
For Br. Dennis Lee, if his 20 years in Nairobi, Kenya, feel like less 
than that, it might be because it’s really been more like seven, 
counting the long sojourns back in the States. But if you measure 
time the way the heart does, it’s a different story, and one he is 
glad to share.  

A De La Salle Christian Brother of the District of Eastern North 
America (DENA), headquartered in Eatontown, New Jersey, Br. 
Dennis has held many roles in life: elementary and high school 
teacher, campus minister at Manhattan College in the Bronx, 
assistant provincial (thrice), and, until last August, provincial.  

But it is at Christ the Teacher Institute for Education (CTIE)—
historically one of seven Institutes at Tangaza College, a 
consortium of seven Institutes owned by 23 religious 
congregations—that he seems to feel the most at home. His 
affection for the school (now officially the School of Education 
of Tangaza University College) is palpable during a late night 
(Eastern Time) Zoom call—early morning for him. Already 
dressed and ready for 7 a.m. Mass, Br. Dennis is full of good 
cheer and eager to share CTIE’s story.  

It was while planning student service trips at Manhattan College 
to sites such as Camden, N.J., and Appalachia that Br. Dennis 
was called to consider something very different, forever changing 
the course of his ministry.  

“A 6’8” Senegalese basketball player asked me why we don’t ever 
go to Africa, and I said I never thought about it,” Br. Dennis 
recounts. “The next year, we were in South Africa.” 

There, he was offered a job that didn’t end up working out. 
Instead, the Queens, New York native landed in Kenya, where he 
lives on CTIE’s campus with 35 students in formation as 
Christian Brothers.  

“I just like being here an awful lot,” he says, an impish smile on 
his face. He describes the February weather as San Diego-like. 
“It’s 80 and sunny here every day! And we have malls. I can get 
anything here that I can get in New York.”  

He turns serious and notes that the Kibera slum—an “informal 
settlement”—that is home to an estimated 1 million people is 
only 10 minutes away.  

“Those are the students that compel me to be there,” Br. Dennis 
says. “To offer them the possibility of getting a college education 
to become excellent teachers and transform their lives and the 
lives of future generations is very 
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Brother Dennis with a student, Sr. Agnes, following a 
recent retreat; Class of 2019 graduates celebrate together; 
Nine Scholastics and two Lasallians on campus. 
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rewarding.” 

His role at CTIE has been a mix of teaching, campus ministry, 
formation work, and fundraising to support the school’s current 
population of 550 students. Many receive partial financial 
scholarships, either from the government or funding agencies and 
networks. Tuition is roughly $1,600 U.S. per year in a place where 
the average rent is $30 per month, he says.  

Br. Dennis says that students might walk 90 minutes to two hours 
to campus, then some go to an overnight job as a guard (“askari” 
in Swahili) or sell pound cake or milk, receiving one penny per 
container sold.  

A CTIE scholarship student, Robert Mwai, recently shared some 
of his story with Br. Dennis. He had dropped out of public 
university because he couldn’t afford the fees and lived on and off 
the streets or paid $3 per month for rent, managing a pool hall 
and a video game shop.  

“I have never experienced such generosity and love in my life,” 
Robert wrote of the scholarship and emotional support he 
received three years ago. “I will do teaching practice this year and 
graduate this year. I will be a great teacher and will do as our 
Institute motto states—Touching Hearts, Teaching Minds and 
Transforming Lives—just as mine has been transformed.” 

He concluded: “To all who contribute so that all the students like 
me can become teachers, may God continue to bless you. I am so 
humbly grateful.” 

For Br. Dennis, mission is, at heart, about connecting, which can’t 
truly be done over a few weeks, dropping into a country to paint 
walls or buy mosquito nets. Not that those things are bad, but 
mission is more.  

“To listen and learn the needs and the culture,” Br. Dennis says, 
are the true priorities. And that can take seven years, or 20, or 
longer, but he’s in no hurry. “I think it takes time to build 
relationships.” 

For more information about Christ the Teacher Institute for Education/
School of Education at Tangaza University College or the missionary 
activities of the De La Salle Christian Brothers, contact Brother Dennis 
directly at dennisleefsc@gmail.com.  

