BROTHER MARINUS

WAR HERO AND SELFLESS MONK

After saving 14,000 refugees during the
Korean War, this captain turned monk is

being considered for sainthood.
By Katie Rutter

Standing on the deck of his Merchant Marine ship, the Meredith Victory,
Captain Leonard LaRue saved countless lives with his heroic leadership.

After serving his country for 20 years, Captain LaRue became Brother Marinus
and devoted his life to prayer and serving others as a Benedictine monk.
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LEFT AND TOP RIGHT: PHOTOS COURTESY OF ROBERT LUNNEY FAMILY ARCHIVES; MIDDLE: COURTESY ST. PAUL'S ABBEY ARCHIVES

The Meredith Victory is credited with the largest refugee evacuation in history by one ship.

Captain Leonard LaRue never wanted to be called a hero,
though he saved 14,000 lives by one incredible act dur-
ing the Korean War. It is very unlikely, then, that the idea

of being called a saint ever crossed his mind. Yet the same
action deemed heroic by two different countries has also
been deemed saintly by a core group of Catholics, and these
devotees are working to have that title bestowed on this man
by the universal Church.

THE WAR STORY

It was the bitterly cold winter of 1950. LaRue, captain of the
Meredith Victory, an unarmed cargo ship, was summoned to
the harbor of Hungnam, North Korea, to support a des-
perate evacuation. UN forces, pursuing a battered North
Korean Army, had been surprised by the sudden entrance of
Chinese troops into the Korean War and were surrounded at
the infamous onslaught now known as the Battle of Chosin
Reservoir.

About 105,000 US Marines and soldiers and 90,000
Korean refugees were pinned to the sea as the Chinese
forces drew nearer. Evacuating the troops was a priority,
but American colonels believed that if the refugees were left
behind, Communist troops would view them as American
sympathizers and slaughter them.

“I trained my binoculars and saw a pitiable scene,” LaRue
would later recall. “Refugees thronged the docks. With them
was everything they could wheel, carry, or drag. Beside them,
like frightened chicks, were their children.”

“When the Army representatives asked Captain LaRue if
he would volunteer—they could not order him—to go in
to the beachhead, take off as many refugees as [he] could,”
says 90-year-old retired Rear Admiral Robert Lunney, who
was the staff officer of the crew of 35 men, “Captain LaRue,
without hesitation, said, ‘I will take my ship in, and we’ll take
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as many as we can.

With a cargo of 300 tons of highly flammable jet fuel, the
Meredith Victory navigated through the 30-mile minefield
surrounding Hungnam. The freighter was the last of about
200 American ships to finish loading. As the crew urged
the desperate refugees into the cargo holds using one of the
few Korean words they knew, bali (faster), Chinese forces
advanced to about 4,000 yards from the beachhead, naval
and air bombardments fired overhead, and demolition teams
laced the harbor with explosives.

By the morning of December 23 after only 13 hours, the
Meredith Victory had packed 14,000 refugees on board and,
still carrying jet fuel, steered into waters infested with enemy
submarines. The ship had no escort or any way to defend
itself against potential attacks.

The cargo holds, as well as the entire deck, were swarm-
ing with masses of humanity. There were no food rations, no
bathroom facilities, and not enough warm clothing sufficient
for so many people. Yet despite three days at sea in freezing
temperatures, not one person perished. In fact, by the time
the ship safely delivered the refugees to the small island of
Geoje on the southern coast of South Korea on Christmas
Day, five babies had been born on board.

Many years later, Lunney still vividly recalls the scene and
wonders at his captain’s decision to attempt such a danger-
ous rescue.

“T asked him how [he was] able to make that decision
when they described all of the danger in taking a ship in,
how close the enemy was to the beachhead, and [he] stood
to lose [his] ship or [his] men?” Lunney relates. “He just
reached over and he touched the holy Bible and said, “The
answer is here—no greater love hath a man than to lay down
his life for his friends.”

LaRue would later recall: “I think often of that voyage. I
think of how such a small vessel was able to hold so many
persons and surmount endless perils without harm to a soul. .
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The clear, unmistakable message comes to me that on that
Christmastide, in the bleak and bitter waters off the shores of
Korea, God’s own hand was at the helm of my ship.”

FROM CAPTAIN TO MONK

The hand of God would continue to guide LaRue, just

as Christmastime would continue to bring about mira-
cles for the old captain. In 1954, LaRue left the sea to join
the Benedictine congregation of St. Ottilien at St. Paul’s
Abbey in Newton, New Jersey. He made his first profes-
sion on Christmas Day, 1956, and took his final vows at
the Christmas midnight Mass three years later. The name
he chose, Marinus, was both a tribute to the Blessed Virgin
Mary and an appropriate appellation for a man of the sea.

