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Chapter 7 – Rich in Diversity 

[sidebar]

Most Reverend Donald W. Montrose 

Pastoral warmth and spirituality marked Bishop Donald W. Montrose from the beginning. 

Born in Denver in 1923, he was ordained in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles in 1949.

Realizing that 45 percent of his students at Mater Dei High School in Santa Ana were of Mexican-American, he learned Spanish. He became the athletic director, then the principal. Fluency in Spanish served him well as the pastor of Resurrection Parish. He was consecrated a bishop in 1983 and served as an auxiliary in Ventura County.

Concern about poverty led Bishop Montrose to endorse a proposal that most of the proceeds from the 1984 Olympics be spent on employment and growth projects in depressed areas of Los Angeles. He effectively mediated a controversy over the closing of Cathedral High School. 


He was installed as Stockton’s fourth bishop in 1986, desiring to serve “every language group, the farming community, the youth, the aged, the school community, everyone!” In the twelve years of his episcopacy, he regularly visited parishes and reached out to different ethnic communities. 


Gentleness and appreciation for others endeared Bishop Montrose to many. He retired in 1998. 

..........


For the Church, cultural diversity holds opportunities expressed in these words of Pope John Paul II in his pastoral letter “At the Beginning of the New Millennium”: “...to think of our brothers and sisters in faith within the profound unity of the Mystical Body, and therefore as ‘those who are a part of me’....to share their joys and sufferings, to sense their desires and attend to their needs, to offer them deep and genuine friendship....to see what is positive in others, to welcome it and prize it as a gift from God: not only as a gift for the brother or sister who has received it directly, but also as a ‘gift for me’” (ABNM #43).

Historic diversity

The Gold Rush exploded the population of the land now included in the Diocese of Stockton. It was an explosion of ethnicities and languages, not only of numbers. Over a century later, when the diocese would come into existence, hopes for prosperity and wars and oppression abroad had further multiplied the variety. In a country of immigrants, California exemplifies the richness and the problems that accompany this diversity.

Stockton Record columnist Jack McFarland described the new diocese that Bishop Hugh Donohoe undertook to lead as possibly “the most cosmopolitan diocese in the USA.”

At his installation in 1970, Bishop Merlin J. Guilfoyle spoke of “the City of God gathered within the Diocese of Stockton…. There are French, Greeks, Negroes, Slavs, Poles, Russians, English, Irish, Chinese, Japanese and those of many other races.” This recitation became a plea for unity as the new bishop began his agenda.

Bishop Guilfoyle made diocesan history in 1977 when, on the feast day of Our Lady of Guadalupe, he ordained Oswaldo Arrizon to the diaconate at Our Lady of Fatima, Modesto. A spirit of celebration marked the day. Oswaldo was the first young man from a Mexican-American ethnic and cultural background to be ordained.

Bishop Roger Mahony acknowledged his polyglot diocese by speaking in seven languages at his installation in 1980.

Catholics from different backgrounds have always celebrated and enriched the Church with their cultural heritage. For example, Portuguese Americans hold what is thought to be the longest continuing annual procession in the world, the Holy Ghost Festa. Italian Catholics rejoiced on July 7, 1946, when one of their own, Mother Francesca Cabrini, was the first American citizen to be canonized. The existence of churches dedicated to St. Patrick in Angels Camp, Ripon, Sonora and Murphys illustrates wide devotion to the Apostle of the Irish. 

According to parish demographics, Sunday Masses are now said regularly not only in English, but also in Spanish, Portuguese, Tagalog, Laotian, Vietnamese and Khmu. Festivities celebrate an ever-wider variety of Catholic devotions.

However, differences can cause divisions. When Americans of Japanese ancestry were interned in containment camps during the Second World War (when Stockton was part of the San Francisco Archdiocese), racism reared its head and brought into stark relief some of the problems that result from fear of “the other.”

Recognizing that the influx continues, Monsignor Richard Ryan predicts, “Our success as a Church will be based on our ability to reach out.”

Apostolado Hispano

The largest single ethnic group in the diocese today - 50% - gathers under the linguistic umbrella “Hispanic.” The term includes native Californians whose ancestors have been in the region for two hundred years. It also refers to immigrants and the children of immigrants, many of whom have come to the United States from Mexico and from Central America, mostly searching for economic opportunities. Some Hispanics, and other agricultural workers, pass through the diocese in seasonal migration. In recent decades, some new arrivals have been refugees, mostly from repressive Central American countries.

Demographic projections indicate that the Hispanic population of San Joaquin and Stanislaus Counties will double in the next fifteen years. 

In an English-speaking environment, families may suffer loss of their language and certain cultural elements that support faith. A generation gap makes it more difficult to pass along faith and family values. Proselytism by evangelical groups has drawn some people away from Catholicism. 

A large portion of the Hispanic population is scattered throughout rural areas, often without transportation, and cannot attend church services. 

