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Blane Grein—Thirty Four Years as a Navajo Missionary  
By Joe Nelson 

F r. Blane Grein, 

OFM, except for 

two years at Port Sul-

phur, LA, has been a 

missionary all his priestly 

life.  Previously at Zuni, 

NM and in the Philip-

pines he has now been at 

Our Lady of Fatima mis-

sion in Chinle, AZ for 34 

years.   

 

When I interviewed 

Blane in February, 2011 

he told me that flexibility 

and availability is one of 

the most important quali-

ties of a Navajo Mission-

ary.  When the door bell 

or the telephone rings 

you never know what 

you will encounter, you 

have to be ready to drop  

everything to attend to an 

emergency. 

 

Blane, in those years has 

done a lot of mainte-

nance because he has 

that talent (learned 

from his Dad) and be-

cause the missions are 

often isolated.  Re-

cently, a lay Francis-

can Partner volunteer, 

Larry Audette, a for-

mer contractor, has 

been a big help in that 

area. 

 

Blane knows the Na-

vajo culture well and 

is a respected voice in 

the community.  Be-

cause of that he is 

involved in all layers 

of the community and 

has been asked to serve 

on many Navajo com-

mittees such as the sui-

cide committee at the 

hospital (a serious 

problem among the 

Navajos) and the 

Chinle planning com-

mittee. 

 

Another serious prob-

lem among the Navajos 

is alcoholism.  On 

the mission 

grounds there is an 

outpatient AA 

counseling center, 

“Talbot House” 

which is staffed by 

another Franciscan 

volunteer, Bob 

Gilroy.  Bob, a 

physicians assis-

tant, has been at 

the mission for ten 

years and is also 

involved in many 

aspects of the 

community such 

as police chaplain and  

emergency response 

team. 

 

There is a Food Bank in 

a separate building on the 

grounds which is run en-

tirely by about 7 lay vol-

unteers from the parish.  

They serve the whole 

reservation and average 

1000 families a month to 

whom they give 

good. 

 

Blane worked with 

six Navajo parish-

ioners in designing 

the new Our Lady of 

Fatima Church.  It is 

built in the shape of 

a Hogan, the tradi-

tional Navajo home.  

Many other cultural 

elements are built 

into the church.  The 

door faces East (the 

Blane at Mass in the Hogan church 

Larry Audette 

Bob Gilroy 



first week in August the 

sun shines directly on the 

door), and the celebrants 

chair is on the West wall, 

where the medicine man 

would sit in the Hogan.  

The baptismal font in the 

center of the church is 

directly on the earth so it 

is grounded in “Mother 

Earth”.  Navajo baskets 

and other Navajo arti-

facts adorn the walls.  On 

four of the walls are 

paintings of the four 

mountains sacred to the 

Navajos.  Sheep skins 

cover the celebrants chair 

and altar. 

 

Blane does ministry of 

some kind in several of 

the surrounding missions, 

Many Farms, Piñon (45 

miles away), Lukachukai 

(37 miles away), Round 

Rock, Greasewood, 

Klagetoh, and Ganado.  

He does the funerals in 

several of these places 

and averages 90 to 100 

funerals a year. 

 

Blane has been director 

of the “Builders of the 

New Earth” program.  He 

is very enthusiastic about 

the program which is an 

intense 3 or more year 

program to train lay lead-

ers and deacons for the 

missions in all of the Na-

tive American missions. 

 

Congratulations to Blane 

who celebrates 50 years a 

priest this year.  He cele-

brated with his province, 

St. John the Baptist, on 

May 28th and will have a 

celebration at Chinle on 

June 10th. 

The Food Bank with several of the volunteers 

Above:  Sanctuary of the Hogan Church, note Sacred 

Mountain picture 

 

Far left: The Baptismal Font grounded on Mother 

Earth 

 

Near left:  Tabernacle of Hogan Church 

Above:  Lukachukai Mission Church  Below: Sanctuary of the 

Lukachukai Mission Church 



Bro. John Hotstream—Leaving Klagetoh, AZ after 19 Years 
By Joe Nelson 

B rother John was teaching creative 

writing at a High School 

in Bay Saint Louis, Mis-

sissippi when another 

brother showed him pic-

tures and told him about 

an invitation from Sr. 

Maria to come to Klage-

toh to help with a sum-

mer bible school.  John 

spent three summers 

there and then asked for 

permission to move there 

permanently, that was 19 

years ago. 

 

John belongs to the 

Brothers of the Sacred 

Heart, a community dedi-

cated to the Christian 

education of youth, espe-

cially needy and troubled 

youth. 

 

When I interviewed Bro. 

John last year he said that 

the main impact of his 

work comes “from the 

idea of permanence, be-

ing here and living 

among the people, of 

celebrating with them, 

grieving with them and 

assisting 

them in 

their 

hard-

ships, 

that’s the 

main 

thing.”  

John re-

iterated 

that 

again 

today 

when I talked to him on 

the phone.  He said that 

they just had a funeral for 

a suicide, another person 

overdosed on drugs and a 

member of the same fam-

ily was just killed in a 

drunk driving accident.  

