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A homecoming
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as a missionary
O n August 16, Sister Myrta Iturriaga

was missioned
to serve two parishes, St. Vincent de Paul in Connell, Wash., and St. Paul
in Eltopia, Wash., in a homecoming of sorts. She also was to serve at
the mission St. Juan Diego in Basin City. She had ﬁrst come there from
her native Chile in August 1988 because she had asked to be considered for a position as a missionary. Expecting to be sent to Peru or
Central America then, she was surprised to ﬁnd herself headed to a
rural community in the United States to answer the request of a priest
seeking sisters to work with poor Spanish-speaking ﬁeld workers.
Sister Myrta stayed in Connell for
three years and then went to study
English at Gonzaga University in
Spokane. When the Spokane bishop
learned that she was bilingual, he
asked her to be in charge of Hispanic
ministry in the diocese. In that role,
Sister Myrta provided preparation
for catechism, baptism, First
Communion, formation and pastoral
care for Hispanic families. In 1992 her
transfer from Bernard Morin Province
in Chile to the former St. Ignatius
Province formally was approved.
Sister Myrta had entered the
Sisters of Providence religious
community in 1960, a year after high
school graduation. Her ministries
in Chile were as a teacher and
principal, which included pastoral
Christian formation. It was in
Connell that she learned what it
meant to work full time in a parish.
“I learned how to accommodate to
the peopleʼ’s time,” she said. “They
were at work in the ﬁelds at 4 a.m.
and until late afternoon. During
the day I would visit the sick, and
oﬀer communion and prayer. In
the evening hours, from 5:30 to
9:30 or 10 p.m., I would be with the
families.” When she comes home at
night, then as now, she can hardly
see the road because itʼ’s so dark,
and there are coyotes all around.
Sister Myrta returned to Connell
last May, driving there each week
on Thursday and staying there
until Monday morning. The winter
months probably will mean a longer
stay because of hazardous driving
conditions. She lives in a small house
on a ranch owned by the Hart family,
whom she describes as “Catholic to
the bone.” The Harts supply the place
to live and gasoline for her to drive
to Connell, Basin City and Eltopia.

B

ack in the late 1980s, when she
was in her mid 40s, Sister Myrta had
an energy she does not have today.
But with her age has come a stability
that allows her to understand and be
with the people, and to listen. She
hears their wants and needs, their
frustrations and their sorrows. She
hears about family disagreements,
illnesses and deaths. She also hears
about the pain, anger and anguish that
come from racism and discrimination,
the absence of citizenship, and the lack
of respect. “What I do is touch people,”
she said. “I help to heal relationships.
Just to be with them lets them know
that God loves them. I canʼ’t ﬁx
your problem, but I can listen.”
The work has its challenges.
Sickness, including the ﬂu and sinus
infections, is the norm until her
immune system adjusts to the new
environmentʼ’s dust and wind. And
Father Pedro Bautista Peraza, the priest
who asked Sister Myrta to return to
Connell, was sent to serve in Walla
Walla, Wash., a week after she got
there. The new priest, Father Kevin
Oiland, is fairly new to pastoral care
and speaks very little Spanish. So
the people come to Sister Myrta with
their questions
and concerns.
“God called
me here,” Sister
Myrta declared.
Her pastoral
care to Hispanic
families includes
participation in
four weekend
Masses, including
at St. Juan
Diego in Basin
City, where
she works with
two catechism

4JTUFS.ZSUBQFFSTJOUPUIF
XJOEPXPGUIFCVJMEJOHUIBU
XBTUIFDIVSDIXIFSFTIF
NJOJTUFSFEXIFOTIFmSTU
DBNFUP$POOFMM 8BTI GSPN
IFSOBUJWF$IJMFJO
groups, ages 13 to 17 and 18 to 21,
and in more well-to-do Eltopia, where
she encourages parishioners to help
with the needs at St. Juan Diego. She
is grateful for the assistance every
other week of a counselor from
Catholic Charities in Spokane.
Sister Myrta also spends Thursdays
at Coyote Ridge, a prison “as big
as the town,” with minimum and
medium security, an inﬁrmary and a
juvenile facility, Camp Outlook. Prison
ministry is familiar from her more
than 20 years visiting prisoners in
the Diocese of Spokane. “I love the
people, making contact with them and
just giving them hope that somebody
cares about them,” she explained.
During the days, Sister Myrta often
encounters friends from her earlier
time here, like Michael Hart, owner of
Connellʼ’s largest restaurant, Michael
Jayʼ’s Family Restaurant. And at the end
of her very long days in Connell, she is
grateful to have the small house on Lind
Road to return to, where she is greeted
by the Hartsʼ’ small black and white dog,
begging for treats. “If I were in town, I
would have no private time as the only
sister in the area,” she said. “This is
a very peaceful and quiet place.” 	 ●
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JODMVEFECBTJDDPNNVOJUZMJWJOHTLJMMT QFSTPOBMEFWFMPQNFOU
BOEHSPVQTLJMMT4IFBMTPBUUFOEFE+PTF4JNFPO$BOBT$FOUSBM
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