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It was hard to believe, but there it was—a photographic image of the passenger list from the 

Balilla, the ship on which my grandfather arrived at Ellis Island on May 23, 1902.  He would die 

30 years before I was born, but there was his name on the ship’s manifest, listed as Antonio 

Iavarone. (The first letter of his last name was later changed to “Y.”)  He was 26 years old, could 

not read or write, had no money, and his occupation was listed simply as “laborer.”1 

When I think about that manifest, as I often do, I feel gratitude.  Suppose my grandfather had 

not left his poor village and boarded that ship in 1902?  Would my life have been completely 

different?  Would I even exist at all? 

I am better off because of that gratitude.  As with any virtue, gratitude benefits the one who 

practices it more than the one who receives it.  The old version of one of the Eucharistic Prayers 

of the Mass expressed that truth perfectly in reference to God: “Our prayer of thanksgiving adds 

nothing to Your greatness, but makes us grow in Your grace, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

Abraham Lincoln understood the importance of being a grateful nation.  In 1863, while the Civil 

War was raging, he made the following proclamation: “I invite my fellow citizens in every part of 

the United States, and also those who are at sea and those who are sojourning in foreign lands, 

to set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next, as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise 

to our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens.  And I recommend to them that while 

offering up the ascriptions justly due to Him for such singular deliverances and blessings, they do 

also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience, commend to His 

tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable 

civil strife in which we are unavoidably engaged, and fervently implore the interposition of the 

Almighty Hand to heal the wounds of the nation and to restore it as soon as may be consistent 

with the Divine purposes to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquility and Union.” 

Are our times so different from those of Lincoln?  Over the past two years we have seen hundreds 

of thousands of Americans become “widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers” at the hands of a 

deadly disease. (As of this writing, the COVID death toll is approximately equal to the number of 

Americans killed in the Civil War.)  Disagreement about the proper response to the virus has 

divided friends and even those within the same family.  Lincoln’s response to such death and 
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internal conflict was to step back, look at the big picture, and establish a national holiday to 

repent and thank God for His blessings! 

Of all the things for which I am grateful this Thanksgiving, among the foremost are the hundreds 

of retreatants who continue to come through our doors.  Their lives are changed while they are 

on retreat, but such change would be impossible if we could not afford to stay open.  To break 

even from what we receive from retreats, we would have to charge each retreatant over $200 

per day, more than nearly all of them could afford. 

So I am especially grateful for the small donations that so many have made to support our work 

here at OLPH.  As we learn from Jesus’ description of the widow’s mite (Luke 21:1-4), the smallest 

contributions are often the most important of all.  I am also grateful for those who have asked 

about specific needs of the retreat center and have met them.  Because of those targeted 

donations, we were able to put a new floor in Villa IV this past summer, replacing the carpet 

which had begun to disintegrate over 20 years of wear.  We are also obtaining a new fountain for 

the lake to replace the broken one that dates back to the 1990’s.  All of these efforts to maintain 

and beautify the retreat center are to dispose retreatants to meet the Lord, so that their lives will 

redound to His glory and the salvation of their souls. 

At OLPH we try to keep our asking to a minimum: we make one appeal each fall and spring, and 

we have one annual event.  This year’s event, the Butterfly Ball, is bigger than usual because we 

are looking back on the 25 years since the dedication of the Center (1996-2021).  Many of you 

are already supporting the Butterfly Ball, and again I am deeply grateful.  But if you are able to 

give a free will donation for our fall appeal, you can do so by clicking here.  As we approach the 

end of 2021, please note that all donations are tax deductible. 

I am also grateful to the Directors and Administrators of OLPH who have served at OLPH before 

me: Fr. Charlie Mallen, C.Ss.R. (now deceased); Sr. Carmella DeCosty, SNJM; Fr. Peter Sousa, 

C.Ss.R.; Fr. J.J. McCarthy, O. Carm.; and Fr. Sean Morris, OMV.  Out of gratitude for them, I have 

authored a history of the retreat center that can be viewed by clicking here. 

Gratitude first benefits the one who is grateful.  Grateful people are joyful people, and joyful 

people are the ones through whom the Holy Spirit can do great things. 

 

In Christ and Our Lady of Perpetual Help, 

 
Rev. Mark S. Yavarone, OMV 
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