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Chapter One 

“True belonging is born of relationships not only 
to one another but to a place of shared responsibilities 
and benefits. We love not so much what we have 
acquired as what we have made and whom we have 
made 1t with”. 
Robert Finch, Scratchings, The Primal Press 1983 

By looking at the faces of American Catholics you will easily discover 

that they are not a homogeneous group. The American Church 1s comprised 

of immigrants from Europe, Africa, Central and South America, and Asia. 

The early Church in America saw a culturally diverse influx of European 

immigrants primarily from Italy, Ireland, Germany, France, England, and 

Spain. Later Africa contributed additional diverse populations: immigrants 

from Egypt and Ethiopia in the east, Nigeria and Cameroon in the west 

produced Africa-American Catholics with wide cultural differences. Asians 

exhibited similar diversity. People from India to Vietnam and even China 

have all contributed to quite a varied face to the American Catholic Church. 

Applying Robert Finch’s observation to the American Catholic Church we  
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discover not what the Church “is” but who it has “become”. It is not a 

Church of a single ethnic influence but is a Church of multi-cultural 

diversity. It 1s truly universal. 

It 1s appropriate that a Pastoral Project find its moorings in this diversity. 

This Pastoral Project answers these questions: how has the experience of 

emigration impacted the immigrant’s Catholicity; how has the American 

Catholic Church most particularly the local Church, adapted, adopted, and 

integrated this new population; and what have these immigrants been able to 

contribute to the enhancement of their local Church? 

A Mission of Discovery 

This Pastoral Project will be set in the parish of Saint Mary in Landover 

Hills, Maryland. It will be directed to a specific immigrant community: 

Africans. Diagrammatically this Pastoral Project will have two phases: a 

planning stage and then an implementation stage. During both of these 

stages the tripolar model of theological reflection will be used. This model 

takes into account the interaction, tension, and complementary nature of 

sacred scripture, culture, and personal experience. The methodology for 

implementation will make use of prayer groups, special liturgies, and  
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communal events. As in any mission of discovery a systematic evaluation 

with spiritual refection will take place so that any future faith event aimed at 

multicultural integration will have a working model. It 1s anticipated that this 

Pastoral Project will be the catalyst but not the sole means for this 

integration. Growth always begins with the first step. 

Who? 

By looking at the faces of the members of the faith community at Saint 

Mary one will easily discover that they are not all of one ethnicity. This faith 

community counts as its members people from all major continents of the 

world. Annually this parish holds a multicultural day highlighted by the 

celebration of the Eucharist that includes readings and hymns in five 

different languages and a dinner featuring native foods donated by its 

multinational parishioners. 

What? 

This culturally rich and diverse congregation presents both a unique 

opportunity and a unique challenge to the clergy and staff of Saint Mary. 

How can it be Catholic? That is to say how can it incorporate the different 

ethnic, social, and religious customs brought to it by this diverse group? 

How can it be “Church?” That is to say how can it be “one Body, one  



Spirit” (Eph 4:4). In order to answer these questions the parish of Saint Mary 

makes a survey of surnames in its directory. It discovers that 10.5% were 

African 1n origin, with 8.2% from Nigeria. More striking though is the fact 

that 50.3% of the newly registered (less than one year) parishioners have 

recently emigrated from Africa. Nigerians comprise the largest portion of 

this group. These findings lead to another important question. If it appears 

that the parish is quickly developing a reputation as welcoming to African 

Catholics, then what can the parish do to better incorporate their needs into 

its culture? 

Why? 

Spurred by a desire to incorporate, understand, and act upon the needs of 

its African faithful, the parish community of Saint Mary will embark on a 

six month program titled “Nno” (a Nigerian Ibo word for welcome). Many 

of members of the Saint Mary’s Nigerian community are from southern 

Nigeria and speak Ibo (alternate spelling Igdo). It is the experience of this 

parish that African Catholics possess a deep sense of spirituality. All 

liturgies and communal functions will be designed to draw on this intuitive 

power. Another consideration will be the economic resources needed to  



implement any programs. Two economic dynamics are present in most 

African immigrant groups. First, they come from a missionary environment 

under which all the costs are borne by the missionaries. Second, many are 

supporting both their families here in the United States as well as family 

members in their native country. The parish community of Saint Mary, 

therefore, will provide all program costs. 

How? 
Planning: 

Anticipated start date: June 1, 2003 with initial meeting of a planing 
committee comprised of three or four African families. Phone calls and 
personal invitations will be made and mailed by the committee to 
African parishioners. 

First “get acquainted” communal gathering: July 7, 2003 with all African 
families invited to the Burgundy Room (parish hall) to hear committee 
recommendations for programs and to seek additional suggestions from 
those assembled. A questionnaire will be distributed. 

Second planing committee meeting: July 14, 2003 to prioritize all inputs 
and set a date for the “first event” and to plan “A Day of Recollection”. 

August 2, 2003 a half day of Recollection to establish the reverent 
intention and offer a theological reflection of “Nno” and to seek 

volunteers for implementation. The Day of Recollection is open to all 
members of the parish community 

Implementation: 

August 17, 2003 the “first event” as determined by the committee will  
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take place on a Sunday afternoon. This “first event” may be a prayer 
service, an Africa musical program, or a dramatic presentation. It is 
intended that it be open only to members of the African community. 

September 21, 2003 the “second event” will take place that will invite all 
members of the faith community of Saint Mary to share in a African 
Catholic liturgy as way of introducing the rich religious traditions of 
African Catholics. 

September 24, 2003 the planing committee in cooperation with other 
members of the faith community faith community using the tripolar 

method of theological refection meet to evaluate the “second event”. 
They jointly plan a final “third event”. 

October 12, 2003 the “third event” takes place and is designed to reflect 
the new sense of community that results from implementing Nno. 

October 20, 2003 the planing committee meets to prepare a “Nno 
Experience Evaluation” form to be sent to members of both Saint Mary’s 
African and non-African families. 

