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STEWARDSHIP IN THE GARDENSTEWARDSHIP IN THE GARDEN
By Chris Napolitan

For nearly six years, parishioners at St. Francis Xavier parish have had a major source of enjoyment
and beauty located outside the church walls–the gardens. Begun by our former pastor, Fr. Gregory
Stankus, they have increased in both size and number in that time. Gardens are living, changing

things that require constant and careful maintenance. For that reason, a small, dedicated group of parish-
ioners has been volunteering since Fr. Greg was transferred, to do the never-ending work the gardens
require.

Elaina Olynciw, one of the most faithful of
the volunteer gardeners, first became involved
when she noticed plants that weren't thriving.
The summer of 2005 was one of severe drought
conditions. She began to water the plants when
she could, and has been doing the work of three
people ever since. Elaina brings us no small
amount of expertise. She was instrumental in
the beginnings of the Gardens of Union on Union
Street, and established gardens and a green-
house in the high school where she taught biol-
ogy. She has also written two books on com-
posting. Elaina says that whenever she consid-
ers whether she should cut back on her garden-
ing time at St. Francis, she realizes it's her place
"to have a little peace and unwind." Elaina is a
person who keeps our gardens going. She saw a
need, and stepped into the job.

Like Elaina, Maryann McHugh Feeney saw a need that she could do something about. Maryann was
concerned about ivy attaching itself to the beautiful stones of our church wall, and the tendency of hap-
pily trailing plants to sneak under the fence. She volunteered to take on those two jobs. Whenever she
comes to trim and clean along the fence perimeter, she also makes a point of cleaning the walk that leads
to the currently unused side entrance, because "it's the door we always used to enter the church when I
was growing up." An SFX parishioner since her Baptism, Maryann says that her family photographs of
important occasions-First Communions, Confirmations, and her wedding-are all taken with the lawn
between the rectory and church as a backdrop.  The gates to the lawn were always locked then, so most
photos were posed in front of the gate with the cherry tree in the back. Her wedding pictures, which were
taken inside the gate by special permission, show a lawn, the cherry tree, and privet hedge. Maryann was
particularly delighted when she saw the varieties of plants and colors that Fr. Greg began putting into that
area, and considers it "an honor to participate in keeping the gardens going."

The volunteers, now called "The Gardening
Committee," are a loosely organized group of
parishioners. Their goal is to keep the gardens
thriving with as few meetings and as few rules as
possible so that volunteers' time is in their own con-
trol, and the joy of gardening is at the heart of what
they do.  The committee is always grateful for more
hands on deck.

Pope Benedict has addressed the need for
Catholics to take on the stewardship of the beauti-
ful earth God has given us. The garden volunteers
believe very strongly in this responsibility. Besides
nurturing oxygen-producing plants, they currently
have four functioning composters, as well as a
mulch pile, which enable them to feed and protect
the plants, and improve the soil in a natural way.  

All of the volunteer gardeners have become
aware of the unexpected spiritual benefits from this
work. Often, there are questions from passers-by
about the parish. Parishioners who only knew each
other by sight have become friendly when one has
stopped to talk to a gardener. There are also times
when a gardener works there alone, experiencing
peace and a chance for quiet thought or prayer.

For Julia Cornely, working in the gardens is a
way to enjoy being outdoors. It also provides a way
to feel close to her deceased mother, whose gar-
dens Julia sorely misses. She finds peace there, and also "…seeing it all come to life, the things you plant-
ed in the fall popping out in the spring… it's a kick!"

There are times, though, when everything isn't "peaches and cream." The group is very small, and
currently the regular or fairly regular volunteers are "of a certain age" and decidedly lacking in Y chromo-
somes. While they welcome the opportunity to do this work (and sincerely hope that the statistics on out-
door exercise are correct regarding staving off arthritis, weight-gain and dementia) there is always a need
for more manpower.  

(Continued on page 2) 
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Bringing Evolutionary Science
and Theology Closer Together
By John Labate

Is there no room in modern theology for
accepting a scientific understanding of life on
earth? The debates over the last decade, most

notably such questionable movements as intelligent
design, suggest a natural tension between the two.

But Father Bill Rueger, Saint Francis Xavier's
Pastor, argues that
the two can and
should co-exist
within our own
belief systems.
"This is the age
where we are
now," said Father
Bill in a recent
interview. "What
does it mean to be
human? How we
integrate evolution
in our spirituality

is important. The common response to Darwin is
that it proves atheism, but I don't agree with that."

