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1. “Be patient” 

 

Dear People of God:   

 

Some weeks ago, we invited input about Spirit, our parish newsletter. The response was not voluminous, but we 

found it very helpful and directive.  The Pastor letter, the calendar, WSO news, and liturgical articles were most 

welcomed: Requests included information about more parish groups, human-interest articles, more on music 

and prayer, workings of Parish Council, futuring and dreaming.  People asked to feel more included in big 

decisions, better informed.  Respondents asked us to find ways to be timely, comprehensive and cost effective. 

There was a good deal of concern about expense in duplicating and mailing.    

 

Someone said, "You should simply expand the bulletin." We think we can best respond to your suggestions by 

doing just that.  We are now in process of changing the format of our weekly bulletin, so that it can become a 

weekly newsletter. That will necessitate some changes in the bulletin we have grown accustomed to take home 

on Sunday. 

 

In the new format, our weekly Mass calendar will be abbreviated.  The full list for the week will be posted on 

the bulletin boards.  The listing of liturgical ministers will be eliminated.  We will find another way to introduce 

them to you.  There will, of course, be many familiar features, but there will also be a weekly column from me 

or one of the other parishioners; there will be prayer intentions for the week; there will be information about 

working organizations in our parish. We will bulk mail the bulletin each week to shut-Ins and to random active 

parishioners, a considerable savings and a good service all at the same time.    

 

Already I can think of a couple of things you could do, to help with the new approach. For one, we welcome 

your suggestions for the Thinking Out Loud column and the intentions for prayer.  A note in the offertory 

basket would cover that.  Second, save the Listing of parish offices and phones on the front of this bulletin. 

Periodically we will update them with corrections, but they will not be printed every week.    

 

Be patient. Your Parish Council Communications Commission is hard at work.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 2.  “Ultimately it comes down to you and me” 

 

Dear People of God:    

 

A couple of our parishioners recently returned from a visit to Mainland China.   They told me about their visit to 

Sunday Mass at the Beijing Cathedral.  The Bishop presided at their Mass.  People of all ages crowded the 

church, a bit smaller than ours.  The language appeared to be a mix of Chinese and Latin.  The altar was 

positioned against the rear wall.  It was a kind of time warp, caught in 1962.    

 

Masses were scheduled close together. There seemed to be plenty of clergy to accommodate whatever needed to 

be done.  It was an uplifting worship experience. Unlike a trip to the Soviet Union a few years back, the 

American visitors were comfortable; there was no sense of being outside the law; there was a kind of freedom 

and independence of spirit, It was good to be part of it all.    

 

People looked directly at one another, the visitors said. Smiles were returned readily and warmly. The universal 

language of loving acceptance more than makes up for the variance in the way we speak, and the common 

experience of support in struggle transcends region, race and style of government. Have you ever wondered 

what visitors tell their pastors when they return from a Sunday celebration with us? Has it been an uplift? A 

welcome? Did it make you fall in love with the Catholic Church all over again?    

 

Ultimately, it comes down to you and me, how we look at people, how we smile and return smiles; how we 

treasure our faith and cherish our Sacrament. I know for a fact that for many visitors it has been a positive 

experience, because it usually is for me. But it could be better. I could try harder, and I could go away a little 

richer if everyone else tried harder too.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 3.   “People really need good contacts with their neighbors” 

 

Dear People of God:    

 

We established our parish council many years ago around twelve parish sections, and we placed each of them in 

the care of an apostle.  We hoped to find ways to develop a greater sense of parish community by drawing a 

delegate to the Council from each section, and by developing ways for parishioners to work together on projects 

and social events. We tried hard, but our successes were not overwhelming.    

 

Still the concept seemed correct as we saw it. It's good to have representatives from the whole parish sharing the 

leadership responsibilities. It avoids the old boy networks and cronyisms and rubber stamp syndromes that 

sometimes are found in church governing bodies.  If only we could find better ways of helping people to stay in 

touch with each other.    

 

Recently we began a new project in St. Matthias Section. St. Matthias embraces the Post addition; Main Street, 

East· Columbia and East Michigan are its principal arteries, and many of our parish households there are the 

homes of older folks.  Lots of them have lived in the same place for forty years or more. Many have never lived 

anywhere e1se. Now lots of younger families are moving in. There is also a sense of unrest in some of the 

neighborhoods.  People really need good contacts with their neighbors who, like them, worship at St. Philip.    

 

The St. Matthias Section representative has broken the territory into seven neighborhoods.  Each listed parish 

family in St. Matthias Section has been assigned to one of those neighborhoods, and someone has been 

identified as contact person for each neighborhood.  When the parish office receives word, for example, from 

the hospital that Mrs. X has returned home after a brief stay at Battle Creek Health System, we can easily notify 

the neighborhood coordinator who can check about whatever needs to be done: meals perhaps, or a ride to the 

doctor, or childcare, or whatever.  Maybe nothing at all is needed but at least someone cared enough to call.    

 

We call it our Neighborhood Care Network. If it works well in St. Matthias Section, we will initiate it in other 

sections. Maybe were on the edge of a breakthrough to make our sections more than just an arbitrary device for 

selecting Council members.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 4.    “It's wonderful to be loved” 

 

Dear People of God:    

 

Recently we inaugurated a committee for the Evangelization of our parish and community.  Actually, I suppose, 

it's a steering committee for the whole parish. After all, our principal function as God's beloved people is to 

celebrate the good news of God's love for us in Jesus and the Spirit.    

 

Before long there will be work from that committee about early fall activities to make us more aware of our 

blessings as a people of faith. I very much appreciate those efforts.  They help to keep us focused and moving 

forward in sharing our faith with each other and with our world. In November of this year, a national plan for 

Evangelization will be initiated. The plan has three main goals.   

 

1) To Create enthusiasm among Catholics for our Faith: We will become more assertive about what we have to 

share and less apologetic because our way of life is at variance with other philosophies. A greater enthusiasm 

for our Catholic heritage will encourage the young leaders the American church needs desperately as we enter a 

new millennium.   

 

2) To transform American Culture with Catholic values: Besides the obvious targets of media and economic 

policy, Catholics will be encouraged to make a wholesome influence on the arts and the world of education, and 

to become more effective in the care of the poor and the needy. There will be programs to study the workplace 

and government and the impact of civil religion in everyday life.   

 

3) To effectively invite every person in the United States to Know Jesus Christ and the Church: The goal 

obviously refers to reclaiming lapsed Catholics and helping hurt people to be healed, but it also has to do with 

the enormous numbers of people who have never been asked to visit church or to attend a simple time of  prayer 

and welcome. That is important work in our parish life, it is the nature of a parish to welcome people and 

nourish them, but also to send them out to be salt and light to their sisters and brothers. That is our calling as 

disciples, to share the gift we have received.   

 

In preparation for the National Plan, we would do well to celebrate our good news more enthusiastically with 

each other at Mass in the neighborhood, at the mall, on the street, at home, in school. It’s good to know the 

Lord. It's wonderful to be loved and forgiven and expected at our Father’s table.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 5.   “Best Friends” 

 

One of my favorite images from St John's Gospel is that of a half dressed Simon Peter, pushing against the 

startled water, half running, half swimming to shore.  He had heard the voice of the Master, the welcoming 

assurance he wasn't sure he would ever hear again.  There was no time to waste.  He needed to seize the 

moment.  He needed to know that he was at peace with his Friend.   

 

The Church of the Primacy of St Peter marks the place where people say the reconciliation took place.  It was 

the first time for the two of them to be alone since that exchange at the supper table. Peter had protested his 

loyalty, and Jesus had prophesied about betrayal before morning would break.  Now as the seawater churned 

around him, Peter heard himself fiercely denying more than once, "I do not know the man."   

 

Ever since it happened, he had been haunted by those terrible words - sometimes in the dead of night he would 

be startled· out of sleep, with guilt pounding through his heart, and his tongue stuck in his throat. For a time, 

there was nothing but a flood of tears; of late, he was too frightened even to cry.   

 

Easter morning when Mary came pounding on the upper room door, he had stumbled out to the tomb only to 

find it as she said, silent and empty. That evening when the Master walked through the barricaded door and 

said, "Peace be with you," he was too embarrassed to even look up. Again, the next week it happened, but that 

was for Thomas. There wasn't a word or a smile for him. But everyone knew they were best friends, he and the 

Master. The one was rarely seen without the other: at the synagogue, or on the Sea, or at the mountain top. They 

even shared a home together at the Capernaum dock.   

 

That's what made it so painful, so unforgivable. Now the Master was pulling him out of the water, smiling into 

his hesitant eyes, drawing him toward the fire where the fish and bread were waiting. It was like a new baptism 

and a fresh Passover, and a bad dream safe behind him.   

 

"Do you love me; Peter?" the Master wanted to know. "Even more than these others?"  He waved out to the sea 

where the boat with its heavy nets was carefully feeling its way into shallow water.  "Yes, Lord," the tears 

spilled fresh.  "You know my heart, you know how I love you."   The Master's grip on his arm was even 

stronger now.   "Feed My lambs, Simon; feed My sheep.   

 

The simple black rock Church marks the place, people say, where forgiveness became a new sign of eternal 

love, and baptismal innocence was restored, and Eucharist took on a special sweetness.    

 

Today the Eucharist is most often celebrated outside the church, at an altar erected under a spreading sycamore.   

Pilgrims take their places on the arena bleachers which fan out from the sheltering hillside.  They look down 

past the altar to the rocky shore where a soft surf plays against the narrow beach.  One can just about see the 

outline of a fishing boat groaning under its burden, while two friends share their breakfast and their lives.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 6.   “We stepped out on to the holy ground” 

 

The bus seemed unusually quiet as we pulled away from our last Mass at the Sea of Galilee and headed for the 

hill country and Jerusalem. For me it was the beginning of a wonderful journey and a dreadful journey. It was 

our passage to a great city that is full all at once of frightening conflict and unspeakable wonder.    

 

We had been reliving the Lord's Ministry in Galilee, the first act of the worlds' greatest drama.  There was 

nowhere to go now, but on to the crisis, and the resolution and the afterward.  The prophet says of Jesus, "He set 

His face like flint." So did the pilgrims. We needed to experience the noise of the city, the sprawl of the Temple 

Mount, the Citadel, the Mount a Olives, the crowded hilly ancient streets of the Old City, the vendors, the 

falafel in pita bread, the road to Jericho, and even the shameful shadowy silence a the Garden of Betrayal.   

 

We moved southward through the valley of the Jordan River, ever so gradually climbing above the farms and 

gardens and the River itself. The patches of rocky dryness sometimes gave way to splashes of sunny green 

forms, and the Heights of Golan lofted skyward beside us as we moved through the hill country where Mary 

once stole away to visit Elizabeth. The River first wandered close beside us; now frequently it dug deeply into 

its ancient bed, a good distance down from the bus, outrunning it.   

 

Somewhere along the way we came upon Beit Shean, an apparently contemporary little town that rests on the 

ruins of Scythopolis, a city as old as Egypt itself, with a history documented to the nineteenth century before the 

Common Era.   

 

Beit Shean is a town with a past.  It was probably there that one of our company worked his way down to the 

recovered stage of a great amphitheater and strode about with heroic gestures, proclaiming Shakespeare to the 

silent crowd who ghosted the marble arena benches and applauded noiselessly. Not far away, up the winding 

road to the TEL, we looked down on eighteen successive towns, each with its own language, roads and public 

places, unearthed one below the other. Five thousand years is a long time to live. Not many cities can produce 

that many rings in their tree of life.   

 

It was an ancient world that the Savior entered, a world before history, a world of forgotten languages and 

incredible ways of life.  It was a world of warriors and exiles, temples and trading places, farmers and vintners 

and herders of sheep.  They were waiting expectantly for his footfall on the rocky road that stretched past 

shepherd's tents and darkened caves toward the Mount of Olives.   

 

From there on we stepped out on to the holy ground and prayed in quiet over the City of Covenants with its 

towers, walls and sacred places blessed by the eyes of weary pilgrims and the blood of the One who entered 

before them in the Name of the Lord. They came to be where He has been, and somehow most wonderfully still 

is today, in the hearts of the faithful, in the steps of their journey, and the souls of His brethren.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 7.   “We bring Viaticum, the Eucharistic Bread for the journey” 

 

Dear People of God:   

 

Sick people often find themselves acutely aware of the Lord. Sometimes they react in frustration and anger, 

sometimes in resignation and reliance on the Lord who gives strength to our· weakness.   

 

The Church remembers Jesus in His loving care for the sick. There are three sacraments especially 

recommended to us when we are down: Reconciliation and the Anointing of the Sick, and Holy Viaticum (Food 

for the Journey).   

 

Jesus performed miracles as a sign of the spiritual healing He had come to do. He sometimes began by 

reassuring people, "Your sins are forgiven." Only then would he say, "Get up and walk." Healing from 

addiction and sin is basic in physical healing. My spirit must be with God's Spirit before I can fully share in His 

regenerative power and new life. Sometimes healing is delayed until we can bring ourselves to separate from 

the people and places that are unhealthy for us.   

 

When people are seriously impaired by sickness and old age, they are entitled to receive. the Anointing of the 

Sick. When we are going to have surgery because of a dangerous illness, it is good to get together with the 

parish priest at home or in church or at the parish office before going up to the hospital. The Sacrament gives 

healing and strength, peace of mind, courage, spiritual energy for the friends and family who join in. We pray 

for the surgeon too, and for those who assist in recovery. We celebrate Jesus· at work in our weakness.   

 

Elderly people may be anointed when they are in a weakened condition. Not all old people are automatically 

candidates for the Sacrament, but any are who are weak and infirm or just plain ill. Children too may be 

anointed if they are old enough to benefit from the comfort of the Sacrament. Sometimes good pastoral sense 

just tells us to anoint little ones, whether they can respond or not.   

 

The same is true of any who are emotionally or mentally ill and who would be consoled by the anointing. 

Anointing is also increasingly common in the treatment of recovering alcoholics and other addicted people.   

 

When people are unconscious, they may be anointed if we can reasonably assume they would want to be 

anointed. After all, sick people hear and understand long after they are able to respond.   

 

Those who are dead are not anointed. We can pray for them and bless their bodies, but the Anointing of the Sick 

would not be appropriate.    

 

Things have changed a little from the way some of us came up. We don't have-Extreme Unction, last anointing 

any more. When the sick can understand and receive, we bring Viaticum, the Eucharistic Bread for the journey 

to God. That is the Sacrament for dying. We could have no greater comfort in our final hours.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 8.  "It's always something!" 

 

Our Pattern building is so called because it once provided space for industrial models used by the Union Pump 

Company. When the company no longer needed the property, it was picked up by the Diocese for our parish. 

Over the years, it has been a useful acquisition. Besides serving as a storage building, it has housed the Tiger 

Room activities of the 60's and 70's, hosted fundraisers and family parties, served as a work room for painting 

crews--who knows what more? Presently its basement is utilized by the Together in Prayer Group, and for 

storage.   

 

The first floor is occasionally used for a special project, but the upper reaches are pretty much inaccessible 

because the service elevator is no longer operable, and a working elevator is seen as key to the utilization of the 

structure.   

 

Presently, the building has serious roofing problems, which require our full attention. We are investigating our 

options, which includes getting prices for roof repair, checking out code requirements, obtaining a professional 

evaluation of the structure, and even looking at the costs of razing the building. At this point, it appears that the 

structure will receive a strong rating from the engineer, with the suggestion that we do what we must, to 

preserve it and make it fully useful.   

 

Advance information indicates that demolition would be prohibitively expensive, and it would leave us with the 

burden of building from the ground up.   

 

Unless we get new information, it looks like a recommendation to the Bishop that we roof the building this Fall, 

and then develop a design to meet as many parish and community needs as possible. After that, we will need to 

find ways to finance the project and reclaim the building. At least, that's how we see it right now.   

 

If you have better ideas or special suggestions, please write them up and send them in. I would be happy to see 

them and share them with our Administrative Services Commission. Perhaps there is a better way to go at this. 

In any case, we will need to make some recommendations soon to Bishop Donovan's office. As Roseanne 

Roseanna Danna says, "It's always something!"   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 9.    "Parish" should be a gathering to celebrate our gift of faith and salvation.” 

 

Dear People of God:   

 

Fr. Frank DeSiano is a leader in the Paulist Father's evangelization effort. In a talk with us priests earlier this 

year, Frank made a comment that has stuck with me. He was speaking of the mission of the Church to proclaim 

the word and he drew comparisons among three concepts (experiences) of church. He said most of us encounter 

church at the level of chapel, shrine or parish. It makes a difference, he suggested in how we perceive church 

and our role in it.   

 

The chapel concept focuses on a previously established community who gather to celebrate who they already 

are. Its energy is focused on the members; all the dynamics of prayer and Word and sacrament are directed 

inward, to intensify the members and the community they form. It is an important component of formation and 

religious life.   

 

The shrine model has no sense of belonging about it. The people who are gathered there are from their own 

worlds, and they intend to return to those people and works enriched by the special experience of the retreat or 

the pilgrimage or the day spent in prayer. The spiritual energy there is with the setting and reminders of faith 

and encounter that happen there. It's like a well where we return periodically to be energized and refreshed.   

 

It is the parish then, where we experience both the inward dynamic of God's people energizing each other in 

prayer and the outward bound power to take the saving word of God to other people, to our workplaces and our 

world.   

 

The problem as Frank addressed it lies in the way we approach the parish; sometimes as a shrine, sometimes as 

a chapel. I suppose the "chapel" imagery holds when we come together as-our own inner circle, our team, our 

club. We are just not really tuned in to others. We might do more smiling and speaking at the grocery store; 

Outside of our family pew, or our own group of friends, we might not even notice anyone else. That results in 

splitting and c1iquing and personal interests.   

 

The "shrine" attitude seems to be present when we approach our parish as a place where we show up to fulfill 

our obligation, reflect on our personal religious experience, maybe to celebrate special days. That might be the 

problem of the person who needs a place to celebrate Easter or Christmas, to be married, to bring a child for 

Baptism, to attend a funeral. There's no real belonging for that person, no sense of community.   

 

"Parish" should be a gathering of faithful people who come to celebrate our gift of faith and salvation. We sing 

together, listen and plan together, encourage each other, pray for each other. Then we go out of our worship or 

meeting or game, to share with others the wonderful gift that has been shared with us.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 10.   “They count on our prayer” 

 

Catholic Education is a major part of St. Philip's particular mission as a parish. Not all parishes are· as much 

identified with schooling as we are. It's a major theme in our history, and it will undoubtedly be a principal 

thrust in our future.   

 

In the orientation of the parish school board some weeks back, Principal Michael Spahr said, "Basically your 

function is advisory, supportive, communication, budgetary and judgmental. You are serving as I am to support 

Catholic education. However, neither you nor I operate from a 'power' base. The parish priest, acting on 

diocesan directives, and being the Bishop's direct representative, is the final word on any matter."   

 

Shades of Fr. Owens! He's right. That's how it works, in our parish anyway. It's rare that we would ever have a 

major disagreement, but when we do, the heat falls on me.   

 

There is, of course, no way a pastor can take responsibility for the day-to-day operation of a school. He has 

neither the talent, nor the training, nor the time. What he does is to keep an eye on the spirit and the quality of 

the ministry and the students. Are we meeting real issues and genuine needs? Are we making a difference? Is 

our work a significant contribution to the work of learning and formation? Are we obviously trying to live by 

Gospel precepts and Faith values? Are we doing what the Lord is calling us to do? Are we responding to His 

call as He issues it to us today?   

 

Much of the actual responsibility for properly answering those questions rest on the shoulders of Mr. Spahr and 

Mr. Garland who lead our schools.   

 

They have accepted the challenge of an educational leadership that is more than instructional leadership.   

 

They are called to be transformational leaders who focus on changing the culture of the school community. It is 

a work of continuing conversation.   

 

They build visions and develop norms of working together. They share strategies for coping with problems and 

conflicts. They encourage teacher development as lifelong inquiry and learning.   

 

They exercise a moral leadership of responsibility and challenge to their teachers, their students and their parish.   

 

They count on our prayer and our continued support as they undertake another season of ministry.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 11.  “The red brick Jesus” 

 

Dear People of God:   

 

Congratulations to the newly Confirmed members of our parish! Most of you are just getting initiated into the 

world of high school. It seems a very good time also to begin to be immersed in the work of Christ in the 

Church and in the world you have been called to serve in the Lord's name. What you learn now about yourself 

and the world of arts and sciences will enable you to make a difference in the environment you are entering as 

youths and young adults. We are grateful to you for stepping forward in faith, and to your sponsors, your 

families, and your instructors. Keep listening to the Lord in prayers. He has a mission for you.   

 

We are now undertaking the repair of the roof of our venerable Pattern Building. The old edifice received a 

clean bill of health from the Engineers and the authorities. We were told that it would cost two million dollars to 

put up a new building with a similar amount of floor space. Even to demolish it would cost nearly $100,000. So, 

instead of destroying it, we are going to restore it. The roofers need $15,000 on completion, and the remaining 

$15,000 over two years' time. We don't have $15,000 on hand, so we borrowed $10,000 for a while from our  

Diocesan office. 

 

It's good we can do that. Once the roof is in place, I will begin work with a task force to come up with a design 

for the building and ways and means to achieve it. Personally, I see it as a parish and community center for 

education, recreation and service. I envision the building as a kind of red brick Jesus, squatting on the hillside, 

talking to the city below Him and reaching out in enabling love to all of us. I see Philip at his side with a basket 

of bread and some fishes, ready to see the miracle happen again. And I am excited and glad at the possibilities. 

Keep it in prayers. We want the Lord's vision, not mine.   

 

In an article I read recently about the restoration of religion in the former Soviet Union, the writer cited three 

schools of thought: the apocalyptic people, expecting the end of the world at any minute, the neo-authoritarians, 

convinced that the collapse of government authority will signal chaos and total disorder, and the rediscoverers 

who find life and strength in their new found life of public prayer and apostolic work and the development of 

vibrant Christian Communities.   

 

Actually, most pastors would identify all three groups in almost any American Catholic parish. It seems to me 

that the third group are the ones to bet on. Don't lose heart.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 12.  “For I was hungry…” 

 

Dear People of God:   

 

It is now thirty years since Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican Council. 1 remember as an energetic 

thirty year old that I didn't expect much from the Council. In all the advance news releases, it was lulled as an 

Ecumenical Council. That means universal, of course, but for me, it implied a strong Inter-faith dimension. 1 

really didn't expect any great change in Catholic-Protestant dialogue, and I didn't have any expectations that the 

council would reshape the theology we live by, but indeed it has.   

 

Church life is different today from what is was at the end of that former era. There is a strong emphasis on the 

gifts of God shared among a great many people. Leadership Is a Collaborative effort in almost any parish and 

diocese. The priest or bishop has a special and pre-eminent role as presider, but he now earns the right to be 

leader. It is no longer an automatic given. Clearly the Holy Spirit is the guiding mind in our Church life.   

 

For many of us, the single most significant sign of the Spirit’s leadership is in the re-establishments of God's 

word In our lives. Catholics by and large, still consider themselves Biblically impoverished, but they are 

gaining on the deficit and overcoming the sense of inadequacy that has plagued us Catholics ever since the 

family treasures were divided up at the time of the Reformation.   

 

It was then, of course, that the Bible was designated the rule of faith for the Reformers; and it was then Catholic 

loyalists pulled back into the security of Church teaching and authority and sacrament. In the in the past thirty 

years, both Catholics and Protestants, have been claiming their displaced legacies.   

 

So too with the role of the assembly in worship. Lou and Lottie Laity have been gradually reassuming their 

rightful place as celebrants along with the presider, when we recognize and honor the sacred in our lives. That 

means speaking up and singing, reaching out in friendship, building community in the pews and in the 

workplace, taking rightful roles of Eucharistic ministers, home visitors, proclaimers of the Word, brothers and 

sisters of Christ.   

 

It hasn't been a totally "Catholic" experience. As we Catholics have sometimes been criticized for our readiness 

to take on Protestant ways of doing things, so too have some other Christians taken it on the chin for "being too 

Catholic.There have been pockets of resistance to the work of the Holy Spirit. There have also been some 

advance.   

 

One of those steps forward is in the work of feeding the hungry. Many laudable efforts have borne fruit right 

here in River City. Another is just getting underway. As of November 1, under the auspices of ACCORD, our 

local inter-faith agency, five neighborhood pantries will provide food for needy brothers and sisters. Our local 

pantry will be at the Franklin Center, on Bennett Streel. People will be received there four days each week. 

Monday through Thursday, from 2:00 until 5:00.   

 

St. Philip's special day, as of now, is Monday. We need volunteers to bag food, to volunteer on site, to unload 

food and stock shelves, to serve as coordination of the work.  It's another way to enable the Body of Christ to be 

healthy and strong.   

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 13.   "I know, Mom. It's your responsibility 

 

The recent WSO Rummage Sale was a major event. The women realized over $3,000, and they are 

understandably feeling pretty good about it. Thanks to all of you who contributed, or worked, or came around, 

to be part of the action.   

 

Have you had the opportunity to participate in any of the special musical events of this festival year? They have 

truly been marvelous opportunities to share our beautiful Church, and our hospitality, and the wonder of our 

restored and expanded Skinner pipe organ. We can all be very proud of our planners and very grateful to. The 

artists who have come to be with us as we celebrate our faith and our future.   

 

The final events for the Festival year will take place in November. On the 16th (Monday) at 8:00 in the evening, 

John Edwards will be here in recital. The following Sunday, the Feast of Christ the King, Mr. Edwards and Stan 

Wood will combine their talents for a choral program featuring Choirs of First Presbyterian Church, Battle 

Creek, St. Augustine Cathedral, and St. Philip. That will be a 3:00 afternoon program. Please come. Mark the 

calendar now. There's so much to celebrate here!   

 

Someone expressed alarm that our annual Mission Sunday collection came in considerably lower than in other 

years. There is another way to look at that. Our contributions to Bolivia in August and our gift to the hurricane 

victims in September combined with our Mission Sunday offering put us well over. $7,500 dollars in special 

gifts for God’s special people. Never fear. We are a generous parish. We need to be. God has been generous to 

us.   

 

Pastor Tim Mitchell told us at the Ralph Bell Crusade about his three year old daughter who responded to her 

mother's "I love you, darling," with "I know, Mom. It's your responsibility." So is caring for our community, 

Tim said. So too is caring for our country. And so is voting.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 14.  “Families are small groups arranged by God.” 

 

A friend who reads widely and well recommended a book. The title is All the Prettv Horses. The writer is 

named Cormac McCarthy, and the setting ranges between northern Mexico and San Angelo, Texas. Suffice it to 

say that the writer is the one I have been looking to find for the past fifty years.   

 

About the same time, I ran into an abstract of a wonderful pastoral letter written by the Bishop of San Angelo. It 

was published nearly five years earlier, and is titled "The Family and the Kingdom of God." Bishop Pfeiffer 

reminds us that the family (whatever form it takes) is the primary setting where children and adults actually 

experience the values and life choices that are weave and fiber of the Kingdom of God.   

 

The family is called "the domestic Church" in the writings of the Second Vatican Council. It is our most basic 

experience of Church because it relates to the actual events and decisions that affect people in their personal 

lives. The kitchen table is the springboard to the table of the Eucharist. The apology at the bedroom door is the 

forerunner of the visit to the confessional. The compassionate caring provided by a family when a friendship 

breaks up prepares us to appreciate the comfort of the Gospel stories when we read them or hear them 

proclaimed. When the domestic Church is healthy and active, the Church of the assembly comes alive, and the 

universal Church becomes a truly living worldwide Body of Christ.   

 

It is in the Family that people should learn how to deal with the tools of life. It is there that we learn to manage 

time and money. It is there that we practice service and ministry in their most fundamental forms. If we learn 

those skills in the family framework, good role models will follow, and others encourage us and make demands 

of us, we are better able to serve the rest of the world lovingly and happily and well.   

 

We learn to pray by being with prayerful people. Their sense of God rubs off on us. Their need to recognize the 

Lord shows itself in blessings and bedtime prayer, at table, in times of storms, in conversation, in the stories we 

tell and the people who come to visit.   

 

The Gospel is lived in our time and our space. The Lord's teaching finds flesh and bone in what happens at 

school and work every day. Any week of television viewing is sure to raise some discussion about the lasting 

value of Christian moral principles. People just need to feel free to bring them up, and to ask questions, and to 

probe around in our reasons for what we do and why.   

 

We need to take time for each other, probably by denying ourselves personal time alone or with friends of our 

choice. Families are small groups arranged by God. They need time and space together.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 15.  “Keep asking God's guidance, won't you?” 

 

Thanks to all who have participated in one way or other, in the consultation plan for the future of Catholic 

schools in the Battle Creek community. The planners have provided opportunities for any of us to learn and 

comment and make suggestions. Eventually it will come back to pastors and parish councils. We will weigh all 

the input, examine our options, and recommend aye, or nay, or a variation on one of those themes. The task is 

one of discernment. Please include that intention when you are praying for your parish.   

 

From my perspective, the key issue in the Church in the United States lies in the continuing mission to families. 

That mission includes evangelizing and continuing the conversion process. It also includes the healing of 

relationships, and broken covenants. It has to do with passing on the faith and its value systems. It embraces 

hearing the word of God fresh, and continuing the education and formation of parents who will be the primary 

educators of their children, no matter where they go to school. 

 

How do we best meet the needs of parents who tum to their Church for assistance in raising their children? How 

do we most effectively communicate the social Gospel to our youth? How do we confront the issues of 

secularism and narcissism and consumerism in American youth culture? How do we most effectively create an 

environment of identity as Catholics for our young people?  

 

It seems to me that the schools are doing their part pretty efficiently. The parish, with or without the school, 

needs to do more for the parents and the domestic Church. That task needs to be addressed, no matter what 

initiatives are chosen at the conclusion of the strategic plan studies. Keep asking God's guidance, won't you?   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 16.   “We are mindful of the kindness found in the offer of shelter in a hillside stable.” 

 

 

It's good to see some tangible results from our sacrifices and offerings. Maybe that's the "this world" side of us - 

maybe it's our ego - or maybe we just groove on the reinforcements. Generally, our mission offerings are lost in 

an avalanche of funds for the Propagation of the Faith, or for a region devastated by a natural disaster. Our 

every Sunday offerings are plowed into utilities and salaries and insurance and improvements. What we give for 

Retired Religious becomes portions of a large endowment established by parishes, all across the nation. We 

know we are part of a great effort, but we can't point to anything in particular that "we did."   

 

Our gift last summer to a cholera-ridden community in Bolivia is another story. There, as our missionary in 

residence, Jackie Campbell, tells us, we were instrumental in setting up a clinic where Latin sisters and brothers 

have been aided and protected and healed. A nurse from Bolivia wrote Jackie, "We are so happy for the help 

given us. We were able to finish the building of our cholera room, which has 20 cots, and were able to treat 

many people. Please give our sincere thanks to your community of St. Philip for their offering and for making it 

possible to continue fighting this terrible disease. May God continue to bless you."   

 

There is probably a good deal more that we could do, to help Jackie and the other missionaries when she returns 

to Bolivia some time next year. There are also things we can do, to exchange with a tiny Catholic parish in 

Jackson, Kentucky. More about that later.   

 

Meanwhile as Advent draws shorter and Christmas comes nearer, we are mindful of the kindness that could 

have been offered to a traveling couple years ago, who finally found shelter in a hillside stable.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 17. “We are Grateful…” 

 

Dear Friends,  

 

We are blessed with the capable assistance of brother priests during these holy Christmas days. Fr. Mike 

Stafford lives with us and helps out as his VA chores allow, especially on weekends, at vespers and in 

penitential services.   

 

Fr. Ken Schmidt is likewise able to take a break from his nearly finished doctoral studies in Ottawa, he too lives 

with us and assists as needed.  

 

Fr. Richard Basso and Fr. Rob Moss are visiting their families, and like Fr. Ken, they too are able to celebrate 

on occasion with the assembly.  

 

Consequently, we often miss the opportunity to wish you Christmas blessings personally and to thank you for 

the prayers and cards, and remembrances you extend to us in these holy days. We are deeply grateful and happy 

that the Lord has allowed us to serve as your parish priests for yet another Christmas.  

 

We ask God's continued blessing for each of you and for our work together in the year to come.  

 

Sincerely in Christ Jesus, Fr. Page and Fr. Fitzgerald  



 18. “God is our number one creditor” 

 

Maybe you are one of those people who would prefer to "do it I yourself', rather than ask anyone else to "do it." 

Some of us would rather provide the whole meal at holiday time; we find it hard to let someone else bring pies 

or salads or a turkey. We think of a hundred reasons why it's easier for us than it is for the others. We forget that 

convenience isn't the central issue; teamwork is. If I had a family fortune, I would be very generous in sharing 

its proceeds with the parish. 1 would want to do that because money is for sharing, gifts need to be returned to 

God, the Giver.  

 

Besides, it would mean that I wouldn't need to brother you about it. Goodness knows, you have a dozen good 

places for every dollar that finds its way into your pocket. That somehow misses the point, doesn't it? Every one 

of us has a right and a responsibility to share. I would do you no favor by picking up your tab, and you wouldn't 

want me to do it, even if I were a good homerun hitter who just landed a multi-million dollar contract. (That's 

just an example.)  

 

Because stewardship and church support is a moral responsibility and the subject of one of the precepts of the 

church, and because Catholics appear to be less aware of their responsibilities than most other Christians are, 

according to recent studies by Andrew Greeley. It seems right and necessary to devote a few newsletter columns 

to the subject After all, the earning generation of modem Catholics has not had the experience of building 

parishes, and financing schools without tuition, and struggling against economic depression as the generation 

before them did.  

 

One approach to stewardship is called tithing. "Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food 

in my house, and try me in this, says the Lord of Hosts: Shall I not open for you the floodgates of Heaven, to 

pour down blessing upon you without measure?" (Mal 3:10) Roughly it means giving the first ten percent of 

your income to the Lord's work, and relying on the Lord to care for us as we experience need. It isn't a divine 

command it's just a rule of life that many people choose to live by. Yet it does have its foundation in Scripture.  

 

Beginning in Genesis 14 where Abram gave the Lord a tenth of everything after a victory in battle, the Scripture 

mentions 46 incidents of tithing. Jacob promised God (Gn. 28: 20-22) "of everything you give me, I will 

faithfully return a tenth part to you" God told the children of Israel (Deut. 14) to "tithe all produce that grows." 

Sirach tells us "Give to the Most High as he has given to you, generously, according to your means," "The Lord 

is one who repays."  

 

Jesus rebukes the Pharisee in Luke 18 not for failing to pay his tithes, but for boasting about it. For Jesus, it was 

equivalent to boasting that the man had fed his family or taught his son to read or do numbers. It's just common 

sense, the Scripture says. It's what believers do. We give the tithe to God, to use in the parish or in some other 

agency where God has a major interest.  

 

We might do well to think of the tithe as God's allowance. We simply give God what God has coming. We dig 

down for the Gas Company and the IRS and the Credit Union. God is our number one creditor. We owe Him 

everything; God simply asks for the first check. We decide how large that check should be.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 19.  “To tithe is to render justice to God” 

 

Perhaps you have heard about the preacher who got into the barber chair, only to put up with the sputtering of 

the barber. He was annoyed by a recent appeal for financial support. "All I hear is money! money! money! I'm 

sick and tired of this bilge about a fair share. People should give what they please. What business is it of anyone 

else?" The murmuring kept pace with the clippers. When the preacher got out of the chair, he scrutinized the 

haircut, reached in his pocket and fished out a dollar. "It's eight dollars," the barber Said. "Well," said the 

preacher, "let's say that one dollar is what I feel like giving today." "But I can't pay the rent or the lights or the 

newspaper if people just give what they feel like," the barber fussed. "The Lord's work is like that too," the 

preacher smiled. "It can't get done unless many people are willing to give the Lord what rightly belongs to 

Him." Then the preacher forked over the other bills.  

 

Tithing is one way to give thanks to the Lord for the good things He has provided for us. Essentially the tithe is 

the top ten percent of our income. Usually people who tithe give about five percent to their church and five 

percent to a number of other good works such as the United Way and the Neighborhood Pantry and St. Vincent 

de Paul and the Cancer Society.  

 

Not many contemporary churches require people to tithe. Certainly no Catholic church does. At one time, 

though, it was the expected practice. St. Augustine thought that the tithe was a sacred debt to God. Pope 

Gregory fulminated against people who cheated on their tithe. Many Bishops of the early church held that the 

tithe was an obligatory matter of justice, and the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century spoke of tithing as the 

sacred obligation of all people who had any generally dependable income. Even though few church synods 

require the tithe, more and more Christians are personally choosing to follow the practice.  

 

The generosity of the people eliminates the burden of financial worry and the juggling of necessary projects. 

The work goes forward; the missions are served; tensions are relieved among the various church ministries; 

improvements are made; people are happy to be part of a community where many people are sharing deeply in 

the work of the Lord among them. Careful money management is a serious concern in our life and time. Young 

people need to be educated lovingly in matters of consumerism and compulsive buying and extensive use of 

credit and the honest retirement of debts. So too, we all need to reflect on our responsibility to find our best way 

(perhaps a tithe) to render justice to our God who has provided us with health and home and the promise of life 

everlasting.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz   

  



20. “Eastern Europe” 

 

Good things are happening for the Church in Eastern Europe. Where there was persecution, there are now 

healthy signs of a burgeoning new Spring. Catholics from the United States have given almost $13 million 

dollars. Their gifts have been used to dig foundations, to restore seminaries and religious orders, to create social 

ministries, to resume Christian education and formation in Poland, Hungary, Lithuania, the Ukraine, Romania, 

the Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic, in Siberia and Albania and Croatia and Slovenia and Belarus and 

Russia.  

 

They will need our continued assistance for a few years more, until they can care for themselves and reach out 

to the rest of the world in the faith of the Gospel and the Cross.  

 

BE PREPARED TO MAKE A GIFT, HOWEVER SMALL, WHEN YOU COME FOR ASHES NEXT 

WEDNESDAY.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 21.  “If we have as much sense as the geese…” 

 

As each goose flaps its wings, it creates an "uplift" for the bird following. By flying in a "v" formation, the 

whole flock adds 71% more flying range than if each bird flew alone. Lesson: People who share a common 

direction and sense of community can get where they are going quicker and easier because they are traveling on 

the thrust of one another. Whenever a goose falls out of formation, it suddenly feels the drag and resistance of 

trying to fly alone and quickly gets back into formation to take advantage of the lifting power of the birds in 

front.  

 

Lesson: If we have as much sense as a goose, we will join in formations with those who are headed where we 

want to go. When the lead goose gets tired, it rotates back into the formation and another goose flies at the point 

position. Lesson: It pays to take turns doing the hard tasks and sharing leadership with people, as with geese, 

interdependent with one another.  

 

The geese in formation honk from behind to encourage those up front to keep up their speed. Lesson: We need 

to make sure our honking from behind is encouraging not something less helpful.  

 

When a goose gets sick or wounded or shot down, two geese drop out of formation and follow their fellow 

member down to help and provide protection. They stay with this member of the flock until he or she is either 

able to fly again or dies. Then they launch out on their own, with another formation, or to catch up with their 

own flock.  

 

Lesson: If we have as much sense as the geese, we'll stand by one another like they do.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



  22. “Kids are wonderful. Jesus died for them.” 

 

I love children, most people do. Their candor is refreshing ("Why do you talk with your mouth full?", "Do you 

have some kids?" "Grandma, you have pretty lips"). They are optimistic, forgiving, imaginative, responsive, 

qualities I admire and encourage in all people.  

 

All of my 36 years in the priesthood has been specially focused on children, particularity in catechetics and 

schools. I am glad for that, especially now when I receive a card from a faith-filled grandmother who was once 

a seventh grader assigned to my religion class. That is one of the reasons I grieve about the violence done to 

children: sexual abuse, imprisonment, slavery, murder at the hands of other children. So much beauty and 

wonder stunted, made fearful, wiped out.  

 

A priest in New York wrote about children in his Christmas Column. He says one in five U.S. children grows 

up poor; 40,000 each year die before their first birthday. In our country (not Somalia or Bosnia) five and a half 

million kids are hungry, and six million more are underfed. In the last thirty years, teen suicides have tripled. 

One quarter of our teenaged students drop out of school every 36 minutes a child is killed or injured by a gun 

every 26 seconds a child runs away from home; every 47 seconds a child is seriously abused or neglected; every 

67 seconds a teen-ager has a baby. Other sources provide equally troublesome statistics. Kids are desperate to 

find someone who cares.   

 

There is something especially sick and extraordinarily evil about a society that disregards its children or teaches 

them to do wrong. There is something terribly neglectful about a society that doesn't try to improve its record 

with young people. Most of us have a friend or two-maybe lots more- who are children. Everybody needs 

friends who ask hard questions and hold us accountable; children do that very well. Maybe one good way to 

counter the lamentable record of neglect and abuse is for each of us to spend some real time with a young friend 

every week, going to their games, helping with homework, working together on a clean-up project, going for ice 

cream or baseball cards. Kids are wonderful. Jesus died for them.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 23. “Good works” 

 

Our parish recently received a gift from the estate of Dr. and Mrs. Leo Walker. Dr. Walker grew up in St. Philip 

Parish, lived and worked away from here, but never forgot the parish that gave him his Baptism and his 

Catholic roots. We now remember him and Mrs. Walker and our many other benefactors in our Memorial 

Society. Have you thought about your parish in your planning for the future?  

 

We received a thank you letter from St. Philip Parish in Fal1s Church Virginia. They recruited support from 

other parishes across the nation whose patron is St. Philip. Some of us have been keeping them in prayer 

throughout their Renew experience. It appears that their involvement was deep and their experience fruitful in 

the first two Renew seasons. The third season begins in the Fall.  

 

May the Lord continue in the good work!  

 

Lovingly in Christ, Fr. Fitzgerald 



 24. “Our mission to God's people” 

 

Do you ever wonder whether you are doing enough with your life? It is easy to be caught in a clover leaf and 

never manage to get out on the road. There are other people who work where we do live near our house, have 

kids the ages of ours. There's one big difference: they seem to get so much more done than we do. Why is that? 

Energy? Zeal? Obsessiveness? Or is it that some people have a clear mission in life, and keep it always before 

them?  

 

Jackie Campbell is a young woman from our parish who has such a mission. If she had been born male, she 

might have considered being a priest. Things being as they are, that avenue was closed to her, so she became a 

nurse. In any case, ordained or commissioned as a health care professional, she is a missionary.  

 

Jackie's mission is currently in Bolivia. She had done a stint there a couple of years ago. January she returned 

there, after completing her education, and working a while, and coaching some young athletes, and serving as 

friend and visitor to the Catholic residents at the Riverside Nursing Care Facility. She is still in the "people 

helping" business. "I'm looking for help for the boy in the photos with the swollen eye," she wrote a few weeks 

ago. "He has a tumor and needs an operation. His dad is an agricultural worker, and his mom sells small things, 

like bubble gum and cigarettes from a homemade wheelbarrow. Together they earn about $12.00 a week."  

 

The boy's name is Eduardo. His picture (and others) are on the back bulletin board, he needs about $2,000.00 

for his operation. Some people from our parish have already begun to recruit help for him and his folks. After 

Eduardo, it may be Maria or Manuel. Wherever Jackie is, there will be someone in need. She represents us on 

the front; she gives us a way to be involved.  

 

Some people are starting to save their pesos for a working "vacation" to Bolivia. There are shoes to bring, and 

people to meet, and sports equipment to carry along. Most of us will not be able to be there in person, but we 

can help Jackie with her personal expenses: food, electricity, transportation. She thinks she can get by on $120 a 

month! I hope we will find ways to do better than that.  

 

May I suggest that you somehow incorporate Jackie in your personal mission statement? There will be notes in 

our Spirit Newsletter, and bulletin boards, and other ways to remind us what a difference we can make by 

assisting one of our own in her mission to God's people.  

 

Lovingly in Christ, Fr. Fitz 



 25. “Stewardship” 

 

It's a solid principle of stewardship that a strong parish stays strong. and grows stronger by reaching out beyond 

its own perimeters to other people in other places. It gives a fuller sense of Church, and a greater awareness of 

what Christ may be doing with His right hand while He ministers to us with His left. That's why special appeals 

are so important.  

 

Many parishes have adopted a sister congregation in another part of the world. A certain percentage of their 

income is assigned to that partner parish or hospital or orphanage. I used to think that that was the way for us to 

go, but we never succeeded in bringing it off. Perhaps the Lord has other ways in mind for us at St. Philip. 

Maybe we need to respond to a number of appeals under the guidance of a Mission Board, or some such 

screening group, which would assume the responsibility for making the needs known and finding ways to help 

when and as wearable.  

 

Periodically we host a co-op speaker who appeals for their own cause and shares the offering with other 

missionary groups who also have been approved by our diocesan office. Among those, we have heard speakers 

from Appalachia and Honduras and Africa. As a follow up to one of those visits, we have initiated a 

relationship with Holy Cross parish In Jackson, Kentucky, a very small Catholic community in the mining 

district outside of Lexington. That friendship continues under the guidance of a coordinator from our parish and 

one from theirs. 

 

We are also continually rounding up support for Jackie Campbell and her mission in Bolivia where a clinic Is 

needed and children are the primary focus of attention.  

 

Besides that, just recently, we received a personal appeal from the pastor of St. Philip Parish in Smiley, Texas. 

They need help in establishing a parish activity center. They need it for parish and community use; elderly and 

youth; food bank and co-op; religious formation, education, and formation; actually, much like I would hope we 

could eventually do with our Tiger Room/Pattern Building.  

 

I have never been to Smiley, Texas, nor to the other more established parish in Nixon, nor even to San Antonio. 

Perhaps you have. You might want to help them in their mission: "We number some 115 families," Msgr. Pugh 

writes, "mostly Mexican and Mexican-American. Many Protestant sects are busy, trying to win them over. They 

are succeeding, to some extent. We do not want to lose them, but we do have to do a whole lot more for them."  

 

The Smiley St. Philip people are asking Battle Creek St. Philip people to help them secure a metal building, 

once a grocery store, for their parish center. Anyone who may want to help can write directly to "St. Philip 

Building Fund, c/o St. Joseph Parish, 207 S. Washington Ave. Nixon, TX, 78140-2920." Or you can pass your 

check on to our parish office and we can forward it for you. In any case, pray for the work of God.in us and 

around us. It's wonderful.  

 

Lovingly in Christ, Fr. Fitzgerald



 26. “Who will take my place at the parish altar” 

 

Before long, 1 imagine, parishes like ours (if not our own) could be administered very differently from the way 

we have traditionally known. The resident pastor and rectory and the garage might be curiosities. A town like 

ours may well be served by one priest, and much of what several priests presently do will somehow be done by 

non ordained people. At least, I imagine so.  

 

Maybe weddings will be celebrated at weekend parish liturgies, or outside of Mass, with family and friends to 

witness in the absence of a priest. Maybe funerals will customarily be funeral home services with someone 

designated to lead the prayers. Maybe we will save up our babies and baptize them in major Baptismal liturgies, 

or maybe we will just dedicate them, and wait until they choose to be baptized at Easter one year.  

 

In the Vatican II document Lumen Gentium, Jesus is called the Light (Lumen) of the Nations (Gentium). He is 

the Sacrament of Christian life. We all follow Him. There are no classes or ranks, just a people of God, with a 

Bishop selected to preside among them, in the Lord's place.  

 

I imagine there will still be priests, just not so many. In a given Diocese or local Church, they might be regional 

coordinators or leaders of the particular Diocesan ministries, or problem solvers, or teachers.  

 

I wonder who will lead our Sunday worship. Obviously, we Catholics must celebrate the Death and 

Resurrection of Jesus every Sunday. Communion services might be tolerable on weekdays; but there's no way 

they could satisfy my spiritual thirst on the Lord's Day. If there are so few priests, how will we manage?  

 

Some people say we will import foreign priests, but that seems like a throwback to the magician mentality, that 

we just need someone to say "holy words." I know of one American diocese where the Bishop ordains lots of 

eligible men each year, but it's only the occasional one who speaks English. The liturgy of the word, after all, is 

just as important as the liturgy of the Eucharist. Somebody has to speak, as well as 'confect' the Sacrament.  

 

Then, too, it isn't just the priest who makes Mass happen. It's all of us together, our faith, and hope, and 

prayerful unity. That's why the Lord is so much more obviously present one time, more than another (I think). 

At least, I imagine so.  

 

So who will take my place at the parish altar when I am safe at home with God? Maybe one of my third grade 

friends, just now getting acquainted with Jesus and worship and Eucharist. My replacement might be an 

ordained priest, or maybe not. Maybe by then the church will be appointing just Baptized people of God 

somehow as leaders of prayer.  

 

Do you know a third grader? Would she like to do that? I imagine so. 



 27.  “Christian marriage is a living Sacramental sign” 

 

The wedding was so simple, I somehow wondered if it really was a wedding. The bride appeared with her 

bridegroom to be at the side door of the church. She wore a long white dress and a touch of flowers in her dark 

straight hair. He had found black pegged pants with a wrap-around belt that encased an open collared 

bullfighters shirt. His beard was freshly neatly trimmed. Both wore a simple expensive piece of neck jewelry. 

their eyes were bright and eager to see how we would implement their directions for a brief and clear liturgy of 

marriage.  

 

It looked in some way like a play, or a lesson in Junior year Sacramental Theology. There were eleven guests in 

all. That included two who took pictures and two who played guitars and sang a country love song about decent 

people whose lives were characterized by commitment and openness to grace. During the liturgy of the Word, 

the bridal duo sat side by side at the rear of the tiny assembly. She came forward and repeated the serious words 

about honor and love and promise and death.  

 

They reminded us in a quiet profound way that every Christian marriage is a living Sacramental sign of the 

eternal marriage of the Lord and His people. She was the woman of Revelations wrapped in the woven fabric of 

her good works, and he was the Lamb and Bridegroom with tears running down his face.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 28. "It's because I'm seventy." 

 

Somebody asked Ty Cobb when he was seventy what he thought his batting average would be if he were 

playing baseball today. Cobb's lifetime average had been .367. "Maybe .290 or .300," Cobb said. The 

Interviewer nodded, "That's because of the travel, the night games, the artificial turf and all the new pitches, 

right?" "No," Cobb replied. "It's because I'm seventy."  

 

Cobb came up through a difficult childhood, but it helped him to be very self confident. He played hard, even 

mean, but he had undaunted confidence in his ability. He knew early in the contest that he would always be one 

of the great names in the game.  

 

Nobody ever accused Cobb of being a nice guy. He didn't need to meet other people's expectations. Sometimes 

the need to please other people prevents nice guys from doing their best. Cobb didn't have that problem. He 

continually competed against himself, and great as he was, he still hit safely only a third of the time. He kept 

trying to improve his performance.  

 

There's a lesson somewhere in all of this for young people who half dread returning to school because they may 

not achieve a certain average, or be elected queen of something, or make first team in whatever sport they want 

to play.  

 

There's something there, too, for parents who know things should be going better for them and their children, or 

for people who have to keep a smiling countenance at work when the promotions and the perks continually get 

by them.  

 

At Tiger Stadium in Detroit, there's a plaque on the wall near the main gate, beside the door that leads up to the 

offices. It reminds us of a man who played baseball there before any of us ever knew how to keep score. He is 

remembered because he maintained a steady dependable average in all kinds of circumstances when less self-

assured people would have blinked or reached or stepped out of the box. He's another person we can learn from. 

His name is Tyrus Raymond Cobb.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 29.  “The Gospel is a work of peace” 

 

During this month of August, we are encouraged to pray and work particularly hard for peace in our homes and 

neighborhoods and communities: in our nation and in our in world. We are reminded that peace is the 

responsibility, not only of the Administration and the Congress, the Vatican and the World Council of 

Churches, it is also our responsibility. We need to find sensible ways to satisfy that obligation.  

 

Here in Battle Creek, to the best of my knowledge, there is only one organization specifically dedicated to that 

work. It is the ecumenical Swords into Plowshares Peace Center, begotten from the loving concern of the 

United Methodist Church, but open to and eager for the energy and support of other people who worship in 

some style other than Methodist.  

 

It concerned me to learn this week that some of the hardworking and over-extended members of the local Peace 

Covenant are seriously wondering whether the group should continue here in our community. Perhaps, they 

suggest, it should be replaced by a more viable concept. Personally, I see the work of peace and Justice 

education as essentially an ecumenical, nondenominational venture. Peace is everybody's business.  

 

Maybe the question is another manifestation of the· confusion the world feels now that there is not a specific 

nuclear threat among super powers, or a compelling need to combat an arms race. Maybe people just don't know 

what to do with a peace center if there is not a current cause to demonstrate, or a particular industry to boycott.  

 

The Gospel work of Peace, as I recognize it, is the struggle to capture the minds and hearts of children and 

adults. It is always a matter of greater awareness and open-armed love of all our neighbors. Presently, Swords 

into Plowshares is working hard to host a community-wide celebration of Central America here in our 

community to the Spring of 1994. They deserve our encouragement and our support. They are doing specific 

positive things to promote peace in our own comer of the world. They need our prayer and our attention. There 

might be something for you to be doing. If you think so, please leave your name with our rectory office people. 

We will put you to touch with the action.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 30. “Going Home” 

 

Just as I was told, the dogs did make a fuss when I knocked on the back door of 68 Calvin. It was good that they 

did. Things were still sleepy quiet. In the well lived-in old neighborhood, even though the sun was creeping 

ever so steadily to its ten o'clock perch.  

 

"We have had the flu around here," the pleasant little lady apologized as she pulled her oversized pink robe 

around her and went looking for a chair.  

 

Frank was seated on the side of his bed, in the process of giving himself a breathing treatment. While I waited, I 

admired the "Fistful of Dollars" Clint Eastwood portrait. It was carefully placed on the floor at the end of the 

bed. Frank said, between deep breaths, that he carried it with him wherever he went.  

 

A vicarious identity, I figured... Stay put, steady, catch-the-work- up before-I go-home Frank, and eat-'em-alive 

spaghetti western Dirty Harry. Patient, smiling, forgiving, positive Frank, and sullen hang-'em-high vigilant 

Eastwood. Well, for that matter, maybe those characters are vicarious identities for quiet home loving Eastwood 

too.  

 

Frank talked about the blessing of his education, his graduation from the parish high school, about his brother 

whose life turned out differently, his daughter who left her homework for him to check when he came home 

from work. He talked about his life in industry and his life with God, and how good it was to talk it over with 

the priest.  

 

Then he cried a little, and so did I; and as I looked back, I thought I caught a glimpse of clear liquid slide down 

the stubbly cheek of Dirty Harry. I'll have to check when I go back.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 31.  “Listening is loving” 

 

“Margaret looked tired this morning. She was alone in the shop when I got there, a little bit at sixes and sevens 

about what to do with me. They had just returned from the clinic and nobody had any miracle solutions. That 

caused John some disappointment, I suppose, and her, some annoyance with his poor disposition. Anyway, he 

was still asleep.  

 

Thought by thought, she spit out the story of a casual accident in childhood, and no inoculation for lockjaw, and 

the consequent year in the hospital, and a lifetime of living with the pain, and the complications of the later 

years. She looked at her watch and wondered when Sara would get there. Then she tried the phone, but Sara 

was on the way.  

 

So she let me sit at the desk chair while she reviewed the trip to Ann Arbor, and Molly's encounter with the 

Valkuries, and Jack's trip to the city for his friend's wedding reception at the Hyatt Regency.  

 

John's hesitant footfall at the kitchen door coincided with the phone and the doorbell. We stood facing each 

other through the doorway to the shop, he in splint and crutches, standing above me, inquiring about my health. 

Clearly it was not the day to talk about his.  

 

In the outer room, Margaret did business, smiling, chipper, caring. John was up; the day had begun. She didn't 

look tired anymore.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 32.  “Thanks in chalk” 

 

Manuel and his wife arrived early. They had driven from Saginaw at the request of Maria's godmother, to meet 

with me, with Maria and her family, and later, with the young people who would be principals in Maria's 

fifteenth birthday celebration, the Quinceañera. Manuel looks like Juan Diego in later years: soft wavy gray 

hair, a gentle accommodating white mustache accenting his lazy upper lip, big hands, empathetic eyes, quiet 

voice. His skin is yellow tan, and his wiry body is trim and youthful. He is never completely at home in English.  

 

In many ways Señora Rodriguez is a study in contrast. English is quite clearly her native tongue (or one of 

them). She appears to be a larger person than her husband. Her Hispanic features and dark attentive eyes are 

showcased in a lovely olive ivory complexion.  

 

She works steadily with a pad and pencil, may well have been a teacher or a social worker, she asks direct 

questions, manifests clear expectations; needs to know the truth, no matter how distressing it may be. She is the 

catechist and keeper of order, the woman valuable beyond count that the Scripture speaks about.  

 

The Court of Honor is a cross section of the MTV generation. They are black and blond and Indian brown. They 

smile readily and speak softly; they move around a lot. They wait out by the church while the preliminaries are 

taking place. When they leave, things are quiet. On my way in from the garage sometime later, I find their 

calling card. It was emblazoned on the driveway in multi-colored chalk. It features hearts and flowers.  

 

It says, "Thank you, Father Fitz."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 33.  “Our children are our treasure.”   

 

New York State recently published a sixty-five page report about the Roman Catholic Schools in that State. As 

one might expect, it was a positive report. The study credited the outstanding performance of New York's 

Catholic schools to a number of factors. In brief:  

 

1) Principals who view themselves as leaders, not administrators, who not only solve problems but seek 

solutions to situations that cause problems.  

 

2) Teachers who exercise high participation in decision making and see themselves as partners with principals 

and parents in meeting the needs of students.  

 

3) Positive learning environment in which order and discipline become qualities of the student, thereby reducing 

absences and cuts and disruptions.  

 

4) Development of a learning community in which values are shared and communicated and celebrated. Social 

cooperation and human caring are especially cited here.  

 

5) A common academic experience in which students are exposed to basically the same courses.  

 

6) High curricular demands and steady reinforcement of learning through homework.  

 

7) Parental involvement.  

 

Those criteria provide a good checklist, not only for our Catholic schools here in Battle Creek, but for our 

public schools too. Our parish is well represented in a great many school settings. Our children are involved in a 

variety of education programs, and our adult educators and parents are present in all of them. We need to bring 

the good news in education to every learning environment where we may be working, participating or learning.  

 

Our children are our treasure. They are worthy of our sacrifice and our best effort. Every one of them is capable 

of learning and is able to respond to higher expectations. Local schools need to be freed from crippling 

bureaucracy and intrusive interference, so that capable leaders and teachers can meet the students and  help 

them forward. Teachers and parents must work together in common cause and mutual respect. People need to 

be free to send their children to schools that fulfill those expectations.  

 

God bless the school year and all of you.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 34. “She didn't know that then, but she trusted” 

 

In her coffin, dressed in stiff pink finery with her white hair swept back and her face turned up expectantly, the 

old lady was holding court. Her beads were twisted into her knobby fingers, as though they were part of her 

hand. The fingers would have been incomplete without them.   