November 10, 2003 the planing committee again in cooperation with 

other members of the faith community meets for the final time to draft 
recommendations to the Pastor for future integration and assimilation. 

January 9, 2004 “first draft” of the Pastoral Project is submitted making 

use of the data from questionaires, committee meeting notes, and inputs 
from all interested members of the parish community. This Pastoral 
Project will answer the question first posed in this proposal: how has the 
Experience of immigration impacted African Catholicity, how has the 
faith community of Saint Mary adapted, adopted and integrated its 

Nigerian members, and what have the African been able to do to 
enhance the faith community of Saint Mary?  



Chapter Two 

In an attempt to discern the implications and applications of Nno (a 

Nigerian word for welcome) the Tripolar Model of Theological refection 

developed by James D. and Evelyn Whitehead (Method in Ministry, 

revised) will be used. The model demonstrates the integral association of 

scripture, cultural information, and personal experience. The goal of this 

methodology is to produce a theological reflection that is balanced and 

initiates a concrete pastoral response. It must be both effective and 

affective. 

The path to wisdom has no single road for wisdom is found in the 

collaboration and the synthesis of ideas. Within the multiplication of 

informed contributions great wisdom is born. To this end this author 

has been fortunate to have been in the company of Rev. Clifford Aniefuna 

and three members of a planning committee: Patrick Abaga, Alamezie 

Ojiaku, Ph.D., Clement Shekoni. The invaluable input of these men has  
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made Nno more than just a concept. Their combined wisdom has given 

Nno the substance it needed to become a reality. 

In order for Nno to move from a concept to a reality it was necessary 

that a committee be formed. The selection of members for the committee 

was a critical element for its success. Relying on the pastoral and 

language expertise of Fr. Clifford Aniefuna, a doctoral candidate at 

Catholic University, a Nigerian, and part time associate at Saint Mary, I 

asked that he help me select potential members. Using the parish directory 

Fr. Clifford identified African parishioners that he personally knew who 

possessed qualities of empathy and leadership. After calling each of them 

and explaining the intent of Nno, I was blessed that three men stepped 

forward. 

The first committee meeting produced a consensus that a general “get 

acquainted” meeting of all African immigrants should take place. This 

“get acquainted” meeting would allow African members of Saint Mary to 

come together as a community for the first time and share common 

experiences. The meeting would also help to introduce Nno and solicit 

their recommendations for future programs. A questionnaire (appendix A)  
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was developed that was distributed at the meeting. Using the inputs from 

these questionnaires the committee would now meet after the general 

meeting and formulate a more defined direction for Nno. The parish 

directory was divided into four equal lists. Each member then personally 

called those on their list to invite them to the meeting. The phone 

invitations were followed by a post card (appendix B) as a reminder of the 

meeting. 

The “get acquainted” meeting was held on Thursday evening July 10, 

2003. After a brief explanation of the concept of Nno and the introduction 

of the committee members, each participant was asked to stand and give 

their name, country of origin, and a brief biography. The committee then 

proposed two initial events: a half-day of Spiritual Renewal (a retreat) and 

a future African liturgy. Two things became immediately evident from the 

participants’ inputs: weeknight meetings were particularly difficult with 

many immigrants working two jobs and all liturgies needed to be 

conducted in English. The multiplicity of African languages and dialects 

spoken by the participants made a liturgy in a particular African language 

undesirable. It was agreed that the half-day of Spiritual Renewal would 

take place on a Saturday and would be scheduled quickly so that the  



beginning of Nno would not be delayed. Everyone was in agreement that 

prayer and reflection was the key to Nno success. 
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Retreat Schedule (first event) 

A Few Moments for Spiritual Renewal 
A half-day of prayer and refection 

for the success of 

Nno 
  

10:00 - 10: 15 

Welcome 
Opening Prayer - Hail Mary 

10:15 - 10:30 

Introduction: why are we here, what will we do? 

10:30 - 12:30 
A. Prayer - formal and informal 

1. how to write a formal prayer: 

a) Who 
b) What 

c) How 
d) Through 

e) An example of meal time prayer using this formula: 
Gracious Lord provider of all we need, 
Bless this food and all who partake of it, 
By granting us your guiding love, 
Through Christ our Lord, Amen. 

2. paper and pens are passed out so that participants can write their 
Own prayer 

3. each participant reads aloud their prayer 

B. The Lord’s Prayer - a dramatic reading by Rev. Paul Evans 
with participants insights 

C. Three talks with subsequent reflection:  



1. “The Stop Signs of Life” 
2. “The Everyday God” 

3. “Could That Be You Jesus?” 

D. Planning our first liturgy - 

1. what 1s to be included 
2. who can help with the planning 
3. when should the liturgy take place? 

E. Benediction - The exposition of the Blessed Sacrament 

 



The Lord’s Prayer — a dramatic reading by Rev. Paul Evans 

In prayer we may often feel that we have to do all the talking — a 
monologue, but prayer can be a way to change our lives if we remember that 
it 1s a dialogue — a two-way street . . . a listening . . . a quiet time. 

Someone has said that the whole Gospel, the Good News of Christ is 
contained in the Our Father if we stop and listen after each phrase. The 
following is an example of a dialogue in the Our Father adapted from script 
received from Rev. Paul Evans of the First Presbyterian Church in Rapid 
City. 

Our Father who art in heaven . . . 
Yes? 

Don't interrupt me. I'm praying. 

But you called me. 

Called you? 1 didn’t call you. I am praying: “Our Father who art in 
heaven” 

There, you did it again. 
Did what? 

Called me. You said, “Our Father who art in heaven”, well, here I am. 

What’s on your mind? 

But I didn’t mean anything by it. I was, you know, saying my prayers for the 

day. I always say the Lord’s Prayer. It makes me feel good, kind of like 
getting a duty done. 

All right. Go on. 
Hallowed be Thy name . . . 

Hold it. What do you mean by that? 
By what? 

By “hallowed be thy name”? 

