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     March 2020 

Welcome to Encounter! 
 
Even amidst the Coronavirus outbreak, mission continues. Now, in a time of uncertainty, loss, unpredictable 
change, and instability, people are in greater need of the hope of the Gospel. How do our words, thoughts, 
and actions convey the truth that God is still in control and working everything for good? As you read about 
Pam and Jon Kossan’s ministry to the poor in Lwabikere, Uganda, breathe in a breath of fresh, new air. The 
good work continues. Take this hope with you to those around you and those on the margins—the elderly, 
the economically poor, those experiencing homelessness. How can God work through you today? 

It’s been nearly two decades since Pam Kossan visited 
the site where the Virgin Mary is said to have appeared 
to pilgrims in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Her mother had 
a great devotion to Mary, which she passed along to her 
daughter. But still, it wasn’t until she’d been to see for 
herself that Pam really understood it. 

 

“When I went to Medjugorje for the first time, I was a 
two-times-a-year Catholic,” she says, reflecting on the 
powerful conversion she experienced there in 2003. 
How things have changed in the years since. 

 

“I always have a rosary in my purse, even then I did. 
And I always loved my Catholic faith. There was a time 
when I practiced, but not like I should have,” says Pam. 
“Medjugorje brought me back. It gave me my faith back 
and gave me such a pure and beautiful understanding, 
and that’s where I am today.” 

 

Today, she’s the founder, along with her husband Jon, 
of Mary Mission, which has been providing for ultra-

poor children and families in Uganda since they first  
visited on mission, in 2014. Since then, they’ve built four 
homes, two bathrooms, 14 classrooms, a latrine, and a 
kitchen in the village of Lwabikere. This year, 425     
children will attend St. Philomena’s Nursery and Primary 
School, which the Kossans and other missioners helped 
build.  

 

A trauma nurse from Bismarck, North Dakota, Pam  
also owns, with Jon, a small construction company, 
which has come in handy when it comes to having the 
skills necessary for building in Uganda. But more than 
that, they have faith, and they have been surrounded 
(literally and virtually) by generous, faithful people who  
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believe in what they’re doing and have supported them 
with money, sweat, and prayer.  
 

“I had never thought of going to Africa,” says Pam, who 
was retired from nursing and enjoying being a grand-
mother. But she could never forget the woman she met 
on her first visit: Maurice, who was living in a mud hut 
with 11 orphans. Pam recalls the children she saw    
playing in the mud while she and her guide, Stephen, 
who aspired to build a school for his village, were    
walking. She thought they were pretending to make 
what she called “mud pies.” 

 

They were not. 

 

“Stephen said to me, ‘They’re making cookies out of 
mud, so when they have hunger pains tonight, they have 
something to eat,’” Pam recalls, choking up. “And as a 
mother, a grandmother, and a nurse, I could not believe 
what he had just said to me.” 

 

She promised Maurice and the children that she would 
return and build them a proper house. And she did    

exactly that, in less than one year, which is only part of 
the miracle. Upon returning to the U.S. from that first 
visit, Pam was offered a lucrative job traveling the     
region to work in understaffed hospitals in need of a 
trauma nurse. When she did the math and realized that 
the income from a mere eight shifts would allow her to   
fulfill her promise to Maurice in Uganda, Pam promptly 

came out of retirement and has never looked back.  

 

“She’s just a little spark plug, but you talk about a go 
getter,” says Dave Wayman who, with his wife Kathy, 
has joined Mary Mission on several trips to Uganda, 
where he laughingly describes his role as “grunt,” doing 
whatever labor needs to be done. Dave now serves on 
the board of the nonprofit. 

 

“She has just such compassion and love for other     
people,” he says, even using their own retirement money 
to keep promises made to their friends in Uganda when 
fundraising efforts have fallen short.   

 

The size of the mission group has grown each year and 
now includes a handful of medical professionals who 
provide basic care, such as first aid, deworming of    
children (1,200 in one visit), mouthcare, menstrual 
teaching, and prenatal examinations for pregnant    
women. Pam hopes they might one day be able to build 
and staff a clinic to provide year-round care, not just 
once-a-year care when the missioners come.  

 

When she’s not in Uganda, Pam does fundraising for 
future mission trips and awareness-building of the needs 
of the people there. She’s also very happily still working 
as a traveling nurse. It pays their bills and helps to     
provide for their friends in Africa, and whenever they 
run a little short, something always happens to get them 
over the top.  

 

“We are just vessels that I believe Jesus and Mary are 
using to help these children in Uganda. I really believe 
that,” says Pam, reflecting on all they’ve been able to 
accomplish in just under six years, through faith, prayer, 
and hard work. “How can the work we do not be of 
God’s hand?” 

