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INTRODUCTION

Bob Schwenker first appeared in my life as a sophomore at St. Charles Preparatory School in Columbus,
Ohio in September 1951 as a transfer student from military school. We were to spend the next three
years together having a classical secondary education presented to us (in some cases, pounded into us).

| knew he had graduated from St. Catherine’s grade school in the nearby suburb of Bexley, a Catholic
parish of middle to upper class families, as it still is today. Several of his grade school classmates were
also classmates at St. Charles.

It is reasonably safe to say that we traveled in different crowds in those three years but the class of 1954,
that was to be 65 strong at graduation, developed strong bonds that have lasted a lifetime.

He was always a good friend to all and in turn, everyone liked him . . . especially the girls (see comments
later in the text). He was from a well-to-do family and if his handsome looks weren't enough to get the
girls, the yellow Ford convertible “sealed the deal”. Yes, we liked him but envied him. His big sister was a
showgirl at the famous Copacabana Club in New York City and married the famed pianist and band
leader, Carmen Cavallaro. He played football and baseball reasonably well and was an honor roll student.

We went down different paths after graduation — he to Notre Dame University and | headed to Cincinnati
and Xavier University. | don't think | saw him again until our 20th anniversary (we have one every five
years but he was in the Army at the first one, in the seminary for the 10™ and unable to attend #15).

He reentered my life in an unusual fashion. Having been ordained in the Oblates of Mary Immaculate
(OMI) just two months before our 15" anniversary reunion, he was posted to an assignment in a parish in
Buffalo, NY. My career had caused me to be transferred from Columbus to Buffalo in 1962 and | was
delighted to learn of his nearby posting. However, | quickly learned of his passionate commitment to
God's work through his ministry. Although we lived less than ten miles apart, he was never able to pull
away from his duties for a dinner at our home or even a cold beer for old time’s sake. My visits were at
the Holy Angels rectory and only when he had a few spare moments.

By the time of our 25" anniversary, he was the vocations director for the OMI, stationed in Washington. |
remember him at the reunion, in between dancing the Hokie-Pokie and asking about sons of his
classmates who might be priestly possibilities. Within two years of that event, we were again living near
each other. | had bought a business in St. Croix in the US Virgin Islands and he was stationed in a small,
poverty-stricken mission parish in Puerto Rico, just 50 miles away. But once again his fervent
commitment to the Lord’s work kept us apart.

He didn't attend the reunion in '84 and | missed it in '89 so we next saw each other in 1994 at our 40"
(see photo on last page) and he was then living in abject poverty in a poor barrio outside Cartagena,
Colombia (see photo on page 25). He was the same “good guy”, lionized by his classmates. Over a few
cold ones, he told simple stories of his work but | saw misty eyes all around the table. We knew we were
in the presence of a deeply committed man — a true soldier for Christ. | decided to correspond with him
after that event to see what might be done to aid his work.

Using a primitive phone hooked up to his laptop and using occasional emails (he had to travel miles by
bus just to get on the Internet at an OMI house in the city), he told me that he was educating young men
with little schooling and hoped to be able to train them and their wives to do rudimentary computer data
entry work to lure them away from working for the drug lords. He had one ancient computer and was
trying to train hundreds of people!

A light bulb went on in my head — people were literally throwing away computers when they updated and
so | told him that | would go in search of those “throwaways”, enlist help from classmates and somehow
get a shipment to him. It took us months. We received money donations, and shipping assistance,
weathered nightmares with Colombian customs but in 1999, ten computers landed in the faraway barrio.
We could hear the sheer joy in his voice in the computer calls in his words of gratitude. The class of '54
was in a lot of Masses and prayers after that day.



And so we looked forward to seeing our pal at the eagerly anticipated 50" anniversary reunion in the
summer of 2004. He had emailed me that he would be there for sure and | shared that news with three
classmates who joined me for a round of golf and a few toasts on St. Patrick’s Day that year. We talked of
him and the computer project as we sat having lunch at the lovely winter home of a classmate on that
March 17". Little did we know that tragedy had struck the previous day (see various comments inside)
and Father Bob, our dear friend of fifty+ years, was dead. We all learned the sad news the next day.

First reports indicated that he was jogging in early morning near his humble home in Bogota and was
struck by a vehicle in a hit-run accident and died shortly after, surviving but unconscious for several
hours. | accepted that information until | received disturbing information in an email.

A beautiful article had been written by a man named Dan Stollenwerk for the NOTRE DAME magazine
issue of Summer 2004. That article was called to my attention by the St. Charles alumni office. | emailed
Dan to compliment him on the excellent message (see his article inside). His response sent shivers down
my spine because he hinted at criminal conduct in Father Bob’s death.

Padre Bob had told me in one of those phone calls on the computer that the drug lords saw him and his
peers as enemies. They were providing food, shelter and training to lure poor, uneducated Colombians
from the drug fields to decent lives. He told me that when he traveled to the OMI house in Bogota that he
had to wear civvies and be constantly aware of his environs. | had actually considered visiting him when
the computers arrived and maybe bringing a classmate or two. He inveighed against the idea, citing the
dangers of being out in public with him.

Combining that recollection with Dan’s email, | decided that | had to try to bring officials into an open
dialogue. | wrote to the Colombian ambassador to the US and our US ambassador to Colombia. The
former never replied; the latter did and the two letters from the embassy are included here. Please
compare that data with Father Hallee’s email and the comments in Stollenwerk’s new article in this tribute.
| fail to see how a motor vehicle, truck or car, could strike Father Bob hard enough to kill him but leave
only scratches, presumably from striking the ground and “a blunt force” trauma behind the left ear that
killed him. In my amateur opinion, the force of a motor vehicle striking a human body, even at slow speed,
would leave multiple contusions, possibly broken bones.

My suspicion is that the people that he alluded to in the conversation knew his daily routine, waited for
him in a remote location and delivered a lethal blow. Had he regained consciousness, he might have
shed light on the matter.

No letter or investigation can bring back this beautiful human being. Maybe he was a martyr as some
suggest but | am reasonably sure that the living classmates that will gather in Columbus in July will be
remembering and praying for a saint.

Requiescat in Pace, Father Bob, until we meet again in a better place!

Bob Ryan
July 2009

Note: | have tried to place items in this tribute i  n the order of receipt or publication.



NOTRE DAME magazine Published: Summer 2004
The World of the Desperate and of the Saint

BY Daniel Stollenwerk '80 (St. Charles — class of 1 976)
Sunday, March 21, 2004.

Father Robert Schwenker OMI, a 1958 Notre Dame graduate, died last Tuesday. He had been
jogging in one of the poorer neighborhoods of Bogota, where he lived. A hit and run.

Father Bob was more than a friend. A mentor perhaps is the right word. I've never known a
more authentic Christian. He truly wanted to live the Gospel—which led him to poverty and
prayer.

Father Bob was the one who got me to the South Bronx. He had heard that a chapter of Mother
Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity (M.C.) were there. So in his travels as Vocation Director of the
eastern province of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate—he simply followed a map into the heart of
the Bronx and looked up the Sisters.

They were moving out of their borrowed home on East 142nd Street within a week. Did he want
it? Well, yes, he did. A vacated house in the South Bronx in the early 1980s would last perhaps
three days before being stripped, not just of light fixtures, sinks and toilets, but of copper pipe,
electric wire and fuse boxes as well. Father Bob found someone to take over the house
immediately and returned a few months later with a number of volunteers to help with the
Missionaries of Charity’'s summer youth camp, myself among them. | had met Father Bob earlier
in our common hometown of Columbus, Ohio. When he invited me to volunteer that summer |
accepted.

The camp went fine. The novelty of New York is what | remember most though, and the
freedom of knowing that for the first time since | was 6 years old | wouldn’t have to return to
study in the fall. | recall an early evening at the end of that summer, however, sitting on the front
porch stoop with another volunteer. The beat of boom boxes measuring the pulse of Willis
Avenue at the end of the block and the clicking of dominoes on makeshift tables straddling the
sidewalk across the street set the mood for the long, lazy, after-dinner hours. It struck me in the
cool of that evening that in less than two weeks the summer project would end, and | had no
idea what | was going to do with the rest of my life. | had just finished a bachelor's degree at
Notre Dame and had no inkling whatsoever of getting a real job, especially after seeing a few of
the realities of another world like the Bronx. | wanted to travel. | had thought of working just
enough to get a car to drive to Santa Fe or Tucson perhaps. It was an intoxicating idea. And |
suppose | would have gone through with it, had Father Bob not asked me a few days later to
stay on through the winter, “hold the fort” as he had said. Just not let the house appear to sit
vacant. He’'d be back in the spring when his commitment as vocation director was up. He
wanted to return to the Bronx as a missionary.

| said | would, of course. The Southwest could wait.

Another episode happened about the same time that, | suppose, pointed in the same direction.
Mother Teresa was in New York. She’d often slip in and out of the Missionaries of Charity’s
house on 145th Street. This time, however, people discovered she was about. And | was one of
those people.



