
“Locked in Our Homes” 

My heartfelt congratulations to the JPIC Committee for publishing the second 

and final issue of Theologate Matters for the academic year 2019-2020! This issue 

comes out at a time when most of us are in a liminal space zooming in with the 

essentials of the physical- Am I Ok, Are you ok? We are “locked in our homes” with 

well stocked store rooms, work-at-home privileges, transitions to effective and 

efficient online learning, and increased social bubbling in our small formation 

communities as we meet with greater physical presence and interactions. Just like 

the Generation X, Millennials and Generation Z, the new normal will welcome the 

“Coronial” Generation- the “Coronials”, the “Quaranteens” and the Baby Zoomers 

by early 2021! Already COVID-19 has become a basic appetizing ingredient of our 

theological menu which will soon crowd the theological academia. As an outgoing 

member of the current formation team to serve with the Jesuit Refugee Service, I 

have been asked to share a few thoughts for this issue from the perspective of 

formation. 

Millions around the world have been told to stay at home unless one has to go 

out. This is to curb the spread of coronavirus, and anyone who breaks this norm is 

called a “covidiot”. The stay at home order is hard and stressful for many. Staying 

at home is the essence of formation for religious missionary life today. I have been 

inspired by the paradigm of Theory U by Otto Scharmer from MIT in my ministry 

of accompaniment either with seminarians or people living in existential peripheries. 

He introduced the concept of “presencing” which is a blend of presence and sensing. 

It is a heightened state of attention that allows individuals and groups to shift the 

inner place from which they live and operate; building on what God has done in my 

current self to operate from a future space of possibilities. Staying home is a 

contemplative practice of deep listening to the self and to what emerges from the 

collective. Sensing is seeing life as a system from edges and peripheries by fine 

tuning three inner instruments: the open mind, the open heart, and the open will. “Presencing” is the capacity to 

connect to the deepest sources of self—to go to the inner place of stillness where knowing comes to surface. Inner 

engineering is the technology to facilitate the shift. In short, shelter in or stay at home from a formational 

perspective is a call to drop everything that isn’t essential. This process of letting-go of our old ego and self, and 

letting-come of our highest future possibility: our Self is the essence of formational ministry in any setting. 

Integral formation for mission is a delicate intentional accompaniment between my current self and my best future 

self, held together by presencing- I AM WHO AM. 

After COVID-19, the new normal will require serious discernment for formation for mission.  What is 

everything that isn’t essential in our inner gate that requires us to drop them?  What are the essential workers and 

heroic healthcare workers during COVID-19 speaking to us as a formation community?  I am reminded of what 

Fr. Agbonkhianmeghe SJ, the president of the Jesuit Conference of Africa and Madagascar remarked: “COVID-
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19 renders predictions tenuous. Corralled into isolated involuntary huddles, we take shelter from its tempestuous 

rage. The church of COVID-19 bears a striking resemblance to the post-resurrection community of the upper 

room — vulnerable and interconnected, yet frightful of physical proximity. Church wasn't meant to be catacombs 

for self-protection.  

The essential workers, volunteers and healthcare personnel have shown us in their witnessing a new Pentecost 

is possible! Integrating the wind of this new Pentecost in our formation programs based on a new normal will let 

the world see in us again “the witness of compelling people.” 

Shiju Paul, SVD 

 

Source: Internet; Purpose: to promote care for our common home 
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Cuentame 

Is it important to share our stories? I never saw the value 

of sharing my story with others until this year when I had the 

unique opportunity and honor to accompany eleven students 

at Dominican University and share our stories with each 

other. The name of the program that I coordinated for my 

ministry practicum experience is called Ministry en lo 

Cotidiano which, according to their website: “…means 

‘ministry in the everyday.’ Lo cotidiano is a concept drawn 

from the work of Latin@ theologians in the United States over the last 25 years.” The program consists of the 

following three components: students doing 8 hours of service at various ministries sites, students engaging in 

one hour of theological reflection, and one-on-one meetings. However, here I would like to focus on the 

component of theological reflection, which was transforming for the students and me.   

