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Can I open a door of mercy 
to others in my life?
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Holy Cross Province has once again completed the renewal procedure for the Praesidium, Inc. accredita-
tion process and is successfully renewed as Praesidium Accredited™. The Province is recognized as a fully 
accredited Religious Institute in compliance with Standards for the Protection of Minors.

In order to be reaccredited, an independent team of specialists from Praesidium verified that the twenty-
five Standards for Accreditation have been fulfilled. Praesidium specialists reviewed our policies, conducted 
site visits and interviewed members of the Province, members of the Provincial Council and members of our 
lay Review Board for a Safe Environment.

We continue to keep the victims/survivors of child abuse in our prayers for healing.

For more information about Praesidium, visit their website: http://website.praesidiuminc.com/

The Passionists

I love being a Passionist because …

I love being a 
Passionist because 
our special charism 
and center of our 
life is to live around 
the greatest act of 
love the world has 
ever experienced, 
Christ Crucified!   
Our greatest treasure 
and most important 
gift that we have 
is that the Father 
has cherished us 
so much that He 
gave His Son for us.  
Nothing in the world 
can be more positive 
and joyful than that.
Father Bob Weiss, C.P., 
Louisville, Ky.

I love being a 
Passionist because, 
what made Jesus 
be Jesus, my fellow 
Passionists passed 
on to me and those 
reached through 
their ministry. 
Each day living 
in the Passionist 
community was 
Pentecost ... .
Bernie Curran,  
Dubuque, Iowa I love being a 

Passionist student 
because I found a 
group of men that 
I can call good role 
models and friends. 
We all strive to 
proclaim the Passion 
of Jesus Christ, and 
it brings joy to my 
heart.    
Juan Gonzalez, C.P.,  
Chicago, Ill.

I love being a 
Passionist because 
we respond to 
challenges and 
suffering with 
compassion 
and hope. We 
put our trust in 
the (seemingly) 
paradoxical wisdom 
of the Cross of 
Jesus.
Patty Gillis,  
Detroit, Mich.
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Father Robin Ryan, C.P.
“Jesus Christ is the face of the Father’s mercy.” These 
words open Misericordiae Vultus, Pope Francis’ papal 
Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy. 
According to Father Robin Ryan, C.P., a Passionist of 
St. Paul of the Cross Province and a professor of sys-
tematic theology at Catholic Theological Union in 
Chicago, Ill., Misericordiae Vultus highlights the cen-
tral Christian truth - we believe that God is a merciful 
God and Jesus has revealed that to us.
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and Gus Wilhelmy, co-
founders of the Safer 
Foundation, discuss how 
mercy is lived out in their 
work. Carol Barden is a 
retreatant at Holy Name 
Passionist Retreat Center 
in Houston and shares 
her perspective on 12-step 
programs and the spiritual 
works of mercy.

Father Mike Hoolahan, 
C.P., looks at mercy from a  
financial perspective, es-
pecially as it relates to the 
Passionists making loans to institutions that help oth-
ers in need. We also hear from Sam Divine, our current 
novice, and Juan Gonzalez, C.P., a Passionist student in 
Chicago, sharing their experiences of missionary work in 
Birmingham, Ala. And finally, we hear from Patty Gillis, 
the Chair of the Board of Directors of St. Paul of the Cross 
Passionist Retreat and Conference Center in Detroit. 
Patty is also the Executive Director of Voices for Earth 
Justice, and she shares their work, based on the belief that 
God’s love is revealed in all of Creation.

Mercy has many aspects and is demonstrated in vari-
ous ways. As we reflect on the many ways God has shown 
mercy to us, the articles in this issue help us discover the 
many ways we can show mercy to one another during this 
jubilee year. 

