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     February 2020 

Welcome to Encounter! 
 
Why do we share mission stories? There is so much we can learn from the mission experiences of others. 
Grace’s story of training nurses in Cameroon reminds us to trust God to work through what we have to offer 
— through our talents and service to those around us. Fr. Rob Carbonneau’s story helps us see the impact of 
mission in other places; the Catholic Church is growing in China, often due to US missionaries, and is a sign 
of hope for mission worldwide. Remember your mission story – even if it was just a moment of encounter. 
Who have you shared that story with? Every mission story is a testimony to the Holy Spirit’s work in other 
countries, in our country, and in our lives. They are stories of love, hope, and faith. They purify the din of 
media like a gentle rain cleans the air. Give people you know a breath of fresh air – send them some good 
news by sharing this newsletter.  

Grace Gonzales was married with three small children 
when she saw a flyer at work promoting a nursing     
program. At 30, she was working as a secretary at the 
Los Angeles County Hospital and thought she was “too 
old” to go back to school. But she applied anyway and 
was accepted. Little did she know that this decision 
would ultimately take her from L.A. to Honduras and 
Cameroon, where she taught nursing students and  
modeled a Christian life through her engagement with 
her students.  
 
“I was crazy,” she says now, nearly 50 years later, of  
enrolling in school when she had so many responsibili-
ties at home. “But back then, you could do anything!” 
She got her RN and started working day shifts at the 
maternity hospital next to her children’s school, then 
moved to another hospital’s neo-natal intensive care 
unit, where she worked for 19 years.  
 

Once her children were grown, Grace found herself 
looking for another challenge. That’s when she learned 
about the Lay Mission-Helpers. Begun in 1954 in Los 
Angeles, the group was founded to help meet the needs 
of men and women religious serving in Africa who were 
lacking in some of the necessary skills — ranging from 
mechanics to medicine — to run their ministries.  
“We were learning how to be a missionary, the          
formation of your church, your religion, how to be in 
touch with the church,” she recalled of the four-month 
orientation program before she was missioned to Africa 
in 2000. “They said, ‘Do you know anything about  
Cameroon?’ Before I knew it, there I was!” 

Letting God Do the Talking 
in Cameroon 
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Grace and two other missionaries, a husband and wife 
medical team, departed for Shisong, a village in the  
English-speaking part of Cameroon, where they would 
teach in a three-year RN program, a one-year licensed 
vocational nursing program, and a six-month nursing 
assistant program.  

 

The country needed nurses, and getting a degree or   
certificate was a sure route to a job in a hospital or    
clinic.  
 
“They were 50 years behind the times, medically, and I 
was trying to get them at least up to date on some 
things,” said Grace, who recalled that they had no IV 
drips, no electric machinery, not even working           
incubators for babies, because the electricity was too 
unreliable. “We found incubators and put hot water  
bottles in there to keep the babies warm. You did what 
you had to do.” 
 
Although she hosted Bible study at her house once or 
twice a month, Grace didn’t feel that her primary call 
was to actively proselytize to her students.   
 
“I didn’t go around saying I was Catholic, I was     
Christian. I just taught my students. I was more a nurse 
than a preacher. I just thought nursing would take care 
of the preaching,” she said. “All I could say every day 

was okay God, I'll be here, but you do the talking.” 
 
She recalled a story about one of the local teachers at 
her school whose wife was being discharged from     
another hospital for lack of funds. He desperately   
wanted to take her home to their children, in the   
mountains, but the only way to get there was on the bus, 
which wasn’t an option for such a sick woman. Grace 
had the community car that week and offered to drive 
them.  
 
“Her husband was holding the IV bag, and up we went. 
We got her home and their families were so excited that 
she was there with them,” she said. “And two days later 
I saw him and asked how did she do, and she died that 
night. But she was with her family and that’s what she 
wanted.” 
 