 

The room around her was full of warm and hearty welcome.   

 

It was a Sunday evening reunion for people who hadn't seen each other all Summer There were some who 

hadn't been back in years It would have been hard to talk to each other about what happened in their lives as 

week or last year, but forty years ago came easy. Dusty memories come up more readily than fresh bruises.  

 

On the table, beyond the tiers of floral sprays, the wedding picture stood. She was sixteen then, and he was ten 

years older. They were elegant, erect and handsome. There would be ten children; six would survive.  She didn't 

know that then, but she trusted, just as she trusted now, her handsome features cast in death, her spirit lifted 

homeward.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 35.  “He was grateful. So was I” 

 

It was Nancy who first turned me on to Jim Anderson.  "He's 39," she said, disaffected Catholic, approaching 

death from AIDS. His mother is fallen away too; she's hesitant to call a priest."   

 

I checked it out: The proper pastor was hospitalized in Grand Rapids. The neighbor had his hands full. "Come 

ahead" he encouraged me, "I'm swamped."  

 

I followed Nancy’s crimson van around the edge of the sparkling welcoming lake, watching in all directions for 

the Saturday-at-end-of-Summer traffic hazards.  We pulled out eventually onto an Eastbound highway, drove a 

mile or so and turned Into a modest well mown compound. Behind each of three clumps of trees, a simple 

straight forward functional home had been built. No frills, but very practical: open spaces fireplaces, easy-to-

open East-West driveway, convenient garages, mud porches, not the first job this builder had attempted.   

 

I met Jim's folks, Mary and Frank. They were devoted, patient, quick to smile, but very weary. The isolation 

and the uncertainty had taken their toll; they were wary too. After they introduced us, they left me alone with 

Jim. He chain smoked; he fidgeted; he reached out for my prayer book and my oil stock: and my hand. In the 

process, he pulled off my watch; he grinned; he became aware of his dead grandfather who had come to be with 

us, he said. He missed his sister; he told me about her, and he said, "I love you." He remembered Jesus' love for 

him. He was grateful. So was I.    

 

Editor's note: When we use vignettes from Father Fitzgerald's journal, the names are changed, and some of the 

particulars but the message stays the same. Hopefully these little sketches will help some of us to share more 

fully in concern and prayer for the many pastoral ministries the Lord accomplishes [for] all of us.  



 36.  “A VISIT TO ITALY – 1”  

 

I recently returned from a visit to Italy. Apart from Fr. / Dr. Ken's successful defense of his dissertation and 

Polly and Joe Vega's 20 attendant wedding, it was the event of the season for me. I am grateful to Fr. Bob 

Lunsford who planned the trip carefully and well, to the other three, travelers in our group who made the 

learning richer, and to all of you who supported us in prayer and took a genuine interest in what we were about. 

In the next few columns, I will try to reflect on the experiences without forcing you to walk every step of the 

way.  

 

The flight from New York to Rome was an overnighter. I have learned to sleep better on planes than I once 

could do, but it continues to be a reminder that travel is hard. It's a blessing when some of it can also be fun. 

Once our passports were cleared, we decided against taking a train into Rome. At that time we still had too 

much luggage, and we would have had to get a taxi from the terminal to the hotel. So we made the first of many 

financial agreements, and found a big taxi to haul us to the Brigandine Sisters on the Piazza Farnese where we 

had rooms waiting for us.  

 

The Sisters wear a long brown habit and a grey veil that is topped by a cap that reminded me of a hot cross bun. 

They are delightful people whose ministry of hospitality seems to rest comfortably with them. Many of them are 

young people, some from India, others from various parts of Italy.  

 

The foundress herself was a Swede who died in Rome. We were welcomed to their breakfast room, their chapel 

and courtyard, even their pleasant roof terrace where you can overlook the surrounding neighborhood and watch 

the eternal light fade into the quiet corners of the eternal city.  

 

The French embassy occupies one full side of the Farnese Square. Saint Brigid's church and shops and trattorias 

take up the rest of the facing space. Just around the corner from the Farnese is an open market, full of fish and 

fowl and vegetables, flowers and gourds and baskets, reds and yellows, smells and smiles. It miraculously 

appears every morning and disappears at siesta time, day after day.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 37.  “A VISIT TO ITALY – 2”  

 

Rome is noisy at night. Well, it's noisy in the daytime too, but in the warm afternoons of Summer, people are 

pretty religious about siesta. Then after the cooling evening settles on the city, the ristorantes and pizzerias and 

trattorias begin setting up outdoor tables and lighting their lamps and dispensing their tantalizing aromas, and 

the Volvos and Fiats and Saabs appear out of nowhere, like fruit flies after wine.  

 

The traffic is noisy; the motor scooters are predatory; the street dialogue can be deafening.  From 2 o'clock in 

the morning until 4:30, the Famese neighborhood becomes silent; then the commotion begins all over.  

 

After breakfast and Mass in the chapel, we headed out for a walking visit to St. Peters and to the Piazza Navona. 

We wandered the Via Del Croce, drank cappuccino in a prestigious watering spot and took a napkin to prove we 

had been there, prayed and lighted a candle at St. Monica's tomb in St. Augustine's church in Rome, visited St. 

Mary Major Basilica, and found lots of people in prayer. 

 

From there we walked a bit further to St. Praxedes Church with its wonderful ancient mosaics. We lay on the 

floor to venerate the 2,300 martyrs of the first and second centuries whose ancient bones are entombed under 

the floor. Then to Praxedes home nearby, now a church named for her sister. The two sisters were daughters of 

the Roman Senator Pudens who welcomed St. Peter to his home, and later gave his life for it. 

 

Then to the Forum, the Temple of Mars, the theater of Hadrian, a beer on the Via Venezia across from the 

apartment where Mussolin's mother-in-law once made her home, with carloads of baby faced Carabinieri 

(official police cadets) sitting around, waiting for something to happen.  

 

We walked to the Ghetto, admired its antiquity, its style, its private silence. We contemplated the great gate 

where all Tiber traffic once entered Rome, its present buildings embodying pillars and inscriptions from the 

long ago.  

 

We got lost in its medieval winding cobblestoned streets and wondrously found ourselves at the Farnese, our 

own back door, where a bit later we sat at a spirited supper and enjoyed prosciutto and melon and pasta and 

chicken and the endless commotion of a vitally energetic old city.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 38.  “That's their story. We all have ours.” 

 

Once in a while we run into someone we haven't seen for a while. It takes a few minutes to place him in our 

memory. Sure enough, he was an enthusiastic member of our inquiry class, our Cursillo group, or our parents 

club. With some embarrassment, he tells us that he doesn't participate anymore. He felt the added pressures of 

work, he felt alone, or he lost the excitement of it all. As Jesus said, he started a building before he was able to 

finish it. We encourage him to get back at it, but we never know. 

 

Discipleship requires a permanent commitment to faith in the Lord Jesus. We cannot make that promise 

contingent on weather or health or steady employment. It's a statement of confidence in His love for us and His 

invitation to friendship. We're certainly not going to do worse with Him than we would without Him. We need 

to learn to count on Him.  

 

Sometime ago, I received a request for a recommendation for a young man who was about to begin residency 

and then internship as a physician. When I picked up my pen to write for him, I remembered how carefully he 

weighed his decision before he became Catholic. I thought about the struggle he and his wife had before they 

decided to marry, how simple the wedding had to be. She already had two children and he wanted to go to 

medical school.  

 

I remembered how they all sacrificed in below normal housing while he worked at the hospital and stayed on 

the Dean's list at the University. Then the family had to move to a new city; the kids had to make new friends; 

the folksy wife had to adjust to younger, less experienced university women; she found that very hard. One of 

the kids became very ill. There were serious questions whether they would be able to stick it out at medical 

school. They did. Somehow, with all the distractions, he could still concentrate on his goal. With the Lord to 

counsel and guide them, they finished the first part of what they began.  

 

That's their story. We all have ours. Parents and older friends tell their stories to young people to help them to 

plan carefully and follow through faithfully, and keep the Lord the center of their lives.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 39.  “VISIT TO ITALY – 3”  

 

For me a visit to St. Peter’s is a visit home again. It ties up the history and purpose of what my life is most 

about. People who love the Church, warts and all, seem to be at home in the Basilica. I wandered like a kid in 

his grandmother's attic, through the rolling acres of stone and sculpture. I touched and knelt and prayed and 

listened to the voices of the ages.  

 

I stood in front of Michelangelo's young Christ cradled on his youthful mothers' knee and brought Him to life in 

my mind and prayer, as the twenty-four year old sculptor must have done, when he found Him in the marble.  

 

This time our Mass was at the altar of St. Margaret Mary. Farther down, some New England Bishops and their 

pilgrims were singing at the St. Leo altar. An Archbishop followed a red cassocked set-up boy out of the 

sacristy and off to a quiet corner where he celebrated with a couple of friends and whatever visitor stopped by to 

join them. Mass at St. Peter's is a leveling experience where country pastors and powerful cardinals sign the 

same book and follow the same knowledgeable kids to whichever altar is available for the prayer of Christ and 

His Disciples.  

 

People don't stand on ceremony at St. Peter's, except when the Pope is there. Everybody is a visitor, and a 

member of the family. Outside the Basilica, on the way to a coffee shop, the morning sun floods the huge 

square where ropes have been strung, to guide people with tickets into the Papal audience scheduled for later 

that morning. Visitors mill around the post office, licking stamps and mailing cards.    

 

Swiss Guards in medieval striped uniforms pose for photographs that will find their way back to Japan and 

Micronesia and Michigan. The expensive religious goods stores near the square seem to do brisk business in 

their brittle bossy way.  People want to take rosaries and medals into the audience, and while they are there, 

they gaze at mosaics and paintings and ceremonial crosses and vestments that are probably beyond their travel 

budget, but interesting to think about. Then people with tickets pour into the Basilica in orderly slow moving 

lines, while the rest of us gradually drift away to explore the twisting streets and fruit stands and flower markets 

and churches that spill out from St. Peter's into the city and its busy neighborhoods.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 40.”VISIT TO ITALY – 4”  

 

A special feature of this visit to St. Peter’s was our invitation to explore the Vatican library. After morning 

Mass, and coffee at a side street kitchen, we were admitted to Vatican City. We presented our passports and 

proceeded to a third floor meeting room where we waited for our host.  

 

Father O'Boyle is a brogued Roman. He still talks like a native of Dublin or Killarney, but he is obviously a 

cultured Roman. He has been in Rome for a great part of his life; he loves his work he is caught up in the 

romance and politics of a city and church wide enough and old enough to keep him interested and happy. He 

proves to be a loving pastor of the super smart young people who work at the library. Their names come readily 

to his lips when he greets them; the smiles exchanged between them are testimony of the respect and 

understanding they share together.  

 

Fr. O'Boyle explains to us that the Vatican library is a manuscript research institution. The only books taken on 

are volumes to assist the scholars who come from all over the world to plug in their computers and dig away on 

their ancient and mysterious projects. There are very few Theology books, but lots about history and language 

and art and science.  

 

O'Boyle seems to look up at an invisible cue card when he recites facts for us, but his eyes sparkle and his 

wheeze disappears when he speaks of expensive watches and golden boomerangs and other unusual gifts 

presented to Popes across the centuries, treasure troves now hidden behind cupboard doors decorated like 

greeting cards. On our way through the museum corridors, he points out the think tank building where scholars 

gather to talk about science and futuring. Many of them are Nobel Prize winners who come on occasion to the 

guest house out among the trees of the Vatican gardens where knowledge and wonder mix with faith and fact in 

the shadow of the great Basilica.  

 

The Sistine Chapel is at the end of our visit with Father O'Boyle. He leaves us to reflect on the vibrant fresh 

restoration, the three dimensional prophets, the endless talent of the sculptor who kept insisting to Julius Il that 

he was not a painter. Michelangelo's seated ceiling people make one wonder how eagerly he must have wished 

he could get off his back and sit beside them. This room is full of the recurring creations. It's the fitting place for 

new Popes to be chosen and new voices sounded and new directions set before us.  

 

Looking up at the far wall into the faces of the Last Judgment, somehow it all comes into focus.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 41.  “For I was Hungry…” 

 

The Gospel recounts lots of stories about people who have it good in this world, but not so good in the world to 

come. The nameless rich man in the Gospel story is one of those people who live it up in this world and 

suffered later.  

 

We don't know why he didn't make it to Heaven. The Gospel doesn't mention any particular sin. It's no sin, after 

all, to wear fine clothes and eat well. Maybe he ignored the beggar at his gate, or perhaps he cheated to increase 

his income. Maybe he stole his house, from its rightful owner. Maybe he abused his wife and children. Maybe 

he lived outside his vows. Maybe he was too concerned about money and parties. We just don't know.  

 

But we do know for sure that whatever he did, he lived as though this world was more important than the life to 

come. He simply didn't think about the life to come. If you never think about eternity, you live a lot different 

than you would if you thought about eternity every day.  

 

The beggar probably thought about eternity a whole lot. After all, this was not so good for him. He was hungry 

much of the time, cold, sick, uneducated, humiliated and ignored by most of the world. He needed to think 

about a better life. He needed to talk to God.  

 

The Gospel says that the comfortable people of this world need to be careful that they do not develop worldly 

values: People who use up all their energy worrying about this world will be very upset when there's no place 

for them at the table in the world to come.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  

  



42.  “A VISIT TO ITALY – 5” 

 

We turned in our Roman keys to the Brigittines, piled our luggage into a cab and slithered slam bang into the 

Stazione Termini. There we validated our kilometric passes, found a baggage cart and headed for the train 

waiting on Binario 2, to depart for Assisi and Perugia and eventually Ancona.   

People say that Mussolini's greatest achievement was in getting the trains to run on schedule. They still do: fast, 

clean, dependable transportation for locals and travelers alike. Coming out of Rome, someone observed that the 

terrain resembled North Michigan. Further upland, we found grapes and hilltop villages. The hills grew steeper, 

the towns quainter and the landscape dreamier. Then we slid into the terminal at Assisi. It was one of those 

places where passengers go down under the tracks and up the other side, to a talkative cabbie waiting to take us 

to our lodging.   

 

We asked him to stop at the Portiuncula, in the village at the foot of the hills leading up to Assisi. There was a 

beggar woman with baby patrolling the basilica steps; she looked like the madonna of the streets we often take 

to Our Lady. The Saturday pilgrimages had begun. People were milling around  the sprawling church, gaping at 

its paintings and sculptures, making private devotions, pointing things out to each other. In the center of the big 

church the tiny chapel is preserved where St. Francis and his first companions made their foundations as a 

religious community. 

 

 It was there that Francis received his call. He vested St. Clare there, held the general chapters of the young 

order in that rural chapel, and then died right there, in a nearby room, in 1226.   

More gypsy people were begging on the steps when we came away from our brief visit. We climbed into the 

waiting taxi and up the hill to Assisi. The cab twisted up the shiny cobblestone streets with their colorful shops 

and welcoming doorways. Houses stand flush against the street, with just a ribbon of sidewalks to separate 

them. Assisi is a special place. People love to visit there. It is a reminder of a far-off century that is not really 

that far away.   

 

The great Basilica in honor of St. Francis is composed of three churches. The upper church with its frescoes by 

Giotto and Cimabue is the most recent of the three. It is there that I get lost in Cimabue's depiction of the 

crucifixion. Francis kneels inconspicuously at the foot of the cross where in vision he contemplates the dying 

Savior, slumped gracefully against the wood of the cross. The fresco is a careful working of lines and 

movement, suggestion, dancing forms, death and resurrection in one finely tuned human figure. All the 

characters are connected by heads and eyes and arms and heads, so that they welcome sharers in the mystery. 

Their prayer and Jesus' suffering are lifted in inexpressible sweet joy by the angels who comfort His passage. 

He isn't dead yet; it's happening; it's going on, and the viewer gets caught up in it.    

 

Downstairs in the lower church I am invited to concelebrate Sunday Mass with four other priests who have 

assembled from faraway places. I muddle along as the fifth wheel, overwhelmingly grateful to be there, and 

inspired by the crowds of pilgrims who have come to celebrate St. Francis' feast which is fast approaching, and 

the 700 year anniversary of St. Clare.   

 

The downstairs church is shadowy and well used. It is obvious that people have come there for centuries, ever 

since Brother Elias disregarded St. Francis' caution about building big churches. Elias apparently was an 

adherent of the school, "If you build it, they will come." And they do, to the Basilica, to San Damiano, to the 

Church of St. Clare, to the Hermitage outside the city. My personal peak moment in Assisi happened in the 



early morning darkness of our final day when we descended to the church of the crypt and celebrated a private 

Mass at St. Francis' tomb. The obliging sacristan provided us with sacramentary, in English, and we offered a 

votive Mass with the special fervor pilgrims feel who have been permitted to enter a new dimension and share 

the vision of a Saint.   

 

We walked back through this magical town of innkeepers, shopkeepers, dog keepers, tradition keepers and 

peace marchers, on a sentimental journey up to the hill to claim our bags and pay our bills and head out for our 

next train and our next memorable experience.   

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



  43.  “Life is a work that we share together” 

 

Our God is an equal opportunity employer. He is not put off by our handicaps or our past history or the color of 

our skin or our hair or our eyes, or what year we were born, or even what other people say about us. He gives us 

all our chance. He tells us about people who are invited to a wedding feast, and how some people just sweep 

right past other people and take the best places. In doing that, they offend their host. It's his place to say who sits 

where, and it bothers him a lot that they push other friends of his to one side, just to be with the people they 

want to be with. After all, the host is the only one to know who were the first names on his list, and who were 

the after-thoughts.   

 

Jesus says "Presume you were an afterthought. Maybe you're a replacement for somebody who couldn't come. 

Be glad to be at the Lord's party of life. You're someone the Lord loves enough to invite into His life. Be 

grateful for that." "Defer to the people who are sharing life with you. Don't put yourself down, but don't put 

them down either. They are just as welcome to be alive as you are. Presume that each one has something to 

share. Recognize the goodness in every other person. Make them comfortable to be with you."   

 

The parable reminds us that life is not a popularity contest; it's a work that we share together. Sometimes the 

work is so strenuous and so dangerous that we really need each other. We have to count on the people who live 

next door, or the ones who ride the bus with us, of sit across from us in class, or play on the same team with us.   

The parable talks about being fair with people---giving everybody an equal opportunity.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 44.  “A VISIT TO ITALY – 6” 

 

Treno Diretto 3152 speeds past Arezzo up into what I judge to be the dramatic self-assured hills of Tuscany. It 

is hard to imagine a diffident person originating there. The hills jump out of their horizon and shout for your 

attention. The rocks and valleys are spectacular; they sing out at the bright blue sky. The cypresses stand erect 

and trim, like security police, overlooking their respective villages.   

 

We read, as we go, about the antiquity of Florence, former capital of Italy, home of San Marco, the Duomo, the 

Uffizi, Fra Angelico, and Michelangelo, the David, and the Gates of Paradise. The ascent plays havoc with my 

ears, and the anticipation of Florence takes possession of my imagination. The September sun smiles 

unremittingly on the slender yellow maples that line the streets of each village. At every stop, more young 

people board the train, students and business people, attractively dressed, smoking too much, perpetually 

smiling and talking.   

 

The Hermitage Hotel is a stone's throw from the Uffizi gallery. In the square, between a counterfeit David and 

several other naked marble gentlemen greet the citizens and the visitors, rain or shine. The Uffizi, in turn, is on 

the way to the Duomo, the Cathedral of Santa Maria de Fiori.   

 

Today at the Duomo, we explore the Baptistery in front of the Cathedral, and the magnificent bronze doors 

sometimes called the Gates of Paradise. I find myself spellbound by the sacrifice of Isaac and the Baptism of the 

Lord, and the ever watchful presence of John the Baptist. We enter the Cathedral too, and examine the display 

about the Campanile, presently closed to visitors. We admire the sharp (almost neon) color in the glass of the 

lofty Cathedral windows.   

 

When the rain set in, we headed back, but only after I paid a small ransom for oranges to see me over to 

breakfast. The Florentines knew I planned to skip dinner; they don't approve of that at all. I needed a quiet 

night. I stood my ground, and paid through the nose for it. More later.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 45.  “A VISIT TO ITALY – 7” 

 

Behind the Duomo, the Cathedral Church of Florence, is a separate building called the museum of the works of 

the Duomo. If anyone were to have just one day to spend in Florence, I suggest that it be spent right there. 

Maybe that's because I particularly groove on sculpture and carving of all description. In any case, it is an 

intimate manageable treasury of Renaissance art.   

 

At the Museo, one passed through an open courtyard strewn with ancient Roman gods and goddesses" to climb 

a short staircase and stand eye to eye with another Michelangelo pieta. In this particular block of marble, the 

artist found a grouping of four people. An aging Joseph of Arimathea, a self portrait of Michelangelo in stone, is 

holding a husky twenty five year old Savior in his own weakened arms. Joseph - Michelangelo gazes on his 

own life and his own death as he gently, ever so easily, lowers Him into the waiting arms of the mother who 

presses her lips against Jesus' bloody hair.   

 

This was intended for Buonarroti's own tomb, we are told, but it wasn't to work out that way. It has always had 

a lofty place in the Cathedral. For the past several years it has been put out back while restoration of the 

Cathedral goes on. It's easier to see it here. One can walk completely around it and drink in the symmetry, the 

precision, the beauty of the marble, and the spirit of the artist who once again has turned a stone into a prayer.   

In the process, out of frustration, Michelangelo actually broke the arm of the Christ figure deliberately twice - 

the stone never hides its scars. The figure of Our Lady is wrapped in mystery. She is the unfinished enigmatic 

mother who waits patiently for each of us to be restored to her. She presses her cheek against ours and lovingly 

welcomes us home.   

 

A few steps higher, one walks into an open room ringed round with a collection of prophets carved by 

Donatello and his school, a bit in advance of Michelangelo. The figures stand perhaps seven feet tall, a gallery 

of basketball players in tunics.   

 

The Jeremiah is weary and caustic. The Habakkuk is ornery and unrelenting; it doesn't take much to believe you 

can smell the garlic on his breath. There is an Abraham too, struggling with decisions as he prepares for the 

sacrifice of Isaac, and a wretched wooden Magdalen veiled in knee length curly hair, her face pinched in 

sickness and worry like a street woman whose baby is dying of AIDS. 

   

Facing the wretched Magdalen are the panels of a choir screen that once hung out of sight high in the great 

Church. Now one can sit on a bench and study the happy faces of children praising God with cymbals and 

zithers and the melodies of their hearts. The children call people to praise the God of their temple in Heaven, 

and of their Journey on Earth.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 46.   “A VISIT TO ITALY – 8”   

 

Florence is the citadel of Renaissance art. The environment in the 15th and 16th centuries was contagious. 

People studied together, prayed together, pulled together in time of crisis bickered and stole and lied about each 

other, became terrible enemies, and became great artists.   

 

The central theme of the Renaissance is the exaltation of the human person as it is mirrored in the Incarnation 

when God became a Brother. The most common expressions are representations of the annunciation, the 

nativity, and the baptism of Our Lord. The angel Gabriel and the Virgin Mother are the big tickets in Florence, 

followed close by the Savior and St. John the Baptist. They are everywhere, to great museums and in simple 

trattoria's on elegant canvas and etched in tea towels, or transfigured onto T-shirts.   

 

San Marco where Fra Angelico painted frescoes on the cell walls of his fellow Dominican brothers is a case in 

point. A leisurely walk through the old monastery is a walk back into time. The world outside the cloister was a 

Jungle. Within, there was a delightful spirit of peaceful calm. One can pick it up even today. It recalls us to the 

central place of art in the human experiences, art made perfect in prayer.   

 

At the Academia, the art school of Florence, people are busy teaching others techniques of painting and carving 

and inlay and restoration and even detective work. One comes out of a sprawling foyer into a confining 

corridor, and walks smack-dab into still another Pieta prepared by Michelangelo, this one for Julius II's tomb. 

The artist, it is said: was nearly 80 when he completed it, and the wear of life’s warfare is  reflected in the faces 

and bodies of the Christ and of Joseph of Arimathea.   

 

Grouped with the Pieta are the companion pieces for The Birth of the Renaissance, figures fighting their way 

out of the Entrapment of the confining rock. Overshadowing all of that, the commanding David, sling over his 

shoulder, eyes boldly seeking out his enemy.   

 

Michelangelo was about 26 when he found David. Maybe he projected himself into the clear-eyed self-

assurance of his creation with its big hands and sturdy wide feet. David does demand attention away from the 

less finished works, but the artist seems to be more fully present in them.   

 

There's a lesson there somewhere: how youth overshadows age and wisdom, and we keep looking back when 

we might well look within.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 47.  “VISIT TO ITALY (FLORENCE) – 9” 

The charm of Renaissance art seems to be in its delightful attention to detail. Della Robbia catches the mischief 

in the choirboy's eyes; Donatello captures the sarcasm in Jeremiah's lip; an unknown ancient sculptor fastens on 

a boy intently removing a sliver from his foot, and another discovers a puzzled look on Venus' brow that seems 

to say; "I don't have a thing to wear!" The latter two are found in the Arno corridor of the Uffizi Gallery (the 

castle of offices) where those ancient sculptures share space with Botticelli's "The Birth of Venus" and 

Leonardo's "Annunciation," and Lucus Cranach's "Adam and Eve."   

 

The Uffizi is a beautifully displayed castle of historical and artistic treasures. Those treasures span the entire 

Christian era, and stretch out centuries before the Gospel was ever proclaimed. The buildings themselves are 

classic wonders. The colonnades are spacious and welcoming; the staircases are dramatic and challenging; the 

cloister is wide and worn with a pleasant down-home feel about it, and the inner rooms are generous and 

carefully lighted and intimately personal. Each masterpiece is in a place of its own, but carefully situated in 

relationship to its proper family circle. There is order and control without nervousness.   

 

On the way home from the gallery, it began to rain hard. We stopped for a sandwich and cappuccino at a corner 

gelateria (ice cream store) across from a kiosk where one buys English language papers to keep up on the play-

offs and the World Series. Between bites and box scores, one glances around the shop and focuses here and 

there on a fellow traveler. Two such were seated across from us.   

 

They both bent deep over the table, his dark rimmed glasses skimming the log as he wrote, her dark hair damp 

from the storm, her finger thoughtfully postured over her right eye. The Nikon camera with its great black 

lenses lay resting, like the family pet, on the table in front of them.   

 

They spoke sparingly, elliptically, like people who understand each other well, people who study together. He 

rubbed the back of his hand across her cheek, appreciating, encouraging, showing his interest in her part of the 

writing.   

 

Then sitting straight, he applies himself to a part of her writing: postcards perhaps, or a literary journal, to 

complement his careful photo records. The black checked long sleeved shirt seemed to do the writing. The 

expressive Italian hands augmented her comments: few words, deep friendship, a kiss on the cheek, a caress of 

the hair, a quick smile, more writing. Then, holding it from either side, they read the menu. It's time for gelato.   

 

We returned to our quarters, prayed vespers and remarked how important the prayer regimen is to a journey like 

this one, There was a bit of gin, an orange, some Perugian chocolate, an exchange of gifts and the disposition of 

museo books.    

 

Dinner was at the Trattoria Toto in the immediate neighborhood of our hotel and the Ponte Vecchio. They 

featured bifstek and other grills on a raging wood fire that dispelled the chill from the storm earlier in the day. 

The steak sold for 4000 in lira per 100 grams -- we used 250 grams, 10,000 lira. The salad and fruit were fresh 

and crunchy. The antipasto had eggplant and clams and artichokes and peppers. The steak itself was sweet and 

juicy.  Florentine people are very attentive to little things, delighted with the special touches, influenced by the 

world of the artist who stops a smile in the process of happening, and an idea in the beginning of becoming.   
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 47.  “VISIT TO ITALY (FLORENCE) – 10” 

 

It was hard locating the door to the Trattoria, but once inside, well worth the effort. We sipped on Tuscan wine 

and ate splendid gnocchi and sausage with beans. Then to the fruit market for grapes and an apple and to the 

tabacchi for postage stamps.   

 

We watched the artists sketching on the Ponte Vecchio, the original bridge across the Arno. We pondered the 

heavy gold jewelry and ·the blue butterflies and the multi colored bracelets (acres of that sort of thing). We 

visited a tired old Church on the far side of the River Arno, located the Boboli Gardens, compared ·notes with a 

crèche figurine dealer, admired purple coats, and bright red dresses  and burrowed through long dusty streets 

full of tables and  busts and uncomfortable chairs, antiques all the same. San Croce, the Franciscan Church of 

Florence; is a wonderful place to visit.   

 

Michelangelo is buried there next to a tomb he made for Dante which may (or may not) be Dante's actual 

resting place. Machiavelli is buried there, and Rossini, and some three hundred other important people.   

 

Donatello masterpieces are squirreled away in quiet corners of the big Church. Nearby in the museum of San 

Croce we gaped at what was rescued from the 1966 flood: St. Francis in massive fresco, giving bread to his 

brothers, a wonderful ambry for sacred oils featuring Raphael and Tobias, and a charming study of St. Anne 

sewing for little Mary. At the Bargello, the world's largest collection of Renaissance sculpture, I went bonkers. I 

found, like no one had ever before seen it, a fine young David by Michelangelo, and the youthful bronze David 

(with a hat) by Donatello and Donatello's St. George. They are all celebrations of victory. Nearby there is a bird 

room with falcon and owl and peacock and quail, hawk and turkey and rooster. The assemblage is labeled 

Giambologna.   

 

Again, in the big room, a wistful wooden Madonna holding a whispering Bambino to her cheek. His hand 

reaches around her neck to touch the other ear and keep the whispers from escaping. They may have just come 

from the Temple and Simeon's prophecy: Donatello again! The art of the Incarnation.    

 

No time for Siena this trip. Maybe next time.    

 

It's time to gather up my images of Firenze:   

 

- The women, their emotions written in eyes and mouth, sometimes crying as they stride up the streets, 

sometimes pouting, hair teased and tempted to perfection -- Titian women   

 

- Little girls, hand in hand with a parent, resisting the walk to school   

 

- The Arno River at sunset   

 

- The Arno River at sunrise   

 

- The wood fire raging in the grill at the Trattoria   

 

- The yellow and white lilies, four feet across, in an arrangement in the Excelsior Hotel lobby   



 

- Jeremiah and Habakkuk in the Museo del Duomo   

 

- The Pieta from the head of the stairs   

 

- The market: smells, voices, and colors   

 

- Gaggles of boys, hanging out on the street at night after looking for girls, each outdoing the other in 

storytelling, their laughter   

 

- Windows full of shoes   

 

- Jesus up to His waist in bronze water on the baptistery door at the Duomo   

 

- The Canons of the Cathedral singing the Divine Office and the Alma Redemptoris Mater   

 

The city wakes later on Sunday. My morning walk finds only an occasional shop open. The Storekeeper, broom 

in hand, lifts purses and cases into place. The streets are freshly washed and quiet. It is time to say farewell to 

Florence, farewell and Tante Grazie, thanks so much for keeping the memories fresh until we could come to 

make them part of our wonderful journey.   
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 48.  “VISIT TO ITALY (TRAINS) – 11” 

 

At the Stazione Termini in Florence, we waited in line for our number to flash on the screen above the 

reservation window. That was wrong, of course, because we already had our Kilometric passes; once we got to 

the correct part of the station, we were cleared for Bologna and Ravenna in no time at all. Meanwhile we met a 

couple from New Jersey who had left an Italy tour and were starting out alone by train for Amsterdam and 

Denmark. It might end in divorce, the woman smiled, as she picked up her bag and headed for the window.   

 

Once out to the binario and stowed away on the train, we were quickly on our way, speeding past the Florentine 

suburbs, exurbs, and before long, into a tunnel through the hills that kept us out of sunlight mast of the way to 

Bologna. Once there we went underground and sought out the proper track for the rest of the journey. It was 

while I was gawking at the TV schedule below ground that a herd of young savages mistook me for a tackling 

dummy and attempted to upend me, but the bags in both hands held me steady. They were impressed.   

 

Bologna above ground is as busy and energetic as it is down below. It's noisy and friendly and unpretentious, 

and absolutely full of bustling people. Waiting at the shelter by the track, a grandma shouted into the telephone 

as though it were a megaphone hooked up to her family kitchen out in the countryside.   

 

There were two who caught my attention from my quiet seat just inside the car. They were among the last to run 

up to the train. Both were breathing heavily, but she was able to hurry up into the reception area at the foot of 

the observation car stairs. Then she reached out and took the heavy duffel from him. His chest heaved, and his 

smile was victorious, but his eyes said, "I'm afraid you won't call me." She wore a full red sweater with a deep 

woven hem over her sweatpants. Her shoes were for running, or kicking around. She had no make-up; they both 

knew she needed none. Her dark hair was full and inviting. Her voice had just a hint of the flirt about it; she 

liked him, but she didn't want to be serious. In response, his voice had a continual pleading quality about it. He 

held on just a little extra to the rolling syllables and the elevated endings. It was a hint heavy on the "illi's" and 

"oso's."   

 

She had to make his trip home easier than this had been. She reached out with her foot and touched his arm. He 

swung up onto the car beside her. They held onto the pole like children at a carousel. He ran his hand through 

her hair and brushed his lips against hers. Then, as though she pushed the button herself, the air brakes gushed 

and the electric door clicked and began to pull tight. He jumped to the platform. She pressed her nose to the 

window. She smiled. The train was in motion.    

 

Now she glanced up the stairs, decided against it, and threw the duffel over her shoulder as she advanced up the 

aisle. Summer was over, She was ready for the University. The road to Ravenna is dotted with red tiled roofs 

and low white barns on a checkerboard of recently tilled fields and orderly orchards and Vineyards, Here and 

there horses look up and watch the train, wondering if some mythological equine ancestor might once have 

outrun it.   

 

Farm villas show up every mile or so, and towns with multi-tiered windows happen here and there. Washing 

hangs out to dry on pulled lines, high above the tracks and the streets of a county village. The train slides to a 

halt. They pour out the doors, these Saturday people who have spent the morning in Bologna.   
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 49.  “VISIT TO ITALY (RAVENNA) – 12” 

 

A few kilometers from the Adriatic coast, Ravenna served as the Western see for the Emperor when he divided 

his time between Constantinople and the West. It is an intriguing, mysterious old city full of vitality and youth 

and progressive ideas. It seems to serve still as a meeting ground for East and West. The nuclear scientist and 

the archeologist are both at home in its narrow streets and its friendly eateries and its open air Piazza del Populo   

 

People dress well in Ravenna; the poor are not in evidence as they sometimes were in Assisi and Rome, and 

occasionally in Florence. The overcast and drizzle that greeted us on Saturday gave way to a delightful Sunday. 

The bells in Ravenna on Sunday morning are lovely, inviting and persistent. The sun washes across the open 

spaces, spreading soft light against the gentle burnt facing of the buildings on the opposite side of the square.   

 

Morning walk completed, it was time for nourishment. The breakfast room was at the lowest level. Its entry was 

floored in marble. One large table had been set with a variety of energy foods: cheeses and ham and small deep 

purple grapes, jams and cornflakes and Muesli from home, jellies and a spreading basket filled with sweet rolls 

of various kinds. The apricot tablecloths all around the room made it welcoming and bright. The proprietor was 

motherly and eager to be helpful. She arranged for café latte and tea to accompany the juice we carried over 

from the serving table.   

 

A handsome couple dressed to the nines sat at a corner table with their elegant dog lying beside them. The dog 

looked familiar with the arrangement. When they left, he paced on ahead of them, head up and eager to get 

going. One wondered whether they drove a Ferrari or a Porsche, and if the puppy might have been the 

chauffeur.   

 

I thought about Sister Carmel who reminded her students that everybody has the same twenty-four hours each 

day. It's up to us to determine how we choose to use them. We began with Mass at the Basilica of San Vitale. 

There were a dozen or so in attendance. We sang Alleluia, the anthem of Christians, East and West, for as long 

as there were Christians.   

 

San Vitale is a sixth century Basilica. The books say it is a uniquely pleasing combination of plain Byzantine 

architecture and extravagant mosaics. It was a good place to worship under the watchful mosaic eyes of Abel 

and Abraham and the Archbishop Maximian and Emperor Justinian and his bride Theodora who reportedly was 

a lady of the night before she met the Emperor and changed her ways. The mosaics are bright and colorful. 

They are everywhere: above, straight ahead, on the pillars, at the altar, even on the floor. The place is focused 

on Baptism. There is not a Crucifix or a sign of suffering in sight, but everywhere one looks birds are drinking 

the water of life, or eating fruit from the tree of life, and people in white garments are standing at worship.   

 

There, in the presence of Christ and the Twelve, we professed our faith in Christ our vine, our fruitful vineyard. 

It was a delightful experience to look up at the empty women's galleries, and then to the ambo where a woman 

proclaimed Isaiah, and another, Philippians.   
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 50.  “VISIT TO ITALY (RAVENNA) – 13” 

 

At a table for four in the sunny Piazza del Populo, we order a sandwich and a cappuccino and stare for a while 

at the exuberant animated people whose Sunday gatherings fill the square with conversation and laughter. There 

is not a radio or a TV screen in sight; people are enjoying each other and the good food that finds its way out of 

the shops that ring the piazza.   

 

It was time to sit down after a visit to the tomb at the Franciscan Church where Dante Alighieri is said to be 

resting, no matter the claims of the Florentines to the contrary. It was in Ravenna that he was appreciated, they 

say. Ravenna was his home and his inspiration. In any case, there is a wonderful Dante museum near the 

Church with medals and sculptures from all over the world, depicting the various Cantos of the Divine Comedy.   

 

In the Church itself a modest fiesta was in progress, celebrating the pastoral feast day. We looked down under 

the altars to see the tenth century crypt submerged in water, its geometric mosaics lying quietly at rest like 

exquisite shells on a lake bed. I lighted a candle in the Sacred Heart Chapel. It was good to be in that simple old 

Church on the eve of St. Francis Day, and to remember that Dante knelt in prayer where I knelt. His funeral in 

1321 took place there. His memory and his remains are enshrined there.   

 

I stayed back while the others went on to another Church. I wanted more time with Dante and the Baptistry and 

the marvelous Chapel of St. Andrew where I lay on the floor, studying the figures in the ceiling and startled a 

lady who happened in and thought I had succumbed to the heat. I walked the streets of a beautiful city full of 

very ancient buildings and very modern people. I watched them drive in from their Sunday at the Sea, revived 

and ready for school and work tomorrow. The city had been ours for the weekend , now they were taking it 

back.   

 

There was a lot to talk about at the Trattoria Gallo, just beyond the old gate of the city. It was a leisurely supper, 

friendly and full of kindness, and we took our time over the gnocchi with pomodoro and pepperoncini, and 

fruity white wine, and gelato limone, and a pear.   
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 51.  “VISIT TO ITALY (VENICE) – 14” 

 

The trip to Venice from Ravenna is only 95 Kilometers by car. By train, it was a more difficult undertaking: a 

change in Bologna with a considerable wait, a change again at Mestre for the trip across the water to San Lucia 

and Venice, then a vaporetto (or a water taxi) from the station to the hotel. There were four of  us and too much 

luggage to fit in a rental car, so we rode through a wonderful green forest of vines and fruit trees in the early 

light of the new week and changed at Bologna onto a crowded rapido headed for Vienna and Salzburg. I was 

glad I had my passport and my money next to my underwear.   

 

The four of us found separate seats, two in each of a pair of adjoining cars. Our car had a no smoking sign on it, 

but the gray pollution from the other car wafted in through the busy doorway between them. The man beside 

Roger was dressed in denim and beard and corduroy. His great tumbling cascade of smoke rose into the space 

over his head, and fell quietly and deliberately into Roger's resisting face. The smoker stared ahead, bored and 

tired. He looked like an inmate at a penitentiary. There was no life in his slate blue eyes.   

 

My seatmate, a cheerful young engineer, helped me clear the cluttered chair beside him. He worked assiduously 

on mathematical formula and close Italian writing.   

 

An hour outside of Venice, the land lay flat; the water was high; industry and farming shared the landscape. 

When the train stopped to unload the Padua passengers, my young friend wished me a good day and gathered 

up his belongings. He was traveling with five small bags, and lots of shoulder straps, the right way to do it. I 

vowed then when I arrived home to empty my closet of anything bigger than a bread box.   

 

It is a nine-minute train ride from Mestre on the mainland to San Lucia in the islands of Venice. It was off one 

train and on to the other: step down, step up. At San Lucia, we checked into a water taxi to take us to the hotel. 

The proprietor asked more money than we cared to pay. I began to smart at being classified as a rich lazy 

American. We carried our belongings, with some huffing and puffing, to the vaporetto stand. The vaporetto 

(hovercraft) would take us down the canals to San Marco for one-tenth the amount quoted by the water taxi.   

 

We bought our tickets and carefully squirreled ourselves off into a corner, expecting to take off momentarily. In 

a flash the place was emptied out. We were trying to get to the hotel while sitting on a dock. The crowd had 

cleared, because they entered the vaporetto. Shamefacedly we moved up near the gate and made sure we were 

first in line for the next vehicle. Then we watched the island city unravel before our eyes in the clear Adriatic 

light of late morning. 

 

At the San Marco stop, we climbed ashore and headed up the narrow medieval shop laden streets. A porter 

found us and offered his services. It didn't take long to agree on a price. We loaded our burdens on to his cart 

and moved ahead over the stiles that connect the hundred islands that make up the ancient city of water and 

light.   
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 52.  “VISIT TO ITALY (VENICE) – 15” 

 

From our window we could see the Grand Canal and the well dressed visitors from East and West standing at 

the dock of our neighboring hotel, waiting for an empty gondola and an entertaining oarman who would ply his 

great paddle and tell stories and sing, while flash bulbs popped and his passengers gaped at the wonderful traffic 

on the watery streels of the city.   

 

We were clearly poor cousins in our third floor walk-up. "There is no lift," the desk clerk apologized when we 

first arrived. She seemed to be ready to duck. Maybe some other new tenant had taken less kindly to the news 

than we did.   

 

We started for the room, baggage on our backs. The first climb was two stories; it looked like the ascent to Mt. 

McKinley. I felt like the penitent in the movie The Mission, carrying his chains to the top of the waterfall. Once 

we were settled and washed up, it was time to look around. Out on the street, we found good pizza and drank in 

the crowds and the birds and the vendors and the music. The afternoon quiet settled over the city. We closed our 

eyes and let it happen.   

 

As the sun was beginning to think about going down, we hopped on a vaporetto and headed up to San Tomà. 

Venice seems to be divided up into parishes. The dock was at San Marco. We lived in San Moises. The church 

of the Frari, dedicated to our Lady, is in San Tomà section. The Frari church is a Franciscan parish. This was 

the feast of St. Francis. We wanted to celebrate Mass with the people of the parish. There was a wonderful 

family feeling in the place. A Donatello John the Baptist called us to worship and an enormous colorful Titian 

painting of the Assumption was lighted up over the altar. After rosary, we shared in a delightful concelebration 

of Mass. There were singable Italian songs led by a string combo, and funny boy and girl servers in cassocks 

and running shoes, under the direction of a bumbling Friar Tuck who kept pushing and pointing and scowling 

ominously.   

 

 The sprays of white and yellow flowers reminded us that this was a special feast day, and the pastor was 

zealous, personal and full of love. He challenged us to bring the spirit of St. Francis to our world. On my way 

out of church I shelled out some lira at the mission counter, and came away with a silk tie to take home to 

someone who might never get to the Frari.   

 

Supper was delightful at the Trattoria San Tomà, Campo San Tomà. There was cannelloni and sole and good 

local wine, and a baker at work in clear view of the diners, and paintings and laughter and the feel of an honest 

inn, happily serving everyday people.   

 

At the dock, two couples were waiting and talking animatedly, the women about people they both knew the men 

about politics. People do seem to talk about politics unendingly in Italy. When the vaporetto arrived, they 

embraced and kissed, and one couple climbed aboard the craft with us. The other pair waved from the dock and 

then wound their way back home through the labyrinth mysterious to us, and all too familiar to those who live 

there.   
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 53.  “VISIT TO ITALY (VENICE) – 16” 

 

On the vaporetto, while we were wrestling with luggage, they were sitting in front of us, drinking in the wonder 

of the big canal, smiling at the beauty of the day, all eyes for the ancient buildings and the romance of the place 

they had longed to see and experience together. She rested against his shoulder and spoke quietly only to him. 

In her demeanor there was an awareness of his beauty and that insecurity that lovely women sometimes feel 

who are never certain that they are loved for themselves, and not just for the fantasy they stir in men by the 

texture of their hair and the refinement of their feature.   

 

I saw them later at the piazza near our hotel. He was carrying an elaborate camera on his back; it was focused 

on the crusty facade of the neighboring church. She pointed for him, spotted angles, lovely but languid in the 

afternoon light. They reminded me of butterflies who had come alive for a season, to revel in the life they 

discovered around them. For some reason, I had the notion that they had no funny stories to tell about 

childhood, and no intimation of death and beyond. They were the Bambini d'Oro, children of the golden sun, 

and this was their day in Venice.   

 

Islands have a way, I suppose, of separating us from the struggle of life. They insulate us from what we have to 

do at specific times. They protect us from the pull of life outside us. The one hundred or so Venetian islands are 

hooked together by a network of bridges in a variety of styles and sizes. They are real islands, not keys or coral, 

in a lagoon in the Adriatic. Great trees grow all around. They speak of the fierce independence of the Venetians 

who carry the mystery of the East in their commerce with the West. The spirit of the rebellious Doges seems to 

linger in a people who are aware that there is always more to a story than what appears in a journal or a 

textbook.   

 

Venice is sun and storm, earth and sea, West and East, ancient and still on the cutting edge, ever so wise in its 

covenant with the world. The dungeons of the DogesPalace are still scary; the cemetery island is intriguing, the 

brilliant glass, the elaborate fabrics, the intimate ristorantes, the trust of the shopkeeper who leaves his treasures 

unattended in unlocked cases outside his shop, the vibrant spirit of contemporary church life, the lingering 

boldness of Pope John XXIII who gave up his cathedral to wear the tiara for a moment in time that changed 

history forever: all of that spoke to my heart about Venice, a strange and wonderful world just outside our 

world, hooked to us by bridges of wonder.    

 

Not far from the Rialto Bridge, as dust draws its blue curtain over the city, visitors gather along the walkaways 

and rest their feet and their minds with expresso and wine. Gondolas sweep down the canal, like a flock of 

geese in formation and a lusty tenor holds forth from the center vessel reminding travelers of places they have 

never seen and seldom thought about. Up and down the watery highway motor trucks deliver davenports and 

soda pop, and kids hawk newspapers from the ramps and the walkaways. A gondolier eats fruit with his 

girlfriend as they lie back on the dock. Then he rushes down to his vessel to catch the call on his cordless 

telephone and waves her off as he slips back out into the water traffic. Who knows when he will be back?    

 

Who knows when we will see the market again with its fruits and nuts and coconut slices, veggies and beads 

and delicate vases, and the prayerful clutter of San Marco where we stopped in to get our bearings and found 

the faithful caught up in the third sorrowful mystery.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 54.  “VISIT TO ITALY (VENICE) – 17” 

 

There was a soft mist in the air as we waited at the Accademia. The line was not long, but slow and deliberate. 

Talk, for the first time in my hearing, turned to arrangements for pickup at Detroit. I found it a little bit 

annoying, because I was thinking about the terrible business of dragging eight pieces of luggage over to the 

vaporetto, on and off the vaporetto, up and on to the Verona train. The notion of slipping a couple of the heavier 

pieces into the canal was increasingly appealing.  

 

Inside the old art school, I was swept up into mammoth murals of old Venice by Caravaggio and Bellini and 

caught into the legends they told about saints and soldiers and miracles. There are some excellent smaller 

sculptures, but the collection is almost exclusively painting: a room full of Bellini Madonnas, an iconostasis 

depicting events from the Lord's life, a luminous study of St. Anthony the Abbot and St. Paul the Hermit, major 

works of Titian and Tintoretto, and a gallery full of imitations of the same study, showing off the blue ribbon 

winner from each year. It's intriguing to see how personality finds subtle ways to leave its particular mark even 

on the "samest" of things.   

 

Venice has a way of encouraging that individuality. It is difficult to hurry there. You can't just jump into a car 

and speed away. You wait to cross the canal. You wait to be waited on at the restaurant. You wait to get into the 

museum. You wait through several decades of the rosary and the litany, even to celebrate Mass. It seems to be 

good for the human spirit. People are generally pretty good natured. They smile readily, all the more wonderful 

in light of the water problem that is so much a part of their lives.   

 

At the Doges palace, I reflected on the Shakespearean courtroom where Portia and Shylock fought to the finish 

in the Merchant of Venice. There were miles of Tintoretto murals, and endless studies of the Venetian rulers 

paying homage to the Savior and His Virgin mother. There were rooms full of armor and remnants of naval 

bottles and flags and trophies and knives and weapons of war. Violence has a big part in the history of Venice. 

The great windows and balconies still face out to the sea where the ruler paced and stewed while the ships had 

at it in the clamor and fire of war at sea.   

 

We walked up to Campo San Stefano, celebrated a quiet evening Mass with the harried pastor and a handful of 

believers and ate a very simple supper where even the wine was beyond the realm of notice. After the delicate 

specialties of other restaurants, it was good to pick at leftovers while a warm front noisily drove an impudent 

cold threat out to sea and then wander lazily back past the darkened shops and silent churches. It is easy to think 

about being lost in Venice. I suspect some have been wandering there for centuries.   
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 55.  “VISIT TO ITALY (VENICE) – 18” 

 

Verona is the city of Juliet and Romeo, and the Capulet family home with its fenced in courtyard and garden. It 

still draws curious tourists who pay the price to wander in and write their names on the graffiti covered walls. 

Verona is also the site of the best kept of the remaining Roman –Coliseums where, in summer season, people sit 

on the stone bleachers to watch colorful productions of Mascagni and Puccini and Verdi, as triumphant 

processions and heroic pageants unfold on the floor before them where gladiators and jungle beasts once fought 

to the finish. Visitors like us wander down, still farther down, and finally out through the stone passageways 

where animals and athletes have passed to their death.   

 

The Duomo Cathedral Church of Verona is a rather nondescript nineteenth century building, which houses 

wonderful Titian and Tintoretto Masterpieces and Mosaics from the fourth century. The special treasure of the 

church is in its earlier ruins. There was a basilica on the site from Constantine's day, early fourth century, when 

Christianity was finally allowed above ground. After that there were three re-buildings culminating in the 

present 1840 edifice.   

 

The baptistry from the fourth century is in good condition; Mass is offered there almost every day. In the very 

center of the space stands the eight-sided font, where a later artist (perhaps eleventh or twelfth century) carved 

marble reliefs for the eight faces of the baptismal pool. They tell of the flight into Egypt, and the cherry tree that 

bent down over Jesus and Mary. One carving shows Mary and Elizabeth congratulating each other about being 

with child. In the carving portraying the Annunciation, Mary is spinning thread for a new curtain for the Temple 

while the angel addresses her, and her helpers remove the old veil.   

 

Excavations financed by church and state go forward patiently in Verona, and people live in modern apartments 

dug out of the antiquities of an ancient city and its lingering culture. The autumn rains fell gently, dropping 

yellow maple leaves on the hoods and roofs of the BMWs and Fiats and Volvos and Audis and Mercedes 

standing quietly like cows in their stalls awaiting their time of delivery. By the time we reached the Castel 

Vecchio Museum, the soft rain had become a downpour. We found ourselves in a marvelous three level fortress 

with moat and stairs and climbing vistas. It was no surprise to be told that Hamlet is 'sometimes produced there.   

 

The postwar restoration after a devastating bombing gives the place the best of both worlds: romantic medieval 

red stone towers, shadows, courtyards, fountains and miles of wooden floors, great paintings, armor, early 

sculpture, all moving along the edge of the winding river as it races under the rain, trying to keep ahead of the 

rivulets rushing to catch up.   

 

I best remember a tragic stone crucifixion with its dying Savior, a mother overcome in personal sorrow, and 

John beside himself to know what to do, as his Friend and Master gasps one dying breath after another. It 

speaks to me of an ancient world redeemed by the God it never knew.   

 

Today that same God introduces himself to another generation in the compelling languages of ruins and 

sculptures and arias and soliloquies from the hearts and hands of artists who have found their inspiration in 

Him.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 55a.  “VISIT TO ITALY-(MILAN) – 19” 

 

The train from Verona sped westward through open farmland, and contented villages glanced up from their 

weekend duties to wish us well on our last leg of the journey. We were packed in with students, all men, well 

behaved, moderately self-conscious standing or leaning as we were, for as far as the train would take us.   

 

At Brescia, some high school girls pushed through, and a single passenger entered our tight space, completely 

bewildered and more than a little frightened. He clutched his ticket and his few belongings and looked around 

for a helpful face. He wanted to cry, but that would have to wait until he got where he was going.   

 

The college men ignored him. He was a ten year old in the throes of some kind of rite of passage, and every one 

of them assumed the role of the experienced mentor who would teach him how to be self-reliant and just as 

macho as they were.   

 

Someone whose language skills were a little better than mine found him a Sister who took time and smiled and 

answered questions and gave reassurance. The big worried eyes began to relax. She returned to wherever she 

came from, and the college men studied their shoelaces and flicked their cigarettes and continued to look 

appropriate. At Milano, our fellow travelers piled out at their particular stops. Nobody offered to help the 

apprentice, but he obviously knew now what he intended to do, and found his way confidently to the platform 

when the proper sign appeared. We knew less than he did at that point, but we were bigger and there were four 

of us.   

 

The Hotel London is a modest building nestled among bigger apartments in a near-North neighborhood of 

downtown Milano. Our corner room was a masterpiece of angles and mirrors and tight fitting doors. It faced out 

on to the family dwellings all around us, so that the smell of home cooking drifted into our open windows. On 

the roofs of the seven and eight story apartments each tenant had placed a garden box where herbs and leafy 

things grew, to help in the cooking and make the aromas more enticing.  
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 56.  “VISIT TO ITALY-(MILAN) – 20” 

 

It's something short of a mile from our hotel to the Duomo Cathedral where gothic spires thrust up over the 

great city of the North, as much Austrian as it is Italian. The Cathedral was completed in this century, the 

culmination of a work stretching back to the thirteen hundreds.   

 

The Duomo is second in size only to St. Peter's. It can accommodate 40,000 worshipers at one time, and it 

retains the fourth century liturgy of St. Ambrose. There is just enough variance from the Roman rite to remind 

you that Milan has a culture of its own and a mind of its own. It is interesting that a great many Popes were 

former Archbishops of Milan.   

 

In the minds of its critics the Duomo doesn't measure up to the churches of Rome and Venice and Florence. 

Personally I found its charm in its open invitation to worship. Thousands of believers stream up its aisles 

directly to the communion stations. Song of praise resonates against the towering arches and the vaulted 

passageways. All eyes are directed to the altar free of distractions from windows and statuary. Those artworks 

are all there, of course, but to study them, one steps out of the mainstream and moves to the edges of the church, 

or behind the altar, or below, in a crypt.   

 

In that sense, the Duomo is in contrast to its neighbor the La Scala opera house where people lean out of lighted 

boxes to better see what is happening on stage. Really, at La Scala the people with orchestra seats have the 

advantage. The sound fills around them and resounds against the wall behind them. They see everything, 

including the rosy glow of several tiers of boxes on both sides of the hall when the house lights are dimmed and 

the crowd is hustled in anticipation of music Mozart might have heard there when the hall was new and lighted 

with flickering candles.   

 

In between, the Galleria stretches like a circus tent, showing off Milan's opulent shopping mall with its elegant 

fashions and creative designs. Every few feet, one runs across another cafe with a swatch of colorful people, 

adding to the landscape of a vital and energetic city.   

 

It was good to be in the Duomo for Vespers. After the service of light and the psalms and Magnificat, we 

prayed the Lord's Prayer and the assembly filled that mammoth church with intercessions. Then a long period of 

silent prayer, followed by Benediction, and finally the Salve Regina. The Church was a blaze of praying light as 

we moved up the aisle and out onto the piazza, grateful for faith, for friends and for a time to enjoy them both in 

new and wonderful ways.   

 

Thank you for your patience and your encouraging comments as we retraced the journey together.   
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 57.   “God grant these graduates the ability to think critically” 

 

Welcome to the World of the Open House! The kitchen is I finally presentable again after four or five attempts 

to match the tile, and the problem with the plumbing, and the unexpected car trouble that caused another long 

wait. The back bathroom has fresh paper and new fixtures, and the plantings by the dooryard are looking secure 

and colorful. Besides it is time to celebrate.   

 

For many the focus of the celebration is a sophisticated high school graduate who just a day or two ago was 

going to a first birthday party unattended by Mom, "Sunrise, sunset, quickly fly the years!" Sometimes we call 

it commencement, remembering that it's another beginning, but a beginning with a big difference. This beginner 

can reason and remember and reflect and analyze and socialize and pretty well assume responsibility for the 

next phase of the journey. In many ways, that's a big relief for the old folks; In other ways, it's pretty scary.   

 

As she stirs up another batch of sandwich filling, old mom lets a salty drop fall on the Sloppy Joe when she 

thinks about the mistakes she made; how she hollered too much or controlled too tight, or blurted, "Make up 

your own mind!" before she was really ready to say it. And the old man, as he cleans up the yard and patches 

the deck in preparation for the invading relatives, wishes he had made it to a few more games, taken deeper 

interest in the friends, been more of a consultant and less of an engineer when they were getting ready for the 

Pinewood Derby.   

 

When the old folks graduated from high school, it was a different world. There were more jobs to work into 

more houses you could plan to own someday. Even a 'young' marriage could get by on one income, or one and a 

part-time.  Most kids had a room in the basement, or a comer under the stairs that stored all their life's treasures 

'and secrets and dreams. The problem of shifting between houses and maintaining two places and having two 

sets of parents wasn't yet the common experiences that it has been for this present generation.   

 

In spite of it all, they are optimistic and energetic, these new pioneers of ours. They seem to know where to go 

for the answers if they can't find them in themselves. Most of them are pretty well liberated from the notion that 

they are expected to replace God at a moment's notice. It hasn't always been that way.   

 

It is frequently said that the essence of education lies in learning how to learn what you now know you do not 

already know. This generation just might be better at that than many who have gone before them. The gadgets 

in modern learning labs are clearly prototypes of far more sophisticated designs and developments just waiting 

to be discovered. The ethical problems are only beginning to surface. Who decides the fate of a premature 

child? Who receives the available kidney transplant? How does one achieve a harmony of faith and science and 

public policy?   

 

God grant these graduates the ability to think critically of their world and of themselves. God bless them with 

confidence in your power at work in their minds and hands. God give them good teachers in their new 

commencement, strong people of faith and vision. God provide them commitment and generosity and listening 

hearts, and fill their years with laughter, especially in the face of danger and uncertainty.   
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 58.  “What a special gift it is to be a father” 

 

Preachers tell some stories more than others. So do old fishermen and old baseball players and old drunks. 

