
Dear Friends,

Fr. Emmett Farrell is an alumnus of the St. James Society, currently ministering in San Diego, 
CA. He visited with me recently in Boston and I invited him to write an article for this edition of 
‘Friends’ based on his own experience serving in South America, and then returning to minister 
here in the USA:

“Reverse Mission” is a term we sometimes use to explain returning from working as a missionary 
in a “third world” country, another culture, language; a life changing experience. The following is 
my experience, my story of reverse mission. 

In 1968, at twenty-eight years of age and three years of ordination, I volunteered for the Foreign 
Missionary Society of St. James the Apostle, headquartered in Boston, MA. On arriving in Peru 
we were offered three months of language study. The times seemed turbulent. Three years after 
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Vatican Council II the Latin American bishops published their implementation document at 
Medellin, Columbia. It used terms like “institutionalized violence” and “preferential option for the 
poor”. Something new began stirring in me. 

Then I read “Pedagogy of the Oppressed”, by Pablo 
Freire, about forming conscience or “concien-
tización”, and learning to think and act critically. 
The Latin American Church follows a methodol-
ogy of See, Judge and Act. It is a powerful tool of 
constant reform, of seeing reality and judging it 
with scripture or theology to discover new ways of 
acting. Pope Francis says, in effect, in paragraph 
118 of “Laudato Si”, that if we change our way of 
thinking we will change our way of acting. It is 
sometimes referred to as a conversion. Peru was 
leading me through a conversion and I was be-
coming a “missionary disciple”.

This was played out in my first assignment in Comas, a “barrio” or community of poor people on 
the edge of Lima. I began to change from an American out to change or save Latin America to a 
man discovering God in and through the poor. My conversion to see and think like a Peruvian 
took place over eight years during which time I became conflicted with my affluent American 
lifestyle. I perhaps over-reacted by asking my bishop to not give me more money and by instruct-
ing the St. James Society to not provide me with a car.

My second assignment was up the coast to Chim-
bote, a small fishing village that overnight became an 
expansion of migrating people who flocked to work 
in a steel mill and in the commercial fishing industry. 
I arrived in the middle of a national fisherman’s strike 
and Marshall law. One day I was almost caught by 
an army patrol taking Caritas rice and beans to the 
hungry fishermen’s families. Electricity was coming 
to the area. The people were fighting having to pay for 
the poles and wires in the public streets. I was asked 
to give a blessing for an army general coming for the 
inauguration. I publicly petitioned the general to 
consider the people’s request. That merited me a new 
assignment when I arrived back from vacation.

A friendly bishop in the Andes mountains accepted me to work there in the remote Andean town 
of Sicuani. Approximately 13,000 feet up, Sicuani is home to around 20,000 people. This was a 
totally new reality and I felt I had moved back one hundred years in time. Most of the popula-
tion lived on small subsistence farms and were primarily Quechua speaking, a language I did not 
speak.

After 4 years in the mountains my conscience told me to return to the United States to be closer 



to my aging parents. After sixteen years in 
Peru, I returned to the USA where I was 
granted permission to study at the Mexican 
American Culture Center in San Antonio, 
Texas, preparing clergy to work with His-
panic peoples. I moved to Houston, opened 
a house for Salvadoran and another for 
Guatemalan refugees. I lived there and at-
tended to their needs. 

After 3 years I realized I was not adjusting 
well back into the American culture and 
church. About this time Maryknoll offered 
me a job directing a sanctuary program. I decided to accept the position and find a way to re-
turn to missionary work outside of the USA. They insisted we make a month discernment retreat 
during which the Holy Spirit intervened and urged me to stay in the USA to serve the growing 
Hispanic community in our cities. 

In 1989 I was permitted to serve the Hispanic immigrants in Chicago. After several years in a par-
ish I volunteered to work as the Hispanic Coordinator of Vicariate II. There were several com-
peting pastoral models and I decided to join the base community reflective style. There I found 
footing working with other returned missionaries helping Hispanics to be accepted in parishes 
and contribute to the culture, the society and the church.

I drafted and proposed to the bishops a missionary style plan to serve the pockets of Spanish 
speaking peoples in a huge area with no pastoral care. The plan was accepted in theory but re-
jected in practice. At the same time, my home diocese asked me to either incardinate in Chicago 
or return to my home diocese of Sioux City, Iowa. However, while visiting my sister in San Diego, 
the bishop there invited me to work in one of the numerous parishes with large Hispanic commu-
nities. I was allowed to go and to incardinate there.

From there I was sent to work on the Mexican border. We 
started a team of visitors to go to apartment complexes 
where we established 25 bible study groups. We then 
started the Latin American process of Family Catechesis 
in Spanish, where parents come to sessions each week and 
then prepare their children for their first communion. 

In 2003 I was moved to National City where I launched 
Family Catechesis in both English and Spanish. I retired 
at age 70 in 2009, and working with a volunteer we en-
tered the Family Catechesis into the computer, adapted 
the Spanish to the USA, upgraded to colored graphics 
and translated all seven books to English. In 2017 I began 
giving homilies and workshops in English and Spanish 
on the encyclical “Laudato Si- The Care of Our Common 
Home”. 



In retrospect, I had been back in the USA for over thirty years 
and remained silent about the methodology and theology I had 
converted to in Latin America. That changed in 2013 when Pope 
Francis was elected  our first third world, Latin American Pope. 
Echoing his preaching, writing and actions, I began to express and 
implement Latin American methodology and theology. Bishop 
Robert McElroy of San Diego recently gave an address at St. Mary’s 
college in San Antonio, Texas entitled “U. S. Church Adrift, Synod-
ality can Renew It”. He explained how the process and theology of 
the Synod on the Amazon could help renew the whole church. 

In 1968 I went into mission in Latin America and over the following eight years underwent a 
conversion. I gained a comprehensive world view of seeing the economic, political, and social sys-
tem from the viewpoint of the poor. For thirty years upon returning to my primary culture I was 
conflicted and silent. With the pontificate of Pope Francis, our first third world Pope, and echoing 
his methodology and theology I feel I am living in REVERSE MISSION to my own country and 
church.

Sincere thanks to Fr. Emmet for sharing his experience with us. We are grateful to all our alumni 
for their many years of service, and their continued closeness to us.

With Every Good Wish in Christ,

Rev. David Costello
Director
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PLEASE NOTE:

In response to requests from our sup-
porters, beginning in April 2020 we 
will send only annual aknowledgement 
letters.

All who wish to receive a letter as the 
gift is received may request this by 
selecting the option on the new return 
envelopes.


