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HOW IT ALL BEGAN
 
How time flies! Almost 32 years ago, I was diagnosed with Severe Rheumatoid Arthritis. No 
one can really prepare you to hear such news, so, of course, I was surprised. All the while, I 
thought I had done everything I could possibly do to keep myself healthy.  I was mistaken. 
After the initial shock, my doctor explained to me about my illness. He showed me several 
x-rays that confirmed the affected areas. I found out I had a very active and progressive form 
of arthritis. My rheumatologist recommended that treatments should start as soon as possible. 
This unexpected turn of events made me feel vulnerable. But at the same time, I wanted the 
treatments to be completed quickly. 

Overwhelmed by the circumstances, I tried my best to calm down.  But honestly, fear had 
already enveloped my whole being.  Leaving my doctor’s clinic, I went straight to the hospital’s 
chapel.  Church has always been the only place where I know I can go for answers.  I knew 
that God would help me and give me a clearer perspective on why I had this devastating 
disease.  Right then and there, I felt God was the only answer. 

As I sat in the chapel, so many worrisome questions came rushing through my mind. Then my 
fear turned to anger.  “Why me?  What have I done?  What now?”  I cringed at the thought of 
these intrusions to my body, and possibly losing parts of the affected areas of my body after 
some operations.  I felt sad.  Already denial was starting to set in.  I was trying to assure myself 
that I would be fine.  I was using this denial as my defense mechanism.  Thinking and analyzing 
all of this had consumed and exhausted me. I reached the point of what seemed to be endless 
anxiety and despair.  I longed for so many answers, but nothing seemed to come out right.  But 
like so many, many times in the past, the moment I surrendered to God’s will, suddenly, and 
not a moment too soon, the dark clouds disappeared, leaving only the beautiful blue sky.  After 
spending this quality time in the hospital’s chapel, I drove myself home, optimistically hopeful. 

by Florida T. Banawa

All In God’s Will



LIFE CIRCUMSTANCES
 
As I lay down in bed that night, I began to reminisce of days gone by.  My 
whole life flashed right in front of my eyes.  How interesting that we 
live life forward only to understand it backward.  I was born in humble 
beginnings into a large family in the Philippines.  My wonderful parents, 
Andy and Betty, worked hard.  We lived the mantra: “The family that 
prays together stays together.”

After the untimely death of my father, I stopped my college education, 
left my job at a local travel agency, and went to America.  I did so in 
search of a brighter future that I hoped would help me to better support 
my family financially than what I could have done in the Philippines.  In 
Chicago, I lived with my distant cousin Fil and Mila, together with their 
three children.  I will forever be indebted to them for caring for me as 
their own.  I started working and resumed school.  I felt a sense of 
responsibility for my younger siblings back in the Philippines, and I 
wanted to make sure they could continue their education after the death of our father.  I 
continually sent financial support back home to help them finish college.  Shortly thereafter, 

I met and married my husband, Manny, in a simple church 
wedding ceremony, followed by a reception at a now historic 
landmark hotel. That blissful union was 36 years ago.  Not too 
long after we married, I joined the U.S. Air Force, which for 
me, was the best career move and educational experience I’ve 
ever had.  I loved and enjoyed my job.

Things continued to fall into place.  One bright moment in my 
life was my mom immigrating to America and petitioning for my 
other siblings.  At that point, I was pretty sick with my arthritis, 
and her presence was truly a blessing.
 
After years of wanting to start a family, God heard my prayers.  
Against all odds, my husband and I were blessed with our 
beautiful miracle baby—our daughter, Emmy—while we were 
stationed in West Germany.  She is the best thing that has ever 

happened to me.  Afterwards, we were stationed at Fort Sam Houston.  Since then, San 
Antonio has been our permanent residence.  This is where the story picks back up from that 
day I was first diagnosed with my disease.
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Florida (4 or 5 yrs. old) 
with her older sister Helen

Manila, Philippines

Wedding of Manny and Florida 
St. Clement’s Church,Chicago, IL
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CHALLENGES 
 
Accepting that I have a degenerative joint disease was a revelation of many things to come. 
My rheumatology doctor at the Silas B. Hayes Medical Center and his medical team were 
very sympathetic and compassionate with me.  I liked that they allowed me to be involved in 
formulating my treatment program.  I established a good relationship with the medical crew.  I 
was started on several drugs that I was able to tolerate.  I also participated in physical therapy, 
which became a permanent part of my everyday lifestyle.  I enjoy doing it daily—with the
assistance of my nurse's aide.
 
