso, Texas.

Left: Linda Michon at Manos de 
Ayuda eye clinic, Oaxaca, Mexico. 
(c. 1996). 

Below: Joe Michon gives a boy  
an eye exam at Community of the 
Holy Spirit eye clinic, Ciudad Juárez, 
Mexico (c. 2000).

Joe and Linda Michon  
receive 2020  

Bishop McCarthy 
Award
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ALWAYS A MISSIONER NEWS

LISA SULLIVAN (Class of 1984) continues 
to serve the people of Venezuela during 
the ongoing extreme economic crisis. 
The poverty rate is now 96 percent, and 
some 5 million Venezuelans have had 
to emigrate. Working together with the 
children in her village of Palo Verde, 
Lisa is growing a bounty of vegetables 
at “Hummingbird Farm.” The commu-
nity garden, the idea of 10-year-old 
Fabi, now provides urgently needed 
food for the children’s families. 

JET BIRONDO-GODDARD (Class of 1990) and 
her husband, FRED GODDARD (Class of 
1985) live in Davao, Philippines. Jet has 
combined her passions of working with 
indigenous peoples and advocating for 
young children by forming the Indige-
nous People’s Education Advocates to 
build a Tribal Learning Center for Chil-
dren. The construction is on hold due to 
the pandemic. Jet also published a book 
with reflections of church workers who 
lived through the Marcos regime. 

JEAN WALSH (Class of 1997) is a chaplain 
at New York-Presbyterian/Weill-Cornell 
in Manhattan, where she focuses on 
palliative and critical care. Through-
out the COVID pandemic, she has been 
ministering to patients, families and 
hospital staff. Jean has accompanied 
many in their dying and helped others 
as they recovered. Much of her work is 
in Spanish, as she attends to the needs 
of Latinx communities, hit particularly 
hard by the virus.

RETURNED MISSIONERS



16 • VOICES OF COMPASSION . maryknoll lay missioners Fall/Winter 2020 • VOICES OF COMPASSION • 17

NEWS

   GOOD SAMARITAN AT BORDER 

EL PASO, TEXAS
Coralis Salvador is now serving 
migrants and asylum seekers in two 
ministries in El Paso. At a migrant 
shelter, she serves as cook, driver, 
first-aid provider and also cleans and 
does administrative work. “We also 
pray, play, sing and listen to their 
stories,” she said. At La Tilma, a parish 
food ministry, she prepares hot meals. 
“This ministry brings to life the story 
of the Good Samaritan,” Coralis said. 

   MORE HENS FOR HAITI  

GROS MORNE, HAITI
On October 15, the Karitas hen house, 
where Sami Scott works, welcomed 
the arrival of 700 new hens. “We had 
to wait for over two months, but they 
are worth the wait,” said Sami. The 
hens arrived in 70 crates, and Sami 
and Guy Marie Garcon, the director  
of the Karitas Agronomy Projects, took 
inventory, as they released them.  
The young hens wasted no time, 
already laying 70 eggs on their way to 
their new home.

   PEACE VILLAGE

KURON, SOUTH SUDAN
Gabe Hurrish recently began a new 
ministry of assisting with the man-
agement of Kuron Peace Village. This 
model initiative in remote Eastern 
Equatoria is a project of Catholic 
Emeritus Bishop Paride Taban, with 
whom Maryknoll lay missioners have 
previously collaborated. Over the past 
15 years, Bishop Taban has built a 
community where people with differ-
ent ethnic and religious backgrounds 
“can live side by side with confidence 
in harmony and fellowship.”

   COMMUNITY GARDEN   

SÃO PAULO, BRAZIL
Margarita Duran volunteers at Horta 
das Flores, a local community garden 
in São Paulo. It is one of the only 
green spaces left in the neighborhood 
of Mooca. During the pandemic, most 
of the work in the garden came to a 
halt. Margarita and other volunteers 
are reviving the soil and planting  
produce and vegetation. The produce 
is donated to organizations and  
families in need of fresh foods.

TWO VETERAN  
MISSIONERS RETIRE 
Two of our longest serving missioners 
have just retired: Liz Mach (44 years) 
and Susan Nagele (36 years).  
Thank you for dedicating your lives to 
building a more just and compassion-
ate world with us! 

 
40th ANNIVERSARY OF 
U.S. CHURCH WOMEN
Due to the pandemic, this year’s 
planned large commemorations in 

El Salvador of the 40th 
anniversaries of the 
martyrdom of Archbishop 
Óscar Romero (March 24) 
and the four U.S. church 
women (Dec. 2) were 
canceled. Mary knoll lay 
missioners reflect on the 

legacy of the church women at mklm.
org/reflections-on-church-women. 
The Maryknoll Mission Institute 
hosts “Called by the Energy of the Four 
Church Women: We Too Respond” on 
Dec. 2, 7 pm on Zoom. 