In Christ Crucified,

V. Rev. Joe Moons, C.P. 
Provincial Superior
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From the Provincial

A Year of Mercy to Nourish the 
Church and the World

V. Rev. Joe Moons, C.P.

Dear Passionist Family,
Pope Francis has invited the Church to celebrate an 

Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy, beginning December 
8, 2015, the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception of 
Mary.  In his homily announcing the Jubilee Year of Mercy, 
Pope Francis reminded us of some very basic truths: “No 
one can be excluded from the mercy of God; everyone 
knows the way to access it and the Church is the house 
that welcomes all and refuses no one. Its doors remain wide 
open, so that those who are touched by grace can find the 
certainty of forgiveness.” It is true: God’s mercy knows 
no bounds! As Passionists, we see this demonstrated in a 
most profound way on the Cross, where, out of sheer love 
and mercy, Jesus died to free us from the power of sin and 
death. The Year of Mercy, then, is an opportunity for the 
Church, in the words of Pope Francis, to “make clear its 
mission of being a witness to mercy.” 

The announcement of a Year of Mercy couldn’t come 
at a better time. It seems all too obvious that the world is 
in great need of mercy. We know there are conflicts rag-
ing in communities in the United States and all across the 
world about politics, race, policing, violence, the environ-
ment, immigration and many other areas, as people try 
to deal with the difficult challenges facing all of us. One 
might think that these kinds of challenges would com-
pel us to treat each other with more mercy, but, all too of-
ten, the opposite has been true. In the face of this, we are 
called to be a Church where people can encounter mercy.

Another place where we expect to encounter mercy 
is in the family. Very often it is family members who ex-
tend mercy when others may not. In this issue, you will 
see how mercy is lived throughout the Passionist Family. 
Father Robin Ryan, C.P., offers a reflection on mercy in re-
lation to Pope Francis’ solemn declaration of the Year of 
Mercy (Misericordiae Vultus) and what it means in our ev-
eryday lives. We hear from Father Bob Weiss, C.P., who 
discusses forgiveness as a work of mercy. Bernie Curran 
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On a Mission to be Witnesses of Mercy

Mercy is the compassionate love of God. We have all 
known it and experienced it, either as the one shown 
mercy or the one extending mercy to others. Pope 
Francis consistently urges us to live our faith in ac-
tion, especially in showing mercy to others.  

The mercy of God is beautifully depicted in Jesus 
the Good Shepherd. He is the one who goes out of 
His way to find the lost. He is the one who comforts 
the brokenhearted, who forgives sins. He is the one 
who reconciles us to one another and to the Father.

Being merciful toward others begins first with 
the experience of being shown mercy. Was it a par-
ent, a spouse, a priest or friend who was the face of 
mercy?  When we were feeling lost, alone or unloved, 
how did God reveal His face of mercy? For many of 
us, it was a Passionist priest or brother. The “heart” 
of the Passionist congregation is an outward sign of 
their mission to bring the compassionate heart of 
Jesus to all in need.

More than ever — in a world torn asunder, where 
human lives are discarded and communities are di-
vided by color or religion — we need faces of mercy.  
We need more Passionists and more young people 
inspired by Passionists to be God’s love and forgive-
ness for others.

The Passion of Christ: The Love That Compels 
Campaign invites you to consider a gift or pledge in 
support of these Passionists who walk with us in our 

human frailty. They offer compassionate hospitality, 
spiritual counsel, words of hope and prayers for our 
needs.  Each Passionist is the face of God’s mercy.

We ask you now to make a gift or pledge to our 
campaign that supports our senior Passionists who 
have increased health care needs, and the formation 
and education of young Passionists and a new gen-
eration of lay Passionist leaders.

Learn more about this campaign at our web-
site, www.passionist.org/campaign. To support the 
campaign, use the enclosed envelope or call Angela 
Kwasinski, our Director of Donor Relations, at 
800.295.9048, ext. 206.

Please consider helping us get us to our 
Transformation Goal. Through your gift to the 
Passionists, you truly are supporting these mission-
aries of mercy.

Help Passionist priests and brothers 
be the Face of Mercy through a gift 

or pledge to the Passionists of Holy 
Cross Province



4

Mercy: The Foundation of  
the Church’s Life
Father Robin Ryan, C.P.

“Jesus Christ is the face of the Father’s mercy.” These 
words open Misericordiae Vultus, Pope Francis’ papal 
Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy. 
According to Father Robin Ryan, C.P., a Passionist 
of St. Paul of the Cross Province and a professor of 
systematic theology at Catholic Theological Union in 
Chicago, Ill., Misericordiae Vultus highlights the central 
Christian truth — we believe that God is a merciful 
God and Jesus has revealed that to us.