Despite these treatments, I continued to have excruciating pain.  Audie L. Murphy VA Hospital 
became my second home.  Most of my surgeries and physical therapies were done there.  My 
primary doctors made sure that a community nurse found me a year-round health agency.  
Through these contacts, I befriended many wonderful personnel over the years and will be 
forever indebted to them. 

Morning stiffness was a regular occurrence.  My body reacted to all types of weather. I needed 
help getting in and out of bed.  Because my balance was shaky, my husband had to help me 
in and out of the shower.  My eating habits had changed, resulting in my body being weak.  
Although I was eating less and was down to my ideal weight, my arthritis still made getting 
dressed each day a challenge.  I had to buy clothes two sizes larger or have my seamstress back 
home sew me roomier clothes to make getting dressed easier.  My mobility was getting more 
and more limited, and I literally felt that my body was shrinking.  My flexibility seemed to be 
gone as well.  I was tired.  I asked myself, “What else could go wrong?”  I once again gave all of 
my cares to God to help console me. 

Routines that I never gave a second thought to as an able-bodied person had become a more 
involved process over time.  Even the most basic tasks often required extra steps, or became 
ones in which I needed help to accomplish.  Soon I started having difficulty walking.  I had 
mentioned to my doctor that running, dancing, and swimming were my favorite activities.  The 
first two activities were ruled out due to my body’s weak nature.  My doctor recommended 
integrating swimming as part of my physical therapy since it is such a low impact activity.  
Additionally, at Brooke Army Medical Center, the Occupational Therapy Department gave me 
all the adaptive equipment I needed to make life a bit easier. After silicon implant surgery on 
my fingers, I went to medicine rehab.  There I learned how to do machine and pedal wool and 
cotton weaving. 

Walking became increasingly painful so I started using a cane. Gradually I switched to a walker 
with wheels that made mobility better.  Furthermore, it kept my back stronger, for my spine 
was getting weaker, too.  A blue manual wheelchair was finally issued to me in the Fall of 1978, 
and I still use it to this day. This gave me the opportunity to go out with my family more often.  
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Years of using my hands and arms to push this wheelchair had ruined tissues and joints in my 
right shoulder.  Eventually, my shoulders gave out, and an operation was done.  Every time I 
underwent surgeries, I had different physical therapists assigned to me.  I always appreciated 
their hard work, and would tell them so after each physical therapy session. 

My husband’s patience and strength were put to the test—not only when transferring me into 
the car, but also when lifting my manual wheelchair into the trunk of our old faithful Delta 88 
Oldsmobile.  I was sometimes frustrated knowing that I was losing my physical independence.  
It took awhile for me to understand and accept that the once active, independent person in me 
now needed to depend completely on my husband and our family. 

CHANGES 

Through it all, God has sustained me.  Every step 
of the way, I have had this unwavering belief in 
Him.  With the help of modern medical technology 
and a professional team of doctors and nurses, 
I survived all my treatments.  All the necessary 
parts of my body were fixed through multiple 
operations.  In due time, God made everything 
possible for me.  Feeling much better, I was able 
to travel on all modes of transportation.  I love 
long-drives and even riding trains. Nowadays, 
given my situation, flying by plane is much 
more practical.

Little by little, I joined my parish ministries.  I was privileged to be given 
the opportunity to represent our VM San Antonio group at the October 
National Conference in Belleville, Illinois, in 2006.  Early preparation 
is a must wherever I go, and simple advance organization was all that was 
needed to make the trip a complete success.  