Each week, for one-hour, students came together and reflected on their ministerial experiences and stories 

through the lenses of Latin American theologians. As a Divine Word missionary called to serve God’s people, I 

found it so inspiring to hear the stories of each of the participants in the program. In my accompaniment with the 

students each week we explored different themes, including those from a Latin American theologian. One of our 

themes that touched me the most was “Cuentame,” or in English, “Tell Me.” During that theological reflection, 

students were introduced to the theologian Natalia Imperatori-Lee, a professor in the religious studies department 

at Manhattan College. According to Dr. Imperatori-Lee, “the story of the church is after all the story of the people 

of God present in the biographies of committed individuals and made plain to the rest of the church as narrative.” 

I was very struck by Dr. Imperatori-Lee’s statement and how true it is.  

We, as the body of Christ, make up the Church, and each of our stories is sacred and needs to be shared. As 

the participants in the Ministry en lo Cotidiano were sharing their stories, I remember how deeply I was moved 

by their trust in the rest of the group.  As a minister, I learned the importance of the minister being vulnerable. 

The stories of each of the students in the program have transformed my life significantly, both as a person and as 

a minister. I look forward to my future mission in my accompaniment with God’s people to share with them my 

story as they share with me theirs. By doing that, we will learn from each other or, as Professor Roger Schroeder 

SVD would refer to it, as mission in reverse.  

Christian Castro 

2020 Lunar New Year – The Year of Rat. 

After great preparations were done by our SVD 

confreres at the Theologate, the 2020 Lunar New Year 

celebration took place on Friday, January 31, 2020. It 

started with a Mass at 5:00 pm on the same day and  was 

followed by a celebration that included sharing 

Vietnamese traditional food and enjoying wonderful 

entertainment and games that were led by our talented 

SVD confreres.   

The heart of the celebration was the Eucharist in 

which we give thanks and praises to our God, “the 
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Creator of heaven and earth, who makes all things possible,” who had blessed us with a successful 2019 year of 

the pig. We offered thanks and asked God for another year of good health and prosperity for all of us, our families, 

and our benefactors. In this celebration, we were grateful to have Fr. Tuong Vu, an SVD from Japan studying at 

CTU, preside the Mass; our benefactors, SVD confreres, and many brothers and sisters from CTU and other 

religious communities joined us in the celebration.         

The event was a great success, and we all gave thanks to our God and to those who made this event possible. 

According to Vietnamese and other Asian traditions, Lunar New Year is also an opportunity for us to reconcile 

ourselves to God and one another because we believe that “Dĩ Hòa Vi Quý” (in Vietnamese, the saying means 

that reconciliation brings success to all). We reconcile ourselves to God to be worthy to enjoy God’s holy presence 

among us and ask God  to give us another year of blessing and happiness. We reconcile ourselves to one another 

to restore peace in our souls, to make peace with others, and thus to bring peace to our world. 

One fact about rats is that they are very relational beings, so let us pray that the Lord will help us to be more 

relational to one another and make our relationship with God and others in such a new year even more close-knit. 

Hai Pham, SVD 

Celebrating Black History Month 

Martin Luther King Jr. is believed to have said: “We may have all come on different 

ships, but we’re in the same boat now.”  This quote resonates well with our identity as 

Divine Word Missionaries since we are all in One Heart though having many faces. 

Likewise, we share the joy and pain of one another and that of the whole of humanity. In 

this sense, the Divine Word Theologate united itself as a community to the 

commemoration of Black history month. This is a way for each member to remember the 

past and present pains of our Black American brothers and sisters in the United States. 

