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Seminarian from Haiti works W|th local Haltlans

By Christine Bordelon

Clarion Herald

Oblates of Mary Immacu-
late Brother Webert Merilan
has only been in New Orleans
five months, but already he
has endeared himself to pa-
rishioners and those served
by Our Lady of Guadalupe
Church and the local Haitian
community.

When the 7.0 magnitude
earthquake hit Haiti Jan. 12,
Brother Merilan, a native of
Port-Au-Piment, Haiti, shared
his despair with other local
Haitians, not knowing what
happened to friends and rela-
tives.

“I wasn'’t able to eat or
sleep,” he said, thinking of his
parents, sisters and brother,
Oblate Father Laody Merilan,
who lived five hours south
of Port-Au-Prince. “The only
thing I could do was pray.”

He eventually learned that
one sister broke her leg, an-
other had a building block
hit her head and his mother’s
cousin had died, but every-
one else was okay.

Speaks Creole

A regular Gospel reader
and homilist in Creole at
the weekly Catholic Mass
for Haitians at St. Katharine
Drexel Church in New Oz-
leans, Brother Merilan found
local Haitians quickly turning
to him, their native son, for
emotional support after the
earthquake. The majority of
Haitians are Catholic.

Many, whose loved ones
had died, were so distraught
that they could not eat, sleep
or even leave their homes.
Brother Merilan provided
food and faith.

“Some Haitians who live
here (in New Orleans) have
lost parents and are emotion-
ally drained,” he said. “It
is a painful situation. They
cannot drive or go to work. I
try to do as much as I can for
them. Spiritually, I am sup-
porting them. ... What they
need right now is psychologi-
cal and spiritual help.”

Catholic Charities Arch-
diocese of New Orleans has
stepped in to offer help to
local Haitians in the areas

of pastoral care, referrals to
community partners, assis-
tance with temporary pro-
tected status and gift cards,
when available through do-
nations.

Brother Merilan thinks
more help is needed in all
areas for Haitians living in
New Orleans and back home.
In Haiti, people need the
basic resources such as food
and water and money to con-
duct funerals and bury their
dead.

“We have to find a way to
show them love,” he said.
“That’s the way we can heal
them. We don’t need pa-
perwork and having people
stand in lines for food. We
need to get the food in the
hands of those who distribute
it properly.”

He is hoping to secure ad-
ditional provisions for future
Haitians who are expected to
settle here in the future.

“If you are grieving and
don’t have food or money
or water (it’s
tough),” he
said.

Brother Me-
rilan said his
y cight years of
training for
the priest-
hood, thus
far, including
philosophy, theology and
formation in Mexico, have
served him well during his
one-year internship in New
Orleans. He is scheduled for
ordination as a priest in San
Antonio in May 2011.

His experience has enlight-
ened him and enabled him
to keep level-headed when
individuals turn to him for
consultation and healing.

New Orleans wasn’t on his
list of locales he thought as
ideal for his internship. He
had Tijuana, Mexico, Mi-
ami, Fla., and Brazil down
as sites where he could hone
his Spanish- or Portuguese-
speaking skills.

The Oblates chose to send
him to New Orleans instead.
Now, he understands why.

“They know that I love the
poor, and every choice (of
where to do an internship) I
made was to help the poor,
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too, but they sent me here,”
he said. “It was a blessmg
from God. It’s not an easy
place, but I enjoy it very
much. I deal with the poor
every day. “

He had no idea that he
would be working with a
Haitian community when
he arrived but knows that it
was fortuitous, considering
the earthquake and its after-
math.

“The Haitians feel like God
sent me to help,” he said
since there was no other
Catholic priest in town who
could speak Creole.

Haitians throughout New
Orleans - estimated to be
approximately 5,000 strong
- flocked to Brother Merilan,
introducing themselves and
cooking food for him before
the earthquake. He, in turn,
would direct them to needed
services such as obtaining an
identification card and help
with furnishings.

Making a difference

“You can make a difference
in a life,” he said. “But, while
I think I'm coming here to
evangelize people, people
evangelize me, both the poor
and rich. It’s really touched
me.”

He advises individuals who
want to help earthquake vic-
tims to look to the lead of the
Catholic Church to help Hai-
tians. Catholic Relief Services
has been selected by the Vati-
can as the lead disaster relief
organization in Haiti. Food,
shelter and hygiene products
are short-term solutions,
while permanent housing
and economic development
are long-term goals.

Brother Merilan also recom-
mends funneling resources to
Catholic religious working in
the trenches in Haiti. Brother
Merilan experienced the tre-
mendous work by Catholic
parishes and religious orders
as a child in Haiti.

“If the money goes directly
to parishes, they can help
more,” he said, giving an
example of his order. “The
Oblates know what to do,
know what is needed.

Brother Merilan said his
strong Catholic upbringing
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Brother Webert Merilan, completing a one-year internship at Our Lady of
Guadalupe Church in New Orleans, helped with Creole translations Feb.
6 for Haitians applying for Temporary Protected Status through Catholic

has led him to work with the
poor and displaced. He says
he has felt fortunate in life
and wanted to give back to
the poor.

“Every day being here (in
New Orleans) makes me be-
lieve that God really wants
me here,” Brother Merilan
said. “I never feel tired help-
ing the Haitians because they
don’t have anyone speaking
their language.”

He said he’s been learning

more compassion and how to
treat everyone with dignity
and respect as a brother.

“I have been blessed by
meeting different people with
needs,” Brother Merilan said.
“My goal is to serve them
with all my heart and my
life. ... I give my life to the
church. I know I cannot save
the world, but I can help.”

Christine Bordelon can be
reached at cbordelon@clarion
herald.org.
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Catholic Relief Services in Haiti

Many of the ongoing CRS proggrams in Haiti foces on the
conmiTy's most vialncrable groaps, incheding orphans and

EBEFORE THE EARTHQUAKE
First year of CRS work in Haiti
3= CRS staff in Haiti on a regular basis

Irvested into Haiti's programs in the
miost recant fiscal wear

To be spent by Dec. 31, 2010

Estimaled to be spent by CRS for
© earthguake deaster

44 Addithopal temporary staff sent to Haiti

re 12 additional waorkers
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