In his study of the document, Father Robin has 
identified three key points that Pope Francis has made 
in Misericordiae Vultus.

The first key point is what Father Robin refers to 
as a Christological interpretive key.

“Christologically, it’s important because it gives an 
interpretative key or framework for understanding the 

Jesus story. There are 
different ways of inter-
preting Jesus’s life, work 
and mission. Jesus is the 
face of the Father’s mer-
cy. Everything in Jesus 
speaks of mercy, even His 
challenging, provocative 
teachings are ultimately 
revealing God’s merciful 
will — God’s will to offer 
life,” states Father Robin.

The second key point 
is ecclesiological. The 
pope is encouraging the 
Church to focus its mis-
sionary work on mercy.

“Ecclesiologically, 
for its mission, the 
Church needs to be a 

credible witness of the mercy of God poured forth in 
the world. The Church’s language and gestures must 
transmit mercy. The pope’s reflection gives us a sense 
of what the Church’s mission is all about. He describes 
every Christian as a missionary disciple, so every 
baptized person is part of this mission. He underscores 
the corporal and spiritual works of mercy. Mercy is the 
foundation of the Church’s life,” explains Father Robin.

The third key point is the relationship between 
justice and mercy.

“Mercy is the foundation of  

the Church’s life.”

Father Robin Ryan, C.P., teaching at Catholic Theological Union.
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“The pope addresses the topic of the relationship 
between justice and mercy. It’s not an easy thing to 
do. Theologically and philosophically, it’s not easy to 
know how to describe their relationship. 

“You see it in our society today with things like 
the death penalty, immigration or what to do with 
the homeless; there is that tension between justice 

and mercy, law and compassion. The pope takes this 
up and makes some interesting statements about it. 
He says, ‘Justice and mercy are two dimensions of the 
same reality that unfolds progressively until it culmi-
nates in the fullness of love.’ 

“The pope goes on to say, ‘If God limited himself to 
only justice, He would cease to be God, and would instead 
be like human beings who ask merely that the law be re-
spected. But mere justice 
is not enough.’ It’s a very 
interesting statement, 
God’s mercy envelops and 
surpasses justice. Justice 
is not enough by itself,” 
shares Father Robin.

The Year of Mercy is 
not an esoteric idea. It is 
to be practiced every day 
of our lives. We are bene-
factors of God’s mercy 
and in turn are expected 
to extend that mercy to 
others in our families, 
workplaces and commu-
nities. According to Father 
Robin, there are ways we 
can make mercy a regular 
practice in our lives.

Mercy: The Foundation of  
the Church’s Life

“The father in the Prodigal Son is an image of God. 
For Pope Francis, it is the primal portrait of God in the 
Gospel even though it’s male and we know God is not 
male. But because of what it connotes, it’s the primal 
portrait of God. We are made in the image and likeness 
of God. When we experience God’s mercy, we are 
empowered to do that for one another.

 “We need to be honest with ourselves and ask for 
forgiveness. We need to admit our limitations and par-
ticipate in the Sacrament of Reconciliation in some 
way.  We need to learn how to listen. Listening is hard 
work and requires a lot of personal generosity. The abil-
ity to listen to one another is an expression of mercy. 

 “As Passionists, when we think about mercy 
and compassion, we reflect on the cross. We revere 
the cross as an expression of God’s mercy and God’s 
solidarity with people in their suffering. For us, the 
cross is the greatest sign of the depths of God’s saving 
love of people. We see it as the greatest expression of 
God’s compassion for the world. 

“Because Christ has entered into the depths of 
human suffering, we know God is able to identify with 
us in the human suffering that empowers us to do that 
for other people.”

We are benefactors of God’s mercy  

and in turn are expected to extend  

that mercy to others.

Father Robin Ryan, C.P., celebrates Mass at St. Vincent Strambi Community.
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there is no mercy. They can’t stop [drinking] because 
they are very, very sick,” says Carol.

Where there is alcoholism, there is great suffering. 
It’s no surprise the Passionists are very strong propo-
nents of 12-step programs. Many 12-step meetings and 
retreats are hosted at Passionist retreat centers. 