In 1977, Bishop Guilfoyle established the office of the Apostalado Hispano, “Apostolate of the Spanish Speaking,” now led by Ms. Digna Ramirez-Lopez. The School of Leadership for Youth and Young Adults, the Instituto Hispano (ministerial training) and the Escuela Biblica are three of its programs. 

The 1992 Pastoral Plan for Hispanic Ministry, developed in consultation with the people, called for collaboration in ministry and saw the community itself as evangelizing, as a “missionary Church.” The Apostolado presents an Evangelization Congress reaching out to the unchurched. It works to enhance cultural expressions of faith, coordinating the annual celebration of Our Lady of Guadalupe.

In 1987, the diocese officially participated in the U.S. government’s amnesty program for undocumented residents. Assisted by the Apostolado, parishes became centers to assist people with necessary legal paperwork. 

The Apostolado also collaborates with other diocesan offices in youth and migrant ministries.

Parish visitations

Getting to know the people, in all their diversity, is best accomplished by going to the parishes, the bishops have found. 

When Bishop Roger Mahony visited St. Joachim’s in Newman in December 1980, he met with the parish council, visited the sick, heard confessions, concelebrated Mass, attended a cemetery service, blessed the new parish rectory and enjoyed a community reception and dinner in the parish hall. The evening applauded contributors, volunteers, former clergy and those in the greater community who had helped the parish grow. The bishop’s custom was to try to visit each parish at least twice a year. He wanted to “get to know the feel and needs of each parish.” 

These visits were more than symbolic gestures. It was important to Bishop Mahony that all Catholics in the diocese understand he was their bishop and available to them.

Vision of a united community

Bishop Mahony’s visits reinforced his concern about full integration of Hispanic Catholics into parish life. “Most other immigrant groups came to this country with their priests,” he said, “but the Mexicans did not. We do not have that many Spanish-speaking priests.” But he did not want to create a separate Spanish-speaking church. The bishop envisioned uniting everyone into the “whole church community. We realize it will take time, but I was especially pleased to see the large numbers of families and children. They are the life of the Church.”

The Modesto Bee raised with Bishop Mahony the question of possible backlash against his policy that some Masses be said in Spanish. Though unaware of any such reaction, he acknowledged, “It is a fact of life that there is quite a bit of racism in the Valley. However, much of it is based on ignorance. One of the things I want to do through this is teach that there is value in other peoples and cultures. They should not be feared.” 

Historic procession

A powerful symbol uniting Catholics is devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe, recalling Mary’s apparitions to Saint Juan Diego in Tepeyac, near present-day Mexico City in 1531.

More than 5,000 people watched or took part in the procession through downtown Stockton on December 6, 1981. It commemorated the 450th anniversary of the apparitions. Twenty-four parishes participated in the event, a first in Stockton. Bishop Mahony walked in the procession from Old St. Mary’s to the Cathedral, where he celebrated Mass. A fiesta completed the occasion.

Deep devotion

 In 1999, Pope John Paul II declared Our Lady of Guadalupe the patroness of all Americas. In December 2000, at the request of Bishop Stephen Blaire, a five-foot tall image of Our Lady began a month-long tour of the diocese. “We are very privileged to have this special image of Our Lady of Guadalupe on her feast day [December 12],” declared the Bishop.

People from all across northern California came to see this exact replica of the original image of Mary imprinted on Juan Diego’s tilma. “Some posed for pictures with it. Some cried,” wrote Christopher Lewis of the Stockton Record. 

“It’s healing for our soul,” said Maria Ornelas of Stockton. “It’s like touching your mother.”

Priestly diversity

“When I came here only three parishes had Mass in Spanish. Now only seven of our thirty-two parishes don’t,” said Bishop Montrose. “Our success in bringing Spanish-speaking priests to the diocese was due to the generosity of the late Bishop Alfonso Uribe Jaramillo in Colombia. I asked him for one priest. I told him, ‘We need three priests,’ but I only asked for one. He sent me three priests. Then, he sent more.” 

The emphasis on the use of Spanish in the Catholic Church in California is vital,” says Bishop Montrose. “We are losing great numbers of Spanish-speaking Catholics.  I saw it in Los Angeles. It was a big problem. The fundamentalists were and continue to be very active in the Hispanic community. Their churches help Hispanics a lot. They give them food and other help and they attract them. And, of course, they do it in Spanish.”

Bishop Montrose notes another group “that is very strong in the faith, the Portuguese community. But the need for Portuguese-speaking priests is not as great as it was,” he says. “The Portuguese are very generous, and they have recently built what I think is the most beautiful church in the diocese, Our Lady of the Assumption in Turlock. They also have a huge hall. Their youth groups fill it. That is what keeps a culture and a parish alive—the youth groups.”

Priests from eleven countries now minister, in their different languages, in the Diocese of Stockton.

