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I have volunteered at the St. Mike's ESL program for just over two 
years. I initially heard about the program through the Gesu Parish bulle-
tin. My first students were two lovely sisters, both married with fami-
lies. I was fortunate to visit them in the hospital to hold the newest ad-
ditions to their families. Despite their many responsibilities, they man-
aged to attend class weekly, and successfully took the oath of Citizen-
ship last summer. It was a special moment to receive their phone call as 
they were extremely proud of this accomplishment. 

I now teach two new students, Hay Soe and Eh Klo, also sisters. They 
are young adults who very much want to become full participants in 
American society. I'm impressed with their hard work. We work on Eng-
lish proficiency  and learning all that  is required to become a US citizen. 
We meet for one hour each week, and it is amazing what can be accom-
plished in that time.  

Marilyn Lefaivre 

The blessings that come from sharing! 

Hay Soe and Eh Klo with their ESL teacher, Marilyn Lefaivre 

FROM SAINT MICHAEL PARISH IN 

MILWAUKEE TO MYANMAR 
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 Since 1883, St. Michael Parish has 
been a place where new immigrants and refu-
gees found a spiritual home. Originally 
founded by German immigrants, the parish 
later welcomed displaced German-speaking 
persons from Eastern Europe after World 
War II. 

 Today, St. Michael Parish in Mil-
waukee, Wisconsin is a Catholic congrega-
tion of nearly 2,000 faithful who are Hmong, 
Lao, Myanmar-Burmese (Karen, Karenni, 
Chin and Kachin), Puerto Rican, Mexican, 
European- and African- American  Catholics. 
Most are refugees, immigrants and first-
generation residents on their way to citizen-
ship, who strive through the challenging pro-
cess of integration into a different country 
and culture. Those who came in earlier dec-
ades are now helping the most recent arrivals, 
the Myanmar-Burmese. 

 St. Michael’s parish staff also reflects the diversity of its congregation, as do the councils, commit-
tees and its liturgical celebrations.  

 Father Rafael Rodriguez, born in Venezuela, has been the Pastor Administrator of the parish for one 
and a half years. Before this assignment, and while a faculty member at Saint Francis de Sales Seminary, Fr. 
Rodriguez was a regular help-out priest at St. Michael’s for about five years. Intercultural ministry is an area 
of ministry of great interest and a passion for Fr. Rodriguez. 

 On November 25, 2017, Fr. Rodriguez traveled to Myanmar on a pastoral and cultural immersion 
trip to this beautiful and embattled country; the motherland of many of his parishioners. 

What reasons motivated you to visit the country of Myanmar? 

I traveled to Myanmar looking for opportunities that would help me better understand the culture of 
our parishioners who come from that country, and for insights into ministering to them. The primary goals of 
my trip were: to make personal contact with relatives of some of my parishioners who have been separated 
for many years due to war and political conflicts; to meet with priests and bishops of different dioceses; and 
to attend and concelebrant at Pope Francis’ main public Mass in Yangon on November 29, the first-ever visit 
of a Pope to Myanmar.  

(Continue on pages 2 and 3) 

Looking forward to 
Summer Bible Camp 2018! 

It is good to remind ourselves that seasons change, creation renews itself. Spring is around the corner and then summer!  

We look forward to another Summer Bible Camp filled with warm hearts; thirsty for God’s grace.  

If you would like to volunteer, please contact Sr. Alice 414-933-8126. Thank you! 

We welcome Rev. Berm Chakrit!.. 

...(also known as Fr. Tshaj Xwm) as our new      

Associate Pastor. Fr. Chakrit is a Hmong Re-

demptorist priest from Thailand. Ordained 10 

years ago, Father Berm Chakrit, 42, is one of the 

few Hmong-speaking priests in the world. In ad-

dition to the Hmong language, Fr. Chakrit speaks 

English, Lao, Karen, and Thai. He will be serving 

the different multicultural and multilingual faith 

communities of St. Michael and St. Rose of Lima 

Parishes alongside Rev. Rafael Rodriguez.  “So I 

say, Yes, I am here, and I’m ready to go to all of 

your homes if I can bring you closer to God.” We 

are very grateful to you Fr. Berm Chakrit for your 

caring and pastoral presence among us. 
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I also witnessed signs of the political conflicts that are still present, like checkpoints in areas controlled by the 
“revolutionists,” the groups that are fighting for autonomy and independence from the Burmese rule. There were also mau-
soleums for those fallen in battle. This is a nation of nations that has gone through much political turmoil. Think about 100 
years of rule by the British, followed by three years of occupation by Japan, bombing by the allies in 1945, a military coup 
in 1962, and the civil war. The violence of the civil war forced many from minority ethnic groups to flee to neighboring 
countries, especially to Thailand. Our people from Myanmar come to the U.S. after spending many years in refugee camps 
and through the resettlement program of the United Nations. 