“Holy Name is a very peaceful place and the green-
ery of the gardens is soothing. It has nice energy. It’s 
very spiritual and I have had times where I felt it was a 
very holy place. 

“The retreat center atmosphere allows you to get 
close to people [during 12-step retreats], to talk and share. 

 “I will always go [to Al-Anon] for the rest of my 
life because it has helped me in every area of my life,” 
Carol says.

Holy Name Passionist Retreat Center offers a va-
riety of 12-step meetings and programs.  For more in-
formation, visit: passionist.org/holyname or call the 
retreat center at 713.464.0211.

“During meetings, we allow people to 

emote and cry, and we love them just 

where they are.”

Carol Barden

Tender Mercies in the 12-step  
Program of Al-Anon 

Al-Anon, like other 12-step programs, is an experience 
of mercy and compassion. Members find comfort, learn 
to bear wrongs patiently and forgive offenses willingly by 
working through each of the Twelve Steps.  

Participants in Al-Anon realize that alcoholism is a 
family disease. Often the alcoholic is blamed for the cri-
sis situations the family experiences, but those in Al-
Anon recognize that in trying to manage the alcoholism, 
their lives have become unmanageable. 

Carol Barden came to this realization 12 years ago. She 
has been attending Al-Anon meetings ever since. 

Carol now shares her wisdom and experience at 
various Al-Anon meetings, including those hosted 
at Holy Name Passionist Retreat Center in Houston, 
Texas, where she extends, witnesses and receives ten-
der mercies on a regular basis.

 “After almost 12 years, I have seen so many tender 
mercies. During meetings, we allow people to emote and 
cry, and we love them just where they are. 

“Sometimes, a newcomer comes in and their heart 
is broken. They open their mouth to speak and they just 
cry. No one tries to fix them. There is no cross-talk. We 
just let that person speak. When we hear someone who is 
broken share their story, we just say thank you for shar-
ing and go to the next person. I close my eyes and often 
turn my hands up in my lap. I send them white light and 

prayers. I ask God to please 
be merciful to them and 
please help them. I always 
tell them to come back,” 
explains Carol.

Alcoholism is an indis-
criminate disease. It claims 
victims of all ages, ethnici-
ties and social strata. 

“This is a terrible 
disease. You would think Carol Barden

Holy Name Passionist Retreat Center offers a beautiful setting for quiet 
prayer and reflection.
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There is a sense that in a capitalistic economy anyone can 
become whatever they want to become. However, there 
are those within our U.S. culture who are economically 
marginalized. They do not have a place in the economy 
that would enable them to move out of poverty. They are 
among the Christ Crucified in the world today. It’s no sur-
prise that the Passionists of Holy Cross Province are re-
sponding in solidarity, compassion and mercy. They do so 
through community loans. 

Father Mike Hoolahan, C.P., the Province trea-
surer, with the approval of the Provincial Council, in-
vests a portion of Passionist money in a segment of 
the market that, while the fiscal return is modest, pro-
vides a transformational impact on the lives of those 
invested in. Passionist money is used as a resource to 
assist those who don’t have access to traditional loans 
because of their economic circumstances. 

“We have eight community loans to community or-
ganizations in several cities: Cincinnati, Ohio, Chicago, 
Ill., Newark, N.J., South Bend, Ind., Detroit, Mich., and 
Louisville, Ky., These community organizations either 
provide housing or economic help to people who want to 
try to help themselves. Most of the loans are provided for 
low-income housing. Some are in trying to develop the 

Father Mike Hoolahan, C.P.

Money and Mercy Make a 
Difference: Community Loans

skills that give people the wherewithal to move into the 
economy,” shares Father Mike. 

The low-interest loans range from $20,000 to 
$30,000. Two of the loans are to organizations that 
have an interest beyond their local communities. Mercy 
Housing, for example, offers low-income housing 
throughout inner cities in the U.S., and Accion pro-
vides financing to micro-financing organizations in 
places like Mexico and Colombia. These micro-loan 
organizations try to help people generate a better life. 
They are called “micro” because the loans are usually in 
the range of $100. 

“Many Passionists, especially our elderly, are sup-
ported by Catholic people who believe in our mission. So, 
if we are blessed with these resources, we can use them to 
do good. Community loans are one of the ways we have 
chosen to do it. 