This is similar to what 

Fr. Blane Grein had told 

me about missionary life. 

 

John has worked with Sr. 

Monica, a Dominican 

sister who has been at 

Klagetoh for 12 years.  

Together they have ac-

complished a tremendous 

amount of  work. 

 

They con-

tinue to 

have 6 to 

8 groups 

of youth 

and  

adults 

come to 

help, in 

the sum-

mer with 

the Bible school and the 

rest of the year to help 

with various ministries 

including doing minor 

repairs on the homes of 

the needy under the di-

rection of one of the Na-

vajos.  They even include 

the opportunity for them 

to experience a Navajo 

Sweat lodge. 

 

They work with the Na-

vajo chapter house to see 

what  the needs of the 

community are. 

 

John was given 5 Churro 

sheep, the original breed 

brought over from Spain 

which in the 1800s were 

almost wiped out due to 

the misguided actions of 

the US government.  

There is a Navajo Sheep 

Project trying to restore 

the breed. (for more info 
navajosheepproject.com).  

They also raise chickens. 
 

When there is no priest 

they do funerals and for 

Mass on Sundays they 

conduct a communion 

service.  John told me  

that when the people 

come they are not in a 

hurry to leave and often 

spend a lot of time dis-

cussing the scripture 

readings, even continuing 

after the service in the  

Hogan building. 

 

Each Wednesday they 

have a meals on wheels 

program for the elderly 

which serves about 300. 

 

They also run a weekly 

thrift shop which they 

pay some of the people to 

run.  There are special 

Sr. Monica and Bro. John 

The sheep at shearing time 

The visiting youth help with the Easter Egg hunt 



events throughout the 

year such as food baskets 

and parties for the chil-

dren at Christmas.  I was 

there for Easter Sunday 

when they  had an Easter 

Egg hunt with the help of 

the group of students 

who came for a week. 

 

Sr. Monica runs, besides 

the Bible School, the 

RCIA and instruction for 

the children.  They in-

clude in these activities 

the neighboring missions 

of Ganado and Grease-

wood. 

 

Another Sacred Heart 

Brother, Bro. Charles 

will come in June and 

Bro. John, Sr. Monica 

and Bro. Charles  will 

work together on the 

transition.   

 

Bro. John will leave 

Klagetoh at the end of 

June .  He told me on the 

phone that he will be go-

ing to Thibodaux, Louisi-

ana where  he hopes to 

slow down but still be 

involved  in some kind of 

social ministry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

His closing comment 

was, “Teachers by their 

students are taught and 

I’ve been taught here by 

the people.” 

 

M odern Parables from the Navajo 

Reservation 

By John Hotstream 
 

Welcome to the “rez”, 

land of living parables. 

One example, a few Sun-

days ago, a church just 

about full, a young man 

came in quietly, knelt in 

the last pew (so Catho-

lic), followed the homily 

closely. During Prayers 

of the Faithful, he 

prayed, “Lord, take care 

of us poor alcoholics!” 

Some of the worshippers 

in the front pew, inter-

preting his slurred words, 

made faces of disap-

proval. Now my question 

is, who was justified? 

Remember the parable of 

the Pharisee and the Pub-

lican?   

     Then there is an eld-

erly woman who is rais-

ing several of her grand-

children. When there is a 

need, she will call, any 

time of night, won’t take 

no for an answer, so just 

to get some rest, I answer 

her request right then and 

there. How did Christ 

word that one?  

     The widow’s mite, of 

course, a nickel, a quar-

ter, a dollar in Sunday’s 

collection, representing a 

gift from need, perhaps 

giving all that was left. 

     And the pearl of great 

price, that, I would call 

our Sunday worship to-

gether—in Prayers of the 

Faithful, the people re-

veal their deepest needs, 

in a way, tell their cur-

rent story, finding com-

fort in community sup-

port. The Sign of Peace 

too, reflects that pearl—

people get out of the 

pews to offer that sign. 

As some say, “We feel 

safe here!” 

     I have to confess I 

find myself too often a 

character in one story or 

another, the unforgiving 

servant, the “good” 

brother of the prodigal, 

but won’t go further in 

this direction. 

     To finish, I offer my 

own version of the sower 

and seed. There was a 

great pot luck supper 

given for all residents of 

the village. Some 

brought in well cooked 

meats, mutton stew, and 

chicken from long estab-

lished recipes. Some 

brought in breads, fried 

to golden brown. Others 

brought in that specialty 

of marshmallow salad 

with fruits and nuts, a 

few brought cans of corn, 

simply to be opened and 

heated, one, Jell-O, ruby 

red and quivering. Three 

just came in to feast.   

     When the serving 

time came, some had al-

ready helped themselves; 

others filled two or three 

plates, two to take home. 

Many were careful to 

take small portions so 

that those behind them 

would have sufficient 

food for those behind 

them in line; while oth-

ers, those at the end of  

the line, discovered that 

Jell-O and corn were all 

that was left. All were 

invited to the feast—who 

came to eat the food of 

fellowship? 

Santa visits the children at Christmas time 

Sr. Monica, Bro. John, Fr. Blane inside Klagatoh Mission Church 