Article by  Julie Bourbon, ENCOUNTER Editor  

Brother Dennis and the staff celebrate after graduation in 2019 

Synod Resources 

Books for Review  
What are you reading that supports 

you in your mission? Send your 
“good reads,” or to get the current 

listing of books for review,  
email Nichole Petty,  

USCMA Office Manager.    

The Pentecost Vigil Project is a 
clearinghouse for resources to 
enable dioceses, parishes, and other 
organizations to participate in the 
Synod.Door #1 on their website, 
www.pentecostvigilproject.org is a 
compilation of resources.  
Door #2 is for those who are not 
connected to Church structures or 
who want to speak up/speak out 
without entering into conversation 
or joining a group.  There is also a 
Facebook page/private group 
where those without another place 
to be heard may share their hopes, 
joys and sorrows, as well as their 
imaginations of what the Church 
could be like.   

Webinar Recording:  
Visit our website at 
www.uscatholicmission.org/
synodality for an overview of the 
synod process and how some 
dioceses and organizations are 
preparing.  

http://www.pentecostvigilproject.org
http://www.uscatholicmission.org/
mailto:dennisleefsc@gmail.com
mailto:associate@uscatholicmission.org
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I want to bring into dialogue the missionary responsibility for 
inculturation and the Church’s teaching on conscience. The 
context is U.S. culture – with its wonderful diversity and deeply 
troubling divisions. Context is people, in a place, and in a time. 
Today, the United States is dealing with the weariness of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, now in its third year; tensions with Russia; 
rising inflation; and political polarization as the country moves 
toward the fall midterm elections.  

Conscience, and culture, necessarily deal with good and evil. The 
Church must readily recognize the evil it has done in its efforts to 
spread the Gospel “to all nations.” It was gut wrenching to learn 
this past year about additional atrocities committed by the clergy, 
and women and men religious, in the schools established in North 
America for the “education” of indigenous children. In some 
ways, the Church has turned away from this evil and has begun the 
long journey of repentance and reconciliation. There are other 
painful realities of how the Church used slaves and promoted 
racism.  

Still, missionaries are called to proclaim, serve, and witness to 
God’s reign of love, salvation, and justice. They are to “borrow 
from the customs, traditions, wisdom, teaching, arts and sciences 
of their people everything which could be used to praise the glory 
of the Creator.” (Ad Gentes, 22) Roger Schroeder, in his book What 
is the Mission of the Church – A Guide for Catholics, uses the parables 
of Jesus about seeds and weeds to explore the “dynamic 
interaction between the gospel and church tradition, on the one 
hand, and the changing social and cultural context, on the other.” 
The Word of God is planted among all peoples “from the 
beginning of time” but needs to be nurtured by the Church. The 
weeds represent evil and all that is in opposition to the word of 
God. This dynamic interaction of discovering and nurturing the 
word of God among a people is called inculturation.  

Individualism, understood as a “right” protected by the state – the 
right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” – is a seed 
planted by the founders of the United States. It reflects and 
expresses the Church’s deep-seated teaching on the sanctity of 
human life and the innate dignity of every human being regardless 
of race, ethnicity, gender, or economic class.  

One way this ideal is expressed – and often misused – today in 
public conversation is as “conscience.” The Church has a lot to 
say about conscience and presents its official teaching in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (paragraphs 1776-1802).  

The three key components of the Church’s teaching on conscience 
that should guide a missionary today in the U.S. culture are: 1) 
being alone, 2) being alone with God, and 3) being alone, with 
God, while weighing the good or evil of a particular act.  

Sad, and ironic, that Americans, who celebrate the individual and 
promote personal rights, find it so incredibly 

Donald R. McCrabb,  
D. Min., is the     
Executive Director of the 
United States Catholic Mis-
sion Association.  
He may be reached at 
dmccrabb@uscatholicmission.org. 

Conscience and U.S. Culture 
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Happenings 

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 the Catholic Communication Campaign.  
You build bridges of global solidarity by supporting USCMA. Donate at uscatholicmission.org. Copyright 2022.  