Finding a bridge between scientific-based evo-
lutionary theory and belief in a God-created uni-
verse was the topic of a series of spring lectures
given by Fr. Bill, titled God and Evolution: A New
Synthesis. During the course of four Monday
evenings, the well-attended discussions began
with an overview of Charles Darwin's evolution-
ary theories, followed by criticisms and related
ideals, including creationism and scientific mate-
rialism, both of which Fr. Bill rejected. "We do not
need to be afraid of evolution," offered Fr. Bill
during one of the sessions. "It gives us insight into
God." Each session was filled with lively discus-
sions between Fr. Bill and the attendees, who
often numbered more than 30 and included a mix
of parishioners as well as some from outside the
Saint Francis Xavier parish community.

Drawing on the works of theologians John
Haught, Karl Rahner and others, Fr. Bill dis-
cussed the "theology of engagement" as a way of
relating evolutionary science with religious faith.
The essential link between science and modern
theology is a core belief, and anticipation, in the
future of human existence and the evolving state
of the universe.

Modern theology argues that evolutionary sci-
ence gives only part of the answer to the myster-
ies of existence. "Science can't really explain why
randomness leads to complexity," said Fr. Bill at
one session. "It can tell us how it happens, but not
why there is such complexity in the universe." For
that, Fr. Bill argued, a "theology of evolution" is
required, which posits that we are born in a still
imperfect, or evolving, world. Just as the universe
is still evolving, the "future kingdom" is also not
yet in our midst.
"It is the future
that is pulling all
this together.
God opens up a
new future into
the world. Jesus
is the revelation
of what life
anticipates."



Many parishioners may not be aware that the official name of our parish
is "Saint Francis Xavier of the Indies." In the late nineteenth century,
when our parish was established, it was the custom for the founding

pastor to choose the name of the new parish. Father David Hickey chose Saint
Francis Xavier as the parish patron. No one is sure of his motivation for this
choice, but it is probable that he acted out of gratitude for, and admiration of, the
Jesuit education he had received, having studied for the priesthood at Saint
Francis Xavier in Manhattan. 

Francis Xavier (Francesco Javier) was born on April 7, 1506 of a wealthy
Basque family who lived in the Castle of Javier in the region of Spain known as
Navarre.  He left Spain at the age of 19 to study at the University of Paris, one
of the great centers of learning and scholarship in Europe. There he met the older
Ignatius Loyola, who was of a similar aristocratic background and upbringing.
His friendship with the deeply religious Ignatius led to a spiritual renewal for
Francis Xavier. On August 15, 1534, Ignatius, Francis Xavier, and five other
companions vowed chastity, charity (service to the poor), and to devote their
lives to the spread of the Gospel. Two years later they left Paris for Venice, where
they immediately began caring for the sick in the local hospitals.

The following year, Francis Xavier and Ignatius of Loyola were ordained
priests, and began to consider the idea of forming a new religious order of
priests–the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits). On March 16, 1540, Francis Xavier
left Venice to evangelize what was then known as the East Indies,
probably at the urging of the King of Portugal. On his thirty-fifth
birthday, Francis set sail for India, landing over a year later at
Goa, the capital of the Portuguese Indian colonies. There he
learned that the Pope had approved the founding of the
Society of Jesus with Ignatius of Loyola as the Superior
General. For the next three years, he preached through-
out West India, converting thousands to Christianity.
Francis visited Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and what we now
call the Philippines, preaching the Gospel whenever
he could. 

In August 1549, Francis landed in Japan at
Kagoshima, going the following year to Kyoto.
After two years of preaching in Japan, he returned
to Goa. In April 1552, Francis left for China, with
the intention of evangelizing there, despite the fact
that China was closed to foreign visitors. However,
Francis did not realize his dream. On December 3,
1552, at the age of forty-six, he died on the island of
Sancian, just off the China coast.

Francis Xavier was declared a saint of the Catholic
Church in April 1622, along with Saint Ignatius Loyola. In
our Catholic tradition we observe his feast each year on
December 3, the anniversary of his death. His body is buried at Goa
in a beautiful basilica, where his life and missionary work are remem-
bered and honored. A relic of his right arm is enshrined in Rome at the Church
of Il Gesu, the international headquarters of the Jesuit Order. In 1922, Saint
Francis Xavier was declared Patron of the Missions. 

Saint Francis Xavier had an enormous impact upon Asia by being one of the
first to preach and introduce Christianity there. For more than fifty years after his
death, the Jesuit Fathers were the primary missionaries to that part of the world.
At the beginning of his evangelizing, there were errors in approach and technique
made by Saint Francis that he came to recognize and to correct.