Maybe that's because certain life experiences hold more lasting value than others do. Those stories are boiler 

plates for a variety of similar ideas and anecdotes. We call such "super stories" myth.   

 

I find myself frequently thinking or talking about my friend Mike who was never more than a so-so Christian 

until the night he had an experience of God. He pretty nearly caved in our solid oak door in his eagerness to tell 

me. "I saw God!" he glowed at me. "I took my baby from my wife, held him in my hands, and I saw God." It 

was the beginning of a transformation.   

 

I suspect that Mike got in touch with his relationship with God by becoming a father. In seeing himself reborn 

in his child, he got a glimpse of what it must be to be creator and father of all people, to find oneself reborn 

again and again in all colors and shapes, gilts and voices, guffaws and grunts and giggles. It is a special function 

of fathers to make children laugh. That is why fathers throw children high in the air and catch them, why fathers 

tickle children and bring them surprises, why fathers tell stories and make faces and snort their pop when mom 

isn't looking. They are required to do those things so that children can chortle and give knowing glances and 

keep secrets.   

 

It is a special function of fathers to play with their children. They dream up games, do scary things at Halloween 

or even in the back yard after dark; they play catch, and run trains, and sometimes cheat at checkers.   

 

Fathers also teach children. They explain about cars and curtain rods, and pipes under the sink, and how to keep 

score in the bowling alley. They show us how to hold a football or a hockey stick or how to fly a kite or use a 

camera properly. Sometimes they show us short cuts across town when we're almost late for supper, or short 

cuts and different ways of getting the same answer in our homework.   

 

God gives fathers special ways of being like Him. God finds ways to help fathers feed their families, and keep 

going when they are tired, and forgive their children when they mess up. God lets fathers give their children 

room to grow, and be surprised, and discover things for themselves.   

 

Once in a. while when fathers think about that, their chests get full and their eyes shine wet and they hug you a 

little harder because they understand what a special gift it is to be a father.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitzgerald



 59.  “Freedom is our awareness of God's presence in our lives” 

 

Squeals of excitement cascade down the slides and sluices of the water park, and brilliant burst of colored light 

splatter against the night sky with a boom reminiscent of the cannon fire that first broke the eternal quiet of the 

wilderness we now call home. North America was the heart of the artichoke; it took centuries to get to it, and no 

time at all to gobble it up.    

 

Today, we celebrate our birth as a nation with predictably less in our treasure chest than we had when we began. 

Our fossil fuels are not so abundant; our forests are depleted; our waters are polluted. The land is scarred from 

our struggle for success; its breathtaking beauty is veiled with a suggestion of tiredness, a shadow of sorrow.    

 

That, perhaps, would be easier to take if the nation were producing a stronger people, but it doesn't seem to be 

that way. Our moral fiber is weakened by marriage and family breakdown, infidelity to commitment and 

purpose, destruction of the weak and helpless, promiscuity, aimlessness and a greedy squeezing of the 

opportunity of here and now. The heroic witness of thousands of Americans who do have a vision for tomorrow 

seems to be swallowed up in an ocean of millions who spend their afternoons gaping at women who have sex 

with their daughters' husbands, and their evening watching a flotilla of police cars follow a white Bronco on a 

sixty-mile ride to obscurity.   

 

Nor does there seem to be any political hope or promise. One party appears to be bent on the advance of 

American business interests at the bloody expense of whoever gets in the way, and the other seems to give free 

rein to ill-formed and unformed conscience as though the day of reckoning has been canceled. It's like 

celebrating the birthday of an alcoholic great grandmother who has no idea what time it is. The nation needs 

self-respect. We have plenty of reasons to stand tall and walk proudly. It is high time we focused on them.   

 

When I was a boy, there was a radio evangelist, a reactionary conservative I suppose, who sounded the trumpet 

of warning. For him, the American ethos was caught up in the interwoven fabric of faith and freedom. The 

French visitor de Tocqueville had the same impression. The genius of the American experiment, they both 

observed, was in a freedom that was ruled by an awareness of God's presence in our lives and of our 

accountability to God. The radio evangelist called his show "America Back to God." I think he had it right, and 

America begins with me.   
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 60. A RECIPE FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH  

 

Submitted by St. Anthony of the Desert  

 

 Stir yourself into the bowl of life. Mix generously with the other ingredients. Never allow yourself to be 

separated from the batter of life by adhering too much to your personal opinions and wallowing in your hurt 

feelings. Follow the simple directions of the Gospel. Experiment only with the greatest care.   

 

If an attempt fails, throw it out and start over. Never fail to learn from mistakes, but never be afraid either to let 

them go, and try again.   

 

Practice control of your tongue, lest you lose your attention to the task at hand. Control your stomach, lest you 

consume the fruit of your labors.   

 

Control your appetites for curiosity and pleasure. Let it all age in the quiet of patient anticipation. Taste and see 

the goodness of the Lord.   
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 61.  “We have to break the cycle” 

 

We are now at that time of year when kids begin to be restless and tired of the long evenings and the lazy late 

morning sleep-ins and the effort it takes to get with their friends. The alternative is not totally compelling either; 

it's too warm to go to school, and too hard to pay attention. They are caught in a bind, some of them. Their 

games are over; they have been on vacation; the pool holds little challenge any more. It's boooring!  

 

Boredom affects big kids too: bored with the job, the wallpaper, the unfinished kitchen, the ragged tear in the 

carpet that we never quite manage to replace. The routine gets to us, the television re-runs, the table 

conversation, the neighbors, the muttering and droning around the house. Sometimes when boredom sets in and 

shows no mercy, people must resort to resourcefulness. We have to break the cycle. Have you tried some of 

these? Do you have other suggestions?   

 

1.) The List: Not too long - a fresh list each day, beginning with the least appealing objective. Reward is owed 

when the list is accomplished.   

 

2.) The Fun: Do one thing that is fun every day.   

 

3.) The Learning: Practice a competitive sport or skill; work at it with others.   

 

4.) The Friends: Go out of your way to meet someone new or plan a simple social activity.   

 

5.) The New Look: Get a change of venue, a one-day outing, a day in Chicago, a beach day, a day at the farm.   

 

6.) The Challenge: Accept the invitation to do something new or maybe a bit intimidating (not necessarily 

outward bound, but maybe visit a neighbor you don't know yet).   

 

7.) The Habits: Change them - get up earlier, walk in a different direction, eat outdoors.   

 

8.) The Blessings: Count them every day and pray about them.   

 

9.) The Laughter: It is the number one nemesis of boredom.  
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 62.  “Ten years of service is a great gift” 

 

Sometime ago Stan Wood submitted his resignation from his position as Parish Director of Liturgy and Music. 

He originally asked that the resignation be effective November 1, but graciously agreed to try to remain in his 

position until after Christmas.   

 

In his ten years with our parish, Stan has given us exceptional professional musicianship and gracious and 

generous service. He has been much more than a choirmaster and organist. We have known him as a gifted 

teacher, an extraordinary keyboardist and a friend who was always willing to take us from where we were and 

bring us to where we could be.   

 

Ten years of service is a great gift. I offer thanks not only on behalf of parish priests and choir members, but for 

dozens of liturgical ministers, hundreds of brides and bridegrooms, grieving families, festival committees, 

decorating crews, guests from the Battle Creek community and visitors to our Sunday worship. and for our 

parish at large. It will be a long time before we fully realize all that one prayerful servant of the Lord came to 

teach us.   

 

Our restored and expanded Skinner Organ, Opus 787 will be a continuing reminder of Stan's leadership in that 

enormous historic undertaking, Our grand piano which always responds resoundingly to his practiced touch will 

continue to call to mind the water trills and the Hebrew dance and the other special music he composed for our 

Easter Vigil and other special occasions and Sunday nights in Lent and Advent will make many of us remember 

poignant Vesper services with chimes and incense and song. 

 

For all of that, it is we the people of God who will be the most lasting monument to Stan Wood's presence 

among us. We stand before God a better people because we have prayed and sung and worshipped with one 

who has loved God and us, in and out of season.   

 

Stan hasn't decided just what he will be doing next. He simply knows that ten years is long enough and that it is 

time to step aside. We accept his decision with regret that it cannot be longer, and with gratitude that it has been 

as long as it has. He asked that there be no fanfare, so we send him to his next way station with our blessing and 

our quiet thanks.   
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 63.  “We live by faith, not by sight” 

 

The announcement of Bishop Donovan's resignation was not totally unexpected. It had been rumored for some 

time. The Bishop had occasionally confided his concerns about energy loss and the lack of his usual 

productivity. When we gathered for our Thanksgiving week conference on the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, some of us suspected the announcement would be forthcoming.   

 

What was a total surprise was the concomitant announcement of Bishop Markiewicz's appointment to our 

diocese. He was sitting quietly the previous week at the Washington meeting of the American Bishops when the 

Apostolic Nunica tapped him on the arm, drew him away and gave him one hour to say yes or no to being our 

new bishop.   

 

One brief meeting gave us full assurance that Bishop Donovan's prayer for a gracious and wise successor had 

not gone unheard. Our new Bishop is imbued with the teaching and spirit of the Second Vatican Council. He is 

conciliatory and full of good humor, and he reads people and situations clearly and fast. Realizing that there had 

been some painful dialog concerning sexist language in the Catechism, Bishop Markiewicz told a pertinent 

anecdote on himself and urged us to see the Catechism as a means of uniting people, rather than setting us apart.   

 

I find it particularly challenging and inspiring that our new Bishop at age 66 is willing and ready to step out in 

faith and begin a new life in a kind of pioneer outpost; at least it must seem that way from Long Island. At an 

age when many people are looking longingly at golf clubs and fishing rods and travel trailers, Bishop 

Markiewicz is beginning a new life. That's one more way, I suppose, in which the man of faith and the man of 

this world see things differently.   

 

Bishops come and bishops go, the speaker said; and with each change, there are some who rise and some who 

fall, and some who disappear. We live by faith, not by sight, and we share that living faith with each other.    
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 64.  “Most of life is spent out under the stars” 

 

With every Advent, my imagination carries me to the hilly road between Nazareth and Bethlehem. As the 

season moves on, the road grows shorter and the excitement increases. Every year it gets better.   

 

Sometimes I imagine I'm the burro carrying Jesus and His Mother; sometimes I'm the blanket over Mary's 

shoulder; sometimes, a pebble in Joseph's shoe, trying to get out of the way, not to distract him from where he is 

going and what he has to do.   

 

The Bethlehem road is my life journey, I figure. It is guided by faith and shrouded in mystery. As the years 

pass, some of the mystery is clarified, some of it grows deeper and more enticing. What started out as a 

wonderful adventure many years past is now more of an effort in many ways, but more of. a commitment, too.   

 

Along the way there are many like Joseph and Mary and me who are looking for a home. Some of them seem to 

have a map in their minds; others look frightened and completely uncertain, but they all need a place to get in, 

out of the journey.   

 

For some of us, a home is the solution to life's dilemmas; for some a reconciliation with God or a neighbor'; for 

others, home is a meaning for life. There are those too of course, for whom home means personal space and 

people to call our own.   

 

It seems that for some people there is rarely or never an inn along the way. Most of life is spent out under the 

stars. If a door does open, it's to someone else's space, a temporary arrangement, a place where you watch where 

you sit and how you hold your fork. Some people are never at home in this world.   

 

Maybe nobody is really at home while we're on the journey. Perhaps life is a tad out of joint for all of us. Maybe 

Advent is a time to remember that and to be especially aware of each other as we journey to Bethlehem and 

meaning and home.   
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 65.  “Sharing the Gift of God with the People of God.” 

 

When I was a boy, Christmas above all else was the great season of wonder. I wondered about packages in the 

closet; I wondered when the special baking would begin; I wondered what tree we would find and how it would 

be dressed; who would visit, what stories, how the velvet footed reindeer would climb all over the roof without 

leaving tracks. I wondered about Santa Claus and chimney mysticism.   

 

The boy in me still comes out and looks around once in a while. Some of the questions have been resolved, but 

the wonder does continue. It's a wonder every time a baby is born: 6 ½ or 7 pounds of protoplasm, a complete 

package, a woman or a man in miniature, a bank of software waiting to be programmed, a future beginning to 

happen while we watch.   

 

A couple of weeks ago my wonder was enhanced when I served as chaplain to a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 

At Bethlehem we celebrated Mass in the cave where St. Jerome translated the Word of God into Latin. The 

ancient room is next to the cave where the fourteen point star marks the place the Baby God was born. There 

were thirty-five or so in the group, standing room only. It was easy to imagine how it must have been when the 

shepherds crowded around Joseph and Mary. The shepherds came to look and wonder: "Who is this child?" 

"What shall he be?" "Why so much fuss about a baby?" They may well have never heard the Prophet's words of 

promise, "He shall stand firm and shepherd his flock by the strength of the Lord."   

 

Still somehow they looked at the child born at night in an out of the way hole in the hill, maybe the space 

adjoining Joseph's relatives home where the animals stayed. It would have been private there. They may well 

have nodded to the young parents and muttered. "Nice boy. Born right here. He's one of us, all right."   

 

The pilgrims began to sing Stille Nacht (a number of them were of German origin, and others just knew the 

words.) From outside the cave entrance I heard the same melody but a different language. They were Spanish-

speaking pilgrims, traveling without a priest. I went to the opening with the particles that were left over from 

Holy Communion. Their dark eyes were eager; they reached out for whatever bit of Sacrament we could share 

with them. I wondered where they came from, how they must have prayed to find a Mass at Bethlehem. Their 

beautiful young faces were full of faith, as they reached around each other, squeezed by one another in the 

narrow passageway, and shifted their babies from one to another, so that they could take the Bread of Life born 

of us.   

 

I wondered if St. Joseph had stood at the entrance to his cave, to offer whatever he had to share with the 

shepherds who came to celebrate with him and Mary. I wondered whether the shepherds' faces were as full of 

appreciation as these young faces were. I wondered how I could be so fortunate, to be in such a holy place, 

sharing the Gift of God with the People of God.   

 

Lovingly. Fr. Fitz   

  



66.   “Family time in Nazareth” 

 

I first saw him in the baklava shop in Nazareth where we slipped in out of the rain. We had just come from our 

pilgrimage Mass at St. Joseph's Church adjacent to the Basilica of the Annunciation. I don't know where he had 

been, possibly with his family at the parish Mass in the big Church.    

 

He was probably ten, maybe eleven, totally aware, fully alive, the kind of intelligent child who will beat you at 

board games after the first go 'round, and never rub it in. Today he was continually casting about in the crowded 

store. Obviously looking for someone (or something, perhaps) moving in and out among legs and voices 

andstrange languages, he disappeared and reappeared.    

 

We stepped outside and waited there while the others finished business. It wasn't long before he came out to the 

sidewalk, grinning contentedly, pulling his six pack of soda pop out of the plastic bag, to be sure it was all as it 

should be. His dad was fast behind him, smiling through his moustache and pointing to the family car parked 

halfway up the block.    

 

The boy had found him and collected his allowance and squandered it all on bubbly. Now this young Joseph 

and his son were headed home to play hoops and watch TV and grill a chicken. It was Sunday, their family time 

in Nazareth, and they were going to enjoy it together.     
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 67. “Thoughts from the Holy Land” 

 

On the endless flight back from the Holy Land, one of the pilgrims wandered around the cabin, chatting with 

fellow travelers about all that had happened during our visit to the origins of our faith life and our Christian 

culture. "What was best?she eventually posed to each person. There was a variety of responses, of course, but 

one that came up consistently was "Capharnaum."  

 

Jesus moved from Nazareth to Capharnaum at the beginning of His public ministry. He had little reason to stay 

in Nazareth; people didn't believe in Him. They couldn't accept His teaching or His healing. So he moved in 

with Simon Peter's household eighteen miles up the road, at the seaside fishing village on the north end of the 

Lake of Galilee.  

 

"Moving in" meant sharing space in the one room house and sharing the adjourning courtyard with Andrew and 

the others who lived in similar one room dwellings in the simple fishermen’s commune. They cooked in the 

courtyard and did laundry there and stayed out of the way of the women. It was a very intimate family life: that 

adds to the pain of Peter's denial. They shared floor space and food together; they paid the Temple tax together; 

they talked and dreamed and laughed together in that courtyard shelter under the stars.  

 

The Franciscans, God bless them, have built a wonderful new Church over the foundations of Peter's house. The 

Church looks a bit like a space ship, flat and low and circular/octagonal, with windows all around, looking out 

on the lake and the surrounding hills. The seating is arranged arena style, below the windows and around the 

open center, where we gathered at the railing and looked down through the glass covering to the room where 

Jesus told the paralytic, "Your sins are forgiven. Take your bed and walk." We lowered our friends and family 

in prayer as we stood there, spellbound to be in the very place where the Savior made His home and touched the 

sick and troubled.  

 

There are many Holy Land sites that are purely conventional agreed upon places to celebrate the central events 

of our faith life. They have some connection with the event, but that connection may be rooted more in tradition 

and convenience than in fact and Scripture. This is not one of those places. This place was once plastered and 

appointed and made a Church. The Galilean Christians celebrated the Eucharist there and reflected on the 

teaching and told the stories that eventually became the Gospel.  

 

A few feet away one stands above the synagogue built by the centurion for the people of Capharnaum. The 

original black basalt foundations hold up the floor of the room built block by block over the one where the 

master cured the man with the withered hand and proclaimed Himself the Bread of Life. Just outside its door, 

Jesus met Matthew. Some of his spilled coins are probably down there to this day mixed in with the shards from 

Peter's kitchen and an assortment of fish hooks. -   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 68.  “He anointed me with holy oil” 

 

I met young David with his father, peering down in great I amusement at the collection of bills and coins lying 

under the central display of the Prophet Isaiah at the Shrine of the Book. He was celebrating the fifth day of 

Hanukkah. It was the young father who called my attention to the irretrievable treasure lying below in its well. 

"Why would anyone do such a thing?" He clearly thought I should know. "Maybe we like to leave something of 

ourselves where we may not visit again," I offered.  

 

That did it. The boy smiled up, his mischievous black eyes were dancing. "Do you have a dollar? I'll give you 

shekels. We agreed, and we both fumbled for the currency. He might have been ten and a bit small for his years. 

He wore his yarmulke with unconcerned pride and neither he nor his dad concealed their love for each other and 

the fun they were having together. I produced my dollar and held it out while he was still digging for his coins. 

"May I give it to you as a present?" I asked. "Happy Hanukkah." The father looked on a bit confused, but not at 

all disapprovingly. "Thank you very much," the boy smiled up at me, "Thank you so much."  

 

"When you come to the States look me up," I invited him. "I live in Battle Creek, Michigan, where we make 

cornflakes." I'm sure he thought he had met Mr. Kellogg. The smiles and excitement followed me down the 

stairs and out of the exhibit.  

 

Along the way I found the apocryphal psalm 151, discovered at Qumran. It was on display in one of the lighted 

cases:  

"Smaller was I than my brothers 

and the youngest son of my father. 

So he made me shepherd of His flock 

and ruler over his kids. 

My hands have made me an instrument, 

and my fingers a lyre, 

And I have rendered glory to the Lord, 

thought I within my soul. 

He sent His prophet to anoint me, 

Samuel to make me great. 

My brothers went out to meet him. 

handsome of figure and appearance 

though they were, tall of stature 

and handsome by their hair, 

the Lord God chose them not; 

but He sent and took me from 

behind the flock 

And anointed me with holy oil 

And he made me leader of His people. 

And ruler over the Sons of His Covenant.” 

 

I looked around and they were gone. Were they ever there? Or did Isaiah's angel drop my dollar into the well of 

happy encounters?     
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 69.  “Jerusalem, YAD VASHEM, Holocaust Memorial” 

 

The rain wept in torrents across the ridge, and a leafy grove stood in quiet memory of some of those who were 

friend to the victims of the Holocaust. Beside each tree someone had placed a metal plate, and On each plate, a 

name, a year and a country. A cluster of black stone figures faced up toward the Hall of Memories, their backs 

to the hill, forever in prayer.  

 

A pensive child's face had been cut out of the rose brown stone at the entrance to the Children's Room. Actually 

a whole building, the Children's Room cries out like Rachel over RAMA for the million and more little ones 

who died in the camps or at gunpoint. Some of their faces are enshrined inside the entrance where the candle 

starlight begins. A few steps further, the darkness deepens and the keening becomes insistent. Woven into the 

lullaby wail, one hears an adult voice pronounce the child's name and "Elaine Siegel, Holland, age four," 

"Nathan Berg, Prague, seven years." The grieving goes on within us.  

 

The Memorial proper is highly informational. It documents the rise of the Nazi establishment and the steady 

persecution that began with squeezing Jewish people out of the mainstream, gradually led to their emigration or 

confinement, and then to extermination. In a combination of photographs, prints, artifacts , and videos, the 

horror of the Holocaust imprints itself on the awareness of every viewer. Some are survivors, some, 

contemporaries, and some are khaki clad Israeli recruits in wool and leather with carbines hanging from their 

shoulder belts.  

 

The art of Yad Vashem is, in great measure, the fruit of the suffering a gifted people endured. Someone has 

made a metal brooch that resembles a ration card. Another had fashioned a bracelet whose links depict the life 

of God's people in the ghetto and in the camp. Great gray candles hang upside down, depicting the desecration 

of the sacred, and flowers bloom out of the colorless aluminum to remind us that "Yahweh's love will last 

forever, His faithfulness, to the end of time." It is a wonderful testament to the triumphs of our human spirit and 

to the power of the Lord who brings fruit from the grain of wheat once it lies quietly in death. 
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 70. “Emmaus” 

 

It is Friday afternoon in Jerusalem. We are heading West, I would think, toward Tel Aviv, in a crush of 

Orthodox Jewry on their way home for Sabbath. No vehicle of theirs will be on the road after sundown.  

 

We are on our way to Emmaus, the site we think best fits the circumstances of the Resurrection story in Luke 

24. This place is about seven miles out of the city (perhaps, some say, a bit too far to fit the in's and out's of the 

story,) but there has been an inn and a faith devotion connected with the location for a long, long time.  

 

Now a Crusader Church of the mid-twelfth century, located in the Palestinian village of Abu Ghosh, the place 

served as a barracks for the Tenth Roman Legion when they came to subdue the second Jewish revolt in 135 

A,D. Its great deep cistern watered men and horses and its walls gave protection and rest. They are still there 

today, for the visitor to contemplate.  

 

The church is a handsome edifice with prayerful arches, vaulted ceiling, quiet stone and colorful carpet, fresh 

flowers and an imposing contemporary tabernacle seated on a pillar to the right of the altar. It carries the clean 

simplicity of the elegant Benedictine tradition.  

 

We sang a Eucharistic hymn with some other pilgrims who arrived about then; and we read the story, our hearts 

quietly burning within us. We prayed for the risen Jesus to give constant hope to his discouraged brethren, and 

safe lodging to His weary disciples.  

 

The way home was quiet. It was nearly sundown. There was no traffic on the road.  
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 71. “Jerusalem” 

 

Kevin Carey carries an American passport. He quietly hums within himself when soldiers board a city bus to 

check identification. and treat him with a courtesy they do not offer to West Bank Palestinians. Even Arab-born 

citizens of Latin American countries are sometimes ordered off the bus. The state does not own Jerusalem, 

Kevin reminds us, yet one would think the Jewish quarter embraces the entire walled city. It is a misconception 

shared widely in the country and the world.  

 

Once a Kibbutz member, Kevin returned to the United States where he graduated from the Georgetown 

diplomatic school with high scores in Arab studies. He served the United States government as a specialist in 

near East affairs and as an expediter of relief services. Now Chancellor of the Melkite Catholic Diocese of 

Jerusalem, he lives with his American wife and their daughter in a Palestinian village of the West Bank, and he 

teaches at a Catholic girlsschool in Jerusalem. Although he is a Latin rite Catholic (as we are), Kevin is 

petitioning for ordination as a priest of the Melkite Rite.  

 

For Kevin, life in the Holy Land is a continuous expression of the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes presume conflict; 

we live with continuous conflict as followers of Christ. In Jerusalem, Christian, like Moslem or Jew, is looked 

upon as a socio-political term. To persevere, one must remember the Christian means disciple of Jesus. Jesus 

tells us to turn the cheek, walk the mile, love the enemy. For the Christian in Jerusalem, the enemy may well be 

the fellow sitting beside you on the bus, or the policeman on duty at an intersection, or the guard at a checkpoint 

on the way into the city.  

 

One must feel the oppression," Kevin says; one must absorb the suffering. One must remember that the 

oppressor often suffers more acutely than the oppressed. Jesus is foremost our priest. A priest offers sacrifice. 

We are members of Christ; we must sacrifice too. We must see good in each other and in our pain, and offer it 

back to God. 

 

There is often too much anger and hatred to do that well. We have to learn to separate the dancer from the 

dance. Perhaps one need not travel to the Middle East to figure that out, but Kevin Carey is a remarkable 

teacher. He's worth the trip.  
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 72.  “Air Conditioning” 

 

We recently installed a new and expanded electrical service for the church. The separate power source makes 

the church independent from the school and provides extra energy to both facilities. It needed to be done; it was 

installed quickly and quietly; we are grateful to our parishioners and other friends who donated time and skills 

and found us good prices.  

 

Now that a new power source is available to us, we can seriously investigate how much interest there is in air 

conditioning the church.  

 

Air conditioning would be an expensive undertaking. If we were to move on it in the next few months, it would 

cost about $75,000 for materials and installation. The additional operating cost could be as much as $300 per 

month, when the unit is in service.  

 

You may think that such an amount would be better spent for a dozen other purposes. Then again, our most 

important building at this parish site is the one where we gather to worship; it truly is the House of the Lord. 

Without the church and the community it houses, there would be no need for the other buildings clustered here.  

 

In our random questioning, "Would it be good to air condition the church most people take a few minutes to 

think about it and then agree. They generally see air conditioning as a genuine asset to the parish.  

 

Among their considerations were these: air conditioning is a way of life in hot weather. We drive to church in 

an air conditioned car. We stop at the air conditioned grocery store, or we go to an air conditioned mall. Maybe 

we see a doctor or dentist in their air conditioned offices. Why should we be uncomfortable or fight noisy fans 

in a church without the same amenities we have everywhere else? Or is worship not as important as our family 

room or the movies? We can reasonably expect a more stable Sunday attendance if people do not need to go 

elsewhere to worship on a 90' Sunday. Without air conditioning, we are actually giving up the income needed to 

pay for it.  

 

So, what do you think?  We can’t ask permission to install air conditioning until the money is at hand.  Would 

you like to see your church air conditioned?  Is it something you could help see happen?  Is it worth a gift of 

$100 or more?  

 

Right now, 750 gifts of $100 would pay for air conditioning.  Realistically, we know it will be much more 

expensive a year from now.  Is it something important enough, to make it happen now?  
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 73. “The effect was not lost on the children” 

 

A block or two from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, we found an unassuming door plate that marked the 

entrance to the Grec Catolic Patriarcate, the Church of the Annunciation.  

 

Decorated by Romanians in the 1970's it was a perfect place to celebrate Resurrection in Jerusalem. Icons are 

more than paintings: they evoke an awareness of what we shall one day be, and they reach out to us from the 

sheltering presence of Heaven around us. Every inch is covered with images of evangelists and musicians and 

prophets and patriarchs, contemplatives, theologians, pillar sitters and angels, with events from the Savior's life 

laid out in careful parallels for a gradual and deeper understanding of the mystery.  

 

In typically respectful Eastern courtesy, there is no manual to tell you how to see what's there. You live with it, 

and find it for yourself, and the discovery is amazingly affirming. The, saints on the ceiling and the walls are the 

church that is to be. We, seated outside the iconostasis singing Kyrie and Hagios o Thanatos are the church that 

is; and behind the trompe d'oeil curtains is the church becoming, completing what didn't get finished while they 

were with us.  

 

The processions spoke clearly of Christ moving among us in word and Sacrament. The liturgy of John 

Chrysostom was poetic and inspiring. The lector carried the holy book to the priest and used his own gray head 

as a bookrest. The Gospel was proclaimed over him and through him and the effect was not lost on the children 

who stood with lighted candles on either side. The congregation gathered with us in the narthex and served us 

espresso in demi-tasse. Then Kevin talked with us about his beautiful church and shared his own good faith 

with us.   
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 74.  JERUSALEM - THE OLD CITY  

 

We stopped at St. Savior Church on our way back from Holy Sepulchre. It was after four, and people were 

gathering for a 5 o'clock Baptism. The font had been pulled out in front of the gate, the floodlights were 

flooding, and the star had arrived. She appeared to be four, and she was excited and very aware of her dazzling 

beauty in her brocaded white dress, white shoes, white leggings. There were lots of Arabic language bulletins 

left in the back of Church, a pretty good indication that the rain and the electric problems in the old city had 

combined to keep people home. That had been true at our morning liturgy too. Without us, the Mass might have 

been poorly attended.  

 

Stations of the Cross in old Jerusalem had been a very special experience. Sometimes we stopped in clean quiet 

chapels; sometimes we huddled against the wall in noisy business districts. As we moved silently from place to 

place, the vendors plaintively suggested, "film, just 4 dollars" "film 4 dollars." "Via Dolorosa postcards, ten for 

a dollar" "umbrella: three American dollar." Dressed chickens lay in the shop windows as we passed ; someone 

prayed insistently from a minaret nearby; tee-shirts and wooden camels, crèches, yarmulkes in all colors and 

patterns, leather jackets, grapefruit, and Arabic everywhere.  

 

The Ethiopian Coptic monks graciously allowed us to pass down through their monastery. George left an 

offering. It saved going all the way around, and it brought us down, ever father down, to the entrance of Holy 

Sepulchre, near the stairs to Calvary.  

 

Once more we pulled ourselves up the stairs, and prayed at the altar of crucifixion. Then on to Calvary and the 

foot of the stairs, and the tomb.  

 

The Franciscans welcomed us to their clean and orderly Chapel adjacent to the tomb and the rock. We sat 

quietly and reflected on the grain of wheat that bore abundant fruit because it died. Then we stepped across 

behind the rock of Calvary and into an ancient ruin of a place where the Syriacs offer Mass on an old wooden 

desk, as they land on a gravel floor in the hard cold stone of the quarry.  

 

Just outside the Syriac Chapel room is a first century catacomb where there had been tombs, another support for 

the thesis that this place was indeed once outside the city, and that it was to a place very near here that Mary 

Magdalen trudged one Sunday morning, her arms full of ointment and spices;  
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 75.  JERUSALEM'S CHILDREN   

 

We walked up, ever farther up, flight after long flight of stone steps to visit the Spafford Clinic for babies and 

children. In one form or other, it has been serving Jerusalem mothers and their little ones, ever since the 

Spaffords lost their own four children at Sea and then came to the Holy City to witness to faith through service.  

 

The Arab women carrying their little ones climbed effortlessly, almost ceremonially, to the gates of the clinic. 

There was no need to knock; they were welcome there; many of them had been babies there. None of the 

mothers was blighted by being poor. They walked erect; they looked into my eyes; they smiled; they were clean 

and self possessed and proud of their children.  

 

They came up the hill perhaps for vaccination, or for instruction in nutrition, or for help from the psychologist 

or the social worker. They knew that the women who waited for them there were concerned, as they were, for 

the little ones.  

 

Mary Frangi is the head nurse and director of the clinic. A small square woman with close cropped gray hair 

and perfect command of English, Armenian, Arabic and Hebrew, she doesn’t waste a moment as she tells the 

story of the clinic and its years of service. She credits the Lord and her generous co-workers for whatever good 

is done high on the hill in this difficult corner of the old city. She never misses the chance to credit a colleague, 

recognize a young mother, or get after a maintenance man as she stitches together a patchwork of colorful 

stories. She tells of making room for American paratroopers in the '67 war, delivering a baby by Caesarean 

section and saving the wounded mother, being recognized by her babies after they had grown to adulthood and 

accomplished good in their lives.  

 

The easy smile rarely leaves her peaceful face, even when the quiet eyes are looking within, unlocking some 

new problem. Mary is no stranger to conflict; she is a fortress of peace and reconciliation in the center of the 

battleground that is old Jerusalem. There is no way to peace, as Mary sees it, except by sacrifice. No one is bad; 

everybody was once a baby, a baby in need, a baby with a future. All babies need a chance to grow peacefully.  
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 76.  MEMORIES OF JERUSALEM  

 

When our visit to St. Anne's Church was pre-empted by the sandblasters, we prowled around Bethesda and 

explored the pagan pools where Roman soldiers must have soaked their weary imperial limbs, seeking healing 

and strength. It was in that same general area that the Savior cured the paralytic who had no one to let him down 

into the pool when the angel moved the waters. Bethesda is a primary example of "Jerusalem jumble," a mix 

and tangle of walks and pillars, broken remnants of who-knows-how-many generations of growth and 

expansion and struggle and destruction, and starting all over again.   

 

Just up the street we found ourselves in the backyard of Holy Sepulchre. We went into a modest shop where a 

skilled baker rolled out dough before our eyes, stretching. it thinner, wider, unbelievably larger. He flipped it, 

pulled and folded and filled it with almonds or cheese and laid it on a great round pan, already laden with pastry 

in the making.  

 

The fireman placed it ever so carefully into the soft wood fire of the open hearth where it turned flaky and 

brown. Then just as carefully he fished it out of the oven, cut each pastry in four, liberally poured on honey, 

sprinkled it with sugar powder and slapped it down proudly in front of the eager pilgrims who licked their 

fingers and smacked their lips and smiled approval to the quiet little man whose work in life is to make 

Mnudabbok and serve it to people who traveled thousands of miles to eat it.  

 

The proprietor of the shop is the great grandson of the founder' who went from Jerusalem to Lebanon to learn 

the trade and then returned to make his career in the Holy City. Only lately has anyone known that the back 

room of the bakery shop is really part of the apse of the ancient Church of the Sepulchre. It was hollowed out in 

Constantine’s time, to make the tomb free standing. One can step over carrion sand blocks and scraps of wood 

in that unassuming back room and rest a hand on the back of the tomb of Jesus. In Jerusalem, modem and 

ancient touch each other every day.  

 

Our comfortable quarters and gracious dining rooms conspire to make the pilgrim forget that our lot is actually 

meant to be a difficult one. Apart from the rain that we took in stride and the deepest cold snap Jerusalem had 

seen in forty-five years, there was little for us to endure. Each of us, nevertheless, found something extra we 

could do: helping the hearing impaired, giving an arm on a long climb, sharing an umbrella, going back a 

second time to accompany somebody who missed the first visit to a church or a store. For all of us, after a 

festive duck supper in a private dining room, and some good natured and talented ribbing, it was a struggle to 

set the bag out in the hall at 2:00 a.m. and head down for a final coffee and roll in Jerusalem.   

 

The downtown was still weaving its weary way into the last of the night hours as we passed through and out of 

the terrace of lights to the west of the city. We rolled down the mountain parkway, leaving behind the 

commotion of the city and carrying its whisper in our hearts.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 77.  “Imitate what you handle; become like what you touch” 

 

 We wheeled down Jackson Street one day last week, on our way to a burial at Sherwood Cemetery. The funeral 

director asked how long I had been here. "Fifteen years next month," I told him. "I came in on this very street 

early on a stormy July morning, and I asked the Lord to bless the city and the parish and me." Then God and 

Mother Nature sent four great windstorms that first week. Roads were blocked, and streets were flooded, and I 

had a strong notion of not being wanted. But that soon went away.  

 

The years have sped along too. Fr. Ross and Fr. Rauscher have "made the trip," as Uncle Frank used to say. Fr. 

Ken has been ordained, along with Fr. Jim Vinh Le and Fr. Bob Creagan and Fr. Charles Page, and they are all 

pastors now. We are a little richer for the ministry they share with us. Fr. Naas is on his second pastorate after 

returning to us from Atlanta. Fr. Jairo has found his way here from the Missions, and now Fr. Richard Alline is 

about to join us.  

 

This old parish is a wonderful place for priests to be welcomed, challenged, prayed for and encouraged. 

Goodness knows, enough have passed through here.  

 

It was nearly forty years ago that I received my first assignment. I remember that I had to pull over in my new 

grey '57 Ford, just to wipe out some tears and see the road a little better. I was grateful, excited, scared that I 

wasn't ready, and probably picking up a little on the misty glow in my parent's eyes as they wished me well and 

good bye. I was doing what I wanted to do, what I felt called to do, what everybody said I would do well, but 

that didn't stop the tears from running. It may even have added to the flow.  

 

There were ten of us who began first assignments that day. Four of us serve in the Diocese of Kalamazoo, now 

over 150 years of service among us. Three have married and serve in other ways; one works every day in the 

Diocese of Lansing, one in Gaylord Diocese, and one went home early to God. They are in a most special way 

my brothers in the Lord. The Good Shepherd has been very real for us.  

 

When we were first ordained, we must have been like frisky lambs, delighting the Shepherd with our energy 

and excitement. Now 38 years later, each of us knows the Shepherd in a much more personal way. We have 

been through shipwreck together, and crisis and storm and personal failure, and we look up to the Shepherd 

with grateful admiring eyes, remembering well how He has loved us. On ordination day, Bishop Donnely read 

from the Rite, "Imitate what you handle; become like what you touch."  
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 78.  SUMMER SLUGGISH?  

 

The best argument for shorter Summer vacation may well be the kids. Now a month out of school, they have 

exhausted their back log of projects and pleasures. They have been to Bible school or sports camp or grandma's 

house in Ohio'. The family trek to Cedar Point isn't until August; they can't stand their best friend any more; the 

child care arrangement is wearing from thin to transparent. They have their back stroke down to a science; they 

can shoot three pointers from outer space, and they sleep more than any respectable non-hibernating vertebrate 

has any right to.  

 

Ok, so your kid is practicing for the Atlanta Olympics, or going to the library four days a week, or building a 

space shuttle in the back yard. But maybe your kid is the exception. Too many look bored when you run into 

them at the grocery store, something like sleepy flies stumbling across a window screen.  

 

Awake, valiant youth of the world! Escape from your prison of boredom! Rise up to savor the wonder of the 

best Summer of your entire life! Try the time tested remedies for the deadly affliction of BOREDOM.  

 

1) Every morning, speak to the Loving God who gave us this day, and, with God's help, make a list of what you 

want to accomplish today. Settle on something you really enjoy as a reward for your achievements.  

 

2) Be sure to do one thing that is pure FUN every day.  

 

3) Learn (or improve on) a competitive sport or game that involves collaborating with another (or others).  

 

4) Go out of your way to be a friend to someone - maybe another young person, maybe Someone older, even 

rnu.th older.  

 

5) Keep a journal about your ideas or impressions or experiences. Once a week, write a letter to someone 

special.  

 

6) Change your environment once in a while. If you can't go to a friend's house or to a museum or art fair, try 

cleaning your room, or re-organizing your treasures.  

 

7) Accept challenges. Push yourself to do good things that might make you shy or scared at first. You are sure 

to grow if you do it.  

 

8) Change your habits. Get up early now and then. Help your folks get off to a good start. Do your chores in a 

different order. Practice smiling.  

 

9) Keep a book going. Keep track in your journal of the things you especially like about what you read.  

 

10) Every night, before your go to sleep Thank God For THREE Good Things That Happened Today. 

Summer's moving right along. It won't come back again. It's... a most special time for Growing Kids. Don't Miss 

It.   
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 79. “We do touch the lives of people we do not know.” 

 

Julia Lieblich of the Newhouse News Service wrote compellingly about confession of faults (and sins) in a 

recent column. Inspired, perhaps, by the conviction of a South Carolina woman for murdering her children, the 

column ironically appeared across the page from a piece on the world's "Abortion Culture." The average 

Russian woman," it said, "has three to eight abortions," "We were taught," said a Russian woman, "that having 

an abortion is like having a tooth out.  

 

This isn't Poland with the Catholic Church." There is something distinctively Catholic, I suppose, about 

confession of sins and asking forgiveness. It ties us personally into the saving act of the Cross, perpetuated in 

the Eucharist. It is specifically because we need to be forgiven that we know the merciful love of God in the 

death of Jesus and His resurrection. It gives us place in the Divine plan. It is the "happy fault" we sing about in 

the Easter proclamation. Ms. Lieblich quotes Charles Colson, not himself a Catholic perhaps, but no stranger to 

conversion. "I cried out to God and asked for forgiveness… it was the transforming moment in my life." This 

was a good deal different, Ms. Lieblich notes, from the un-apology of the President whose resignation speech 

expressed excuses, not regrets.  

 

Mr. Colson says of the former chief executive, "To the day he died, I don't think he knew what brought him 

down." It is good to know my sins, to name them as such, and to say "I am sorry." Hugh Grant tried to do that 

after he was publicly embarrassed. So did the Holy Father in meeting with the Eastern Patriarch and in his 

recent letter to the women of the Church. So did Susan Smith just before the jury was sent out to deliberate her 

fate. So did the man who has falsely accused the Cardinal Archbishop of Chicago of wrong doing.  

 

In an instant information age, whether we want to, or not, we do touch the lives of people we do not know. The 

professional athlete who whines, "I am no role model" needs a reality check. So, for that matter, does the witch 

and sometime Theologian Starhawk who discredits public confession. To her credit, Starhawk has it right when 

she says it's none of her business; but sin does have a public dimension, and the more public we may be, the 

more important it is that we take responsibility for ourselves. The catch is that our confession must be personal, 

and it must be from the heart, like Peter who drew back and said, "Depart from me, 0 Lord, for I am a sinful 

man."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 80. “Please hang tough. It will be worth it” 

 

"Oh, do you live here, too?" the engaged couple asked. "It must be convenient in some ways, but it seems like it 

would complicate your life." It has been convenient to live where we work; but it also has been difficult, 

especially when meetings and mailings required the dining room table, or lay personnel and priest residents and 

invited guests end up in the same kitchen at the same time, or the phone marathon gets particularly crazy and 

the doorbell won't quit, right when one of us is preparing a funeral and the other is trying to fix a meal. Then 

there's the problem of the mid evening appointments, rubber necking into the living room where an unnamed 

resident is snoozing in Summer comfort before an unattended C-Span report "Good Evening, Father!" 

"Rrrughb-"  

 

When the Troxel Realty property became available, we were given first opportunity to buy, and we accepted. 

Located immediately next to Seton Center at 126 Capital, the building will serve our parish offices: priests 

offices, business offices, Music and Liturgy, meeting rooms, mailing and communications center, and support 

space for Religious Education,  Battle Creek Catholic Schools, pastoral ministry for sick and shut-ins; and 

more. The venerable old rectory will revert to being a residence for us venerable old priests (and such others as 

may share a home with us from time to time.)  

 

The preliminary meetings are now taking place: new phone service, reasonable and adequate office hours, space 

assignments, some Incidental painting and repair, new ways of doing what we have been doing all along, 

hopefully more conveniently and efficiently for all concerned. Sometime in the next few weeks we will move 

some furniture and hangout our new shingle at 126 Capital.  

 

It will take some trial and error to adjust to the change. Please hang tough. It will be worth it; we just need to 

work out the conflict between our old fashioned habits and the high tech solutions being presented to us.  

 

Lovingly, r. Fitz 



 81. “Watching the fireflies play hide and seek” 

 

Sunday evening, a couple of hours after shutting down the Parish Picnic fun and food and family outing. There 

were about a hundred of us, not a large crowd, but the quality was clearly exceptional. I didn't see a bored face 

or a "do I have to?" look. The KC's were wonderful hosts; the brats and burgers were cooked expertly; Mary 

Ellen Spitz brought a wonderful creamy caramel dessert, and Bishop Al declared it clearly blue ribbon. 

(Probably her kids wouldn't touch it while they were growing up).  

 

Fr. Richard tried to rig the horseshoe tournament, but coordinator Mike Myszka kept it honest. I never did find 

out who won the sack race, but it may be contested, since there was no steroid testing. The water balloons 

splashed appropriately; some people got sunburned; the shuffle boarders and the volleyball competitions were 

edifying at all times.  

 

It was a great Summer afternoon at a wonderful fun park. We don't want to wash off our face paint.  

 

It's a delight to have Michelle Reatini in the Liturgy and Music Office. She is a wonderful upbeat. person whose 

spirituality translates invitingly into song and prayer. I find her a natural teacher; I know she will find us good 

students. For the past many months, while waiting for Michelle, we have done very well. Sometimes, though, it 

has been like driving on three wheels and hoping we wouldn't crash, There’s something very secure about 

having all four wheels on the ground.  

 

Moving days are pretty well fixed for August 16 and 17. If the telephone strike doesn't set us back, we expect to 

be relocated at 126 Capital Avenue well in advance of the opening of school. Our parish telephone number will 

stay the same and our office will be open everyday but Sunday.  

 

Hopefully most business, as such, can be completed before 6 o'clock Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, and 

before 8 o'clock on Monday and Tuesday. There will, of course, be an extension at the rectory where important 

after-hours calls can be handled by one of us priests.  

 

A number of parish meetings, and school related meetings will also be scheduled for the new address. There 

will be Saturday hours, but nothing is planned for Sunday. Nothing really changes except the location, and the 

fact that the rectory will revert to being a private residence. (I hope I can stand the orderly quiet).  

 

The work crew at school is gearing down to the pressures of opening day August 28. It has been a wonderful 

education, to watch the wood floor come together in the gym. The floor layers exceptional craftsmen, part 

laborer, part artist, part athlete, part dancer. Huge stacks of lumber all disappear in a wonderful orderly pattern 

of tongue and groove and room to grow.  

 

Hopefully, you will still have some fun time before the school bell calls the Summer to a standstill. Even if you 

won't be going anywhere, there's baseball and barbecues and board games in the park, and watching the fireflies 

play hide and seek in the Summer night.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 82. “All the same, there was a nobility about them” 

 

August means harvest: melons, peaches, tomatoes, corn firming up in the husk, second and third cuttings, oat 

bins overflowing, pickles, new potatoes, golden squash. The blessing of April has borne fruit in the hot summer 

night. In 1900 when my dad was a boy, there were 200,000 Michigan farms, using about 17 million acres. In 

1980, the acreage had shrunk to 11½ million, and the farm owners, to 65,000. Three years ago, we were down 

to 10½ million acres shared among some 50,000 farms. The family farm is now pretty much relegated to period 

movies and history books.  

 

The danger in all of that is in an agro business economy, I suppose, a monopoly in which a comparatively few 

people virtually control our bodies, not unlike information highway monopolies might control our minds.  

 

Our Bishops suggest there are five Theological principles to keep before us as we try to sift through our 

complex farms and food situation:  

 

1) Each of us was created in the image of God. "Everyone has a legitimate claim to the goods and services 

necessary to live a truly human life" U.S. Catholic Bishops: Food Policy in a Hungry World.  

 

2) Everyone has the right to food for the sustenance of life. "A world of abundance that cannot assure everyone 

food sufficient for life is unjust." (idem)  

 

3) We are fundamentally social creatures, responsible for each other. We must be committed to the common 

good.  

 

4) Our tradition and Scripture compel Us to hold a special concern for the poor. We must regard poor people as 

full participants in society. Their rights and duties are the same as everyone else.  

 

5) We are stewards of the earth, not really owners. Our dominion over the earth is not absolute. We are subject 

to God's moral law.  

 

In years past, people probably worked too hard on their sixty acre farms, and too long into the night on their 600 

or 6,000 acre spreads. They probably risked more than people should be asked to risk, and became insurance 

poor and machinery poor in the process. All the same, there was a nobility about them, and a respect for what 

God and a good rain can do, and the satisfaction of sifting copper wheat through callused fingers and walking 

quietly through endless rows of whispering corn when the night bird calls and the earth is silent. God bless them 

all.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz   

 

P.S. Correction: In a recent column we said that Fr. Richard tried to rig a horseshoe tournament. We should 

have said Fr. Richard reportedly tried to rig it. 



 83.  HEROES  

 

Heroes are people who are bigger than life; or least, in the eyes of the admirer, they seem to be. My heroes 

include a prominent American Churchman who stood up to his peers and implemented the Second Vatican 

Council in spite of their resistance and a paralyzed mother of six who cared for a whole neighborhood from her 

wheelchair.  

 

There were some chores that I could actually do more effectively than either of them, but there were many that 

they did better than I had ever seen anyone else do them.  

 

Mickey Mantle was one of my heroes, maybe yours too, not because he took care of himself, or because he was 

a spiritual giant, but because he played the game better than anyone else, except for a few extraordinary people 

who could be called his peers. Nobody was better, and few were as good as number 7. He could bunt up the line 

and be on the bag in 3.1 seconds. He could hit home runs (hundreds of them) In any stadium, from either side of 

the plate. He could cover center field like a cheetah; not as well, he contended, as his predecessor Joe 

DiMaggio, but well enough to stand tall with the best. He could clutch and slug: imagine 18 home runs in the 

World Series. Imagine playing in Series 12 times in a 14 year career! Imagine nine grand slams, and seven 

pinch hit long balls over the fence.  

 

I have always taken some special joy in sharing a birth year with the Mick and Willie Mays, not so much in 

recent years, but when they broke into the Majors the year we were twenty, and won all conference awards 

before I ever was ordained.  

 

Heroes show me courage: four knee operations threatening a world class career, playing with a leg wrap 

everyday and crying every day when taking it off, keeping humor under pressure, being admired by your 

teammates and your opponents, more even than by your fans, not just because you're a great hitter, but because 

you work every day to be a little better man.  

 

The Mick will never be canonized. Neither will I. He never knew that I prayed for him, or that I gave up boxes 

by the dugout to watch behind him in center field. I did it to get a little closer to excellence, a little closer to 

perfection, a little closer to doing better myself.  

 

I just hope he doesn't have to sign too many baseballs on his way through St. Peter's gate.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 84. “What are God's words to us” 

 

A recent issue of America magazine features an article about praying during a time of depression. It struck 

home with me, because many of us get caught intermittently in that web. Currently, the depressing concern 

facing our community might be the impending economic problems devolving from layoffs and termination of 

jobs that have provided for Battle Creek families for several generations. Change is difficult; cutting back is 

painful; uncertainty is full of anxiety.  

 

That's often how it is for young people returning to school, or arriving for the first time. "I don't get it"; "I’ll 

never catch up"; “Nobody likes me;" "I miss my friends." It passes, of course, but it's still depressing and 

painful, when we force ourselves out of the car and onto the bus and into the noisy corridor where everyone else 

seems perfectly happy and well adjusted.  

 

Every parish, ours very much included, has its quota of terminal illnesses, and troubled marriages, and families 

surviving divorce, and distanced children, and financial stress. How do you pray in all of that?  

 

The woman who wrote about her experience in America mirrored some of my darker moments. She had visions 

of leaping off bridges; I never got that far into it. Still, I felt the heart flutter, and the panic, and the sudden 

interruptions of sleep, and the helplessness, and the frustration of a normally competent person who couldn't 

figure his way out of a paper bag. I couldn't even focus on prayer. 1 was too caught up in my pain.  

 

Like the writer, I found prayer, not in meditation and contemplation, as I had before, but in the comforting 

rhythm of the psalms: "The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom should I fear?" "The Lord is my rock" 

"The guardian of Israel does not doze asleep" "I was pressed, about to fall, but Yahweh came to my help;" I 

have waited for the Lord; He stooped to me and heard my cry" He is like a tree, planted near running water."  

 

Those are David's Songs, many of them he sang to his strings when he was in trouble. The God of his strength 

rose out of his song and became the eagle whose powerful wings lifted him over his cloudy darkness and 

showed him a wider world, well beyond his desperate fear.  

 

In the Psalms, the word images became prayer images: an embrace, a cool stream, food to sate hunger; safety in 

a raging storm. What are God's words to us in our common human need. They promise us a new crop after the 

fiery, drought, a clear laugh after a throat full of tears, a rainbow, and a sea breeze, and a new dawn. They give 

us strength and vision and hope for a better day.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 85.   “It's all part of our stewardship” 

 

It's AMAZING, the expenditure of energy for worthwhile purposes that goes on in our parish, or any other, 

every week. Over the last weekend, we celebrated a wedding; a family cooked up a hurricane for an 80th 

birthday party; they hosted a multitude and ran a major production puppet show for the event. Athletic teams 

from every one of the high schools that serve our parish had at least one major activity.  

 

A recruiter for Youth Ministers motivated us at Mass; our music/liturgy director continued to collect readers 

and musicians and ministers to serve the community and the altar. We commissioned catechists, visited the sick, 

attended the grieving, and received the most recent members of the St. Philip Congregation.  

 

The leadership of the annual campaign for Catholic Schools sponsored a High Tea to kick off this years appeal. 

Many of our Ministry Formation students and graduates traveled to Nazareth for Sister Marlene's Golden 

Jubilee, and the priests of the Diocese prepared for a convocation to lay the ground work for a long range plan 

for our parishes and our diocesan personnel.  

 

That was the weekend. The days ahead would be full of meetings and phone calls and potlucks and classes and 

taking the next step to bring ideas into action. It could make one long to be a monk.  

 

The Parish is the place where church happens. Being parish certainly is not a spectator sport. It's a continuing 

exercise in community, in communication, in continuity. It needs the full involvement of healthy members, just 

as a strong body needs healthy and dependable muscles and bones.  

 

Now and then someone just needs a strong parish to fall back on while they go through a siege or a trial. Most 

of the time, each of us is called to be a functioning part of that healthy organism. We need each other. The work 

we do is not our own. It's all part of our stewardship.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 86. “It's only in loving what we do, and the people we do it for.  

 

Carole saved her most important question for the very end of the meeting. "Why", she wanted to know, would I 

devote a column to a drunk who neglected his wife and kids, when really respectable people like Cal Ripken go 

unnoticed. "Because the drunk was a great ball player," I said. "What would I say about Mr. Ripken except that 

he does the same thing I do, that he goes to work and tries to do his job well every day?"  

 

Actually, Mr. Ripken deserves some attention; so do Lou and Tram, not just because they show up, but because 

they project a wonderful contagious love for the game they play extremely well. In a year when there hasn't 

been much good to say about baseball, it makes sense to celebrate 2131 consecutive appearances and the 

wonderful tradition of Tigers 1 and 3 that may never be seen again after this blighted season. Those are good 

solid people. They deserve our recognition.  

 

While we are at it, we should probably congratulate Sister Therese Mary and Sheila Guerra and Joe Zuk and 

Jim Ryan who among them have amassed a century or more of service to Catholic Central High School, and 

CCW women too numerous to mention who have combed through rummage and cared for babies and prepared 

luncheon for funerals and cooked and painted and sewn, year after year. Then there are St. Vincent de Paul 

members who show up on short notice to rescue the needy, not once, but again and again.  

 

The secret is certainly not in the paycheck. It isn't even in the working environment. It's only in loving what we 

do, and the people we do it for.  

 

Thanks Carole, for asking the question.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 87.  “Life is an almost endless series of closings and new beginnings” 

 

Wayne framed a door and hung it at the Parish office. Before he and Bob set about their work, there were two 

doors there. At one time, there were apartments upstairs, and the apartment people had to have their own 

entrance. Now the whole building is office, and one door is all we need. So, Onnie painted it dark green, the 

color of the sign out front, and all of a sudden, our building took on a personality. It was no longer whatever it 

had been before.  

 

Beautiful doors welcome people into banks and schools and museums and churches all over the world. Sturdy 

doors shut out the wind and the noise of the street and secure us against intruders. Paneled doors and windowed 

doors, glass and brass and carved and inlaid, they stand guard on our lives, and welcome our friends, and 

announce who we are to our delivery people.  

 

Doors are like clothes; they need to fit, they need to be practical, they keep us warm and cool and in between. 

They help us to remember who exactly we are, and why we are here, and what our style may be. Doors speak to 

the world about us.  

 

My friend's back door squeaks in a happy way when I run in. My dentist's door is heavy and slow to open. My 

bedroom door yawns when I close it at night, and again when I open it to go down stairs in the morning. Doors 

mark our coming and our going. They remind us that our life is an almost endless series of closings and new 

beginnings, of letting go and starting over again.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 88.  ART INSTITUTE  

 

The Museum was teeming with human life. People who would be embarrassed to be found dead at an art gallery 

were early, poking around in the bookstore, mulling over brochures, clutching tickets, waiting their appointed 

hour. Fifth graders were there, in dark pants and white shirts already stretched and soiled by hand-to-hand 

combat before school and on the bus. Disabled people were there in wheelchairs, leaning on canes, some of 

them in furs and expensive suits. Newly married, long married, married with children, never married, tall and 

athletic, short and pudgy, academics, tradesmen, gray, dark and bald, all God's people were milling about, 

waiting their turn to meet Claude Monet. It suggested the second coming of the Savior.  

 

People wait for traffic lights and election returns and telephone calls and gate keepers at the stadium and death. 

Emily Dickinson was the exception. She says, "I had no time to stop for death, so he kindly stopped for me." 

We wait for the gas pump on bargain day, for the check out lady who is smiling and helpful, for the doctor who 

can prescribe what we need. Sometimes we wait for a table, for a tax return, for a footstep on the porch and a 

key in the latch and then we can fall asleep.   

 

We wait to grow up; we wait for vacation; we wait for promotions; we wait for Spring. Life is largely about 

waiting. Sometimes we forget what we're waiting for, but sometimes the event is worth the wait.  

 

Even if there were no hype, if the papers hadn't called it the art event of a lifetime, if there had been no 

conversation about it, the exhibit would have been spectacular and full of wonder. People who had never heard 

of Monet and the Impressionists would have stumbled upon it and stopped cold. How did he capture the air? 

How did he stop the light? How can the same wheat stack be so specifically different at different hours of the 

day? How do you paint the reflection of a house when the house is hidden by trees? How do you even see it?  

 

A large canvas on a far wall was full of rose and blue and chilling cold. It captured the artist's sorrow at the 

death of his wife and collaborator and inspiration. It depicted a stream in winter; they called it "Floating Ice". 

The deaf woman rolled past in her wheelchair. Her companion pushed ahead. "Just a moment," she called out 

louder than necessary, "the one we just passed, when was it done?" The pusher stopped and smiled and went 

back to check. "1880" she exaggerated with her lips and illustrated with fingers. 'Sixty-eight?" the deaf woman 

hollered. "No, Eighty, “more fingers, more eyes. "Ah, Eighty", she beamed, then laughingly, "I'll take it."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 89. “A gift full of wonder and nourishment” 

 

It was about eleven o'clock when I came in. Richard was baking bread. The vapors ran to meet me like 

grandchildren eager to know what might be in my pocket, of special interest to them. Bread in the oven always 

smells wonderful, but in the late evening when all is dark in Autumn quiet, there is something especially 

humanizing about warm kitchen light and sweet fresh bread. No matter how distressing the night call, how 

disturbing the meeting, how worn thin the disposition, it has a way of settling things.  

 

My friend was a paraplegic; her kitchen light was almost always on by four in the morning. That was as long as 

she could sleep. She came down from her night watch and pulled supplies from her shelf and started rolls for 

breakfast or biscuits, or a wooden bowl of bread. Her family was wakened by the siren call from the oven, 

wafting up to their rooms.  