I knocked at the sisters’ unpretentious front door just off 3rd Avenue and asked the superior,
Sister Priscilla, if | could see Mother Teresa. She told me Mother Teresa was visiting with her
sisters and, with that morally superior tone that salespersons often affect when soliciting the one
and only acceptable answer from a customer, asked if | didn’t think that it was only right that she
do so. | told her quite honestly that | didn’t care if Mother saw her sisters or not. | simply wanted
to talk to her. | added that | would like to stay on her front porch stoop, if that was okay, until
Mother could see me. | was bluffing of course (it was nearly lunchtime), but my bluff paid off.
Mother Teresa came out to see me. | told her | wasn't sure of my future. She said I'd be in the
Bronx next year when she returned. (I was, but to this day | refuse to call her utterance inspired.
It was more common sense than anything else.)

At any rate, she invited me to adoration with her sisters at 5 p.m. And so it came to pass that it
was | who brought Father Bob to meet Mother Teresa. He was hesitant to go. (“Are you sure
they won't mind? It was you she invited, no?”) But when he spoke to her after prayer,
mentioning his own disquietude about the future, Mother Teresa told Father Bob to obey his
superiors. (Again, hardly prophetic, but it turned out to be what indeed happened.)

Thus the main thing to come of our encounter with Mother Teresa was that we could now attend
adoration with the sisters. | maintained the daily prayer routine for as long as | could until two
other volunteers and | started an emergency men’s shelter later that winter. The shelter quite
logically opened at 5 each evening.

It was only in looking back at that fortuitous summer of 1980 that | came to realize that Father
Bob was just then beginning to hear the “call within a call,” as Mother Teresa spoke of her own
journey. He was feeling an urge for deeper prayer, which naturally led to poverty. And perhaps it
was at this point that our relationship found rare kinship. During the following winter, he
continued to travel the eastern seaboard as the OMI Vocations Director, but his heart was with
the three of us who had turned our 142nd Street brownstone into a men’s shelter. (See Notre
Dame Magazine, October 1981, for a story about our volunteer work on the shelter.) That period
challenged me physically, psychologically and spiritually perhaps more than any other in my life.
Father Bob visited often, helping out with food, bringing in other volunteers and, perhaps most
important, offering encouragement. | felt as though we were journeying a similar path:
desperately searching for God in poverty. The one difference, | suppose, was that throughout
the years my faith faltered. His did not.

When the harsh New York winter was over and Father Bob returned in the spring, we had
already shut the shelter. New volunteers had come to help with the M.C.'s summer camp, and
our home on 142nd Street was restored as a residence for volunteers. Father Bob’s time as
vocation director was coming to an end, and he invited his superiors to the Bronx to see the
shelter. His request to them was simple: Let him stay. He had a home. He’'d help the Sisters out
in whatever they may need—celebrate Mass, hear confessions, accompany them when they
visited the homeless in Grand Central. Whatever. Perhaps some of his fellow Oblates would like
to join him? There were myriad possibilities for ministry in the Bronx.

His superiors understood the request; they appreciated the possibilities. But they simply didn’t
have the personnel. No, it would not be a good idea. Father Bob would have to pull out.

He did. They sent him to Ceiba, Puerto Rico, where the Eastern conference had a mission. It
worked for a while, but the spiritual challenge simply was not there. Most of his fellow Oblates
did not appear to understand him, he later told me. Ask many a middle-class, first-world Catholic
entwined in the life of the Church and they will honestly and sometimes even fervently insist that



the real missions are in the first world. That’'s where the spiritual poverty is. And they'll quote no
less an authority than Mother Teresa to back their claims.

But such reason does not convince those called to a deeper spirituality (and didn’t convince
Mother Teresa either). Father Bob finally asked and was granted permission to join his fellow
oblates in the neighboring province of Haiti, a much poorer and more challenging ministry.
Ironically, just before he was to leave, he received a call from the OMI Eastern provincial.
Mother Teresa had approached him with a request. Could he send one of his priests to the
South Bronx, to say Mass for her sisters, to hear their confessions, to perhaps even help out a
bit with the sisters’ ministry to the poor? Of course, there was so much to be done in the Bronx,
there was great spiritual need. A priest could be overwhelmed with ministry. Perhaps he’d want
to send a team of Oblates?

Would Father Bob want to go to the Bronx? the OMI provincial humbly asked. It was too late
though. Father Bob was further along the track. The Bronx would have been several steps
backward.

As it turned out, in its ministry to the poorer strata of society, the
OMI Haitian province moved Father Bob about quite regularly.
For the most part, he and | were able to keep in touch. | visited
Father Bob in 1983 in Chardonierre, in the southwest corner of
Haiti Later, newly wed, my wife and | traveled to see him in an
isolated village of central Oaxaca, Mexico. He was eventually
transferred to Malagana, Columbia, and finally to Bogoté, where
he died. (Photo at left is his 1% story rectory in Cartagena,

Colombia. The second floor was accessed by a ladder and a
person could not stand, only sit in a chair or lie on the bed. The
outhouse is on the right. ). We corresponded by e-mail when he
was able to connect, and later were able to talk via computer.

It was also via computer that | received the message that Father Bob had died. It was a four-line
e-mail. | read it. Reread it. | logged off and walked the five minutes to my house. My wife was
leaving as | approached, and we took shelter from the overzealous tropical sun under our house
posted some 6 feet off the ground. | told her what | knew. That Father Bob would be buried in
Bogota, but that there would be memorial services for him in the States. | told her | had had a
premonition of his death: | had imagined several times that he would die while | was living in this
rather isolated section of the northeast coast of Papua, New Guinea. | spoke of the numbers of
people who would gather for the services in Buffalo New York; Lowell, Massachusetts;
Columbus, Ohio; and Washington D.C.. And that | would not be there. Then | said that not a
single one of them would know that Father Bob had written to me once that | was the closest
brother he had had.

It was then that | began to cry. And for about an hour, while my wife went to pick up our three
children, | continued to cry alone on my bed.

When one is 22, a bit naive, and with no determined goal, one might assume that one=s journey
is typical. Not that any of my friends had opened a men’s shelter in the South Bronx after
graduating from Notre Dame, but the only real difference between them and me, at least so it
appeared to me at the time, was that they had pulled off a year of law school after college,
whereas | had given away all my clothes, emptied my bank account and spent all my energy
searching for the proverbial pearl, which I figured had to be found in the poverty of Isaiah 53.



In the end my discoveries appeared much different than my youthful exuberance had
envisioned. Still that winter opened up to me a different world, one in which | would try to find
accommodation for several years thereafter. It was a world of the desperate and of the saint, of
loneliness and consolation, of darkness and of the negative way to God (costing not less than
everything). Father Bob introduced me to that world, and he would continue to inhabit it for the
rest of his life.

It was only later when | entered seminary at the age of 26 (I never finished; marriage beckoned)
that | realized that my mentor —whom | did not seek out and who did not seek me out, but that
simply happened—was far different from those of other seminarians. Thus my journey rather
atypical as well. Because of the world he had chosen to enter, Father Bob was an exception.
The external manifestations of his internal journey were evident to any observant eye. He was
the most unpolitical Church persons. He really did want to live the Gospel, wherever it took him,
or better said, because it took him. What he owned fit in a carry-on; he was ready to move at a
moment’s notice. He had sworn off the drink, although he was not alcoholic. He quietly told me
one day why: He had simply seen too much alcohol-associated violence in his ministry in the
Bronx, Puerto Rico, Haiti, Mexico and Columbia. He thought to himself that there had to be
something he could do. So he went dry. It was a sort of prayer, or what older terminology might
call spiritual warfare. He was intelligent; he kept abreast with current events and theological
trends. But the pearl he quested drew him ever further into an internal world that few appear to
traverse. It was one of poverty, countless hours of meditation, a dietary discipline aimed at
combating violence, and the preaching of a single Gospel message of repentance and salvation
to the poor.

Father Bob led a lonely life. Few understood his quest. His mother hoped for years that he
would not only give up the priesthood, but, more important, the ridiculous conviction of
Christianity. He told me with a bit of a smile years later, before she died, that she had given up
on the second hope—»but not the first. Perhaps it was | that best understood it. We shared the
first part in the Bronx. And it is perhaps my greatest sorrow that | could not follow him the whole
way into prayer, poverty, solitude, faith.

Father Bob is gone now. At 22 in the first floor kitchen of 432 E. 142nd St. | remember reading
him Robert Frost's image of how “two roads diverged in a yellow wood.” | had found the poem in
a battered paperback and liked it enough to memorize it. Father Bob must have looked for a
copy himself because years later he surprised me by reciting it from memory as well. The poem
ends on a melancholic tone. How else? Frost speaks of “ages and ages hence” when he would
remember with a sigh how he had taken the road less traveled. There’'s no doubt that Father
Bob did the same. And yet, for me also, although only midway on my life’'s journey, those ages
and ages hence appear to be already as well. | sigh, however, not so much in memory of a
decision made—for, in fact, I'm not sure how well I've stayed the path—but rather for an
encounter with him, my mentor, my friend, my brother. For in the end, in my life, it was he who
has made all the difference.

