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Book by missionary 
in our midst makes 
a lasting impression 

W e recently celebrated World Mission Sunday  
and heard homilies from visiting missionaries.  
Sometimes these missionaries are in our midst.  

Father Augustine Joseph, pastor of St. Augustine Church in Oakland, 
is one such apostle.  He recently wrote “Mission Stories,” a book on his 
“previous life” as a missionary in rural India, which I read, in one sitting, 
with fascination. It left a lasting impression on me.

When I was a boy attending 
a Catholic elementary school, 
we always looked forward to the 
annual visit of the missionary 
priest – who would try and recruit 
us to join his Order by regaling us 
with stories of overseas adven-
ture. These men were the Davy 
Crockett and Daniel Boone of the 
Catholic priesthood. One min-
ute they were paddling down the 
Amazon in a white cassock trying 
not to get bitten by deadly piranha 
fish. The next minute they were 
being considered as potential din-
ner entrées by a tribe of cannibals. 
They mastered exotic languages 
and learned to eat “anything that 
moved”– all with the purpose of 
fulfilling the Lord’s Great Com-
mission to “Go and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Spirit.”

For a minute we all wanted to 
sign up.

Father Augustine Joseph did 
sign up. And reading his accounts 
of missionary life in rural India 
brought me right back to my 

eighth-grade classroom. Told with 
verve and unabashed honesty, Fa-
ther Augustine emphasizes more 
the kind, devout and friendly 
people he encountered than his 
own sacrifices and trials.

Yet struggle he did, but all for 
a very good purpose. To bring 
the Catholic faith to those who 
were struggling to find a true and 
merciful God. Reading this book 
you’ll hear about leeches, how 
much blood they suck, and how 
to get them off you. You will know 
how to season a dinner of rice 
and dog meat. You’ll learn how to 
answer when a potential convert 
asks Father, “I have three wives 
and I want to be baptized.” You 
will see the exceptional generosity 
of people who share the best of 
what they have with the priest, 
because he represents Christ. 
And also their palpable poverty: 
When 500 devout rural villagers 
attended an outdoor Mass, and a 
collection was taken, it yielded 
less than $1.00.

Father Augustine has a way of 
writing that is straightforward and 

puts you right in the place.  
I felt hungry and sweaty just  
reading about his long and stren-
uous hikes through the moun-
tains. I felt embarrassed when  
he describes trying to take a bath 
and there is absolutely no privacy. 
I felt his fear as Father Augustine 
looked at 200 human skulls on 
display as he spoke with a hosting 
chief. I recoiled at the smell when 
he was led to a disused church 
that had been used as a pigpen. 

You will also experience the 
gratitude and love these Indian 
Christian souls feel for Christ 
and their priest when he went to 
such lengths to reach their village 
and celebrate the sacraments for 
them. After reading this book, I 
not only admired Father Augustine, 
but I felt so proud to be a mem-
ber of a Church that has such 
loyal parishioners – and such 
dedicated priests.

Father Augustine has a knack 
of mixing quotes from Scripture 
and the Latin classics to illustrate 
his stories. May I propose one he 
missed that might describe the 
whole book, and Father’s mis-
sionary life: Forsan et haec olim 
meminisse juvabit. A joy it will be 
one day, perhaps, to remember 
even this. (Virgil, Aeneid 1.203) 

After Nov. 20, Father 
Augustine Joseph’s 
book is expected to be 
available at St. Augustine 
Church, 400 Alcatraz Ave., 
Oakland. Call  510.653.8631 
to inquire about the book. 

You will see the exceptional generosity of people who  
share the best of what they have with the priest, because  
he represents Christ. And also their palpable poverty.”
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