It means . . . it means . . . good grief. I don’t know what it means. How 

should I know? It’s just a part of the prayer. By the way, what does it mean? 
It means honored, holy, wonderful. 

Oh, that makes sense. I never thought what hallowed meant before. “Thy 

kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 

Do you really mean that?  
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Sure, why not? 

Well, what are you doing about it? 

Doing? Nothing, I guess. I just think it would be kind of neat if you got 
control of everything down here like you have up there. 

Do I have control of you? 
Well, I go to church. 

That isn’t what I asked you. What about that habit of lying you have? 
And your bad temper? You've really got a problem there, you know. 
And then there’s the way you spend your money . . . all on yourself. 
And what about the kind of books you read? 

Hey, stop picking on me! I'm as good as some of the rest of those phonies 
who go to church! 

Excuse me. I thought you were praying for my will to be done. If that is 
to happen, it will have to start with the ones who are praying for it. Like 
you, for example. 

Oh, all right. I guess I do have some hang-ups. Now that you mention it. | 
could probably name some others. 

So could I. 

I haven't thought about it very much until now, but I really would like to cut 

out some of those rings. 

Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. We’ll work together, you and I. 
I am really proud of you. 

Look, Lord, I need to finish up here. This is taking a lot longer that it usually 
does. “Give us this day, our daily bread . . .” 

You need to cut down on the bread. You're a little overweight as it is. 
Hey, wait a minute! What is this. “Criticize me day?” Here I was, doing my 
religious duty, and all of a sudden you break in and remind me of all my 
hang-ups. 

Praying 1s a dangerous thing. You could wind up changed. That’s what 
I am trying to get across to you. You called me, and here I am. It’s too 

late to stop now. Keep on praying. I’m interested in the next part of the 
prayer well, go on. 

I'm scared to. 

Scared of what? 
[ know what you'll say. 

Try me and see. 

“And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against 
Pd 

us  



What about Bill? 

See, I knew it! I knew you would bring him up! Why, Lord, he’s told lies 
about me, cheated me out of money. He takes advantage of me every chance 
he gets. And I ‘ve sworn to get even with him! 

But your prayer? What about your prayer? 
1 didn’t mean it. 

Well, at lest you’re honest. But, it’s not much fun carrying that load of 
bitterness around inside. Is it? 

No, but I'll feel better as soon as I get even. Boy, have I got some plans for 
old Bill! He'll wish he never did me any harm. 

But you won’t feel any better. You’ll feel worse. Revenge is not sweet. 
Think of how unhappy you already are. But I can help you change that. 

You can? How? 

Ill forgive you, then you forgive Bill. Then the hate and sin will be 
Bill’s problem and not yours. You may loose the money, but you will 
gain something greater - - you’ll have peace within. 

But Lord, I can’t forgive Bill. 

Then how can I forgive you? 

Oh, you're right. You always are. And more than I want revenge on Bill | 
want to be right with you . .. All right. All right. I'll forgive him. But, help 
him find the right road in life, Lord. He's bound to be awfully miserable now 
that I think about it. Some way, somehow, please help him. 

There now! That’s wonderful! How do you feel? 

Hmm. Well, not bad. Not bad at all. In fact I feel pretty great! I think I'll get 
good nights sleep tonight for the fist time in months. 

But you’re not through with your prayer; go on. 

Oh, all right. “And lead us not into temptation. But deliver us from evil” 

Good. Good! I'll do that. And, you be sure you don’t put yourself 
In a place where the temptation will be more than you can handle. 

What do you mean by that? 

Well, some of your so-called friends are beginning to get to you. 
Don’t be fooled. They advertise they’re having fun, but for you it 

could be disaster. Either you’re going to have to stop being with 
them or start being a positive influence on their lives. And don’t 
use me as an escape hatch! 

I don’t understand. 

Oh, yes, you do. You’ve done it lots of time. You get caught in a  
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bad situation: then come running to me. “Lord, help me out of 
this mess, and I will promise you I'll never do it again.” Do you 
remember some of those bargains? 

Yes, and I'm ashamed, Lord. I really am. 
Which bargain are you remembering? 

I remember telling you, “O God, get me out of this trouble and I promise I'll 
be in church every Sunday.” 

As it turned out, I helped you, but you didn’t keep your promise. Did 
you? 

I'm sorry, Lord. I really am. Up until now I thought that if I just prayed the 
Our Father every day, everything would be OK. 
Now that you recognize your failings, there’s no telling what you and 
I can do together. 

Lord, let’s see what we can make of me. OK? 
Yes, let's see. .. 
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The First Talk 

The Stop Signs of Life 

What you do and how you act toward others is probably the result of an 

entire system of habits you have adopted over your lifetime. Webster 

defines a habit in this way: “an acquired mode of behavior that has become 

nearly or completely involuntary” (nearly or completely involuntary). If as 

an example you routinely get angry with other drivers who cut you off on 

the highway you more likely began doing this some time ago. If after having 

a discussion with someone else who doesn’t see your point you come away 

with the feeling that the other guy is a “real idiot” then that’s how you have 

seen most folks who don’t agree with you. If you engage in the type of self- 

destructive behavior we call “sin” it’s more likely not the first time you have 

visited this type of particular “sin” behavior. One of the downsides of a bad 

habit is that it seems normal. Anger, hatred, or even sin can become 

automatic. You do it without thinking. Each time you do this behavior the 

harder it 1s to stop doing it. Does this mean that once you have developed a 

bad habit you are trapped in the habit for life? The answer is “no” but before 

you change can take place you must learn to see “the stop signs of life”. 

What is a “stop sign of life”? Picture a stop sign in your mind. The first  
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function of a stop sign is to alert you top a danger. Think of what would 

happen to you and your car if you ignored all the traffic signs you see every 

day. Eventually both you and your car would end up wrecked. Second, a 

stop sign is a device that calls your attention to a law. You may not want to 

stop at the intersection of Buchannan Street and 72" Avenue but if the 

Landover Hills police see you ignoring the sign they will issue you a coupon 

that can be redeemed for $ 100.00. 