Father Robert Schwenker OMI, was 68 when he died. May he, and all the faithfully departed,
through God’s mercy, rest in peace.

***Daniel J. Stollenwerk, who received a degree in American Studies from Notre Dame in 1980,
also holds a doctorate in theology from the Pontifical University of Salamanca, Spain. For the
last two years he and his wife have been volunteer lecturers at Divine Word University, Madang,
Papua New Guinea. He may be reached at: dstollenwerk@dwu.ac.pg. (Reader: Please note
that email address is not valid now in 2009. His cu  rrent email in his home in New Zealand

is dstollenwerk@yahoo.com.



(Article excerpted from the Cardinal magazine — Fall 2004, alumni publication of St. Charles Preparatory School.)

Fr. Schwenker described as man who lived
Gospel of poverty, prayer

In 1996, Fr. Robert Schwenker ‘54 described conditi  ons in his parish near Cartagena as .intolerable.. He lived
in a 12 x 12- foot wooden structure without running water or electricity. (Photo taken from the Autumn 2000
Cardinal magazine.)

I've never known a more authentic Christian. He
truly wanted to live the Gospel, which led him to
poverty and prayer,” wrote Daniel Stollenwerk,
Class of 1976, in a tribute to Father Robert
Schwenker ‘54, OMI. Father Schwenker, a saintly
man, died in Bogotd, Colombia, March 17 from
injuries inflicted by a car in a hit-run accident a
day earlier while on his usual early-morning jog.

Found unconscious but alive on the side of the

road, Schwenker was taken to a hospital where

he died. He never regained consciousness. Some

described the incident as suspicious because of

the priest’s strong opposition to illegal drugs. The

police are investigating. The tribute to Father Schwenker, a 1954 graduate of St. Charles, was written as
a feature article in NOTRE DAME MAGAZINE, which is published by the University of Notre Dame.
Schwenker graduated from the school in 1958. He was ordained a priest in 1969 in Washington, D. C.,
where he completed his philosophical and theological studies at Oblate College.

In the magazine article, titled The World of the Desperate and of the Saint,  Stollenwerk .76 related that,
at the urging of Father Schwenker, he volunteered in 1980 to help run a summer youth camp conducted
by a chapter of Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity in crime-ridden South Bronx, N.Y. Stollenwerk
met Schwenker, whom he referred to as .Father Bob that same year in Columbus after earning a
bachelor's degree at Notre Dame. At the request of Schwenker, Stollenwerk extended his stay in the
South Bronx location through the winter to work with two other volunteers in running a men’s shelter.
.Father Bob visited often, helping out with food, bringing in other volunteers and, perhaps most important,
offering encouragement, Stollenwerk wrote. | felt as though we were journeying a similar path;
desperately searching for God in poverty.

That winter and the example and dedication of Father Schwenker made a lasting impression on
Stollenwerk, who maintained contact with him until his death. .That winter, Stollenwerk wrote, opened up
to me a different world. It was a world of the desperate and of the saint, of loneliness and consolation, of
darkness and of the negative way to God (costing not less than everything). Father Bob introduced me to
that world, and he would continue to inhabit it for the rest of his life.

Father Schwenker, having completed his assignment as vocations director, and in response to his
request to work with the poor, soon was assigned to a parish in Puerto Rico. After a year there, he was
moved at his request to the Oblates poorest mission in Haiti where he served for six years. He also
worked as a missionary in Mexico and the Dominican Republic. He went to Colombia in 1993 and was
one of the founders of his order’s mission there. He worked in Cartagena until 2000 when he moved to
Bogota

In describing Father Schwenker's commitment to living the Gospel, Stollenwerk wrote: .The pearl he
quested drew him ever further into an internal world that few appear to traverse. It was one of poverty,
countless hours of meditation, a dietary discipline aimed at combating violence, and the preaching of a
single Gospel message of repentance and salvation to the poor.

Schwenker’s funeral and burial were in Bogota.



(Excepted from the CARDINAL magazine- Fall 2004 — Alumni publication of St. Charles Preparatory School)

Former St. Charles classmate relates warm

memories of Father Schwenker
By Jack Cherry ‘54

When asked to write a story about a very special classmate from
our Class of 1954, | didn't know just how difficult a task this would
be. | write it not only with warm memories of a wonderful man, but
also with fond memories of others in our class who have passed
away, each of them deserving of a tribute, too. | am sure they are
together in heaven with the man | wish to tell you about here.

| want to tell you about Rev. Bob Schwenker, OMI. He was special.
(Father Robert Schwenker died March 1t, 2004, in Bogota,
Colombia where he was a missionary for many years. Setting out
on this task, | quickly decided | wanted his classmates and wives
to tell you what a fun guy he was, what a man of faith he was, how
much he was admired, and share as a class the deep respect we
had for him.

Fr. Robert J. Schwenker '54

Some of us did not know during those years at St Charles, but Fr. Bob was a convert to Catholicism. Jim
Sexton at the 25th reunion recalls how Fr. Bob related to him that even though he went to St Catherine’s
grade school with other ‘54 grads. (Joe Ryan, Mike Miller, Jim Grace, and Tom Martin). It was at St
Charles he decided to join the church. .Fr. Bob said it was seeing how everyone there had such a strong
faith; he determined he wanted that also. Sexton at the 25th (reunion), seeing his classmate for the first
time in 20 years, and not knowing that Fr. Bob had become an Oblate Father, asked him about his wife
and children. .Fr. Bob just laughed and told me, .Jim, I'm not married. But after a fashion, | do have many
children to care for in my mission in Columbia, South America..

Carol and Joe Ryan, (Joe was his roommate at Notre Dame and Carol was a student at nearby St. Mary’s
and met him then) treasure their many times together when Fr. Bob would visit on his every other-year
trips back to Columbus. They remember, .He'd just get down on the floor and let the kids and the dog
crawl over him while we visited about his work. He was the deepest, most humble, most kind man we’ve
ever known, and was a true peacemaker for God.

Bob and Marilyn Cherry were good friends with Fr. Bob; Marilyn was a cousin. “I think | know a secret
about him,” Bob says,”"He owned a motorcycle. Now, not many would figure him to be a biker. But one
evening when | took him home some years back from a get-together at Planks, we went into his sister’s
house via the garage. There stood this fine looking cycle. | inquired as to whose it was, and he said, .It's
mine... He said he was going to Buffalo the next morning on that bike. And he did. Marilyn and Fr. Bob
attended St. Catherine’s grade school at the same time. When asked if Fr. Bob was the apple of the girls
eyes at St Catherine even then, Marilyn replied, “Only the girls from grades one through eight.

John Mullin’s wife, Jane, verifies what a handsome man he was. ."A year ago a group of us, including Fr.
Bob, John Leach, Bob Cherry, John Dorgan, Jerry Strelecky, Joe Rotonda, Bill Bickham, Joe Endres, Phil
Schaeffing, Jim Walsh, Guy Lawler, and Fr. Jim Walter had lunch together and had a group picture
taken,”. John remembers. “When | showed the picture to my wife, she said,’'My Lord, the best looking man
of the bunch is a priest.” John adds, “That framed picture is on our mantle, and Jane tells that story to
one and all.”

Bob Ryan recalled that Fr. Schwenker served in a Hispanic parish in his hometown of Buffalo for a very
short time. He noted that on his death that parish held a celebration of his life; a man they barely knew,
but loved.

Mike and Donna Miller have a lot of stories. Being Purdue grads (big rivals with Notre Dame, naturally)
they had fun discussing the merits of each school’s football team. .”"Before our senior year, he and | went
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to some summer classes together at Ohio State,” said Mike “Afterwards we’'d sample a couple of brews
together. He told me his plans were to do his ROTC Army tour after graduation, and then go to medical
school. That changed of course, but he would have been a marvelous physician. But, somehow | think
even if he had become a doctor, he would have still become a missionary.”

“What | think | will always remember the most,” Miller said, “is a trip to New York with him, Frank Murphy
.54 and Don Ettore. We were able to take that trip because Fr. Bob’s sister (Donna) was a dancer at the
famous Cococabana Club and agreed to be our chaperone. We had fun very few 18-year old boys get to
experience in a big city.”

John and Michele Donovan were living on Capitol Hill in Washington D.C. when one Sunday afternoon,
there was a knock on their front door. .It was an Oblate seminarian taking a parish census, John said.
"After | gave him the requested information, | inquired if he happened to know .Schwenk. He said he sure
did, and said .Schwenk was working the other side of the street. Well, Michele went and got him and we
all shared the first of many Sunday dinners together,” said John. “Some Sundays Michele would play the
piano at the seminary for a sing-a-long. Fr. Bob was the proxy godfather for our first daughter and we
always stayed in touch through the years. We will miss him so much.”