 

To learn more about   
Mary Mission or practice     
almsgiving this Lent by 
donating to their cause in 
Uganda, visit their website:     
https://marymission.com/  

Article by Julie Bourbon, 

ENCOUNTER Editor  

“They’re making cookies out of  

mud, so when they have hunger 

pains tonight, they have        

something to eat.” 
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No one will understand the speech of another. (Genesis 11:7)  
  
In teaching listening skills to seminarians, I introduced 
the basics of linguistic theory – how human beings  
communicate with one another and where problems 
occur. In any verbal exchange, there is the messenger, 
the message, and the receiver of the message. The    
messenger encodes the message in some vehicle –     
usually words – and then sends that message to the   
receiver. The receiver must hear the message (no    
problems in transmission) and decode it before         
understanding is possible.   
  
Seems straight forward enough, no? I want a cookie. I 
say, “May I have a cookie?” and my wife, who is putting 
away the box of cookies, hears my words and responds  
with “Sure, have the rest of them.” But something more 
was received than my message, because there are other 
messages being sent using other means: tone of voice, 
body language, eye contact. And there may be an under-
lying message about the relationship itself, or the      
context, or a message the receiver is trying to send, such 
as, “You saw that I was cleaning up, dinner is over, and 
I am putting the box away. You are interrupting me. 
Have what you want, there are not that many left, just 
finish them off and take care of your mess.”   
  
Recently, I have been having talking about the word 
“missionary.” At face value, the word is either noun or 
adjective: a missionary is a person who undertakes a 
“mission,” especially a religious mission; or it can be an 
adjective, as in is related to, engaged in, or devoted to 
“missions.”   
  
Some Catholics have moved away from the word 
“missionary,” believing it was too closely aligned with 
colonialization or the missionary work of other faith 
groups. Others believe that, given the thought of Pope 
Francis, the word missionary is too exclusive, and it is 
better to use the more inclusive expression “missionary
-disciple.” In this case, missionary is still seen as a 
noun rather than an adjective and must be conjoined 
with “disciple” lest the faithful see themselves 
as “students” rather than “practitioners” of the faith. 
 
The case for “missionary” attempts to distinguish the  

gifts and ministries of the community without denigrat-
ing any of them. Fr. Tony Gittens, CSSp, author of  
Living Mission  Interculturally: Faith, Culture, and  
the Renewal of Praxis, says that “mission” is who God is 
and what God does. Mission flows from the heart of 
God, is manifested and realized in the person of Jesus 
and is given over from Jesus to the Church. Mission, 
therefore, precedes Church so all who are baptized are 
baptized into the universal mission of Jesus. As the 
theme for the Extraordinary Missionary Month,        
October 2019, proclaimed, we are “baptized and sent.”   
  

Those missionary-disciples  
who go beyond themselves, 
step outside their comfort 
zones, and cross some type of 
border to encounter and    
accompany others, in their 
context, and do so in       
communion with the Church 
and as a response to Jesus’ 
call are missionaries. They are 

doing an “external” ministry focused more on “being” 
the love of God for others rather than an internal     
ministry focused on forming and building up the     
community of faith through prayer and worship.   
 
There is some substance and urgency to this question of 
“are we missionaries?” The Fellowship of Catholic   
University Students calls those people who, after college, 
give a year or two evangelizing other college students,  
“missionaries.” Some volunteer groups use the word 
“missionary” for their international placements and   
volunteers for their domestic placements. Some avoid 
the word missionary because it has too much cultural 
and religious baggage. Others embrace the word seeing 
it as setting themselves aside from others – from teach-
ers to social workers – who may be doing exceptional 
service but not in the name of Jesus or his church.   

There can be an intentionality, and accountability, in  
seeing missionaries as a type of minister within the 
church without judgement or exclusivity. On the other 
hand, the “signs of the times” may call for new          
language that both invites and distinguishes the many 
gifts within the faithful.  

Are We Missionaries? 

The Challenge of  a Word 

The challenge facing all of  us in the 
church today is discerning for          

ourselves, and for our communities of  
faith, what it means “to be sent” today. 
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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. 

 

 Reviewed | To Speak the Truth in Love: A Biography of Theresa Kane, RSM by Christine Schenk, 
CSJ was reviewed by Sr. Mary Diez, President of the School Sisters of St. Francis. 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 Thomas Merton’s Encounter with Buddhism and Beyond: His Inter-
religious Dialogue, Inter-Monastic Exchanges, and Their Legacy. 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 

Mission comes from the Latin word “missio” which 
means “to be sent.” The challenge facing all of us in the 
church today is discerning for ourselves, and for our 
communities of faith, what it means “to be sent” today. 
What is ours to do? Is it better that I see myself as a 
missionary, a minister, if you will, to people on the    
periphery who takes on a role within the community so 
they community can go beyond itself? Or is it better for 
me to see myself as a missionary-disciple because that 

appears to be more faithful to what Pope Francis is 
teaching and is much more inclusive?   
  
I hope we can continue this conversation. Please send 
us your thoughts on this question by emailing Julia    
Pinto, our communication and publication associate, at  
jpinto@uscatholicmission.org.   
  

Article by Don McCrabb, 

USCMA Executive Director        

Servants of the Good Help 

San Martin, Peru 

Mission Profile 

Servants of the Good Help is seeking 

Mission Partnerships and is open to Short-term Mission Trips. For more on their 

work and current needs, click here. 
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