“Those being helped are people who want to succeed 
in the world but they can’t do it without ‘startup help’. As 
Passionists, we have a sense of helping others who want to 
help themselves — that’s what these loans do. They help 
people to move into a situation in which they are not de-
pendent upon handouts, charity and generosity. They are 
helped to slowly move forward and support themselves. 
This is not doing things to change the world, but it’s try-
ing to set an example of hope. This change is incremen-
tal. Transformation for those who can get a decent house 
and a decent job, that’s the goal. The world will change for 
one person with the opportunity to move out of poverty,” 
Father Mike says.

“ ... If we are blessed with these 

resources, we can use them to do good.”

 The Passionists’ loan to Mercy Housing helped fund the Rio Vista 
Apartments in Albuquerque, NM. It is a 75 unit senior property.
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Extending Mercy to the  
Marginalized
Bernie Curran           Gus  Wilhelmy

In addition to the vows of poverty, obedience and 
chastity, the Passionists take a fourth vow to keep the 
memory of the Passion of Jesus Christ alive in the world 
today. In their commitment to this vow, Passionists are 
drawn to a myriad of ministerial settings in which the 
corporal and spiritual works of mercy are made manifest 
in the lives of those who are suffering, marginalized or 
“cast off” from “mainstream” society. The charism of St. 
Paul of the Cross becomes a worldview for Passionists no 
matter the capacity in which they serve: priest, brother, 
sister or lay person. The desire to serve those suffering 
— Christ Crucified in the world today — compels 
Passionists to change the world around them.

Safer Foundation is an organization that changes 
the lives of some of the most marginalized members of 
society — those with 
criminal records. The 
organization was founded 
in 1972 by two Passionist 
alumni, Bernie Curran and 
Gus Wilhelmy. The two 
had been doing similar 
work together for another 
company and decided to 

“go it on their own,” according to Bernie.
Safer Foundation is one of the nation’s largest not-

for-profit providers of services designed exclusively for 
people with criminal records. The organization focuses 
on helping clients secure and maintain jobs because 
employment offers the best chance at successful re-
entry after serving time in prison.

For Gus, Safer Foundation was a natural fit. He had 
been involved in prison ministry at Leavenworth Federal 
Penitentiary, as well as other prisons, during his time 
teaching in the seminary in Warrenton, Missouri.

“It was almost a natural for me to go into prison 
work. It was a high interest for me. 

“In co- founding Safer, my vision was that we needed 
to be practical and provide three things: jobs, housing and 
decent substance abuse counseling. My focus was getting 
them a job, so they could pay for the rent and didn’t have 
to sell drugs to make a living,” shares Gus. 

In providing those critical resources, Safer Foundation 
impacts the lives of thousands on an annual basis.

“We assist 8,000-10,000 people a year. When 
people are going from prison into the streets and then to 
us, they become transformed and meaningful citizens. It 
influences their families as well. It’s a catalyst in society.

“I honestly think Safer, as an agency, is a 
transformation agency because it begins to make 
society aware of the goodness of these people. The 
ex-offender becomes aware that he has something to 

offer and feels confident 
that he can go out, get a 
job and be a meaningful 
member of society.

“Safer deals with the 
whole person, physically, 
spiritually or psychologi-
cally — that’s really mer-
cy,” explains Bernie.

“Safer [Foundation] deals with the 

whole person, physically, spiritually or 

psychologically — that’s really mercy.” 

-Bernie Curran

Bernie Curran and Gus Wilhelmy.
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As a catalyst in society, Safer Foundation not only 
works to rehabilitate ex-offenders, it understands that 
societal perceptions need some rehabilitating. 

“Two sides need rehabilitation when you deal 
with the offender. The offender, who no doubt has 
offended against society, needs rehabilitation, and to 
be brought back into society. 

“The other side that needs rehabbing is us, the 
non-offender, because we have a negative attitude 
toward these people. I think society needs as much 
rehabilitation in receiving back these people as the 
offenders themselves need to be changed. 