We opened up the commemoration with the celebration of the memory of Martin Luther 

King Jr. on January 23rd 2020. Following this celebration, the JPIC committee of the 

house organized three main activities and one celebration throughout the month namely: 

the presentation of African American history, the conversation about the relevance of 

African American ministry today, the liturgical celebration of the “Kwanzaa”, and the 

visit to the DuSable Museum of African 

American History. The community was privileged to have a lay 

African American woman to share her experience of being an 

American who lived the experience of segregation and racism. It was 

very powerful and emotive to listen to her story. Hopefully, these 

activities really allowed each member of the community to connect 

to the day-to-day experience of many Black Americans in this 

country. As ministers, it is our duty to become the defenders and the 

voices of those at the margins of our society. Thus, our solidarity with 

those who are sufferings is also a means for us to remember that we 

are part of one body: Christ.  

JPIC DWT 
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Serving Our Homeless Brothers and Sisters at the Sisters of Charity Food Pantry in Chicago 

At the beginning of the Lenten Season, the JPIC committee organized a 

five-session-commitment with the Sisters of Charity in order to serve our 

brothers and sisters in need. Unfortunately, we were able to commit for only 

one session, that is one Saturday, due to the Covid-

19 outbreak. Yet, it was a wonderful experience 

having some members of Divine Word Theologate 

community at the food pantry. The group helped the 

Sisters cook the meal for over 50 homeless persons. 

In addition, they also helped the Sisters pack some boxes of food supplies for their food 

pantries in Haiti. The Sisters were very happy and grateful for our joyful presence. Though 

we were not able to continue, we were able to raise some funds for the ministry of the 

Sisters of Charity which will be handed over to them once they reopen in the future. 

JPIC DWT 

 

This sign means LESS paper is MORE tree 

Source: Internet; Purpose: to promote minimum usage of printer 



 

LIFE ADMIST COVID-19 
 

 

6. Theologate Matters 
 

OTP in the World in the Midst of Covid-19 Outbreak 

Over a month ago, my OPT companion and I had 

the opportunity to participate in a pastoral ministry in 

one of our parishes in the Spanish SVD Province. We 

had already finished our Spanish language class, and 

then we received an invitation to “come and see” from 

one of our confreres, Fr. Herme Diez, SVD, as he 

ministered with the catechists and the choir from his 

parish. For me, it was not just to “come and see” but 

also to learn from Fr. Diez and the choir how to sing. 

We did not go there for just that one time, but we 

asked Fr. Diez to join him every Tuesday for bible 

sharing with the catechists and for practice singing 

with the choir. So we participated in bible sharing and 

preparing songs for Sunday Mass. What came next 

was a friendly invitation from the choir to tour one of 

the towns where they have many wineries. It was a 

surprise for me. The town was called Cubillas in the 

diocese of Valladolid, where we got to learn its 

history, places where people make wine, and different 

types of historical buildings. We even got to try their 

wine. That day I received one of the biggest blessings. 

One member of the choir was walking with me and 

speaking with me using words that I could 

understand. And that same day, I was very grateful 

for the kindness, hospitality, and joy of all those we met. I cannot wait until this pandemic is over. I really want 

to participate in bible studies, to prepare songs, and to practice singing with the choir for Sunday Mass again. I 

miss their laughter, their beautiful voices, and their joy. I do hope and pray that this pandemic will be over soon.  

As of now, my OTP companion from Kenya and I are having classes at home every day for three hours. Our 

teachers are our confreres. We are currently living in Dueñas, Palencia, Spain with five older confreres. Each 

would take turns to teach us different things from Monday through Friday. Fr. Juan Antonio, who was a 

missionary for many years in Nicaragua, uses the daily newspaper to teach us to understand what’s going on in 

the Spanish society now. Daily, each of us would find a story from the newspaper to share with him using our 

own words. Fr. Adolfo del Valle, who is our OTP director, has been teaching us about the culture and the history 

of Spain as well as the history of the Spanish SVD province. Fr. Mateo Alejandro, who was a missionary in 

Colombia for many years, teaches us to read correctly and clearly the daily first reading and the psalm before our 

daily Eucharist. He also helps us understand the theological concept behind each reading. Lastly, Fr. Euquerio 

Ferreras, who was a missionary in Mexico, works with us in our backyard in the afternoon. He is 72 years old 

and is still as fit as a fiddle. We always have fun working with him as we try to stay active these days. Overall, 

we do stay busy here. We have classes in the morning, we work in the afternoon, and we do our best to remain 

healthy. Thanks be to God, we all are doing well these days. 