She pauses for a moment, then said, “So when you ask 
me what have I done as a Christian, I think doing those 
kind of things is what I have done.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cathy Medina and her husband Ed were with Grace in 
Cameroon for the whole four years. The Medina’s three 
children were young at the time — all under the age of 8 
— and they reminded Grace of her grandchildren, 
whom she missed terribly.  
 
“She was like a grandma to them” said Cathy, reflecting 
on their time together and the power of a child’s       
simplicity to touch hearts. “I felt really that our kids did 
more evangelizing than we did. People responded to 
them. It was a blessing to Grace, too, because it helped 
integrate us more into the community.” 
 
The couple still see Grace a few times a year, and even 
found out that Ed and Grace are distantly related, 
through cousins in Taos, New Mexico.  
 
“Talk about a small world,” Cathy said with a laugh. 
“Going to Africa to find your cousins!” 
 
 
 
 

To learn more about the Lay Mission-Helpers, visit their 
website at http://www.laymissionhelpers.org/  

Article by Julie Bourbon, 

ENCOUNTER Editor  

“All I could say every day 

was okay God, I'll be here, 

but you do the talking.” 

http://www.laymissionhelpers.org/
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“I did not know there were Catholics in China. How 
many are there?”  Should USCMA members be asked 
this question, the simple answer is “yes.” Consensus is 
that Chinese Catholics number approximately 10 to 12 
million. Follow up immediately thereafter by telling a 
China mission story. 
 
I first went to China in 1989. As I met Chinese        
Catholics, it became commonplace that they told stories 
of how their Catholic faith was built upon the legacy of 
the American Catholic missionary effort to China. 
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, 
American priests, brothers, sisters, and lay members 
from diverse religious congregations assigned to the 
missions in China nourished spiritual relationships with 
Chinese Catholics. I heard how their grandparents,    
parents, extended families, villagers, and strangers, as 
well as Chinese priests, vowed brothers and sisters, and 
laity embraced the Catholic faith and have passed it on 
and expressed it into these present days.    
 
The American Catholic mission story continues to be 
revered among contemporary Chinese Catholics; in the 
same way, USCMA members and American Catholics 
would do well to learn and keep telling China mission 
stories. The combined opportunity continues to build 
bridges that increase reverence for a historical common 
past, a depth of spiritual understanding, and a         
foundation for future sacred Gospel-based relationships.  
  
Knowledge of the China mission is a pillar of the 
USCMA past. According to the esteemed China scholar 
R.G. Tiedemann, more than 30 U.S.-based religious 
congregations of men and women were assigned       
missioners to China between 1900 and 1950.  
 
Might this simple fact awaken USCMA members to 
once again tell Catholic China mission stories?         
Congregations of men might include the Passionists, 
Maryknoll, Society of Divine Word, Columbans, Jesuits, 
Franciscans, and Dominicans. Among the congregations 
of women were the Adorers of the Precious Blood,    

Sisters of Saint Joseph, Sisters of Charity, Franciscans, 
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, Sisters of Loretto, 
and Maryknoll.  
 
The list above is only a sampling. In fact, twentieth   
century American missionaries to China participated in 
an historic international Catholic and indigenous     
Catholic mission experience that reaches as far back as 
the Tang Dynasty (618–907).  
 
USCMA members have creative resources available to 
tell China mission stories to the public:  throughout the 
twentieth century, missionary correspondence was sent 
to membership and family, published in mission      
magazines, distributed through press releases to Catholic 
and public newspapers and radio, and even appeared in 
movies. China became synonymous with famine, natural 
disasters, war, disease, and political and social chaos. 
This inspired people in the pews. They learned that   
missionaries, together with Chinese Catholics           
evangelized in parishes, taught in schools, provided 
health care, and endured internment, prison, expulsion 
from mission, and even death. Instead of the Chinese 
Catholic church dying in the 1960s, its contemporary, 
resilient, and creative faith enlivens the world’s Catholics 
and people of all beliefs.   
 