When asked his memories, Jim Grace said, “Where do you want me to start? | knew him when | was five
years old. Along with Tom Martin, | guess | knew him the longest, Grace said. .Ball games, ‘bernie-bernie’
parties, a year apart when he went to a prep boarding school back east somewhere before enrolling at St
Charles. Just a lifetime of memories. He was some kind of football player, too, a really fine back. Might
have won all kinds of honors his senior year if he hadn’t broken his leg in the Circleville game. He was fun
to be with each and every day | spent with him. And, he always stayed close to all of us from St
Catherine’s.”

Patty Donovan Kletzly tells a tale of friendship that has come full circle. ."My brother, John (Donovan) had
just come home from Korea. Lee (Kletzly) had just left the seminary in Rome and had returned home.
There was a Notre Dame Christmas party as | recall,” she said,.” and John asked me to fix him and Lee
up with dates, and they would fix me up with Bob just home from his Army tour in Europe. | did, and we all
went. Afterwards, rather than have Bob drive me from way out east back to Arlington, | went home with
Lee and John. My brother went in the house, but before leaving, Lee asked me out New Years Eve, and |
said yes. A few months later, Lee and | were engaged, and my Christmas Party date entered the
seminary.”

Just to complete the circle, | went to the Class of ‘54 fiftieth reunion with my brother. As for me, | last
spoke with Fr. Bob when my brother got me on his cell so | could visit with him. | remember, for the
1,000th time asking him to come home, smell the flowers, and get away from the danger he was living in.
He just said,”Jack, | am happy doing what | do. It's my life’s calling and it's what God wants me to do here
on earth.” He did say though,” do want to go back to Haiti. The people here have such great faith in God.”

That didn’t happen. Wish it had, then maybe, just maybe . . .

At our parish in Houston we were assigned an assistant who was an Oblate, and when Barb and |
inquired if he knew Fr. Bob, he laughed loudly and said, “Of course. Every Oblate knows him, and

we all love him. He's just a great priest.”

Whenever a classmate passed on, I'd write him (Father Bob) to let him know and he always replied: .He
will be in my prayers and in my masses. Just remember, someday our class will be together again in
heaven sharing in the great glory of God.. Fr. Bob is one we can pray to.

After all, as John Mullin said, ."How many martyrs do we know?”

Elsewhere in this edition is a story by Dan Stollenwerk .76, who knew Schwenker in another way. It is a
beautiful account of a wonderful man. We are all so happy that others knew him like we did.

Jack Cherry — ‘54
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(Excepted from the CARDINAL magazine- Fall 2004 — Alumni publication of St. Charles Preparatory School)

Stollenwerk 76 serving in Papua New Guinea

Daniel J. Stollenwerk, Class of 1976, met Fr. Robert Schwenker in 1976 when, as vocations director of
the Eastern Province of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Fr. Schwenker came to St. Charles to address
the upper classes. Dan remembers how Fr. Bob spoke without hesitation about a call to prayer,
adventure, and service, a call to the priesthood. He joined Fr. Bob in Sumter, S.C., that summer to do

volunteer work with the mentally handicapped.

Dan kept in contact with him throughout his undergraduate years at Notre Dame leading up to his
volunteer work in New York’s South Bronx. Since that pivotal experience in the Bronx, Dan has gone on
to obtain a doctorate in theology from the Pontifical University of Salamanca, Spain. He has taught
western humanities at the University of Puerto Rico and headed the Department of Religious Studies at a
large boys’ high school in Auckland, New Zealand, which he now calls home. He is married and has three

Cultural Tradition Dan Stollenwerk .76 is
pictured with daughter Marinella  and
Southern Highlands student Andrew
Alphonse at the annual Culture Day at
Divine Word University in  Papau New
Guinea. Students don their'sing sing’
garband perform traditional dances for
which PNG, a country of over 800
languages and cultures, is known.

children. He and his wife are completing two years as volunteer professors at Divine Word University,

Madang, Papua New Guinea.

Note: Dan is now teaching in Auckland, New Zealand and can be reached at dstollenwerk@yahoo.com
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(Article published in Notre Dame magazine online on June 11, 2009.)

His Truth Prevails

BY Daniel Stollenwerk — Notre Dame '80; St, Charles  Prep ‘76

For five years, | had been haunted by the 26 hours of suffering and isolation my mentor, Father
Robert Schwenker, must have endured as death approached.

On March 17, 2004, Father Bob, missionary Oblate of Mary Immaculate and 1958 graduate of
Notre Dame, died in Bogota, Colombia, the result of a hit-and-run.

At the time | was in Papua New Guinea, and could attend neither the funeral in Bogota nor any
of the commemoration services in the various cities in which he had served in the United States.
I did what | could. | wrote a tribute to Father Bob, focusing on our shared search for God in the
poverty of a men’s shelter in the Bronx, New York, in the early 1980s.

Now, five years later, during Holy Week, 2009, | had the means and the time to make a
pilgrimage to Colombia to see where Father Bob had lived, worked, died and been buried. |
wanted to bring resolution to that part of my life.

In Bogot4, a cordial and talented community of Oblates welcomed me into their fold. Lay
associate Orlando Puentes, who credits Father Bob with changing his life by asking him to
establish a center to help children in extreme poverty to eat, study and graduate from high
school, took me to the poor, often violent, southernmost settlement of Bogota: Ciudad Bolivar.

He showed me where Father Bob had lived, the room where, on the morning of March 16, 2004,
he had laid his clothes out to begin his day after his strictly kept morning run.

He took me outside to see where Father Bob used to run around a nearby basketball court and
up the narrow dusty streets to the Salesian high school where he served as chaplain. We then
drove to the highway leading out of the settlement, to the curve where around 6.30 that morning
Father Bob had been found, still alive.

OMII Provincial Father Roger Halle later filled me in on a few details. Someone in a passing bus
must have cell-phoned the emergency. When they arrived, the police found Father Bob sitting
up. As one officer looked under his running shirt to see if he was wounded, Father Bob threw up
blood.

Because he was in his running gear, Father Bob carried no identification. He remained alive
some 26 hours in the local hospital, but as a result of the massive wounds to his head he could
not communicate.

There had been much talk over the last five years as to whether Father Bob had been attacked
for his watch (no one seems to know where it went), or had seen another crime and so had
been assaulted (a dead body was found nearby), or whether in fact he had been hit by a large
vehicle, picked up and then abandoned just outside the residential area (this last scenario
appears to be the most probable).

But now as | knelt on the paved side of the road, the cause of death disturbed me little while the
26 hours of lone suffering became even more acute. There were many who loved him;
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countless more who respected him. But no one was at Father Bob’s side at the moment of his
greatest need.

Because of busy schedules, Father Bob’s community did not notice his absence until
parishioners in the nearby mission reported that he did not show up for his regularly scheduled
6 p.m. Mass. As night fell, calls went out to hospitals and, ultimately, morgues, but he was not
discovered until the next morning. Mr. Puentes was called upon to identify the body.

As destiny would have it, the morning of Good Friday | toured Ciudad Bolivar and the highway
where Father Bob was found. That afternoon | attended services at the mission of Mochuelo
Bajo, where Father Bob had also served. During the Gospel drama of Jesus’ trail and
crucifixion, | could not but think of Father Bob’s agony and death.

Unanticipated, however, was the consolation that overcame me in that most rudimentary of
ecclesial structures — with the noise of the muffler-less passing trucks and the sight of the
lackadaisical dog resting under the bare wooden bench — when the narrator of John’s Gospel
reported that Jesus gave up his spirit.

So, too, did | imagine the last minute of Father Bob’s life. However much he may have felt
abandoned, like Jesus on the cross, his suffering was over. It was finished. Father Bob, too,
gave up his spirit.

It was, however, a seminarian who had lived with Father Bob for two years, Darwin Barraza
Herndndez, who gave me further insight into Father Bob’s death. Anyone the least bit
acquainted with him, Darwin recounted, knew that Father Bob sought God in ever-greater
poverty. Several years earlier he had lived in a wooden shack in Posén, another poor, often
violent neighborhood of Cartagena; in many ways he lived even poorer than his neighbors. He
possessed but three changes of clothes, which he washed out meticulously. It was he who had
set the mission up in Ciudad Bolivar, the poorest area of Bogota.

It was when Father Bob wanted other Oblates to live the same sort of poverty that he saw as
essential to the Oblate mission, Darwin continued, that the same argument would begin: “Yes,
Bob. You can preach poverty, even live poverty, but in the end you can never be poor. Not
really. Not like the poor of the earth. If you get sick, you'll be cared for in the best of hospitals
with money from an established worldwide ecclesial community. You cannot ultimately be poor
— and don't try to force it upon us.”

In his death, it occurred to me while speaking to Darwin, Father Bob had indeed lived the
poverty of the lonely, the poor, the abandoned of the world.

Thus it was that that Good Friday | found consolation in Father Bob’s death. Indeed he had
achieved the spiritual poverty he quested, but at a certain point the suffering stopped. Like
Jesus, abandoned on the cross, he had given up his spirit.

