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ROME
written by Ren Witter, Front Desk Manager, The Pittsburgh Oratory

[Ren Witter, the Oratory’s Front Desk Manager, accompanied our students on their 
spring break pilgrimage to Rome.  Below is her reminiscence of the wonderful trip.] 

This was not my first trip to Rome.  In fact, I lived there for several months ten years ago.  But 
as I made my way home from this most recent visit with the Pitt Newman club, I realized that 
in some sense I had just seen it for the first time; this was the first time I had seen it as a pilgrim. 

We certainly enjoyed the standard fare of the tourist.  We enjoyed the romance of Rome’s cobbled streets and 
her culinary delights.  We beheld the grand architecture of the City’s countless churches proclaiming the pres-
ence of the City of God on earth, and we pondered the breathtaking artistry of great masters such as Caravag-
gio, Michelangelo, Raphael, and John Paul Reubens.  For us, though, these served as magnificent adornments 
of the true objects of our pilgrimage: the countless shrines and holy sites that make Rome the Eternal City.  

The first step in our pilgrimage would be a step backwards, back towards Pittsburgh.  We arrived 
at the airport on the Friday of our intended departure only to find our flight cancelled due to wind 
storms on the east coast.  The next available flights would not be for another two days!  Suddenly we 
found ourselves a little heartbroken and with two days to kill.  We made our way back to Pittsburgh. 

In hind sight I would not have it any other way.  I see now that we were sent back to the start for the 
sake of making a proper beginning.  Back at the Oratory, praying before the Blessed Sacrament, I 
came to understand that all the beauty I was so looking forward to in Rome would only be fruitful, 
would only lift my heart to the Lord, if I allowed this disappointment to do the same.  Back in the famil-
iar setting of the Oratory Chapel I realized that the joy I expected to find in the grandeur of Saint Pe-
ter’s Basilica and the frescoes of Michelangelo is properly sought first in the radiance of Our Lord’s 
Eucharistic Face.   Once I came to this realization I knew I had been made ready for the journey. 

And thus we came to Rome!  Two days later, on a cold and wet Monday, I found myself at last standing on 
the cobbles of St. Peter’s Square with my fellow pilgrims.  Over the next week we traveled as true pilgrims: 
tired, often hungry and walking on sore feet, and our hearts overflowing with love and joy.  We saw magnif-
icent churches and impressive ruins.  We beheld a beauty ever ancient, ever new.  And, of course, we gath-
ered strength from all the best Rome has to offer: pizza, pasta, bruschetta, gelato and countless cappuccinos. 
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Amid all the new delights of Rome we encountered a familiar Face, the one that prepared us and impelled us 
forward in Pittsburgh, our Lord in the Eucharist.  We stepped into countless churches on our way, and in many 
instances we were surprised and warmed to find ourselves in the presence of the One who prepared our way and 
directed the progress of our footsteps.  Father Stephen and Father Peter offered Mass for us every day, and we 
prayed the rosary, the divine mercy chaplet, the angelus and the Divine Office.  Prayer and the sacraments were the 
true food of our journey.  The Lord was our guide as we made our way, step by step, visit by visit, prayer by prayer. 

And in the course of our travels we encountered yet another familiar face, one that again recalled our point of 
origin:  Saint Philip Neri.  It was a joy to see that St. Philip’s city has not forgotten him: he surprised us every-
where, it seemed, in paintings, statues and street corner shrines.  Thanks to him, I have no doubt, we celebrat-
ed a private Mass in the actual room at the Church of San Girolamo where he started the Oratory that would 
bear his name.  This was yet another confirmation that our pilgrimage had been well made: having journeyed 
countless miles we found ourselves once again at the place of our beginning.  Properly made, the beginning 
was never left behind; it was with us continuously. Over and over again, our pilgrimage took us, through 
the heart of Saint Philip, into the very Heart of the church – into the Heart of the world: The True Pres-
ence, the Eucharist Face, of our Lord Jesus; and “from His fullness we have all received grace upon grace.” 