 

My mother baked once or twice a week. She prayed over her work, kneading Hail Mary's and Glory Be's into 

every batch, thanking the Lord for the fire and the flour and the family that would eagerly consume her offering 

and the butter and jam she prepared for it. If we told her we were hungry, she took pride in saying, ''If you're 

talking cookies, forget it; there's always bread and butter."  

 

Richard's loaves were round and brown with a curious topknot that invited you to open them. They looked like 

four closed casseroles when he laid the last one on the kitchen counter and snapped the switch and swept up the 

stairs. Casseroles, or treasure chests, or music boxes, or soup tureens, they were a gift full of wonder and 

nourishment.  

 

"I am the Bread of Life," the Savior said.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 90. “Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner" 

 

Our visiting preacher a few weeks back did all the things you're not supposed to do. He talked too long; he 

ignored the Scriptures; he prayed a Hail Mary in the middle of his talk. Many people took time to complain, and 

we all understood why.  

 

But God blessed him and us with 140 new people who were moved to spend an hour a week before the Blessed 

Sacrament. More than that: 25% of those new people offered to take one of the difficult dark hours between 

midnight and 6 o'clock.  

 

To my mind it was a brilliant move on God's own part, to teach us Himself what the parable of the two men in 

the Temple is all about. Clearly the speaker was not high powered or charismatic or polished. He just bowed 

and said, "Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner" -And he went home justified.  

 

Hear, all you who have ears to hear.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 91. “She's nobody to be forgotten.” 

 

She looked like any other old lady in a convalescent home except for the black veil and the band across her 

forehead. She had the same faraway emptiness in her eyes. A rosary hung limp in her twisted hand, but it hadn't 

moved in an hour or so; the nurse had given it to her as she did every morning when she helped her into the 

chair and wheeled her down to the doorway where she waited.  

 

She always positioned herself so that she could observe whatever comings and goings went on between the 

infirmary and the parking lot. No matter who came in or stopped and smiled and commented about the rain or 

the heat or the winter cold, she made no response except to mutter and send them away with an impatient swing 

of the beads. Unless they were children.  

 

When the children came to visit, pushing and grinning and poking at one another, she remembered who she 

was. This was her class and she was their teacher, their wise woman, consecrated to their service and God's. She 

was their confessor, their homeroom nurse, their secret-keeper, their challenger, their story teller, their friend. 

As she saw it (and perhaps they did too), she was the best friend they ever would have, and some of them might 

likewise be hers. Sometimes she would roll up her sleeves and sink the basketball from mid court, and the boys 

would holler and the girls would throw their pony tails and shrug. There was no end of treasure in her pockets: 

baseballs and pencils and books and little purses and candy bars.  

 

Jack Conlin said she once produced a frog when he dared her, but Jack always liked to think he had a special 

place in her affection. I suppose he did, but why lie about it?  

 

Spelling and science and Saints and sibilants, remainders and quotients and peninsulas and isthmuses, manners 

and straight lines and silence in the corridor and "no three point landings" in church. That was her way of telling 

us to knee up straight.  

 

We thought it was funny when Danny Carter missed Confirmation practice and she asked us, "Don't they have a 

machine?"  'She meant an automobile. "Yes, Sister," we assured her, "he must have forgot."  

 

She had no past, no parents, no other life. She was always Sister, and she is still. She's nobody to be forgotten.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 92.  “Everybody had a story” 

 

The drive to Grand Rapids turned out to be a very long crawl. The first snow of the season was sticky and wet; 

there was actually a good deal more of it than any respectable first snowfall was required to produce. In any 

case, it totally eliminated any notion of passing, or picking up slack, or being on time. The closer we got to the 

college, the thicker the snow cap over street signs and welcome boards, and the more difficult to know where 

exactly we had been expected an hour before. But, as Uncle Frank used to say. "You can get to wherever you 

want to go in a Michigan winter; it just takes longer to get there."  

 

Some blessed Parking Angel had saved us a spot almost in front of the front door. We bundled up against the 

wind and climbed up into the maze of halls and doors and stairs and tunnels that masquerades as Higher 

Education, halls of learning.  

 

Maybe because of the snow, maybe because it was Saturday, or maybe because the place was full of good 

people, we were smilingly passed from hand to hand until we found our name tags and coffee urns and the 

Styrofoam cups emblazoned with green trees and "welcome to Aquinas College."  

 

The conference/workshop was about Parish Pastoral Councils, an annual resource day for Grand Rapids lay 

leaders. The ballroom was full of round tables and laughter and applause followed by the happy chatter of 

people who have known each other all their lives, although they first exchanged names just an hour before.  

 

There were many buzz words. They turned up in principal addresses, in table talk, in breakout sessions, over 

lunch, mulling over the Baraza Bookstore offerings. They kept repeating themselves, like bird calls on a May 

morning.  

 

Mentoring was one, coaching someone into leadership. Stewardship was another: returning to the Lord and His 

work in this world the best of the gifts entrusted to us. Evangelization was another, with concern for uncertain 

parents and inarticulate youth and marginalized Catholics, along with distanced people and those who wait to be 

asked. Collaborative Ministry seemed to be the message of the day, working together in discernment and 

prayer, enabling one another to do what each of us does best, and all of us do better together.  

 

Everybody had a story. Everybody was ready to pray. Everybody understood when Fr. Gallagher talked about 

recognizing the Lord present and at work in the "non-religious" parts of our lives. So we told our stories about 

beat up kids who forgive their attackers, and grown men who hold a marriage together because they remember 

God's power in them from thirty years before, and cars that hold together until a journey is completed, and 

angels that step out of shadows into the fiber of our lives.  

 

The wind was a whisper when we came out at the end of our time together. Someone had salted and shoveled 

all over town.  

 

We had work to do, and stories to tell, and miles to go before we sleep.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 93.   “'It’s a reminder of our transformation: ours and His” 

 

Our retreat at Notre Dame came this year at the very beginning of Advent. The conferences (and the prayer that 

followed) all focused on The Lord's Prayer. For years I have heard about people who meditated on nothing but 

the Our Father. I sometimes have thought admiringly about the Maryknoll Bishop who hobbled through the 

death march in Korea in the 1950's whispering "Father" or "Kingdom" or "Daily Bread" as he extended the 

Savior's three hours of agony into weeks of frozen pain and bloody swollen feet.  

 

Our retreat director helped us to merge the here-and-now dimensions of the prayer of Christian people with the 

ever-after (eschatological) meaning of those same petitions. Father today, and Father forever; holiness in 

promise, and in fulfillment too; God's will accepted in this lifetime and celebrated in the fullness of perfect 

understanding. Now in the mystery of Christmas we celebrate God become our Brother; and in the process, our 

Creator becomes our Abba too. Even in the beginning the Lord was, at best, loving Companion and friendly 

Life-giver. It was only after sin and shame that our Maker became Abba for us.  

 

It seems to be like that in families too. The new baby in a household is a helpless gift from who knows where, 

and the parents are loving caring big friends who are awed by the wonder of what has become a person. They 

feel desperately needed, and honored even to be in the little one's presence.  

 

Then comes human nature with its willfulness and smart mouthed disrespect and the "I hate this" and the "I will 

not", and the chores undone, and problems at school, and the game playing, and the "blame-your-parents" 

routine. Now it is anything but an honor to have the same last name, but it becomes a work of love. The big 

friends have become Mother and Abba.  

 

Maybe that's what Christmas is all about. It's a reminder of our transformation: ours and His. The Lord of Life 

reaches into our sinfulness, and we become the children of God. We rise out of our emptiness and let our God 

become our Abba. And angels speak to shepherds, and wise men stop to wonder.  

 

Merry Christmas, Fr. Fitz 



 94.  “Feeling good about going forward” 

 

I'm really grateful for Fr. Palmer and Fr. O'Leary and for the many ways we can work together. The friendship 

is genuine; the communication is from the heart, and we all appreciate the opportunity to. serve the Church of 

Battle Creek, together. Not a day goes by without my word of thanks to God for both of them.  

 

Today in the much-used St. Joseph living room, we met with Glenn Klipp to further fine tune our discernment 

of God's vision for our Battle Creek Schools. Glenn came to us at the beginning of the school year; he is a 

former superintendent of schools for the Archdiocese of Detroit with a rich background in Education theory and 

a gift for bringing people together. We and the Diocesan Office of Schools have given him a share in our 

pastoral responsibility for planning for schools and bringing people together to formulate the plan.  

 

In the next few months, we will be engaged in the work of defining, refining and implementing the plan that 

will bring our schools into the next millennium. That plan will, in many ways, look like the design of 1900, but 

in other ways, it will have its own characteristics, some of them quite different from what we have known so 

far. One thing is for certain, it will be a collaborative and an all-parish plan. The particulars still have to be 

identified, agreed upon, and put into play.  

 

Our Catholic Community has a deep interest in schools and a deep sense of ownership of our schools. No 

random caucus or school board or major interest group will decide our future, but everyone who has anything to 

contribute will be provided the opportunity to do so.  

 

Schools, like any other ministry, are God's work more than they are ours. We have the responsibility of 

stewardship for them. Our tasks are three: prayer for discernment to know God's will in the matter, vision to see 

us into a new style of church and parish and school, participative dialogue to reach dear understanding.  

 

There is reason to be feeling good about going forward. Whatever education we offer must be state of the art for 

a post-modern world. We must prepare our youth to be believers, contenders, and winners. It has worked 

before. There is no reason not to expect more good results in the centuries that wait for us around the corner. 

There will be lots more about this as we go on.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 

  



95. “The baptistery” 

 

The Gospels pass quickly over the childhood of Jesus with just a mention of His visit to "His Father's house" in 

the Holy City and the return to the quiet family life at Nazareth. So also, the liturgical year celebrates Mary's 

reflective contemplation, Joseph's leadership of his family, the visit of the Magi, and nothing more until we find 

ourselves celebrating the Baptism of the Lord. Suddenly toddler Jesus has become Jesus the man, about to begin 

the most important ministry in the history of our world.  

 

Moved by the Holy Spirit in response to John's impassioned preaching, Jesus works His way down to the river's 

edge, catches the questioning glance of the Baptizer, as the distance grows shorter between the two of them, 

then slips back under the water in spite of John's muffled protest. Then die is cast; the button is pushed; the fire 

is lighted; the work of our salvation by death and resurrection is finally underway.  

 

Baptism is the single most important thing that happens to us as Christian people, more important than marriage 

or religious vows or ordination, more important than any decision we make in life, more important than death 

itself. Once baptized, the altar and the Mass become our primary focus, but there is no Eucharist except for the 

baptized. Baptism is the Sacrament of incorporation, of welcome, and of sure promise that we who have died 

with Christ in Baptism will likewise rise with Him in glory.  

 

In the 1930's when our church was rebuilt after the old building was destroyed by fire, Baptism was seen as a 

private family celebration, a kind of guarantee of eternal life for a baby whose fragile existence might be 

threatened by sickness. Frequently, the parents didn't even come; godparents often brought the child to the 

church for the pouring of water and anointing with chrism.  

 

consequently, our lovely marble font is located in a quiet end of the narthex before a triptych of windows telling 

the Baptism story. There the priest presided in cassock and surplice and stole in the Latin language ritual. The 

sacrament operated on its own; the community was not seen to be as important as we think of it today.  

 

The refocusing on community and the sharing of faith and experience calls us "today to celebrate Baptism 

somewhere in the body of the church where the assembly can witness and support and remember their own 

baptismal calling. The Easter Vigil is the central event. Reception of new Christians at the fresh blessed Easter 

waters is the norm for all Baptism. We should do, in as far as possible, for all of our Baptism candidates and 

their families as we do for our Easter elect.  

 

For years we have muddled along with a temporary baptismal font, pulling it out when we were about to 

celebrate, filling its plastic bowl with water, carrying in our supplies. Baptism has been valid, often downright 

beautiful, but never the sign of the permanent river of life that should flow near the altar of sacrifice and lead us 

to the edge of eternity.  

 

"It is time to do something about that. A lovely church like St. Philip needs a permanent baptistery, properly 

placed in a prominent position, speaking silently and eloquently about the special place of Baptism in Christian 

life. I believe we should move our marble font from the vestibule to the front of the church, near St. Joseph's 

Shrine. I have begun going through the channels of parish committees and diocesan approval and selection of an 

artist. I have even suggested to some that a contribution toward the $25,000 cost would make a fine memorial; I 

invite each of you to consider that possibility. Currently, finished drawings are being returned to the Bishop's 



office for approval. We will soon provide opportunities for any who wish to learn about the project and the 

process from the artist, Tim Schoonard.  

 

Mr. Schoonard's work in the churches of Hillsdale and Coldwater and Concord and elsewhere is quiet testimony 

to his knowledge, his commitment and his skill. In weeks to come, he will share his ideas through this weekly 

column. Once we have official permission, and promise of donations to cover the cost, he will be available for 

learning sessions. He may even have work for us to do. God willing, we will be underway during the coming 

Lenten season.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 96. “Listening for the Lord” 

 

Many parishioners have shown intense interest in the suggestion that we tackle the issue of improving the 

consistency of sound in our church. It is a complex undertaking, involving not only wires and microphones and 

speakers, but also the delicate balance between the quality of the spoken word, and the quality of singing and 

instrumental music. It relates to hard surfaces and carpeted spaces. It involves the various regions of our 

worship space, and the particular needs of each area. Beyond that, of course, it involves an audio loop, to assist 

those of us who live with hearing deficiencies.  

 

A committee of parish engineers have now completed a preliminary study. On their recommendation, we have 

engaged a Chicago area firm of consultants in architectural acoustics. They will tell us, among other things, 

whether we should seal the acoustic tile on our ceiling, how we can best achieve both quality music and quality 

spoken word from a wide variety of proclaimers, preachers, singers, and instrumentalists, and what it will 

actually cost to do it as they would recommend.  

 

Based on that report, we will return to those who have shown willingness in helping to finance the work. We 

trust there will be help to do what needs to be done, either now or down the road. Hopefully some, if not all, of 

the work can be accomplished over the next few months. More about this later as additional information 

becomes available.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 97.  “The impact of television” 

 

The United States Catholic Conference has recently published a pamphlet outlining ten criteria by which a 

family (or an Individual) can apply Christian values to television offerings. The pamphlet will soon be available 

for the taking. Let me quote from it for you:  

 

1) Does the program show respect for life? Is life seen as a precious gift from God? Is life valuable? Is sexuality 

linked to life? Is the loss of life mourned? How is dying presented? What role does killing have in the plot?  

 

2) Does this program portray people with dignity? Is exploitation condoned? or oppression? or neglect of any 

group? Does it respect people's cultures? Is the human person used as a ploy for consumerism or realism or 

sexuality or violence?  

 

3) Does this program suggest a sense of God's presence in true religious values? Can and do people forgive one 

another? Are people portrayed as responsible or obviously irresponsible? Are Gospel values easy to detect?  

 

4) Do we act intelligently in watching television? Are we thoughtful and reflective and critical about what we 

watch?  

 

5) Do I ask myself (or tell someone else) how I would have handled the situation portrayed? Have I ever written 

an" advertiser to express appreciation or disapproval? Or is TV the tolerated extra person influencing my home 

and my life while I ignore its presence?  

 

6) Could I develop an agenda of things we want television to do for us, and then search for programs that will 

meet my agenda? e.g. creative and imaginative children's programming, third world awareness, history and 

biography etc.)  

 

7) Do I ask myself what happens after the credits roll? What happens to the mourning widow? the exonerated 

criminal? the girl returned to her home after running away? Sometimes the most important things are what 

happen in our imaginations after we turn off the set and turn to something else.  

 

8) Do I look beyond what is presented, to ask the questions the program did not ask? Do I try to see a more 

complete picture?  

 

9) Much of television is consumer-oriented. Do I ask myself what does this program want me to buy? What do 

I, in fact, purchase? Am I caught in a web like a child fascinated by the toy barrage before Christmas?  

 

10) Does television help us to Communicate as a household? Or does it isolate us from each other? Can we do 

more to balance TV with other family activities? From Guide for Family Viewing.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 98.  “Good Stewards” 

 

The church has from the get-go recognized particular people as examples for the rest of us to follow: John the 

Baptist's faithful courage, Our Lady's readiness to do the Lord's will, Joseph's response to the Holy Spirit, 

Peter's repentance, Paul's conversation, Mary Magdalene's devotion to the Savior. Sometimes the basic message 

became obscured in a fog of legends and devotional stories that accented the Saint's peculiarity more than the 

good steady love binding her or him to God.  

 

The bottom line, though, is always Faith lived out in Service. That's the challenge to every Christian, not just St. 

Anthony or St. Francis or the Little Flower. This weekend we have picked on one of our community, not 

because she is perfect or better than other members of our parish, but because hundreds of us have seen Christ 

at work in her good common sense, her nonjudgmental style, and her dedicated sacrificing spirit.  

 

Our Pastoral Council recognizes in Bonnie Smith the kind of Christian life and Catholic Eucharistic Faith 

typical of those who draw great strength from their prayer and family life, and share it generously with the 

world around them.  

 

In joining the Smith family to celebrate her life and this special birthday, we actually focus on Bonnie to remind 

each of you hard working and dedicated Catholic people how special you are, and how much we appreciate 

your example and your daily personal witness.  

 

"Bonnie Smith Day" is actually a celebration of "Good Parishioners Day" for all of you who take your calling 

seriously and work at it every day.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 99.  “A new vision of the Church” 

 

Just before Lent, I was blessed with an invitation to join in a pilgrimage to Atlanta. We attended the Promise 

Keepers Conference for pastors at the Georgia Dome. After agreeing to go, I was a bit apprehensive. Would I, 

as the only Catholic, be on the spot to explain our theological and pastoral differences? Would I fit in?  

 

The men I went with and the men I met there quickly disabused me of any such notions. They affirmed me, 

thanked me, apologized for sins of their denomination against Catholics. They included me in their life and their 

struggle.  

 

I was uneasy about things I had heard and read about the Promise Keepers position on male headship in the 

family and homophobia. Everything I heard and experienced in Atlanta was reasonable and caring and full of 

the same anguish that I feel about those issues and others like them in Society and church today.  

 

The conference was geared toward a new vision of Church, breaking down walls between Christians, 

particularly walls of denominationalism and racism, both of them scandals in Christianity and society. In my 

judgment, denominationalism is not much of a problem among Catholics, but racism does a good deal of harm. 

We need to face it as sin and wage a personal battle against the violence that derives from it and from drug and 

alcohol culture of our time.  

 

Michael Gray's senseless violent death in front of his home last Summer continues to be a call to action for all 

of Battle Creek and especially for us, his parish.  

 

This Lent, please do something special to inform yourself and prepare yourself to stand against prejudice and 

violence. One possibility is the Healing Racism Workshop scheduled for KCC in March. Regardless what you 

think of the program, the people you meet will be an inspiration and support.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 100. “We are to be people who make life happen” 

 

In a recent issue of Newsweek, Religious editor Kenneth Woodward comments on the latest rash of Biblical 

skeptics who attempt to discredit the resurrection of the Lord and the faith of two millennia. In a carefully 

constructed essay, he probably does little more than confirm the belief of the believer, or reflect on the 

continuing problems of the unbelieving reader.  

 

For us who stake our destiny and our eternal life on the faith the apostles handed on to us, the struggle to 

explain mystery in human terms is an exercise in futility. Either we believe, or we do not. Faith does not depend 

on mental acumen, nor does it imply that those who believe are mentally defective. Faith and reason are 

companions in the life journey; they are not enemies. A healthy tension between the two produces devoted and 

vital believers: Augustines and Tertullians, Thomases and Peters, Rembrandts, and Caravaggios and Coypels 

and Bachs and Mahlers.  

 

Woodward concludes his paper with a quote from Luke Timothy Johnson, a theologian who teaches at Emory 

University. After dismissing the gratuitous explanations of the reconstructionists, Johnson demonstrates that 

truth is not always historical, and what seems to be warranted by historical evidence does not always turn out to 

be true. There just isn't much one can learn about Jesus apart from the Scripture, unless it is in communion with 

Jesus Himself. Johnson writes, "The sharing in Jesus' new life through the power of the Holy Spirit is an 

essential dimension of the resurrection." Woodward adds, "not everyone can or will accept that belief but 

without it there is no Easter." The author of "The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People" begins his list with 

the observation that we must be proactive.  

 

We are to be people who make life happen, or help God to do so. We are not victims or helpless reactors to life. 

We take a new and creative initiative. Jesus is that kind of person, and His resurrection is that kind of event. He 

calls us to belief in Himself and in ourselves as His disciples. We may not fully understand, but we believe, and 

we live as people for whom all things are possible in Him who strengthens us.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 101. “Marriage and Family Life” 

 

It's a rare day that I do not receive an invitation to belong to some significant organization with laudable 

worthwhile goals: environmental groups, political activists, music and reading clubs, liturgical, biblical and 

theological associations.  If the mail fails to produce an invitation, there may well be a reminder that it's time to 

renew a membership. I'm continually confronted with the need to belong.  

 

Easter reminds me that my priority membership is with the people of God, the community of the baptized and 

commissioned whose presence in this world points to a full and perfect life beyond the life we share together 

now. My first dues must be to that community. After that is accomplished, I can think about the Smithsonian 

and the Chamber of Commerce and the Historical Society. There is a hierarchy of responsibility, and my first 

obligation is to the works of the Lord.  

 

That, of course, is what stewardship is about. St. Philip parishioners consistently demonstrate their 

understanding of that principle in their generous and dependable parish support. Beyond the parish, we are 

reminded now and then, are our responsibilities to a bigger church, the worldwide church of mission, and the 

local church of Diocese. Both are essential parts of our stewardship. Neither demands a great deal of us, but 

they both need our committed concern and some financial support.  

 

The annual appeal for diocesan services is before us now. There are immediate implications for our parish. Both 

of our associate priests, for example, came to us through diocesan services: Fr. Richard, through our vocation 

and formation program, and Fr. Jairo, through the work for migrant people in our diocese.  

 

Our schools depend heavily on the guidance and direction of our diocesan office for Christian Education. The 

disabled among us find direction and advocacy in that diocesan office. Engaged and married couples benefit 

from the work of the office of Marriage and Family Life. Our parish boasts a large number of lay leaders who 

have sharpened their knowledge and skills through Ministry Formation.  

 

Even if no diocesan office had any direct effect on our parish life, we would still need to be a part of the work 

of Christ beyond our parish, under the direction of our Bishop. Jail Ministry, inner city apostolates, family 

counseling: thousands of squares in the quilt of diocesan services that covers this corner of Michigan in our 

twenty-fifth jubilee year. Be sure to count yourself in. Belonging is important.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 102. “Sister Therese Mary, we salute you!” 

 

Sister Therese Mary is a good sport. After months of modest resistance, she actually did show up for the Mass 

in her honor. She even collaborated in the music ministry (as she normally would do), and she sat quietly 

without protest while Mr. Zuk told stories about her and Bishop. 

 

 Al thanked her for more than 25 years of service to our parish and school, and 50 years of service to the 

Church. Students presented flowers; ladies served lunch; even the April day was full of congratulations.  

 

We found a note somewhere in Sister's folder. In substance it said, "I always knew I would be a teacher. Every 

year I find myself just as eager as the first time. Today's kids need stability. Where can they find that if not in 

someone like me?"  

 

We owe a lot to Sister and to God who sent her and dozens like her to Battle Creek in years past. They have 

been companions on the way of faith and learning, living witnesses to what we believe about a God who loves 

us and wants to be with us. Somewhere along the way the Lord called Sister by name and invited her to 

partnership in influencing and developing people who would one day shape a new world.  

 

It must be interesting to look up from the teacher's desk and catch a grin or a quizzical expression that reminds 

you of another class twenty years before. That's what happens when you stay long enough to meet the sons and 

daughters of the boys and girls who used to sit before you. Sister Therese Mary, we salute you!  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 103.  “Caring for the sick” 

 

Brooke Peludat has been through more trauma and trouble than most people. She is a Kidney transplant patient 

who lives with her family here in Battle Creek when she is not holding down a spot in the Ann Arbor Medical 

Center. She has been through surgeries, procedures, incredible amounts of down time, and she still keeps her 

great positive disposition. She is a lesson to all of us, and she is just three years old.  

 

The third annual benefit softball tournament for Brooke's· hospital and medical needs will take place the last 

weekend of May at Bailey Park. Her mom, Wendy, is her manager. She tells me that each year the event runs 

smoother, and that's good, because costs escalate and basic care becomes ever more expensive.  

 

How can we pitch in? For openers, the tournament can use give away items to raffle and to use as thank-you's. 

The. tournament needs softball teams to register, and obviously, we need to raise some cash.  

 

With that in mind, I have asked our ushers to pass the basket an extra time next weekend, May 11 and 12. We 

want to pick up your free will donation. If your vital organs are in good working order, you have good reason to 

chip in. If your children are all healthy, you have reason to share whatever you can. If you love little girls, It’s a 

made-to-order opportunity. Give up something this week, and put the price in the basket.  

 

Brooke Peludat says, "I love you".  Brooke's mom Wendy will be glad for your questions or comments. Call 

965-4453.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 104. “Mothers Day” 

 

I was away at the time of the May Crowning, but that was all right. The important thing is that it happened. The 

day was bright and beautiful; the students were gathered in front of the grimy old grotto, and they prayed and 

sang and honored Our Lady.  

 

The grey of the grotto stones reminds me of the grease that becomes part of a mechanic's hand, or the lines in a 

miner's face where soap can't reach any more. It's a mark of hard work and aging and sticking it out in all kinds 

of weather. Our Lady is Queen of the work world; she is at home with her family.  

 

The paintings and statues we see of her are born out of devotion and faith. Her eyes are clear; her complexion is 

radiant; there is no imbalance in her. It's like the bright shiny image of a smiling lady a first grader presents to 

his harried mother. "This is you, Mom; I didn't have any blue crayon.  

 

We know better, of course. What makes Mary our mother is the same thing that makes our mom our mother. 

She's our mother because she agonizes with us when we have been hurt. She does extra for us, so that we can 

look good. She is at prayer for us when we are in danger. She finds time to peel potatoes for us and make them 

taste good, and fix a hem just in time for school, and eke out extra dollars when we must have schools, and talk 

to dad first when it's something hard to say. That explains the wear lines in her face, and the broken nails and 

the fact that she limps a little when she is tired.  

 

The grey grotto is our world, I guess, and mothers are the people who keep it all together. Happy Mothers' Day 

and Thank you.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 105. “I hope our presence here speaks unequivocally about commitment and support” 

 

St. Andrew’s Cathedral in Grand Rapids is a noble old church. It receives people warmly, and it always has 

some new wrinkle to show off. This time for me it was the stone step-down baptistery built into the base of a 

pillar behind the altar, with its ledges of field stones above the pool. I guess it has been there for years, but I'm 

noticing such things more carefully of late.  

 

We gathered at St. Andrew’s recently to celebrate the Aquinas College 1996 Baccalaureate; Michelle Mileski 

was among the honorees. The music was elegant, often somewhat understated. The processions were regal. 

There was a great effort to involve the college community in the celebration: it was the academic church before 

the Lord. Bishop Rose talked to the graduates about the responsibility of the gifted to share their salt and light 

generously in the world around them.  

 

Like many Cathedral churches, St. Andrew’s sits among the people of the inner city and all the problems they 

carry with them. St. Mary's hospital is a block or two over; clinics and Good Samaritan centers make a 

checkerboard pattern with the boarded up windows and broken steps and weed bearing fences one comes to 

associate with urban survival. The church belongs there.  

 

Sometimes people wonder out loud about St. Philip and St. Thomas and First Presbyterian and what we should 

be saying to the neighbors to our south, or, for that matter, to the world that passes by our doors. I hope our 

presence here speaks unequivocally about commitment and support in the struggle, and confidence that there 

will be a better day, and the value of every human person, no matter how hard life has been on them. I hope our 

constant vigil in prayer with the Lord is a sign to the world that we are a caring people: and the lighted chapel 

window, a reminder that the candle of opportunity never goes out for people that look to the Lord.  

 

The stately banners waved greatly over the assembly as the graduates left the church. Some of them knew 

exactly where they would be going next. Some had a notion. Some didn't know at all. But they went forth as a 

people washed in the death of Jesus and fed by his Sacred Bread. They were ready to feed the world and wash 

its people's feel.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 106. “Each of us lives a few years at most” 

 

Birthdays are times to celebrate where we have been, what we have learned, who was there, to see us through 

the hard times and rejoice with us in the happy ones. Birthdays are times to remember, to laugh, to fill up with 

emotion, to tell the stories of our life and the people who made it real. Birthdays are days to re-focus.  

 

Every Fourth of July is sacred for me: the music and parades, the cars and picnics and ball games, the flag and 

the Sousa marches, the fireworks on the river bank; and in late years, maybe a balloon launch. Somehow, all 

that ritual brings forth the spirits of Thomas Jefferson and Hamilton and Madison, and Robert E. Lee and 

President Lincoln, and the army of the Potomac and the Appomattox Court House, and Congress lunching on 

the sidelines while the Battle of Manassas was being fought.  

 

Pentecost is our Birthday as Church. It’s sacred for me, redolent with lilacs and peonies and The Veni Creator 

Spiritus and the ordination oil, and the men who were consecrated to God and to His people nearly forty years 

ago.  

 

But it's more than that: it's fiery crowns and impassioned preaching, and Stephen's blood and Saul's conversion, 

and Matthias chosen by the long straw. It' s shipwreck and martyrdom and bloody arenas and hiding out in 

graveyards. It's Leo facing the Huns and sending them away from Rome without a fight.  

 

It's Ambrose leading Augustine into life, and heresy trials, and mosaics in Ravenna. and the troubles with the 

Turks, and the Franciscans and Dominicans, and the founding of Universities in Paris and Prague, and Crusades 

and castles and cathedrals and intrigue.  

 

It's the high Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and St. Thomas and Duns Scotus and the Monastic tradition. It's 

plague and poison and powerful princes and Popes. It's holiness and polyphony and missionaries and Holy 

Mass.  

 

It's Reformation and entrenchment and Theology and "Holy Wars" and shrines and saints and miracles. It's the 

Second Vatican Council, and beginning again.  

 

It's Church. Where will the Spirit take us next? What will the Spirit teach us about the mystery of God with us 

as we walk with the world? Certainly to keep an open mind and never to be surprised no matter how we change 

from birthday to birthday, century to century, millennium after millennium 

 

Each of us lives a few years at most, but the birthdays keep coming; and the church we celebrate does seem to 

be coming back together.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 107. “Congratulations” 

 

Congratulations, Graduates! Welcome to the even more extended world of "Been There... Done That." Your 

young lives are already much more crowded with information and experience than mine ever will be. Not that 

it's a plus or a minus - just a fact. The information highway has been built all around you, and people have been 

laying their adult impressions on you ever since Captain Kangaroo and Big Bird and Mr. Rogers. You have to 

be alert to stay alive.  

 

You have my admiration. You keep your balance; most of the time, in a world that started treating you like 

consumers and sophisticates from the time you abandoned your baby teeth and slipped into your retainers. You 

have passed through tee ball and floor hockey and soccer and the competitive leagues. You have bought car 

insurance with your income tax returns, and spent more money on a dress or pair of shoes than I might spend in 

a year. You are Generation X people, but you do not have Brand X tastes.  

 

You are people who really do have something to say to the world we live in. You have the opportunity to make 

a difference. You are privileged, but very few of you are spoiled. Now it's time to make some choices.  

 

In August a handful of us will visit the people of Montero, Bolivia where Jackie and Hermo Quispe have been 

making a difference. Jackie's parents and siblings and kinfolk all live here. It wasn't that long ago that she was 

living the good life of the talented American athlete. Then she volunteered for the Mission, and like Mikey, she 

liked it. Jackie became a nurse and married, and is raising her children in Bolivia, at least for now. It's a matter 

of choice.  

 

Recently Jackie called to say that she had emptied her mission account. She spent the last $4,200 on two lots 

convenient to a learning center in Montero where disabled people can receive physical therapy and special 

education. Jackie has two families in mind: one has three daughters in wheelchairs; the other has a son who is 

disabled. Both families need to live near the school. That is where we come in.  

 

Hopefully when we arrive at Montero, we will be able to help build modest homes for the two families, brick 

homes going up for about $3,000 each. Our own Jim Faber is looking into Habitat connections in Bolivia; he 

may even stay longer to see the houses turned over to the families.  

 

We need some money to make it all happen. Start thinking and saving now. We'll have more to tell you in a 

week or two. No matter how long since our graduation, there's always choices to make and so much to learn and 

to do.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 108.  “An Eternal God caring enough to take chances” 

 

Last week we commemorated our ordination. More than forty of us were sent forth from the Cathedrals of 

Michigan that day. Sixteen left the active Ministry during the 70's and early 80's; six have completed their 

mission and have already crossed home plate; six have accepted retirement and stay busy and productive in a 

variety of ministries. The rest of us get up glad every morning that we can walk a while longer with the kids and 

the old people and all the in betweens who make up our caravan.  

 

The people who study near-death experiences say that the survivors are interested only in loving and learning. 

That seems to be true of today’s veteran priests: they want to pray, to celebrate, to reflect, to companion, to 

touch life a little deeper than most people are ever invited to do. That's one reason I'm eager to visit the people 

of Bolivia.  

 

I want somehow to take all of you with me to these villages this summer, and I want to bring the villages back 

to you. I want to see the world as simple people see it; and maybe let you see it as I do when I return. I want to 

hear the Gospel in another culture, and see how more remote people react to the message and respond to the 

Bread of Life. There is so much to learn, and so little time. I don't want to waste any of it.  

 

I think I'm talking about passion, a caring, compelling involvement in the things that seem to be really 

important. Maybe that's what the Trinity is about: Eternal God caring enough to take chances on the rest of us, 

reaching where he might not be heard, but loving and learning, like space engineers who learn from a probe 

spinning in space. We are God's laboratory, seeking truth and light, and waiting to be called back home.  
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 109.  “Everybody has to experience sickness” 

 

I was invited to lead the prayer for the celebration of life at McCamly Place. We were honoring survivors of 

cancer and remembering its victims. There was food and inspirational music and clowns and balloons and 

liturgical dance, and people encouraging each other. It was a fine event; St. Philip was well represented among 

the honorees and among the organizers.  

 

Sickness is a constant reminder of our human frailty. Hardly a day goes by without word of a young mother 

affected, or a young father in trouble, or some dreaded affliction recurring in a good person's life. The victim 

may be poor and nameless or celebrated and rich. Sickness is the great leveler. There's no preference of first 

class seating in a cancer ward.  

 

As I pray about our upcoming trip to Bolivia later this Summer, I ask the Lord to keep the travelers well and 

able to do whatever they can, to help Jackie and Hermo in their ministry. I pray for the doctors who will be with 

us, that they will themselves be healthy, and that they will be able to be loving and effective in their healing 

work. I pray for the people who are helping to pool pharmaceuticals to take with us, especially antibiotics and 

pain medications for people who don't have a drug store up the street or a family doctor to call. Everybody has 

to experience sickness, but some have more support in their system than others do. 

 

Bolivia or Battle Creek, we all need support in our struggles, hope and hugs and homemade meals, and the 

loving support of our neighbors and our family members. I thought you would like to have a copy of the prayer 

we used at McCamly Place: You might use it for night prayer, now and then. Nights can be long when you're 

hurting.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  

 

[Fr. Ken took out the prayer for the conquest of cancer] 



 110. “It was a good day to be a baseball fan, and a wonderful day to be Catholic” 

 

The Knights of Columbus were in full regalia as they presented the colors at CO Brown Stadium on Fathers 

Day. In clericals and collars, Fr. Mike Osborn, Fr. Bob Creagan and expectant Fr. Brian Stanley (to be ordained 

at the end of June) harmonized on a stirring rendition of the National Anthem. Bishop Al (a stalwart center 

fielder not that many years ago) threw out the ball to open the contest. He wasn't as dressed up as the K of C 

honor guard, but he clearly was a priest of some standing. Later the Bishop guessed wrong, for all to hear, on 

the final digit cellular phone contest (He suggested "4"; I suspect is should be "1.”) It was; all told, a pretty 

positive Catholic presence at the ballpark.  

 

In some way, I was reminded of a father escorting his daughter through the assembly on her way to meet her 

bridegroom. He is dressed for the occasion, properly nervous, decently proud, taking his place beside her, no 

matter how things work out for the two of them. She's his baby; he's her daddy, and Heaven help the person or 

the circumstance that fails to recognize it. We need to stand up and be counted when it comes to what we 

believe in and who is important in our lives.  

 

The old Church believes in families and dads who stay home, and sports and silly sideline games and picnics 

and places that hold parents and kids together. The old Church is willing to go on record for what we think is 

important. So Fr. Bob and the Knights bought the ball park for a day and filled it with grandpas and dads and 

hundreds upon hundreds of kids who screamed and hollered and licked cotton candy and brandished their 

gloves and looked wide eyed at people they had always thought were staid and predictably appropriate. Then 

they looked at each other and grinned, and their eyes snapped with mischief.  

 

It was a good day to be a baseball fan, and a wonderful day to be Catholic.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 111. “Going home” 

 

The television was turned down low, but the picture kept slipping around the auditorium where a talk show host 

was sliding in and out of the aisles and rows, checking opinions on whatever the topic of the day may have 

been. The woman dying on the bed leaned down near the picture, grimaced, threw her arm over her head, 

struggled with her pillow, and suppressed a frustrated groan. The room was cluttered, as sick rooms get, when 

people are awaiting death at home. A daughter wept quietly; a son was visibly agonized; the husband came in, 

touched her hand, rubbed her arm, and retreated to his whittling on the porch.  

 

We prayed the Scripture, "I am the living Bread come down from Heaven. Whoever eats this bread will live 

forever. The Bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of the world." We renewed our covenant "Do you 

believe in God, the Father, the Creator? Do you believe in Jesus Christ who suffered and died for you? Do you 

believe in the resurrection of the body and life everlasting?" "I do." "By the authority which the Apostolic See 

has given me, I grant you full pardon and remission of your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 

of the Holy Spirit." "Amen."  

 

In the moment of truth, nothing else matters much. We had talked about death several months before, on a 

confused and terrible day when the medical people turned over their keys to her life and said, "we are sorry." 

We celebrated reconciliation that day, and experienced the healing quiet of the anointing and the peaceful 

presence of the Holy Spirit. We turned it over to a new way of looking at life. It was all given back with 

interest.  

 

Now as the life energy ebbed and the hourglass ran out, we gathered at her bedside to make the Lover closer to 

the loved one. The morning light moved across the window shade, edging toward mid-day, and the talk show 

host disappeared into oblivion.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 112. “I’m Special!” 

 

 

Whether we're going to Bolivia, or the beach, or the, grocery store, it's good to keep these thoughts in mind 

about ourselves and anyone we meet along the way. A good scripture to pray with this might be Psalm 139.  

 

Lovingly, Fr, Fitz 

 

I'M SPECIAL 

 

I'm special In all the world there's nobody like me. Since the beginning of time, there has never been another 

person like me. Nobody has my smile. Nobody has my eyes, my nose, my hair, my hands, my voice, I'm special.  

 

No one can be found who has my handwriting. Nobody anywhere has my tastes - - for food or music or art. No 

one sees things just as I do. In all of time there's been no one who laughs like me, no one who cries like me, and 

what makes me laugh and cry will never provoke identical laughter and tears from anybody else, ever. No one 

reacts to any situation just as I would react. I'm special.  

 

I'm the only one in all of creation who has my set of abilities. Oh, there will always be somebody who is better 

at one of the things I'm good at, but no one in the universe can reach the quality of my combinations of talents, 

ideas, abilities and feelings. Like a room full of musical instruments, some may excel alone, but none can match 

the symphony sound when all are played together. I'm a symphony.  

 

Through all of eternity no one will ever look, talk, walk, think or do like me. I'm special. I'm rare. And, in all 

rarity there is great value. Because of my great rare value, I need not attempt to imitate others. I will accept-

yes, celebrate-my differences.  

 

I'm special and I'm beginning to realize it's no accident. that I'm special. I'm beginning to see that God made 

me special for a very special purpose. He must have a job for me that no one else can do as well as I. Out of all 

the billions of applicants, only one is qualified, only one has the right combination of what it takes. That one is 

me. Because… I'm special.  

 

by Virginia Satir, Ph.D. 



 113. “God's never happened file” 

 

As we grow older, I resonate with wry comments about "old-timers disease" and forgetting things. I'm not really 

sure that my memory is less efficient than it ever was, but I am more conscious of some of my failures to keep 

things straight. I forgot to forward my phone to my bedroom the other day; I forgot until the last minute to cover 

a Sunday Mass in a "neighboring parish. I forgot a class in Spanish to help me in Bolivia. I look at my calendar 

several times a day. It's a real problem when I forget where I left it.  

 

It isn't that I'm busier than anyone else. Parents running a schedule for their family certainly have more to 

remember than I do. They go back and forth to work, taxi kids to sports and school, pay bills, stay in touch with 

grandparents, keep the appointments, and replenish the food supply. Those are things I don't have to do.  

 

It isn't that I'm disinterested, either. People are important to me, and the events that are important to them are of 

concern to me. Father Heunes used to excuse himself by sighing in deep nasal sorrow, "It comes from living 

alone." In retrospect, I suspect that my old English teacher was on to the shortcomings of the celibate way of 

life. Or the times I presumed he was being eccentric. There are, of course, things I find it impossible to forget; 

appointments with an endodontist, a worrisome encounter with a couple who fight too much, a showdown over 

finances. Those things I turn over in my mind, faster and faster, hoping they will vaporize just from the mental 

exertion. It rarely happens, and then, for not more than a few minutes.  

 

On the flip side, I find that I also forget the people and the words that once hurt me. I forget the pain of 

embarrassment that once could send me out of a happy frame of mind and make me shiver in shame for 

whatever it was that should have been different. I forget the trouble that once engulfed me, and the fear I felt, 

and the helplessness of my life that I thought would always be there.  

 

I have never been in battle, but I have been in mental combat. I have never been through divorce, but I have 

suffered loss. I have never seriously contemplated suicide, but I have had to face some bleak options. An aging 

teacher taught me about the forgetfulness of God. What seems worrisome to me is often in God's "never 

happened" file. What God remembers is that we stood before the awful moment and faced it together, and then 

we both walked away.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 114. “Appeal” 

 

We have been immersed in an appeal for Bolivia; the response has been wonderful. We are continually digging 

down for school support; somehow, we manage. Our diocesan contribution pledges are behind, but by the end 

of the year, we will be within reach. In a few weeks, a Missionary will stop to visit and ask for support, and he 

will not go away empty. I believe the Lord has blessed St. Philip well because we are generous and accepting.  

 

Occasionally someone will say that we are a hard company to get into; not friendly enough, or outgoing, or 

thoughtful. It's true that we do not fuss over each other. We just like each other as we are, and give each person 

the space they need to be at home among us. Some people need more than that, and we do keep trying to meet 

those needs.  

 

In our new fiscal year, begun July 1st, we need to practice stewardship on the double task of continuing 

generous giving and warm and welcoming hospitality. Whether in our giving pattern or our welcoming attitude, 

we are simply sharing our life, our home, and our faith community with other people.  

 

Our obligation to the schools will be particularly acute this year. We are trying to make it possible for anyone 

who wants to be in a Catholic school, to find a home in one of ours. Our maintenance and improvement costs 

will always be big tag items. Among other things, we must find a way to make our school accessible to disabled 

people, students as well as family members. Insurances and salaries are always something more than they were 

last year, and we do help to write the checks for 56 people in our schools and parish. Our budget has increased 

by 40,000 dollars over last year's.  

 

To make it happen, we need your help. Most contributors I sincerely believe, give out of gratitude. For them it 

is a tangible act of faith in God who needs our help to do His work among us. There are some, I know, who 

approach "tithing" like grocery shopping. They compare prices and premiums and look for sales. They pay for 

what they like. In a way, that could be called "consumer faith." It doesn't have much to do with appreciation for 

life and health and freedom and blessings.  

 

I am told that when I return from Montero I will see many things differently. When you pray for me, please ask 

that we stay well and learn a lot. Please ask God too, to help me to be more generous and more welcoming. I 

will ask the same for all of you.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 115. “Some of us need to be leaven and light” 

 

The appliance store was a stone's throw from the front door to the seminary, next to the Chinese restaurant 

where we would slip out once in a while to supplement the refectory routine with egg foo yong and maybe a 

slice of apple pie ala mode. It went down especially well if we had spent the afternoon in the gym or the 

handball courts or on a work crew.  

 

We never got to the egg foo yong the day the appliance store put their first television in the front window. It 

was the Kefauver hearings, I think, direct from the Capitol floor. Roy Cohn was in on it, I think, and Bobby 

Kennedy, and probably Senator McCarthy. It was fascinating! We were lined up three deep on the sidewalk, 

everyone who passed by, like people crowding around a street vendor during the war years, wondering what 

rationed treasure might be for sale. Subsequent generations grew up with television; for us, it was a mystery, 

like mirrors for aborigines.  

 

Apart from historic events like space shots and moon walks and inaugurations, television was not part of my 

experience. In the mid 60' s after our Tuesday night adult education classes, Fr. Novak and I would climb up 

into the attic with Coke and popcorn, to struggle through an hour with Dr. Ben Casey. On Saturday, after 

Confessions and preparation for the early Masses, we sometimes did the same for "Gunsmoke." At somebody's 

house during those years I saw "Bonanza" in color. It blew me away. People talked about video cassettes as the 

smart way to do Renewal Through Vatican II, but they were heavy and awkward contraptions, and I presumed I 

would be unable to figure them out. I passed. Today we know the video store as well as we know the grocery. 

We use video cassettes for Baptism class, for RCIA, for catechetics and day to day Communication. It is part of 

our life.  

 

Here in town, Catholic Television Ministries brings Sunday worship from our own parish churches into sick 

peoples' lives. It cuts the sense of being dislocated, people say. It allows us to be back in the special space where 

we have met through the years to encounter the Master and share His walk. It's good to see our own altar, our 

new baptistery, our worship spaces, the faces of the friends who have come to Mass with us.  

 

Catholic Television Ministries is providing a valuable service for our faith community. Besides outreach to the 

shut-ins, the crew provides a quiet and personal way for people who are searching, to see for themselves who 

we are and how we worship. The ministry needs some additional members. With five of six more workers, no 

one would be over-taxed. Television is a not-to-be denied part of our lives today. Some of us need to be leaven 

and light on the local scene, if not in the whole industry.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 116.  "The Son of Man will appear for you when you least expect." 

 

Surprises are difficult for some of us. We have all seen people unsuspectingly step into a dark room full of a 

hidden crowd of people. Sometimes they run a gamut of emotions from wonder to embarrassment to anger, and 

then in confusion, run out of the place.  

 

Even when we are forewarned, "Something wonderful is going to happen to you," we are uneasy until we see 

for ourselves. What is delightful for one person may be other than that for someone else. We like to know ahead 

of time who is going to be there, how long it may be, if perhaps we should travel separately. 

 

I suppose that's the kind of need-to-know that drives curiosity about the future. When is Jesus coming? How 

long will I live? Where will I die? What does the crystal ball have to say about me?  

 

No matter how many people I talk to, how many articles I read, I am going to be surprised in Bolivia. 

Something will make me angry; something will make me cry. There will be a message I didn't expect to hear, 

something about myself I didn't know before. Maybe there will even be something about God and me that 

catches me off guard. On other trips, that kind of thing has happened; and those trips were in places where daily 

life routines are much like our own. In Bolivia there are going to be surprises.  

 

It would be cool to know that I'll respond to every one of those situations with dignity and grace, but don't count 

on it. World class athletes were exposed to the curiosity of the world when their Olympic event turned out 

differently than they expected or dreamed or hoped. They were surprised to find that they cared so much, I 

suppose.  

 

I'm beginning to wonder whether the real test of character has to do with the way we handle what we don't 

expect. In Cursillo we are told, "Don't anticipate." In TEC we are warned, "Don't look for it." In Christian life 

we are told, "The Son of Man will appear for you when you least expect." We're always ready - never ready. 

Pray for a good trip.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 117. "Go, girl” 

 

The end of August reminds me of adolescence. It looks like it should be fall with its football practices and shiny 

lunch boxes and flashy book bags. But it feels like Summer there's still a whole month until World Series time, 

and you seldom need a sweater, and sometimes you can even hear the corn grow a few extra centimeters on a 

very quiet, warm night.  

 

For some of us, the end of August is a first call to find our place and settle in for the long pull until Summer 

visits again. That long trek through school bell season sometimes requires great patience and enormous 

determination. In the women's 4 x 400 relay at Atlanta a few weeks ago, the USA number three runner stole the 

lead from the Kenyans and turned the baton over to a motherly looking woman in goggles. I found myself 

hollering, "Go girl in the glasses; go girl in glasses; and so she did, despite the galloping runners crowding 

behind her and the formidable pressure within and around her.”  "I have fought the good fight," St. Paul wrote 

to Timothy; "I have finished the race; I have kept the faith. A merited crown awaits me."  

 

In our seminary days when a student dropped out, we never said, "He chose to leave," or "He found another 

way." If he hadn't been escorted to the parking lot, we always said, "He quit." As I think about it, there was 

something quietly damning about that. Toward the end of the long course (some of us began at 14 and finished 

at 26), you could hear it muttered, "If I had two more weeks to go, I'd quit!" Almost everybody had a bookmark 

with a verse titled, "Don't quit!", or a sticker that said, "Don't quit...make them kick you out."  

 

Those were long ago times marked by icy winter death marches through Korea, and stand-offs between 

Presidents and Generals, still within the clear memory of Corregidor and Bataan and Iwo Jima and the Bulge, 

where troops held their ground until there was nothing left to hold. They were times when people graduating 

from high school chose the job they would stay with until they turned it over to someone else, maybe 25 or 30 

years later. People commonly lived in the same house from the wedding day until the day when one of them 

was carried out feet first. The family farm and the apartments over the store and the mom and pop gas station 

were the fiber of middle America, and almost everybody was a runner with glasses.  

 

The world is different now, but Michigan winters are still long and Spring hangs far behind. Not everybody will 

be going to Texas or Arizona or the Florida panhandle. The next call will be football season, then snow and 

dark and winter lights, but will keep on heading for the finish line. "Go, girl with the glasses, don't quit!"  

 

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 118. “Simplicity nourishes spirituality” 

 

One day last week, a couple married civilly for over 20 years walked fifteen kilometers in the oppressive 

Bolivian heat to meet us in another village (where no one knew them) and be married properly there. The 

wedding was an overwhelming religious experience. Saint Paul's words about "Love is patient, Love is kind" 

never had richer meaning.  

 

The music was provided by our traveling Confirmation Candidates who went with us from place to place and 

led the singing from our well worn song books. The bride wore a dusty traditional skirt and a pretty but faded 

blouse. She had no shoes. There was no ring to exchange, no reception to attend, no limousine or even horse 

and buggy, back to their own little farm.  

 

We gave them a lovely cross on a leather cord, and we pinned some Bolivianos to the Bridegroom's shirt. It was 

a true celebration. Jesus turned the water of the first 20 years into the wine of their tomorrow.  

 

The new wine ran clear when they received Holy Communion for the first time in all these years and when they 

smiled quietly and confidently on the two grandsons, Juan Carlos and Cesari, who had been brought from home 

with their godparents in the Montero hospital ambulance, to be baptized in the modest little chapel of the remote 

settlement.  

 

Among the messages waiting for me; when I returned were several from couples who want to be married at our 

parish. I enjoy working with engaged couples, and I deeply appreciate the time and energy of all the other 

people who lovingly share that ministry with me and Father Richard. From now on, though, I will work much 

harder to help my candidates for marriage appreciate the importance of shared faith, shared sacrifice, shared and 

silent dreams of a married love that grows deeper and better over the years.  

 

Today it seems very important to understand that simplicity nourishes spirituality, patience gives it growth, and 

a vision of the Lord Jesus walking our dusty miles with us gives it hope and meaning.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 119.  “BASKETS OF MEMORIES – 1” 

 

Jesus tiene diez años o once.  It doesn't matter much whether you are ten or eleven if you are dying in the 

intensive care unit of the Santa Cruz children's hospital. Doctor John checked him over, met the specialist in 

charge of the case, agreed with the diagnosis of malnutrition and an acute fungal infection and with the 

approach the hospital was taking. Jackie Campbell Quispe had known the boy's mother. She had died two years 

ago. It was really important to Jackie that we meet the young fellow and pray with him.  

 

Dr. John remarked that the experience of celebrating the anointing of the sick with Jesus was a classic example 

of Matthew 26: "As often as you did for one of these little ones, you did it for me." This time, even the name 

was the same. During the prayer over the emaciated bird faced boy with the swollen belly, and the anointing of 

his head and hands, everybody gathered around: Jackie and Judy, Dr. John and the attending physician, the 

nurse, the technologist. Even the ward clerk left her desk to pray.  

 

They were pleased that I could use the Spanish for the Sacrament. Wasn't it Charles V who spoke French to 

men, Italian to women, German to his horse, and Spanish only to God? There was a genuine healing power in, 

"Padre nuestro que estas in los cielo santificado sea tu nombre. Indeed, "hallowed be your name."  

 

Dr. John didn't expect the boy to live more than a day or two. I had a different notion. This time it was my turn 

to be right. After all, the Lord didn't send us to Bolivia for foolishness. That was our first day there, fresh from 

the airport and getting settled in at Montero, before we visited Fr. Vincente's craft house where TB patients and 

day care kids find something valuable to do while they wait, and before we officially took possession of our 

Toyota Land Cruiser with the new engine and the extended odometer. I signed for him and named him Elijah, 

because he would walk across rivers and stride up the side of mountains, and brook no nonsense from infidels. 

He was true to his name. No matter what the challenge, he was ready.  

 

That first day, while the women were visiting Jesus, Dr. John and I waited our turn. A woman, prostrate in grief, 

lay on the sidewalk outside the unit. Her baby had died. She couldn't claim the body without paying the hospital 

bill. Jackie handled it quietly and respectfully, through an acquaintance who happened to be there. The mother 

left with the little body, to cry and grieve properly and none of us knew until days later what had happened. But 

that's Jackie.  

 

Judy had to return to Santa Cruz five days later, on business for Superfest. She took time to see the boy and to 

arrange for blood for him. Then, the evening before departure, she and John and I stopped there again. Once 

more, a grieving mother, this one with a sister and friends to support her. But inside the ward, the program was 

working. The boy was recovering. Now he will need a place to live and go to school and do something 

significant with his new life, like our Elijah who fords rivers and climbs mountains.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 120.   “BASKETS OF MEMORIES – 2”  

 

 Jackie Campbell Quispe is a world class organizer. Working with Jackie and her team makes me think I'm 

living through an episode of "Mission: Impossible". Not that the Bolivian mission is impossible; actually, we 

found it full of great hope. Rather, the close timing, the selection of talent, the rendezvousing, the people 

appearing at a dusty crossroad high in the hills. Somebody had to organize; it's mind boggling.  

 

Hermo, Jackie's husband, is equally gifted as a Communicator. He is up and down the country roads every day 

on his motorcycle , talking cotton and rice and egg production with the farmers, encouraging the cane cutters, 

tacking up notices for those who can read, making Jackie's game plan come to life.  

 

On a typical day, Elijah, our land cruiser, would follow the Montero ambulance to the gas station, then out 

toward Buena Vista. There the ambulance would begin adding passengers: an American-Bolivian nurse visiting 

her native land for a few weeks, or a volunteer from the boys' orphanage in Santa Cruz, or an agreeable friend 

of Mara and Amy who live and work in Montero and work closely with Jackie in her ministries. All the women 

are fluently bilingual. One may assist Judy in the pharmacy. Another may float between Dr. Jackie and Dr. John 

in the clinic where they listen and ask questions and prescribe and perhaps remove a cyst. Still another will help 

me with filling out Baptism forms. (Remembering birth dates seem especially difficult.)  

 

From Buena Vista (the parish center for these 40 villages) we pick up a dirt road out into the bush. Almost 

always we stop at Huaytu (pronounced y-2) to pick up the Confirmation Candidates who will help us in liturgy. 

Martin joins us near there; he is a handsome, well groomed man of 40 who has a gift for welcoming people, 

listening, dealing with the local arrangements for the day, smoothing out wrinkles. Samuel will get aboard too; 

he is 17, finishing high school at night, working as an inoculator, weighing babies, clearing patients for the 

doctors, smiling through gold fillings and being himself.  

 

Once the team is assembled, we push toward our goal. Sometimes we stop to meet someone we saw the day 

before, to leave a wheelchair or medications, or even to check on a family member who couldn't be there when 

we visited their campo an earlier day.  

 

Typically, we ford a river or two after someone has checked out a safe rocky path under the water. We bump 

along, pulling ourselves up slippery rutted roadways, some no wider than a walking path. As we near our 

destination, the people appear on the road, headed for Mass, all dressed up in bright colors and straw hats with 

ribbons. Cows look up in detached annoyance at the commotion and the dust; pigs run out of the way; dogs 

rarely stir out of the middle of the road. Chickens are everywhere: bright and healthy and incessantly clucking 

and crowing. The doctors have arrived, and the priest is with them.  

 

Normally the clinic gets into operation first, probably in the schoolhouse, or maybe in an open air pavilion. The 

pharmacy is nearby, deciphering prescription notes and making sure directions are clear. It's time for me to meet 

the kids and give them gum and learn words from them, and teach them how to do long division problems, if 

they don't already know. The people are signing up for Baptism. Sometimes people will want to make their 

confession.  

 

Someone will call us for lunch. We eat in a quiet place apart, usually chicken, potato, yucca, and salad all in one 

dish. They know we can't handle the fresh vegetables, but they allow us to decide. Most of the time they serve 



us bottled soda pop; they know the water is out of bounds for us. During lunch, the clinic goes on, the doctors 

taking turns. When Martin has arranged the Mass, and the readers and some leaders are prepared, and the 

godparents have arrived, before the babies get too tired, we celebrate Eucharist and pour bowls of water over 

the heads of new Christians. The godparents hold their lighted candles with a sense of grateful accomplishment. 

We give them a record of the great event; a copy goes to Buena Vista.  

 

Clinic resumes and continues to nightfall. There is no electricity in the campo, and rarely, gas lights. By and 

large, the doctors say the babies are healthy and diet is adequate. Sometimes, though, there are signs of 

malnutrition and tuberculosis. By nightfall, the clinic workers are tired. We pile into our vehicle: medications, 

Mass supplies, equipment, and all of us, following the ambulance out of the compound, across the soccer field, 

past the quiet, shadowy huts, into the river and up the other bank, and back to Montero.  

 

At Hermo and Jackie's house in Montero, Arminda and Leonida have prepared food for us; pasta and beef and 

salad we can eat. Jim and Amy join us there, to talk about progress at the house. It's time to plan for tomorrow, 

to get back to the hotel and rest.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 121.  “BASKETS OF MEMORIES – 3” 

 

 Immediately after we returned to the States; Jim and Mary Faber headed for Wisconsin to celebrate their 40th 

anniversary of graduation from high school. I guess that puts them in their mid to upper 50's. Jim works hard on 

his Habitat houses. We regard him as a pretty fit dude for his age.  