On Saturday Orlando took me to Father Bob’s simple grave in a far-northern suburb of Bogota.
We prayed and talked and told stories. When it was time to leave, | asked to have a minute
alone. | touched the earth with the palm of my hand and for about the dozenth time in two days
allowed the tears to swell. | asked Father Bob to pray for me and my family. Then | left.

That evening, in another OMI mission of Muelle, within the larger parish of Sta Juanade

Lestonac in Bogota, with the Easter Vigil set up on an outdoor basketball court, | was given the
honor of preaching. | spoke of Father Bob, his life, his mission, his vision. | mentioned the end of
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suffering, of Jesus on the cross and Father Bob alone in a clinic — both giving up their spirit. |
guoted the consoling words of Isaiah — “For a brief moment | abandoned you, but with great
tenderness | will take you back. . . . For a moment I hid my face from you, but with enduring love
| take pity on you” — and mentioned St. Paul's understanding of rebirth in baptism.

But it was Mary Magdalene and the other Mary who most spoke to me that evening: terrified but
with great joy, they had seen the risen Lord.

Quietly, not with trumpet blast, but gently, on the other side of suffering, Jesus had risen.

For perhaps the first time in my life that evening | felt the hope of the resurrection, that somehow
what T.S. Eliot calls in Four Quartets the “primitive terror,” the abiding agony of others, “nearly
experienced/ Involving ourselves,” would somehow come right. Certainly there remained in me
no doubt that Father Bob's life, quest, suffering and death would prevail as truth, and that that
truth would, paradoxically, ultimately prevail over suffering and death.

In Father Bob | felt the resurrection of Christ. This is what | told the people of Muelle, many of
whom knew Father Bob, at the Easter Vigil, 2009, five years after his death. This is what | feel
today.

Daniel J. Stollenwerk, STD, who received a degree in American studies from Notre Dame in
1980, worked with Father Robert Schwenker in several apostolates in his youth, maintaining
contact thereafter, visiting him in Haiti and Mexico. He lives with his family in Auckland, New
Zealand, where he teaches religious education at St. Peter’s High School. In December 2008,
St. Peter’s awarded him a teacher’s scholarship, which allowed him to travel to Colombia. He
can be reached at dstollenwerk@yahoo.com.
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The publishesent the following email message to Father Bob’s associate in Bogdtae®, 2009.
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Photos provided by Rev. Roger Hallee, OMI in Bogota

Inscription is in Spanish and translated, it reads on the left side, “

)

Rev. Roger Hallee, OMI (gray shirt) and Colombia friends of Father Bob see the monument provided by a
donation from Dr. Dan Stollenwerk. In these photos, it is temporarily placed in the lawn of the Oblate’s
pre-novitiate in Bogota. It awaits a foundation stone and ceramic picture of Fr. Bob and then it will be
place at the scene of his death.

Because Father Bob was buried in a rental (unbelievable!) plot, the Oblates received permission in 2008
to exhume his body. Due to low-lying land and heavy rains which caused saturation and mild flooding,
they were unable to perform the exhumation until just recently. His remains were cremated and the ashes
currently rest on a pedestal in the pre novitiate next to a statue of Mary Immaculate. Father Hallee
informs me that he will personally take the ashes to Tewksbury, MA in late 2009, where the Oblates have
a cemetery and already have a gravestone, engraved five years ago, for Father Bob’s final resting place.

Left: Pictured at Father Bob’s grave site just
before his exhumation are left to right, Dan
Stollenwerk, Marlén and Orlando Puentes.
Orlando was a dear friend of Father Bob's as
described in an email from Fr. Hallee,

24



Reverend Robert Schwenker, OMI — Personnel service

record with the Oblates of

Mary Immaculate

Father: Charles Schwenker Mother: Thelma Wetzel
Born: January 1, 1936 Died: March 17, 2004
Novitiate: 1963-1964 — Tewksbury, MA

First vows: 1964 - Tewksbury, MA

Diaconate: 1968

Ordained: 1969

Service — dates and places

1969-1975 — Holy Angels parish, Buffalo, NY
1975-1981 — Director of Vocations- OMI — Washington, DC
1981-1982 — Vicar - OMI mission, Ceiba, Puerto Rico
1982-1983 — Vicar - parish, Port a Pimeul, Haiti
1983-1984 — parish — Chardonniere, Haiti

1984-1988 — parish — Tibucan, Haiti

1988-1990 — Mission — Dominican Republic
1990-1992 — Vicar - Quirchapa, Mexico

1993-1996 — Vicar — Malagana, Colombia
1996-2000 — Director — Cartagena, Colombia
2001-2003 — Superior — Bogota, Colombia

2003 — March 16, 2004 — in residence in Cuidad Bolivar, Bogota

Source: Personal Data — Oblates of Mary Immaculate,

Bogota, Colombia
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Left: Father Roger
Hallee, OMI with a local
unidentified parishioner
in Poson barrio near
Cartagena, Colombia
where Father Bob
served in the mid 90’s.

The framework of a
structure behind them is
all that remains of
Father Bob’s residence
while living there (see
photo on page 7). He
had no running water or
sanitary facilities and
only occasionally, did
he have electricity.

Picture: courtesy of Dan
Stollenwerk, taken in
April 2009.



(Translated from Spanish ir. Thomas Pohl, a former Peace Corps volunteer in Ecuador)
(THIS LETTER WAS REQUESTED BY THE PUBLISHER TO EXPRESS THE SENTIMENTS OF THE COLOMBIAN FRIENDS.)

PADRE ROBERTO SCHWENKER, O.M.I.

Oblate Missionary of Immaculate Mary

By James Orlando Puentes Martinez

It was February 2001; he had recently arrived from Mariquita Tolima after a year of work with the National
University at Distancia. As usual, | went out to do “jogging” at the sports park that is in front of my
residence. | saw a white man whose tall, superior, handsome prototype was clearly leaving me with the
impression that he was a foreigner. At one time the thought crossed my mind that maybe he was
spending a short period of vacation time in my city.

Then when | stopped to do some bending on the parallel bars, | saw him picking up candy and ice cream
wrappers that the children had left lying on the ground the previous Sunday. It was at this very moment
that he spoke to me for the very first time. | said, “Please do not pick up that trash, because here there is
a person responsible for handling the retrieval of the trash” and he replied,” No problem, | also use the
park. What's your Name?” At which time, | answered to him, “Orlando and what is your name? He said,
“Father Robert”. For just a moment a little doubt popped quickly up in my mind. (Is he a Protestant? Or is
he a Catholic?) In any case | went direct to the point asking “Are you an evangelist? | knew from past
experiences that many foreigners professed to be religious Christians

But to my great big surprise when he replied, “I am from the Oblates of Immaculate Mary” Oblates | did
not know of them (I was not acquainted with the order). It was the first time | heard of them, | was filled
with joy because it was clear that he believed in the Virgin Mary.

| was born in a family that was purely Catholic and Marian, and maybe those words were the most
important enough to start our friendship. | told him that my mother was the secretary for a group
dedicated to the Legion of Mary for over 20 years in our parish of San Juan de Mata and | loved the Virgin
Mary as my father had taught me.

Almost immediately he invited me to come over to his house which was directly in front of mine, perhaps
100 meters, it is only across the park in Saint Helenita.

It was a very curious moment, because he invited me into his kitchen and gave me a glass of juice, and
then we sat at the dining room table and talked for 30 minutes or more.

Practically, during this short period of time, he learned the story of my life, the neighborhood, part of the
history of my city and my country, | am sure that our visit was very agreeable because he kept inviting me
back.

The talks between the two of us became more orientated on interest in social planning. We talked many
times about the poverty in Latin America, poverty in Bogota and in particular on the situation of poor
young people in Colombia, on drug abuse, and about the abandoned youth in the street. Very soon |
discovered the human value-added thoughts and plans he introduced me to, as well as his other
companion he introduced me to, Father Anibal Zuniga.

At that time, Father Roberto was in charge of the house of the young pre-novitiate, the Congregation of
the Oblate Missionaries of Immaculate Mary that was founded in Bogota D.C. He was accompanied by
Father Zuniga who came from Cartagena, a Diocesan priest who was in lock step with the Oblates

Father Roberto was responsible for the training of over 12 men, who lived together in the house in Santa

Helenita. The great majority of these men worked and studied together. | was not able to become
acquainted with all of them very well, only one or two who frequently spent some of the time at my house.
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Father Robert (Roberto) was known as a great man, with great wisdom, with great understanding, noble
and with great knowledge of world history. That was another reason | was glad to be with him, knowing
his life story when he was in Germany at the time of the Post-war; his studies at St. Charles and at Notre
Dame, his experiences in the Bronx, in Haiti, in Mexico, his religiosity, his integrity as a man provided me
with surety, his rectitude, his kindness and his character, despite being strong he was never disrespectful,
and after a quick dislike, he would recover very quickly but he was strict when | needed it.

| remember the following anecdote: One night after celebrating Mass in the chapel in the house, there
were three people with him and we talked about the Virgin Mary and our faith in her. He said that there
are many people claiming to be Catholic and believe in our Lord, but do not even spend one hour out of
168 hours per week to pray and give thanks to our Lord, who claim to be Catholic by the faith, but also
toward their example.