A “‘stop sign of life” works the same way because it alerts you to a danger 

and calls your attention to a law. The difference is the octagonal metal sign 

painted in red and white letters 1s easier to see than a “stop sign of life”. 

How can you recognize a “stop sign of life”? Look for the danger and 

understand the law. A danger may first come when you perceive a subtle but 

unmistakable change 1n the attitude of people around you. You begin to her 

the words that “you are no longer fun to be around” or “you have lost your 

sense of humor”. Another danger may come immediately after you do 

something you begin to feel a twinge of regret. Or you find yourself saying, 

“I am sorry” for the same things time after time. A dramatic alert of danger  



may come when you repeat the same sin in the confessional on a regular 

basis or you find yourself privately asking for God’s forgiveness for the 

same transgression. 

A “stop sign of life’ can also call your attention to a law. If you have 

been moved around in your company or even lost a promotion because your 

concentration is a “bit off” since your social drinking has increased a little. 

The law of supply and demand in the work place has caught up to you. If the 

bank has appropriated your car because your luck at the track has gone 

south, the law of finance has caught up to you. If you find yourself in danger 

of loosing your immortal soul because of your “fooling around”, then the 

law of God has caught up to you. 

How can you change then? You do it the same way you get your car to 

stop at that little red and white sign you see on the corner. You put the brake 

on! When you get angry, or begin to call someone a fool, or begin to repeat 

your favorite sin picture a stop sign in your mind and apply your foot to the 

break pedal. “STOP”! That is the only way you will ever change. It’s no 

more complicated than that. And when you do you can take your foot off the 

pedal and get on with the rest of your life!  
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The Second Talk 

The Everyday God 

My mother used to say that if people realized that when they go to church 

that they are in a place that God dwells they would put on better clothes. She 

said that if that same person had an opportunity to meet the President of the 

United States that they would surely wear their best clothes. How much 

more important is God than the President is? Do we understand that we are 

in the presence of God when we are in church? 

Most of us would not have a problem recognizing the presence of God in 

church because we have the gift of faith. When presented with the Body and 

Blood of Christ we say “Amen”. We genuflect before the tabernacle. We 

bless ourselves as we enter and the leave the church. Our faith gives a feel 

for God in the church. 

Do we get the same sense of God when we’re not in a church? For most 

of us I would say “no’. Why? This is because we do not associate God with 

everyday activities. Let me ask when was the last time you associated God 

with taking out the trash or washing the dishes? At the end of a hard day 

when our minds and bodies are tired do we think of God? Here is a  
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remarkable fact. Jesus had to take out the trash and wash dishes. He got tired 

after working as a carpenter all day. God in the person of Jesus is present in 

the everyday tasks of life. Rather than just knowing the God of heaven who 

can seem 1n a distant place through Jesus we can know the God of earth. 

Jesus puts us 1n touch with God in our everyday lives. 

So how does everyday life become an act that glorifies God, that is, an 

act of worship? Remember our lives are to be lived for the glory of God. Do 

as Jesus did. When he helped prepare a meal, cleaned up the house, or even 

took out the trash he did it for the love of his earthly family. Jesus did these 

everyday tasks unselfishly never seeking a reward or acclamation. His only 

motivation was love. When we love we are worshiping God for God is Love. 

I would like all of us for the next few minutes to think of an everyday 

task, perhaps one that we don’t really like and see how that task is connected 

in with love. It might be the love of our family, our friends, or our neighbors. 

Think of this. If you are able to worship God everywhere then you can be in 

church without ever having to get dressed up. 

Saint Mary-o f-th e-Woods 

College Library  
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The Third Talk 

Could that be you Jesus? 

If you ran into Jesus on the street tomorrow would you recognize him? 

Before you say “of course” let me tell you a little story. 

Many years ago a young man in his early thirties began to walk around 

his small country talking about how the reign of God was at hand. By this he 

meant that all that his fellow countrymen accepted as the “truth” was now 

subject to direct modification from God. No longer could the people rely 

solely on the word of their elders, political, and religious leaders to tell them 

what God wanted from them. All of their prior agreements with God called 

covenants now were subject to change. As an example, merely following the 

laws of the Torah no longer guaranteed that they were “the chosen people”. 

God could choose others who they considered to be sinners such as tax 

collectors, prostitutes, the sick and the poor also for redemption. Needless to 

say but this young man upset many people. These established leaders looked 

at his background and education. He was a carpenter from a small village 

with no formal education and little money. At first the officials just 

dismissed him as a radical with minimal support. He then began attracting  
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disciples (people who followed him from village to village) and large 

crowds begin assembling to hear him speak. These officials were even 

beginning to hear that this unknown young man was performing miracles as 

a sign of what he called his divine authority. Some were even calling him the 

long waited Messiah (the leader who would restore the sovereignty of their 

country oppressed by a foreign power). The leaders had to act before he 

fermented a revolt against their leadership, against their interpretation of 

what God wanted. These leaders of Israel 2000 years ago failed to recognize 

Jesus for who he was. 

Now with hindsight we recognize who Jesus was but would we recognize 

him today? Suppose a modern Jesus was a street person, a homeless person. 

Let’s say that our modern Jesus smelled from a lack of a bath and clean 

clothes. If this modern Jesus asked you for money on a corner would you 

give him any? If you gave him money would you hold him in high or low 

regard? If this modern Jesus was other than a street person, someone who 

told you that by driving your SUV that you are harming the environment and 

you needed to stop driving it. Would you look favorably on this person? 

Let’s go one step further and say that our modern Jesus was someone who  
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knew you well enough to tell you that your “social drinking” was harming 

your family. How would you react to such an evaluation? It is not 

inconceivable that in all three cases you could be in the presence of Jesus. 