United States Catholic Mission Association 
7300 Hanover Drive, Suite 304, Greenbelt, MD, 20770 
202-832-3112 
www.uscatholicmission.org 

March 9-11, 2022  
USCMA Board of Directors 
Meeting. Our board will be 
meeting in Greenbelt, MD at 
the offices of the Conference of 
Major Superiors of Men 
(CMSM) where USCMA has its 
offices. Please keep our board 
members in your prayers. The 
board will be reviewing the 
work of Bob McCarty who is 
animating the board’s review 
and reflection on USCMA’s 
mission and plans for the future.  

April 7, 2022  
2 pm ET (1 pm CT, noon 
MT, and 11 am PT) 
 

Intercultural Living – The 
How and the Who with 
Fr. Anthony “Tony” Gittins, 
CSSp. This is the companion 
webinar to Tony Gittins’ first 
webinar on Intercultural Living 
- the What and the Why.  
Spaces are limited so PLEASE 
REGISTER SOON and plan to 
participate in person in order to 
enjoy discussion opportunities.   

April 28, 2022  
2 pm ET (1 pm CT, noon 
MT, and 11 am PT) 
 

Freeing Congregational 
Mission: A Webinar 
with Dr. Hunter Farrell  
Now is the time for parishes 
and churches to rejuvenate their 
short-term mission trips - 
whether those trips are domestic 
or international. Hunter will 
share practical insights from his 
new book, with S. Balajiedlang 
Khyllep, on accompaniment, 
cultural humility, and co-
development. Freeing 
Congregational Mission is 
published by IVP Academic 
(2022). REGISTRATION is 
required.  

difficult to be truly alone, by themselves, unplugged from any devices, 
and fully present to themselves. Being truly alone can be terrifying and 
barren. It can also be indescribably awe-inspiring.  

It is here, in this aloneness, that we encounter and know our true selves – 
our hopes and dreams, our griefs and anxieties. Here, we discover a “law 
within” that we must obey. It is here that we see goodness, we grasp it, 
and we love it.  

Alone is an edge moment where we realize that there is only one other – 
God – who can be with, and hold, our aloneness, our wholeness, however 
broken and fragmented it is. To be truly alone is to be totally with 
ourselves and with God, the “Creator of heaven and earth.” Aloneness is 
the existential “big bang” where we are thrust into conscious awareness 
of our being by being itself. I am because God is.  

The mission of the Church today, in this time and in this culture, with 
these, our sisters and brothers, is to cultivate, even awaken, the capacity 
for people to be authentically free by being truly alone with themselves 
before God, the source of all being, goodness, and truth.  

Conscience, which for Catholics is an “absolute” or, in the words of Saint 
John Henry Newman, “the aboriginal Christ,” can be wrong due to 
ignorance. Often, I am responsible for this ignorance. I may be lazy and 
not take the “trouble to find out what is true and good.” Do I seek out 
knowledge of Christ and his Gospel? Do I do a critical assessment of the 
example of others? Am I free of my own passions and desires? Do I 
appreciate the communal and spiritual aspects of conscience? Do I accept 
Church teachings and the Church’s authority to teach? Am I open to 
conversion? Do I seek the good of others even if it causes me to suffer? 

It appears that there are three failures of conscience in America today:  

The inability to be truly alone, with God, in the face of moral 
decisions.  

The failure to do the work of conscience, taking the time and effort to 
weigh the evidence before us, including assessing the credibility of 
the evidence and its source.  

The proper use of first principles. The pursuit of happiness is 
dependent on liberty and liberty, in turn, is dependent on life.  

The word of God has been planted among the peoples of the United 
States of America. Missionaries are called to identify and nurture those 
seeds. Missionaries can encourage, and provide opportunities, for people 
to be alone with God. We can also teach them how to “take the trouble” 
to educate the conscience. We can celebrate the freedom America 
proclaims and protects even as we sift through the evils that have 
emerged in our society. We can invite, and accompany, our sisters and 
brothers into the sanctuary of their own conscience which “guarantees 
freedom and engenders peace of heart.”  

http://www.uscatholicmission.org
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZAlcuCrpj8jH9Ke3Phc6yafTAbgxARNgoaX
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYpcemgqDovE9LAWY4aoZhgoa4Aw0LHlX2W
https://uscatholicmission.org/donate