The participation of American Catholics in the China 
mission story has been historic. Their prayers, fasting, 
financial support, and engagement in political debate has 
continued into the present day. I would suggest that by 
retelling China mission stories, USCMA members will 
connect with new, multiple audiences aware of China. In 
the U.S., this includes the Chinese diaspora communities 
of both generational and new Chinese Catholics. These 
stories will resonate with devotional Catholics, allow 
tourists to have the knowledge and poise to visit and 
worship with Chinese Catholics, and assist educators to  

Keep Telling Mission Stories:  

Thoughts on the U.S. Catholic 

Mission Association – Chinese 

Catholic Relationship 
 

By Fr. Rob Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D.  
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USCMA Happenings 

• Angels Unaware | October 30-November 1, 2020. El Paso, TX at the Wyndham Hotel. Mark your calendars 
for the USCMA Biannual Conference which will explore mission with people on the move. Check out our 
website to learn more information. 

 

• El Salvador Immersion Trip | March 21-27, 2020. Join the Maryknoll Society for a mission immersion trip 
and enter into the lives of the people of El Salvador. Contact Deacon Kevin McCarthy for more infor-
mation. Apply soon on their website. 

 

• Reviewed | Open Your Eyes – Life Lessons Learned in Haiti By Jeff Newell was reviewed by Dr. Don 
McCrabb, USCMA Executive Director. Click here to access the book review online. 

 

• Books for Review | USCMA receives complimentary books about missiology, theology, and spirituality for 
review. Our feature book is The Truth Will Make You Free: The New Evangelization for a Secular Age 
by Robert F. Leavitt. For this book or a current listing, email Nichole Petty,  USCMA Office Manager.  

The United States Catholic Mission Association is a national alliance of individuals and organizations committed 
to the mission Jesus entrusted to his Church. Through its members and services USCMA animates missionaries,       
prepares them for mission, accompanies them through mission, and form them for leadership. ENCOUNTER is 
made possible in part, by a grant from Catholic Communication Campaign. You build bridges of global solidarity 
by supporting USCMA. Donate at uscatholicmission.org. Copyright 2019.  

United States Catholic Mission Association 
415 Michigan Ave., NE 20017 

202-832-3112 
www.uscatholicmission.org 

value and bring to the classroom these mission stories as 
faith-based and cross-cultural narratives. In ways both 
surprising and humbling, the retelling of China mission 
stories might provide courage and wisdom to the       
numerous contemporary Catholic and faith-based      
efforts committed to redefining their shared presence 
with Chinese Catholics and to being in service to and 
learning from the people of China.   
 
The opportunity of USCMA members to retell mission 
stories is directly related to the stewardship and    
preservation of archives, which is paramount. Consider 
using social media in creative ways to bring these       
inspiring China mission stories alive.  
 
For more on the USCMA-Chinese Catholic missionary 
participants and archive legacies: 
 
• R.G. Tiedemann, Reference Guide to Christian          

Missionary Societies in China: From the Sixteenth to the 
Twentieth Century (Armonk: New York, M.E. Sharpe, 
2009). 

 

• Passionist and Maryknoll digitized photography, 
available at the Ricci Institute for Chinese-Western 
Culture, University of San Francisco:              
http://www.ricci.usfca.edu/ and the University of 
Southern California International Mission  Archive:      
http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/
p15799coll123/id/9240. 

 
• Those seeking to understand the tiered spiritual   

realities of contemporary Catholic China can go to 
the U.S.-China Catholic Association at          
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/.      

 
 

Fr. Rob Carbonneau can be reached 
at passionistarchives@gmail.com. He 
is the historian of  St. Paul of the 
Cross Province; adjunct professor of   
history, University of Scranton; exec-
utive director emeritus, U.S.-China 
Catholic Association; and affiliated 
research  fellow, Ricci Institute for 
Chinese-Western Culture, University of San Francisco.  
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