Brothers of Holy Cross- Midwest Province
Mission Appeal Homily—Brother Raymond Papenfuss, csc

My name is Brother Raymond Papenfuss.  I am a Holy Cross Brother from Notre Dame.  I spent 28 years working in the West African country, Ghana until 1987 when an attack of cerebral malaria made it impossible for me to return to Africa.  But my heart remains firmly planted on the West Coast of Africa. I am grateful for the diocesan office of mission cooperation, your parish priest and all of you for letting me share with you something of the work of our church in a culture quite different from the North American culture.


In 1957, (63 years ago) two Holy Cross Brothers left Notre Dame and traveled to Sekondi, Ghana, to take over the administration of a high school.  We were welcomed with a graciousness and love that astonished us.  Very quickly young men asked to join our community and in 1960 we started a formation program for young Africans.  The community now works not only in Ghana but also in Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania.  We are not only teaching in schools but also doing social and medical work.  Brothers are involved in laity formation and work with educating the very poor in a trade school.  But most important is the fact that we now have enough African members of Holy Cross to take over and develop the work that was started 60 years ago. There are now over 50 Ghanaian Holy Cross Brothers. For the past 41 years the regional superior has been a Ghanaian.  The novice master, his assistant and all heads of our institutions are Africans.  This is the way it should be. I remember  when I was getting ready to leave for Ghana an elderly Brother drew me aside and said “Remember, Ray, the first job of a missionary is to work himself out of a job. Prepare the local church to carry on the work you start.” In this, thorough your help, we have been successful. Within 63 years the community has grown from 2 men working alone in a high school to a strong young community of Africans striving to root the congregation firmly in African soil.  Our goal is to establish an African religious community so that they can help the church in Africa solve Africa’s problems. Men and women like you through your generosity have helped make this reality.  I encourage you to be proud  of this success story of our missionary work and your part in it.

A good deal of the success we have experienced comes because of the generosity of communities throughout the US. The church in Africa is still a very young church.  Over 50% of the population in Ghana is under the age of 18. Most of our programs are aimed at helping those who simply cannot pay for the service they receive. Africa no longer needs priests, brothers or sisters to come to help them.  They are forming their own personnel. But they still need our support with funds and prayer. One of my reasons for being with you is to ask you to continue to support this work of the church in Africa.  I know I am asking you to help people in a country that few of you even dream of every visiting.  And this is not easy.


There is a story I would like to share with you that Africans teach their children.  It seems that one day there was a very old man busy planting orange trees in his yard when he got a visit from his grandson. Kweku came to him and asked, “Nana, when will those orange trees bear fruit?” The old man knew what he was driving at and answered right away—“O probably not until after I am dead and buried.”  “Why, then, do you work so hard in this hot sun.  You will never taste those oranges.”  The old man smiled as said “When I was born I did not find a yard empty of orange trees.  I plant these for those who come after me, just as someone else planted them for me.” Sometimes, a sign of our love is generosity to those we might never meet.  I am sure that the faith that this community now shares and enjoys was given to you by people who for a long time have disappeared from the scene.  We now reach out with the same gift, the same nurture and, who knows, a dream that I have always had, I see missionaries in their numbers coming from Africa to help us with the work of the church in this country. I leave you with a small gift from Africa, an African blessing in an African language, the great Twi language  of Ghana: Nyame nhyera wo na ntena wo dabiaa. Translation: He who when you get him you are totally satisfied. So to all  of  you here present, from Ghana with love: Nyame nhyera wo na ntena wo  dabiaa—May He  who can satisfy all your needs bless you, and with an African sense of presence—may he who can satisfy all your needs always  be found sitting right by your side.  Amen