At that time, | pulled out my wallet and took out a picture of the Virgin Mary which [ still carried with me
since 1982 a souvenir of a visit to the church Nuestra Senora del Topo (church of our Lady of Topo) in
the city of Tunja Boyaca,he looked at it and said, “Oh! You are the son of Mary!” When | came to my
house, | thought of those words and | feel a great peace inside of me.

In March 2001, already we were planning the opening of an institution and already helping more than four
youths from the streets, room and board was paid for each one and was provided with food and help with
their transportation, and for their diligence finally attempts were made to secure employment. Since | had
served as a high school and university professor, in my mind | was always thinking of starting the
formation of an academic curriculum.

While Father Anibal Zuniga was in Paraguay, | had started classes at the facilities on civil defense in my
neighborhood with 12 young people from the poor localities of Engativa and Suba. It was in that moment
that Father Roberto realized my strength | had learned and decided to provide more support and
therefore he authorized us to take a rented house in the neighborhood of San Marcos to continue with our
project. He gave us money for us to buy 4 plastic tables and 16 chairs, an acrylic board, stationary etc

With this economic support we initiated the work. At that time, Father Robert worked in the parish of
Santo Tomas de Villanueva, neighborhood of San Marcos, where he celebrated the Eucharist on
Sundays. Subsequently with the construction of four high schools in the community of Don Bosco, Father
Roberto was appointed Chaplain of Don Bosco high school |, las Joya.

A high school given an award by the Ministry of Education and district located in the city Bolivar,a locality
of the most poor in Bogota, where you experienced extreme poverty, it was the home of over 1,000,000
people. Their houses are built with material waste from the mountains, public utilities were illegally
connected and break-ins or invasions(and violation of social mores) were at a high rate. (youth gangs,
suicides, prostitution, drugs, armed groups outside the law (criminals) and guerrillas, unemployment) and
Father Robert decided to work there.

One evening He said to me “Are you familiar with the City of Bolivar? | answered, “No sir” then he said to
me “You wait until tomorrow at 12 noon, take the bus that says Treasury-Star and go until the last stop
(end of the line). | was at a place or position at that time and | replied “No”. | was supervising several
teachers at the high school and they then invited me to lunch at the community dining room where lunch
then cost 1000 pesos...something equivalent like 40 cents on the dollar.

Then we went to a cambuche (constructed of cans, thin boards, and cardboard of a family, occupied by
one women and her four children, | watched her cooking a large jar of milk, Klim, on a kitchen stove made
of 4 stones and it was fueled by wood. That afternoon for lunch they had potatoes cooked in water and
salt, nothing else. We left in tears. Later then Father Robert said to me on the edge of the mountain which
he described the vastness of the area, “Come On!” With his voice he said to me we will walk through
these mountains to understand more and so | started to walk with him and | still walk today doing what
he, Father Robert taught me to do, assist those most in need.
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Subsequently, | wondered why | wanted to work here. My response was, “Father here is where you really
need help!” Eight years have passed since | met Father Robert and | still am walking the roads and
practicing what he showed me to do.

In July 2002, we began providing humanitarian aid in the City Bolivar, we were three persons: Father
Robert, a social worker and me. We used an office to meet and help Father Roberto’s families, that was
3.5 meters square (roughly 11’ x11’) often working until 7 or 8 P.M.

At that time, we had no transportation other then a few old cars which seemed to be going to disintegrate
down the mountains. With almost no brakes and no steering we traveled down the mountains to a place
where we could take the bus back home.

ON November 14, 2002 we signed the deeds at the notary 37 Bogota, Father Roberto Schwenker.OMI as
Treasurer, Father Roger Hallee, OMI as director and | as the coordinator and the legal representative
FOUNDATION TO SUPPORT YOUTH IN EXTREME POVERTY, whose initials are FAJEP. The number
of beneficiary families was 65 initially supporting more than 220 families, and today, after starting the
program more than five years ago, the Foundation FAJEP continues serving 110 young people. We
assist with their studies, also offering them a nutritious lunch and training them in workshops with
important guidelines that will help them as they forge ahead in the correct manner with their lives.

If Father Robert were alive today, he would certainly be very happy with the work that he founded.
Through this letter, | would also tell you that we have graduated 30 high school students, who continue
working despite the economic difficulties. Also, | want to say that everybody in the neighborhood of
“Minuto de Maria” where you will find the house that he resided in, we continue to remember him. | can
testify that many people still mourn the day of his departure but we are sure that Father Robert from
heaven above, gives us his spiritual love, guides us and our work will continue until the Lord says
otherwise.

| can testify that Father gave his life for the residents of these neighborhoods. Many people could have a
decent meal in a time of scarcity. Many people heard his voice. Many young people dropped their drug
habits. Many families had spiritual and economic support in times of economic difficulty. A large humber
of youth, men, women and families were helped. | can only say to you that many can testify to his
showing of humility and his compliance with the rules, not only of the congregation but of the
commandments of our Lord. He was faithful to the Oblates’ ideal:

“Whoever is of ours shall burn with the desires of perfection itself by inflaming in the love of our Lord
Jesus Christ and His Church, and the ardent zeal for the salvation of souls and to evangelize the poor.
Finally, he must have the will to persevere until death in faithfulness and obedience to the rules of our
institution.”

His humility was so intense and was filled with simplicity. He shared a table with the poorest of the poor,
shared their joy, their spiritual training. | can say that Father Robert was a great missionary; perhaps the
most noble of all that | have ever met to this day. | can say the following: Father Robert could have lived
his last days in one of our finest neighborhoods in Bogota (NIAZ Antigua) but he decided to live share
their lives with the inhabitants of the lower districts of the city, showing his true and genuine Oblate
Missionary charisma. Personally, from my understanding, | am able to say that Father Robert is a saint
because of his work, his life, his attitude, his words and his thoughts. His feelings and prayers were
directed exclusively to the work needs of the neediest.

May God on that day in my life when | see our Lord look into my eyes, when he tells me that | have to
“leave the boat on the beach” and go to meet with Him, | will be with Father Robert, who will greet ne in
Heaven and show me the other path of life that he taught me here.

From here, | say to Father Robert, we hope that you can enlighten us from the heavens and guide us in
our way of life and teach us our responsibilities.

FOUNDATION TO SUPPORT YOUTH IN EXTREME POVERTY — A WORK OF THE OBLATES OF MARY IMMACULATE

28



RECOLLECTIONS FROM HOLY ANGELS IN BUFFALO

(The publisher asked the parishioners, current and former, who knew Father Bob to send remarks.)

To many of us at Holy Angels CYO he was Father Schwenker or “Schwenks” and to some of the
basketball players he was Bullet Bob because of his speed on the court. In later years, he was known as
Padre Schwenker because of his missionary work in Colombia. But to all of us he was our teacher and
our friend. He was right there with us when CYO sponsored the carwashes to raise money. He was the
one who would load us into the station wagon and take us for ice cream during the summer. He was the
one who would challenge us to a game of ping pong. He was the one who always cared what was going
on in our lives. In 1977, he was the one who traveled back to Buffalo to perform our wedding ceremony.
In 1994, we were honored to share in his 25" Anniversary Celebration at Holy Angels Church. What a
wonderful feeling it was to hear his voice once again as he stood on the altAr to say Mass for us. Over
the years, we kept in touch. He would drop us a note or meet with us for lunch when he visited Buffalo.
He would always ask how the “Old Gang” was doing and he would say what happy memories he had of
his days at Holy Angels and the West Side. We were blessed to have had Father Schwenker in our lives
and will cherish the many happy times we shared over the years. Thank you Padre.

Greg and Patti (Filadora) Joseph

"Bullet” Bob - Your mad dashes up and down the basketball court are legendary, as you are. You had
more energy than the "kids" you were playing with. You will always be remembered.
Greg Joseph

Father generally always took his month's vacation in August. Each year we would have the annual CYO
picnic in August and he was the moderator of CYO, so when he was about to leave to visit his family in
Columbus he would say, "Don't worry; I'll come back to Buffalo to attend the picnic". So the day before
the picnic a group of us would go to the school yard and sure enough there was always a car in the
parking lot with an Ohio license plate. That is how we knew Father was back for the picnic. One year,
however, the same group of us went up to the school yard the day before the picnic, but this time there
was no car with Ohio plates. | remember one of the girls said that he must just be running errands. We
hung around the yard awhile, but still no car and no Fr. Bob in sight. Then out of the blue the back door
of the rectory opened and out came this person in blue jeans, white tee shirt, and wearing a motorcycle
helmet. We didn't even notice that a motorcycle was parked in the far corner of the yard. The man
mounted the motorcycle, started it up, revvedthe engine and drove right up to us. He stopped in front of
us, took the helmet off and said, "well are you going to sit there all night or do you want to take turns
getting a ride on this motorcycle?" We were totally amazed and he spent the next hour or so taking us for
rides on the back of the motorcycle. We had a blast and so did he. One of the great things about Father
was that he was always full of surprises! He also had some great friends in Columbus and never found
himself in need of a vehicle!