Hoang Nguyen, SVD 
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“Come and Rest a While” 

On March 17th, Germany went on lockdown and many parts of the country’s public and social life were 

suspended. Chancellor Angela Merkel, in cooperation with the country’s 16 federal states, agreed on far-reaching 

measures as an effort to combat and slow down the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

This virus, as we all have experienced, have altered the way we live, relate to one another, and even the way 

we worship. Daily life in houses of worship, such as churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples was suspended. 

Our Lenten journey came suddenly to a halt as all public gatherings were banned.  

In Berlin, however, Catholic parishes, as well as other houses of worship, were permitted to remain open for 

personal prayer only.  This is as long as all hygiene requirements as well as the 1.5 meters social distancing 

regulations are being followed. People must wear masks and use hand sanitizer as they enter the church.  

Aware of the tremendous need for pastoral care during this time of incertitude and tumult, the SVD community 

decided to keep the parish, Katholische Kirchengemeinde Heilig Geist, open for a few hours during the day. For 

many in our parish community, this has been a source of joy.  Even though all parish events and Eucharistic 

celebrations were prohibited, people still have a place to pray and reflect if they so wished.  

People come sporadically throughout the day to spend time alone in prayer and contemplation, others just 

looking for a place to light a candle and pick up guided prayers and mediation sheets provided by our SVD 

community; others would simply have a seat and close their eyes. There have been familiar faces but also some 

new faces as well. Some seem comfortable in a religious setting; others not so much. Some would stay longer 

than others. 

The words of Jesus spoken to his disciple during the feeding of the Five Thousand have been present in my 

mind lately. He tells them, “Come with Me privately to a solitary place, and let us rest for a while” (Mark 6:31). 

Keeping the parish doors open has not always been easy. It means that we, SVDs, need to be constantly cleaning 

and disinfecting it. However, I find it rewarding to know that those who come in find in this physical dwelling a 

place where they can rest from whatever is troubling their minds and hearts. A place where the weary can rest…as 

Jesus promised us, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” 

Jorge Zetino, SVD 
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Easter Amidst a Pandemic 

This pandemic has changed many things. All classes are now 

online, most stores are closed, and we cannot go to Mass at any 

of the local parishes. Our way of life has also changed in the 

Theologate. We try to maintain being in groups of ten for prayer, 

Mass, and meals, maintain social distance, and not all be in the 

same space at once. When it came time for Holy Week, many of 

us knew that our original plans would be canceled. Some of us 

were going to take part in Easter celebrations in local parishes 

and ministries until the stay-at-home orders came into effect. 

Easter this year was definitely going to be different. 

I was actually planning to go away for Holy Week after 

finishing final exams, but could not because of knowing the risk 

of traveling during this pandemic. I was disappointed to not go, 

but then realized that in some way, staying at the Theologate was 

an unexpected blessing. I had a meeting with my community 

about what the Janssen Community would do for Holy Week. We planned out what we were going to do for each 

day starting with Holy Thursday. This got me excited and looking forward to our Holy Week celebrations.  

If there was any part of Holy Week that was the most touching and powerful experience, it would be Easter 

Vigil on the evening of Holy Saturday. Everyone in the Janssen Community was present, including our deacons. 

I always enjoy Easter Vigil because the readings always remind of the salvation of God being present from the 

beginning of creation, through Israel, through the Incarnation of Jesus Christ, and even today through us who 

believe in the Triune God. Our formator Fr. Shiju Paul was the celebrant and his homily especially touched me. 