“Rome was such an amazing experience. I 
never thought I would get to see the Pope in 
real life!”     - Claire Rattay, Pitt, Class of 2020

“Praying before Saint Philip Neri’s own icon of 
Mary at San Girolamo (the Original Oratory) 
was a highlight for me. Sharing a moment with 
the Blessed Mother, as Saint Philip did so many 
times, was beautiful.” - Anthony Immormino, 
Pitt, Class of 2019

“Going to Rome was such an 
amazing experience. I got to 
see beautiful churches, eat 
amazing food, experience God 
in a way I never have bfore and 
come to grow in true and au-
thentic friendship with a great 
group of people.” - Thomas 
Russell, Pitt, Class of 2019
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HAITI
written by Brother Leo Dornan, Novice of The Pittsburgh Oratory

During spring break  I was able to travel to Haiti for a mission trip with nine other students from Pitt and other univer-
sities. We stayed for a week with the Missionaries of the Poor and entered into their daily lives. They provided a bright 
example of service and a great witness, particularly in the season of Lent, to the role of charity within the Christian life.

The Missionaries operate a rather large compound in the city of Cap-Haitien, Haiti’s second largest city located on the 
northern coast of the island. Their main work centers around running an orphanage, an elderly care home, and a home 
for children with special needs. The ten or so brothers in Cap-Haitien spend all day amongst these three ministries, also 
taking time to provide spiritual direction, food, and medical assistance to local people within the city. The Missionaries 
also take pride in their farming operation, growing and raising a great deal of what they eat and feed to others. Unsur-
prisingly, there is always plenty of work for volunteers, both from the local community and for groups like us from the 
U.S.

Rising at 5:45 every morning, we started each day with Mass and a holy hour spent in Adoration. This was much need-
ed preparation for a full day of service. Our group would split up and spend the days serving those who lived in three 
different homes. This took many forms and I think we fulfilled almost all of the corporal works of mercy. We fed and 
clothed people, gave them drink and visited them in their loneliness. We were blessed to help care for the sick and bury 
the dead. The Missionaries truly aimed to serve the people in all their bodily spiritual needs. Whatever was asked, they 
were willing to give.

One of the most touching aspects of the trip was the fact that none of the American students could speak or really un-
derstand the language— even most of the Missionaries were not close to fluent in Haitian Creole. Far from being an 
obstacle, this enabled all of us to focus more on going about each action and interaction with great love. Admittedly it 
was difficult at first not being able to verbally communicate, however, looking to the example of the Missionaries and 
my peers, I was incredibly moved to see the great charity that animated their interactions.

“Haiti showed me the true love of Christ through a complete gift of 
self.” - Sarah Wusterbarth, FOCUS Missionary

“I appreciated the kindness, generosity and love that the Haitian 
people showed us. They gave us everything they could.” 
- Mackenzie Smith

“I don’t have to do anything huge or marvelous in order to show or 
even experience God’s love—even the smallest or seemingly mean-
ingless things can have an eternal impact.” - Chip Dougherty

“While many graces stand out from this year’s trip to 
Haiti, one that I think has particular potency is that of 
the power of great witnesses in the Faith. We worked 
with the Missionaries of the Poor, a religious order de-
voted to serving those rejected by society in some of the 
most forgotten places around the world, and their wit-
ness of love, friendship, peace, and joy is one I will nev-
er forget. Living with a group of men who have devoted 
their life to caring for the forgotten in society, not just 
for a week but their entire life, is powerful. The con-
cept of this radical permanence gave me a deeper un-
derstanding of what it means to strive for sanctity and 
put the love of Christ above all else; devoting my life to 
receiving and giving His love to all those I encounter.” - 
Andy Thompson, FOCUS Missionary, Team Pitt



“Being in Haiti was a life changing experience. I have 
always been aware that third world countries exist, but 
never understood what real poverty and suffering was. 
I still can’t say I understand what it is like to live in 
poverty, but being in Haiti put names and faces on peo-
ple who do. Although we could not speak to many of 
the people we served, we made real connections with 
them. We were able to open our arms to children who 
just wanted to be held, dance with women who just 
wanted to have a good time, and spend time praying 
for those who needed it most. Being in a foreign place 
was scary and uncomfortable at first, but as time went 
on we started to see God through the people we were 
serving and the people we served with. The Brothers 
of the Missionaries of the Poor were so kind and wel-
coming. I could see how much love they had for other 
people. Their selflessness and willingness to do God’s 
work was inspiring. Being in Haiti and getting to know 
these people has grown my appreciation for my life in 
America, but has also opened my eyes to how real prob-
lems in third world countries are. I will never forget my 
experience, and hope that one day I can help again.”
- Jamie Laughlin, University of Pittsburgh