Since God lives in all of us (we are a temple for the Holy Spirit) each of us 

has the ability to act as God would act. Each of us followers of 

Jesus can be Christ-like. The major reason that we may not be able to 

recognize a modern Jesus is because we are looking for a heavenly Jesus not 

an earthly Jesus. Christ-like people are is in this room this very moment. 

They embody Jesus. 

Would you like to see the face of Jesus? The next time you do some 

kindness, the next time you give of yourself without regard to cost, the next 

time love is your only motivation, look in a mirror and you will see Jesus 

») smiling back at you for now you are “Christ like 

 



Chapter Three 

With the energy that emanates with time spent in spiritual renewal the 

committee convened again to review the questionnaires submitted by the 

participants in the first Nno undertakings (the general meeting and the 

retreat). The responses to these questionnaires will help frame the 

forthcoming African liturgy and set the foundation of future activities. 

The committee first addressed the initial question upon which the 

Pastoral Project is based, “How has the experience of emigration impacted 

the immigrant’s Catholicity”. The following are samples of responses to the 

questionnaire (appendix C) posed by this query. 

“Yes, to a substantial extent that pressure to meet bills has impacted my 
family at home.” Chika Agwumezie 

“Yes, I am not as motivated as I used to be. The society or cultural 
differences probably has something to do with it. I hope this gathering will 
go to some length in changing things around for me.” Unsigned 

“Not at all. I attend Mass very morning. I have done this for so many years. 
It can never change except if I am unable to move around.” Unsigned 

“Yes, in Cameroon where I come from we have the charismatic group which 
is very instrumental in helping people increase their faith.” Unsigned  



“Yes, the emigration policy of the US has changed since 9/11. Immigrants 
are now looked at with suspicion and the process of obtaining legal 
citizenship has become much harder. There are many more “closet” 
immigrants today. I am sometimes uneasy about openly practicing my 
religion.” Clement Shekoni 

These responses fall into four basic categories; a) economic, b) social, 

¢) spiritual, and d) issues related to citizenship. Each has the potential to 

have a positive or negative impact on the faith experience of the immigrants. 

For this reason the committee terms these responses impact issues. The 

committee also finds it significant that approximately thirty-five percent of 

the responses indicate, like the third example, that emigration to the United 

States has had no effect on their Catholicity. 

The following is an anecdotal story conveyed to this author by Father 

Clifford Aniefuna that helps demonstrate an economic impact that many 

immigrants experience when first come to the United States. Father 

Aniefuna relates, “I know of a man from Nigeria after having earned two 

Master’s degrees in his native country lived a life of relative comfort. He 

was able to employ a full-time cook as well as a driver. He also owned a late 

model car and lived in a modern home. Gathering his wealth he decided to 

emigrate to the United States with the hope of beginning a business in what  



evangelization with their work. As part of this evangelization process 

missionaries constructed schools, hospitals and churches. In doing this the 

missionary Church became the central force for change in most 

communities. The spiritual impact of the missionary Church was therefore 

very ubiquitous. As an example, it is not untypical for a church to be open 

twenty-four hours a day. If a member of the faithful feels the need to enter a 

church and pray privately they can do this without the fear of being locked 

out. In the United States with the exception of a few “adoration chapels” 

churches are typically locked up after the last Mass of the day. The sense of 

being physically “connected” to the church experienced in their native 

countries do not always exist in the United States. The spiritual impact of 

the church in the United States is also somewhat lessened by manner in 

which the liturgy of the Mass is celebrated. As previously mentioned 

African drums are rarely used. Immigrants are accustomed too fully 

participating in the liturgy with both song and dances. 

The committee offers a partial solution to the diminishment of spirituality 

felt by some immigrants. First, they observe that the physical proximity of 

Saint Mary’s Church to a subway stop and the ability of thieves to quickly  



escape makes opening its doors twenty-four hours a day a security problem. 

Second, there are charismatic groups in the archdiocese that welcome new 

members. Perhaps one could be formed at Saint Mary. Finally, Saint Mary 

on January 10, 2004 offered the immigrants an African liturgy. The liturgy 

and the formal letter of invitation may be seen in appendix D and E. In 

reality, though, spiritual impact is made effective only when an individual 

decides that participation in both communal and personal prayer are an 

integral part of their life. 

The final impact issue relates to citizenship. Not all immigrants wish to 

become United States citizens but those who do must meet certain criteria. 

Those criteria can be found either by writing the United States Department 

of Immigration and Naturalization or visiting their web site 

USCitizenship.info. The web site offers answers to seventy-seven frequently 

asked questions. Many universities also offer help to their immigrant student 

population. Because immigration can involve complex legal issues an 

immigration attorney should be consulted. 

The committee cannot offer legal advice but recommends that those who 

are financially indigent contact their local office of Catholic Charities. Saint  



Mary is considering forming a “networking” group that may be able to offer 

further assistance. 

The committee moves on to the second question posed by the Pastoral 

Project: “How has the American Catholic Church most particularly the local 

Church adapted, adopted, and integrated this new population”? 

The committee first looks at the American Church’s response to the 

immigrant’s spiritual needs. In a statement issued by the United States 

Catholic Bishop’s Conference in November 2000 titled Welcoming the 

Stranger Among Us: Unity in Diversity the bishops articulate this position: 

“Unity in diversity is the vision that we bishops, as pastors of the Church in 

the United States, offer to our people as they welcome the new immigrants 

and refugees who come to our shores” (p. 2). The bishops also recognized 

that their treatment of immigrants has not always been satisfactory. They 

declare: “we bishops must confess, as well, that recent immigrants have not 

always encountered welcome in the Church. Today immigrants of all sorts 

too often face prejudice within the Church. At time their legitimate desire to 

worship in their own language, according to their own traditions, has not  
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been satisfied” (p. 10). The bishops attribute this failure to four causes: 

“nativism”, competition for resources, cultural fears, and institutional 

obstacles. As a way of rectifying these stumbling blocks to unity in diversity 

the bishops have proposed various national, regional and diocesan 

undertakings. On a national level the bishops have involved themselves in 

social advocacy attempting to influence legislation on immigration law, 

living wages, and health care to name a few. On the regional level the 

bishops have advocated the establishment of “regional pastoral centers, 

serving the needs of one or several immigrant ethnic communities and 

financed by the diocese they serve” (p. 16). At the diocesan level the bishops 

support the building up of “programs of ministry to immigrants”, the 

establishment of “offices of ethnic ministry”, and the preparation of 

“seminarian for ministry to the Church of the twenty-first century” by 

requiring them to be proficient in more than one language (p. 17). 