We loved being with him and | think he loved being with us. Like a parent, he watched out for us, gave us
advice, guided us spiritually and at times he was even hard on us. He once told me on one of his last
visits to my home that he felt he may have been too hard on us at times. No matter what he did he always
gave 110% and expected the same from us. He insisted we tow the line, especially when it came to our
faith and taking time to worship God. That brings me to another story.

Our boys and girls CYO table tennis teams were exceptional. | actually was the girls overall champion
and | think Sal was the boy’s champion. He would spend hours practicing with us after school. He was so
confident that when we played our best we were unbeatable. We were set to play in a tournament on a
Monday. This tournament would determine the overall champions of the diocese. He told both the boys
and the girls team that we should make sure that we attended Mass on Sunday and make a point of
coming to see him so that he knew we had attended. If we didn't attend, we wouldn't be allowed to play in
the tournament, because worshiping God and attending Mass was first and most important. That
weekend the girls all went to Mass together. We attended the 10:30 Sunday Mass. We weren't sure
what the boys were doing. We made sure Father knew we were there and he told us he was very glad to
see us. The next day we came to the school yard and he was waiting for us. He looked disturbed. He
told the girls to get all of our paddles and anything we needed and to go to the car. He then told the boys
to sit on the stairs. He asked the boys, "Did you attend Mass like | asked you to?" They said that they
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did. He then asked them what Mass they attended. They said that they were at the 5:00 pm Mass on
Sunday. He said, "Really, what priest said the 5:00 Mass yesterday?" Some of the boys said it was a
new priest that they had never seen before. Father was very calm and then told them that they could go
home and they wouldn't be participating in the tournament. They were outraged and asked why when
they had done what he asked and attended Mass. He looked at them and calmly said, "l said the 5:00
Mass yesterday." He was true to his word and left them behind. He took us girls to the tournament and
we won the championship. He was happy and proud of us but it was obvious that a part of him was so
disappointed. We wanted to let the boys play desperately, but | think he felt it was more important to
keep his word. A hard lesson learned for all involved that day!

He taught us many lessons. | remember being asked to speak in front of the congregation on behalf of
Catholic Schools and to promote Catholic Education. | said, "Father, I'm so nervous | can't speak at
every Mass in front of all those people". He said, "Yes you can Lizzy". Just make notes, concentrate and
always think of what you are going to say before you say it. An audience or congregation can deal with a
pause much better than someone saying, ah or um. Speak clearly and confidently. You can do it". | did
it and when [ finished he said, "Good job Liz" and | told him | couldn't have done it without him guiding me
through it. He said, "l just gave you tips, it was your God given talent that got you through it. Remember
God is always in control". | still often speak to groups of professionals for my job, young people and
church groups, etc., and always think of his tips before | speak. Another lesson I've never forgotten.

| have many, many memories with Father, from cutting down Christmas trees for the church, rides on
snowmobiles in the hills of Boston NY, washing cars in the parking lot for a fundraiser, working Bingo,
attending adoration to the Blessed Virgin at 1:00 in the morning, going for ice cream or pizza and wings
every Friday night after CYO, attending midnight mass at Christmas time or the vigil mass at Easter. If |
recalled them all I'm afraid that my fingers would fall off, but I will end with the memory that | mentioned in
my earlier e-mail. The memory that keeps coming back to me and that may help to explain to those who
never understood why he continued to work in the missions when he could have easily come back to
serve in the States.

It was the summer of 1974, | think. We were doing renovation work on the CYO building. Father insisted
that it was our building and that we should do the renovation work ourselves. We were painting one of
the rooms. Some of the kids were painting the lower part of the room and Father and | were up on the
scaffolding painting the ceiling. It was lunch time and we were all getting hungry so we took up a
collection and the kids that were painting the lower part of the room went to Ted's hotdog stand to get
lunch. Father and | stayed behind and we continued to paint the ceiling. It was quiet and suddenly he
said,"Liz, | will have to leave Holy Angels soon." | asked him if he had been told he was reassigned. He
said no but he knew the Oblates would want him to move on soon. He then proceeded to tell me that he
was thinking of requesting an assignment in the missions to work with the very poor in one of the many
underdeveloped countries where the Oblates served. He said he had a very strong feeling that this is
what he should be doing and that he thought that was one of the reasons he wanted to be an Oblate.

Although he would serve wherever the Oblates needed him he told me he had a strong desire to work as
a missionary. He said he wasn't even sure he could do it, but he had a deep desire to try. | remember he
went on for awhile making his case. | didn't say anything and just listened. (Amazing as | am rarely at a
loss for words). When he finished he said, "What do you think Liz? You probably think I'm crazy." |
remember telling him that if that is what he was being called to do, then that is what he would do. We
only spoke of that day one other time. A few years before he died he was playing with my children in my
living room and he said he didn't remember if he had always had a calling to work in the missions but he
was very happy doing it. | reminded him of our conversation and that he had this calling for a very long
time. He laughed and said he remembered telling me about it and thanked me for reminding him. | was
happy | could and hence never questioned his decision to remain in missionary work. | knew that is
where he was meant to serve,

I'm just glad he took a detour along the way. | am happy that my husband, Paul, and my children, Michael
and Elizabeth, had the opportunity to get to know him.

Liz Marinaccio



| will miss the memorial on August 3. | will miss it by three days as | will be in Buffalo August 5. Let me
tell you what | remember about Father Schwenker. What | remember most were the times spent with him
playing sports, baseball, softball and basketball. He was a hard man to keep up with on the court, maybe
that is why he was called Bullet Bob. He always had time for the youth of the parish both spiritually and
through sports. | remember, one of our friends wanted to play on our CYO basketball team. He wasn't
Catholic, but that didn’t' matter to Father Bob. He told John, “You can play, but | want to see you at
church on Sunday.” He said with a serious look and then followed it with his infectious grin. He was
instrumental in keeping the CYO active and open throughout my high school years and later. There was
always a place to go on Friday nights where we would listen to the juke box, play pool etc. | really think
that any one of us who had the honor to know Father Bob has great memories of the time spent with him.
The needs of the youth and all members of Holy Angels were first and foremost in his heart. | know |
miss him and | wish | had the opportunity to speak with him at least one more time because someone like
Father Bob comes around once in a lifetime.

Michael Grassia

It's hard to get all my thoughts together about Father Schwenker. From the time the “Bullet” arrived at
Holy Angels, while | was in 7" grade, until I graduated from Bishop Fallon in 1975, most everything | did
involved the Padre in one form or another. We spent a lot of time together. | think about him and pray for
him often.

Father Bob set out right away to organize the Altar boys, and the Holy Angels sport teams. As Altar boys,
we became part of the Knights of the Altar. We were always working on passing the tests so we could
move up to a higher rank. | think we looked like five star generals with our medals. He liked that, part of
his military background I think.

Somehow he came up with a quarterly or yearly ranking of the Altar boys. The reward was a trip for the
Top 10. Whether it was in the “green bomb”, or later on, in a borrowed van, we got to travel to places our
families could never have afforded. The trips always anchored around an Oblate residence and we would
venture out from there. A few highlights:

Running out of gas
The “Bullet” was always in a hurry. Stopping for gas seemed an inconvenience. |, being the conservative
worry wart, would remind him to stop and fill up. He would always shout out we've got plenty of gas. After
passing up two rest stops, and giddy that he was going to make it to the next stop, the van began to
sputter. As he pulled the van over to the side of the highway, he shouted, “Fiddle sticks”... and began the
two mile walk to fill up the gas can. | just smiled and said, “I told you so”...

Carmen Cavallaro
The Oblate Novitiate was in Newburg, New York, less than two hours outside of New York City. It turned
out Father Schwenker’s sister and brother-in-law had a fancy apartment on Central Park South. His
brother-in-law; Mr. Cavallaro, was very nice and played piano. We found out he was a famous
entertainer, of course none of us altar boys had a clue who he was. When | came home and showed my
mom and Aunts the autographed picture they could not believe we met such a big star. They used to be
big fans and had gone to his shows.

Father was so afraid one of us would get separated or lost when we were in the city, that he drilled the
Cavallaro’s phone number into our heads so we could call in an emergency. You could try to call Carmen
Cavallaro if you want; it's “Circle (Cl) 5-6360". (I don’t think he’ll answer) One person did get lost and
called; Mr. Cavallaro who went out and found him, so | guess preparation pays off.

Tewksbur
Having ten; 6", 7, and 8" grade Altar boys stay at a home and infirmary for elder and sick priests may
not have been Schwenk’s best idea, but somehow we made it work. We got to go swimming in the ocean
and had a few adventures. When we got back, | think the noise level sent a few priests to heaven a bit
early. We never did make a second trip there.