I have always followed my mother’s rule on the “3 Ds”:  Things I 
can handle, I’ll do.  Things I can’t, I should delegate, and things 
not doable, I just have to dump.  Life has been much simpler 

and better following her “three Ds.”

2006 VM October Conference Belleville, IL 
Enfrocina Clemente, Florida, Br. Tom Ruhmann, O.M.I.

Beatriz, my mom, my role model



– 5 –

Because I cannot carry heavy loads, I’m not able to do grocery shopping.  This has been done 
by my husband for many years.  And although I love to cook, I have to be realistic about my 
situation.  I write “how to” recipes.  Between my husband and my daughter, they can make lots 
of dishes and have become good creative cooks.  In spite of my limitations in the kitchen, I am 
able to do some of my favorite domestic hobbies like crocheting, knitting, and sewing, to name a few.  

My medicines are programmed whereby I now just have to call it in, and it will be delivered by 
mail.  In San Antonio, Via Trans, public service transportation for the handicapped, is readily 
available upon early reservation.  I go out for my doctors’ appointments several times a month.  
I often use the Via Trans to transport me to church and to my parish ministry meetings. 

Our downtown library is a cool place to visit.  It’s huge and very colorful.  For my convenience, 
the library has what they call “Homebound Category Membership.”  A phone call is all that 
is needed after verification of my library card.  The library then mails my rental books.  I do 
speed reading so two weeks is more than enough time to keep any single book.  My husband 
can then return my borrowed items at any area library.  Sometimes I take advantage of borrowing 
movies and musical CDs, but I mostly use my boom box for listening pleasure.  It satisfies my 
passion for music, and the television keeps me abreast of news around the world.  

I am now living in a comfortable house that meets my 
physical needs.  It’s a red brick one-story house with 
electronic controls that can be used to enter and exit the 
house.  The electric door is a safe security for me in case 
of emergency.  Plus, everything is a flat surface so no 
ramp is needed.  Having a modified mini-van makes 
going anywhere a lot easier.  I thank my silent partner, 
my motorized wheelchair, for taking me to different 
places.  With all of these modern conveniences, God is 
really looking after me.

And you’ll be surprised to know that due to my 
physical limitations, I use an adaptive grabber stick to 
help me with typing on our computer.  While I have 
little knowledge about computers, I know enough to get 

me by, and have been able to use it to help me accomplish lots of things already.  Although I’m 
a slow typist and it makes me tired pushing so many keys with just this one stick, it enables me 
to send messages in an instant to my family and friends anywhere in the world.  This stick is also 
a handy tool for light switches and elevator buttons. With all of the modern technology coming 
out every minute, I just cannot predict what else God has in store for me.

Florida getting down from her modified van  
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Even though I can feel that I am 
slowing down a bit, I still go to my parish 
ministry meetings.  I enjoy the camaraderie 
of Catherine and Dahlia with the Our Lady 
of Guadalupe Society.  Also, despite not 
being as active as I would like to be with 
the Divine Mercy Cenacle ministry, I have 
fun with Jeri, Ken, Zoe, Barbara, Sylvia, 
Lorna, Sam, and Frank.  The Victorious 
Missionaries is what I enjoy most because 
I really feel a sense of belonging with the 
people I work with.  It makes me happy to 
now have our group registered as a certified chapter and have our own website.  It is through 
Fr. Weber’s leadership and the tremendous cooperation of our members that we all have 
accomplished these landmarks, and still continue to strive for more.  The future looks promising!

GRATEFUL TO . . .
 
I want to believe that I have mastered my body pains after all these years. But I always have to 
come back and give thanks to God—for it was Him who did all this for me.  His will helped 
me make it through this life. 

Prayers are still my mainstay.  My riches come from my close relationship with God.  Trusting 
His will is all I need in my life.  My experiences in life empowered me because I learned from 
them. The thought of doing it better makes me happy.  My family and friends will remain my 
source of physical and spiritual energy. 