“He always had a soft spot for the downtrodden,” recalls
his last abbot, Father Joel Macul, OSB. “If a poor person
would come to the door, he always would want to help.
Sometimes [he] would go to the kitchen after hours and
maybe put a food bag or something together.”

Brother Marinus spent his days serving others at the
monastery. Rarely did he speak of his heroic rescue of 14,000
people and preferred that others not ask about it.

“He once said to me, ‘You know, people come down
and they forever want to talk to me about this rescue,” says
Lunney, who visited his former captain at St. Paul’s Abbey
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several times. “He said, ‘All I did [was] what was right.

REACHING OUT TO KOREA

As Brother Marinus approached the age of 87 with failing
health, the hand of God would intervene again through the
lives of those he saved. St. Paul’s Abbey, with a dwindling
community no longer able to support itself, was on the verge
of closing its doors. Leadership of the congregation asked a
community in Waegwan, South Korea, if they would send
young members to Newton to save the monastery.

Staff Officer Robert Lunney (far left) poses with fellow crewmates aboard the
Meredith Victory. He was inspired by his captain’s selfless decision during the
Korean War.
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BOTTOM: COURTESY ST. PAUL'S ABBEY HISTORICAL ARCHIVES

Despite freezing temperatures and no food or water during the three-day trip, not a single refugee perished.

The monks in Waegwan were aware that Brother Marinus
lived at St. Paul’s and, even more, knew what he had done for
the Korean people. One of their members had been rescued
as a young boy aboard the Meredith Victory.

“There was this human connection because of the story
of Brother Marinus; it affected the lives of many people they
knew,” says Father Macul. “That is one of the motivating fac-
tors for them to say, ‘Yes, this man did something for us; now

we can be missionaries on the other side.
On October 12, 2001, the monks of Waegwan informed

St. Paul’s Abbey that they would accept this new mission.
Two days after his monastery was assured to be safe, Brother
Marinus passed away. In yet another yuletide miracle, the
first group of Korean monks arrived in New Jersey 10 days
before Christmas.

CONTINUING INFLUENCE

The ripples caused by LaRue’s heroic rescue at Hungnam
continue to spread. In June 2017, the new leader of South
Korea, President Moon Jae-in, publicly acknowledged that he

In contrast to wartime, Brother Marinus led a peaceful life at St. Paul's Abbey.
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owes his life to this incredible cap-
tain. Moon’s parents were among the
thousands saved aboard the Meredith
Victory. In fact, the president was born
just two years later on the same island
where the freighter had disembarked.

“Had it not been for the valiant
warriors of the Jangjin [Chosin]
Reservoir Battle and the success of the
Hungnam evacuation, my life would
not have started. I would not even exist
today,” said Moon, speaking at a new
monument to the battle at the National
Museum of the Marine Corps in
Quantico, Virginia. He had made this
memorial his first stop on his first trip
as head of state. “So, how can I fully
express my gratitude for your sacrifice
and devotion with any words in any
language in this world? Words like
respect and gratitude just seem to be far
from enough,” Moon said.

A SEED IS PLANTED

Rear Admiral Lunney was among the
small, handpicked group in atten-
dance as Moon paid his respects and
acknowledged Captain LaRue. In addi-
tion to Moon, Lunney recalls meeting
yet another person rescued aboard
the Meredith Victory several decades
prior. Sister Bernadetta-Maria, who is
now a member of the Missionaries of
the Sacred Heart in Busan (formerly
Pusan), was the first to suggest to
Lunney an incredible notion.

“She told me that she prayed every
day that Captain LaRue be named
a saint,” says Lunney. “The thought
process never really occurred to me. No
matter who you know, you never think
of them as being a saint.”

The hand of God seemed to have
also planted that same idea in the
depths of another heart a thousand
miles from Lunney’s New York state
home. Father Sinclair Oubre, a pastor
in the Diocese of Beaumont, Texas,
and certified Merchant Marine, came
across the story of Brother Marinus
and immediately felt he had found a
spiritual mentor.

“[Due to] his unhesitating response
to take care of the refugees who were
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Captain LaRue/Brother Marinus (standing, middle) is congratulated by a senator upon receiving the
Gallant Ship Citation in 1960.The award is given by the Department of Transportation, which stated that
the Meredith Victory's voyage was "the greatest rescue in the history of mankind."