“[Ex-offenders] are very vulnerable. They need 
mercy, a kind understanding and acceptance back into 
society. Otherwise, they may once again jeopardize 
our life, our property or our safety. If we are not smart 
enough to be merciful and treat them with kindness 

and understanding, with forbearance and compassion, 
we not only harm them, but we harm ourselves in 
the process. Both sides need to change their attitude, 
approach one another and realize they are partners in 
this operation,” explains Gus. 

In the 43-year history of Safer Foundation, 
Bernie and Gus have witnessed the powerfully 
transformative work of mercy. 

The sensitivity trainings Bernie used to run are one 
example of the many graces experienced because of mercy 
extended. At the conclusion of each training, participants 
were encouraged to say a kind word to each other.

“At the end, I would tell everyone you can only say 
good things. It was not unusual that this big, tough ex-
offender would cry because it was the first time someone 
had told him he was worth something. That is an example 

Extending Mercy to the  
Marginalized

of an ex-offender praising another ex-offender about 
something they learned about them that week. It’s 
important to have positive self-images,” says Bernie.

Bernie and Gus have handed on the day-to-day 
leadership of Safer Foundation to the care of others. 
The two currently serve on Safer Foundation’s Board of 
Directors. Although the numbers of clients served by 
Safer Foundation can be counted in databases, the lives 
they have changed, by extending mercy to those who 
often receive none, are countless.

For more information on the services offered by 
Safer Foundation, visit their website: http://www.
saferfoundation.org/.

“Both sides need to change their 

attitude, approach one another and 

realize they are partners in this 

operation.” 

-Gus Wilhelmy 

Gus Wilhelmy and Bernie Curran in the early years of the Safer 
Foundation.

Photo provided by 
saferfoundation.org.

Safer Foundation offers skills training and employment services to 
those transitioning from prison back into society.

Photo provided by 
saferfoundation.org.



To Experience Forgiveness  
is to Experience Mercy
Father Bob Weiss, C.P.

Mercy is central to Catholic theology. Pope Francis de-
scribes it as, “Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by 
which God comes to meet us. Mercy: the fundamental 
law that dwells in the heart of every person who looks 
sincerely into the eyes of his brothers and sisters on the 
path of life. Mercy: the bridge that connects God and 
man, opening our hearts to the hope of being loved for-
ever despite our sinfulness.” (Misericordiae Vultus 2)

Forgiveness and the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
are fundamental actions in experiencing mercy and al-
lowing it to work in us. When we acknowledge our own 
sinfulness and seek forgiveness, we experience God’s 
mercy. Our response to God’s gift of mercy is one of 
gratitude that compels us to extend mercy to those 
around us. 

According to Father Bob Weiss, C.P., “It seems to-
day that we handle the forgiveness of sins in two ways. 
First, the most common one, we deny that we even 
have sin. We forgive our sins by saying they are not 
sins in the first place. That’s the easiest way to forgive 
sins. It is a very false way. They are not forgiven at all, 
because sin distorts and twists. Whether we know it’s a 
sin or not, it makes us crooked. So sins are not forgiven 

by saying there is no such thing as sin anyway. 
“The other way to forgive sin is to acknowledge 

that we have to confess our sins. We acknowledge we 
are guilty. We recognize we did the wrong thing and 
seek God’s forgiveness.” 

Father Bob, who has a background in Scripture 
scholarship, finds Psalm 51 to be a “dandy one” for the 
Hebrew understanding of sin and forgiveness. 

Verse three of the Psalm reads: “Be gracious (hãnan) 
to me, O God, according to your loving kindness; 
According to the greatness of your compassion blot out 
my transgressions.” (NAS)

The verb hãnan depicts a heartfelt response by 
someone who has something to give to one who has a 
need. It often has the sense of showing kindness to the 
poor and needy. 

“We are total products of God’s mercy. When we 
get the gift, we have to use it. That gift of mercy has to 
work in us,” explains Father Bob. 

 “Often people say, ‘I can’t forgive myself.’ Well 
that’s’ true. Only God forgives. We can’t forgive our-
selves. There is nothing we can do to expiate our guilt. 
Jesus expiated our guilt on the cross. By His blood we 
are washed clean.

“That’s why the Sacrament of Reconciliation is 
very important for experiencing mercy. To experience 
forgiveness is to experience mercy.”

Forgiveness and the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation are fundamental 

actions in experiencing mercy and 

allowing it to work in us.

