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Benedictine Abbot Justin Brown incenses the altar during the Easter Vigil at the Abbey Church. While the monks have been “social 
distancing” for 1,500 years, Abbot Justin yearns for the time when his religious community can once again offer its hospitality.  
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Silent nights, 
busy days at 
St. Joseph Abbey

 In the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, the 
Archdiocese of New Orleans and 50 other Catholic 
dioceses across the U.S. and in Puerto Rico will cele-
brate #GivingTuesdayNow on Tuesday, May 5.
 The campaign is part of #iGiveCatholicTogether, 
an offshoot of the annual online giving platform 
started in 2015 by The Catholic Community Foun-
dation of the Archdiocese of New Orleans.
 Online donations made through the website 
https://neworleans.igivecatholic.org will be tar-
geted to help sustain the missions and activities of 
thousands of Catholic parishes, schools and organi-
zations. The iGiveCatholic.org website will continue 
to remain open to accept donations beyond May 5.

Help the Clarion Herald, Catholic 
entities through #iGiveCatholic

 Although they sorely miss seeing their friends 
at the well-attended Masses and spiritual retreats 
that normally take place at their home base near 
Covington, life is rolling on pretty much as it always 
has for the monks of St. Joseph Abbey during the 
coronavirus lockdown.
 “Benedictines have been practicing social distanc-
ing for 1,500 years,” quipped Benedictine Abbot 
Justin Brown, observing that the very nature of mo-
nastic life calls for a certain amount of withdrawal 
and isolation from the mainstream.
 “Not because monks don’t like people or don’t 
want to be around people, but to follow the way 
of life St. Benedict calls us to requires our lives to 
be centered in the monastery, so that we can pray 
throughout the day and we can do the work we do 
here to help support ourselves and do our mission,” 
he said.

A tight-knit community
 Of the 31 monks in the Archdiocese of New 
Orleans’ Benedictine community, 27 reside at the 
abbey, located in St. Benedict. Living with them 
on campus are four other priests who serve on the 
faculty and staff of St. Joseph Seminary College – a 
Jesuit, a Franciscan and two diocesan priests.
 “We were hoping by now to welcome two new pos-
tulants, but they haven’t been able to come because 
of quarantine issues,” Abbot Justin said, noting that 
he and his Benedictine brothers continue to cling 

This has been a challeng-
ing time for all of us, 
which leaves us at times 

with more questions than 
answers.
 We are dealing with so many 
things – the uncertainty of fi-
nancial stability, employment, 
schools for kids, family issues 
that have arisen, those who are 
sick, those who have died be-
cause of the virus. This leaves 
us with many questions.
 We can take many approach-
es to those questions, but as 
people of faith, we believe that 
God is faithful and that he will 
lead us through this critical 
time.
 I’ve heard people say that 
this is God’s wrath on the 
world, but that is not Catholic 
theology. We have a God who 
has come not to condemn but 
to forgive. Even when we have 
sinned, he lovingly calls us to 
his mercy.

✰ ✰ ✰

 A final image I would like 
to share is this: In these times, 
say to God, “I trust you. I place 
myself and all these worries in 
your hands. I thank you for my 
belief. Help my unbelief.”
 God is faithful.

Archbishop
Gregory M.
AYMOND

Abp. Aymond: ‘God,
help my unbelief’

Inside Jefferson Healthcare 
Center in Jefferson, the 
Calis – Elizabeth and Joe 

– were known as the “choo 
choo train.”
 At 96, Elizabeth, a few 
months younger than her hus-
band, was as sharp as a tack, 
but her physical health had 

Even in death, 
their 70-year train 

stayed on track
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declined to the point where 
she needed a wheelchair to get 
around. Joseph had no acute 
physical conditions, but the 
unrelenting onset of dementia 
also meant he needed a wheel-

chair whenever he rolled down 
the hall to visit residents and 
the nursing home staff.
 Whenever the Calis left their 
room, they were tethered, in 
locomotion and in faith: Eliza-
beth in the front, Joseph as the 
rare caboose with an engine, 
loyally pushing their choo 
choo train down the tracks.
 If in their 70 years of mar-
riage the Calis were the Little 
Train That Could, then what 
happened at the end matters 
to everyone dealing today with 

the challenges of the coronavi-
rus reality, where, sometimes, 
you don’t get to say goodbye.

✰ ✰ ✰

 On April 14 at 8:20 p.m., 
Elizabeth died in her room. Her 
bed faced the window. Joseph’s 
bed faced the opposite wall 
and he was sleeping a lot, so it 
was up to the Calis’ daughter, 
Denise Barcenas, who could 
not be at her mother’s bedside 
because of the no-visitation 
policy, to try to break the news 
to her father in words he could 

understand. 
 So, minutes after learning 
by cell phone of her mother’s 
death, she now had to relay 
that same message by cell 
phone to her confused father.
 “It took awhile to get through 
to him, but once it did, he got 
it, and he was extremely up-
set,” Denise said.
 On April 15 at 12:20 p.m., 
Joe died in his bed – 16 hours 
after his wife’s death. They 
had spent 70 years and three 
months together.

Special delivery
St. Mary’s Dominican seniors used 
the drive-through to pick up their 
graduation announcements.