 
VIRTUAL PROGRAMS
Maryknoll Lay Missioners created a 
host of new virtual events this year to 
promote mission education and dis-
cernment, orient candidates, highlight 
missioners’ work, worship together 
and raise funds online.

New skills training center for people with disabilitiesNew skills training center for people with disabilities

Missioner puts deaf education Missioner puts deaf education 
expertise to good use in Cambodiaexpertise to good use in Cambodia

In August, Julie Lawler, a highly experienced  
deaf-education teacher, started her ministry with 

the Deaf Development Programme in Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia. The COVID-19 shutdown of DDP had 
delayed her ministry start for several months, but she 
has now helped with the reopening of the school and is 
serving as an educational advisor for basic education, 
sign language, interpreting services, job training, social 
services, and deaf community development. Julie is  
also working one-on-one with a deaf-blind student.

Maryknoll Lay Missioners’ Social Inclusion  
Project in Bolivia received a multi-year  

commitment from the town of Entre Rios for the  
rent-free use of a new center for its skills training  
programs. Several large rooms in a new bus terminal 
have been set up for orientation and training for persons 
living with disabilities. The center is equipped with  

ovens, baking equipment, work benches, tools and 
storage facilities. Filomena Siles and her Bolivian team 
mates inaugurated the new center in September with 
three-day workshops. The center will also provide  
opportunities for income-generating projects. The  
training includes baking and the creation of bracelets 
and decorative jewelry boxes. 

On a field work trip to the countryside in September,  
Julie Lawler (center) joins fellow DDP staff at a deaf girl’s house. 

Filo Siles (third from right) and the first group of trainees, proudly showing off the cookies they have baked. 

http://mklm.org/reflections-on-church-women
http://mklm.org/reflections-on-church-women
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85121522778
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BOARD MEMBER PROFILE

Helping to heal  
this crazy world of ours

Board member (and returned missioner) Vicki Simon helps  
Maryknoll Lay Missioners prepare for a strong future 

| BY MEINRAD SCHERER-EMUNDS |

Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners has 
a special role in 
peacemaking and 

in healing this crazy world of 
ours,” Vicki Simon believes. 
That role, she is convinced, is 
ever more urgent in today’s 
increasingly divisive world. 

After facing several 
major life disruptions and 
challenges in her 50s, Vicki 
participated in a yearlong 
Ignatian spiritual-retreat 
program. During the pro-
gram she found, “All these 
thoughts about mission 
started to come back to me.” 
She took the plunge and 
joined the Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners Class of 1998. She 
never looked back. 

Back in St. Louis, Vicki had 
been an MBA career advisor 
at Washington University. 
Now as a missioner, arriving 
at her placement in Nairobi, 
Kenya, she found herself men-
toring street kids, trying to 
help them not just to survive 

but to better their lives. The 
goal was to get them off the 
streets and into schools or 
vocational trade programs or 
jobs. “But there is no time to 
plan for tomorrow,” she says, 
“if you still have to figure out 
how to eat today.”

Vicki recalls that “they 
were very faith-filled kids, 
and they taught me what it 
was like to slow down, live 
day by day, to be present 
to others and to be in the 
moment. In the U.S., we talk 
about that a lot and we may 
try it for a while, but we 
usually don’t really do it. 
In places like Kibagare [the 
informal settlement where 
Vicki worked], you have to.” 

The young people at 
her two ministries — the 
Kibagare Good News Centre 
and the Ukweli Home of Hope 
— also inspired her through 
their hospitality and sharing.  

At Ukweli’s drop-in center, 
street kids could get a meal 
and find a place to lie down 

and rest. The lunch was just 
two slices of white bread and 
chai tea, but for many it was 
the only meal they would 
get that day. Even though 
they had next to nothing 
themselves, when other kids 
arrived late and the bread 
was already gone, those who 
had received bread shared it 
with them without hesitation. 

Many would hang out in 
groups of two dozen or so, 
and the older ones would 
look out for the younger ones. 
“It’s how they survived,” she 
explains, “taking care of each 

other, as together they faced 
a very difficult and often 
violent life.”