St. Patrick’s Cathedral
While we were in New York City, Schwenks made arrangements to say Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.
What a thrill to serve Mass at the most famous church in the country.
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There were many more great trips and highlights like swimming in Lake Champlain in Essex, New York,
seeing the Mets play an exhibition game, and even getting to the World Expo in Montreal. | was lucky
enough to be Altar boy of the Year in 1971. | got to fly to the Oblate seminary in Washington, where | was
able to serve Father Tony Ragoli's first Mass. None of this would have happened if not for Schwenks’
energy and vision.

Getting the basketball and baseball teams more organized was a bit tougher. Not having a gym of our
own made it difficult for a coach who ran practice like the military man he was. Somehow he always found
us a gym to play in. Neighborhood House #3, the Boys Home on Niagara Street, Assumption, and others
all became our home. He even found a way to get us uniforms; except for the fact that they came in
spelled “Holy Angles”. We had to send them back and they cut the middle out and patched them with the
correct spelling “Holy Angels”!

Most Fridays and Sundays during High School were spent at the old CYO. Just like the old gymnasium,
it's too bad that part of the church had to be torn down.

There were always good tunes on the juke box, and a lot of great Ping-Pong (we were reminded that it
was called Table Tennis) players. Father Schwenker was always there to lead us and protect us when
needed. There were a few former students who had gotten on the wrong side of the law and would try to
terrorize us. Schwenks, along with Phil Mistrada and others took care of things and made us feel safe.

Father Bob did so much for every age group in the Parish. The beer blasts were legendary. Father Bob
always fancied himself an entertainer and would play guitar and sing whenever he could. How he came
up with the idea I'll never know, but a few times a year we’'d have beer blasts. We'd play old songs and
people would sing and dance. The “Bullet” played folk guitar and sang, Ross Anis played electric guitar,
Christine Lama played piano, and somehow | got recruited to replace Paul Pera on drums. What other 15
year old would get a crash course on all these old sing-a-long songs. | still can hear “T for Texas, T for
Tennessee...”

Our folk group was always excellent. Folk music today is no big deal, but back in the early 70’s it was still
a bit of a shock to some older parishioners. Somehow we got asked to do a humber of televised masses.
Although he was very low key about it, | think he was proud that he got to reach out to more young people
on TV and that the Folk group always did such a good job.

Father Schwenker always had a lot of things going on and moved fast. One time we were on the phone
planning to get a few of the gang to go bowling when a call came in and he asked me to hold on. | was on
hold for 3 or 4 minutes (I lived close to the church) when there was a rap on the window to hurry up and
get in the car. He forgot he had put me on hold and just came over!

The “Bullet” taught us many things. To me the biggest lesson was; you can be religious and still be a
strong active person. Church wasn'’t a separate thing, but part of leading a good life. We prayed a lot, but
we played a lot too.

When | was graduating from Bishop Fallon in 1975, | got them to have our Baccalaureate Mass at Holy
Angels (who knew they would put the Fallon Hall of Fame there so many years later) and Father
Schwenker said the Mass and spoke to us. | don’t remember a lot of what he said, but | do remember the
main part of the Homily — no matter what you do in life, do the right thing. Words my wife and | live by and
try to teach to our children everyday.

| have been very lucky. | have a lovely wife (Nadine) of 21 years, two beautiful boys (Michael and
Matthew) and have been very successful in my career in media. My father died when | was 6 years old
and as | have said so many times; if it wasn't for Father Robert Schwenker, all the guidance and
mentoring he gave me, | would never be the person | am today.

Say a prayer to the “Bullet” because you know he is watching over us.

Don Tomasulo



| have to admit, after 5 years, | still don't understand it all. For those of us who were lucky enough to know
him, the grief of his passing has been greater. Personally, | consider the six weeks following his passing
that | awoke with tears in my eyes a blessing. Maybe grieving subconsciously in my sleep might have
sped the process, maybe not.

In the book "A Grief Observed" by C.S. Lewis, there's a line that resonates so deeply. "Death only reveals
the vacuity that has always been there". You don't realize the enormous impact a person can have on the
lives that he or she touches until after they've passed.

We'd like to think that everything happens for a reason- or at least we hope things happen for a reason.
Even though most of the time we don't know or understand what that reason is. But as "children" of God,
in the truest sense of the word, we're neither privileged nor expected to know all the answers.

| would think that Fr. Bob would want us to just live our lives with passion, with fire, and commitment-
whether it's to be the best father, the best coach, the best accountant, the best dental assistant.. it doesn't
matter. What matters is that we do our best with the gifts that God's given us.

For the lasting effect he's had on the lives he's touched- and the children that we are now passing that on
to; can only guarantee that a special generation will arise in his spirit of love and passion that will make
this world a better place for generations to come.

Having embraced technology and with so many friends in so many places, we could only imagine how
many followers he'd have on Twitter!

Of all things | remember most about Fr. Bob, a small prayer comes to mind that he’'d always say... “Come
Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in them the fire of your divine love”. Thank you, Fr.
Bob for bringing your fire into our lives.

Sal Nigrelli
(www.padreroberto.com)

(See next page for more)
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HOLY ANGELS CHURCH
348 Porter Avenue
Buffalo, New York 14201

The Reverend Robert Schwenker, O.M.I.

Bob Schwenker was several years ahead of me doungime together in the
Oblate seminary in Washington, DC. We were togedigain in Washington, DC
after ordination, while he was stationed there afeation Director, and | was
working in the formation ministry with the semirens.

Over the years, Bob’s commitment to religious Hied the practice of the vows
(Chastity, Obedience and Poverty) was extraordindfde was on fire with the
charism of the Founder of the Oblates of Mary Imol@e, Bishop Eugene
DeMazenod, OMI. Bob used to quote the Founderimg#h often: “l want no
smoldering wicks in the Congregation. Either barmget out.” Bob’s heart and
action was on fire with Jesus’ love for the podt.bore fruit in places where he
ministered as an Oblate, whether it was in New YOily, during a program he
organized in the Bronx (in conjunction with MothBEneresa’s Sisters) for young
men coming to see if their vocation was with thdafds, or in his request and
pastoral assignment to Haiti, or his work amongetmaic group in Columbia.

Bob Schwenker also served here at Holy Angels PansBuffalo, New York,
where his memory is kept alive not only in the keeaf the then youthful members
of the parish, with whom he shared his love fori§€thas well as athletic prowess
and service projects, but also in the people’srddésiname the Parish Center after
him, in the years following his untimely death.

On a personal level, | used to enjoy the convearsatand discussions | had with
Bob about theological and personal issues. Iaodyt was not because we were
always on the same side of the issues. And noausec| was ever able to
convince him of my point of view. It was becaugewas able to be unflinching in

maintaining his convictions, while at the same tigieing a true ear to mine.

There was relationship and love without uniformitycount Bob as a real friend. |

count now upon his friendship with God in heaveh@gontinues to bless all of us
in this world, most especially the poor.

James M. Fee, O.M.I.
Pastor
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PHOTOS FROM BOGOTA BY ORLANDO PUENTES

Saulo Hernandez family and a friend, resident s Son of Saulo, student in the school and  a beneficiary
of Bolivar City of Bogota. Of the foundation’s work , in his family’s kitchen.
Students sponsored by the foundation. Foundation offices

Memorial is placed at spot where Fathe rBob Roadside memorial to a wonderful man
was found by the police on March 16, 2004. and a sainted human being.
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Father Bob’s assignment at Holy Angel's Roman Catho  lic Church in Buffalo, New York,
shortly after his ordination, created a loving toge therness that caused this parish to
commemorate the man by renaming their parish hall i n his memory on October 3, 2004.

Their respect for him and love of him is evidenced in the website that parishioners
created at: www.padreroberto,com . Please visit it to see more of the respect and

admiration for this man — a saint among us

* * %

Father Bob and publisher share memories at St. Char  les at the 40 ™ reunion of the class
of '54 in 1994. Note the difference in Father Bob’s  appearance between this picture and
the photos on pages 2 and 10, taken about 9-10 year s later. The physical impact of his
meager diet, personal deprivation, long hours and t he ominous environment of his
ministry are evident in his changed appearance.
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Donations to the Foundation to Support Youth in Ext reme Poverty
(FAJEP) started by Father Schwenker in Colombia may be made in US
dollars by check or money order payable to “OBLATES OF MARY
IMMACULATE COLUMBIA” and mailed with a message that your
donation is for FAJEP in Bogota to:

Brother Augustin Cote O.M.1.
285 Andover Street
Lowell, MA 01852-1438
Tel 978-441-0649

All donations will be converted to Colombian funds and forwarded to
Fr. Roger Hallee in Bogota for the exclusive effort s of this foundation.

(For copies of this tribute, please contact: Bob Ry  an, 8707 Mill Creek Lane, Bayonet Point, FL 34667 0 r at
bobryan@tampabay.rr.com )
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