Later missionaries also learned from his pioneering efforts and adjusted their
techniques based on what worked well for St. Francis. For example, at the out-
set Francis Xavier did not show much respect for the indigenous religions such
as Hinduism. From this error, later Jesuits learned to be more respectful and even
to incorporate Christian and Hindu elements together for a more gradual conver-
sion experience toward a new spiritual direction. This became the hallmark of the

Jesuit approach to
e v a n g e l i z a t i o n
throughout the East.
Another miscalcula-
tion in his first efforts
was that Francis
focused his contacts
almost exclusively
on the poor and
members of the most
humble levels of
society, since these
were the people
Francis felt called to serve. Upon reflection, he and his followers discovered that
it was more productive to begin by evangelizing the local "nobility" in any
region. Once these individuals were converted, they served as models and inspi-
ration for the larger local society. Thus, it is clear that Saint Francis Xavier was
a genuine pioneer in missionary efforts in Asia, one whose success and errors
served as models and inspiration for other missionaries for centuries to come.

In this age of globalization and intercultural studies, we need to recall how
much Francis suffered in his travels and efforts. When he arrived in Japan he

knew no Japanese, and was totally isolated except for one companion. The
language was difficult to learn for a European. The food and local

customs were equally challenging. Francis spent most of his first
year in Japan just studying the language and having several

important Biblical texts translated into Japanese. Most strik-
ing in all this is his absolute focus on the task at hand-to

spread the Good News of Jesus Christ. In this regard, he
was undeterred by suffering, discouragement, and even
by indifferent or hostile reception by his listeners. 

Saint Francis Xavier serves as a model for all of
us. He traveled to, and served in, major cultural centers
where the inhabitants knew nothing of Jesus and cared
even less. Yet he unswervingly shared with them the
Good News that Jesus Christ has come to bring life to
us all. As citizens of New York City, one of the great-
est cultural and business centers of the modern world,
we can draw upon Francis Xavier's example as we

attempt to make known that God's Kingdom is already
in our midst. 

It is said that Saint Francis Xavier always carried with
him inexpensive reproductions of Christian art in order to

help explain and teach the faith. He particularly valued this
practice when working with children, but he believed that every-

one needed images to fire their imagination when listening to the
Gospel stories. Given how much Francis valued religious art, it is appro-

priate that our church building has a number of beautiful works of art devoted to
Saint Francis Xavier. Directly above the central portal, in the sculpted panel
called the tympanum, is a sculpture of Saint Francis Xavier preaching to many
of the different peoples whom he evangelized. 

Two other striking examples are inside the church. They are the large stained
glass windows in the transepts (above the confessionals), devoted to our parish
patron. If we face the altar, the window on our right depicts Saint Francis preach-
ing in the East. The piece is based on a painting by Peter Paul Rubens from the
seventeenth century. As far as we know, it is the only stained glass window in the
world based on a Rubens painting. The window on the far left side depicts the
death of Saint Francis off the coast of China and his reception into heaven.
Finally, in the niche to the left of Our Lady's altar, is found a contemporary statue
of Saint Francis, commissioned during the 100th anniversary of our parish in 1986.

The author is Chairman of the Department of Foreign Languages, Fine Arts,
and International Cultural Studies, St. Francis College.
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There are many ways parishioners can participate. Someone with gardening skills and knowledge can take responsibility for a
"geographical" area of the garden. Or, such a person could specialize in one species (becoming the garden Rosarian, for exam-
ple, and seeing to the pruning, feeding and general care of all the rose bushes; or pruning all the large bushes at appropriate
times.)  For those who love outdoor work, but haven't a lot of gardening knowledge, there are many jobs to be done. Weeding
the concrete walkways, turning the compost, or turning and cutting up the mulch pile are ongoing tasks that all take time that
the current volunteers don't always have.  

Mary McLaughlin says "The garden gives me joy in every season. I remember a summer evening when a small 'prayer
group' met on the lawn and prayed from daylight to moonlight. With equal joy I remember a mid-winter night when choir mem-
bers, coming out from rehearsal, literally held each other up on what was, at that moment, a garden of pure ice. It was hard
to believe that flowers, vegetables, and herbs would be dotting the lawn within a few months." Mary sees the gardens as a
metaphor for the Church. As the plants are nourished and tended outside, our faith is nourished and tended inside. 

If any of you have sought the garden spaces as places for prayer, meditation, unwinding or joyful appreciation, please consid-
er being part of the work such a space requires.

Anyone interested in volunteering in any way should contact:  
Elaina @ 718-638-9804  or  eolyniciw@optonline.net  /  Chris @ 718-499-2595  or  chrishg321@aol.com.
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