She admits it was dis-
turbing to witness the level 
of poverty and the sheer 
number of people living in 
difficult circumstances in 
Nairobi’s informal settle-
ments. But Vicki says it was 
almost more difficult to come 
back home to the States:  
“Seeing the contrast, noticing 
the waste, constantly liv-
ing on the clock, the lack of 
attention to relationships and 
living in all this plentitude 

and taking it for granted.” 
Vicki had mostly worked 

in corporate America, but 
says her time in mission 
“completely changed what 
I wanted to do when I came 
home.” After her return in 
2002, she spent another three 
and a half years working for 
Maryknoll Lay Missioners in 
the U.S. in human resources 
and the mission services 
department. 

Returning to St. Louis and 
her Jesuit connections, she 
then became the director of 
social ministry for St. Francis 
Xavier College Church, where 
one of the main ministries 
was again with the homeless 
population (this time mostly 

with adults). Her time in Nai-
robi was good preparation for 
relating with people experi-
encing homelessness in the 
inner city of St. Louis.

Vicki retired for a year in 
2011, but after serving as 
an Ignatian volunteer, was 
asked to become the director 
of the St. Louis program of 
the Ignatian Volunteer Corps. 
IVC matches retired and 
semiretired professionals 
with charities and nonprofits 
seeking skilled volunteers. 

In 2017, she joined Mary-
knoll Lay Missioners’ board of 
directors. She has been chair-
ing the board’s governance 
committee for the past two 
and a half years. Vicki feels “a 

great responsibility to bring 
good and strong new mem-
bers to the board who can 
help us achieve our goals.”

She is a strong proponent 
of Maryknoll Lay Mission-
ers’ approach of requiring 
a comparatively lengthy 
service commitment (three 
and a half years). She sees it 
as vital for establishing the 
kind of real relationships 
with people that Maryknoll is 
known for. 

“It takes a while to estab-
lish that trust and relation-
ship, to be invited into peo-
ple’s homes, and to welcome 
people into your own home 
as well. Time deepens rela-
tionships,” Vicki says. 

And yet, Vicki — and the 
board — are also thinking 
about ways to give those 
who cannot make that kind 
of commitment a “taste of 
mission” through short-term 
trips and other opportunities. 

“I love serving on the 
board because it has recon-
nected me with the mission 

and goals of Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners,” Vicki says. “I am 
very hopeful for our future 
— that we can remain true 
to our mission and continue 
working with those that are 
in great need, while also not 
being afraid to change some 
directions and adapt to the 
challenges of our times.”

Meinrad Scherer-Emunds is Meinrad Scherer-Emunds is 
Maryknoll Lay Missioners’ Maryknoll Lay Missioners’ 
director of communications.director of communications.

Opposite page, top: 
Vicki Simon speaking with Nairobi 
grade schoolers during recess (c. 2000).

Opposite page, bottom right: 
Vicki (front center, in blue flannel shirt), 
with fellow board members during the 
April 2019 meeting of Maryknoll Lay Mis-
sioners’ board of directors (PHOTO Father 
Charlie Dittmeier)

Above left: 
Vicki volunteering at Casa Óscar  
Romero in El Paso, Texas, last year.  

Maryknoll Lay Missioners is  
currently facing difficult financial 
challenges resulting from this 
unprecedented crisis — incl. a revenue 
shortfall of more than $380,000.

Please consider a gift of:
 ❖ Cash, Check, Credit Card
 ❖ Securities Transfer
 ❖ IRA Rollover
 ❖ Donor Advised Funds

we urgently need your help 
with this year’s unprecedented challenges.

please click ways to give 

For more information, visit  
mklm.org/ways-to-give-2020/  
or contact pnorberto@mklm.org

Maryknoll Lay Missioners is a  
501(c)3 tax-exempt organization. 
Tax ID# 13-386453

“

https://ivcusa.org/
https://mklm.org/board-of-directors/
https://mklm.org/board-of-directors/
https://mklm.org/volunteer-stints-in-el-paso-renew-hope/
https://mklm.org/volunteer-stints-in-el-paso-renew-hope/
http://mklm.org/ways-to-give-2020/ 
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Maryknoll Lay Missioners 
P.O. Box 307
Maryknoll, NY 10545-0307

mklm.org

Facebook  
MaryknollLayMissioners

Instagram  
MaryknollLayMissioners

Twitter  
MKLayMissioners

Join us for a virtual Advent Celebration of Hope
with the Maryknoll Lay Missioners community and Catholic musicians and artists

December 13, 2020  •  7 pm Eastern Time

For more information and to register, visit mklm.org/Advent

The light shines in the darkness,  
and the darkness has not  

overcome it (John 1:5). 

ValLimar Jansen Br. Mickey McGrath, OSFSGreg Walton

YouTube  
MKLMissioner