DENVER
written by Kate Dunkelberger, University of Pittsburgh, Class of 2020

On March 3rd, 2018, five Pitt students, myself included, embarked on a spring break adventure to Denver, CO that would 
transform us. We packed light and left our comfort zones far behind - we would have no need of them at Christ in the City (CIC).

Upon our arrival, we were welcomed by the CIC missionaries. The vibrant, joyful, college-aged missionaries made us feel 
at home within minutes. That first night the writing was on the wall, quite literally, of what we would experience throughout 
the next week and into the rest of our lives. The words of Mother Teresa hung above the coffee corner, “Love until it hurts”.

The mission of CIC is to know, love, and serve those on the streets of Denver. Most of the missionaries’ time, how-
ever, is spent in prayer or community life. Throughout our spring break, we attended Mass and prayed together ev-
ery day with them and the thirty other mission troopers. The 2+ hours of daily prayer strengthened us to love each 
other and to be fully present in street ministry. Community life is crucial, as well. It isn’t just for fun; it’s intentional. 
We learned from the missionaries about forgetting yourself in order to serve those around you and about the im-
portance of fraternal correction. Still, we had some fun and kicked back for a memorable karaoke night together. 

Friendships flourished over spring break. Whether with fellow Pitt students, CIC missionaries, other mission troopers, or 
friends on the street, I began learning to truly encounter others. Sometimes these were full of joy like talking with a FO-
CUS missionary from Wayne State about our mutual love of Christian rap music. But some encounters left me hurting, 
whether I faced rejection, was made acutely aware of my own lack of love, or was invited to know the suffering of another. 

This happened when I met a girl, younger than myself, who shared my name. She had been homeless for several 
years and shared how she had been hurt by people she thought were her friends. There was nothing I could do to fix 
things, and that reality is hard to swallow. Thankfully, there was a lot of wisdom and encouragement around me. Sara, 
a Christ in the City missionary and ironically an alumnus of Oakland Catholic High School in Pittsburgh, guided a 
small group of women through debriefs from street walks, discussion about our week, and prayer. The small groups 
were a place to be vulnerable, and God really challenged me there. I shared how helpless I felt toward the situations 
I encountered. At Christ in the City, we didn’t set out to provide all of the material needs to the homeless; rather, we 
offered the dignity of friendship. It’s the model of accompaniment, and it’s exemplified by our Mother, Mary, accompa-
nying Jesus until the end. She was powerless to take away His cross, but she was there for Him. Sara reminded me of 
this and of my own dignity in having the choice to love. Our choices matter; our time, attention and presence matters. 

So, we did a lot over our spring break. We slept on floors, learned new dance moves, hiked the Flatirons, hung out at 
coffee shops, and made silly jokes. Most of all, we learned to encounter others, whether best friends or strangers. En-
countering  is  the  difference between  looking  and  seeing, hearing and listening, living and loving. That difference is 
a choice, and that choice is a sacrifice of our time, our attention, and our very selves. That choice is loving until it hurts. 





SUMMER MISSION
The Third Annual Jamaica Mission Trip

For the third consecutive year, students from Pittsburgh Universities, led by a Pittsburgh Oratorian, traveled to the 
Oratory in Port Antonio, Jamaica to assist the Fathers there in their work with the local community. Students spent 
their days painting several churches and schools that are run by the Oratorians and interacted with the school children 
and parishoners. Evenings were spent in prayer and recreation with the Oratory community. Historically, this trip takes 
place immediately following the end of the spring semester. Below are photos from past visits. 

The Pittsburgh Oratory and Ryan Catholic Newman Center
4450 Bayard Street, Pittsburgh, PA 15213

(412) 681-3181 | www.thepittsburghoratory.org