What are the daily challenges you witnessed of the Myanmar people? 

 They seem to be amid a rebuilding process, striving to recover their civil liberties and fostering an impulse to build 
their economy. As I drove through the country, I saw expansive rubber-tree and teak-tree plantations, and many public 
roadworks. There, also was an influx of tourism, an activity new to the Myanmar people after almost 60 years of isolation 
from the rest of the world. Poverty and unemployment, public education, as well as health and environmental issues are 
major concerns.  

 Most of the population seems to be very young. Many of them, because of the lack of opportunities for employ-
ment and studies, move to Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. Foreign investment seems to be dominated by corpora-
tions from China and India, as I was told by the locals. 

What was your experience and those of the other priests who attended the visit of Pope Francis to Myanmar? 

Myanmar was given only 6 months to prepare for the papal visit, and the country did an excellent job in getting 
ready for this first time in history occasion. I would say most people were very happy about the pope’s presence, who was 
received with much love and expectation by Christians but also with curiosity and apprehension by non-Christians and gov-
ernment officials. At the end of the visit, there was a sense of relief in everyone there, that despite mounting tensions, the 
Pope’s visit went smoothly and peacefully.  

 I had the blessing of being able to concelebrate at the main Holy Eucharist presided by Pope Francis in Yangon on 
November 29, and to help offering Holy Communion to a huge and fervent congregation. I was gifted with the ciborium I 
used to distribute Communion, which I used in my first Mass at St. Michael’s when I returned from Myanmar. 

How do you support the faith traditions, needs, and talents of the Myanmar members of St. Michael’s? 

 Experiences like this trip are a great contribution to our ministry at St. Michael’s, as I come back and meet with my 
staff to plan ways of nurturing their Catholic faith and honoring their culture and traditions. Sacramental preparation and 
faith formation in their own languages and in English take priority. We also honor their Catholic culture by expanding our 
wonderful liturgical music repertoire with hymns sung in their own languages. This we do every Sunday, at our multilingual 
Holy Eucharist. Those languages are Burmese, Karen, Karenni, Chin and Kachin. They join the other languages also repre-
sented in our congregation: Hmong, Lao, English, and Spanish.  

We support their devotional life and do frequent home visits, where we pray and celebrate with families around 
their home altars. We support their growth in faith and leadership by encouraging them to train in lay ministry. We are very 
happy to have seven members of our faith community enrolled in the St. Clare Center program at Cardinal Stritch Universi-
ty. They also occupy leadership positions in the parish as pastoral associates, catechists, interpreters, and council and com-
mittee members. 

 Another way of helping our refugees in their process of integration into American society is through our English as 
a Second Language and General Education Diploma programs and citizenship preparation. We count on the dedication of 
nearly 50 volunteers who come, from different parishes and places in the Archdiocese, to teach ESL classes on a one-to-one 
basis to at least 70 of our parishioners. We work with Catholic Charities as newly arriving refugees are placed in homes, 
and we provide assistance navigating society, setting up appointments, arranging doctor visits, helping with social security 
matters, and finding jobs. 

What final words do you have for your readers? 

 I’d like to take this opportunity to invite readers of our newsletter and the faithful of Milwaukee and beyond to con-
sider contributing to the wonderful mission and programs of St. Michael Parish. We are proud of the beautiful church we 
have, a place that is also a landmark for the city of Milwaukee, but in need of considerable repairs and restorations. We of-
fer opportunities for volunteering, serving our refugee community, and participation in our beautiful liturgical celebrations. 
We offer Sunday Masses at 9:00 a.m. (Multilingual); 10:30 a.m. (in Hmong on the 1st and 3rd Sunday/Month) and at 12:00 
noon in Spanish. Our mailing address is 1445 N. 24th Street, Milwaukee, WI 53205. Our phone number is 414-933-3143. 
Please, visit our website at www.stmichaelsmke.com. 
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 This experience was a tangible way of sharing the journey with an important segment of my congregation. So as 
their pastor, what better way is there to learn about the reasons that caused their forced migration, than to spend time in their 
communities, meet the people and their families in their small villages and churches, visit their priests, and learn and experi-
ence their life and faith.  