Welcoming the Stranger Among Us: Unity in Diversity concludes with this 

statement: 

“For the Church in the United States to walk in solidarity 

with newcomers to our country is to live out our catholicity 
as a Church. The Church of the twenty-first century will be, 
as it has always been, a Church of many cultures, languages, 
and traditions, yet simultaneously one, as God is one — Father,  
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Son, and Holy Spirit — unity in diversity” (p. 22) 

The committee now examines Saint Mary’s response to its immigrants. 

The following are samples of the responses to the question “What would you 

like to see St. Mary’s do to help you become a better Catholic Christian” 

(appendix C). 

* Establish community outreach programs set up immigrant programs to 
help immigrant parishioners”. Godfrey Oparaku 

“We need fellowship, bible study encouragement in spiritual life”. 
Valentina Elehesunu 

“I would like St. Mary to help organize an African body, where our culture 
will be practiced. This will really help unification”. Chika Oparaku 

“During the preaching of the gospel the priest should take it a little slower 
and clearer for old African people who can’t speak well. Explain different 
organization functions to help African choose and participate in them. Do 
retreats and explain to African parishioners the function of the church. 
Encourage the illiterate African. Get a church bus to transport those who 
can't go to church due to a lack of transportation”. Rugiatu R. Kamara 

Many of the suggestions of these immigrants are already in place at Saint 

Mary. First, Saint Mary has published a revised directory of parish 

organizations. It was distributed parish wide two years ago. New incoming 

parishioners are given a copy. The key to receiving one is to register. A 

number of our African immigrant families have yet to do this. Second, Saint  



‘35 . 

Mary via the bulletin regularly asks for those who need or know of someone 

who needs transportation to church or to a doctor to call the rectory. Third, 

Saint Mary does have regularly scheduled bible study as well as Advent and 

Lent programs. Saint Mary has an annual multicultural day with the readings 

at Mass delivered in three languages followed by a “pot luck” dinner 

featuring various native dishes. Saint Mary has offered both an African 

Liturgy and a day of retreat for Africans in the parish. This suggestion came 

from the 1nitial questionnaire distributed at the “get acquainted” meeting. 

Finally, the suggestion for an outreach program for immigrants as well as 

African cultural body has been given preliminary approval by Saint Mary’s 

pastor and 1s in the planning stage. This Pastoral Project by itself is further 

evidence that Saint Mary’s parish is intensely interested in serving this 

community. 

The committee now examines the last question of this Pastoral Project: 

“What have these immigrants been able to contribute that has enhanced their 

local Church”. 

By examining the rosters of organizations at Saint Mary the committee 

found that African immigrants are members of the three choirs, are  



extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist, are readers during liturgies, have 

been Grand Knights in Saint Mary’s Council of the Knights of Columbus, 

are members of many other parish based organizations such as the Sodality, 

the Men’s Club, and the Saint Vincent de Paul Society. 

Perhaps the African immigrant’s foremost contribution has been in the 

area of their strong sense of personal spirituality. They bring this spirituality 

into the organizations in which they participate. This author is the associate 

chaplain of Saint Mary’s Knights of Columbus Council. At a meeting 

several years ago I offered to give an audiotape of The Rosary to anyone 

who wanted to use it in their automobile or at home. I use this audiotape 

when I am driving. Only the African immigrant members of this council 

accepted my offer. As with any newly arrived immigrant population their 

impact on both the local and the national church will be one of an evolving 

relationship for it is the contribution of its immigrants that forge the face of 

the American Catholic Church.  



Chapter Four 

This Pastoral Project attempted to discover the answer to three questions: 

a ) how has the experience of emigration impacted the immigrant’s 

Catholicity, b) how as the American Catholic Church most particularly the 

local Church, adapted, adopted, and integrated this new population, ¢) what 

have these immigrants been able to contribute that has enhanced their local 

Church? The previous chapters examined all three questions from the 

perspective of sacred scripture, cultural information and personal 

experience. This final chapter will detail what the organizing committee 

discovered and what they feel still needs to be done. And finally this author 

will present a personal theological reflection that articulates the theological 

questions implicit in this Pastoral Project, its impact on the immigrants, and 

a personal evaluation of Nno. 

What, When, How 

It 1s important to understand that there is no single program that has the 

capacity to meet all the needs of its participants. The planning committee of 

Nno began by taking into consideration the initial written and oral 

suggestions made by the participants at the “get-acquainted” meeting. They 

soon came to realize that as each event came took place that there were areas  
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that were yet to be addressed. The events themselves brought this to light. 

As an example neither the half-day retreat nor the liturgy of the Mass 

focused on issues such as employment and citizenship. With the help of 

questionnaires distributed at the completion of each event these two issues 

became the “fruit” of these two celebrations. This is to say they emanated 

from the spiritual impetus created by the celebrations. 

There 1s a cliché that says, “timing is everything”. Originally the 

committee had planned its initial liturgy for a Sunday in mid-August. The 

committee quickly learned that mid-August conflicted with the vacations for 

many families. The month of September also became problematic with back- 

to-school activities. 

At the suggestion of Fr. Clifford Aniefuna the committee attended an 

African liturgy at a neighboring parish in early October in order to see what 

might be helpful in planing a liturgy at Saint Mary. A few weeks later the 

committee met with the musicians and liturgy planner for the neighboring 

parish’s African Mass. They provided the committee with a format they used 

and some insightful information. As an example the committee learned that 

it took the neighboring parish seven years to achieve a reasonable level of  
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participation at their liturgy. They also discovered that their participation 

increased when they sponsored a social gathering after the liturgy. 