Despite by disability, I overcame, and have lived longer than my doctors expected.  More than 
ever, I continue to give back to our community who gave me so much.  I’m now very active in 
our church—sharing of my treasure, gifts, and God-given talents. Thank God I never gave up 
on myself when things were awfully rough. 

When Bro. Tom Ruhmann, O.M.I. asked me if I would be interested in writing my VM profile, 
it took me awhile to get back to him with a response. I’ve never done anything like this before. 
But now that I have, I’m glad I did it.  Thank you for this opportunity. This has been quite an 
experience to share part of myself with others through print. 

It was through Bro. Tom’s encouragement and Ms. Bette Meyer’s kind words that this 
writing was made possible. Thank you. I hope that sharing my life circumstances will help 
others understand that they are not alone; that life can be better if you don’t give up; 
and that in everything, there is always God’s will. 

At home in Texas: off to church for Our Lady of Guadalupe meeting
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Ms. Billie & Deacon George—whose kindness and generosity I will always remember. 
Their warm friendship is truly admirable. Thanks, Ms. Billie, for starting my association with 
the VMs all these years.

Communications through letter-writing to Sr. Mary Alice Mannix, O.P. are always 
inspirational. We battle the same aches and pains 24/7, but I think I can still call her my hero 
for being braver than I could ever be.

Ms. Carol Buchla—who called me her “little friend,” 
whose talents and gifts I admire most.  Her tireless effort 
amazes me.  I was fortunate to spend time with her, 
however brief, at the 2006 October National Conference. 

Ms. Sue Collins—who gave me a voice when she 
shared partnership tables with me and others at the 
2006 Conference.  She does a lot, but even the simple 
things done for her make her happy.  

The late Bro. Francis Sullivan, O.M.I.—whose 
warm friendship I will always treasure. What an 
energetic worker bee he was.

Bro. Andy Lawlor. O.M.I.—who is and will 
always be a father figure to me. 

Fr. Gerry Weber, O.M.I.—who opened his heart to my many ideas.  I enjoy his singing and 
love his cooking.  A simple man, but a great man of God.   

My “Angel” and an angel to so many, Sr. Jo-
Michele, SSCJ—who always came through for us.  
Be it recruiting for membership or creating happy 
activities, she’s there. Many thanks, Sister. 
 

Florida and the late Br. Francis Sullivan, O.M.I.
VM October Conference – Belleville, IL 2006

San Antonio VM Gathering 2008 
Br. Tom, Florida, Sr. Jo-Michele 
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For all my VM friends—they give life and meaning to our ministry.  Thanks all for your 
cooperation and support. 

Fr. John Maronic, O.M.I.—because of his great work, we continue to do more.

My “Internet photo expert and beyond friend” Pat—many thanks again and again.

My long-time friend, Nancy—sharing food, laughs, tears, and everything.  Thanks for your 
generous and wonderful friendship. 

My best friend, Vickie—whose warm and kind friendship will forever be etched in my heart.  
You are God’s blessing for a friend. 

My parish ministry friends—they are my 
spiritual source. Thanks for everything.
 
To my fun and loving sisters, Carmen, Coke, 
Leng, and Jeneth—my everlasting thanks.  

To all my doctors and their superb medical 
help, without whom I wouldn’t be here.

And my loving family:  my husband, Manny, 
and my daughter, Emmy—for their never-
ending love, care, and support.  Without 
them, I would be nothing. 

And for those many more I did not mention—thank you all very much. 

I believe God has a rhyme and reason for everything.  
My being handicapped was not an accident, but truly my special gift from God. 

Sharing my life circumstances with you was a blessing. 
I hope I’ve done it successfully. 

BE JOYFUL ALWAYS; PRAY CONTINUALLY; 
GIVE THANKS IN ALL CIRCUMSTANCES, 

FOR THIS IS GOD’S WILL FOR YOU IN CHRIST JESUS. 
      ------1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (NIV) 

Christmas with my family: Manny, Florida, and Emmy