One thing I took away from his homily was the opening of the tombs of saints from the Gospel of Matthew (Matt 

27:52-53). I was reminded of how each of us, including myself, is called to be a saint for God. Very often, we 

can lose motivation to pray, to study hard, and even to be dedicated to our vocations. Even now with this 

pandemic, it makes 

us question why to 

continue what we 

are doing if we 

cannot even go 

outside to do 

ministry, for our 

world has been 

turned upside 

down. We are 

called to be saints 

and to open up the 

tombs within us 

and let out that 

person within us 

out to follow God. 

Source: Internet 
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As SVD, we are called to follow where the Spirit leads us and to live out the Incarnation in our own lives as 

missionaries. We must let go of our ideas, our expectations, what we were comfortable with before this pandemic.  

Sometimes what once was, we must come to acceptance of loss and let it go. As we continue forward, we may be 

heading into the unknown or may be feeling anxious or afraid of what is to come or what may happen. That’s ok, 

but don’t let them paralyze you. After all, how can we take part in the resurrection if we remain in the tomb? 

Brian M. Junkes, SVD 

COVID-19 and Interculturality  

What does it mean to participate in God’s mission in the context of COVID-19 

turning our world and our perspectives upside-down? And…maybe…closer to 

God? One aspect of our prophetic response is to maintain hope and faith—that in 

the face of the unknown and the uncontrollable, in the face of fear and loss, we dare 

trust in the mystery of God’s love and Spirit. Just like the disciples on the road to 

Emmaus. To acknowledge that Jesus is walking with us. To see life beyond the 

tomb! For the living and the dead. 

Part of this challenge of witnessing to God’s “way, truth and life” can be seen 

through the lens of the Christian call to intercultural living and mission—the vision 

of the Reign of God whereby we believe that we can be mutually enriched and even 

challenged by those of different cultures, races, nationalities, economic classes, 

generations, and world views. How can we live together as truly sisters and 

brothers, as children of the same God?  

This period of the coronavirus can move us in two directions. On the one hand, 

the experience of fear, anxiety, isolation and desperation can lead us to project our 

already-existing prejudices toward those who are different from ourselves in any 

way. We can literally go into “shut-in” mode mentally (and spiritually!). And on 

the social, political, economic, and even ecclesial levels, this can fuel xenophobia 

and racism. We naturally “close-in” on our own concerns, restrictions, and our own “kind” of people. 

On the other hand, the pandemic also provides a wonderful opportunity to acknowledge, experience, and 

strengthen the interconnectedness among all peoples and with creation. There is no doubt that all peoples are 

bound together by a common experience—albeit to different degrees and with different consequences.  How can 

I not identify with the anguish of people around the world who are not able to properly grieve for and bury their 

dead?  

Family members and friends say, “We can get through this together.” We have the opportunity now to really 

broaden our understanding and experience of “family.” From an experience of suffering and anxiety shared by 

all to an experience of a common intercultural bond of our human family, with the dream of God’s people around 

the banquet table, already now is some way and in a much fuller way in the next life. 

Roger Schroeder, SVD 

“in the face of 

the unknown 

and the 

uncontrollable, 

in the face of 

fear and loss, 

we dare trust 

in the mystery 

of God’s love 

and Spirit.” 
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A “Broken Pencil”, Sharpened by God 

First of all, after 9 years serving as director of formation, I would like to express my gratitude to the Chicago 

Province for entrusting me with formation work at the Divine Word Theologate in Chicago.  I have received a lot 

of support and encouraging words from the provincials and the leadership at all levels in our province during 

these years.  I acknowledge the patience and kindness of our rectors, formators and professors at the Theologate 

who have been faithful in their service and collaboration.  I am so grateful and blessed to walk with our younger 

theologians and to witness the ever-growing and unbelievable faith that each of them has brought into our 

multicultural-living theologate community. 