 

At the work site in Montero, somebody patted his belly, smiled broadly through gold fillings and proclaimed, 

"Gordo!" In his twelve days in Bolivia, Jim spent all but two at the work site, helping the houses to grow. He 

put lots of "sweat equity" into the building site; any "gordo" has pretty well evaporated into the biting winter 

sunlight of Montero.  

 

It seems to me that Jim's greatest contribution to the building process was to convince his co-workers of the 

need to elevate the lot well above the marshy land behind it by bringing in more earth than they had planned to 

do. It meant that he earned his keep by shoveling. Asa result, the houses have a very good drain field.  

 

By now, they should be completed: good houses by anybody's standard, well made. They will be well cared for. 

The families have taken an active part in helping them to happen. Jim says the Bolivians are good craftsmen, 

each with a particular strength in his work. Sometimes we are surprised at the way they go about things, but the 

results are very good.  

 

On the second Sunday of Jim's stay, he drove us out to the two villages where we offered Mass and spent time 

with the people. There was no clinic that day. Good student that he is, Jim learned fast about Bolivian 

agriculture and made some connections with his observations from a recent trip to China. That evening we took 

food to the building site, made a table out of a door, created benches all around by setting planks on bricks, and 

celebrated the first meal at the homes of the Ramos and Flores families.  

 

We took the opportunity to tell the families that continuing education will be imperative for the healthy family 

members. We promised to help them with education expenses once a program is cleared and approved by Jackie 

and Hermo. The disabled will need care for the rest of their lives, and that depends on their families.  

 

Interestingly, education appears to be very important in Montero. In town, school begins early in the day and 

operates in shifts till late evening. On the way out to the campo we would see dozens of children and youth, 

usually in blue and white trooping out to one of the exceptionally good schools founded and operated by the 

Salesians. Hermo is an alumnus of one of them.  

 

In the villages, every community has a teacher, a catechist and a health officer. They take their jobs seriously. 

Twice we were asked to bless new schools, and two new soccer fields as well, another fine achievement for the 

Bolivian Dad's Club. 

 

 At Primera Recompense the teacher's name is Pepe. He is an outstanding young man, deeply dedicated to the 

formation of his students. Pepe is in his early 20's. He dresses well, with a stylish white shirt, pressed pants, 

good shoes. He sports a trimmed mustache and a sharp haircut. He is clearly a model for these kids. He pays 

attention to everything going on around him. At Primera Recompense, looking over the seats and blackboard in 

that one room schoolhouse, I found myself stitching my boyhood into my advancing years. The people who 

taught me as a child were like Pepe, young and eager and zealous. Our schoolhouse looked a lot like his. I saw 



my mother in Pepe, a high school graduate with a year at the Normal, determined to make a difference in 

people's lives. She never lost that zeal. Neither will he.  
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 122.  “BASKETS OF MEMORIES – 4”  

 

Will sat contented at the end of our breakfast table, his eight year old eyes firmly fastened on the colorful box of 

Zucaritos with a smiling Tony the Tiger reminding us of our Battle Creek origins, On the back of the box, 

"Would you like to know the story of hockey?" There were also chicken rollovers today: Will is in Paradise; 

Ana Maria made enough for his lunch in the campo, The one dish meals in the village diners don't really do it 

for Will.  

 

I asked six year old Kate about her best experience, She liked Sunday in Montero with her family, playing with 

Jose Luis and Fernando in the delightful hotel courtyard: jump rope and ankle ball, classy footwork, excited 

shouting, Eight year olds and six year olds come out of the same crate, no matter what language comes most 

easily from their lips, Her worst experience so far? Also in Montero at the Market; the insect ridden butchered 

chickens hanging by their feet, and surly dogs rutting through the sweepings, "It was quite disgusting, actually," 

she commented.  

 

A bit later, outside town, we stop for fuel on our way to the villages, Truck loads of migrant workers roll past. 

They were paid yesterday eighteen Bolivianos per ton of sugar cane. A good worker can cut a ton in a day. 

That's about three and a half dollars to spend carefully at the same cluttered market, before they return to their 

poor temporary houses for another week of labor. It's a hand to mouth way to live, but the children's bright eyes 

shine out expectantly from the back of the truck as they draw nearer the market and its exotic wonders, The 

hard times haven't stilled their spirit. These migrant people traditionally come from places around Sucre and 

Portosi where the silver mines are no longer operational. Some of them, like Hermo's people, are strong enough 

to dig in and build a settler's destiny, not unlike my TEX-MEX friends in Lansing and Charlotte and here in 

Battle Creek.  

 

They are fiercely independent, these achievers; community builds slowly among them, Most of the Huaytu 

people came the hard road of the migrant farmers: Hermo's mother, the Confirmation Candidates, the people we 

meet on the road, working hard, sharing graciously, strongly connected to what is rightfully theirs.  

 

At Aguas Calientes, the children cluster around me on the breezy porch of the school building, Their mothers 

wait in patient lines, carrying the little ones and waiting for the doctors, The white shirts are stained now by dust 

and sweat, but the kids are perfectly happy to hang out with me and Will and teach me words and laugh at my 

mistakes, and do math problems, and listen in absorbed attention when I read aloud in English, "Does he 

understand all that?" Felimon wants to know. "Si," I reply, “Will es un joven muy inteligente," a very intelligent 

young man (who grooves on Zucaritos,)  
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 123.  “BASKET OF MEMORIES – 5”  

 

While the mothers and babies queued up to the Clinic door and then lined up in front of the pharmacy window, 

the children and I usually hang out together. Sometimes they would cluster around for a couple of hours at a 

time, giggling at my mistakes in language, winking knowingly and mischievously at each other, checking out 

the hair on my arms and pulling at the long gray shag on the back of my head. I was certainly more of a 

curiosity than an object of reverential fear. The Indian children were particularly bright and intensely curious. 

The boys were eager to get to know my blonde blue-eyed nephew, Will, but he joined us only now and then. 

Maybe he was more language sensitive than I was; in any case, he often stayed busy elsewhere.  

 

We talked about baseball and our parish and where the boys might stay when they come to visit, and when I 

would come back to see them, and how they would be bigger then, and maybe away at school. They took me 

down to the warm waters of the river. Along the way I struck my head on the overhanging roof of a porch, and 

they found that amusing. Felimon climbed a palm trunk ladder, an inverted tree trunk whose limbs had been 

sawed off in such a way that one could climb up on the stubs all the way to the top of the tree. The boys picked 

limes from a nearby tree and gave me a handful. The fruit seemed to be less than ripe, but it had the gentle quiet 

taste common to much of what grows here.  

 

The oranges and grapefruit, on the other hand, were sweet and strong in flavor. Maria, Hermo's mother, peeled 

oranges at the back of our truck, cut the scalp back, and fed them to me and to all takers. The fruit supplemented 

the fine chicken soup and the plate of food we had received in the village kitchen earlier that afternoon.  

 

Because the leaders of this particular community seemed to be struggling with some control issues, the clinic 

was not allowed to open until after Mass. The doctors lost a couple of hours in the process, Jackie figured, and 

then saw 130 patients. It was well after dark (no long twilight there) before we could pack up and leave. On the 

way out to the river and the road beyond, I prayed about Natalio and Jose and Maria and Juan and Raimundo 

and Joriel. These kids appear to be eager to get what they can out of life: information, experience, medicine, 

attention, chewing gum. They approach us for conversation; we do not have to seek them out. They laugh 

readily; they miss nothing. They won't talk about me when I am gone from here, but I will long remember their 

river-scrubbed-white shirts, and their open smiles, and the mischief developing behind their deep brown eyes.  

 

Much of this road had been very recently opened and expanded. On the way out, by dust and headlamps, John 

observed that some parts of the new bank had fallen in just since morning. It was good we got here before the 

rains. The trail might be impassable unless someone gets out soon with rocks and gravel.  

 

I fell silent on the way home, too tired to talk, but able to listen a bit to the bilingual chatter about politics and 

economics and the comparative strengths of Bolivia and some of the other countries in the region. Even Mara 

was quiet tonight. Like me, she seemed to be particularly reflective as Elijah carried us out of the country and 

up the big road where the noises of the busy day would soon be absorbed in the peaceful quiet of sleep.  
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 124.  “BASKETS OF MEMORIES --  6” 

 

 It was already dark when we arrived at Huaytu. The people needed extra time with the doctors; there was a 

surgery in the clinic (minor, but it took time); we had extra people to carry, and we took special care in the river 

crossings and on the unmarked roads. The winter darkness in the outback fitted down over us like the sheath on 

a dagger.  

 

Here and there, in the glow of the headlamps, someone would leave the vehicle and walk on up the road toward 

an open gate and a lighted doorway. After a while, there was no one left in the land cruiser except for us 

foreigners. Through the busy days, packed with voices and birdcalls and faces, tastes, and colors, we had come 

to feel at home. 1 didn't think of myself as an outsider. After all, I brought the Bread of Life with me, and the 

joy of Baptism, and the Comfort of Reconciliation. They opened their lives to me.  

 

I was no stranger. 1 ate from their table, drank from their grapefruit tree, played with their children, waded in 

their rivers. They shyly welcomed me into their homes; they accepted my clumsy efforts at conversation; they 

showed me their scars.  

 

Truth to tell, I was still very ignorant of their world, just how they see God, what their dreams and aspirations 

may be, what it feels like to be part of a Cosmos that has not yet directly experienced electrification or instant 

communication or family breakdown or transmission failure, or credit, or graduate hours or down sizing. Along 

the modern two (sometimes three) lane highways linking Bolivia's major cities, the tajibo trees wave like 

skyscraper gardens overflowing with yellow or scarlet blossoms. High on the electric wires along the highway, I 

spot the green glass insulators we used to gather on the way to school sixty years ago. A vacaro (cowboy) drives 

his herd from horse-back with a dog prodding at their heels. Sometimes they are going up the road, or across it, 

or to a watering hole out of our sight.  

 

Everywhere people are moving, in trucks or Japanese cars, climbing up on to buses or trudging along on foot. 

They are walking into their destiny, these young Bolivians. The tower of the 300 year old parish church called 

the people to their traditions and their values. Behind it and far above stands the imposing broadcast tower, 

barking out its musical messages of easier, faster, smarter ways to live. Mara has stepped out of the vehicle 

while we wait in Huaytu. She motions for us to join her on the silent, shadowy road. "There it is," she lifts her 

arm and points into the dark winter sky, "right there, do you see it? The Southern Cross." Now I know for sure 

I'm where I have never been before.  
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 125.  “BASKETS OF MEMORIES – 7” 

 

Villa Diego reminds me of a frontier town on a set at Universal Studios. Behind the village square with its 

schoolhouse and health building, a dusty road winds up into the town. One expects to see Doc and Miss Kitty 

step down the wooden porch of the pensione and head across to the Long Branch Saloon.  

 

At Mass in Villa Diego we prayed about the wonderful miracle of loaves and fishes, how the generous people of 

Bolivia shared their simple lives with us and blessed us with baskets of memories.  

 

The people knew Santa Teresita. They wanted a blessing for the holy cards we gave them in honor of her l0th 

year. Each day the treasure chest diminished. Jim's yo yo's were gone, and the rosaries and crosses and the 

books in Spanish, and the crayons and the chewing gum. Even my sunglasses and my baseball cap found new 

owners, now in the memory baskets of somebody else.  

 

We tucked away some money for the airport tax, made arrangements at the hospital for the remaining duffels 

filled with medication, paid our bill at the Pinocho and sat down for supper together at an Italian restaurant in 

downtown Montero. There were gifts for our companion-interpreters, and stories to share, and grateful hearts all 

around the table.  

 

At the airport our last morning, they were calling our names while we ran up the ramp. As the airship taxied out 

the tarmac, the morning sun beat against its windows and gusty breezes scurried up behind us with last minute 

messages to bring home.  

 

They were all there: the women in their bright colors in procession to Mass, straw hats with pink ribbons, gold 

fillings, broad welcoming smiles: Diego bending from the waist for his Baptism; Fortunato and Trifonia making 

their vows; children skinny dipping in the river; workmen trudging home from the cane field in the early dark; 

Macario and Antonia, Ricardo and Hadrian, proudly proclaiming the Word and deftly assisting at Baptism; 

babies in a harness, hanging from a grocery scale; proud young mothers waiting quietly for a dose of Tylenol 

and a word of commendation. They fed us well, these wonderful neighbors to the South, and they sent us home 

with our baskets overflowing with memories.  
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 126.   “I find it hard to live in dust and clutter” 

 

Wash day was dreadful, as I remember it. We liked clean clothes, and our own mother saw to it that we had 

them, but the washing event could be terrible.  

 

Growing up before electric dryers had made the scene, we were totally dependent on sun and soft breezes. 

When you had to plan your whole week around a full day of heating water, turning your kitchen into a laundry, 

setting up tubs for rinsing and bluing, you couldn't always be sure that the weather you needed so badly would 

be there. All too often rain would intervene, or ice, or gale force winds. When that happened, you came home 

from school to find your mother presiding over a war zone. Wet sheets and jeans and underwear might be 

hanging from improvised clothes lines from one end of the house to the other. Supper was sure to be simple; the 

commanding officer was not in her best frame of mind. We talked softly and stayed outdoors.  

 

I find it hard to live and function well in dust and clatter and clutter. Those things are part of the workplace,. I 

figure. I resent it when they intrude into my living space. All the more so, I find it hard to be bright and shiny in 

Church when the room is crowded with scaffolds and the seats are scattered and the smell of partly done 

construction is all around us. It takes extra energy to keep up.  

 

During the next several weeks, our church will be in the midst of construction. We will remove ceiling tiles 

from the side aisles and replaster those areas. We will do the same for the part of the ceiling over the organ loft. 

The work will be done between 2 and 10 p.m. each day. Some concessions are required of all of us.  

 

During these same weeks, our upper sanctuary carpet will be removed and replaced with ceramic tile and 

marble. To complete the project, a full set of sound equipment will be installed. As of this writing, we have 

received about $19,000 of the $22,000 required for the sound system. Almost all of the money needed for the 

construction work has been promised or paid. We can be proud of the wonderful spirit of giving that makes it 

possible to do good things for the Lord, for our Church, and for each other.  

 

Now it is time to put up with the inconvenience, the confusion, and the unexpected problems that seem to find 

their way into big projects. It might be good to wear washable clothes to Church, and to be grateful that we have 

machines at home or down the street where we can get them clean and dry without turning our lives inside out.  
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PS. All things being equal, we expect to be up and running early in December. 



 127.  “Dios is God everywhere” 

 

 A few days ago the Quispes returned to Montero, Bolivia. Jackie was a bit heavier with child than when she 

arrived six weeks before. Hermo was eager to teach his agriculture students what he had seen and understood 

about the Michigan way of farming. He had been here only a couple of weeks, but the pace was quick and the 

people were accommodating. He and Jackie had accomplished a large agenda.  

 

Among the other things, they had met with the Steering Committee for Proiect Bolivia, expanded now beyond 

the small group who directed the fundraisers for "Bricks for Bolivia." They had laid out the challenge for a 

continuing effort to match funds and develop a center in Montero, to check the ravages of tuberculosis. An 

estimated quarter of Bolivia's poor are infected with the disease, at least in the Montero sector.  

 

They had planted the seed for an alternative Christmas gift, a donation to JBJ Bolivia, the non-profit corporation 

established in memory of three young Bolivians who were victims of TB.  

 

They visited benefactors across our state whose contributions over the years have kept the good work 

happening. They gave interviews, visited school children, lined up as a participant in the Diocesan Missionary 

Coop program, and met with other gifted and generous young people interested in joining them in the Montero 

Mission to the fragile and the poor.  

 

Those are some of the things I know about their visit, and I saw them only now and then. The witness of their 

ministry is in their compassion and courage, but most of all, in their zeal. There always seem to be a reserve to 

draw from, a reason to reach deeper, a need to try harder. It's good to be around the energy of the Holy Spirit.  

 

As the weeks went along, David, two and a half, became bilingual. He understood in our language, and he 

spoke it interchangeably with his native tongue. For David, there is no North and South, no Spanish or English, 

no child or nino. Life is life; today is today, and Dios is God everywhere. He images what we all need to be, 

brothers and sisters to all the world's people, and children of the One who loves us, no one more than another.  
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 128.  “If I had kids of my own, I would probably spoil them” 

 

I recently heard from a young man who was received into the Church some years ago while he was still living 

in Battle Creek. He subsequently followed his family to another state, finishing high school there, and now 

stretches himself between his college classes and his job. Living on his own is a touch and go proposition, he 

says. He has to manage without a car, keep his meals to the minimum, stay away from the stores. In his words, 

there is no room to fail.  

 

Talking with him made me think about my college years in Detroit. We used public transportation too. For that 

matter, in those days, most urban college students did. When I would jump on the bus with an armful of galley 

sheets on my way to our printer, I would invariably find myself surrounded by Wayne State commuters on their 

way to late classes, poring over psychology texts, or anatomy charts, or struggling with mystifying 

combinations of letters and numbers, oblivious of the conversation and street sounds and the annoying fumes 

that distracted me so easily. If it didn't work out for me at the seminary, I had a second chance to fall back on. 

They, on the contrary, had no room to fail. 

 

I suppose some of us who have had to struggle harder for a place in life have become selfish and critical and 

overbearing. Many, on the other hand, have learned to be reliant on God and the gifts God has provided for the 

task at hand. They have learned to see discipline and patience as allies in becoming leaner, tougher, better 

focused survivors. They treasure their achievements and delight in the battles they have endured. They think 

clearer, care deeper, and live richer lives because they have always known that they have no room to fail.  

 

The Lord tells us not to take extra baggage on the journey-no cloak, no extra shirt, no copper, silver, or gold. 

Let the Father be your companion. If I had kids of my own and means to do so, I would probably spoil them. 

But if I really thought twice about it I might cut back on the safety cushion and leave them with less room to 

fail.  
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 129.  “In Jesus' eyes, they can't be too far from His Blessed Mother” 

 

 

My mother was frightened of the Sisters. Never having known any Religious as a child, she was inclined to 

position them somewhere between the Blessed Mother and the Pope. A very accomplished reading teacher 

herself, she trembled when Mother Angela called her at home, to ask her to teach at St. Pat's. She could never 

do that, Mother said. It was totally out of her league. No amount of cajoling would convince her differently.  

 

Despite her overwhelming respect, mother loved the Sisters, and she appreciated their spirit of sacrifice. She 

taught us to love them too, and to overlook the humanness that sometimes peeked out from behind their 

wimples.  

 

With time, Mother came to see the Sisters less as aliens and more as women like herself devoted as she was to 

children and needy people. She came to realize that children got beyond the appearances to the head and heart 

faster than their parents did. It was because they had grown up with the Sisters.  

 

My nephew and nieces, like my brother and me, have always had good friends with those who are Religious 

men and women. We came in on the end of an era, when there were lots of Sisters and Brothers, and flourishing 

schools and child care facilities and happy hospitals and productive homes for the aging, all blessed with the 

rustle of religious habits and the rattle of rosaries. Today’s youth, with rare exception, do not have that 

privilege.  

 

We who were once blessed with the devotion of those good people now have the opportunity and obligation to 

take care of them. They can no longer provide for themselves. Our annual collection for Retired Religious 

happens each Advent. Use the envelope inserted in the bulletin, or any envelope you may choose, and make it 

your gift to your second grade teacher or your music teacher, or your special friend from years ago. My mother 

probably was close to being correct. In Jesus' eyes, they can't be too far from His Blessed Mother.  
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 130.  “For Catholic people, common ground is in the Eucharist” 

 

Cardinal Bernardin's final legacy to the Church was the appeal to seek common ground for dialogue and the 

resolution of differences. His approaching death was a symbol of the limitation that time places on all things. 

We are running out of time; God is all that matters. We need to pull down prideful walls of separation and find 

our peace in knowing that none of us are completely right, nor are any of us totally wrong. Discrediting and 

finger pointing need to be replaced by affirmation and recognition. Once that is done, people can help each 

other in the search for truth.  

 

A doctor friend told me of the struggle he experienced when he and his partners moved into a clinic where a 

physician's assistant had been employed long before their arrival. The assistant and the doctor were both 

Catholics, but they discovered, before long, that they were not speaking; it was too painful. Coming to work 

was dreadful for both of them. They would see each other at Mass and look away. The day came when the 

physician called the assistant, and asked her to pray for him; she agreed, and allowed him to pray for her. The 

healing was gradual and intense and deep and joyful. "We just don't know what prayer can do," the doctor says. 

"It heals where surgery and medication cannot begin to get started."  

 

Common ground for all Christians is in Jesus who comes to us fresh and new every day, and especially in the 

celebration of Christmas. Our Advent is a prayerful preparation for a fuller presence of God in us, in our 

worship, our service, and our zeal for peace and justice in our lives.  

 

For Catholic people, common ground is in the Eucharist which makes us one Body and members of each other.  

It is in our Creed and the faith we share in Him who looks past our differences, to love the good He finds in us. 

It is in the devotion and special affection we discover in the Mother of Jesus who is also Mother to each of us 

and all of us. 

 

Advent, in a particular way, is the holy season of healing. We make crooked ways straight, go the extra mile 

and prepare the way of the Lord. It is the time of hopeful waiting for the Lord who gives comfort to His people. 

It is a time of Reconciliation for the children of the ageless Mother of all the living. She holds the Savior up to 

our wondering eyes and says, "This is Jesus your Brother; He is your strength and your peace."  
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 131.  “Come, let us worship the Lord: the King who is to come.” 

 

Slowly, steadily, the minute hand edges toward Saturday. Early this morning the first prayer of the day cried 

out, "Come, let us worship the Lord- the King who is to come!" Morning prayer was hardly finished when the 

first call of the day came in, "I wanted to talk before you get busy," the caller half apologized. "Let me tell you 

what the Lord is doing in my life; 1 can't believe the difference!" And before coffee or conversation or 

consideration of either, we were off. A long time friend was counting his blessings and weighing his options 

and making major renovations in his life. As Sly Stallone observed on turning 50, "You used to carry a whole 

quiver full of arrows. Now you look down, and there's about six left. You're careful how you use them." So 

friends, let's worship the Lord, the King, who is to come.  

 

The voice mail messages were waiting at the desk: "a clot in the carotid artery", someone needs a ride to church, 

a scouting question, when and where to distribute directories, a project for the Student Senate, a time for 

reconciliation, "my tribunal case: how is it coming?", "some time for my wife and me (we're having problems)," 

a new baby, "surgery this afternoon, can you stop up?" "where's the check for the Diocese?," an X-ray machine 

for Bolivia, "just returning your call," Come, let us worship the Lord, the King, who is to come-ready now for 

kids' confessions across town and almost out the door: a change of plan. "Lets go to the hospital first," Jesus 

says. "Gerald needs to be blessed and prayed with before they disconnect the life support." So sure, whatever 

you say; it's your show, you're the one who is to come.  

 

No hospital visit ends with a single stop. Somebody had a rough night; a surgery is postponed; "How about a 

raffle ticket?" "Why is the chapel out of order?" "She's been moved to the floor or maybe to rehab: let me see 

what I can find out?"  

 

"Where have you been?" glances from the other confessors when I arrive. Then a stream of saints in the making, 

detailing the spiritual struggles of going to school and living at home: with brothers and sisters who confound 

their progress. Come, let us worship the Lord: the King who is to come.  

 

The dying woman lives in a lovely home on a hard to find road surrounded by a quiet woodlot. Her breath is 

hard to come by. I do most of the talking. She nods and smiles weakly, holding out her hands for oil and 

bending her head into my blessing. She is already in reach of the Lord, the King who is to come. I kiss her and 

promise to return. Noon Mass is late, but the faithful are not to be disappointed. The prophet speaks of 

burgeoning new life in a desert waste, and Jesus feeds the hungry with a food that is forever. And lunch is 

waiting, and a moment to close one's eyes. Then on to the afternoon and into the night where the music plays 

and the desk lamp glows and the cleaning crew leaves the darkened church, and the mail is read, and it's time to 

pray once more: Come, let us worship the Lord, the King who is to come.  
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132.  “WINTER DREAMING”  

 

In my family, people are born in the storms of Northern ice and snow, and, for the most part, they die after the 

harvest is safe in the barn and before the earth softens to the rush of April rain. Aunt Esther was an exception; 

she was born on Easter Sunday 1900 (that's why Grandma called her Esther), but she saw to it that her 

gravestone, like those around her, would register a proper date, January 11, 1997.  

Aunt Esther was a teacher. She never limited herself to one age group, but clearly, third graders were her 

favorites. She called them "little people", never "kids" or "children." When you were with her, you felt so 

important; you didn't know you were in a learning situation. Aunt Esther thought learning should be fun. It 

wouldn't be much fun if you felt stupid or helpless or overwhelmed, so she found you a spot where you could 

hang on and be comfortable, no matter how slowly or quickly you learned. After third grade, you figured you 

could go to school with the best of them.  

Aunt Esther took her politics seriously, but she never told you how to vote. She would just raise the issues in a 

kind of wondering way, chuckle over somebody's outrageous promises, and turn to the sports section. She 

understood baseball and the stock market and tax forms and human hearts. She was a wonderful woman.  

Her mind was clear, her sickness short, and her funeral was wonderful. The coffin was barely lowered before 

the first great storm of the year set in. The soft snow crested over the fresh earth, already full of the promise of 

Spring.  

Winter makes me want to be quiet. It calls me to solitude. Sometimes the human spirit hungers for silence: not 

even quiet music, nothing more disturbing than the scratch of a pencil on my writing pad. It nurtures prayer. We 

need snatches of silence at regular times: at Mass after Holy Communion, or in the morning while the coffee 

brews or beside a baby's bedside while she sleeps or maybe on a walk in the snow.  

Our Sacred Heart Chapel at Seton Center is a quiet place. People come there, most of them on the hour, all 

through the day and all through the night. There, alone with Our Lord or maybe with one or two other people, it 

is easy to step out of the commotion of bells and blizzards and do some inner healing in our hearts. In a couple 

of weeks, we will be recruiting more people to take an hour once a week, or to be a standby for unforeseen 

situations, It's a gift. Do it if you can. For me, the best of the beautiful time is in the darkest hours before dawn, 

but that's up to you, and the Spirit speaking to your soul.  
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 133. “Lourdes” 

Lucille Reece liked to burn votive candles. When she had to leave the house, she put them in the sink, so that 

the premises would be safe. I guess that was a way to hedge one's bets. 

My dad or my Aunt Esther often would slip me a bill when I was on my way to some place they would never be 

able to visit, "Light a candle for me," they would say,: "Remember me at Lesieux", or "Dublin,"" or "Jerusalem, 

or "St. Peter's." It was a way of tagging along, and there was a special awareness of them with me when another 

quiet flame was added to the flickering army of lights at Mt. St. Joseph or Nazareth or the Holy Sepulchre.  

I almost never visit Notre Dame without taking some minutes at the Grotto, to say a rosary if it isn't too cold, 

but for sure, to burn a stubby candle in a quiet prayer to the Lady who runs that place. For the people whose 

candles remain there after they go to meetings or decisions or exams or to sleep, the lights burning together in 

the night are sentinels against the darkness, and hope against worry, and solidarity in the face of loneliness.  

Pilgrims who return from Lourdes talk about cold water and thunderous prayer and candlelight processions 

weaving their way to the Basilica. Easter Vigils are washed in the quiet light of candles, carrying the brightness 

of the Risen Savior to a shadowy waiting world. A Godfather lights a candle from that same Easter sentinel and 

holds it near a newly baptized child as a symbol of clear bright living and active faith.  

A fourth century traveler to Jerusalem tells of the celebration of Mary's purification and Jesus' presentation in 

the Holy City. By mid-fifth century, a prominent Roman woman had introduced the candle blessing into the 

rite. From there on out, the two became intertwined: lighted candles, processions, and the stories of Anna and 

Simeon when the young parents first brought the Savior to HIS Holy Place.  

Now at the formal ending of this Christmas season, we carry a candle away from our sanctuary, to remind us of 

the church at prayer, its burning flame a constant reminder of the Light of the world who lives with us and 

brings HIS radiant hope to a waiting people. 
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 134.   "Strangers on a Plane." 

The trip home from Seattle was extended several hours because of winter weather in St. Louis and the East. The 

airport was jammed with tired people, waiting for the final lap of their flight to Pittsburgh or Minneapolis or 

Indianapolis or Miami or Detroit. There were occasional mutterings overheard, but most people were grateful to 

be sheltered and safe. After all, travel is difficult. Technology and speed help a lot, but there is no perfect city 

this side of eternity.  

It was midnight Michigan time before we boarded our "equipment" for Metro. I threw my jacket into the 

overhead compartment and hoisted my bag up beside it. Then I fell into the roomy first class chair I had been 

awarded for my patience and cheerful acceptance of the imperfect world of air travel.  

My seatmate showed up a few minutes later. He obviously always traveled up front. They took his coat, 

smoothed his seat back, brought his apple juice and cookies. We greeted each other. He opened his case and 

worked on his folders; I continued to read. Both of us tried not to notice the noisy guys on their way home from 

the Super Bowl who had been undeservedly promoted to our First Class compartment.  

When we started to make an approach over Toledo or Monroe, we laid papers aside and fastened our belts and 

introduced ourselves. He's a banker; I'm a priest. He's a Baptist/Presbyterian; I'm a Catholic. He's divorced; I'm 

celibate. He has three beautiful daughters; I have none. His parents were missionaries in South America, poorly 

treated by Catholics; he is bi-lingual; he is healing from hurt; he lives in Missouri now, and he is on his way to a 

major meeting in Grand Rapids.  

His sister lives in Battle Creek. She and I have been trying to help a migrant family get established here. His 

brother in law and I were in Atlanta together a year ago. We find that we are practically relatives ourselves, and 

the two of us meet like "Strangers on a Plane."  

We picked up his rental car, and then went looking for my trusty ride. It was buried under a drift. He plowed 

through the deep snow in his expensive shoes, to help me sweep the car clean. I followed him out of the parking 

lot and into the hotel where he was determined to find me a room and pay for it himself. He didn't want me 

traveling on the slick early morning roads.  

There were no rooms to be had in that part of the world, and he had to go on himself; so grudgingly, he let me 

go on my own. Angels come in assorted sizes and they carry a variety of equipment with them. Some are 

Jewish; some are Samaritan, and at least one is Baptist/Presbyterian. If the weather had been better in St. Louis, 

we never would have said Hello.  
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 135.  “Almsgiving” 

Almsgiving is a major work of charity; it is an identifying mark of the life of the Christian, but it isn't 

exclusively Christian. It's a way of sharing resources with other people. It has always held a special place in 

Lenten practice.  

During the past year, as a parish, we donated many thousands of dollars to poor and needy people in Arizona 

and Bolivia and India and Mexico and Guatemala and the Philippines and who knows where else. We also 

received mail at home inviting our help, and people have sometimes approached us face to face. Sharing with a 

needy person is a way of giving directly to Christ. We all need to share; we learn to share as children; it's a 

lesson for life.  

Then there's Church support. That too is an act of religion, but it isn't charity. Church support is a matter of 

justice. The first fruits of our income belong to the Lord. Our tithe is God's share. We don't ask Him how He 

will use it or what anyone else gave Him. We just peel off His share, hand it over, and forget about it. It belongs 

to God who gave us life, and faith, and food, and fuel, and family, and some income to buy what we need.  

Every Summer we draw up a budget for the next twelve months, estimating as best we can what the parish 

offering will be and what we can expect to take on by way of expenses. This year we overestimated; our income 

is considerably less than our budget figure. We have refigured once, and we are presently reworking our budget 

again. We suspect that many of us donated to charities what we might otherwise have given as a Sunday 

offering. And that's ok. We will postpone some of what we hoped to do as a parish, until we have the funds to 

do it.  

Lent is a time to do better what we try to do all along. One of my daily tasks is to thank you in Jesus' name for 

what you give in talent, time, and treasure to Him. I don't do that as frequently and spontaneously as the Lord 

might like.  

Today I would like to do that in genuine appreciation, not only for your gift, but for the faith that inspires the 

gift. Even with adjustments, our Sunday offering will total over $600,000; completely apart from special 

appeals for the missions or for the improvements made in the church. There might be someone who hasn't been 

contributing a fair share. There certainly are many whose names rarely appear on an envelope or on our 

computer records.  

Maybe Lent will be the time for someone to see the way clear to come on board. Lent is the time to practice 

doing better what we should do every day. Where better to start than in our responsibilities to God and the 

people He supports through us.  
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 136. “He will always be the Chief” 

I might have been a junior in high school when the Chief first became a living presence in my life. He had 

completed his stint with the military when he showed up for his final assignment. At Sacred Heart Seminary 

where I was a prep student, there was no appropriate provision for Chief; for that matter, the world never totally 

adjusted to him.  

As a grown man and returning veteran, he was required to augment his college studies with beginner Latin. That 

meant sharing declensions and translations with nerdy fourteen year olds who often found the challenge of 

classical language easier than he did. Even then he was a worrier, and one who muttered about his worries to 

anyone who would listen. There was no doubt about it; he would never make it; dreams of priesthood would 

evaporate before there was a chance to show them what he had in mind. 

 The depression childhood and the military experience had taught him well. He knew how to survive. There 

never was a graduation from that college like his, never such an achievement. It was a glorious moment. He 

held his diploma close to his heart and pounded on the door of his major professor. "Father, I came to thank you 

for helping me through." "Do you know what I learned in your class? Not a blessed thing!" It wasn't true, of 

course, but he was inclined to minimize or to exaggerate - except in important things.  

When it came to really important issues, his vision was perfect: people, values, pastoral theology, education, 

children, old people, the sick, the handicapped, the things that really count. There was no question that the Chief 

knew how to distinguish the many urgent demands of life from the opportunities that were really important.  

His priesthood was a miracle of grace; his life was a miracle; he was a miracle of blustery, loud laugh, super 

sensitive vulnerability. We feel a little surer about God because of him. We miss him already. In five years he 

will be a great legend of the past millennium.  

In speech class years ago we were required to memorize a declamation that began, ''Ye call me Chief, and ye do 

well to call me Chief, who for ten long years… “People who loved him called him Father Palmer or maybe 

Father Ed, but for some of us he will always be the Chief.  
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 137.  “Feeding the hungry” 

There's a debilitating disease affecting nearly 13 million of our nation's children. And the epidemic is growing. 

The disease is called hunger, and each year, nearly 30 million Americans are afflicted with inadequate food 

supply.  

Today, Second Harvest, the nation's largest food bank network, announced it is uniting with the nation's 

preeminent anti-hunger advocacy and educational organizations to launch "Hunger Has A Cure," a national 

educational campaign aimed at addressing the effects of hunger, specifically on children, and raising the 

public's awareness of America's hunger epidemic  

The Hunger Has A Care campaign applies a three-part strategy: Increase public awareness-Launching a 

nationwide "Hunger Has A Cure" public service campaign illustrating the physical, psychological and 

developmental effects of hunger on children.  

Influence public policy-Educating public policy makers about the problem of hunger and its solutions. 

Developing support among elected officials, on both the state and federal levels, for programs that promote 

economic security and hunger relief.  

Encourage grassroots initiatives-Urging all Americans to support hunger relief in their neighborhoods by 

volunteering, writing letters to their federal or local representatives and donating food or funds to local food 

banks, soup kitchens or food pantries.  

"Curing hunger requires the same amount of effort, commitment, ingenuity and fiscal resources that we use to 

treat tuberculosis, polio, or cancer," said Christine Vladimiroff, president and chief executive officer of Second 

Harvest. "Hunger victims may include the person living across the hall, working in the next office or walking 

down the street, your child's playmate or the paperboy."  

"Hunger and malnutrition rob children and adults of the opportunity to achieve their full potential," said Dr. J. 

Larry Brown, author of a recent Scientific American feature on brain development.  

Increase Public Awareness Second Harvest, in association with The Advertising Council, recently unveiled its 

national "Hunger Has A Cure" multimedia public service campaign illustrating the physical, psychological and 

emotional effects of hunger on more than nearly 13 million children nationwide. 

 "Hunger limits the physical and mental development of millions of children," said Brown, director of the 

national Center on Hunger, Poverty and Nutrition Policy at Tufts University. "Even mild undernutrition 

seriously impairs a child's cognitive development, and can do so for a lifetime. Hunger is a disease far more 

serious than we previously understood, and we believe that the public will demand that it is cured." Lent-a-

Hand Envelopes are a way to help our Food Bank and our neighborhood pantries combat hunger.    
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 138. “Going home” 

Virginia looked lovely in repose. She wore a stylish aqua green dress with a bright St. Patrick's ribbon in her 

hair. There were flowers on both sides of her, and a borrowed rosary in her hand, beads that she will place 

lovingly in the newfound glorified hands of the donor on the Great Day when we all parade before the Lord in 

our newly created splendor. 

Her family had come from New England. Her loved ones came up from the South. Her friends slipped into the 

pews in the chapel, sliding in from the parish, and the towns around, and the neighborhood where she swapped 

recipes and grew tomatoes and told stories about being a girl and growing up and meeting men and finding 

one's self.  

The years of hardship were behind her now: the tears and slow passing hours and the worries that grew faster 

than garden weeds. It all seemed so far away. She had met her time and smiled in its face, and came away 

victorious. Under the weathered eyelids, mischief and wonder were sparkling. She had come full circle, and we 

were there to celebrate. 

"The two men said to them, ‘Why do you look among the dead for someone who is alive? He is not here; He is 

risen. Remember what He told you!’" It was still two weeks until Easter, but for the lady with the green ribbon, 

Easter was already here.  
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 139.  “Good steward” 

When you walk through the cemetery with Sister Robertine, she stops by the gravestones in quiet, smiling 

reflection, and then tells you an anecdote about the person buried there. After twenty-one years of loving 

service to the shut-ins and the aged, Sister knows hundreds of stories.  

In late years it has been increasingly difficult to do the work as she would want to do it. Even part-time has 

proved to be too much; the arthritis takes its toll. In June, Sister will retire to Fontbonne Manor at Nazareth, her 

Motherhouse on the eastern edge of Kalamazoo. The decision has been hard to come by, but now that it has 

been made, Sister is relieved and fully ready to move on to the next act of her life's drama. She knows that the 

ministry has been joyful and fruitful and pleasing to the Lord.  

The work will continue, of course, but in a way that will involve the many Eucharistic visitors who have over 

the years grown into the work. We will have more to say about that, once all the pieces are in place. There are 

many families and individuals who have been blessed by Sister Robertine's work among us and very much want 

to do something special for her on the occasion of retirement. The Sisters of St. Joseph in retirement are allowed 

to have personal monetary accounts at the Motherhouse. In that way, they can purchase the books and craft 

materials and extra things they enjoy and share with others. The parish office will gladly receive such gifts and 

pass them along to Sister's account.  

Sister's first purchase will be a big one. She needs a motorized vehicle to help her in her disability. With the aid 

of the cart she will be able to get around the Nazareth complex, inside and out, and even to the special visits and 

get-togethers that mean so much to a social butterfly like her. Without a cart, she will be severely limited in the 

good she can still do. The cart sister has chosen will cost about $3,000. Every dollar that comes to Sister's fund 

will be applied to that cart until we have enough to make the purchase. After that, all Sister Robertine monies 

will be turned over to her account at Nazareth.  

There isn't a whole lot one can do to say thank you to all the Sisters who have been loving and caring influences 

in our Catholic life. One way is to look well after one of them who has given exceptionally good and faithful 

service to us and to the people we love who call out to us from their cemetery stones and say, "Let her know 

that we love her."  
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 140.  “Good stewards” 

This week, very early in the week, Michelle and Doug Reatin packed up their sleepy four year old and headed 

for a new life In Florida. It had to be painful. On the one hand, a new beginning in a warm climate in a ministry 

that Doug enjoys and does especially well, a break for Michelle from the heavy pressure of parish liturgy with 

choirs and ensembles and projects standing in line for attention. On the other, the painful tearing away from the 

people one grows to love and care about, the fatigue from selling and packing and notifying, the daily dying of 

moving still once more, and the work one never quite completed.  

After forty years of priesthood, I can truthfully say I never worked beside anyone more devoted to the 

apostolate than Michelle. Her intensity, her perfectionism and her vision of where a people could be sometimes 

made her hard for us to understand. Jesus reminded His critics, If you can’t believe me, then believe my works."  

Michelle's principal work among us has focused on the involvement of the whole parish in our liturgical life. 

People have come out of nowhere to take their rightful place before the altar of God. For many of us our 

worship vision has expanded; choral work has been a feature of our parish life that we can brag about; we have 

come to understand that liturgy is our work as a worshipping assembly. We need to do it well better than last 

time. It's an ever finished work.  

The Easter dying has been painful not only for Michelle but for her collaborators in the Music Ministry and the 

entire work of worship. In all that dying, there is a challenge to learn from what we have experienced together. 

Ye people of Galilee, why stand ye here idle? This Jesus visited you in the dynamic skill of an extraordinary 

woman. He has gone on but His gift remains with you. Thank you, Michelle and Doug, for stopping a while 

with us. God bless your journey. God guide your steps. Doug, Michelle & Dominic Reatini 3391 37th St. North 

St. Petersburg, FL 33713' Lovingly, Fr. Fitz   



 141. “Motherhood is creative and sacrificing and responsible” 

"I don't count money real well." the young mother apologized. Then she handed me a wad of bills and asked me 

to check her computation. She needed a little more to meet her month's rent: she hoped maybe we could help 

her.  

The baby on her lap smiled confidently, eyes full of mischief and angel dust. "1 would have had enough: the 

mother said ,"but I just had to get her some clothes. You have to do things for your children. You know what I 

mean.”  

I wondered how many women had sat in that chair over the past few months and talked about their children: 

kids learning how hard life can be, trying their wings, approaching scary surgeries, leaving for service, having 

trouble in their marriages, working it out, looking for God, picking up and starting over. 

 Some of them talked about terrible disappointments; cruel and hurtful things their children had said and done. 

They cried as they reached in and lifted up the failure they felt within themselves, and they laughed at 

themselves for their determination in spite of it all.  

I have come to the understanding that being pregnant and delivering a child does not necessarily make someone 

a mother. Before a baby comes to be, all through the development and long after the child has grown and 

become an adult, a mother is present to her son or her daughter. It's a sacred trust, a holy covenant, more godly 

than any other relationship in human life.  

Motherhood is creative and sacrificing and responsible. It requires dying to self and endless patience and 

confident hope. It delights in every achievement and cries over every hurt. It shares its wisdom and its courage 

and its persistent love.  

Our world sometimes loses sight of all that being a mother should be. Some people want children more for 

themselves than for the child. Some are more concerned about their convenience, or the cost or being in control 

of the mystery of life. Real mothers have always known that they give their children the best they can and rely 

on God for the rest even if someone else needs to count the money.  
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142. “Nature has a wonderful way with us” 

Nature has a wonderful way of passing its traits from one generation to another. I have never seen my 

grandfather in the flesh; the first time I was shown his picture, I stopped in my tracks. I saw not only him, but 

my father and myself.  

People say "The baby looks just like her father" or "She has his eyes, but the mouth and the nose and the jaw are 

her mother's." Not long ago I was present for a first meeting between a father and a child. He took occasion to 

mention quietly to me how much the child's mannerisms and preferences were like her mother's.  

As I grow older, I find myself gesturing, responding, imitating my father without realizing it. His Spirit lives in 

me. Jesus' Spirit is God, and by sharing His Spirit with us, He shares His mind, His intuition, His compassion, 

His justice, His zeal to do what is right. He goes on living in us because He shares His ways and His Spirit. He 

has an agenda to share with us.  

We commonly call God's work in us the gifts of the Holy Spirit: the ability to make the best choices, to clarify 

the confusion in the human heart, to heal, to persevere, to be reverent and prayerful. Our task in life is to clear 

away our personal clutter, so that the Spirit can work fully and easily in us.  

Some years ago, we had a sizable community committed to our weekly Charismatic prayer meeting. There was 

time for song and free prayer and sharing and intercessions and teaching from the Scripture. There was a core 

group of people who were pretty much always there, and a sprinkling of people who found support and strength 

and healing while they were going through a particularly difficult time. God gave us prophecy and 

interpretation and healing and ways to praise. Every now and then we conducted a Life in the Spirit Seminar 

which culminated in the praying for the gifts of the Spirit.  

Like many other facets of Church life, the big meeting seemed to run its course. Interest waned, and a small 

remnant continued to meet. Now I suspect it may be time to offer the seminar again and to follow up from there. 

The Lord does great things among us. There may be still greater things to do.  
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 143.  “The Church is the guardian of mystery” 

It's a rare night that I can't sleep, but when the gentle muse does occasionally fail to stop by, I know there's no 

good reason to stay on my pillow. I have some choices: maybe someone needs a friend in prayer; I climb up to 

the loft and send a breath of prayer out into the night sky, across the sleeping neighborhood, into the darkened 

quiet of sick rooms, down the shadowy streets where now and then a siren wails, a drunken kid hollers out, 

brakes screech and hollow laughter rattles against the funeral homes like a night bird catching a mouse.  

After prayer, when sleep still fails to come there are more choices to make; another try at prayer if the Spirit 

urges it, cleaning out a drawer or a closet if my mind seems cluttered and disarranged (Sometimes making order 

around me can restore order within me,) or maybe getting into a who-dunit. Mystery ties down my wondering 

attention; it feeds my imagination; it replenishes my dry spirit. 

Tammi Lawrence writes in her perceptive book on the education scene that young people need time to reflect, 

to wonder, to meditate, to contemplate, to experience, to play, to listen to their souls growing inside them. They 

need soul food; so do we older people. Sometimes the substance of soul food is mystery.  

The Church is the guardian of mystery, the story tells of the wonders of God. The Church talks to us in color 

and ritual and writing and art. The Church speaks to us of God in a manger, angel visitations, magnificent 

conversion, vision and healings and miracles. The Church calls us to kneel and wonder, to be awestruck at birth 

and grief stricken at death, to face our failures and transform them into something strong and new.  

We are the Church, a people who feed on the Bread of Life, who celebrate a risen glory that follows a desolate 

death, for whom forgiveness is a passport to eternal life. We celebrate the God of mystery who is our Lover, our 

Savior, and our abiding strength. Praise the Holy Trinity, now and forever.  
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 144.  “Our Graduates” 

 The man sitting beside me on the aircraft was a teacher. He has worked for many years at a prestigious private 

school in a secluded suburb of a major city. The school draws its students from all over the world, all from 

privileged families. The kids have had special opportunities in language and travel and sports and the arts. They 

would seem to be cut out to be leaders in the global village closing in around us. One thing is missing, the 

teacher said. They have no focus, and consequently, they have a terrible lack of appreciation for life, for other 

people, and for themselves.  

It shows in their shallowness, he said. They slur and snarl and snap and sneer when they talk to a teacher. They 

work, for reward and not for achievement. Their conversation is uneducated and often crude, although they can 

compose a perfectly acceptable paragraph or understand the language of Shakespeare or Thomas Hardy.  

Many of them live in an alcohol oblivion, spiked with marijuana, the teacher said. Cheating would be 

acceptable if the monitoring were not so careful. Promiscuity is common, and the mood of most classes is 

listless. 

 Everybody expects kids to make mistakes, the teacher said; it's part of the process; we all did it, and still do. 

But there's no sorrow for it, no awareness of the consequences, no sense of turning things around. Life seems to 

be a passing experience for too many. Graduation isn't the celebration it used to be. In my seatmate's world, 

there didn't seem to be much room for the individual to grow and survive. The ballet dancer soon lost her poise; 

the tennis player abandoned his determination; the debater traded in his talent for acceptance in a mediocre 

crowd.  

I told him that we all know kids who might have fit the description, but I assured him there still are small towns 

where parents say no to the impromptu meeting at work and sit high in the bleachers while their kid sits on the 

bench below. They smile wide and clap strong when he steals the ball or she slaps the serve into a point.  

There still are families where children (even big children) are valued for themselves and what they achieve, 

where kids can find a parent to talk to when the house is quiet and the pain of the day is subsiding. There are 

lots of homes where God and the angels are full time residents, and the growing up is a lifelong thing, and the 

truth is spoken and courtesy is practiced, and responsibility is the expected rule of life.  

I told him I came from such a place and that I was glad to be returning there because so many of the people I 

live and work with have so much to celebrate every day. I only wish his graduation day could be as happy as 

ours. Every blessing dear graduates. Stay close to the Lord and your angels. Have a great life!  
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 145.  The Lord behind the scenes” 

Some of us have faces that say "Please talk to me." It doesn’t take much to pour out a life story in an hour of 

need in a faraway place, especially when there's more than a good chance that you and your listener will never 

meet again.  

Jeannie Parrish, the Director of our Catholic Community Counseling center, met a new friend in a European 

airport. Responding to the other women's tears and anxiety, she learned about Molly's frustrating marriage with 

David, and the turn of events, that had put him in a New York hospital while his wife was overseas.  

The two women worked through the travel problems and rode back to the States together. Sometime later, 

Jeannie received the letter she wants to share with us. Clearly, she and Molly talked about more than marriage 

problems and hospitals. Sometimes the only real healer.is the Lord, and the only way to the Lord is in prayer.  

Dear Jeannie: I know you'll remember me. I met you on the plane returning from Spain. I had a tragedy with 

David, my husband (you know that story too). A lot has happened since then and I was compelled to write.  

When I arrived at the hospital, David was in a very near death position. On Easter Sunday, he woke up from a 

coma. (He looked terrifying) and I was petrified.  I continued to say the "9 Day Novena" and put David on a 

prayer chain. Word spread and David's condition passed town-to town. On the first completion of the Novena's 

David was removed to a "stable" room (he was in CNS-Central Nervous Unit of Intensive Care).  

On the "18th novena,” David was moved to Good Shepherd Rehab Center. Beautiful progress has been made as 

each 9 Day Novena was completed.  

Sunday night was the 9th Novena. Once again we prayed to Jesus to allow him to speak and on Monday David 

did just that. He speaks in a "softer" tone and has positive showings of his progress. He compliments me a lot 

and says, “I love you,” more than I've ever heard.  His progress is unbelievable and I know the graces God is 

showing me. I have returned to the church and still pray regularly and will continue to do so until the day I die.  

I feel a lot has been learned and look at David and me in a different light. I stepped down from management at 

Wal Mart and have taken a Department Manager position. I don't work crazy hours anymore and devote my 

time to keeping house and taking care of David's children. I don't get angry like I used to (and am sure now I 

was at least 50% to blame for any of David's and my troubles.)  

Jeannie, I am trying to do right in my life and hopefully David will come home soon to share my newfound 

hope. Please keep David on any prayer service you can. He still has a ways to go (he needs help walking and 

even thinking.) He is a good man with a rough past but he has changed a lot since the accident. I'll do the 

finishing touches. Love, Molly  

We changed the names out of respect for the writer and her family, but the letter is just as she wrote it, one more 

testimony to the way the Lord works in us. You never know when He might look your way.  
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 146. “Prayer” 

People like to be part of things that are well done. When an outstanding athlete (maybe your own kid) is playing 

at the top of their game, your head lights up, your hands slap together, your seat won't hold YOU, and you shout 

out "Atta boys". When a great actor performs to perfection, you are honored to be even remotely connected. 

And the same is true for orchestras, and meetings well led, and a beautiful piece of carpentry or a meal prepared 

just right. We are honored to be part of a glimpse of elegance, or excellence, or perfection. We need to express 

our approval. The same is true of our interaction with the Lord. The more we come to know God's mind and 

God's caring love and God's infinite patience, the more we need to say, “bless you!" “Great Job," "I'm so deeply 

impressed," "Thank you," "I love you," or "Praise you, Lord."  

We commonly speak of God with us day in and day out, our companion in our fears, our secret thoughts, our 

memories, as the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who brings us into the life of God through death and 

resurrection of Jesus. That same Holy Spirit expands our spirit and teaches us to recognize, to appreciate, to 

trust and to pray.  

Charismatic Catholics are people who rely on the gifts of the Spirit in their lives. They delight in exploring 

God's word and seeing it at work in their lives. They like to tell their stories and share their experiences of God, 

even their darkness and dryness when that happens to them.  

To some degree, Sunday worship provides an opportunity to do that, but the ritual of worship is necessarily 

confining, and not everyone at Sunday morning Mass would be comfortable with that kind of experience, at 

least not now. Besides, Mass is the Sacrifice of Jesus, shared by the family of God. It's not a prayer meeting.  

People who would appreciate such an opportunity to meet for teachings, Scripture, sharing, and prayer are 

invited to learn more about the life of the Lord in our lives. The Catholic Charismatic Community of Battle 

Creek will sponsor a seminar to explain, introduce and invite you into that assembly of prayer. If these ideas 

appeal to you, or you're just inquisitive, please do think about coming.  

We will meet on five Sunday evenings from 6:30 p.m. until 8:00 p.m., Sunday July 20, 27 and August 3, 10, 

and 17. The meeting may run longer the fifth week, because that is when people may request what is called the 

Baptism of the Holy Spirit. It really is prayer for the release of the gifts of the Holy Spirit in our lives. If you 

find this an interesting possibility for yourself, or if you want to inquire further, please leave your number at the 

Parish Office. We will refer you to one of the organizers of the Seminar who will do what we can to help you. 

Our lives are cluttered and troubled and stressful. God's life is peaceful and gentle and full of great power. It is 

God who invites us to come closer where we can see for ourselves and applaud. 
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 147.  “Our care for others” 

St. Paul prided himself on being a volunteer. He made tents for a living to support his habit as an evangelist and 

super-apostle. Lots of people who devote their lives to Christ and the ministry of salvation do their good works 

out of their own pockets. That's certainly how it is at St. Philip. Our parish office houses seven paid employees 

and three part-timers. That includes, besides Fr. Richard and me, our parish manager, our pastoral minister, our 

youth receptionists, our directors of liturgy and music and our director of volunteer services.  

The volunteer services position is a new way of coordinating the many different parish ministries that are served 

by volunteers. Prominent among them is the care of homebound and shut-in parishioners, the work coordinator 

by Sister Robertine during her more than twenty years of loving service.  

Another is the mobilizing of volunteers to work with youth in the variety of activities interesting to young 

people. Another is the enablement of volunteers willing to work in community projects and interfaith programs. 

Still another, the special activities led by our diocesan offices, or by the Michigan Catholic Conference. 

Essentially, we are thinking about volunteer parish activities apart from school and liturgy. Volunteers for those 

specific areas will continue to be guided by the office of schools and the office of liturgy. 

It is a major undertaking, this mobilizing of literally hundreds of people who are more than willing to tithe their 

time and talent in the service of the Lord. Rosemary Bohan is presently searching for a coordinator for our 

elementary and middle school CCD programs, the position she has served well for the past several years. Once 

that person is in place, we will be able to give full attention to the volunteer challenge.  

This is an ideal opportunity to thank everyone of you who give hours of personal time and attention to home 

calls, phone calls, fundraisers, bingo games, children, youth and aged people, proclamation of the Word of God, 

serving at the altar, at funeral luncheons, at special events, in season and out of season, on council and 

committees and boards, unsung heroes who make parish happen. You are volunteers like Paul and the Apostles 

for what you believe is worth the extra effort.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 148.  “So often, it's the caregiver who goes first” 

The lady in the coffin looked familiar. She had the understanding face of a mother and the strong supple hands 

of a kitchen queen. Even with her eyes closed, you knew you could tell her anything and she would handle it 

with ease and grace. I had no memory of her voice; I couldn't tell you where we might have met, probably not at 

Church, I figured. If I recognized her from Sunday Mass, I'm sure I could tell you where she usually sat and 

what Mass time she preferred. But it didn't seem to be at Mass. Why would such a good lady not be someone a 

priest would remember from the assembly?  

Maybe we met at the hospital, or at a bingo game, or at a wedding. Looking around at the family, I couldn't 

recognize anyone of the daughters. If I had helped them prepare for marriage, I think I would know them now. 

Well, maybe she was good to me as I fumbled for change at the check-out counter, or maybe she waited on me 

at City Hall or the bank. Obviously, it was important to have the Church's blessing at death. 

 Why had I not seen her in Church? There are lots of nominal Catholics in today's world, but she was not of the 

generation that says of themselves,. "I was raised Catholic." You knew that just to look at her. She was the kind 

of lady who was comfortable around Our Blessed Lady and St. Joseph. She knew about Holy Water and Palms 

and guardian angels and novenas. Probably we had discussed those things before, but I couldn't fix a place or a 

time.  

Why would a good Catholic lady not be at Mass? I prayed the De Profundis and made the Cross with my 

fingers on her head. I left the bench and found myself eye to eye with her sister. "You probably didn't see her 

much, Father. For twenty years she has been caring for him. Oh, she got out of an evening for beauty shop or 

bingo, but rarely on a Sunday. We don't know what he will do. So often, it's the caregiver who goes first. 

Strange, isn't it?" "Yes," I agreed, "and pretty wonderful."  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 149.  “There were dreams of new youth in their eyes” 

On the wall opposite the carrels was a print of Renoir's The Boating Party. It made me feel at home in an 

unfamiliar place, like the Benedictus in an Italian Cathedral, or Beethoven's Fifth Symphony in Poland. The 

kids in the painting are ridiculously self-absorbed and breaking their britches to be thoroughly sophisticated as 

they lean over the table, pose self-consciously, cradle a cigarette with studied practice. All but one avoids eye 

contact for fear they might not be cool if they looked directly ahead. It's a study in hats and fads and facial hair 

(the boys anyway,) and it delights in adolescence.  

The picture seemed a curious choice for the Social Security office. Everybody there that day was much closer to 

seventy than seventeen. It looked like a class reunion for the Class of 1949 or 1950: a few more pounds than the 

kids in the picture, lots less hair, a better quality of clothing, but not nearly so showy. These people came to talk 

about cashing out, and buying a hammock, maybe new golf clubs, or a travel vehicle. There might be enough 

for a fishing rod if they figured it carefully.  

There were dreams of new youth in their eyes, carefree days and fun filled hours, doing what one wants to do, 

after fifty years of answering somebody else's whistle. There was even greater urgency now because the hour 

glass in their hands was pretty much the reverse of the one timing the young people in the painting. 

I got my questions answered, and picked up a big envelope to be sent back with the documents I had neglected 

to bring. I thanked the clerk and glanced up at the kids in the painting. It was interesting that the same picture 

hangs over my bed, and a smaller one like it beside my desk.  
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 150.  “The Millennium signals a return to the three-legged stool” 

The Mars exploration is fascinating. It opens up doors in the human mind and fires the imagination. Even 

people who travel every week begin to wonder about the wideness of creation and the depth of the Creator's 

wisdom. What about those of us who rarely get as far as Detroit or Chicago or Kalamazoo? Alice in 

Wonderland is coming alive. She fell into a rabbit hole and found a whole new universe.  

