…..from the desk of the Pastor                                                                    April 2020
Many years ago in my seminary training we were encouraged by our formators to experience some sort of mission/exploration to open our eyes and widen our horizons on how people live in poor nations. I had the great opportunity to travel with one of my seminary buddies, who was a couple of years behind me in formation, along with a respected Pastor from one of our east side Churches in the Diocese. Our senior Pastor and his parish community had been working with a sister parish in the southern most part of Mexico called Chiapas for some years. A couple of years earlier the Pastor of the Chiapas sister parish had been invited to visit Milwaukee and speak about his missionary work in some of the most remote, poor, and dangerous parts of Mexico.
[bookmark: _GoBack]One particular occasion of our visit in Chiapas stood out for me. Father was taking the three of us with him to say Mass and experience his missionary work first hand. Luckily, he had a well-seasoned older Jeep that could travel rocky and remote regions of the terrain. There were times I was looking down the deep cliffsides, praying and knowing there were only inches between us, the road, and our demise! As we were traveling along for hours, Father told us that elders of the remote regions would fire off some noisy fireworks or ring bells to alert the remote parishioners/faithful that Father was on his way to say Mass. And indeed, upon our arrival at a simply constructed concrete block and tin roof construction chapel at the foot of large hills and mountains, came the faithful from all directions, emerging from the forest surrounding us. The old and the young, generations of families, all came to Mass from great distances to receive Jesus in the Holy Eucharist. They arrived like those entering with joy into Jerusalem for the Passover. I was moved with tears. They were thankful for being able to receive Jesus.
After Mass, Father took us to visit a family that was along our way back home to the rectory. Here we had to exit the vehicle and walk, what seemed like miles through the rugged terrain. Having come from a farming community I noticed along our pathway to the family’s home that there was corn planted in every nook and cranny of the rocky countryside, sometimes only one stalk in between numerous stones. What could this be I thought? It was this poor family’s cornfield of dreams, and simple livelihood! 
We arrived at their simple home which consisted of one large room approximately 8’x 12’, a dirt floor, and chickens roosting on the shelves inside. We sat on three legged wooden stools and visited. Unbeknownst to us at the time, the father of the family had sent a couple of his children on a hike somewhere to get us each a cold bottled Pepsi to drink. They literally spent what little they had and welcomed us with open arms like a family of Catholic Christians. However, what really stood out for me was at the end of the small room was a makeshift altar that dominated the entire room with a crucifix, a statue of the Blessed Mother, a candle and some other religious articles, and yes, even the chickens. This was their home Church. And what a beautiful domestic home Church it was because it was put together from their faith and their hearts!
Which brings me to explain why I have shared this experience with you. During this most difficult time in our lives, we need to be reminded that we are the living stones of the Church. Our physical Church, which is now closed because of Covid-19, still stands as brick and mortar, patiently waiting for our return to bring it alive with the Spirit of our God. Although it is a sacred and spiritual home for us, Jesus Christ and the Kingdom that he established, in imbedded in our hearts, minds, and most importantly our souls. We are the children of God, who should all have makeshift altars in our homes, that clearly remind us of who we are in faith. Faith in Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, who lives and reigns forever and ever! Amen!
We can emerge from this challenging time stronger in our patriotism and our faith. Hopefully, with more gratitude for our Catholic faith and God’s Church. In God we trust! After this threat passes, we won’t have to walk many miles to receive Jesus in the Most Blessed Sacrament, the Holy Eucharist. We can simply come back home to St. Stephen’s and be with our spiritual family once again. Hopefully, we will realize all the things we may have taken for granted when we were grumbling about our current situation. We might even become more kind and understanding of others. Maybe we can find more unity and less division in our world. But of course, that all depends on how we intend to make that happen. It begins with us!
Isn’t what we are experiencing now, what Lent is all about? It is in the dying and the rising, dying to our old selves and rising in Christ to become a new creation, an authentic disciple!
Until we meet again, may Jesus Christ protect you and abundantly bless you in all-ways!
Fr. Robert