The next time obstacle involved scheduling both the celebrant and the 

sanctuary. The Sacrament of Baptism takes place at Saint Mary after the last 

Mass of the day on Sunday. This means the sanctuary is not available until 

late afternoon. The committee decided to hold the liturgy on a Saturday 

afternoon using the smaller Chapel of Saint Anne at Saint Mary hoping the 

smaller size (Saint Mary holds one thousand congregates) would engender a 

closer sense of community. Fr. Aniefuna agreed to be the celebrant but 

scheduling conflicts made him unavailable until January. Further, Fr. 

Aniefuna reminded the committee that many families travel back to Africa 

during the months of November and December. January was therefore 

chosen for the first liturgy. A letter was sent inviting African families 

(appendix D) and a liturgy was formulated (appendix E). 

Recalling that the word Nno is the Ibo word for “welcome” the 

committee agrees that its welcoming process has just begun. Continuing this 

welcoming process the committee will proceed with planning a second 

liturgy in which all the members of the faith community of Saint Mary will  



be invited to share in an African liturgy. The committee will also move on 

with organizing an “African union” (a social/cultural association) at Saint 

Mary. The committee learned from its neighbor parish that this is a very 

effective way of drawing people together. Finally, the committee will 

endeavor to expand its membership knowing that with the infusion of new 

members come many undiscovered ideas. 

What Scripture Tells Us 

The people of Israel from their very beginnings have had a tradition of 

immigration. In the early biblical revelation Abraham (Abram) is directed by 

the Lord to leave “the land of your kinfolk and from your father’s house to a 

land I will show you” (Gn 12:1). Later Moses leads his enslaved brothers 

and sisters out of Egypt (Ex 15:13). And in 538 BCE Sheshbazzar escorts 

Jewish exiles out of Babylon after its collapse. So when Jesus asks his 

disciples to emigrate: “Go into the all the world and preach the gospel to the 

whole of creation” (Mk 16:15) (Mt 28:19-20) it comes as no cultural 

surprise for them. Their forefathers have demonstrated this tradition. 

Jesus makes his disciples aware that as immigrants they may not always 

be welcome. “Whoever will not receive you or listen to your words - go  



outside that house or town and shake the dust from your feet” (Mt 10:14) 

(Mk 3:11) (Lk 6:5). The ability for his immigrant disciples to 

communicate effectively in new lands Jesus also addresses: “These signs 

will accompany those who believe: in my name they will drive out demons, 

they will speak in new languages” (Mk 16:17, Acts 2:6, 1Cor 14:2-5). 

Scripture, therefore, creates a lasting template upon which all immigrants 

can draw both guidance and solace. Jesus and his disciples have lived the 

immigrant experience. They are in solidarity with the Christ. 

What Culture Tells Us 

Approaching the harbor in New York City a visitor catches view of the 

Statue of Liberty. Emblazoned on her pedestal are these words: “Give me 

your tired, your poor, your hungry”. America has a proud and long history of 

welcoming immigrants. From Ellis Island to the port of New Orleans 

immigrants have come to believe the words of Thomas Jefferson when 

penning the Declaration of Independence he wrote, “We hold these truths to 

be self evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 

Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among them are these Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”. Unfortunately at times these noble  
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words have been an ideal but not a reality. Immigrants have faced 

discrimination, intolerance and downright rejection when they sought to 

exercise these unalienable rights. It is somewhat confounding to realize that 

the few who would deny these rights are often themselves descendants of 

immigrants. It would seem that having captured their “American dream”, 

they are unwilling to share what they have found. It is incumbent upon every 

American, every Christian, to effect change when we witness this 

attitude of ignorance, selfishness and hatred. If America is to live up 

to its grand potential as the greatest free society yet known then each of us 

must extend welcoming arms to all who seek “life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness”! 

What Personal Experience Tells Us 

As a Permanent Deacon I have the privilege and responsibility to 

minister to the African immigrants of Saint Mary as do my fellow clergy. 

Until recently I was the catechist for all Baptisms at Saint Mary. This 

afforded me the opportunity to meet with young African families as they 

presented their children for this sacrament. As I have found in many other 

instances, I have come away from these training sessions having learned 

more than I taught. As an example, the perception of role of a sponsor (also  



known as a godparent) is quite different for most Africans than it is for 

Americans. The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines a 

sponsor/godparent as one “who must be firm believers, able and ready to 

help the newly baptized - child or adult - on the road to Christian life” (no. 

1255). Although these attributes can also be applied to an African 

sponsor/godparent, their actual role is somewhat expanded. At the 

incapacity or death of the parent the sponsor/godparent is expected to fulfill 

the parental responsibilities of raising their godchild. For this reason the 

sponsor/godparent is chosen very carefully. In another departure from 

American tradition, African couples preparing for the sacrament of marriage 

tell me of their tradition of the groom first visiting as many members of the 

bride’s family as possible to gain their approval. They take this 

responsibility quite seriously. Those couples who can afford the travel 

expense often return to their native country a month or so before they 

receive the sacrament of marriage in the United States. I have been told, 

although I do not wholly accept it, that some African couples will not marry 

in the United States until they have sufficient money to travel home. One of 

the more difficult concepts to convey for tribally (civilly) married Catholic 

African couples is the necessity for a convalidation of their marriage. They 

often want a large wedding ceremony rather than the more appropriate and  



simpler convalidation. For us American who are so time conscious, I have 

learned that the African internal time clock ticks at a much slower beat. It is 

not uncommon for an African to be late for a baptism, wedding or a funeral. 

I have tried suggesting that if they were flying back to Lagos on the 3:15 PM 

flight and they arrived at 3:20 PM that they would very likely not be flying 

that day. Finally, as I mentioned in a previous part of this Pastoral Project, I 

find Africans to be very spiritual, often humble, and deeply religious. We 

American Catholics could well imitate their spiritual fervor. 