One of us may one day follow Jodi Foster into a space key hole and discover worlds far more amazing and 

remote than "Star Trek" or "Star Wars" or Alice’s' "Wonderland." One of every seven persons in the United 

States today is a caregiver for a disabled or aged person. People who know tell us that some will live to 120 

years in the not distant future.  

We are already experiencing traffic snarls at operating rooms, overload on the Internet, double booking on air 

travel, congestion in prisons and correctional centers, new medical problems, unforeseen legal tangles, 

complicated environment issues, staggering food production challenges, and distribution quandaries to match. 

We are approaching the day of the thirty minute war & our world has become a chessboard where power 

brokers can change the course of history without ever firing a shot or pushing a button. It seems desperately 

important that the Lord be in the mind and heart of every nation and corporation and think tank that sits at the 

chessboard.  

That, I suppose, is part of the Holy Father's thinking in asking us to focus on the Holy Trinity in the three years 

between now and the new millennium. First the Gospel of the Lord Jesus at work in my life. Then the gifts of 

the Holy Spirit passing through me to give direction to science and agriculture and family life and the myriad 

facets of our culture. Finally, the calling of the Father to each of us, to establish His Kingdom in our world in 

our lifetime.  

The Millennium signals a return to the three-legged stool: action, study, and prayer. The challenge is to 

maintain a balance in our personal life, so that there can be a balance in our corporate life, our ethical life and 

our public life.  

While the Sojourner roams over Mars, smelling rocks and measuring time, we gear up for a new thousand 

years, wondering what we will find and who will find us as God's wonderful knowledge opens ever more fully 

before us.  
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 151.  “There's time to think” 

A change of air can be good for the soul. A different pillow, a fresh perspective, a new chair to rock in, 

birdsongs and water, fireflies in the shadow. The same old problems can take on a new appearance when we put 

them in a clear light. Things that once looked like trouble can turn into a misplaced corner of cloud.  

Many of us have a favorite place to hang out. Maybe Mom's kitchen, or the boat, or a screened porch with 

willows and bird feeders. When we put ourselves in a comfortable situation, thinking usually becomes clearer, 

and the fear signals fade. Clarity, somebody said, gives us energy, and energy fuels our mission in life. 

Sometimes music can help, sometimes silence, sometimes a sunset, or the night sky that comes behind it. It's 

partly the absence of the annoying parts of life, and partly, returning to the sounds and memories that call us 

back to what is important and what will always be true.  

Have you ever gone on a retreat, to DeWitt, perhaps, or Notre Dame or somewhere else on your life journey? 

The quiet starts out strange and soon becomes second nature. The freedom for a couple of days is almost 

addictive. The call of the Lord becomes practically audible and the touch, almost tangible. You take inventory 

of yourself. "Where have you been?" "How has it been for you?" "Will it always be that way?" There are people 

to help you: to listen, to reflect with you, to give you ideas to think about. There's time to think, to walk under 

the trees or across the rolling grounds, to notice what you haven't had time just lately, to see for yourself.  

The men of our parish are invited to retreat in early September. No golf date or overtime play or neglected 

project will be nearly as memorable or valuable as a weekend with the Lord. The July women's retreat had to be 

canceled this year because of power failures at the Retreat House, but there will be openings later in the season. 

No matter how well your world seems to be going, everybody can use a fresh look at the things that count 

forever. Do yourself a favor.  
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 152.  “If we took time to think and wonder” 

The clock radio roused me one Sunday morning recently not to the usual early morning chit chat of weather and 

birthdays and astrological signs, but to an engaging science fiction story about an interplanetary traveler who 

looked like a lizard and had the mind of a genius. He saw through people and their games and led them to clever 

resolutions of their problems before he boarded his beam to return to his far distant home.  

I stayed with it through my whole routine of gargling and tooth scrubbing and flossing and shaving. It involved 

me; it challenged me, and it cautioned me about prejudice and jumping to conclusions and siding with losers. It 

was like reading a short story, except that you can't read well while you are shaving and showering.  

Before television, the world's greatest actors used to do radio shows. Their diction was perfect; their inflection 

was studied and careful; they whispered with resonance, and they laughed with conviction. Lionel Barrymore 

was the mayor of the town; Jean Hershalt was Dr. Christian; Marilly and Steve Wilson and Lorelei Kilborne 

were wise, courageous, credible people who printed the truth and spoke it. It was a good world to listen in on.  

When we moved from the world of print and imagination to the comic book and the tube, something was left 

behind. The artist telegraphed the message to us: "The guy in the white hat is good; the good looking kid is 

innocent; the woman with the heavy makeup is the murderer." There wasn't much to learn or be surprised by. 

You could just sit back, wolf down your snacks and be entertained. The same crew will be back next week, and 

once again, you'll find that you haven't been challenged.  

The image that culture tells us is that the best candidate is the attractive one; whether he makes sense, lives right 

or tells the truth doesn't matter much. The most interesting athletes are the most outrageous ones; it doesn't 

matter that others show courage or sportsmanship or genuine talent. We are taken in by what we see; it doesn't 

matter what we think.  

If we took time to think, to wonder, to be surprised, we might find ourselves doing less tube time, and a whole 

lot more dreaming and reading and playing board games and listening to old radio shows from a forgotten 

planet.  
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 153. “Catechism of the Catholic Church; Part One. Chapter One” 

When I was a boy, there was a radio show called "One Man's Family." I thought it was boring, but then, what 

did I know? I was just a kid, as they say. What I remember is the Introduction: "Book seventy, Chapter 16, 'John 

and Elizabeth visit the zoo,’ or some equally captivating teaser.  

I'm going to try to reflect in this column from time to time on the CCC, the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

If I die before we cover the last chapter, maybe some other brave spirit can pick up where I left off and provide 

a legacy for the ages. You might want to follow along with the catechism text. We are starting with the chapter 

about our capacity for God.  

"Capacity" means something other than. how much pop you can crowd into your cooler. It has to do with a 

predisposition" a pre-existing ability to know the Lord. It's like a taste for honey. Practically anybody, including 

most bears, find the sweet sticky stuff delightful to the tongue, even if it can be dreadful on your shirt front. 

Lance ate breakfast at a mountain restaurant when the shiny golden liquid was poured from high above our table 

onto the food before us. It was a wonderful experience of color and shape and light and a hint of aroma and a 

waking of wetness in the back of one's throat. It made me know I had a taste for honey.  

That's really not a bad metaphor for our awareness of God. We haven't seen God yet (or tasted God if you will), 

but we have seen God's signature in our breath on a frosty night, in the pounding of surf on the ocean shore, in 

the splendor of light and the drama of storm, in the magic of the season and the spill of jeweled stars against a 

velvet sky. It's an awakening of our inner being, a moment of truth.  

For that reason, we mortals are really religious beings. There was a time when we did not exist, but now that we 

realize that we have spun off the spool of life itself, there never will be a time again that will not include us. We 

are now immortals, when our "Highlander" struggles are finally completed and our Faith is transformed into 

Sight. St. Augustine wrote in his Confessions, "when I am completely united to you, there will be no more 

sorrow or trails, entirely full of you, my life will be complete." Like little kids on a playground, we need a name 

for the new people we meet. Moses asked God for a name to call God. God said, "I am the One who is." Names 

limit us; they prevent a full understanding. We can say, "He is a dentist," but he also may be a grandfather, a 

musician, a fisherman. "O, really?" we say, "I never knew that."   

"God" is just a word. Creator is a description, but our God is miles beyond our ability to describe anyone fully. 

Our limited language just prods at the mystery, like a tooth-pick at a turtle in her shell. 

 "Without the Creator, the creature disappears" the Vatican Council reminds us. That's the secret of our curiosity 

about God. In finding God, we find ourselves; we discover the vital importance of bringing the light of the 

living God to those who don't know God, or who neglect Him. Without the essential connection, any of us is a 

spark in space burned out and forgotten. Once we make the connection, it's a very different story. Another time, 

another chapter.  
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 154. “Catechism of the Catholic Church Part One, Chapter Two” Sharing Our Secrets  

In the mid nineteen-sixties while the Second Vatican Council was concluding its deliberations, Benjamin 

Braddock was graduating from college. Mike Nichols made a film about him, about his ignorance of life and his 

lack of direction, and his confused fear of the future. Benjamin was an easy mark for dissolute Mrs. Robinson 

who introduced him to adultery and deeper emptiness and shame. In one of their sinful trysts at the Taft Hotel, 

Benjamin suggested that perhaps they might talk some time. Mrs. Robinson dismissed the suggestion, abruptly. 

Then he met Elaine, tried to shame and anger her out of his life, realized that he had committed yet another sin, 

asked for forgiveness and received it, and sat with her at a drive in restaurant, gobbling down burgers and fries, 

while their laughter and stories filled the car. The movie couple revealed themselves to each other as all people 

do who are beginning to be in love.  

Our purpose in life, the Baltimore Catechism said, is "to know, love and serve God in this world, and to be 

happy with God in the forever." We gradually come to know God, first from nature, from the. faith of others, 

and finally from God's reaching out to us in ways we begin to notice. God has to reveal Himself to us, because 

God's self is too refined for us to perceive by ourselves. God has always known us; it takes a while for us to 

know God. God has always loved us; our love comes as a response to God's first loving us. 

God is patient; God is respectful. Only when we are fully ready does God reveal Himself fully, in the person of 

Jesus. It is Jesus who tells the eternal stories: the boy who ran away, the woman who lost a coin, the King who 

invited people to his party, the good Samaritan on the dark and dangerous road, the farmer who paid the last as 

much as the first.  

God and His people gradually became used to each other, St. Irenaeus suggests. God entered a sacred covenant 

with Noah and proved Himself good to His word.  God revealed His mind to Abraham made him His partner in 

preparing for our salvation. God spoke through the prophets and formed His people Israel under the faithful 

guidance of Moses. He told Moses His name, and He shared His secret plan for His people.  

In the Commandments, God added to the original precepts common to people who tried to live by the law 

within them. "I am the Lord," God said, "There is no other. You must not worship false deities."  "My name is 

holy," God added; "keep my day holy as well.” 

When the time was right, God sent the angel Gabriel to our Lady, and she agreed to provide flesh for God's 

message, to give life to His secret. God came among us in compassion, tireless service, mercy and love too 

wonderful to believe. One needed to see it, marvel at it, enter into it and pass it on in loving wonder.  

The secrets have all been told, the Church teachers us, but it takes a while to fathom their richness. So doctrine 

can develop and rules can change, but the mind of the Lord has been fully revealed. All truth derives from it. 

There is such a thing as a "private" revelation. Sometimes such occurrences are recognized and approved by the 

teaching authority of the Church guided by the Holy Spirit. These "private" experiences do not add to God's 

revealed truth; invariably they remind us of it, as does the Church's day-to-day teaching, or the authority of the 

Scripture.  

Still, the Lord waits for us in prayer, to remind and assure each of us that the God who knows our hearts invites 

us to a fullness of knowledge and friendship like people who are discovering that they truly love each other. 

There's always more to learn.  
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 155. “It's a new ballgame” 

Thanks to every one of you for sharing last week's jubilee with me. Even more, thank you for sharing almost 

half of the past forty years with me. More important still, thank you for working beside me in whatever years of 

full time pastoring the Lord will give me.  

Looking toward the millennium, the priesthood and the Church are a good deal different than they were in the 

late 50's. It is clearly a lay Church with a Bishop (when you can find one) and an aging and disappearing 

priesthood. Bishops may import priests from Poland or India or Africa, but it clearly will no longer be the 

Church of Fr. Owens and Msgr. Kenney and Fr. Hamilton. It's a new ballgame.  

When Fr. Palmer was still with us, he and Fr. O'Leary and I tried to peer into the future, envisioning a 

collaborative Catholic Community, shared resources (finances, personnel and facilities), and common ministries 

to be exercised together. We agreed that our history of dedication to schools had to continue into the next 

century and as far ahead as we could see, because schools form people, and people are the Church for now and 

for years ahead. In our judgment, it has never been clearer that our Battle Creek Church is called to continue 

support for schools for people who want to be there, from four year olds to football players and National Honor 

Society Stars.  

That requires some realignment of our efforts. In the letter I sent to you recently, I told you that we have united 

our schools under a single school board: both elementary sites with their pre-schools, our middle school and our 

high school- under the 'direction of a single Board. We have one principal and assistant for the entire pre-

Kindergarten through grade five, even though some of our youngest students are still here in the historic St. 

Philip building, waiting for new classrooms to receive them at the St. Joseph Campus. That, of course, is the 

focus of the Capital fund drive, which will be launched in a month or so.  

That same capital drive will include our annual appeal for schools, because yearly operation must go on while 

we are collecting and building. In that same appeal, we will ask for funding for the improvements we need to 

make as soon as possible here at our high school and middle school. 

 Last year was our first year to have a united Middle School here at St. Philip. With its own administration, 

faculty and curriculum, the Middle School brings together students from all over town. There is no other 6-8 

Catholic School anywhere else in our Community. The students are off to a great start in their second year, and 

they too are patiently waiting for the elementary to be fully united at St. Joseph, so that they can have new 

classrooms and an all-purpose room and space for the activities both they and the high school students so badly 

need. So while we prepare for the first step (a major collection for an expanded elementary school), we meet 

with others in our Community who share in our conviction that we need an improved and renewed high school 

that will expand its program, be true to its history and ste.er a straight course into history that has not yet been 

written. We know we will need the help of our friends to bring that off.  

Our conversation with our neighbors in the city shows strong support for the vision. Pray about that. It's for our 

children and their world, very different from our own. Some old landmark will undoubtedly have to lie down to 

make room for new structure to support our downtown campus, but we will be here, our schools will be here 

and our students will be well prepared for an eve; changing Church in an ever changing world. Pray about it. 

Think about it.  
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 156. “Catechism of the Catholic Church Part One, Chapter Two, Cant. (74-100) 

THE HOLY ALLIANCE 

Parenting, I suppose, has never been easy. It can be especially difficult when both parents are working outside 

the home and even harder when they work opposite shifts, or one is at home alone while the other travels. 

Children can be tempted to avoid the solid front and get around one parent by waiting until he or she is out of 

the picture. Sacred Tradition (the passing on of God's truth) and Sacred Scripture never leave each other's 

presence. They communicate constantly.  

The Vatican Council puts it this way: "Both of them, flowing out from the same divine wellspring come 

together to form one reality and move to the same goal." "Sacred Scripture is the speech of God as it is put in 

writing under the breath of the Holy Spirit." When the Scripture is coupled with the teaching of the Apostles, it 

carries us into the fullness of truth on to the believing community. Then, through people like us, that same 

divine truth reaches into the courtroom and classrooms and living rooms of this world. We draw our convictions 

and our values both from the Tradition and the Sacred Scripture.  

In order to keep it clear and well-focused, we must imitate the Church of the first century (Acts 2). We remain 

faithful to the teaching of the Apostles, to the Community, to the Eucharist, and to prayer. The Bishop's role in 

all of this is to be overseer and teacher. He must listen, respect his family of faith, and work tirelessly for 

harmony and unity. Sometimes his witness speaks more clearly than the faith that inspires it. The Bishop, above 

all others, knows and understands that the Holy Spirit gives the Faith to the whole Church, and that the Spirit 

speaks through the whole Church, Christ's body on Earth.  

This official teaching office is called the Magisterium. It is not the master of the word of God, but its servant. 

The teacher must be well schooled in the single deposit of faith as the word and the Apostles gave it to all of us.  

The Magisterium, the Sacred Tradition, and the Holy Scripture are balances, like the three legs of a stool, or the 

three branches of government. They work together, never independently. Quoting Scripture to give authority to 

our opinions is not what the Lord had in mind when He gave us His word. The adage tells us that even Satan 

can quote Scripture. It is something like using one parent against the other when we bend the Scripture or the 

Church's teaching to fit our own purposes. The solid front of teaching, word and tradition is meant to keep us on 

course, like three different dials on a spacecraft. It's serious business, we treat it with Respect. It's our way of 

contemplating God and His wisdom and truth.  
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 157.  Was a repeat of 156 



 158. “Stewardship” 

My friend volunteers at the Food Bank. Once a week or so she answers the phone or stocks the shelves or sells 

beans and rice and tuna fish to people who come for good basic nutrition at a reduced cost. Most of the time, 

she doesn't know her customer's, and they don't know her.  

Not long ago it was a different story. A lady came in with her grandson, looking for help. It was the very lady 

who had been my friend's supervisor when she broke into the business world some years ago. Time takes its 

turn with us; today's comfortable people can easily become tomorrow's needy. We are in it together; nobody is 

spared.  

Stewardship is about awareness of our importance to each other. The key to understanding about stewardship is 

not really a question of money or skill or hours invested. The real issue is in the concept of returning to the Lord 

what is rightfully His, not for personal benefit, but for the support of the community. The Thanksgiving story 

provides us a case in point. To survive their first winter, the Pilgrims needed the community. Without the 

community, there would not have been much to celebrate that first Thanksgiving. 

Each of us has some particular gift to share with others. We need to be grateful for what we have, and for what 

we know, and for what we can do; that enables us to share ourselves with others. We need to be grateful, too, 

for others, for what they have to share with us, and with the community. Pilgrims are people on a journey. They 

leave part of themselves behind, to go on to where they are called to be. They travel in faith, because they don't 

know what waits for them: That makes them more than ready to share of themselves and to rely on God and on 

each other. In the Lord's yes, we are all pilgrims, regardless of which side of the counter we stand on when we 

go to the Food Bank.  
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 159. “We come from proud strong stock, we are believers” 

Fr. Richard stopped by the other day, smiling and rested, apparently well recovered from the trauma of leaving 

St. Phil. I think it will be like that when death comes for each of us. We work hard, pack our days, do what good 

we can while the light lasts. Then we follow our hearts: we forgive our enemies and tear up all IOU's; we 

summon the people we neglected or hurt and ask their pardon; we say "thank you," "I love you," and "good 

bye." Then we push the envelope, so to speak, and slip into overdrive and pass into the mind of God. Anyone 

who saw us five minutes later would say, "Can you believe it? Look how joyful, how radiant, how fully at 

peace." 

 I want to have that happen to me when my day comes, and to everyone I know and love. I don't want to die in a 

borrowed van on a dark side street, or in some empty office at the back of a warehouse. I want my people 

around me, my music playing, the psalms read to me, smiles behind quiet tears as a family of faith lifts my soul 

to my God in love and dignity.  

I don't want to die uncertain or defiant or remorseful or arrogant or cowardly. I want to go to my God as a man 

of faith in the presence of a people of faith. I want that for my children and their children. We come from proud 

strong stock, we are believers. The blood of noble men and women warms us, and their courage sustains us. 

Generations to come deserve as much from us. Not everybody in our society sees it that way. Not everybody is 

going to die as I think the children of God should die. Some will collapse in crack houses; some will die behind 

the wheel, and some will find a medic or a minister or a midwife to give their fear and depression a comforting 

respectability.  

What bothers me is that I'm not sure that people who deliberately choose their own road will show up a little bit 

later like Jesus and Father Richard, recovered from the struggle, smiling and rested and ready for a life that 

never quits.  

I love my people too much to stand by and let that happen. Assisted suicide is a sin against the heart of God's 

life. So is abortion, and all other forms of murder and violent abuse. It's no way to live.  

People of faith support each other in their fear and their aloneness and their suffering. They help each other do 

the necessary things to live as the children of God, and to die in His peace.  
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 160. “CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH Part I, Article 3, Cont. (108-113)” 

 At the bookstore, people were standing three deep, trying to get just the right focus on a new set of optical 

illusion pictures. Each pair of eyes was searching for the "other" picture that was concealed by the colorful 

repetitious overshirt. Each pair of eyes opened wider or squinted more closely as they recognized the secret of 

how the brain sees the picture, independently of the eyes. Sometimes you need someone to tell you where to 

stand, where to look, how to open your mind to something beyond what seems to be there.  

God's word is the underlying painting. We need the guidance of Jesus and the Holy Spirit to hear it true and 

fresh. Jesus and the Spirit speak to us in many ways, but principally through the Gospel and the Church. People 

who try to do it alone by their personal understanding of the words usually fail to see the real picture. They 

stand and stare and never understand.  

In God's wonderful collaborative style, the human writers use words and ideas and examples and 

understandings that would be perfectly acceptable to the people of their own day, but possibly hard to 

understand fully if someone picks it up many centuries later. Even Canterbury Tales requires notes for 

contemporary people to know what is being said and what it means to the speaker and the hearer.  

Some of our Scriptures are narrative; others are poetry or theater or song. We need to keep the key in the lock 

for the light of understanding to keep burning.  

In the Second Vatican Council, the Holy Spirit told us to keep three ideas in mind while praying with the 

Scripture.  

First; any individual passage is a part of the whole. The elephant is not all trunk or tail or tusk, no matter what 

the blind man may think her to be. The big underlying picture in all of Scripture is Jesus Christ, God become 

man and living in compassion among us, rising out of death and leading His brethren to glory.  

Second: read and pray with the Scripture in light of the living tradition of the Church. The Holy Spirit passes 

the interpretation of the truth from heart, mother to daughter, generation to generation, like an ancestor's stories 

of immigration and resettling and beginning again.  

Third: always remember that the truths of faith are bite sized morsels of our relationship in and with God. It is 

sometimes called "the analogy of Faith." Understand in the faith context, not as a document or a factual 

narrative.  

The analogical sense is one of several faces of Scripture: how the word relates to the eternal vision of what 

really is, as it always is. "We walk by faith in this world," St. Paul says," and not by sight."  

Another sense is the moral. The Word speaks to us of how we must live: justly, loving generously, and walking 

humbly with God.  

Still another sense is the allegorical, which helps us to see the connection between escaping from sin and 

escaping from Egypt, passing through the Red Sea and being baptized, Manna and Eucharist, the Promised 

Land and eternal life.  

Behind the other three is the literal sense, the actual meaning of the words and their context as studied and 

explained by faith filled scholars. "The Letter speaks of deeds; Allegory of faith; the Moral, how to act, and 

Anagogy, our destiny."  



Scripture study is rightly called the most important of human science. In an environment of humble trust, great 

scholars help the believing Church to uncover the perfection of the veiled fresco hidden under the film of time 

and presumption.  

It is the Church's role to affirm what is God's Word to interpret it, to clarify, and to teach. It was St. Augustine 

who once wrote,  

"I would not believe in the Gospel, had not the authority of the Catholic Church already moved me." The 

Church taps us on the shoulder and says, "Try it this way; you might see more clearly."  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 161. “CATECHISM OF THE. CATHOLIC CHURCH Chapter II, Article 3, (120-141)” 

 "Finding the Lord in His Word"   

This present year we celebrate the 100th jubilee of Sr. Therese of Lisieux, known popularly as the Little Flower 

of Jesus. She entered Carmel as a contemplative nun when she was in her mid-teens and she died there in 1897 

at the age of 24. She had little formal education, but she was blessed with deep understanding; the Holy Spirit 

was her teacher.  

In her autobiography, composed at the insistent request of her superiors, Therese wrote, "Above all, it is the 

Gospels that occupy my mind when I'm at prayer; my poor soul has so many needs, and yet this is the one thing 

needful. I'm always finding fresh lights there, hidden and enthralling meanings."  

Our Lord Jesus is the one word spoken by God, and His good news is the central point of all Scripture. The 

Hebrew Scripture is divinely inspired and will always be an essential part of our legacy as believers. From a 

Christian perspective, however, the Books of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms find fulfillment in the 

appearance of God among us in Jesus and His Gospel. So too, the letters of St. Paul and the later New 

Testament writings take their focus from the message of the Savior and His presence in our lives. "Christ is all 

in all," St. Paul says, "I glory in the Cross of my Lord Jesus Christ who loved me and gave His life for me." 

(Gal. 4) The Gospels then, were formed in three stages, First of all, Jesus lived with us, taught, healed, shared 

our human life, even death, and rose to glory with the promise of sending us the Spirit who will lead us to Jesus 

our intercessor and high priest.  

After the Lord disappeared in the Ascension event, the Apostles passed on to their hearers all that Jesus had said 

and done. Instructed now by the Holy Spirit, they spoke with the authority of Jesus, "He who hears you, hears 

me." (Mk. 16,15) That was the second stage of formation.  

Finally, in the third stage, the Gospels were written. The sacred authors, inspired by the Holy Spirit, selected 

from the oral tradition handed on to them, and from the letters and written accounts, They pulled loose threads 

together and wove a garment of words and sayings which displayed the person of Jesus.  

Unfortunately, not everything written about the Lord had been penned by an inspired author. There were 

random stories and accounts that did not fit with the experience and understanding shared among the believers. 

So it fell to the Church to give us the list of inspired writings, The Church, then, guided by the Holy Spirit, is 

the mother of the Scriptures. Under the Spirit's inspiration and the Church's guidance, a believer can see Gospel 

events prefigured in the shadows of the Hebrew Scripture.  

One can see Christ as the new Adam; Moses and the Commandments as the forerunner of Jesus and the 

Beatitudes; Jeremiah as the promise of John the Baptist and Jesus in his suffering; the Red Sea passage as 

Baptism into Christ's death and resurrection; the desert journey as our personal faith journey, Manna as 

Eucharist; the Promised Land as Heaven; the Kingship of David as a foreshadowing of the Kingship of Christ. 

It all leads to the fulfillment in the plan of God when "God will be everything to everyone," (I Cor. 15:20) St. 

Therese lived long before the Second Vatican Council and its efforts to reunite the Church, Catholics in her day 

were not generally well versed in Scripture.  

Ever since the Reformation and its painful dividing up of family treasures between Protestants and Catholics, 

the Bible was in the Protestant basket and the Sacraments and teaching authority were by and large reserved to 

Catholics, Yet no given treasure was ever exclusively in the possession of either group. The truth and joy of 



God's word were there to be found by anyone who looks for them in faith and prayer. It is still that way. "Your 

word is a lamp to my feet," the Psalmist says, "and alight to my path." (Ps. 119 & Isa. 50:4)  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 162.  “Advent is the season of the faith walk” 

St. Paul compares our earthly journey to time in a tent, a temporary arrangement, until we can move on to a 

house, not made by hands, eternal, in Heaven. (2 Cor. 5) He says while we are here, we walk by faith, not by 

sight.  

ADVENT is the season of the faith walk. It commemorates the centuries of waiting for the promised Messiah to 

arrive. There was no instant gratification for the people of God as they awaited a word of assurance. They laid 

their dead to rest with no promise of Heavenly glory. God's eternal silence was broken only by the occasional 

prophetic word not to lose heart. "Comfort, my people," "Prepare the way," "Bethlehem, your hour approaches." 

It was a time to trust and wait.  

We live in a time not blessed with patience. The couple who prefers not to know the gender of their unborn 

baby is regarded as unusual. The unexpected thunder storm is impassable. We even know the winner of a 

presidential election an hour or so after the polls open. We still have to wait out surgeries, of course, and ball 

games, and jury deliberations, but there is a great impatience to have hard, firm answers now. 

People travel thousands of miles just to be near the scene of a reported apparition or revelation. The message is 

never more than the good news itself: "Repent and live by the Gospel - your salvation is at hand." But somehow 

an interpreted visit with a seer or the hardship of the pilgrimage makes the truth more certain and personal and 

close at hand - not so much by faith, more by sight. Well into the darkness of the silent centuries, Wise Men 

from nowhere packed up their camels and followed a star. They were people of faith, but they too longed to see 

for themselves. A blessed Advent journey to you.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 163.  “CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH CHAPTER III, (142-152”  

I was invited to several homes for Thanksgiving. Each invitation was open-ended and unconditional. There was 

no guilt component attached to any, and no explanation expected or required if I chose not to accept. They were 

genuine invitations (suggestions, welcoming and caring), and it was difficult to choose among them. God's 

Revelation is an invitation, free and open, a request to share perfect friendship and company, fully free and fully 

sincere. It's like Barrington Bunny's gifts to the other forest dwellers. By comparison with other invitations, it is 

far more wonderful, but one must have faith, to recognize that excellence.  

That's why so many people accept the invitations to popularity or to power or to pleasure, rather than the 

invitation to intimacy with God. Sometimes they have not met the Lord (at least not yet); sometimes they have 

not been convinced of the genuine caring love the Lord offers them; sometimes they are just confused. So they 

make excuses, "I have bought some land, or an ox, or I recently married, and therefore, I cannot come." (Luke 

14:18) The only adequate and proper response to God's invitation is faith. "Speak, Lord, your servant is 

listening" (1 Sam 3) In faith, a boy like Samuel or an aging man, like Abraham, completely submits mind and 

will to God. Believers totally accept that it is God who speaks to us personally, and we respond with the 

obedience of faith.  

Obedience means listening deeply, hearing completely, accepting the authority of the Other in our lives. We 

have no way of knowing how long it took God to find an obedient listener, but eventually, Abraham showed 

himself capable of what God required. In faith, he left his home and went to a new country; he allowed himself 

to be a stranger in a new land; he believed that his wife would bear a son in their old age. He even was willing 

to offer his long awaited son in sacrifice. (Cf Heb. 11) "Faith is the assurance of things we hope for," the Holy 

Scripture says, “It is the evidence of the things we cannot see." Our Blessed Mother mirrors Abraham in the 

New Covenant. Accepting the unknown, trusting the Providence of God, seeking meaning in mystery, actually 

sacrificing her Son. Mary's obedient faith is called a "Fiat." ("Be it done to me according to your word") The 

faith never wavered in the darkest of hours, Mary is the mother and model of the believing Church.  

We receive a special invitation in these days of Advent and Christmas. We are encouraged to step more 

confidently into the unknown, to meet the One who waits for us there, to hear Him in a prophet's cry, to meet 

Him in a school girl's trust, and to look upon Him in a baby's eyes. He is our God, our Host, our Brother. We 

call Him Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 164.  “Advent invites people to find God” 

Advent is about the Incarnation. It’s about our gradual acceptance and awareness that God can be comfortable 

in our human nature. In the Savior who comes to live among us God takes to himself our hunger, our laughter, 

our weakness, and our human need for validation. God validates us by becoming vulnerable. 

 Advent invites us to find God in the people who walk the life path with us. Every baby is a meditation about 

Mary's baby and the Why of Him. Every adolescent is a reflection of a Boy coming into His own in an obscure 

Galilean village and finding His way into lifework that called Him here. Every tradesman knows the satisfaction 

of labor well done that sent God hungry to His supper table, and weary to His bed.  

Some of us have found God in a most special way in the presence of a nun or a teaching brother in CCD or 

hospital or classroom. Somehow, their anonymity made them more humanly personal to us. We didn't even 

know their real names, or where they came from, or if they would return next year. We didn't know their hair 

color (if they had any hair) or their body shape or anything personal about them. They just came in large and 

small, old and young, smiling and dour, and you took what you got and found something beautiful in it.  

"I couldn't tell my stories from grade school," my friend said. "It wouldn't be appropriate." Then she added, 

“But all the really good stories have a little evil in them, don't they?"  

It's good that we remember the retired Religious during Advent. Their mystery is God's mystery; their presence 

is God's presence, and their love is God's love. "God bless you, Sister Kalabash, wherever you are."  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 165.  “CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH (153. 165)”  The Faith of St. Joseph  

What are the characteristics of genuine hospitality? Warmth, I suppose, and acceptance, and all-inclusiveness 

and attentiveness. How about competence? What are its characteristics? Possibly precision, and adaptability, 

and reliability among others.  

What then are the characteristics of faith? To characterize hospitality or competence we envision a welcoming 

or ' competent person. To describe faith, we focus on a man or woman of faith whose way of life is impressive 

and memorable. St. Joseph is a case in point. In a few lines, the Holy Spirit has described him for us: reflective, 

non-judgmental, ready to trust the Lord, responsive to God's word. He struggles to know how to deal with 

Mary's mysterious pregnancy. When no solution is clear, he determines to call off the marriage.  

Then the Lord speaks to him and tells him not to be afraid; the child is of the Holy Spirit. So he gets up and 

goes to her father's house and brings her as wife into his home. He takes her (against doctor's orders) on the 

journey to Bethlehem and he finds a cave near a relative's dwelling. He sets up shop in Bethlehem. He builds a 

house intending to stay there. When Herod becomes a living threat, he closed up the shop, bundles up his family 

and flees by night, an alien and homeless. Then back to the Holy Land, even to Nazareth, because he trusts the 

Lord who calls him there. 

Joseph dies without seeing the multiplication of loaves, or hearing the Sermon on the Mount, or meeting Peter 

and Andrew, or seeing the blind people cured. He waits in the same confident faith that guided him all his life 

long. Joseph's faith worked with his good sense, like the two blades of a scissors. He relied on the Holy Spirit's 

insights and responded with quiet understanding. What he did he did freely; nobody forced him. The beauty of 

his spirituality is that nobody needed to push him. He knew that his faith in Jesus and the angel's promise was 

necessary for salvation; he would endure even in silence. As the Scripture would later remind us, his faith 

needed to work through Charity, abound in hope and be rooted in the faith of the Church. (GaI.5:6, Rom. 15:13, 

Jas 2.)  

Joseph might have prepared to wait to see what was going to happen, to stand by Mary at the Cross, to witness 

the apparitions of Easter. But he was peaceful about leaving early. His faith told him that his eternal life was 

already at work. St. Basil said, "When we contemplate the blessings of faith even now. as if in a mirror, it is as 

if we already possessed the wonderful things which our faith assures us we will one day enjoy."  

Joseph's faith endured evil and suffering, injustice and disappointment, even death. His faith may have trembled 

now and then, but it never folded. Real faith is firm and flexible and personal and free, rooted in the One we 

trust and believe. We approach His Christmas birthday, sensing His quiet presence among us and expecting 

Him to come in power, to claim us for His own.  

Lovingly. Fr. Fitz  

  



166. “Our Mission” 

 

Beth and Owen and their baby are new to St. Philip. They came to this area from Alaska. Actually they do not 

live in Battle Creek, but they chose us to be their new parish home. It was not my insightful compelling 

preaching that brought them to us, not the school, not the magnificent Christmas music, not even our beautiful 

church. They came because they see a great many St. Philip people happily involved in parish life. The ultimate 

turn-on was their happening upon the Sunday supper at the cafeteria. For Beth and Owen being Catholic is 

closely allied to outreach work. Their first question was "Where do you most need help right now?" Obviously 

attending weekend Mass is only a fuel stop for them; like many other Catholic people, they meet the Lord in the 

trenches.  

 

In years past, when pastors did everything (more or less well), the principal gateways for new parish members 

were (a) moving into the parish boundaries, or (b) marrying a Catholic from the given parish. Currently people 

are more apt to join a parish because they know (or observe) someone who obviously loves the parish and likes 

being active there. Just as the school's best sales people are its students, so our parish's best promoters are its 

loyal and committed members.  

 

When Sister Robertine left us last Summer, after some twenty years of beautiful ministry to sick and elderly 

parishioners, we absorbed her work into a new department for adult formation. Rosemary Bohan is director of 

the new department. Her task is to find a suitable and fulfilling area of ministry for any parishioner ready to get 

more completely involved. mission statement  

 

The mission of the Office of Adult Formation of Saint Philip Parish is to promote the growth in faith of 

members of Saint Philip Parish and to support our pastor and parish staff by the development and 

implementation of new ministries as they are needed. We provide a support system and educational 

opportunities for families and individuals at all stages of the adult life cycle.  

 

The goals of this office are:  

 

• To encourage, direct, and support parishioners in their quest for a ministry that will best utilize their 

talents and time. To provide parishioners with the formation needed to carry out their ministries and to 

live as Christians in a rapidly changing world.  

 

• To provide Church members with opportunities to share their faith with members of the wider 

community through service opportunities with community organizations.  

 

• To provide emotional and spiritual support to those parishioners who are no longer able to take an active 

part in parish life due to age or infirmity.  

 

• To work with other area churches to promote our shared values within the Battle Creek community.  

 

• To support our pastor and staff by developing programs of ministry as they are needed and compiling a 

file of volunteers for various ministries. To provide resources to those involved in ministry to the youth 

of our parish.  

 



Rosemary and I agreed on a goal: by July of 1998, we want to see at least one-third of our adult parishioners 

productively involved in a parish related ministry, over and above their professional employment. We are 

closing in on that number. Over 25 years ago, when I was serving another faith community, a third grader 

introduced me to her aunt. She said, "This is Father Fitz; he goes to my church." That was music to my ears: 

ownership by the age of 8; hopefully she is a pillar of her parish community now that she is nearly thirty-five. It 

would surely be tragic if she never found a Catholic parish where her energy would be welcome.  

 

Ministry doesn’t need us as much as we need ministry.  In the next several weeks, the Adult Formation 

department will be trying to match you up, if you’re not already settled.  It’s time to start praying about it and 

looking around for what needs to be done.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 167.  “CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH”   The Faith of Believers (166-184)   

 

We celebrate Christmas because we are convinced that God loves us enough to lay aside His divinity to become 

the human Son of a Virgin Mother, and thereby secure our salvation, Other people may keep the holiday, but 

not for those reasons. They may see it as a pretty celebration of wintry neighborliness, I suppose, or vacation 

time, or family time, or party time, but maybe not Redemption time. 

 

How did we come to know that there's more to it than others might see? What would convince us and compel us 

to believe such wonderful extraordinary things? Perhaps you remember visiting the manger with your parents as 

a very small child. "This is the Baby Jesus," someone told you. "He became our brother to save us from our 

sins," "That same Jesus is the one on the Cross?" "Yes, the very same Jesus. There's his mother the Virgin 

Mary. Jesus had no father; God the Father is His Father; St. Joseph is His foster-father; he takes good care of 

Jesus." Then you digested all of that, remembered some Christmas carol lyrics "round yon Virgin Mother and 

child," and said, "cool." That's another way of saying, "I accept that; I believe that; my mom is telling me what 

she believes with all her heart, and all these people, and the priest, and the singers, and the people who visit the 

jail, and the poor. This is what they know happened, and I know it too. I believe."  

 

Faith is partly gift, (not everybody seems to have it), and partly community treasure. We receive it from God 

and from other believers; we keep it alive and strong in the assembly (especially in time of doubt and trial), and 

we accept the fact that our faith sometimes is hard to explain to other people, especially to antagonists. But our 

sincerity and our practice often speak louder than our fumbling words-We just hand it on, as others have 

entrusted their faith to us.  

 

At Baptism, at Mass, in preparing for death, we say "I do believe" or "We believe." When the rubber hits the 

road, we are faced with the truth. That's what's happening in our mind and in our heart. Our salvation comes 

from God alone, but it is passed on through the Church, our Mother. The Church gives us the Faith of Abraham, 

and King David, and Joseph and Mary, and St. Peter and Mother Cabrini and Thomas Aquinas and the Martyrs 

and the people who worshipped at our altar before we were born. We start with the word, like "resurrection," 

“forgiveness," "life everlasting," and gradually better understand what those words actually mean to each of us 

and all of us. St. Irenaeus (4th century) says "The Church preaches, teaches and hands on the faith with a 

unanimous voice, as if possessing only one mouth." "Though languages differ throughout the world, the content 

of the Tradition is one and the same." "The church's message is true and solid, in which one and the same way 

of salvation appears throughout the whole world."  

 

The star of Bethlehem was apparently noticed only in  Judea, but the light of its message has been bolstered by 

the Faith of the Shepherds and by John in the Desert and by the Apostles and the Church founded on them. 

"This is more than a poor child born away from home. This is Jesus: He comes to save me and all of us," This 

we believe. What a wonderful gift.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 168. “My fifth bishop as a priest” 

 

My birthday present was in a simple manila sheath; it was a collector's item, a white writing stick with a 

colorful Tony the Tiger emblazoned on the barrel. ''I'll be twenty-five years this year," the donor told me. "It's 

hardly possible I could be in the twenty-five year club. Then a few years more, and I can retire... if I make it. 

Our last two bosses were wonderful; I hope we will be as happy with our new one."  

 

It reminded me that we were about to do something similar, anoint a new leader. "The nuncio is coming," Fr. 

Ken told me the other day, "and Governor Engler." There will, of course, be bishops and dignitaries from other 

faith tradition, and Bishop-elect Murray's fellow priests from the Diocese of Lansing. (It's a good omen for us 

that they love and respect him as they do.) The world is coming to celebrate with us.  

 

Bishop Murray was quoted, in an article I read recently, that he would focus on three goals in his years as our 

leader in Christ. We will prepare our hearts and our diocesan church for renewal in the Millennium, following 

the lead of our Holy Father. For the Church, the Millennium is not the end of anything; it is a new beginning. 

We prepare for renewal, as Israel prepared for the Messiah.  

 

The second goal will be evangelization, the article said. Once we meet the Lord anew, we introduce Him to 

others, as the Baptizer presented Him to the crowd, "There goes the Lamb of God; He takes away the world's 

sin." The soon-to-be Bishop set his eyes (and ours) on reaching and inviting and moving over for some 55,000 

people in these nine counties who presently line up behind no church home at all.  

 

The third goal will follow from the first two, I would imagine. Vocations to service and leadership and 

priesthood will grow out of a renewed community of faith and welcome. Response to the Lord's call needs to be 

itself sacrificial, but joyful too, and wonderfully, personally satisfying.  

 

This will be our Bishop, my fifth Bishop as a priest. Forty years ago, long before his appointment, even before 

he was a priest, I pledged him obedience and respect. In some sense, I suppose, he will be my new Boss. The 

Lansing priests gave him the staff of a shepherd, the cross of a believer, and the miter of a leader. As I go on 

working toward my 50-year-pin, I'll just try to give him , my best, and I'll count on you, to do the same. We are 

in for some happy and productive years. God bless our Bishop well, and give him a good life, among us.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 169. “Bishop Murray’s Ordination” 

 

Bishop Murray's ordination liturgy was filled with faith, and warmed with hope, and seasoned with joy. His 

motto, emblazoned on the back of the presider's chair, says "Rejoice in the Lord always." It was excerpted from 

St. Paul's letter to the Philippines, written from his imprisonment as his day of execution approached. Very 

possibly St. Paul never once prayed for release from his confinement. Maybe he was too busy rejoicing in the 

wonderful people he had met on his journeys, the adventures he had survived, and the power of the Holy Spirit 

at work in his preaching. It's good to be thoroughly used up by the Lord, enough to make you rejoice.  

 

Paul's experience is really not that different from yours or mine or Bishop Murray's. We allow God to tap our 

resources: actually we just hold them for the Spirit to use when he wants them. We're like assistants at a 

surgery, handing the Lord what He needs when He asks for it. He includes us in the skill and the danger, and the 

healing that follows. That's reason to rejoice. Nobody is expected to rejoice in long hours, or difficult people, or 

problems that have no ready answer. Nobody is asked to enjoy confinement or sickness or grieving or 

frustration. But mixed into it all, making it all possible, smiling through the tears, is the steadying presence of 

the caring God who is totally present to the good or the bad in our life.  

 

Joy need not necessarily be accompanied by laughter or broad smiles or excited gasps of surprise. It is even 

sweeter when tears are falling and the world is crumbling. That's when the Lord embraces us fully and holds us 

in His love. We are vulnerable then; we are open to intimacy; He is the only one who really makes sense. 

Bishop Murray knows that. So do we. God bless our years with humor and hope and happiness, in spite of the 

hard days we might rather not see.  

 

Somebody said the ordination Mass was great, but too busy - not enough time to pray, he thought. That might 

be correct. God give us all a minute to reflect on it all, the rushing and sound of our life. In the midst of our 

hurry, God gives us stillness and quiet prayer and silent joy.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 170. “Prayer for the Millennium Holy Spirit” 

 

This second year of preparation for the Holy Year 2000 and the millennium is dedicated to God the Holy Spirit. 

In 1997, the attention was on Jesus, the Eternal Word, our brother and teacher. In 1999, the final hours of the 

current thousand years will be consecrated to Abba, God our Creator Father, from whom comes time itself and 

all living things and the invitation to live forever. But this year, we delight in the Holy Spirit, our gift giver, our 

companion in life in this world, our sustainer. The Holy Spirit is the God we invoke in our most natural 

unrehearsed spontaneous prayer: "God, be with me," "Bless my children," "Forgive me, Lord' "Lord, I don't 

know what to do," "Please, Lord, help me over this hurdle."  

 

Even if my prayer on a given day is centered on Jesus in a Bible story it is the Holy Spirit who takes me there, 

and turns on the light, and focuses my attention on what I hadn't seen before. It is the Holy Spirit who stirs up 

my conscience, heals unpleasant memories, comforts me when I am hurting, and gives me a shove when I am 

lazy, or afraid to step out and do what needs to be done. When many different people are touched by a homily, 

it is the Holy Spirit, using the preacher to speak to each of their lives in a new gift of tongues. When families 

are struggling with a decision, or one of us is bereaved, or an inner healing is needed, it is the Spirit of God who 

is moving over the troubled waters of our lives, to bring order and understanding and quiet peace.  

 

Peace and gentle acceptance is a sure sign of the Spirit at work in us. "A child on its mother's breast," the psalm 

says. When you hurt, but you're secure and at rest, it is the Spirit of God at work in you. Like Jesus asleep in the 

boat, we endure the storm and rely on the Spirit. In this preparation year, we would do well to listen more 

attentively, trust more confidently and count completely on the Spirit's total awareness and eternal love. We will 

share some thoughts to pray about, as the year goes on. Meanwhile, we might do well to read often (or 

memorize) the Pentecost prayer that says it all. It is staggering to realize how completely God loves us.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  

 

 

 Prayer for the Millennium  

 

Holy Spirit, Lord of light, from thy clear celestial height, thy pure beaming radiance give. Come thou Father of 

the poor, come with treasures which endure, come thou light of all that live. Thou of all Consolers best visiting 

the troubled breast dost refreshing peace bestow. Thou in toil all comfort sweet, pleasant coolness in the heat, 

solace in the midst of woe. Light immortal, light divine, visit thou these hearts of thine, and our inmost being 

fill. If thou take thy grace away, nothing pure in us will stay, all our good is turned to ill. Heal our wounds, our 

strength renew on our dryness pour your dew, wash the stain of guilt away. Mend the stubborn heart and will, 

melt the frozen, warm the chill. Guide the steps that go astray. Thou on those who evermore, thee confess and 

thee adore, in thy sevenfold gifts descend. Give us comfort when we die. Give us life with you on high. Give us 

joys which never end. Amen. Alleluia." 



 171. “Friends accept each other in gratitude” 

 

I'm coming out of a week that never happened. It's an empty period, void of schedules or liturgies or items 

crossed off an ever lengthening list. Yet there are evidences that lots of important things happened. I just wasn't 

a principal player.  

 

The Holy Spirit sent Fr. Jayarao Polimera to us. He came on a Tuesday noon, in time to pick up my Masses and 

Sacramental schedule for the week. On the following day, I was sent to bed with pneumonia. The Holy Spirit 

had us fully covered.  

 

I am grateful to Fr. Jayarao for trusting God's Providence, to come all this distance, to make prayer and music 

among us. Through Him, perhaps the Lord will be able to teach me something of the subtle Eastern way of life, 

and knowing God. We can always hope.  

 

I keep saying (as I though I might know something) that the great challenge for the Church and the nations is 

the establishment of understanding respect between East and West. It need not be a time of war games between 

Iraq and the United States, or territorial struggles between Christians and Muslims. People can know each other 

as friends and accept each other in gratitude.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 172.  “Lent is the time to return to the Lord who waits for us” 

 

The poet, who must also have been a man with some experience of sin and repentance, says, "The soul, when it 

has laid down its faults at the feet of God, feels as though it had wings." The Easter canticle calls the sin of 

Adam "the happy fault" because it caused our Savior to come among us and heal us from ourselves. When we 

recover from sickness, we have a new appreciation for health. We had no idea how sick we were, until health 

returned for us.  

 

Lent is the Church's special time to repent and return to the Lord who waits for us. It is the time for Christian 

people to "let our broken hearts show their sorrow," the Prophet says. We remember that we are marked for 

death as Jesus was. If we want to rise to eternal life, as Jesus did, we must cut loose from the sin that holds us 

away from being ready.  

 

For some, that means a serious sinful relationship, or an on-going habit, or an unresolved injustice or 

resentment, or a hatred we haven't let loose. For others, it's a habit, or a procrastination, or a stubbornness of 

heart. For some, it's just a matter of refusing God access to some part of our life. We like to clutch onto our 

personal willfulness, even though it's holding us back.  

 

The Ash Wednesday Cross on our foreheads is our way of saying, "This year I want it to be different. I want to 

give my soul wings for Easter."  
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 173. “Refection – Prayer – Penance” 

 

A big problem for Catholics (and probably for other people too) is our near-sightedness. We presume that the 

way things last were is the way they always were. That is almost never so, except when it comes to such issues 

as God's existence, our mortality, and the human need to repent and do penance.  

 

The way we do things as religious people changes from time to time. Things that come into vogue today as 

apparently new and different, very possibly had an earlier life of their own.  

 

A case in point is the community of public penitents which in many dioceses around the world, is seeing a new 

birth. People who have been separated from the Church for many years because of their public sin are admitted 

quietly by their bishop into a community of reflection, prayer and penance. Some of them each Lent are then 

assessed as ready to come back to the community.  

 

That process begins with a public gathering outside the Cathedral (or substitute church) on Ash Wednesday or 

early in Lent, where the penitents beg forgiveness of their separated brothers and sisters before and after Mass. 

That process goes on through the Lenten time; it is one feature of the period of penitence that they live out 

where the rest of the world does not see them.  

 

Week after week, as the penitents are seen in the churchyard, their stories are retold, stories of organized crime, 

or tribal murders, or war crimes, or embezzlement, or perjury. Sometimes the penitent has spent years in prison, 

sometimes not; but the message of sin and repentance is universal, and it takes on a personal quality. It calls the 

penitent to repentance, and it calls the Church to repentance. The order of penitents does for the reconciliation 

of the Church what the RCIA does for Baptism and Community. It changes the life of the candidate, and it 

transforms the community.  

 

In Lent we are called to be with Jesus in His life of forgiveness. It will cause us to change our minds about 

ourselves and other people and the evil we have been part of. It will challenge us to reach out in mercy to 

people our forgiveness never before reached, It will lead us to the Cross. But that's only the starting place, isn't 

it?  
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 174. “At the well in Samaria” 

 

 At the well in Samaria, Jesus finds himself in a chance encounter with a woman He had never met before, and 

(who knows?) may never have seen again, until He greeted her at the Father's house and showed her to her 

place at the table in heaven. 

 

 It makes one wonder how much "chance" there really is in some of our unexpected meetings with people. 

God's Providence never seems far away. If it isn't by design that we cross paths with other people, at least the 

Lord has wonderful ways of making something good of the experience.  

 

Both the woman and the Lord came to the well for refreshment. Both were on a mission, and needed to be there. 

Both found nourishment they did not expect. It can happen at the doctor's office, on a bus or a plane, in a 

restaurant, or a college classroom, or at MESC. Almost always it involves waiting, being in a situation where 

we have to slow down and be quiet until something happens. Somehow in a condition we cannot control, we are 

more open to whatever is happening around us. Maybe we are less judgmental, too, more ready to accept people 

on their own terms: "I never talked to a Buddhist about prayer before;" "I didn't know black people felt the same 

as I do about so many things;" "I thought her point of view was refreshing. It really made me think." 

 

 "Chance" encounters are pretty wonderful ways to meet Jesus as He is, hungry maybe, or thirsty, or tired, but 

always with something wonderful to think about, something that can change my life.  
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 175.  “Lenten Healing” 

 

It wasn't an accident, not even one of those pernicious diseases spread by the flies to the eyes of Middle Eastern 

children. He had been blind since the day of his birth. His parents saw it as a punishment for something they 

had done, or failed to do. The years had been difficult for everyone.  

 

He was in the Temple neighborhood, sitting on the sidewalk, basket in front of him, begging for kindness and a 

few worn coins. That prompted one of the group to say, "Who sinned? this man or his parents; that he should be 

born blind?" "It was no sin," Jesus replied, "Bad things happen to good people. The Father works it into His 

plan. It's another opportunity for God's light to shine in the darkness."  

 

In Jesus' ministry, at different times and places, other people had positioned themselves along His route. Some 

of them climbed trees. They called out and hollered after Jesus. This fellow had apparently just worked his way 

to a favorite spot in the street, near a welcoming shade tree. 

 

For him, it was just another day in the darkness. That was before he felt the mud on his eyelids, worked his way 

to the pool, and splashed its water on his excited face. Then it was a completely new situation, a very special 

day, indeed. This was the day he had been afraid to hope for. It came without asking, and it was wonderful.  

 

Jesus often spoke of our human condition as darkness. He found a variety of ways to say that He came to 

dissipate the murky shadow and bring light. Sometimes He simply said, "I am the light." Darkness is nothing 

but the absence of light. Sometimes grieving obscures the light, or bitterness, or depression, or cloying shame, 

or a secret addiction, or a habit of sin.  

 

The blind man knew his darkness and wanted to be rid of it. The Pharisees thought their darkness was light; 

they had no need for Jesus. Lord, in these Lenten days, bless us blind ones. Be our light.  
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 176. “Rejoice” 

 

Once every seventeen years or so, we experience a warm, sunny blossomy rain free Easter Sunday. It awakens 

the romantic in us. We can delight in Spring dresses that need not be bundled up in well-worn winter coats, and 

shiny new shoes that need not be soaked in wet sloppy snow as they slip into church. Birds sing from the joy of 

the morning, not from fear of having their new homes blown away. Every once in a blue moon, we have a 

picture perfect Easter.  

 

The rest of the time we find our Easter more in what it means than in how it feels. It might have been raining 

when Mary Magdalene set out on her difficult walk. The soft earth might have sucked up Peter's sandals as he 

approached the open tomb. There surely was a cold wind of worry about what happens next: Thomas' doubts, 

Peter's fears, rumors and rumbles and rancor and self doubt. It all had to be seen in Easter light; and sometimes, 

that takes a while.  

 

Rejoicing in Christ's victory is easy when everyone agrees to rejoice, when the morning sun of new life brings 

relief to a troubled night. It can be another matter when the heavy clouds of sorrow and worry persist, and the 

pain shows no sign of abating. It's then that we go back to the empty tomb and peer into its shadowy darkness 

and make the decision Peter made, to see and to believe.  

 

A Blessed Easter, all fifty days! 
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 177. “Offenders and Victims” 

 

Some neighborhood children broke into our church some months ago. They made mischief and stole some 

expensive items from the sanctuary and sacristy.  

 

The children were apprehended by our Battle Creek City Police, and all the stolen articles were returned. The 

oldest child was removed from home and is now living in a juvenile detention facility; the younger ones will be 

having their day in court very soon. 

 

Compared with schoolyard killings in Kentucky and Arkansas, our problems may seem insignificant, but they 

are clearly indicators of an absence of moral awareness and respect for other people and their property. After 

the fact, the oldest child wrote me a letter of apology, and the younger two, with their parents, came by the 

rectory to ask for forgiveness. I forgave on the behalf of the parish, but insisted that we would follow the 

juvenile court procedure for offenders and victims.  

 

Studies remind us that more and more children live below the poverty level; I guess I did when I was a child, if 

annual family income was the criterion. The big difference was that our financial limitations were offset by love 

and attention and chores and rules that were predictably enforced. Our parents helped us with school work and 

personal problems and growing pains. We were aware that we were good people, and that God and everyone 

else expected good people to turn out good works. 

 

We recently opened an office for ministry to troubled youth here at St. Philip. We scurried around and dug up 

donations to get the project off the ground. We fixed up a room in the parish social hall and plugged in a phone 

and asked Judith Campbell Olmstead to be our grant writer, our trouble shooter, our fact finder, and our voice in 

the courts, the schools, the probation office, and wherever kids are in trouble. Judy has done us proud these first 

few weeks.  

 

In a memo she wrote to our staff and to interested agencies the other day, Judy observed that the problem ridden 

adult society and the unrest in the world around us cause an already troubled child to think that unhealthy is 

normal and unavoidable. That causes a child to be all the more resentful and confused especially if the average 

parent spends twenty minutes a day with the child, and twelve of those are spent in disagreement. Authority is 

suspect from the start; and as adult authority lessens, "the young are more and more, the captives of each other." 

The peer becomes the standard, and gangs of one kind or another, become the support community.  

 

It's clearly one of the primary social problems of our time. Public agencies, for various reasons, are unable to 

get to the core of the problem. It is our hope that the Church can provide an effective way for caring adults and 

professional childcare workers to make a real difference.  

 

We call the work "The Advocates". It will be in operation as long as we can muster funds to keep it going on a 

barebones budget. Pass the word, and let people know that the old church downtown believes in kids, and we're 

willing to go to bat for them.  
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 178. “Back to School” 

 

Every August, Marie called the parish office and made an appointment to see one of us. School would be 

opening soon, she reminded us, and she had "a few things to discuss." She was a diminutive Tex-Mex woman 

with purpose in her step and fire in her eyes. She had a flight of stair-step children, each one more beautiful than 

the next, and all of them as well dressed as the wealthiest children in their class. That was because their mother 

came by each year to every parish in that town, and gave the priest his personal assignment.  

 

In a given year, I might be responsible for 3 pairs of shoes, (sizes provided) 6 pairs of pants, 6 shirts and a book 

bag. My neighbor at the next parish was required to produce jumpers and blouses and a pair of glasses. It was 

our obligation, the mother advised us. The church wanted her to have these kids; we should help her pay for 

their school clothes. It was all common sense, matter of fact, and no excuses accepted.  

 

She would tell us every year that the husband was never home, but we knew he had stopped in at least eleven 

times over the years. Still the burden was hers. She was beyond being embarrassed; it had to be done, and she 

would square her shoulders and set about her business. She wanted the best for her kids, and she would not 

settle for less. Every church and agency in town knew her.  

 

Mothers, for the most part, are like that. They go to bat for their children no matter what it costs them: begging, 

bargaining, waiting, interceding, sacrificing, struggling, enduring. St. Paul called it love. He said, "Love is 

patient and kind, never jealous or envious, never boastful or proud... lf you love someone you will be loyal to 

him, no matter what the cost. You will always believe in him, always expect the best of him, and always stand 

your ground in defending him." (I Cor. 13)  

 

Mothers seem to have a special hold on what it means to love someone. Sometimes, I suppose, they even go too 

far, and we begin to expect they will always be there to make it easier for us. But then, what are you going to 

do, if your mom convinced you that you were the most wonderful person in the world, capable of anything you 

chose to take on, and just as well turned out as the kids who ride to school in a town car? Happy Mothers Day.  
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 179.  “When she failed to answer the phone…” 

 

My cousin Kay died a week or two ago. She was seventy-four. When she failed to answer the phone, family 

members let themselves in. She had passed away in her sleep: no panic, no sirens, no fumbling for a Medicare 

card. She had stolen the ball, and slipped around the defender, and pocketed the winning goal, as she so often 

did in high school. 

 

 Kay had never married. People at the breakfast house she frequented told how she would come in with her 

headphones clamped to her ears, greet them all by name, hassle the cook, pick her favorite chair at her favorite 

table and spread out the sports section or a golf magazine. Then she reached in her pocket and pulled out a 

picture frame. "These are my babies!" she would proclaim for all to hear. "Jessica is talking now, and Zachary 

has a new picture." With that, she propped up the frame, tested her coffee, and lamented the plight of the Tigers 

or mulled over the latest problem at the Lion's front office.  