Staff Officer Robert Lunney (far left) said of Captain LaRue/Brother Marinus (seated, center) that he
rarely wanted to speak of the heroic rescue he led during the Korean War, always commenting that he
only did what was right.

not his relatives, who were not of the same ethnic group, [he clearly placed]
himself and his ship and his crew in a dangerous situation and yet [recognized]
that dignity that lay within them,” explains Father Oubre. “The fact that he lived
a humble life of prayer, all those things sort of came to me and spoke to me that
there [are] examples here from which the Church can draw upon.”

As the diocesan director of the Apostleship of the Sea, the official Catholic min-
istry to mariners, Father Oubre recognized the impact that a merchant sailor-saint
could have on the lives of those he serves. He approached the apostleship in late
October of 2017 to see if they would spearhead a sainthood cause for this excep-
tional captain. The apostleship agreed. “Merchant mariners are often marginal-
ized and are often looked upon as drunks and fighters and brawlers. It [Brother
Marinus’ sainthood cause] can certainly give us a tremendous amount of dignity
in our own lives,” says Father Oubre.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF ROBERT LUNNEY FAMILY ARCHIVES
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“He [Brother
Marinus} once
said to me, ‘You
know, people
come down and
they forever want
to talk about this
rescue. All I did
[was] what was
right.”

- Rear Admiral Robert Lunney

Brother Marinus' life exemplified humility
and concern for others.

THE JOURNEY TO SAINTHOOD

The process of recommending a person for canonization, full of research and
investigations, is long and easily stalled, but Father Oubre says that, thus far, it
has been “smooth sailing” for Brother Marinus. Vatican guidelines instruct that a
sainthood cause must be officially initiated by the bishop of the diocese in which
the person passed away. In this case, that responsibility falls to Bishop Arthur J.
Serratelli of the Diocese of Paterson, New Jersey. In a meeting with Father Oubre
and Lunney on October 13,2017, the bishop gave his blessing.

“He told us he wants to do anything he can to help move this thing forward,”
says Father Oubre.

Going beyond verbal support, Bishop Serratelli secured a Rome-based postula-
tor, whose job is to act as a guide through the process. The next step is to send an
outline of Brother Marinus’ life to the Vatican’s Congregation for the Causes of
Saints and officially request to begin a sainthood cause. If the congregation does
not object to this request, it issues a nihil obstat, which translates to “no objec-
tions.” This means that the cause is open and Brother Marinus may be referred to
as Servant of God.

“Then the tough grinding gets started,” laughs Father Oubre.

Extensive research into the life and writings of Brother Marinus must be done
to progress the title from Servant of God to Venerable. The next two steps along
the road to canonization—Blessed and Saint—both require that miracles occur
as a result of Brother Marinus’ intercession. For this reason, Father Oubre and
Lunney are eager to share the story of this devout seafarer and encourage the
faithful to seek his intercession in daily life.

“This is truly an example of Christian faith in action,” Lunney asserts. “When
it came to making a decision to do something as dramatic and within the realm of
heroic virtue, he did it without hesitation. And that must be told.” &

Katie Rutter, an award-winning video producer, editor, writer, and journalist based in Bloomington,
Indiana, specializes in Catholic/Christian media. Along with her work as a freelance writer, she creates short
documentaries, promotional videos, and news reports.
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‘Creator of the Seas

A Prayer to the

I

NEARLY HALF A DOZEN groups
have already endorsed the saint-
hood cause for Brother Marinus.
Seeking even greater support from
Catholics, Father Oubre set up the
address brothermarinuscause@
gmail.com for the faithful to
request e-mail updates and report
any potential miracles. He urges
all to pray the following prayer to
the “creator of the seas” that his
hand will continue to guide the
tides of history and, once again,
work miracles through this devout
captain.

God, our Father, creator of the
seas, protector of refugees and all
those in need, you called Captain
Leonard LaRue to recognize your
son, Jesus Christ, in the faces

of the Korean refugees and led
Brother Marinus to a life of prayer
and service in the tradition of St.
Benedict.

Let his life be an inspiration to us
and lead us to greater confidence
in your love so that we may
continue his work of caring for
the people of the sea, welcoming
those who are refugees from war,
and deepening all the faithful in
their prayer and work of service.

We humbly ask that you glorify
your servant Captain Leonard
LaRue/Brother Marinus on earth
according to the design of your
holy will. Through Christ our Lord.
Amen.

——
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