What is the religious make up of Myanmar? 

 Myanmar is a country of 55 million people, of which 87.9% are Buddhist, 6.2% are Christian, 4.3% are Muslims 
and 1.6 of other beliefs. According to the latest figures from the Population Housing Census conducted by the United Na-
tions, Myanmar’s Christian population has increased dramatically in the last few years. But these small numbers of Chris-
tians, and particularly of Catholics, live a deep and devout faith as I experienced it there. The Catholic faith first arrived in 
Myanmar 500 hundred years ago with the French Regulars of Saint Paul, or Barnabites, and Italian missionaries from the 
Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, who established many parishes with schools and boarding houses. 

Can you describe life and Catholic education in Myanmar?  

 All their Catholic schools were nationalized by the military during the half century of dictatorship that ended in 
2011. So now the Catholic Church runs about 300 boarding houses, originally attached to the Catholic schools, in parishes 
across the country. Mainly students from remote villages stay in these boarding houses while they attend the state-run 
schools. 

       Life in these campuses is very dynamic, and offered me an open window to an understanding of their popular religi-
osity, devotional practices and education in the Catholic faith. I’ll give you an example from witnessing some of the parishes 
with boarding houses. 

 The students get up at 5:00 a.m. and arrive in church for morning prayer and Mass at 5:45 a.m., usually recited in 
English. (They also speak the national language of the country, which is Burmese, as well as their ethic group’s language). 
At 6:30 a.m., the students attend tutoring classes. (The quality of the public-school system is rather poor, so they are rein-
forced in their education with tutoring classes twice a day, every day). Breakfast follows, and from 8:30 a.m. to noon they 
have their first classes and then return for lunch. After a break, they go again to school until 3 p.m. Back in the boarding 
house, students do gardening, cleaning, and other chores, until evening prayer time, followed by dinner, with more study and 
tutoring until 10 p.m. 

How did you experience their celebration of the liturgy and devotions? 

 There is a profound devotion to the Virgin Mary. Many Catholics pray the rosary every day. Most parishes have a 
grotto replica of the site of the apparition of Our Lady at Lourdes. Catholics come to the grottos early in the morning to dedi-
cate their day under the protection of the Mother of God before going to work. The recitation of the Hail Mary before and 
after Mass is also very common. Chants and prayers are often heard as you walk around these parish compounds during the 
day. Even the use of Latin in some Masses and devotions is a frequent practice. They also pray Novenas (nine days of prayer 
and meditation), like one they offer before Christmas to prepare their hearts and minds for the celebration of the coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.  

The way people sit in most parishes got my attention. Boys and men occupy one section of the church. Women and 
girls occupy the other half of the church. They sit in a progressive order from younger to older. Mothers with babies will 
stand at the back of the church or even outside the doors of the church to tend to their babies, somewhat like our crying 
rooms. Veil wearing at Mass is also customary practice by girls and ladies. That custom is still practiced by some of our My-
anmar parishioners at St. Michael’s.  

Did you visit a refugee camp? 

 Four years ago, when I was a help-out priest at St. Michael’s in Milwaukee, I visited a Karen refugee camp near the 
border between Myanmar and Thailand. I then traveled, with a purpose similar to that of this latest trip, to Northern Thailand 
and Laos. I wanted to meet and have an encounter with the people and cultures of the Hmong and Lao refugees who are also 
members of St. Michael’s. After closing its borders to the rest of the world for many years, Myanmar was easier to enter and 
visit this time.  

What is the countryside like? 

 As I was driving to these different destinations, there were villages that were populated by specific faith groups like 
Catholics, Baptists, Buddhists, and Hindus. I also visited a Catholic village established by descendants from the state of 
Tamil Nadu in India. This is a prolific village in terms of vocations. I met three priests from that tiny village located amid the 
extensive rice fields of the Karen State. Driving through the winding roads of the Kayah State, originally built during the 
Japanese occupation, you could see both crosses and pagodas marking the summits of the beautiful landscape. 
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