 

They all came sometime during the two days, all those people who worked at Just Omelettes. Some of them 

dressed up, and some of them came from work in sweatshirt and jeans and sports shoes, but they all had a story, 

and a disbelieving shake of the head, and a face full of tears. So did the people from the Credit Union. She 

served on their board; she was their wise woman. What would they do now? Who would know the one to call, 

the strategy to use, the best way to go?  

 

The president of the Edison retirees association was bewildered. Kay knew all six hundred by name, and 

something about each of them, and they brightened up when they came to an event after a long absence and Kay 

greeted them and asked about their operation, or their herb garden, or their cocker spaniel.  

 

"She was like that all those years downtown," they said. "She was secretary to the tax officer, but she was all 

over the building." She was swapping scones, arguing city politics, trading recipes and stories and opinions 

about TV news. Everyone of them felt important, because they were important to her.  

 

The congregation was a mix of children and full sized people and some who were starting to shrink. They sang 

"One Bread, One Body, One cup of Blessing which we bless... ", and they listened with fresh understanding to 

Jesus in the Gospel when He said "This is the will of the Father who sent me, that I should lose not one of those 

He has given me." The basketball court in Heaven was full of high fives and hugs, and the children in the front 

pew were smiling.  
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 180. “Which song to pray with?” 

 

The St. Philip Seniors asked my input about the song to be played at graduation. Since they graduate at Mass, in 

the church, before Our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament, whatever is selected as the class song must be 

appropriate. Granted that the graduation exercises follow the Mass, still one needs to be circumspect. 

 

I disqualified myself from one of the options because I couldn't understand the lyric. Someone whose hearing is 

better than mine said the lyric was depressing. Only the refrain was suitable to the happy occasion, I was told. 

Anyway it was too loud and intrusive, better suited to a stadium than a church.  

 

The chosen air is hardly an anthem, but the overall impression seems good. It's a kind of rhythmic meditation on 

making the most of our time, celebrating the now. The graduates have reached another turning point; there's no 

going back. "They can't go home again," as the novelist said.  

 

So the song encourages us to put our memories of achievements and mistakes in a well lighted corridor of 

remembrance. They are not to be buried, ignored or regretted. They are the times of our lives. We can learn and 

grow from all of them. Time somehow is our teacher; we learn better in some times than we do in others.  

 

For us who know the Lord, even in a shy occasional encounter, time is a gift. It's like a laboratory full of untried 

experiments or a library packed with unread books, or a music hall where no one has ever yet sung, or laid a 

hand on a keyboard. It's an empty chair where we record our choices, some of them good, some not. It's an 

empty chart where we record our choices, some of them good, some not. It's our legacy from God who loves 

and trusts us.  

 

Graduation is a pausing place. From its corner we look back to where we have been, and ahead, to where we 

choose to go. It's a time of checking our bearings and recharting if we have strayed from the course. 

Congratulations to all of you, our parish graduates. We pray for you in these special days of your lives. Forgive 

your folks if they seem to be unpredictably sentimental and unexpectedly wet eyed. These have been the times 

of their lives too.  
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 181.  “Seasons” 

 

The gentle quiet of Saturday morning was broken by the soft cough of a shovel, breaking into a pile of loose 

earth. It was a sound like that of a chipmunk clearing its throat. In a matter of minutes, more shovels, the pliant 

cry of wheelbarrows, the shhh of a broom sweeping, a grunt, a laugh, some easy conversation that could have 

dropped out of a car passing by. Then it was silent again, and the earth sighed gratefully from its new resting 

place.  

 

An hour later, a crew of planters, armed with blossoms and trowels and sprinkling cans. The new earth rolled 

over and reached up to take in the plants, like a mother, gathering in her baby. One after another, the tiny green 

bodies found a growing place. Then the planters were gone, and the earth was peaceful once more. In planting 

time, the good earth becomes almost human. Her physical self rouses from Winter rest, and her mother's soul 

breathes new life into new children. She shelters us, shades us, waters us, feeds us; she colors our world; she 

reminds us that we are her children and God's; we are givers; we are survivors.  

 

The Creator made a wonderful covenant with Earth. She is His garden, His mirror, His voice and His subtle 

beauty. She is the vacation home of His Spirit, and the workplace of His Savior Son, and the school where the 

children of God learn about work and play, mystery and predictability, terror and gentle wonder. She is God's 

house of prayer, speaking to herself about Spring that lives forever, and a planting season, always in blossom, 

fertile and fruitful. She calls us to wisdom and to the Summer of our life; here and forever.  
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 182. “Feeding the hungry” 

 

"They asked for food," my friend reflected. "I had plenty of bread, some peanut butter, some leftovers in the 

refrigerator. I could have given them a sack of sandwiches, and probably some fruit, but I didn't think. I just 

gave them some money," There was regret in his voice, a missed opportunity. He took the convenient way, and 

hurried back to what he was doing. When a neighbor asks for food, you haul out of bed and crawl over your 

sleeping family, to meet his late night need. (Lk 11)  

 

When your neighbor is hungry, (I Kings 17:7) you use your final bit of flour and your last drop of oil, and round 

up a few sticks, and make a fire, and feed him before you die. You take what you have and bless it in love, and 

make enough for whoever sits down to eat. (In 6: 8ff) You rush out into the road and beg the dusty travelers to 

come into your tent and you feed them beef and cheese because they truly are the Lord come to visit your home. 

(Gen. 18) Even when the cupboard is empty and the larder is bare, there is always nourishment in listening to 

one another, in sharing a glass of water or a cup of tea or the last of your rations or the chocolate you hid away 

for a gloomy day. There is always a way of being there for someone who needs to be fed. (In. 4) 

 

 "I myself am the living bread come down from Heaven," the Savior said. Whoever eats this bread will live 

forever; the bread I will give is my flesh for the life of the world."  
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 183. “The Cross” 

 

The rectory stairway was decorated with crosses. The pastor had brought them from places he visited. Some of 

them were brought from other peoples' lives. They were of all sizes and styles, some wood, some metal, ceramic 

or composition, with bodies and without. They demanded your attention.  

 

One could see a graveyard there, memorials to people no longer with us except in the X of mission 

accomplished. goal achieved, Or one could find them a field of labor, people dealing with MS or ALS or cancer 

or alcoholism, single parenting, poverty, retardation, blindness, personality disorder: God's people at work. To 

be a disciple, Jesus said, you have to deal with it, accept it, pick it up and kiss it, carry it everywhere you go, 

every day.  

 

After a while, the Cross becomes part of who we are. Being without it would require us to be somebody other 

then ourselves. The test is in how we handle it, how we present ourselves to other people, and how we face the 

truth. That is the remarkable quality of a simple 12-Step introduction like, "Hello, my name is Mary, and I'm an 

alcoholic." We can't be quite that direct with everybody, but we can be with a few, and we can be with 

ourselves.  

 

The stairway of our lives is made up of steps. Every step of the way bears the sear of the Cross. When it looks 

as though. we can go no further, we need to look back and see where we already have been. Somehow that 

keeps things in perspective.  
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 184. “For what shall we pray?” 

 

What shall we pray about when we pray for the parish this summer?  

 

For starters, let's pray for families: a dad holding his daughter's face between his hands and explaining to her, 

eye-to-eye, why her behavior hurts him, a mother looking back in the briefest of prayers after lighting a 

wedding candle, a bride whispering "Good bye Mom" even though they aren't going any place, at least not right 

now.  

 

Then, those who are sick:  

 

The wife whose tumor measurement increases since the last visit to the office, for courage and confidence. The 

young woman who returns for a repeat of the surgery she endured five years ago, for hope and healing strength 

The aged who find Summer heat difficult, and breathing an Olympic effort, for humor and peace. Our works of 

faith, too: For our volunteers who bring Sacrament and loving concern to the people they meet at the door, or on 

the phone, or whatever their particular ministry. For those who bring joy and reverence to our common worship 

in prayer and song.  For our schools, as we prepare to break ground for a single grade school and put flesh on 

our dreams for the middle school and high school that will carry us deep into a new century. And our social 

concerns: To be articulate witnesses to the value of all life in a time of disrespect for all life. To be a people who 

believe that the power of a peaceful God can quiet a violent world. To be concerned about our family in Africa 

and Latin America, as we are about our neighbors where we live and work.  

 

To be aware and prepared to assist the lonely, the grieving, the poor among us with the kindness of Christ To be 

a friend to the person who does not know the Lord or have a family of faith that invites and welcomes all who 

want to be part.  

 

We pray for the Earth and all that grows from it, and for the work that sustains us, and for the dreams that 

inspire us, and for the playgrounds and ballparks and golf courses and beaches and hideaway cottages and quiet 

places to read, and the goodness of God who gives us Summer.  
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 185. “On Retreat”  

 

Our Bishop sent each of us priests a questionnaire a few weeks back. "How do you feel about your present 

assignment?" (Great!) "How long would you prefer to remain where you are?" (3 or 4 years?  until it's time to 

hang it up, till we gel the schools in place for the new century, as long as health holds out) "When did you have 

a complete physical?" (this year, every year). "Do you take a regular day off?" (At least an afternoon most 

weeks) "When did you make retreat?" (I missed this year: must do it this Summer.)  

 

Some friends have made their Summer home available to me for a week. I'll be near the Atlantic Ocean (hard to 

take), and away from a telephone (gets harder all the time.) I'll celebrate Independence Day. in a very 

independent fashion. When a pastor goes on retreat, he takes the parish with him. I hope you will be enjoying 

the blessings of a New England retreat while you leaf through this bulletin.   

 

Steps and Such  

 

If things are on schedule and the weather cooperates, this should be the week for the first span of the new 

church steps to be used. Painters are lined up for the church interior (ladder painters, no scaffolds). It is our 

hope that the tuck pointers will be able to finish the exterior before Fall. It's always something, isn't it?   

 

Holy Land visit next year  

 

I have been asked to serve as chaplain for a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, May 28-June 8,1999. My friend, 

George Martin, will be our coordinator and guide, and he has given me clearance to invite as many as 30 

people.  

 

You might have to mortgage the back forty, but it would be a wonderful way to welcome the new Millennium, 

and you would have a thousand years to payoff the mortgage. If you want more particulars, give me a call when 

I get back from Retreat (after July 10). Brochures and final arrangements are expected in October, but it's good 

to line up possibilities as early as possible.  
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 186.  “Funerals” 

 

A few weeks ago we celebrated two funerals and two memorial services within the span of five days. In each 

case, a body of caring people needs to bring feelings and misgivings and obligations and memories to an 

acceptable resting place. Because we are people of faith, we laid our concerns before the Lord in worship. 

Because we are human, some of us cried, and some laughed out loud, and some of us felt numb or scared or 

wobbly. There were probably some who wondered why they came; whatever we did or read or said didn't help 

them much at all.  

 

The memorial service and the memorial Mass were lovely. They accomplished what they set out to do. Both 

men had died in Florida; their people in Michigan needed to remember their lives and memorialize their time 

with us and celebrate their passing. Funerals, after all, are for the living. Grown men and women need to cry as 

they remember their nanny and their now distant childhood and weary widows and daughters need to grieve the 

silence in death of their husband and father, Several of my relatives and friends have advised me that they plan 

to be cremated. That is an acceptable option in our time, so long as there is no disrespect intended or inferred 

for the body that served as the Holy Spirit's dwelling.  

 

The Church advises us to bring the body to church, give people a time to reflect and pray in its presence. If there 

is to be a cremation, the Church counsels, that it be after the Mass, with burial at a later time when perhaps just 

the family will be present. A burial site gives people a place to go, the Church reasons, a place to remember, to 

spill the tears that never entirely disappear, to recommit to the journey before us. Funerals and cemeteries, after 

all, are for the living. 

 

Our local cemeteries are beautiful just now. The summer sky embraces them; the aged trees stand guard over 

them; the geraniums and the dusty millers color them; they are a field of peaceful quiet in a busy summer world. 

That's the way it should be. Death is God's herald of a new and wonderful life for those who go on. The time 

after death is for those who grieve and struggle and wonder. "Come to me," the Master calls out. "I will give 

you rest."  
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 187. “Westport 1998”  

 

The sailboats slip across the harbor waters, master fishers, fully at home in their element, going nowhere in 

particular, just glad to be with their kind. One by one they pull out of the dock and slide out into the soft rain of 

very early evening.  

 

God's people need to be at home in this world, on land or water, in sun or squall or storm, pursuing their course 

and watching for each other. The destination somehow is in the journey.  

 

All too often we give up the joy of discovery and the wonder of achievement because the weather isn't perfect, 

or conditions not quite right. We make ourselves victims of our circumstances and captives of our fears. Every 

week has one dark day, and it might be the best day of all. There's an old adage that we can go anywhere we 

want in a Michigan Winter, so long as we allow ourselves enough time. We can deal with stress and sickness 

and troublesome people by refusing to succumb to the weariness that comes with different things. It just takes 

time. Writing about his terminal illness, a priest observed, "I had made room for Sister Death, but I had to learn 

to accept Brother Cancer." That brought new peace in his dying that he had not known before.  

 

The boats are almost out of sight, across the Harbor, out to the Sound, over a horizon 1 have not yet seen. The 

evening shadow thickens, and the rain tickles the water, and the distant giggles ripple against my pier.  

 

"Let nothing disturb thee, nothing affright thee. All things are passing; God only is changeless."  

 

And so it goes.  
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 188. “Grieving prayer” 

 

A prayer for grievers and those who try to help.   

 

We bless you, Lord God of dark days and fearful nights. We praise you for your forgiveness and your healing 

care. We thank you for the comforting quiet of your presence in our sorrow. We look to you for gentle peace in 

the midst of our confusion and our troubled grieving.  

 

Please, Lord, be with our sisters and brothers in the pain of their brokenness. Be with us in our stumbling effort 

to support them in their need. Teach us to listen without questioning, to encourage without stifling, to assist 

without crowding.  

 

Help us to know your caring love for us in our times of trial, and truly to believe that we can glory in our 

infirmities, and to know them as trials through which we triumph.  

 

We pray in the name of Him who wept at the burial site of His friend, and then brought him forth from his 

sorrow, Jesus, Our Lord. Amen.   

 

Life to Life Ministry St. Philip Parish   
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 189. “A prayerful vote…” 

 

Most of the people I know have more than enough to do. The teachers have enough preparations; the 

professionals have plenty of patients and clients; the trades people have all the customers they can use, and who 

needs another meeting?  

 

n our busy-ness, we may be inclined to leave too much to other people that we need to be close to, ourselves. 

Among the cases in point is the question of law making, public policy and politics.  

 

In July, the Michigan Catholic Conference reminded us pastors that the voters of our state will be electing a 

Governor this year, a Lieutenant Governor, Attorney General, Secretary of State, one hundred-ten House seats, 

thirty-eight Senate seats, three Supreme Court judges, sixteen Congress people and more. That's a huge 

responsibility. How do we approach it?  

 

As citizens and voters, we Catholics have the right and duty to know where candidates stand on the important 

moral issues which more and more are laid in the laps of elected officials.  

 

Thomas Merton once wrote, "It is true, political problems are not solved by love and mercy. But the world of 

politics is not the only world, and unless political decisions rest on a foundation of something better and higher 

than politics, they can never do any real good for others." (They might even do great harm, Thomas.)  

 

Some of the key issues before us this particular year are discussed succinctly in the July MCC Bulletin. 

Essentially, these are the moral positions taken by our Bishops and our Catholic Conference. Big issues are 

often pretty simple.  

 

1) Assisted Suicide is evil. It is not to be confused with appropriate pain relief or hospice care. Life is the gift of 

God. It is valuable even in imperfection. Anything done to deliberately terminate it is always morally wrong. 

We are beloved of God even in our suffering. Physicians, before all others, can be expected to safeguard that 

respect.  

 

2) "Parents have the right to choose a school which corresponds to their own convictions. Public authorities 

have the duty of guaranteeing that parental right." (Catechism of Catholic Church #2229) Education reform 

must continue to include a greater role for parents and families.  

 

3) Health Care must be promoted and supported by the public and private sectors for the good of the individual 

and society. "Access to health care service necessary for the development and maintenance of life is a basic 

human right" (MCC,1993). Continued on next column  

 

4) The Catholic Church is the largest non-public provider of human services to poor families in the United 

States. The target of our welfare reform should be poverty, not poor people. Where does the candidate stand on 

the role of government in providing assistance and services to the most vulnerable members of our society?  

 

5) Michigan was the first governmental jurisdiction in the English-speaking world to abolish capital 

punishment. That was in 1846. The MCC Board of Directors advised us to keep it that way: "Our century has 



seen too many people killed in 'improving' society, for us to accept lethal means as anything but a failure of 

human compassion and imagination that solves nothing." Where does the candidate stand on the death penalty?  

 

6) "Human life is a gift from God which all of us are responsible to protect, nurture and sustain. The right to 

life, the most basic of all human rights, must be protected by the law." Sins against life are sins against the giver 

of life. Where does the candidate stand on abortion? My friend Fr. Meyers sometimes said that the best we can 

do is to select the "least worst" and work consistently to improve it. When government takes to itself issues that 

have always been part of natural law and divine law, or when the rest of the electorate chooses to give over 

those rights to executives and legislators, we are not thereby relieved of our responsibility to be prophets in a 

world too busy to notice. Each of us does that as we best can. One of those ways is in informing ourselves well, 

praying confidently and voting wisely.  
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 190.  “I miss Mass” 

 

My friend is a visitor to Battle Creek from another country. His host provided him a place to live, great support 

systems, wonderful learning opportunities, all the kindness one could expect from people you never knew until 

a short time ago. Still, something is lacking. 

 

"I miss the Mass," my friend tells me.  "I have no way to get there from where I live. My friends offered to take 

me to their church, and I appreciate their kindness. I even went sometimes, but now I feel pressured to belong. I 

explained that I am Catholic, but I miss my own church."  His eyes fill up with confusion. "I get the impression 

they think it is bad to be Catholic."  

 

I made a note when he left, asked St. Christopher (or whoever took his place as Transportation Chief) to help us 

get that man to Mass, and pass the word to our Formation / Volunteer office. This time we didn't have long to 

wait. Our Mass-missing friend lives in the neighborhood well populated with parishioners. The database spewed 

forth all of their names, phones, and addresses. We picked four who seemed most likely. On the second try, we 

hit payday, not a half-hearted "I suppose so," but a genuine delight to be asked.  

 

It was a simple thing, I suppose, not as important as a lot of things in life, but for us, it was a success story. 

Someone with a need met someone with a vehicle, and they both have good faith and generous hearts. It sure 

beats spending Sunday morning at Saint Mattress. It's amazing, isn't it, how little it takes to make a pastor's 

heart run warm. Father Jaya told me about an old priest who used to say, "Now that I have seen you, I can live 

three days longer." It is wonderful what positive encouragement people can provide for each other. The test 

seems to be in the attitude we bring to the occasion. It takes more energy to hem and haw, and dream up an 

excuse, then it does to say, "I can do that." That's why it is a truism that if you want something done quickly and 

well, you ask a busy person to do it. It's also the reason that too few do too much in most organizations.  

 

I was a guest at the recent celebration of achievement when the Air Force Cataloging and Standardization 

Center graduated into a new identity, and Tom Shively, their commander, officially became a full time layman. 

The ceremony was rich and colorful, full of obvious life symbols. There were lots of comments and 

congratulations. The message I've heard most often was a Kudo, commending the CASC men and women for 

generosity, teamwork, humor, and response to a challenge. Parishes too ought to be communities of generous 

believers who are responsible to challenges and optimistic about outcomes.   

 

In weeks to come, our bulletin will alert you to a wide range of volunteer opportunities. If one of those 

challenges fits you, don't hesitate. It will come back to you pressed down and running over. Besides, people 

who have a specific role in parish life are the ones who always find a way to get there.   
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 191.  “The Lord rang the doorbell” 

 

The Lord rang the doorbell just before nine on a Friday evening.  He had walked from Galesburg to our bus 

station, only to find it closed. Somehow he already had his Saturday morning ticket for somewhere else, but he 

was hungry and he needed to rest before he could go much further. The leathery face and arms, and the 

permanent squint of his eyes were pretty good indicators that this was just one more necessary stop in a lifelong 

journey. What do you do for a weary traveler, to make it memorable?  

 

"No, I can't give you money," I said, "but I'll fix you some food and get you something to drink." Two glasses 

of ice water were out of sight when I brought him a plate of nuked leftovers: fish cakes and parsnips and baked 

beans and beets, things I like and didn't mind sharing. There was even a small bag of faux Oreo cookies, but 

those were still there when I went out in the morning to clean up his quarters.  

 

He spent the night guarding our door.  I gave him a well-loved old comforter and a pillow, and he made himself 

a bunk on the enclosed porch, away from the doors. I'll probably never know how he reacted to the Free Press 

people when they assaulted the porch at 4 o'clock and fired the paper into his new quarters.  

 

Maybe he slept through the stealthy interruption; in any case, he stayed until the Angelus roused him at seven. 

Then he stood and stretched and combed his stubborn hair and headed out to meet the day. He checked his 

pocket as he went down the steps, remembering the coffee money I had repentantly slipped him before I went 

up to my pleasant quarters and my chair and my bed some hours before.  

 

Earlier in the week an attractive and well-dressed woman had made a similar visit. There were some significant 

differences: he was believable, she was not. He wanted basic human needs satisfied; she expected a specific 

amount of money for a suspicious housing bill impossible to check out. He was grateful; she left the office 

spitting curses like a rattlesnake surprised and just barely in control. He walked on down to another day on the 

road, while she strode indignantly into the summer light. Slipped around the corner to a well-concealed new 

model vehicle, where her accomplice waited for her. They shoot at each other angrily as they headed out to find 

another church to fleece and to tell other stories.  

 

I found out how to clean and sterilize the comforter, but it was gone when I went back to get it. I like to think he 

will somehow find a place for it in his backpack spread out under a tree or a bridge or a porch wherever life 

leads him as the crisp night air grow sharper. Maybe halfway downtown he remembered it and came back. 

Maybe his angel scooped it up and ran after him with it. Or maybe he swapped it for something he needed 

more. Anyway, he was welcome, and I was glad he stopped by. The next guy will have to manage with food 

and water, but no blanket.  
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 192. “The president represents all of us” 

 

Our President has embarrassed us, disappointed us, and made us do some serious thinking. His personal 

behavior certainly does have a lasting effect on his fellow countrymen. If he acts in a wise and courageous way, 

we all bask in his light. If he commits sin, public or private, there's a very good possibility that we may find 

ourselves slinking around in his shadow, egg on our faces and anger in our craws. Only a sincere and humble 

apology and a truthful admission of guilt could possibly ease the hurt and cynicism of people who want to 

believe in the system, if not in the person. Somehow, Bill Clinton's problem is our own.  

 

We are like kids hanging around the ball park after the Black Sox scandal, pleading with Shoe less Joe Jackson 

to "say it isn't so." At least Shoeless Joe and his teammates had the manliness not to say as super heroes of 

recent times have proclaimed, "I ain't no role model!"  

 

President Clinton is not the first person to cultivate enemies while in public office, or to sully a position of trust. 

Unfortunately, he will not be the last. Popes and pastors and classroom teachers have been just as guilty as has 

he. They have been just as sullen, just as silent, just as resistant to grace. Few, if any of them enjoyed the 

prominence and power the world has laid before a United States Chief Executive. Consequently, their wrong 

doing has had less pervasive results. "Of him to whom much has been given, more will be required."  

 

Maybe one of the ironic blessings of this presidency will be the national examination of conscience it has 

provoked. The president represents all of us whether or not he received our vote. Perhaps his predicament 

reflects a national emptiness we would prefer not to face. In any case, his personal life ripples far beyond the 

White House neighborhood. His sin reflects on other people. So does mine. How about you?  
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 193. “Getting out of bed” 

 

When I roll out and check my moving parts, and make sure I know my name and the date, and count backward 

by3's from 100, I ease myself down on my knees to thank the Lord for another day to seek His will and try to do 

it. Someday I won't be able to make it to my knees, I suppose, or to count backward. While I can, I am pleased 

beyond words that I have a job to do each day, people waiting for me, visits to make, celebrations to lead, ideas 

to reflect on, more to learn. I love being a priest and a pastor. 

 

From my knees, I pray for people who do not like what they do everyday: people who have little or nothing to 

do, people who are overwhelmed by all they are required to do, people who find themselves marginalized by 

impersonal industries more concerned about counting beans than about counting blessings. I pray about people 

who never get to Mass or go to the lake with their families, because they work all day every day, making scads 

of money. They rarely use the boat or the pool; they have never taken their state of the art sports vehicle as far 

as Lake Michigan. They develop shady relationships at the workplace because that's where they live. There's 

not much left at home.  

 

I pray about people who work part-time at various places with no benefits and minimum wages, people who 

pull themselves out of the car and up the Parish office steps to talk about some way to keep the kids in school or 

to make an unexpected payment.  

 

Sometimes the Lord reminds me of dark skinned sisters and brothers harvesting fruit with no water nearby, and 

no toilet facilities. He asks me if I think that's right, and what should be done about it. Sometimes He asks me to 

remember the dusty men who wandered up the county roads when I was a lad. They would sit with my dad on 

the stoop and talk about politics and Reds and Father Coughlin.  

 

They were itinerant prophets, I suppose, living reminders that it was good to have a lawn to cut and chores to 

do, and something to study. They were undeniable proof that there was a world out there, beyond our backyard, 

and not everything about it was right.  

 

The Labor movement was a baby then; when I was a youth, it was powerful and muscular, at war with life. 

Then it seemed to get paunchy and comfortable and corrupt, like King David when he stayed home from war. 

But there is something about the dusty men I meet each day, and tired mothers and the apologetic faces that 

makes me wonder if I haven't seen it before. People have a right to work, and a right to be treated respectfully; 

and the right to get out of bed and be grateful that there's work to do, and a place for them to make a difference.  
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 194. “On retreat” 

 

Father Jaya Rao and Deacon Patrick will be here with you this week, but the rest of us Battle Creek clergy will 

be participating in a Convocation for the priests of our Diocese. We will be at a resort in Cadillac where there 

will be time for golf and leisure activities, but our principal attention will be given to our calling, our Master, 

and each other.  

 

We will address the issues that unite us, and the ones that come between us. We will talk together about our 

common understandings of spirituality and authority and priesthood, but also about the role of laity and what it 

means to be a pastor. Sometimes the discussion will have to do with personal style; sometimes with theology; 

sometimes with an accepting love for one another. People like me, ordained long ago, have a set of experiences 

different from many men ordained in more recent years.  

 

In the eyes of some priests, men who have spent their lives implementing the Second Vatican Council have 

sometimes done harm to the Church, by not truly understanding the spirit of the Council fathers. On the other 

hand, the veterans of the battles of the last thirty years sometimes feel that their work is discredited and poorly 

appreciated by brothers and others who would like to eclipse the past forty years and deny that the Council and 

its reforms and the subsequent troubles and scandal ever happened.  

 

We certainly know that the solution rests not in separate military fortifications, but in common respect and 

mutual appreciation and brotherly love. We want to make the Psalm come alive in Cadillac this week, "How 

good it is, and how joyful, when brothers can dwell in unity" and experience the one Spirit of Jesus, calling us 

and holding us together.  

 

Separateness has been the plague of Jesus' Church since the beginning. Good and holy men of God have too 

often been overly set in their ways and fixed on their differences. The calm and gentle voice of the Holy Spirit 

has been too often shut out by clamor and impatience and ego and confusion. We don't want anything like that 

ever to happen again among us.  

 

Please pray for us while we are enjoying our time together. Pray that we may achieve harmony and 

understanding and reconciling love where it is needed. Pray that we may find a joy in our priesthood that we 

can bring back to our parishes and our preaching and our prayer. Pray that Christ will bring about healing in His 

Body by once again calling brothers together in listening love and confident hope. Through us may He make 

His whole Church a clearer sign of His living presence and His gentle goodness and His patience with an 

impatient and anxious world.  
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 195. “Helping the Lord in His work for His family” 

 

We recently received a bulk mailing from the Nursing Clinic of Battle Creek. The letter was mailed to churches 

throughout the area; it explained the mission of the Clinic as a health provider to the uninsured and the 

underinsured. Many of its clients are aged or very young. All of them are poor. A few of our Catholic doctors 

serve as physicians there. In my judgment, the clinic is a remarkable witness to the work of the Lord among us. 

When I realized that the letter was an appeal to the Churches for funding, I discarded it. We had no 

discretionary monies to share right now. Our parish had collaborated with the Clinic staff and their supporters to 

raise some $40,000 for the Clinic throughout the past four years and a similar amount for the parish. We are 

presently in the preliminary stages of organizing our 10th annual 50/50 Auction, our fifth in partnership with the 

Nursing Clinic.  

 

It seemed to me that we had responded to the letter before it arrived.  

 

In the first few years, the 50/50 Auction benefited our newly organized Habitat for Humanity. an even split each 

year between Habitat and St. Philip. That extra money helped Habitat to get on its feet and to be a real partner in 

our Community's housing effort. One year we worked with Hospice when they had a special need. Every year 

since, our partner has been the Nursing Clinic Sometimes people have wondered why our parish should be in 

the business of sharing with others. Our own needs are too great, they suggest; our schools and other ministries, 

too expensive. My take on that is in agreement with the Auction workers and the Superfest workers and the 

various cooperative groups in our town. A parish is part of a greater community. We are far past the notion of 

somehow existing by ourselves.  

 

People who live and work side by side need to be neighbors to those who "fall in with robbers" and to those 

who try to help the Lord in His work for His family. Sometimes that means Crop Walk; sometimes Superfest or 

Draw Down; in February at Burnham Brook it means "the annual St. Philip 50/50 Auction, again this year 

benefiting the Nursing Clinic of Battle Creek."  

 

Just as St. Joseph and St. Jerome parishioners work together with us as volunteers and participants at Superfest, 

so Nursing Clinic people work with our team to solicit auction items, do publicity, plan and execute the 

mailings, select the auctioneer, recruit new workers, compose the program, plan the space and the food and the 

arrangements. it's almost too much fun to be church work, and there is plenty of room for more volunteers on 

the Auction Committee. Just call the office, to get on the list.  

 

At Superfest this weekend, when you visit the games and the eats and the rides and make a bid at the auction 

tent, when you take your turn at one task or the other, be sure to see the Body of Christ in action. "How good it 

is, and how wonderful, when brothers and sisters work purposefully together."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 196.  "Plays well with others" 

 

A few years ago there was no World Series. For some of us, it was a year without Christmas. Angry and 

frustrated, we lashed out against greedy owners who put themselves above the law, and greedy players who had 

prostituted their God-given and Dad-driven talent. Neither group loved the game, or even knew much about it, 

we complained. The national past time had become the mirror of the national obsession. Everything had a price.  

 

After the strike and some admission of wrong doing, and an icy period of staying away, and the permanent loss 

of several thousand loyal fans, not to mention a generation given over to soccer rather than flies and grounders, 

the baseball lovers of the world hesitantly agreed to try again. Once more history was disrespectful. A 

millionaire bought the soul of baseball, bullied his way into a world series, and then held a garage sale to peddle 

the expensive superstars, so that he could return to games he liked better.  

 

This year, in spite of our apprehensions, it was another story. In a time without heroes, baseball has provided us 

people bigger than life. The whole season has been a Fall Classic. Records are broken by people you'd be proud 

to spend time with. In the face of the cynicism and self absorption of the evening news, baseball brings a new 

smile and another hug at home plate and a great sense of "Why not? Who said it couldn't happen?"  

 

"People like jerks," Bob Adams tells me, and he's right, of course. Many of the people folks go out to see would 

fit neatly in that category, but Adams is quick to remind me that this year is different. The guys who are getting 

the attention are having a good time, and hugging the bat boy, and sending love and kisses to Lucretia in San 

Pedro de Macoris. Where the game is at its best, between second base and third, baseball has provided us the 

finest crop of admirable athletes and the most respectable group of shortstops ever worshipped by children and 

their grandparents. It's a good season when The Sporting News out sells Newsweek, and people talk about calls 

at the plate rather than re-calling executives. 

 

In 1967 and 1968, when Detroit was on fire with racial anger and smoldering with unrest and fear, it was an 

unlikely squad of baseball players and an even more unlikely manager who saved the soul of the City. Even in 

that laudable group of Champions, there was a jerk or two, but from their concerted effort, the smoky old 

automobile town found hope. It's amazing how "plays well with others" softens the bad marks on the report 

card.  
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 197.  “A Love Story… You tell it your way”  

 

Bob was the sickly one, full of allergies, wary of fragrances, lungs living out of a silver tank. That's what I 

thought. Each Fall before the air was too filled with Summer's left-overs, he and Skip hitched up the trailer arid 

headed out across the quiet dust of Oklahoma, to spend the Winter in the desert hills of the mystical Southwest. 

This year was to be the worst and the best of them all.  

 

The last evening on the road, after several days of easy driving, at a campground a few miles short of their 

Winter's rest, the laughter and the memories and the love of a century shared between them came to rest. Skip 

walked out of the trailer, Bob told us; she lay on the gurney; the siren wailed over her head and found its peace 

outside the trauma room of a New Mexico town few of us have ever seen. The time bomb within her was about 

to burst, Bob said. It had been there all those years, hidden from magnetic images and colored dyes. He didn't 

know; she didn't know; God knew. And there all three were together, as they were at St. Philip's Church 52 

years before, when Bob's empty stomach gurgled and Skip giggled, and Father Walsh Sternly reminded her that 

this was a precious moment.  

 

"She was a precious moment her whole life," Bob thought out loud. He sat in a chair by the fireplace on 

Fremont Street, his children and grandchildren gathered around, and an ubiquitous priest, and a handful of 

neighbors. He waited until all were in place. It was a Biblical moment, like Saint Peter addressing the disciples 

after Easter. "I only want to tell it once," he admonished us. "After that, it's your story. You tell it your way. 

Tell it to anyone who wants to hear. I will not tell it again."  

 

With women sobbing, partly in grief, partly in love with the story, and men sitting quiet, awed with the 

economy of the words and the immensity of the feeling, he spoke aloud what he and the Holy Spirit had 

rehearsed in the suddenly quiet hospital room, in the silent ride to Albuquerque, in the time of waiting for things 

to be done, in the sun drenched flight to Michigan, and the trip over from the airport under his granddaughter's 

watchful eye. He told us what a man rarely tells his children, how richly he admired and loved his aging bride, 

and how she loved life, and him.  

 

October was weeping softly when we stepped out onto the Street. Sometimes one of her gentle tears caught on 

our eyelashes and made rainbows in the twilight. It was the month when Catholic people thank our God for life, 

and marriages that grow old graciously, and the privilege of handing back to our Maker the breath so lovingly 

shared with us. Vote no on B. It's bad legislation. It's a slap in the face of every lovely story we have ever been 

told, and a slur to the memory of every beautiful person we have ever known.  
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 198.  “What of mission?” 

 

Our mission (task, job description, assignment, if you prefer) is to let people know about the Kingdom of God. 

Sometimes we do it by sharing from our hearts over a pastrami sandwich and a beer in a quiet corner of a 

neighborhood tavern. Sometimes it happens in the waiting room of a hospital where everyone jerks when the 

phone rings and looks up expectantly when anyone in scrubs comes through the door.  

 

The mission finds words in family discussions, in night prayers with a four year old, in a parent-teacher 

meeting, or seated in a 737 on the way to Alaska. It happens whenever one person has a heart open to truth; and 

the other, a story ready to be told.  

 

"The best thing one can do for a child is to introduce him (her) to God," my mother often said. "The next best 

thing is to teach him to read." My mother loved doing both: sounding out words, and being a catechist, 

sounding out the mystery of God.  

 

Maybe you have heard it said that anyone is sure of Heaven who has led another to Christ. That makes sense: 

she has fulfilled her mission. Surely the Scripture is brutally clear that the opposite is clear: "anyone who leads 

one of these little ones astray, it would be better for him to have a millstone tied around his neck and to be 

drowned in the depths of the sea." (Mt. 19:6)  

 

The little ones so dear to Jesus are children, of course, but also poor people who live in the fire-lit huts of the 

outback, simple folk who know their Father and His love for them, only in shadows and superstition, people 

who have not yet been introduced to God and have never learned to read. When we pray "Your Kingdom 

Come," we ask for the grace to replace our personal will with God's revealing light. More than that, we ask the 

power of the Holy Spirit for witnesses in factories and jail pods, the convincing kindness of the Spirit in RCIA 

meetings, the courage of the missionary who too often is faced with apathy or resistance or slowness to hear the 

word of God and keep it.  

 

The hardest truth for many is the acceptance of the overwhelming love God wants each of us to have. If I were 

convinced and fully aware, no sacrifice would deter me from passing it on. "If you had faith the size of a 

mustard seed," Jesus told the Apostles, "you could say to this sycamore, 'Be uprooted and transplanted in the 

sea and it would obey you."  

 

Our annual world wide Mission Sunday is a time to recognize our priorities and to share what we have: our 

faith, our prayer, our stories, our stipend for a day or a week (or even more) for a Maryknoller in Brazil or a lay 

catechist in EI Salvador. We are eyes and hands and resources for each other, the missioner in a distant land, 

and the brother or sister who works through another, to see the Kingdom reach out and draw God's beloved to 

Himself. 
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 199.  “What of imagination?” 

 

Albert Einstein reportedly regarded imagination a greater gift than intellect. Most of us have sometime known 

brainy people who were totally boring, and "average" students who were amazingly charming, engaging and 

creative. The Unabomber scored well on SAT's, I suppose, and he knew how to connect A to B to produce C, 

but he seemed somewhere to have lost his imagination, his common sense, and his sense of humor.  

 

When I meet a three year old who is convinced that she has temporarily become a dragon or a lady bug or a 

goblin ("well, sort of"), I know I am in touch with the creative joy of the One "who calls the stars by name" and 

subdues "the monsters of the deep" as the Psalms remind us. The gap-toothed grin below the batman mask tells 

me I'm in the presence of a superhero in oversized boots who is having a whole lot of fun, surprising people like 

me.  

 

There's no way to obtain a sense of God in my life except by imagining and pretending, and getting beyond 

cauliflower and penmanship, and homework and naps and putting toys away. For just a few minutes now and 

then, a kid needs to escape from bells, and whistles and become a pirate or a princess or a prairie dog. One of 

the outstanding mothers in my life tells me that the one most important move she and her husband made and 

introduced into their home was the elimination of television. TV brings moral confusion and senseless violence 

into family life, of course, but it also kills creativity. It's all done for you, even cartoons and kid's shows. There's 

no room to interact. You're a watcher, and very often, a victim. When children dress up, and act out, and read 

books, and pretend to be somebody else, they experience living theater at home, and they explore regions of 

their souls far beyond what gets tested and sent home on their report cards.  

 

Our Worship is based on imagination, grounded in faith. Our awareness of God requires an inner vision that 

sees the Lord at work in caterpillars and thunderheads and trees ablaze in color. All of nature and science and 

painting and poetry is a workshop where the Master artist shows us His achievements and asks us to find out 

what wonderful surprising things we can do. On all sides are sonatas and sonnets and bridges and sculptures and 

wonderful discoveries translated into metal and music and furniture and jewelry and books.  

 

Maybe we need a Halloween with costumes and lanterns and face paint and gooey things that make us squirm, 

just to remind us that we will be celebrating the great feast day a few hours later, Honoring the people who 

looked deep enough inside themselves to find God, and far enough outside themselves to take Him with them 

on a journey beyond life entirely, and into it again.  
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 200.  “Years' end is a good time to give thanks” 

 

After a person lives past sixty years in one place, it's easy to become comfortable, and to begin to feel that we 

know something about life. Not long after that, give or take a few years, it's time to move on. Once we are out 

of sight, apart from some wispy memories and some re-told stories, we aren't here anymore. If we were to 

return, we wouldn't know where we were-the world and the relationships that were so predictable seem to 

disappear with us.   

 

The Church reflects on those notions as we prepare to close out our liturgical year. On All Souls Day, we 

remember our dead, and the earth reminds us of our dying. On All Saints Day, we are made aware that all things 

are passing except for the glory of God, and that we have been called and invited to be part of that glory. Our 

time takes its meaning from what comes after time: life in God forever.  

 

It's humbling to realize how insignificant we are, except in the mind of our Creator. Bishops come and Bishops 

go, and so do Kings and Conquerors. Builders leave mortar and steel behind them, and writers leave scraps of 

paper, but God leaves the light and the wind so that His people may find themselves, and work their way on to 

their destiny.  

 

In a few more weeks we will begin the final year of grace in the second millennium. Our achievements and our 

struggles come at the end of a long procession of farmers and sailors and musicians and explorers who cleared 

the way before us. Each of us owes it all to the One who trusts us enough to give us a compass, and loves us 

enough to give us a heart and a hope and a home that will always be there.  

 

Years end is a good time to give thanks, and to peel off the best and freshest of what we have, to return to Him 

who has given us all that we are, and all that we have. We need each other's treasure and talent and time, and 

they need ours. God needs nothing, but the giving is important, because it's in the giving that we become like 

Him. That's what really attracts God's attention, I suppose, our willingness to get beyond ourselves and our tiny 

window of time, to become people who see each day and its opportunities as a stepping stone into forever.  
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 201. “Forgiveness – Reconciliation” 

 

The year of Jubilee, 2000, is persistently pressing toward us. Doomsayers find it prime time for predictions of 

major catastrophes, and people concerned about computers being able to handle zeros and 2, instead of 1, have 

been packing away provisions and equipment to see the farsighted through the anticipated time of trial.  

 

I can't do much but commend their preparedness. For me, each day is a blessing, undeserved and freely given. 

Sometime we will run out of time or technology or water or air or food or some vital component, and God will 

find a new way to take care of His little ones, maybe here, maybe somewhere else.  

 

That simple philosophy requires me to make the best of each day (not necessarily the most), and to do the good 

I can do now. If I plan to do it sometime, why not now? One of the necessary To Do's in our life is the matter of 

forgiveness. Bishop Murray has asked all of us to take part in a year long celebration of reconciliation in this 

final year of the present bundle of centuries. Jubilee years traditionally have been times of forgiveness: debts 

were remitted; properties were restored; slaves were freed; countries and cities and families made peace.  

 

All of that begins with reconciling with God, facing our addictions and dealing with them, mending fences with 

our neighbors, naming sin for what it is, and taking steps to eradicate it from our personal lives.  

 

It was suggested that our motto all next year be, "Let it begin with me," reminiscent of the fellow who found it 

necessary to remove the plank from his own eye, to diagnose more accurately the speck in his neighbor's eye. If 

I take steps to pay off my own credit card, maybe I can take an interest in paying off the world debt as the new 

millennium dawns. If I reconcile with someone who hurt me personally, perhaps I can participate in a wider 

effort to deal with racism and ageism and sexism m our society. If I eliminate pornography and smut of all 

descriptions from my life, it might free me up to speak with some moral authority about a national plague of 

selfishness and infidelity in pursuit of pleasure.  

 

The Church year begins about a month in advance of the calendar year. We begin our year of reconciliation the 

last Sunday of November, the first day of Advent. Our way of preparing for the Millennium might begin with a 

list (hopefully a short one) of things that have to change before the Jubilee. In the long run, a list of 

reconciliations might have a more profound effect on the world, than a list of provisions to be stowed away in 

case the computers go down.  
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 202. “Family” 

 

Today, November 15, is my Mother's one hundredth birthday. She was born in a backwoods farmhouse in 

Campbelltown, a four corners settlement for foreign people, about forty miles west of Detroit, on the way to 

Lansing. Her mother came to Michigan from, Scotland; her father and his family found their way here from 

Germany. Somehow people are a lot like pollen. The wind blows them into colonies where they outlast the 

weather, and germinate and grow into wonderful strength and beauty.  

 

While they were awaiting their citizenship, my Grandmother raised my mother and her siblings (six other girls 

and a lone son), kept them close to their work, their books, and their Church, and formed them into a strong 

family unit. They brought vitality and energy and character to their world, and they found enormous happiness 

in the simplicity of their growing up together. When I read Little Women, I thought I was peeking into my 

Mother's diary. Each of my Aunts seemed remarkably like one of the girls in Ms. Alcott’s memoir. They 

complemented each other’s strengths and they adapted and adjusted together as their father died and they each 

took a responsible position in family life and in the parish and the greater society. 

 

 When I was a boy old enough to notice, I realized that growing up was different for the younger aunts and 

uncle, than it had been for the older girls. No easier, perhaps, but different, and they all grew together through 

the changes. When the calendar turned 1890, young people apparently changed their outlook on life, and 

dressed differently, and spread their wings and asked why? And why not? By '98, it had spread to the 

boondocks, and even Campbelltown had a go at it. Once the 20's' struck, it was even more obvious: music, 

clothing, jobs, opportunities. The immigrants had brought a new freedom with them, and their determination 

and courage had born fruit in new first generation Americans like my Mom. They just didn't give up.  

 

Sometimes a new girl shows up at religious education or third grade Mass. She is Asian or Latin or undefined 

from somewhere else. Her eyes are open; her mind is larger; she's full of life. Our town, our Church, has 

become her Campbelltown.  
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 203.  “Gratitude” 

 

I get thanked everyday: sometimes for listening, or for finding what somebody needs, or answering a question, 

or lining up a wedding, or for saying yes, or even for saying no.  

 

Most of my "thanks receiving" has more to do with the Lord than it does with me. The most sincere, profound 

and heartfelt thanks comes from bringing the Lord somehow closer to somebody's life. It might be a whispered 

smile after Mass or a hospital visit, or a teary gulp after Confession, or a hurried visit to the sacristy to say "I 

appreciated your thoughts about that Scripture."  

 

The thanks for coffee or information or traveling money is sincere too, of course, but that's more for my 

patience or my knowledge, or my being willing to believe someone. In my own heart, I know that even a cup of 

tired coffee is God's gift, not mine. That's why I take time to go to the door and smile and inquire about my 

brother's journey and fumble around to see if anybody left a stale fried cake for dunking.  

 

There probably wouldn't be much gratitude in my life if it were not for God and the people who teach me every 

day to appreciate whatever God provides. "What would you like me to prepare for supper?" Rita used to ask. 

Then she would shrug and smile resignedly as Fr. Jaya Rao gave his predictable reply: "Whatever is nutritious 

and plentiful and inexpensive and tasty." We need to be grateful for it all.  

 

Father Mike told Father Jaya Rao the other day that our American celebration of Thanksgiving takes the form of 

a food feast. Who can deny that? But it also has to do with family near us, and the sense of who we are that 

comes from that. It speaks of warmth against the cold for many of us, and health regained, and hope restored, 

and laughter and stories and football, and smells of wood burning and meat roasting and coffee perking against 

the near-winter cold.  

 

I like fresh rolls and white meat and cranberries and squash and pumpkin pie, but sometimes even a stale 

doughnut can taste wonderful. When the hand that reaches it to you is thankful, it becomes a gift from the Lord 

Himself.  
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 204. “Advent” 

 

The weekend offertory these past few weeks has been very encouraging. When I thank you, it is really the 

people who benefit from your commitment to stewardship who thank you. Students at St. Philip and St. Joseph 

schools thank you; Religious Education students thank you. Poor people, sick people, little people, old people, 

inquirers and travelers, and everyone who worships with us, or somehow benefits from our warmth or our light 

or our clean buildings, or. our fresh-patched roofs or our refurbished pews and woodwork. Thank you for doing 

together what none of us could do alone. Thank you for your time, your treasure and your talent and for the 

gracious way you share yourself with us.  

 

The speakers who addressed Stewardship issues the past several weeks were caring and candid and challenging. 

They reminded us that we all have a witness to give, that our faith is a treasure without price, that each personal 

reflection stirs similar sentiments in the rest of us. We thank you.  

 

At the same time, we remember that our ways of expressing what we believe will not always match exactly with 

what somebody else's experience has been. We have to trust that we can give each other the benefit of the 

doubt, and forgive whatever may have seemed clear to one but insensitive to another. No harm intended.  

 

Now it's time for the Stewardship Volunteers to step out of the limelight. (We always have room for more 

members on that Stewardship Committee-just call the office.) The next group up is our wonderful St. Vincent 

de Paul Society.  

 

Right now, the cry is for the Giving Tree, gifts for needy people. In the cold months, there are additional 

requests for utilities and car repairs and help in getting where people need to go.  

 

Both men and women are welcome in the St. Vincent de Paul ranks. Your pastor's endorsement is required. 

Please call me. Right now we are especially concerned about recruiting a few good young men 16 or older, to 

help with the furniture detail. We need the muscle and sometimes, the driver's license. Call me, guys; I'll help 

you decide to do something very near to the Lord's heart. At least, check it out.  

 

During Advent, liturgy teams and musicians work longer hours, preparing celebrations for the Lord and for us. 

As more and more singers and instrumentalists and cantors and lectors take their place around the altar, and 

decorations come on board, and rehearsals are more extended and more frequent, the liturgical assembly comes 

alive in song and worship. We know you enjoy your ministry, but it requires sacrifice. We thank you! Again, 

there's always room for more.  

 

Advent is the time for receiving new sisters and brothers into our parish community. The catechumens and 

candidates spend hours in learning and growing, and in accommodating to Church requirements. The RCIA 

team dedicates every spare hour to programming and processing and mentoring and helping late comers get up 

to speed. The sponsors make a personal choice to put their candid3te or catechume!1 first during the next few 

months. It's the Lord's work; more harvesters are welcome. We all benefit from the new life and the new blood. 

We thank you.  

 

As a parish involves more and ever more of it's members in personal ministry (K of C, catechetics, visitation of 

the sick, bereavement ministry, funeral dinners, Boards and Council, CCW, whatever more), that parish 



becomes real leaven in the community where Jesus called it into being. When that parish comes together to 

worship, there's a wonderful joyful noise and an overflowing offering plate and an unwavering conviction that 

all things are possible when the Body of Christ takes it on in His name,  

 

Thank you.  
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 205. “The sisters who have cared for us” 

 

The world and the Church have seen a lot of change since Sister Mary Mitchell was received at the 

Motherhouse sixty years ago. The Sisters told her to choose two names; they would contribute the third. She 

checked through the catalog of names already taken, most of them of no interest to her anyway. As luck would 

have it, someone had already chosen her father's name and her mother's: Sister Mary Arnold and Sister 

Magdalyn, so she opted for "Sister Mary Bosco", her favorite Saint, because she and St. John Bosco both did 

well with incorrigible boys; and "Sister Aloysia", in honor of her favorite brother, Al. At the naming, the Bishop 

drew the third slip, and she was called Dispassionata until Vatican II mercifully restored her birthright. Her 

students didn't know who Sister Mary Mitchell was. They continued to call her "Dis" or "Patsy.” 

 

She found herself at some disadvantage when the community opted to give up the stylized 18th Century habit in 

favor of Goodwill skirts and blouses and imposing crosses and medallions. It was hard for a fifty year old 

woman to find anything that went well with her short graying hair and her less than fashionable work shoes. It 

was a humility she never expected to experience when her family and her parish priest and her best girlfriends 

from high school had gathered that lovely Summer day thirty years before, to watch teary eyed as she and her 

classmates (87 that year) left the chapel in their bridal gowns and returned in the habit of their new Religious 

family. Her first assignment was at St. Sebastian in Cowells Corners. There were three of them there, the 

minimal community.  

 

She taught fourth and fifth graders and ran the CCD program. There were no incorrigible boys at Cowells 

Corners. She completed her BA in summer school sessions, became a pretty good teacher. After Cowells 

Corners, she went to the city. She taught math and science now, ran the safety patrol, and volunteered to be altar 

boy instructor; but again, the boys were polite and well parented, so she resigned herself to going where she 

might do the most good, and dutifully practice holy obedience.  

 

She had no idea how to apply for a position, negotiate for a salary, risk being without a job. It was a new world. 

In the late '60's, and she had to find her place in it: The stipend went back to the motherhouse each month, 

minus the agreed allocations for her rent and other necessities. It would work, she told herself. It always did.  

 

You keep the Rule, and the Rule will keep you. But each year, more veterans retired to the infirmary or to some 

task at the motherhouse, and fewer fresh faces heard the inviting call of the Savior. Last September, when the. 

Sisters returned to their classrooms, it was Sister Mary's time to stay home.  

 

She and her Sisters had trusted blindly in providence; now it was time to call in their favors. The Church had to 

take up the challenge; there was no other way.  

 

For ten years or so, each Advent, the Church in the United States has responded gratefully and generously. Each 

yearly gift is added to an endowment and borrowing fund. It provides the Sisters what they need. It shows them 

the hand of Jesus in their wrinkled hands and the smile of Jesus in their distant daydreams as they watch out the 

sun room windows for a troubled mother and an incorrigible son, or maybe a serious girl in her safely patrol 

uniform. Next Sunday is our day to say thank you. Sister Mary Mitchell is waiting to hear from you.  
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 206. “What they teach us” 

 

A little girl really doesn't need much room. Even when she watches cartoons or takes a bath, there's plenty of 

room for whatever else is going on. But when her body stops working and her soul slips off in Jesus' arms, it's 

like a balloon with no air in it. She takes less room than ever. And then, as her brother says, the laser goes "zip, 

flash, ssss," and the small body fits very nicely into a modest golden cube with her name on the side and an 

angel on the cover. It was no surprise; she was born with major disabilities; and she had already survived many 

absolute deadlines.  

 

We placed the golden box on a table at the funeral chapel, and we put a Jesus and a Mary beside it, and the 

Madonna from her bedroom close at hand. There were roses too, and a crucifix, and a cascade of balloons, and a 

lovely wreath, and a room full of memories.  

 

There was music too, like a lullaby, and songs people sing to their children when they hug them back to sleep. 

There were images from the Scriptures, of the gentle watchful shepherd and the joyful feast in heaven, and the 

Jesus who gathered the children into His arms and forbade them not, and said, "The Kingdom of Heaven is 

absolutely full of people just like this."  

 

Then there was stories about faith and courage and mischief, and generous patience, and pure innocent 

unconditional love, and what that does to people who are touched by it, or taught by it, or troubled because of it. 

Cousins had thoughtful stories to share, and the teacher told how her tiredness had been refreshed by the 

perceptive quiet cooperation of her sometimes overly playful student. The cleansing tears flowed shamelessly 

over make-up and mustaches, and the four year olds sprinkled around the room picked up on all of it. It was a 

completely blessed day. We live in a time of bio-genetics and technological selection. Some of us might not 

have had the heart or the courage or the faith in a Wisdom greater than our own. We might never have known 

nine incredible years with a child who reached into our lives and opened what no man can close, and closed 

what no one can open.  
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 207. “Thelma says” 

 

 Every year they change a little (sometimes, a lot), the people in my Christmas cards. The kids are taller; the 

handwriting is shakier; the address is different; maybe one of the names is missing.  

 

Thelma's card used to be "Thelma and Charlie." It used to come from 312 Overbrook in the center of a 

wonderful 50's neighborhood where I was known to hang out 40 years ago. It was a kind of Catholic ghetto, I 

suppose, a few blocks from Church and school.  

 

Most of the parents worked in automotive or business or public service. Charlie was a micro-biologist at the 

University; John worked at the newspaper; Jim sold insurance; Dale was a middle school principal. The wives 

worked part time here and there, volunteered a lot, knew each other well, kept close track of the kids. Some of 

the kids are grandparents now, and cards like Thelma's tell about people I never heard of. They turn out to be 

little Mary's son in law, or Emily's second husband, or Betty's granddaughter, a colonel in the NASA program.  

 

Most of the time the notes run on about somebody's achievement (a PhD. for the kid in my religion class I once 

figured for breakfast cook at Farmer John’s, or Mother of the Year for the girl I thought nobody would ever 

marry). Sometimes, though, they are three line short stories about an eagerly expected baby who died before the 

first birthday, or the heartbreaking divorce of the sweetest girl in class, or a carcinoma or Alzheimer’s or a 

failed eye surgery, or the details of a funeral, and the pathos of digging down and starting over.  

 

Thelma says that Burchham Manor is a lovely place to live. I'm sure it is; she would make it that way. For me, 

Thelma still lives on Overbrook Drive, and the dog still greets me from his fenced in yard, and the kids are 

fourteen and counting.  
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 208.  “It’s too early for cereal” 

 

There are voices quietly drifting out of our half-lighted kitchen. It's half past five in the morning, and the 

executive committee (aka-Ma and Pa) are communing over the sweet dark coffee that delights my nose even if 

my taste buds don't much care for it. We don't know, of course, what they might be talking about. People do 

need to have their secrets. It's not like the giggling and teasing that goes on sometimes, when we know we 

should play a game or do homework.  

 

If I went in right now, they would say, "Good morning (here read a variety of names for us kids: "darling," 

"sweetheart", "superkid", "champ" (or your favorite special name for a special kid). How come you're up so 

early?"  

 

Well, that's an invitation to say that I smelled the coffee, saw the light, wasn't sleepy, my brother was being a 

brat, or your favorite excuse for wanting to sit alone between your parents, at the table in your pajamas and rub 

the sand out of your eyes and let the two of them talk about the day ahead, and the arrangements and the repairs 

and the relatives (and maybe the morning paper).  

 

It's too early for cereal or tooth brushing or thinking. It's something like going back to the very beginning before 

you ever were born when they were so eager to see you, and wondered what color your eyes would be (mine are 

"hazel"), and if I'd be a boy (which I am) or a girl (which would be more than I could manage, I think: they have 

so many problems). But then my mom is a girl, and she can make anything better, and fix oatmeal that actually 

tastes good, and help me get over my troubles, and tell me stories about Jesus and still work three days a week 

at the hospital. I hope my sisters grow up like mom. 

 

 Anyway, here we are alone in the quiet, and I know that I belong here, and it's safe here, and someday maybe 

I'll go away to college or the navy or something, but I'll always remember that it was good to have my own 

house and parents and brother and sisters, and Molly our retriever, and the smell of fresh coffee and the sound 

of soft talking, and a name of my own. And it doesn't make any difference what color my eyes are, or any other 

part of me, for that matter.  
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209. “Secret Gifts” 

I received an anonymous verse from someone in our postal zone. I might have thought it was just a poem to be 

shared, except that two people had written from outside our parish before this verse arrived. Both writers had 

scolded me concerning a column I had written some months ago about a traveler who came to the door. The 

column was subsequently published in the Diocesan Newsletter, and the people who wrote to scold me 

apparently thought I was congratulating myself for feeding and caring for the man and publishing what should 

have been just between God and my neighbor and me. I wasn't certain why I was being chided until I read the 

verse. It helped me to understand how the story had been interpreted. Perhaps you also saw it that way. 

Please let me apologize. For me the incident was only a homely example, repeated every day, in the life of 

everyone who allows the Lord to share his bread and blankets. Far be it from me to be boasting. I'm grateful to 

have something to share, even a poorly told story.  

