
 

The end of a Franciscan journey: A farewell to Friar 
Anthony Gonsalves, OFM (1940 - 2015)

 

CHRISTMAS 2015

Volume 7, Number 2

Christ the King Province                              www.franciscanfriars.ca

Franciscan Footprints

FROM THE PROVINCIAL
Jesus was a Refugee!

The images of the body of a young boy 
washed up on a Mediterranean beach     

have suddenly drawn our attention to the 
Syrian refugee crisis.  After five years of 
bloody civil war, and with no end in sight to 
the fighting, the people of this country have 
lost hope and are leaving in great numbers.  
Let me tell you a wonderful story of two 
refugees who came to Canada. 

Dawit was a refugee who came to Canada from the country of Eritrea.  He landed in 
Vancouver but, after two years, decided to move to Edmonton because of more promising 
work opportunities.  Dawit soon landed a cleaning job which started in the evening and 
ended in the middle of the night.  In early December, at around 3:00 am, just after work, 
Dawit decided to stop at a 7-11 Store before heading home.  Soon after leaving the store 
two men assaulted Dawit and took his wallet and cell phone.

Mussie, also from the country of Eritrea, drives a taxi.  He has been in Edmonton for 
more than 25 years and is well established in his work and family life.  Mussie prefers 
to work during the night, and is well aware of the dangers of driving taxi during these 
hours.  And so he is cautious, and will only pick up customers from reputable hotels or 
who are radioed to him from the central dispatch while working these late night and early 
morning hours.  However, on one particular winter night Mussie did the unthinkable and 
stopped for a young man who waved him down from the street-side.  This man explained 
to Mussie that he had been physically assaulted, and had his wallet and cell phone stolen.  
He asked to be taken to his apartment, as he thought that he had only been physically 
assaulted.  However, Mussie noticed that he was bleeding and strongly suggested that he 
go to the hospital.  After a brief protest the injured man allowed Mussie to drive him to 
the Royal Alexandra Hospital Emergency department, where doctors and staff quickly 
responded.  Later a doctor told Mussie that if he had come to the hospital ten minutes later 
that his passenger would not have lived.  Dawit spent the next week in intensive care and 
the next two weeks in a hospital room recovering from five knife wounds.  Yes, a former 
refugee that I sponsored more than 25 years ago saved someone’s life, and I am very proud 
of him for doing what he did.

The story does not end there.  Dawit has a wife and four young children, and they were 
living in a refugee camp in Ethiopia at the time of the assault... Continued on next page.
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 The Franciscans say farewell to St. Michael’s Retreat

MERRY

CHRISTMAS

For everything there is a beginning and an ending.  
In December 1960 the Archbishop of Regina, SK, 
Michael O’Neill, asked the Franciscan Friars to 
build a retreat centre. 220 acres were purchased 
near Lumsden, SK, and construction began.  On 
Sunday, August 4th, 1963, 6,000 people attended 

the dedication of the 60 bedroom centre.  Now, 
250,000 retreatants and 52 years later, the 
Franciscans say thank you and farewell to St. 
Michael’s and the wonderful people of southern 
Saskatchewan.

Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Lutheran Church leadership at 
the farewell service. 

Dennis expresses his gratitude to Donna Fisher 
(35 years), and Helen and Leo Ell (50 years), for their 

long-time dedication to the retreat centre.

The friars kiss the altar as a final gesture in gratitude 
to God for the opportunity to be ministers of the 

Good News at St. Michael’s.

Thank

You!

The departing friars (Gerry, Michael, and Dominic) pose with 
some of the staff for a final photo.



The family was scheduled to arrive in Edmonton to be reunited with their husband and father just before Christmas.  
Unfortunately one of the children had a reaction to one of the vaccinations during the medical screening, and so the 
family’s departure to Canada was delayed.  Fortunately the delay was not for very long, and the family was reunited 
a little more than a month later, on February 1st.     

Yes, this is a story of generosity toward someone in dire need, and a life was saved.  This is also a story of two young 
men who crossed paths as they were each working to provide a place to call home for their young families.  So many 
families in our world are in same situation as these two former refugees.  The people from Syria - because of war, 
violence, injustice and prejudice – have been forced to leave their country and are in desperate need of a safe place to 
raise a family, and a place to call home.  

People are naturally more generous during the Christmas season as we are especially mindful of the generous love 
God shared with us in the gift and life of the infant Jesus.  However, let us also be mindful that our Lord, Mary and 
Joseph were once refugees who spent a number of years in Egypt before returning to Israel.  May we see Christ in the 
refugees in our world and generously do what we can to help these families.

One former refugee told me that he came to Canada because there was peace in this part of the world.  May this great 
gift of peace be present in your hearts and in your family life during this Christmas season and always.

Peace and all good,

Norland Frugalidad Michael Okwegba

 
Michael Perras, OFM, completes novitiate and makes first 
profession of vows

 

 

Ben has two families - his birth family and Franciscan brothers

Fr. Dennis Vavrek, ofm

Postulancy: The beginning of the Franciscan journey for 
two young men

Ben “believe it or not” Ripley makes a life-time 
commitment to the Franciscan Order

Friar Dan Gurnick, 
postulant director, 
gives Norland and 

Michael a Tau Cross 
at St. Joseph Friary, 
in Victoria, BC on 
October 4, 2015.