Father Bob Weiss, C.P., preaching.
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Sam Divine’s introduction to the Passionist Congregation 
came through serving as campus minister at Holy 
Family Cristo Rey Catholic High School (HFCRCHS) in 
Birmingham, Ala., for the last four years.

“It was the Holy Spirit doing all the work. I had 
never heard of the Passionists until I arrived at Holy 
Family Cristo Rey Catholic High School. 

“After working with Father Alex Steinmiller, C.P., 
and Father Bob Crossmyer, C.P.,  I had a living example 
of what it meant to be a Passionist. I’d see it every day 
and every day my heart began to say, ‘Wow, I want to be 
like that!’” shares Sam.

Five years ago,  Juan Gonzalez, C.P., attended a si-
lent retreat at Holy Name Passionist Retreat Center in 
Houston, Texas. 

“I was invited to a silent retreat at Holy Name Retreat 
Center. I didn’t know anything about the Passionists at 
that point. I met Father Peter Berendt, C.P. He invited me 
to community meals. I saw some of the work they were 
doing. I found the charism very attractive. The commu-
nity was a very happy community, very welcoming. I de-
cided to join them,” explains Juan, who is studying for the 
Passionist priesthood in Chicago, Ill.

Both Sam and Juan committed to deepen their vo-
cations with the Passionists after being inspired by the 
ministry they performed in Ensley, a neighborhood in 
Birmingham, Ala.

According to Juan, “When you are working in 

Sam Divine

Ensley with the Hispanic and African-American com-
munity, you have moments of being very humble. You 
go there to serve, but you see their open arms and their 
welcoming spirit.  Through them, I started to see some 
of that mercy God speaks of.  

“Our charism is carried in our hearts. We express 
the love and mercy God has for the people. I was able 
to give myself fully. I learned it is very life-giving to 
serve,” he says.  

Inspired by witnessing God’s mercy at work in the 
lives of the students, staff and families at HFCRCHS, Sam 
entered Passionist formation as a novice in August at 
Christ the King Community in Citrus Heights, Calif. 

“The young people taught me what perfect joy is 
all about. They were living the joy of the Gospel in a 
very simple and real sort of way.

 “To understand God’s mercy is definitely being 
able to recognize there is a need amongst the other. 
Mercy has a lot to do with being with someone else, re-
alizing there is a need, and being able to take care of the 
need humbly, without the other actually knowing that 
you are cooperating with the Lord, shares Sam.

As Sam and Juan continue their Passionist journey, 
their lived experiences in Birmingham motivate them 
to reach deeper in their Catholic faith to open the door 
of God’s mercy toward others.

“… I had a living example of what it 

meant to be a Passionist. I’d see it 

every day and my heart began to say, 

‘Wow, I want to be like that!’” 

-Sam Divine

Sam Divine, Novice         Juan Gonzalez, C.P.

Ministry in Birmingham Inspires 
Passionist Vocations

Juan Gonzalez, C.P.



surprise that all our retreat centers are in these beauti-
ful, natural places.  Father Pat Brennan, C.P., [Director of 
St. Paul of the Cross Passionist Retreat and Conference 
Center] is very concerned about the buildings and the 
land. I think he is right. I think that is part of the healing 
when people go on retreat. They are in nature, and they 
experience something bigger than themselves. That was 
it for me. It got me out of myself and my little problems. 
It focused me on a bigger vocation.  Caring for the Earth is 
now my vocation,” shares Patty.

Patty’s vocational call led her to co-founding Voices 
for Earth Justice, an interfaith advocacy and education 
organization, in 2002. In 2011, the organization acquired 
property in the Brightmoor neighborhood in Detroit, 
the same neighborhood where where St. Paul’s is lo-
cated. Voices for Earth Justice opened Hope House, which 
now has an eco-lab for neighborhood youth to study na-
ture. It also has a garden full of a wide variety of foliage 
that brings natural beauty to an economically depressed 
neighborhood. 

“It’s our joy to be connected to this created world, 
which is God’s gift to us. I think even if we weren’t hav-
ing all these environmental problems, I would still think 
it would be very important to promote that connection 
because there are so many ways to learn about God in the 
natural world.”