When I was in Ecuador, 

once I got to know and work 

with some Missionary Sisters of 

Charity, I loved their founder, 

Mother Saint Teresa of 

Calcutta, not only with her 

humble and inspiring life style 

but also her life giving words, 

particularly, she once said:   “I 

am a little pencil in God's hands. 

He does the thinking. He does 

the writing. He does everything 

and sometimes it is really hard because it is a broken pencil and He has to sharpen it a little more.” (The Joy in 

Loving: A Guide to Daily Living) 

Working in formation, I often see just this kind of “broken pencil” in our students, and many times I thought 

I myself have tried to “sharpen” it again and again.  One day, I realized that I have to stop sharpening it because 

I am not that professional and competent. There is another one much more professional than I am, that is God.  

He is the one who in turn reminds me that I myself am a “broken pencil” that needs to be sharpened.  Though I 

am proud of our formation program in USC, proud of our formators in the past and present time, and of our 

students come and gone throughout many decades, we all are “broken” pencils and really need to be sharpened 

by our loving God.  Therefore, the process of vocation discernment is painful but rewarding.  That’s what we 

have been doing and we keep doing it in the course of our life.  “To be sharpened” or “to be pruned” like Jesus’ 

language of the Vine and Branches is not pleasant at times but it can be rewarding.  

Lately, we have been attacked by the Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak. We have experienced the fragility 

of our human body and the limitation of our human knowledge and capacity. We have experienced difficulties 

also in our formation house, the postponing the Graduation and Ordination ceremonies in May, 2020, and the 

cancelation of CTP and CPE programs during this summer.  I myself don’t really like to see such changes in my 

final year of formation work, but I believe in the One who has His Divine Will, “making everything more useful 

and better!”  

From the comments on the television and internet, I have learned that life after the COVID 19 will be changed 

radically.  People might come to understand the value of family life and work harder to improve their 

relationships.  My colleague-formators and I also have experienced that our seminarians have grown very much 

during our practice of “stay-at-home” and social distancing in our formation house.  We got used to and now 

Source: Internet 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/257396
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/257396
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enjoy zooming and online classes. We use all forms of communication and media to get connected with our loved 

ones everywhere.  We have grown in solidarity with the poor and the marginalized.  We show our respect and 

sensitivity to one another in order to keep our community a healthy and safe place.  And many more positive 

changes that I am grateful for.   

Finally, I always remember all our benefactors, families and friends who constantly support us.  They 

participate directly in our formation and mission by their generosity and love.  Through their generous 

contributions, the Chicago province has been able to help our religious formation and education at CTU.   

Lord, you are the author of my life and the life of all, help us to believe that you are with us faithfully on our 

journey and you never abandon us.  Like those “broken pencils,” we are constantly sharpened by you.   Thank 

you, Lord! 

Brandon Hiep Nguyen, SVD 

Preparing Sandwiches for the Port Ministries 

Since March of this year, the world has been faced with 

one of the biggest health crises of this century: the COVID-

19 pandemic. Due to the wild spread of this deadly virus 

and the shelter-in-place order enforced by many States, 

including Illinois, many have lost their jobs. This situation 

left many without the basic human needs such as food. 

Also, our homeless brothers and sisters didn’t have any 

place to go in order get something to eat. As a way for us to 

continue reaching out to those in need, we have decided to 

provide sandwiches to our brothers and sisters in need 

through the Port ministries. Basically, we prepared 

sandwiches at the Theologate and have the driver stop by 

and pick them up. With this collaboration, we were able to 

serve more than 400 sandwiches during the month of April. 

We hope to continue doing so during the month of May. 

This modest service is for us a way to join in solidarity with 

those who are less fortunate during this difficult time. In the 

end, we all part of the body of Christ and the pain of one 

part of the body is also our pain.   

JPIC DWT    
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