Nno, Success or Failure? 

On a personal level Nno was something I have actively campaigned to 

achieve for more than a dozen years. I was given a litany of reasons why our 

parish could not and should not attempt such an undertaking. With the help 

of the Holy Spirit I was finally given the permission to make Nno a reality. 

Has Nno been a success or a failure? Nno will only be a success when all of 

the members of the African immigrant community at Saint Mary become 

totally integrated into all parish life. As for failure, it only exists when effort 

ceases. 

The conscientious work of committee members Patrick Abaga, Alamezie 

Ojiaku, Ph.D., and Clement Shekoni has been the major reason that Nno  



achieved its inherent mission: to welcome African immigrants to Saint 

Mary. This author is extremely grateful for their friendship, insights, and 

support during the past year and looks forward to working with them as Nno 

continues its good work. 
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Appendix A 

. What would you like to see St. Mary’s do to help you become a better 
Catholic Christian? 

  

  

  

  

. Do you have any gifts of music, writing, acting, organizing, etc. 
that you can share to make your ideas become a reality? 

  

  

  

. What is your name, address, and phone number? 
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Appendix B 

You are invited to a special meeting of all African immigrant 
members of St. Mary’s parish community on Thursday July 10" 
at 7:30 PM in the Burgundy Room. The meeting is intended as 
an opportunity to meet fellow Africans at St. Mary and to begin 
planning future Liturgies and social events that directly reflect 
your African Catholic culture. If you have any questions please 
do not hesitate to call me at 301-341-5467 or 301-773-5297 

Deacon Steve Robinson 

You are invited to a half day of Spiritual Renewal for all 
African immigrant members of St. Mary’s parish community. 
This half day Retreat will take place on Saturday July 19" 
from 10:30 AM to 1:30 PM in St. Anne’s Chapel (located in 
the lower parking lot of St. Mary’s School). This is the first of 
several special events intended to bring St. Mary’s African 
community into a fuller involvement in parish life. For further 
details or questions call me at 301-341-5467 or 301-773-5297. 

Deacon Steve Robinson 
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Appendix C 

1. As an African Catholic has your immigration to America changed the way 
you practice your faith? 

  

  

  

  

2. What would you like to see St. Mary’s do to help you become a better 
Christian? 

  

  

  

  

. If you could change anything about the Catholic faith what might it be? 

  

  

  

  

. As a member of St. Mary’ faith community your participation at Mass as 
a lector or extraordinary minister of the Eucharist and in various groups 
such as the Sodality, the Men’s Club, the Knights of Columbus and the 
Choirs is vital to its life. Please consider taking a few evenings or 
weekends each month and become members of one of these groups. 
Provide your name and special interest and you will receive additional 
information from the rectory. 
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Appendix D 

dn Sons Hory 5 Cotlotl Clirck 
l 7401 Buchanan Street, Landover Hills, Maryland 20784, (301) 577-8844 

December 29, 2003 

Sample 
000000000 
0000000, MD 20902 

Dear Sample; 

You are cordially invited to a special African liturgy on Saturday January 

10, 2004 at 2PM in the afternoon. It will take place in St. Anne’s Chapel 

(lower parking lot). 

Fr. Clifford Aniefuna will be the celebrant with Deacon Stephen 

Robinson as Deacon of the Mass. This liturgy will initiate future religious, 
social, and cultural events at St. Mary’s focused upon bringing the African 
community at St. Mary into a fuller participation in the life of the Church. . 

So that adequate planing can take place please call the rectory at 301- 
577-8844 and let us know if you will be coming. 

Faithfully Yours in Christ, 

Deacon Stephen Robinson  
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Appendix E 

African Community Liturgy at St. Mary 

St. May’s Catholic Church 
Landover Hills, MD 20784 

Celebrant: Rev. Fr. Clifford Aniefuna 
Deacon of the Mass: Rev. Mr. Stephen Robinson 

Entrance Hymn: (Nigerian) 

Jesus is the Sweetest Name I Know 

Jesus is the Sweetest Name I know 

He’s always just the same 
Oh! Praise his holy name 

That’s the reason I love him so o! 

Jesus 1s the sweetest name I know. 

1. I’ll Praise Him 

2. I'll Worship Him 
3. I’ll Bless Him 

4. I'll adore Him 

Offertory Hymn: (Nigerian) 

Choruses: 

1. All nations rise, praise the Lord 

Let us praise Jehovah, praise the Lord 
Praise the Lord, Praise the Lord Oh Praise the Lord. 

When I remember his promise, I shout alleluia (2 times) 
Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia 
When I remember his promise, I shout alleluia 
When I remember his goodness, I shout alleluia 
When I remember his blessings, I shout alleluia  



Communion Hymn: (Nigerian) 

I Surrender All 

1. All to Jesus I surrender, 

All to Him I freely give 
I will ever love and trust Him 

In His presence daily live 

Chorus: I surrender, all 

I surrender, all 

All to thee my blessed Savior 
I surrender all. 

. All to Jesus I surrender, 

Humbly at his feet I bow 
Worldly pleasures all forsaken 
Take me Jesus take me now 

. All to Jesus I surrender, 

Make me a savior wholly Thine 
Let me feel the Holy Spirit 
Truly know that Thou art mine 

. All to Jesus I surrender, 

Lord I give myself to Thee 
Fill me with love and power 

Let Thy blessing fall on me 

Recessional Hymn: (Nigerian) 

All of My Life 

Chorus: All of my life, I will praise the living God 
My heart full of joy, I will praise his holy name.  



. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
And never forget his gifts. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He pardons all my sins. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He saves us from harm. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He fills our life with good. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He keeps us ever young. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
His kindness never ends. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
His kindness never ends. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He died to bring us life. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
His promises He keeps. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 
He 1s the bread of life. 

. Bless the Lord of my Soul! 

In Him we find all love.  
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