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Our journey in southern Africa
A visit to our sister parishes
By Karen Byrne
Pastoral Associate
Epiphany Parish, Mason City

I recently had the opportunity to travel to Zambia
and Zimbabwe with Father Harry Koelker and others
to visit the three missions that parishes in the Archdio-
cese of Dubuque support through the Missionaries of
Africa. Father Harry, a retired priest of the archdio-
cese, worked with St. Ludmila’s in Cedar Rapids, St.
Joseph’s/Epiphany Parish in Mason City and Sacred
Heart in Oelwein to begin supporting these missions in
Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

Here I sit in Botswana on the south bank of the Zam-
bezi River looking north to Namibia. Just to my right are
Zambia and Zimbabwe. From not far behind me, I hear
the ripping and crunching as an elephant tears off the
branches of a small tree. Hippos are bellowing on the far
bank of the Zambezi. Really!! That’s the truth!

Our 16-day trip to Zambia, Zimbabwe and Botswana
has been amazing; this truly was my BIG ADVENTURE!
Father Harry Koelker, a retired priest from the Archdio-
cese of Dubuque, served as a missionary in Africa, 1987-
1989, in northern Zambia. Upon returning to Iowa, he
encouraged and assisted the parishes of St. Ludmila in
Cedar Rapids, St. Joseph’s/Epiphany Parish in Mason
City and Sacred Heart in Oelwein to each assist a parish
in Africa.

Father Harry, Mary Thompson of St. Thomas Moore
in Coralville, Mike Puff of Sacred Heart in Oelwein, and
I (Epiphany Parish in Mason City) traveled this August
to Zambia and Zimbabwe to visit the three missions,
then tour Zambia and Botswana.

Our first stop was Harare, Zimbabwe to visit the wo-
men’s group sponsored by St. Ludmila Parish through
the Franciscan Sisters FSPA in La Crosse, Wis. This
project, through the work of dedicated local volunteers,
provides food, educational fees and support for 24 fam-

ilies. HIV/AIDS has devastated a segment of the popu-
lation in Africa, thus the majority of the 24 families are
headed by grandmothers raising their grandchildren.
Our visit to the project was the day after elections in
Zimbabwe. Fearing post-election violence, some grand-
mothers elected not to travel to the project that day.

Death, poverty
The families were receiving their monthly allotment

of maize, flour, peanut butter, additional protein in the
form of dried fish, other food stuffs and cleaning sup-
plies purchased for them through donations from
America. 

The program in the local language was translated by a
volunteer. The families were saying thank you to the
donors and the center’s director, Virginia, while telling
us about their lives. One incredibly well-spoken and
composed high-school age student told us that his
grandmother is raising him and her 18 other grandchil-
dren. She had buried all her children and some of their
spouses due to HIV/AIDS. Two of the quieter women
drew our attention. One is in the last stages of
HIV/AIDS and the other in her early teens is raising her
pre-school-age sister following the death of their par-
ents. Never before has death and the reality of such
poverty been so directly in my face. By the same token,
never before has the dedicated work of volunteers
moved me so much. 

St. Joseph’s/Epiphany Parish has paired with The St.
Lawrence Home of Hope in the Misisi Compound in
Lusaka, Zambia. For security reasons, walls are a com-
mon sight in Zambia and the Misisi Compound is no dif-
ferent. Inside the walls, we toured the church, soccer
fields, school buildings, laundry and shower house,
business manager’s office and a building for home
health aides. 

The church, Good Shepherd, seats 1,000. It was
designed by Father Toon van Kessel of the Missionaries
of Africa and built from bricks made on the property
with donations from parishioners and benefactors. Red
is the color I associate with the church, a beautiful joy-
ous red. African artists completed the religious artwork
inside Good Shepherd. Mass in Africa is full of move-
ment and music. The offertory includes parishioners
bringing in caged chickens. At Good Shepherd the offer-
tory also included bags of cement for the church build-
ing.

New skills
Brother Jacek works with street kids, all boys, who for

a variety of reasons can no longer live at home and have

taken to the streets. The boys attend school where they
learn new skills, such as doing their own laundry, and
work with Brother Jacek if appropriate to be reunited
with their families. The day we were there school was
not in session. The boys were playing ping-pong or
watching WWF wrestling.  St. Joseph’s provides a schol-
arship for one student to study accounting; I was
pleased to meet him and wish him well in his studies. 

St. Joseph’s/Epiphany Parish has provided assistance
for classrooms, the shower house, a washing machine
and the conference building. When the boys go home on
a visit, they are expected to do their laundry the tradi-
tional way — in the creek. However, when they are at
The Home of Hope every two weeks, their laundry is
done in the machine! The shower house was clean,
bright and white with curtains decorated with primary
colors. The conference building was recently completed
and will be used for home health workers to visit those
with HIV/AIDS.

Remember super balls? Those highly compacted balls
that bounced everywhere and never seemed to run out
of energy. Brother Jacek and the Home of Hope remind-
ed me of a super ball, amazing amount of positive ener-
gy and not afraid to bounce into any corner!
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Father Harry Koelker visiting with children in a vil-
lage in southern Zambia. Good Shepherd parish Lusaka, Zambia

Women participants
at The Women’s Pro-
ject in Harare, Zim-
babwe. The bags of
food are each fami-
ly’s monthly supply
of food purchased
from American do-
nations.
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