New immigrant groups

In the late 1970s, after the Vietnam War, great numbers of Vietnamese, Laotians, Cambodians and Hmong came to the United States fleeing persecution. Many refugees settled in the Stockton and Modesto areas. Assisted by federal grants, Catholic Charities and the St. Vincent de Paul Society worked with the Southeast Asian community in the slow, difficult process of integration. 

Laotians: Embracing faith
In the spring of 1980, seventy-eight Laotian refugees were baptized at St. Luke’s Parish, Stockton. Why St. Luke’s? The pastor, Father Francis Prendergast, noticed some of the new arrivals at Mass. He learned that a group of seven had walked for four miles, some of them without shoes, to attend Mass. He drove them home.

“I used to go all the way out to Hammer Lane every Sunday morning, and the Laotians would pile into the car and we would come back to St. Luke’s for Mass, then I would take them all back again,” remembers Fr. Prendergast. “One Sunday I counted sixteen in the car. That Sunday I got the other two priests in the parish to help me take them home. By the next Sunday I had obtained permission from the Bishop to say Mass in the home of sixteen-year-old Vact Santikham, who had received instruction in a refugee camp.

“They would sing and answer prayers in Laotian. I would hold up fingers to indicate which passage was the proper one. Of thirty-five persons attending Mass, only five or six were Catholic. Regardless, they wished instruction in the faith.” Santikham took on the task of instructing the group. He worked with a man named Mugda preparing the Laotians for Baptism. “I said, ‘Dear Lord, this is all in your hands,’ and I received all thirty-five into the Catholic Church,” recalls Fr. Prendergast with enthusiasm. 

The same year, 1980, Father Joseph Vinh came to the diocese to minister to the new congregation.

Vietnamese: strengthening faith 
Salesian Father Tuan Nguyen, SDB, now ministers to the Southeast Asian community, which is predominantly Vietnamese-American. He has realized his dream of a Catholic Community Center for young Vietnamese Americans, with religious education, classes, cultural activities, youth groups and social gatherings, festivals and Masses. “It is important,” says Fr. Nguyen, “to have a sense of place.” 

When he came in 1992, Fr. Nguyen found the older generation with little English and the younger torn between two cultures. “Vietnamese Catholics are very conservative. The missionaries influenced them. They pray a great deal; they celebrate the Vietnamese martyrs in November. Their faith is strong,” says Fr. Nguyen. “It is hard for the older people, but they have no choice. They must live here. And the young must learn their traditions while learning something new. The children are having a hard time. We have a Saturday Mass for them.”

There is a Vietnamese community both in Stockton and in Modesto. A council governs each of them. The people come together to pray, to work. There are nearly 3,000 Vietnamese-American Catholics in the diocese. They came as refugees. Now they have their own homes.

Protesting immigration

Not everyone was celebrating the conversion of the new Christians or their safety in a new and unknown land.

In 1983, more than 1,500 signatures were gathered on a petition protesting Bishop Mahony’s June fact-finding trip to the Far East to understand better the increasing Indochinese immigration to the United States. “The United States is already over-populated and the majority of the Southeast Asians do not try to conform to American Society,” read the protest. 

The U.S. Bishops’ Commission on Migration and Tourism had encouraged Bishop Mahony’s trip. He explained, “Bishops want to bring the attention of our faithful to the plight of the refugees and to see conditions for ourselves.” 

The Stockton area was by then a major resettlement area for Indochinese refugees. Immigrants and refugees continue to arrive. The local Church seeks to address their needs, especially through Catholic Charities’ strong legal services and resettlement assistance and through parishes’ outreach in welcome.  
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Carmen Cervantes 
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Reverend Fernando Villalobos

“Such a zest for life!”

“Father Villalobos told me to live life for the love of humanity,” said Luis Godina, “so that we can be one family....” 

A native of Costa Rica, Franciscan Fernando Villalobos was ordained by Bishop Roger Mahony in 1979. 

In September 1980, Bishop Mahony appointed him Episcopal Vicar for the Hispanic community. “Father Fernando undertook his new role with vigor and enthusiasm, and gave of himself totally,” wrote Bishop Mahony. He instituted translation and communication services, workshops and lectures, personal and group counseling. Under his direction, the annual diocesan procession honoring Our Lady of Guadalupe began.


His efforts to end gang warfare in San Joaquin barrios and to protect the rights of farm workers were widely known and respected. In 1983, growers and workers alike credited Father Fernando for his role in negotiating an end to a wild-cat tomato strike that threatened to spread violence into San Joaquin fields.

He served as chaplain to the Stockton Police Department and to Dameron Hospital. “Father was the one who fed my child every day,” said Zenon Macias, attributing his badly burned two-year-old’s survival to the priest. “Life is sacred,” Father Villalobos would say.  

In 1986 a stunned community learned of Father Fernando’s sudden death from a heart attack while visiting his family in Costa Rica.

“I’ve never seen anyone like him who could walk into a room and immediately make everyone come alive,” said Father Ignatius DeGroot. “There are literally thousands of people who consider him their friend.”