For more information about Voices for Earth Justice, 
visit their website: http://www.voices4earth.org/
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The natural world is often thought of as God’s first revela-
tion to humankind – a gift of God’s mercy. Patty Gillis, 
Executive Director of Voices for Earth Justice and board 
member of St. Paul of the Cross Passionist Retreat and 
Conference Center, Detroit, Mich., sees protecting and 
defending it as God’s first commandment.

“God’s first command was to Adam and Eve. They 
were to care for and protect creation. God said that long 
before the Ten Commandments.

“When you care for God’s Creation, you are partici-
pating in God’s mercy. I think mercy is another word for 
love or compassion. I really believe this world was created 
out of an expression of God’s love, explains Patty.

Patty has experienced God’s mercy, through the natu-
ral world, in a profoundly healing way. Between 1996 and 
1998, everything she cared about was stripped away: she 
lost her job with a beloved mentor who died of cancer; 
her daughter left for college; and her engagement to be 
married ended.  She found herself in uncharted waters. 
Friends had recommended medication and therapy, but 
Patty turned instead to prayer and nature. 

“I sold my home and moved into an apartment along 
the river by Belle Isle in Detroit. Belle Isle is a beauti-
ful place. It was very healing for me. It’s hard to put into 
words, but I think that nature is very healing. It’s no 

“When you care for God’s Creation, 

you are participating in God’s mercy. 

I think mercy is another word for love 

or compassion.”

Patty Gillis

The Natural World:  
A Gift of God’s Mercy

Volunteers create a sign for Hope House, an Agro-ecological Nature 
and Education Center established by Voices for Earth Justice.
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News and Notes

Holy Cross Province 34th Provincial Chapter

Benefactor of the Congregation

The Passionist Family of Holy Cross 
Province and invited guests gath-
ered at Mater Dolorosa Passionist 
Retreat Center in Sierra Madre, 
Calif., for their 34th Provincial 
Chapter in June 2015.  Attendees 
discussed the future direction of 
the province, and vowed mem-
bers elected new leadership to 
guide them over the next four 
years.  Congratulations to the new 
Provincial of Holy Cross Province 
and his Council!

Congratulations to Ron Bickers, 
for being named Benefactor of the 
Congregation for his outstanding 
generosity and leadership in Holy 
Cross Province.  

As stated in the award, “During 
the past 25 years, [Ron] has en-
abled Holy Name Passionist 
Retreat Center to thrive and renew 
itself in serving the people of the 
Houston metropolitan area. 

“In appreciation of your lov-
ing sacrifice and service, we hereby 
designate you as an outstanding 
benefactor of our religious fam-
ily and welcome you as an hon-
orary member of the Passionist 
Congregation.” 

Congratulations Ron! 

(l-r) Father Alex Steinmiller, C.P.; Father Phil Paxton, C.P.; Father Joe Moons, C.P., 
Provincial Superior; Father Jim Strommer, C.P.; and Father David Colhour, C.P.

Ron Bickers receives his award from Most Rev. Joachim Rego, C.P., Superior General of the 
Passionist Congregation.
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Inviting Mercy into Our Life to Help Others

Mercy: the fundamental law that dwells in the heart of every person 
who looks sincerely into the eyes of his brothers and sisters on the path 
of life.  -Misericordiae Vultus

The word of the Lord comes to us in many versions and in many 
languages.  With profound clarity, He asks if we have fed the hungry 
and provided drink to the thirsty, welcomed an outsider, clothed the 
naked or comforted the sick and those in prison. Have we invited 
Christ into our hearts and into the hearts of those who have fallen 
into despair and loneliness? What have we done to provide hope to 
children in chronic poverty?

As we contemplate the pilgrimage we are about to embark on during 
the Holy Year of Mercy, these reflections move from the shadows into 
the bright light.  Through your support of the Passionists, you have 
mercifully touched and cared for many.  Please continue to journey with 
us on our mission, to bring to every person the gospel of mercy. 

For more information on how you can support our vision and 
mission, please contact Angela Kwasinski, Director of Donor Relations, 
at 800.295.9048, ext. 206, or by email at akwasinski@passionist.org. 
Even the smallest act of generosity can flourish into something far 
beyond what we Passionists could ever imagine.