May your year and mine be filled with quiet acts of kindness and sharing. May we be blessed by people who 

remind us that what we mean to say or do can sometimes be offensive to someone else. Like the Wise Men we 

gradually learn to trust only the Wisdom of the God who gave us the star and the Savior. There were those who 

misinterpreted both of them.  

Secret Gifts (6:4 Matthew's Gospel)  

What you do in secret, determines whose you are - Your motives, your intents-whatever’s in your heart, When 

no one else is watching, that's when the LORD can see, Whether you are being all that HE wants you to be! 

If "there's nothing in it for you," do you do it anyway, Without a thought if you will get a thanks, much less 

some pay? It is not how much that you spend, in money or in time – But, if you can keep it secret, as if it were a 

crime. 

It's the concept that angels and super-heroes comprehend, To master your disguises and not just to pretend! 

There's secret groups and orders whose purposes are good, That know how to stay anonymous, and not be 

understood.  

It is not so ironic that the LORD would want it so To make the needy wonder "How?", His love for them to 

show.  

This very secretive kingdom is full of mystery When receivers ask, "Who did it?" the LORD gets His glory!  

Our rewards in heaven will be those kept hushed on earth, For HE alone will thank us and judge the very worth 

Of alms we gave, not seeking praise of those to whom we gave, And kept our gifts a secret, going with us to the 

grave!  

Anonymous



 210. “Social Justice Each Day” 

This year 1999, the final year of the second millennium, is dedicated to reconciliation with the Lord, our 

families, our enemies, ourselves. The proper way to celebrate a new beginning is to make peace with the past. 

Too often the past is never allowed to be "past". We carry our sins and our fears and our resentments along with 

us. We hang on to our shame. We never truly trust the forgiveness, not enough to let the trouble go.  

When we celebrate the Sacrament of the Sick, we begin with absolution from sin. A healthy soul, free from sin 

and the effects of sin, brings healing and quiet patience to a broken body or a broken heart.  

When we prepare people to die, the same is true. We start with "By the authority which the Holy Spirit grants to 

us pastors I grant you full pardon…" Then we remember the Lord's promise to those who eat His flesh and 

drink His blood. We lead the pilgrim in renewal of the Baptismal profession of faith: "Do you believe…?" "I 

do" or as Florence once told me, "you betcha'" Then, presuming that the sick person is able to receive Holy 

Communion, we administer Jesus Himself as guide and leader into the Kingdom of light. But it all begins with 

forgiveness, reconciliation and pardon.  

This year as in every January in recent years, we are asked to celebrate reconciliation with at least three 

different groups of people. Our reconciliation of sin should be more than a nod; it should be a significant action. 

The first group are people of other races whom we have refused to allow to be persons because we resented, 

feared or misjudged them. Doctor King's birthday is a reminder that discrimination and racism are not tolerable. 

"Every person should be judged not by the color of his skin, but by the content of his character."  

In the second group are the victims of abortion. Their "feast day" is January 22nd the 26th anniversary of the 

Rowe vs. Wade Supreme Court ruling. We ask forgiveness of the little ones we ignored and their mothers 

whom we misled or neglected. We rely on the Mercy of God for our laziness and our timidity."  

The third group are brothers and sisters in God's love who know the Lord and worship the Lord in ways other 

than ours. The Christian unity octave (January 18-25) invites us to respect, love, and forgive other Christians 

(and non-Christians) who have maligned us or our Church, and to ask pardon of those other neighbors we have 

written off without giving them a chance to be real people in our lives.  

Reconciliation is a kind of peace-making with other people and with ourselves. The Jubilee year fast advancing 

is to be a year of starting over, setting things straight, finding beauty and goodness and truth where we never 

before thought to 1ook for them. 
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 211.  “Passing of a friend” 

Somewhere in the middle of this century now passing, Senator McCarthy from Wisconsin felt called by destiny 

to purge government, journalism, entertainment and decent society of Communist sympathizers. He seemed to 

find them wherever he or his diligent subordinates might choose to look.  

Bill McKeon of Ladysmith, Wisconsin was a gopher of some description for that staff. It did not take long for 

him to recognize that the Senator and his passion for cleansing had some inherent problems. He prayed about it, 

sought solid guidance and found his way through a series of jobs. 

If it could be done, Bill probably could do it (or find somebody to cajole into it). He seemed to have been stalled 

on the assembly line of Heaven at the very spot where the talents were splashed out over newborn souls. He 

seemed sometimes like an old soul, one already acquainted with history and tuned into what was about to 

happen before it ever did.  

When we came to know him, we were men about twenty, mid-way through college. His brother was already 

with us. We loved Robert; surely, William would in his own way bring some similar joy to us.  

Seminary in the '50' s was very much in the monastic mode. The community of men depended heavily on one 

another in pursuit of our common (yet very personal) goal. We were each other's challengers and cheerleaders. 

We competed and we supported.  

Our counterparts outside seminary were caught up in the mysterious cold Korean bloodshed. Their pattern of 

military esprit de corps was ours too. The more independent man who liked his solitude more than his support 

system might find life at our seminary painfully intrusive. I suppose that was also the case at the 49th parallel.  

Bill came to us from investigating the Benedictines. That was after answering want ads, once he had separated 

from Joe McCarthy's office. Prior to that, he was a Navy man. He had some college behind him, and lots of 

experience: He was our "old man,” maybe six or seven years our senior.  

We never had the sense that he found US juvenile and shallow and boring, though I'm sure he did. Instead, he 

moved in among us, sought our help with his Latin, and became our valedictorian and our in-house mentor. 

Somehow, he did that without making us feel inferior. I thought it was like Jesus and the fishermen.  

Like Jesus too, he was always in love with the poor. His personal sophistication was turned into laughter and 

care giving and tears and compassion at the migrant labor camps. He was nevermore at home than when he was 

with the poor. The Mexican poor were his gente (people). He shared in their faith, their forgiveness, their "give 

it time" way of life. " 

A few years back “he retired,” but he never stopped being the priest who had time for everybody and a story or 

a reminiscence to share with a twinkle and a laugh. He was always grateful for the Church and the priesthood. 

The imperfection of both made them more real, more challenging, more interesting.  

He was celebrated at a funeral Mass on a cold January day a week or so ago. It was in the same Cathedral 

Church where he and nine other men knelt and received the Holy Spirit in power some forty years earlier. I am 

proud to be one of them.  
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 212. “Sorrow and Funk” 

I find it hard to deal with sorrow. So much of what we pastors do is joyful, that people often expect us to be 

upbeat and full of good cheer, no matter how far down we may be, on a given day. By nature, I seem to be a 

happy helper who wants to meet everybody's reasonable expectations and prides himself on making a good 

effort.  

But what do you do when an old friend succumbs to a persistent cancer, and someone dear to you experiences a 

mastectomy, and another is enrolled in an out of town hospice, and one of your favorite couples is going 

through divorce, and your transmission needs to be pulled? What do you do with all of that?  

My experience has taught me that putting my head down and charging ahead just doesn't do it for me. It just 

makes me irritable and sullen. Sorrow for me is a call to prayer. I need to dig down into the depths of my faith 

and meet Jesus in His human hurt. I need to feel with Him and for Him. I need to get my focus clear, away from 

myself and trained on someone who is handling trouble better than I am.  

The Rehab Hospital is usually a great place to hang out when I am out of sorts. To see someone giggle when 

she, thinks one thing and garbles another, or finds herself freely expressing anger and frustration, and knows it 

is a healthy thing to do- just not very lady like.  

In the midst of one of my dark funks recently, a favorite parishioner had a fight with her hospital bed. Once I 

was sure she was safe, I imagined her shutting off her TV after evening news, signing herself with her rosary as 

she settled back for rest, then pushing the button for the bed to assume its sleep protocol, only to have it come 

up from both ends and engulf her in a hug full of bed clothes and protests. I woke up laughing a couple of times 

that night. It was hard to dwell on the sorrow.  

Saying or writing what we are feeling can be a big help too. A phone call or a note to a friend who really 

understands the conflict and the impasse is often just the ticket. Life sometimes moves too fast for reflection. 

We can accumulate only just so much, before we have to process it. That, among other things, is what friends 

are for.  

Little snatches from the Psalms or the Saints can be sorrow snuffers. "Let nothing disturb thee, nothing afright 

thee; All things are passing; God only is changeless"... "Only in God can my soul be at rest; in Him is my hope, 

my salvation"... "As the eyes of a servant are on the master, so are my eyes on you, 0 Lord." In His compassion 

we find healing. In His. patience, we find hope.  
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213.  “Lent with the Teacher” 

The Lenten season is already fast upon us. "What are you going to do for Lent?" Maybe a more accurate 

question would be, "What do you think the Lord may teach you this Lent?" The regimen we take on ourselves 

(self denial, almsgiving, fasting, abstaining, prayer times, exercise, unfinished projects, weight loss, extra 

homework, reading, or whatever is right for each of us) is a kind of agreeing to allow the Lord to have His way 

with us. 

For some of us, it will be a matter of our personal choice. "This is what I have decided to do." For others, the 

agenda is already prepared: an after school class to make up a credit, a prescribed diet, some medical tests, a 

difficult person to care for, recovery from surgery, cutting back on expenses. The key in either case is the 

attitude we bring to what we do (or give up doing).  

St. Paul reminds us repeatedly that we must be like Jesus. Paul says that the Savior's outstanding characteristic 

was His obedience. Because He wanted to do the Father's will more than anything else, He was patient with the 

impatient crowd, gentle with the intrusive hecklers, persistent with His adversaries, understanding with His 

slow students, forgiving of His enemies, accepting of His cross. All of that follows out of a simple resolution to 

seek the Father's will and not His own.  

This Lent will start out slow and difficult for me; it always does. The biggest problem will show up in the first 

few days. The program I have designed for myself will be crowded out by unexpected developments. I will 

have to let go of my program and accept what is provided for me. The retreat days I planned to take will be 

replaced with extra care for the sick, or business meetings, or school issues, or troublesome details I had not 

expected. It's just a matter of cross-carrying, the only way to get to Easter, and very seldom the way I selected 

for myself.  

The difference is that on one road I travel by myself, and on the other, I travel with my Teacher.  
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 214. “Lent – Be the best you can be.” 

My friend sent me a pot of purple crocus. When they arrived, one was beginning to unfurl; today, they all stand 

tall and stretching, like wannabee ballerinas in satin shoes.  

Each one is entranced with her own beauty; she delights in being elegant and graceful. She dips and curtsies and 

spreads her wings first to one partner, then to the other. Only I can see how wonderful they are together, how 

spare and spindly and awkward each would be without her friends in the ensemble. 

Joe Henderson is an incredible sax jazz artist. He has played before more big bands and orchestras than almost 

any other jazz virtuoso. His tone is sweet and compelling and intoxicating, but he rarely plays alone. He needs 

the contrast and the shading and the texture of the bright brasses and the throaty cello and the throbbing 

sensuous bass.  

The painter lifts light out of a film of shadow. The Spring spreads a fan of green from soft to dark, and blue to 

black and gentle wintry pale. We see the one against the other, it's beauty growing out of it's neighbor's 

difference.  

God loves pied beauty, the poet says. The mix of life is the fullness of life, the shade and the shape and the 

sweet and the strong. We are God's masterpiece.  

In Lent the Master calls us before Him. He speaks to all of us and each of us. "Be bright; be still; be rich; be 

real; be the best you can be. Surprise me."  
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 215. “Hope” 

Yesterday morning there was a snowdrop blooming at Bernadette's feet. It's bright white freshness stood out 

against the grimy stone and muddy soil of the grotto floor. It was a promise of better days to come. It was a 

reminder that mother nature does not keep a calendar.  

There was a homemade I Love You Get Well card with butterflies and crayon flowers on Mrs. Mason's 

refrigerator. Every time she glanced at it, a little more rosiness appeared in her sallow cheeks. "My grandkids," 

she explained, trying to be casual.  

There was a message on Joe Miller's phone when he got home. "I heard there were cutbacks where you work. I 

have an idea to think through with you. Give me a call." Miller's eyes were moist as he copied down the 

number.  

Hope is a delightful gift of God. Nobody but God could have thought of it. It's bigger than job loss or cancer or 

winter. It comes through anything.  

Today the snowdrop is buried in a blanket of wet snow. But it was here. We saw it, and it will be back again.  
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 216.  “Looking Toward Holy Week and the Sacred Triduum” 

There was no permanent altar in that particular Church. They just hadn't got to it. On Holy Thursday evening, 

some people carried out a simple modular trapezoidal table on spindly legs and set it up before the waiting 

congregation. Then with cloth and lights and a loaf of bread and a carefully placed flower or two, they 

transformed it into a Passover Feast ready to happen again.  

A violin sang softly from somewhere indeterminate, and a blush of candles brought shadow and closeness into 

focus. The celebrants spilled in from all directions carrying towels and basins and water jugs. They set them 

down and disappeared.  

We were soon caught up in the stories of Moses and Jesus, manna for the day, and the Bread for forever, shoes 

unlaced and socks pulled off and silent water sliding over bone and flesh and calluses and weary metatarsals. 

"As I have done, so you must do.  

Holy Communion was sweet and sustaining. It prepared us for the suffering that was waiting patiently to engulf 

us. We carried the master to His makeshift garden, singing songs as they had done. Then we settled down to 

watch and pray and wonder how God could love the world so much. Across the church, the dinner table was 

being dismantled.  

Quiet hands and busy feet carried away flowers and candles and towels and linens. Only the barren table stood 

there now. Then someone picked it up as if to carry it away. Instead he dropped it on its side, it's legs reaching 

out in confusion like a cavalry horse in gunfire. The crash echoed through the darkened room and spilled over 

into the peaceful garden of our meditation. Somehow it sounded like a beaten man, dragging a cross behind 

him.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 217. “The Easter Journey” 

 No one knows for sure where the weary travelers stopped for supper on their way home from Jerusalem to 

Emmaus. During the centuries that stretch like clotheslines between then and now, several villages have 

competed for the honor, each of them advancing compelling reasons in their favor, and none of them able to 

produce irrefutable evidence. The travelers knew, but even they, in later years, might have confessed to their 

grandchildren that what happened was so important they weren't sure right now just where they may have been 

at the time. Sometimes the event stands far outside the place.  

They may not have known either just when the stranger caught up with them. Or was it they who overtook him? 

Did he come out to the road from a path or a lane? Had he been with someone else and left them to join us? 

Somehow, he just was there.  

It was strange that he hadn't heard of the disturbing events of the past few days. In the City, everyone had 

something to say. Everyone you met there had something more to tell: stories of darkness and abandonment and 

power politics and shame and the dream hopelessly shattered. He just said, "What things?" And he listened, and 

he tied it in to the promise about how it would be when the Messiah finally gets here.  

Then we told him that we had heard stories about Peter and the others seeing the Lord, not a ghost but a 

presence, risen and well. And he looked at us thoughtfully and said, "Really?" Isn't it true, we said to ourselves, 

that we sometimes become so trapped in pain and disappointment that we fail to see the other side of things. 

Sometimes we need a totally new point of view. Sorrow is seldom the end of anything.  

Wherever it was, somewhere that night, three men sat at a table in an unnamed inn. One of them took bread in 

his hands and reached it to the others. He was gone as quickly as he had come, and they looked spellbound at 

each other and at the bread he had given them.  

There was no point in staying. There was work to be done. They were nourished now with food and 

understanding, and they had a story to tell to every traveler who might walk up an unmarked road and stop 

before an unnamed inn in a village no one has ever heard of. The place doesn't matter much. It's the stranger 

who makes the story.  
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 218.  “Church as Body” 

The week before Holy Week, Bishop Murray convened us pastors and our lay leaders for the orientation 

meeting for KDSA-99, Bob & Sandy Adams were still in Florida at that time, so Father Jaya Rao and I 

represented our parish, The committee had asked me to say the traditional "few words," possibly because St. 

Philip's response to the diocesan appeal has been very positive in recent years.  

I confined myself to three small human interest stories. The first was about the compassion and responsible 

leadership our diocesan Church has shown in our ministry to migrant workers over the past twenty-five years. 

The second referred to the expert guidance provided by the diocesan Office for Ministry to disabled people and 

their families.  

The final comment was a tribute to the Ministry Formation Program which prepares and inspires its participants 

to make a difference where it counts. Just for example, three of our parish staff are Ministry Formation 

graduates. Our very effective Advocates program for at risk kids is the work of another. Three more have 

submitted applications for this Fall's Deaconate Candidacy program. 

 As a parish, we have benefited handsomely from diocesan services to religious education, Marriage 

preparation, schools, and Christian Services, in particular. However, even if we have no direct benefits to be 

grateful for, we would still be responsible to do our part, to assist our Bishop and the rest of the diocesan 

Church in addressing the issues that face us.  

The notion of being Catholic always implies that we have several sets of connections. We have family 

connections, volunteer services within the parish, parish membership, affiliation with our Bishop and our local 

Church. Our parishes are not separate churches; we are a family of smaller churches ,with one Bishop, sharing 

together in the riches and wisdom of the universal Church.  

No more than an eye or a hand can live long or well outside a living body, can a Catholic parish subsist by 

itself. Beside being a work of sacrifice and stewardship, our gift to the annual appeal is a sign of believing that 

the Lord calls us to do together what none of us can do alone. When we think of the particular ways Christ and 

the Church have collaborated to enrich our personal lives and the lives of people we know it's pretty near 

impossible not to give Him whatever He needs.  
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 219. “Social Justice” 

 When I was ten, our neighbor family lost a twelve year old son. I had come through a bad illness, but he had 

not been strong or fortunate enough to survive something similar. “I told his dad that he could be buried in your 

new suit," my father said. "It's only a suit, and we still have our boy."  

Victims of the Hurricane Mitch devastation will require continued support from the parishes of the United 

States for months and years to come.  

Our parish will take up a special collection on the weekend of March 26 and 27, as an Easter gift to the priests 

and people of the specific Honduras parishes and missions who have asked for our help. Our Palm Sunday 

offering will hopefully reflect some sacrifice on our part: money saved from meatless meals, or simple suppers, 

or electing not to eat out, or giving up a movie or doing without pop or pizza or something we like particularly 

well, but can certainly do without.  

In Honduras, it's a matter of desperate need starting over with homes and farms and schools and churches. Our 

direct assistance in rebuilding the country of Honduras will hopefully reassure our brothers and sisters south of 

us that they have a family to the north who want very much to reach out in love. We give in the names of the 

10,000 or more who were killed in the storm. After all, we still have our moms and dads and girls and boys.  
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 220. “First Communion”   

When Maria heard that the priest would be visiting her village, she ran to the box at the back of her one room 

home and opened it ever so carefully. The lovely dress was there where they had packed it, lace and ribbons and 

a small pink sash, and a single small ruffle at the hem. She pulled it out and held it up against herself. It was 

perfect. A year ago, maybe a little bit long, but now she had grown an inch or two, and it couldn't be better. 

"Couldn't be better," she thought. It had been a long wait, but it was worth it.  

Now it was time. Her mother tucked the dress gently into the paper sack with her best sandals and the bow for 

her hair. Then they started down the dusty road, three miles to the schoolhouse, she and her mother and three 

year old Pedro. She and her mother wore their big sunhats, but Pedro just ran ahead, chasing birds, running after 

curious goats, ducking behind trees and hiding.  

"He doesn't really understand," Maria told her mom. "He thinks it's just a walk; he doesn't know what an 

important walk this is for me."  

Actually, Maria was ready for first Holy Communion last year. That's when they went to the city and bought the 

dress, and she had special classes at the schoolhouse. But then the priest got sick. "Padre Alberto has to return to 

the States," the catechist told her class. "We must wait until he comes back, or until they send us another priest. 

Maria thought it might be a week or two, but a whole year had passed. How Maria hungered to receive Jesus!  

Two days ago, the man came by on the motorcycle. He stopped at their gate. Her father and the other man were 

off cutting cane, but her mother and her aunt went out to greet him. They came back smiling. "Friday will be 

your fiesta Maria," they told her. "A priest is visiting from North America he comes to bring you Holy 

Communion.” Maria's heart sang louder than the bluebird in the grapefruit tree." It just couldn't be better." 

Maria thought.  

The next day her father and the other men told the farmer they would be busy on Friday. There would be a 

fiesta, and there would be Mass, and the children would celebrate first Holy Communion. Early this morning 

the men went out, to repair the road and cut the brush out of the way, so that the priest could get through in his 

jeep, or whatever he would drive, to get across the river and up the rutted hills to the schoolhouse.  

Now she and the other girls were standing outside the schoolhouse, fresh pretty dresses, bows in their hair, their 

dark eyes sparkling. Across the way in their white shirts and their new pants, the boys were shuffling on one 

foot and then the other. It was their long awaited coming of age, their special time with Jesus. 

The priest looked tired; his Spanish was halting and broken, but he talked about Jesus and His friends and how 

He fed the hungry people who had so little to start with. "Jesus will always feed His friends," the priest 

said,"They just need to turn the little bit they have over to Him, so that He has something to work with."  

"That makes sense," Maria told Jesus when the two of them had become like one person, and the people were 

singing and the flowers were smiling and the grapefruit tree bowed low. "It's just like it should be. It just 

couldn't be better… 
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 221. “Our Lady” 

Mother approached the question of a May altar with a certain respectful caution. She had grown in a family of 

girls where the idea apparently had a kind of natural acceptance. Flowers and candles and a special place for 

Our Lady's image fit easily into their romantic world.  

When it came time to suggest the notion to us, she asked whether Sister might have broached the topic in 

religion class. What did we think about it? Did the other kids have things to say?  

We allowed that Our Lady certainly had the right to a little extra attention especially in a month 

commemorating her love for God and God's love for her. The interior decorating was beyond us, we said, but 

we would provide the flowers. We realized that mother and Our Lady had already talked the whole thing out. 

They were far ahead of us.  

The lilacs wouldn't be out before the end of the month, mother said. The bulb flowers were beyond our 

jurisdiction. The first blossoms were also out of bounds, each of them a potential peach or apple or cherry. We 

had to be resourceful.  

The first adventure took us into a shady ditch at the edge of our neighbor's hog field. The earth was warmed all 

winter by fallen leaves, and out of them grew a quiet city of white blossoms. We pinched them out of their leafy 

bed and packed them into our grimy fists. They were the first bouquet, a kind of hysterical raft of frightened 

May flowers floating in mother's loveliest saucer.  

After that, there were trilliums (before we caused them to be an endangered species) harvested from a gully on 

the back of the farm, and a sprig of chokecherry from the roadside, and violets from the shaded side of the corn 

crib, and an apprehensive magnolia blossom, growing wild on the way home from school.  

We found some sense of achievement in our evening devotion. The rosary didn't seem so long, and the night 

prayer less distracted, and once in a while, the plaster statue seemed to smile or close one eye in a knowing way 

when the candle shadow passed across her understanding countenance.  
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 222. “Mother’s Day” 

My friend reached for a tissue, daubed her reddened eyes, looked down a moment, then into a space she had 

visited before. "I took all my presents to a nursing home that Christmas. The only thing I wanted I didn't get. 

My baby died before she was born."  

The tears came harder now. Just remembering that poignant painful Christmas brought the sorrow back.  

In the intervening years, she had done all the thoughtful things, flowers and bedding and blankets of greenery, 

prayers and quiet hours at the cemetery, reaching out to others in their grief.  

Now nearly twenty years later, the sorrow of losing three little ones was still intense.  

Then we talked of the children who survived, the problems they faced, the lack of judgment they still showed, 

how easily they seemed to be embarrassed, their achievements and their talents, how she loved them, how she 

prayed for them, how she tried to stay out of the way of their growing up.  

For a moment, here and there it seemed that God had come personally to share the hour with me. I figured that 

God's love and patience must be a great deal like the compassion and devotion of a mother who never gives up. 

I was glad for that. For some of us, growing up is a lifetime endeavor. You need somebody strong in your 

corner.  

My visitor reached down for a confident experienced smile, picked up her belongings, gave me a warm hug still 

damp from tears, and headed for the door. It was very clear that God makes mothers; Mothers don't happen by 

accident or passion or selfish desire. God makes them in all shapes and sizes and colors. They have to be 

forgiving, resilient and strong. They have to be willing to let the Lord carve our names into their hearts. Happy 

Mother's Day to your mother and mine. 
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 223. “Essential Staff” 

I have now lived nineteen consecutive years with the same woman, and she has finally said enough is enough. 

There was a year or two early on, when she worked at the Religious Ed office and abandoned us at the Parish 

Center. But she did come back, and we made a go of it all this happy time. Now she wants to, spend her golden 

years, paddling around Golden Pond: with her golden boy and partner of some thirty years, looking for the 

mythical fish that somehow got away. 

 I have never before worked so closely and continuously: with anybody, horses and dogs included. I wasn't even 

fifty when we first started our pious association, and now my seventieth year isn't far away, and a whole lot of: 

learning and growing has taken place in between. But, it's time to get on with it (sniffle sob sigh). 

Pam Revere has been a real partner to many of us in our life at the Parish. One of my nieces commented a while 

ago, "These women who run the Churches can be, pretty hard to deal with, but the one at your place is, really 

helpful. She got us what we wanted without putting us through basic training." Pam has been a credit to Church 

Ladies the world over. She is: compassionate without syrup, and respectful withou condescension. The 

neighborhood veterans come for coffee, just because she will be there to hand it to them. They like to see her 

blush faintly and look away when they tell her how good she looks. 

She never loses the battle of patience on the telephone; she covers our mistakes in the bulletin; she remembers: 

birthdays and hospital stays and bereavements. She writes down all the key sacramental events in our lives and 

keeps them in big bound volumes. She puts parties together with enthusiasm, loves Halloween, destroys little 

kids teeth with candy and keeps track of our most serious correspondence. 

 Over the years, she has learned to identify telemarketers, land solicitors and warn me before I pick up. She is 

my memory, my facilitator, my counselor and my friend.   

What will I remember best about all these years with Pam? Maybe the quiet busyness of bringing the Blessed 

Sacrament and slipping off to the VA Hospital or to Dorothy's House, just to bring Jesus to His friends.  Maybe 

the delight of welcoming daycare kids to the ever-changing surprises of the candy jar. Maybe the joy of pulling 

off a practical joke, or the passion for the poor and the aged and the young in their troubles. Maybe, just the 

reassurance of knowing that she is there. It has been good. Thank you. We won't forget what we have learned.  
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 224. “Pilgrimage” 

The concept of a Jubilee year, like the upcoming year 2000, is interlaced with the notion of Pilgrimage. People 

traditionally would leave behind their fields and flocks and families and set out for the Holy Places. It would be: 

a once in a lifetime experience for many, often difficult, always unpredictable. The traveler leaves prepared not 

to return.  

Of course, many of us kiss our loved ones and bless them every day when they go to work or school. We bless 

and pray with them before they go to sleep. We teach them, and we remind ourselves, that life is a succession of 

separations. We place the people we love in God's hands with a "God be with ye" (Good Bye) and "God bless."  

A number of us from St. Philip will be on a Pilgrimage when this note appears in your Sunday bulletin. We 

have packed light and taken only the necessities with us; our Bibles, our prayer books, a sun hat, and some alms 

for the poor people on the West Bank of the Holy Land. We will even leave most of our clothing there when it's 

time to come home. We may even leave a corner of our hearts.  

One pilgrim asked me to sign her Power of Attorney forms with the stipulation that, should she die in the Holy 

Land, her body would be cremated and her ashes carried back to her family by the returning pilgrims. I told her 

that she fully understands what pilgrimage means. She called it an invitation from the Lord Jesus to visit His 

birthplace and His childhood and His Sea of Galilee, and His upper room, and His cross and His tomb. We are 

all honored and delighted that we can answer, "Yes, I'm coming."  

Our group is assembling from Florida and Mississippi and New York and Arkansas and points West. Our oldest 

pilgrim is well into her eighties. The youngest is eleven; he is excited about visiting a working dig at Bethsaida. 

(I'm praying quietly that he won't be disappointed.) But nobody is ever disappointed in the Holy Land. If you 

don't find one thing, you're surprised by something else.  

For me, this will be a pilgrimage of reconciliation. I need to go to Calvary and the Sepulcher to ask forgiveness 

for my personal sins, for the hurt I caused and the people I neglected and offended as a priest and a pastor, for 

failing to use the gifts I have been given. I go to ask God's forgiveness for our violence and our selfishness and 

materialism, for loving "the world" too much and denying "the Spirit" when something is asked of us. I come as 

a Western pilgrim to understand and reconcile with Middle Eastern believers who have wonderfull lessons for 

me to learn. 

 I take you with me in my heart and on my knees.  
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 225. “Decent Housing” 

Do you remember in John's Gospel how Andrew and John ran after Jesus and asked him, "Rabbi, where are you 

living?" And Jesus looked over His shoulder and beckoned, "Come and see." He was willing to have them share 

His temporary home.  

Have you ever been embarrassed to bring someone home? Sometimes we're afraid we will walk into conflicts or 

alcohol, but sometimes too, we're just not ready to let someone know how poor we are. Our home is usually a 

pretty good indicator of our life situation. Our environment influences our learning and our values and our 

chances in life.  

Housing, jobs, and education are the key issues in social justice. It isn't enough that we provide for ourselves 

and our children, we have to think about our neighbors too.  

In all the environmental mail I get, I am reminded forcibly about the need for wetland and forests and 

grasslands and green spaces, so that deer and ducks and spotted owls can have proper living conditions. It's only 

on a rare occasion that someone writes me about decent housing for people. 

Our local Habitat for Humanity works steadily and faithfully at helping people of limited means find good 

housing. From June 12-19, they will build five new homes on Helen Montgomery Blvd. for serving families. 

The new owners, of course, will be contributing time and labor, and they will pay the Habitat office an agreed 

fee for their new home, but they need our help.  

The Catholic Community of Battle Creek will sponsor one of the new homes. We are being asked for time on 

the job, bringing our own tools if we have them, helping where needed, and contributing what we are able 

financially. 

Our good friend, Steve Cole, told me recently that he knew the Lord God from his childhood. He met Jesus in 

his moment of being saved. But, Steve said, it was only in becoming a Catholic that he came to see the Holy 

Spirit in the generous loving collaboration of God's people, working side by side, sharing their lives and their 

gifts. Catholics seem to understand especially well, he thought, that we don't hire someone to live and preach 

the Christian life for us. We do it ourselves. It's a personal privilege and responsibility. Here's our opportunity. 

Call our parish office. 
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 226.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land” 

In preparing for our recent pilgrimage to the Holy Land, I placed the group and our well being under the 

patronage of Our Lady and St Joseph and St Philip. The Holy Land was home to all of them; surely, they would 

be our protectors and our facilitators, I figured. That proved to be right. They were wonderful.  

We visited Philip's hometown, Bethsaida, where a very interesting dig is going on. The excavation revealed that 

Bethsaida in Jesus' day was a particularly desirable place to live. The Sea of Galilee came closer to the town 

than it does now, and some of the people who chose to live there were well connected. One uncovered 

household, for example, imported its wines from overseas, and employed a gardener and other servants.  

John's Gospel says that Peter also originally came from Bethsaida. When he moved from there to Capernaum, it 

seems to have been a step down socially. Maybe he moved to his wife's and her mother's house when the father 

died. Maybe it was a good move for the fishing industry. Again, maybe it was just part of the Divine Plan for 

Simon Peter.  

So too with Nathaniel, sometimes called Bartholomew, who came from Bethsaida. Philip introduced him to 

Jesus, and the Lord referred to some incident or other that happened "under the fig tree." Whatever it was, 

Nathaniel took the signal to become a disciple, and later, an Apostle.  

Before we left the Bethsaida archeologists and their assistants, enjoying their popsicle break in the midst of the 

intense heat, I blessed a little fig tree recently planted there. I named him Nathaniel. God willing, other people 

will seek his shade and come to know the Lord.  

It must have been hard to leave the quiet peace of the hills and the sea and the sheep grazing on the meager 

pasture of summer. Everyone of those Galilean disciples must have felt a reluctance to close the door on the 

simple ways of home to plunge into the confusion and intrigue of Jerusalem. When Jesus said, "Let us go up," 

they may well have had second thoughts. I did. It reminded me strongly of leaving my parents home for my first 

assignment.  
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 227.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land - 1” 

It's impossible for most pilgrims to single out one place or event as most significant or most intensely 

memorable- that often comes with time. After all, a pilgrim climbs the narrow steps to Calvary Itself, and kneels 

at the Sepulchre, and visits the place of the Savior’s birth and His Conception by Our Lady, and the mountain 

where He was transfigured.  

It's an incredible rapid series of impressions and feelings and images and memories and voices mixed with the 

rustle of the crowd and the excitement of being there. Really, isn't it like that on the pilgrimage through life? We 

all have many outstanding moments. Sometimes it takes years to sort out the good from the eternally important.  

One experience that will remain near the top of my list, none-the-less, is the stop at Capernaum. It's a quiet, 

gated, whispery reach back into time. Almost as soon as you get past the entrance, your attention is fastened on 

the first century artifacts fenced away from the too curious visitor. A millstone from the Roman road that once 

ran through there, a huge millstone that would carry a scandal giver rapidly to the bottom of any waiting sea, the 

jars and art pieces gathered together from centuries of lying shattered and spread throughout the soil.  

A few steps beyond, the Synagogue, a later structure built over the one where Jesus stood when he cured the 

men with the withered hand and caused confusion because it was the Sabbath. It was there too, John says, that 

Jesus explained Himself after he had fed the crowd at a nearby clearing. "Your fathers ate the manna in the 

desert, but they died. This is the bread come down from Heaven, so that one may eat It and not die... 1 am the 

living bread come down from Heaven." (John 6:49) The ancient stones seemed to nod as the pilgrims read the 

passage to all of us, seated against what remains of the wall in the bright sun of Capernaum.  

Simon Peter's home is a few feet from there, a good throw from third to first, or from deep second base to the 

plate. The lovely arena church built over it draws the pilgrims to the window in the floor where one looks into 

the very room where the Savior prayed with the sick and healed them. We stood there on the Prayer of 

Intercession and lowered you people down to Jesus as He waited there: George and Lisa, Helen and Frank, a 

daughter with lymphoma, young sex offenders, a son despondent over his marriage, a sister better and reclusive, 

the sick and the poor and the hopeless. We let them down, as the friends of the paralytic brought him to Jesus. 

We asked the Lord to say to each one, "Pick up your bed and go home.” 

There are incredible moments on a Holy Land pilgrimage, some just grip me tighter and leave their fingerprints 

on my memory.  
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 228.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 2”  

Our bus pulled into the State Park at Banias, once Caesarea Philippi. It was a bright and early morning, but 

there were already busloads of school children swarming about. Teachers were leading them up to the cliffs to 

the north where ancient people had dedicated the site of the mercy god, Pan. The Mighty Jordan River had once 

stormed out of the cool mouth of the cliff to begin its patient wandering through the center of the Holy Land, on 

to the Sea of Galilee, and further on, to what is now the Dead Sea.  

In many ways, a river serves to unite peoples. It provides common transportation, common irrigation, common 

vegetation and growth. At the same time, a river separates people: left bank from right, sheep from cattle, maple 

groves from ash thickets, one native patois from another. The Jordan, in its own way, set the believers against 

the undecided, the baptized against the unready to commit.  

Here, at the site of Philip the Tetrarch's City dedicated to Augustus Caesar, we were far north of the place where 

John had acceded to Jesus' request and started Him on His Messianic journey. Still, it was the same wonderful 

river of new life and new beginnings. We listened to the reading about Simon Peter's profession of faith (Mt 

16:16 - Mk 8), sat here and there in the park and wondered at God's wisdom, how it all plays out into our very 

human decisions. After a while, we moved back down to the riverside where we too professed our faith and 

renewed our dedication. And then as young Will reached down again and again, to wet the sycamore branch and 

hand it up to me, one by one, the pilgrims presented themselves for a new washing and a fresh commitment in 

the names of the Holy Trinity. 

In Philip's day, this then new town was at the northern edge of his Kingdom. Gaulanitis, it was called, (Golan 

today). Excavations are just beginning there. We know almost nothing of the pagan temples or the market, or 

the centers of commerce and of learning. All of that has lapsed into a forgotten time. But for us it was a place 

full of Peter's inspired prophecy where the cliffs themselves echoed back his proclamation: "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  

So we sang with conviction and devotion as some of us had a few weeks earlier at Steve Cole's funeral, "Yes, 

we'll gather at the river - the beautiful, beautiful river - Gather with the saints at the river, that flows by the 

throne of God."  
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 229.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 3” 

I wonder if Jesus and the Apostles ever walked up to Megiddo. On the one hand, it would be reasonable to do 

so. Joshua called on the power of the Lord and wrested it away from the Canaanites in the 13th century B.C. It 

was lost for a century or so to Philistines. Then King David took it back.  

There was a Canaanite temple there in 2000 B.C. With a multi-layered altar, full of blood and fire and the 

scream of human victims. It marked the strategic point on the great sea and land route between Assyria and  

Egypt. It overlooked Armageddon, apparently a Corruption of "Har Megiddo," Megiddo's hill.  

But our day is a better time than Jesus' day would have been, to study all of that. The excavations displayed to 

curious travelers today would have been covered over by whatever was growing there when the Lord and His 

friends might have visited. In any case, Jesus' travels were probably pretty well restricted to the fishing towns of 

Galilee, and to Jerusalem and the towns nearby, in the last years of His life in this world. He may never have 

gone to Megiddo. After all, Mackinac Island is interesting and near at hand, and I have never been there. I'm 

twice as old now, as Jesus ever got to be.  

Megiddo is the "tel," a life mound, strategically positioned and well-fortified. Twenty or more civilizations 

grew there, much of it in the same 4000 years of Canaanite history. Through all that time, they shipped and 

farmed, made tools for their trades and weapons for their wars. They raised their families and fought their 

battles and worshipped their unknown gods, and then returned to their ancestors, never knowing why they were 

here. Then the tel, like its builders, lay quiet and forgotten until, in 1931, the diggers came and uncovered its 

secrets, and it gradually became a wonderful National Park.  

The trails are engaging, the overlooks are wide and open to unbroken imagination. The ingenuity is amazing, 

both of the hiders and the finders.  

Centuries before Jesus, long before Abraham, when no one knew the Lord, His people were there, and waiting 

for them to notice, was He.   
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 230.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 4” 

The holy places around the Sea of Galilee are a kind of Biblical theme park for pilgrims. Jesus is the connecting 

image, sometimes healing, sometimes forgiving, always teaching, occasionally enjoying a few minutes with His 

friends.  

The stations are close together like the events at a theme park, but each one has its own "music" or "style" or 

"message". Each place prays a specific and memorable prayer.  

Tabgha is a case in point. It is a small green valley on the shore of the Sea. It is fed by seven springs which 

erupt from the earth at the nearby Church of St. Peter's Primacy, the place where people go to remember the 

Resurrection encounter between Our Lord and Peter, the one in which Jesus kept asking, "Do you really love 

me?" "Feed my Sheep." Capernaum is perhaps two miles away from there; the Mount of Beatitudes is directly 

above it. It is there in that gentle green earth bowl, that we pray about the Lord's compassion for the crowd. 

People say that Tabgha is the place where He multiplied the loaves and fishes and sent them away wanting 

more. (John 6)  

There is a lovely modern Church at Tabgha today. It may be twenty or twenty-five years old. Below it are two 

earlier structures from the fourth and fifth centuries. They were Constantinian in style, pretty much Egyptian, 

with wonderful mosaics still preserved in the floor of the new building. The mosaics depict birds drinking the 

water of life, and fishes, and baskets of bread.  

It has been well agreed for at least seventeen hundred years that it was here within reach of the Sea of Galilee, 

or the edge of the Mount of Beatitudes, that the Lord took the catch of a young fisherman whose curiosity led 

him there that day, and the few loaves people had squirreled away for their walk back home, and made a feast 

for thousands. 

For pilgrims, Tabgha is a particularly appealing place. Even with a reliable bus and a knowledgeable guide, and 

a predictable meal schedule, a pilgrim knows he is thousands of miles from his grocery store, in a land where 

his credit card rarely does much good, and his personal check, even less. He needs the Lord to provide for him.  

But then, even back home, whether he realizes it or not, it's the same situation. Daily bread is something you 

pray for every morning, and say thank you for every night. It just depends on how you define "pilgrim."  
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 231.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 5” 

 The Mount of Beatitudes rises up behind Capernaum and the Tabgha (seven spring) valley. It is a pleasant 

grassy hillside actually, not much of a mountain at all.  Maybe people speak of it as a mountain to remind us 

that God gave Moses and Israel the original Covenant on Mt. Sinai, a real Mountain.  On this green slope, Jesus 

offered the New Covenant to the New Israel, all the People of God.  

In 1937, an Italian architect, Antonio Barluzzi, provided the present Church of the Beatitudes, set in a lovely 

garden at the crest of the hill, overlooking Tabgha, Capernaum and the Sea. It was interesting to note that the 

Cornerstone dates the building "in the 15th year of the Italian people" when the Fascist regime of Mussolini was 

still in vogue.  

There are eight beatitudes, of course, and the artist dedicated each of the building's eight sides to one of them. 

The dome itself then rises up in memory of those who endure persecution because they strive to live by the 

other eight promises.  

The altar is positioned in the center of the Church with banks of seats around it. The great virtues are 

represented in seven symbols; the Theological virtues (faith, hope and charity) and the Cardinal virtues 

(Prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance.)  When we entered the Church on our pilgrim journey, a German 

choir was singing. They moved from hymn to psalm to anthem with the briefest of pauses from one piece to the 

next. It was a live recording of their favorite songs for the Lord of the Covenant.  

The music added to the solemnity of the place.  It brought a spirit of quiet to our busy hurrying. It gave us time 

to listen. Beneath the often familiar melodies in an unfamiliar language, we could hear the harmonies of deep 

and bright, soft and brilliant, rich and resonant and steady and strong. It was God's people at prayer. 

"Blessed are they, the poor in spirit, theirs is the Kingdom of God - Blessed are they who show mercy, mercy 

shall be theirs" "Rejoice and be glad, blessed are you, holy are you. Rejoice and be glad. Yours is the Kingdom 

of God."  

Will told us that he made his own covenant with Jesus while we were there. He stayed a few moments in silent 

prayer after the two of them had made their personal agreement. As he was leaving, an old Monk in habit 

appeared from somewhere. He clapped the boy on his shoulder in a knowing, approving way, and said, "Always 

do your best." Will smiled his surprise and appreciation. (It's good to be confirmed in our decisions at sacred 

times.) He walked a few paces to the door and turned to wave goodbye. The old Friar (or whatever he was) had 

gone as quietly as he came.  There's no better place to accept the call to discipleship than somewhere on the 

hillside where the Lord announced a new way of holiness for those who were strong enough to follow.   

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 232.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 6” 

Many pilgrimages make arrangements to stay at one of the Western style hotels, in Tiberias when their Group 

visits Galilee. Our pilgrims stayed instead at a kibbutz called Nof Ginosar, "View of Gennesaret," northwest 

shore of the Sea of Gennesaret sometimes called the "Sea of Tiberias," most often the “Sea of Galilee." It is a 

fruitful place, full of banana groves and citrus orchards, palms and near-tropical foliage, and colorful birds who 

unfailingly announce the dawn to the drowsy traveler.  

The Sea, they tell us, is lower than it has been in some time. The expanding population adds great stress to the 

water supply. Sometimes, in the hurry to meet all needs the quality of drinking water fails to meet muster. One 

needs a knowledgeable bus driver to find an out of the way gas station or family grocery where bottled water 

sells at an affordable price.  

The Kibbutz was established in the heyday of the movement, sometime in the 50's to early 60's. Some of the 

original settlers are still there. Most however, have since come from all over the world to study and learn. Some 

have stayed. Today it is a parklike place, with a center building for meals and studies and arrangements.  There 

is motel housing available to visitors, an inner village for permanent residents, pools, tennis courts and a lovely 

pier that reaches out into the legendary waters where Peter stayed afloat until he remembered to be scared, and 

where the Lord Jesus calmed the storm.  

Nof Ginosar is particularly proud of the restoration of a first century fishing boat, very like, if not an exact 

replica of the boat Jesus taught from when he told the parables of the Sower and the Seed and the Pearl of 

Inestimable Price (cf. Mt 13).  

The ancient vessel is preserved in a Museum room at the end of the pier. We stopped to see it on our way to 

meet our own Jesus boat, a replica powered with an engine rather than by wind and oars. When we were  all 

aboard and about to depart, we raised the flag of  Israel and the Stars and Stripes, and the Maple Leaf and we 

sang our anthems and somehow transferred the far away stories of the Galilean fishermen into our own time.  

Near half way on our trip to Tiberias, the Captain cut motors, and we listened while someone read again about 

the escape from the crowd after the Lord had them, and how the multitude got to the other shore before the Lord 

did, (cf. Mk 6). And we listened again with new understanding to the awe of the boatmen when the Lord came 

to them in the night light, striding across the rolling water (cf. Mt 14).  

Supper at Tiberias was salad and bread and St Peter's Fish, and one of us found a coin of tribute in the mouth of 

our entree (cf. Mt 17:24). When you reach to remove it, you're very aware of the dead but watchful eye of your 

supper.  

We went home by bus, past Migdal, the fish salting village where Mary Magdalene lived, around the bend of 

the great Lake into the back gate of the Kibbutz, where the fragrance of Summer hangs on the night air, and the 

moon casts walking shadows on the water.  
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 233. “The Old School Building” 

One of the things I'll miss most next year is the excited clamor from the play area outside the sacristy window. 

Just before 8 o'clock on dry school days, it breaks into a shrieking crescendo, like a roller coaster into its first 

dip. Then the silent school bell rings, (no one but the kids can hear it), and the voiceless march shuffles up the 

happy old steps into the venerable school house where memories are stored away, some of them since 1909.  

I had to have a talk with the dear old building, told her how important it was that we concentrate our efforts in a 

single site, really be one school, take advantage of a a wonderful new computer lab and a fabulous new media 

center. I said nothing about grass and swings and room to run; that, I figured would be hard to hear after all 

these years without even a tree.  

But there will be kids, I told her. At least for now, the old building will be our religious education center. On 

Wednesdays and Sundays, they will crowd into the homey old classrooms and· pound up and down the squeaky 

old stairs. There will be kids from the Advocates Program too (probably every day), doing  supplemental 

studies so that they can graduate with Their proper classes after some lost time outside the system.  

There will be parish meetings and some art classes and a bride's room and our parish help-yourself library, a 

place to be quiet and pray. What more could an old school house ask for?  

I told her that the Jubilee Year was coming and that we have to open new boxes of ideas and strategies. I 

reminded her that every year brings good-byes and that the big kids would still be here, I told her I'd miss the 

little ones too, but it’s time. 

About  then the clock made the old bell ring, and the blue hour settled down around the roof peaks, and I 

thought I heard a small shudder. Then she pulled herself· together, and settled in for whatever next year would 

bring. She’s a building set on the Jesus stone, you know. She’s going to be just fine.  
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 234.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 7”  

The House of Bread, David's City, Bethlehem, is a short bus ride south of Jerusalem. It is probably the 

unofficial Christian Capital of the Holy Land, a busy place currently getting ready for a highly possible visit 

from the Holy Father in the Jubilee Year. Popes have not often come pilgrimming to the Holy Places. Roads are 

narrow, if not impassable, security seems scarce. Bethlehem is a big village which seems to have kept the 

simplicity of its shepherd boy King, and its God born in an out of the way stable. In Bethlehem, reflecting on 

Samuel's anointing of young David as he came in from the pasture, one can understand a bit better the heart of 

Jesus, the Good Shepherd, who chose to be welcomed to this world by none other than a gathering of shepherds.  

There was no convenient parking near the Basilica. (There probably never is.) Our talented driver came as close 

as he could; then we left the bus and began our walk up the congested street a block or two, dodging cars and 

trucks and insistent vendors.  

Bethlehem was one of the places where we had to keep eyes down as we moved steadily forward. A straggler 

trying to be pleasant to a souvenir seller could completely unravel the careful plan of the day. Staying together 

and keeping our appointment for Mass was the most important thing right now. Creches and camels and rosaries 

would have to come later. Even an understanding smile could get you in trouble.  

The Basilica door is a kind of crawl space. Someone stands on the inner side and pulls the crouching pilgrim 

through. The word is that the defenders centuries ago shortened the door space to better defend it. Now it 

reminds us that encumbrances are dangerous. A good disciple has to be ready to pass through a needle's eye. 

There's no way to Jesus but to become small.  

In the 300's, Helena, mother of the Emperor Constantine, visited Bethlehem. She saw the birthplace of the 

Savior and ordered a Church built there. In the 500's a subsequent Emperor, Justinian, ordered that original 

Church destroyed and another built over it. Today, through trapdoors cut into the floor, one can see patches of 

the original mosaics. The wonderful painting and gilding of former times are faded now, but the austere open 

space with its wooden ceiling and red limestone pillars speaks of the centuries of devotion and conflict that have 

surrounded the birth of Him who would be a "sign of contradiction" as Simeon said.  

Our Mass was not without its own obstacles. We were assigned to St Joseph's Chapel whose upper wall backs 

up to the very site of the Nativity where a star and an eternal flame mark the holy place. Adjacent to us was St 

Jerome's Cave where we could sometimes hear music from the liturgy of another pilgrim assembly. Someone 

had forgotten we were coming. The stairs were freshly washed down and slippery. Our altar was on an upper 

level, like. a balcony, and our assembly space was a few feet below. It made me feel like a VIP addressing a 

crowd in the square below my balcony. (I get these thoughts of grandeur periodically.) 

 After Mass we moved around to the side, where we could look into the Nativity Crypt and pray in quiet 

wonder. The incredible gift of God wrapped in newborn baby rags sifted through the busyness of the past few 

days. His pilgrimage to our planet was silent and helpless and unquestioning. Each of us drew some inner 

strength and some enormous sense of importance from seeing for ourselves how He loved us and gave His life 

for us. The faith of the centuries of pilgrim believers gave power to our own.  
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 235.   “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 8” 

Bedouins are nomadic desert people, almost always Shepherds, who set up their well-worn sun-weathered tents 

wherever they can find a little grass for the flocks and a small supply of water. They make me think of cowboys 

who once lived by their wits on the frontier reaches of our own developing country, except that cowboys 

seldom had human companionship and very rarely a family to provide for. Cowboy life was never easy, but 

grazing land was usually easier than desert, and maybe not quite so totally reliant on the kindness of God. 

Cowboys seldom had to birth their children under the cold desert night, or bake their bread between stones.  

It was a Bedouin shepherd boy, Muhammad ed-Dhib, who in 1947 made one of the great discoveries of modern 

time. One Of his sheep wandered into one of the series of mysterious caves dotting the hillside where he was 

pasturing his charges, the boy peered in, saw only emptiness, imagined the terrors dark unexplored places that 

makes all boys shiver with a mix of fear and curiosity.  

He certainly did not want to go in, but neither can you tempt a disobedient sheep with a lump of sugar. He 

picked up a stone and threw it in. "Come out of there, you foolish animal, some jackal will have you for 

supper." Instead of the bleat he had expected in return, Muhammad heard the unmistakable shattering of glass, 

pottery splitting apart and spilling on the hard earth floor of the cave.  

For sure now he wasn’t staying. There were stories of ancient monks who had lived there. Who knows who 

might be keeping house in that spooky hole in the hill, even in these enlightened times. He wasn’t far from the 

camp; the sheep would be safe for a few minutes. He ran home to get his dad.  

Even the explorer sheep was waiting outside patiently when the two of them ran back. Together they entered the 

cave, lit a torch and found, lined up like jars on a pantry shelf, covered urns containing the Word of God in 

ancient scrolls written by hand two thousand years earlier.  

The place is called Qumran today, once the home of a monastic community who lived by their wits and the 

wisdom of God's Word. We walked out on the bridges and climbed the towers built for people who want to see 

where these Essenes did their scroll scripting, where they met for prayer, perhaps for simple desert food (maybe 

locusts and wild honey), how they lived solitary lives of prayer and mystic silence in the hillside caves that 

would make a contemporary monk's cell look like a suite at the Hyatt.  

The scrolls now kept in a special library in Jerusalem teach us that God's Word in 1947 was no different from 

the same revelation as the dawn of the Common Era, 2000 years before. They teach us that the same revealed 

truth is  sometimes told in different versions, that God's inspiration filled people with the truth and left it to 

them to describe to others what the Lord was revealing to them. Now under the fierce sun of summer in the 

center of the day, with the Dead Sea across the nearest rise and a new city built where Sodom once stood 

proudly at the sea's Southern tip, every pilgrim is Bedouin, a nomad seeking the little bit he needs to sustain 

himself in body and spirit, as he finds his way into the wisdom and purpose of his God.  
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 236.   “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 9” 

Jericho is the oldest town on earth, people say, dating back to around 8000 BCE. At the Tel, archeologists have 

uncovered twenty-three previous layers of civilization. The Jericho Jesus visited and spoke about IS one of 

those twenty-three. In the Lord's day, it was Herod's personal city. Small wonder that a tax collector like 

Zacchaeus did well there. The Wannabees must have flocked to Herod’s city just to be within reach of the 

opportunity for political favor.  

Jericho is a Palestinian city today, probably the unofficial capital of the still unborn State of Palestine. It has the 

feel of an old neighborhood, stretching out of its streets and gates and fences into an ever wider community at 

markets. and restaurants and gardens and houses of learning and living and worship. There's a friendly feel to 

the City. Even today it could be a place where a propertied man might climb a tree in broad daylight, or a blind 

man might ignore the reprimands of his neighbor to cry out, "Son of David, have mercy on me!”  

The road between Jericho and Jerusalem pretty well has to lie in the crease between the hills where it is today. 

With a bit of imagination, one can just about see a beaten bruised traveler lying off to one side or the other of 

the highway, partly covered with roadside brush and bits of rubble blown together in the wind tunnel that 

patrols the 20 mile passage between the towns.  

Today's priests and Levites race by in trucks and busses and motor cars, but only the vigilant good Samaritans 

would find time to pull over and check out the problem. Lots of life is "between places," and it gets ignored as 

people stream determinedly to one destination or the other. 

Along that road, hanging somehow onto the side of the protecting cliff, most of the way to the top, an Orthodox 

Monastery keeps watch for anything the less attentive pilgrims might be missing. The story is that Jesus. met 

the tempter somewhere in those lonely highlands, that it was in their hearing that He was challenged to "Change 

these stones into bread." (Luke 4) Maybe it's the height of the harsh Judean hills that caused that theory to be 

born. There are plenty of places to throw oneself down and plenty of dry cold places where no food would 

grow. Even the Devil left Him there Scripture says.  

It was at the Jordan east of Jericho that the Savior was baptized by John. That's the most likely reason to 

presume that the forty days of fasting and prayer took place In these forsaken hills. Like other strange 

uncomfortable spaces in life, they may have set the scene for the most wonderful months anyone ever lived. 

Their desert Silence soon broke into parables and Kingdom stories, steely encounters with teachers and 

scholars, quiet exchanges with beloved friends at evening meals, Hosannas at the Gates of the City,” I thirst," – 

“It is finished," – “As the Father has sent me, so now I send you.”  

In all its thousands of years of human life, Jericho never knew such days of favor, and she won't again until one 

day the Son of David appears again on her roadways, risen and glorious, with healing for her brokenness and 

light for all who are troubled and blind.         
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 237  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 10”  

I was astonished when some years ago, I first saw the Coliseum and the Roman Forum and the antiquities of the 

Holy Places. People said, 'What impressed you most?" “The antiquity," I replied, "especially the way in which 

modern people still go to operas in the Coliseum and meet for rallies in the Forum and live in the wall of Rome, 

and walk  on the top of Jerusalem's old city enclosure.  

Prior to that trip, the oldest thing I had ever seen was downtown Cleveland. To realize that centuries of city 

dwellers had preserved the ancient treasures and that they still found ways to use them authentically was a 

wakeup call for a guy from a throw-away generation. It was a challenge too; pilgrimage was a visit to a living 

past. There were footprints and fingerprints, and no blue prints at all.  

That’s still the case for me, whether I'm privileged to join in my awe to centuries of wonderstruck people at 

Chartres Cathedral or the Normandy beachhead, or the paths into the Grand Canyon or the forbidding Irish 

fishing coast. My moment in time has meaning only in light of theirs. The shadows of a bygone time somehow 

are our teachers in a world full of glare and roar and confusion.  

People pour through the security gates, crush on down the ramped slopes, separate by gender and head still 

farther down to the Western Wall, the only remaining portion of the great Temple, which once covered the 

entire Temple Mount in Jerusalem. In Jesus' day, the Western Wall was that part of the Temple nearest the Holy 

of Holies. The wall was never sacred in itself, but the Temple was a kind of blessed sacrament of God's 

presence. Jesus came as the new Temple: "Destroy THIS Temple, and in three days I will raise It up" (cf. John 

2:19). People found it hard to understand.  

 The first Temple was completed in King Solomon's time, about one thousand years before Christ. It stood 

about 400 Years and was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar, then rebuilt shortly afterwards. The Temple was 

expanded and beautified in King Herod's time. He died around the time of Jesus' birth and boyhood. During the 

time of the Apostles, in 70 AD the Romans tore the Temple apart. They may well have figured that the best way 

to bring the Jews into subjection was to destroy their place of common purpose: much as the Nazis did in 

Cracow in the late 1930's and early 40's.  

Today the Dome of the Rock presides over the Temple Mount; it is a spectacular Moslem Mosque. All that 

remains of the Temple is the Western Wall, the holiest place prayer for Jewish people.  

Men are required to pray with heads covered at the Wall. Any cap or hat will do. If you came unprepared, 

someone will make sure you have one. Most people stand at the Wall, palms against its surface, or reading 

aloud, head bowed, from the Sacred Word in their hands. 

Some ceremoniously tie the Word around their arms with leather bands, and fasten it around their heads. Some 

are seated. They pray in a rhythmic chant as they rock back and forth, a bodily way of grieving a Temple no 

longer with us. In the cracks of the Wall, papers are stuffed with written prayer, like votive candles burning at a 

shrine or a side altar, remembering the intention of someone who came there and his prayer for others to think 

of and lift up for him. The Wall is a solidarity place; it reminds us that this world passes, but God remains 

forever in the spirit of His people, no matter who they are, when they came, how hard they suffer, or how long 

they wait to be delivered.  
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 238. “Pilgrims in the Holy Land –11” 

Our friend, George Martin, served as guide and answer man for our pilgrimage a few months back.  In a recent 

article about the Holy Land, George (aka Captain Pilgrim) remarked that he uses three criteria when he selects a 

biblical site for a pause on the route. He is concerned about the authenticity of the site, the way earlier pilgrims 

have respected it, the way the place leads the pilgrim to prayer. 

The Upper Room is a place like that. Clearly, the space is not the actual spot where the Lord gave us the 

Eucharist and where the Apostles gaped guiltily when He passed through the locked door in resurrection power. 

It does have some history all the same; people have been climbing those outside stairs for a long time and 

reflecting on the Easter Mystery with the solemnity that only centuries of faith bring to a place. The event is the 

important thing, the surroundings only help. One sits and listens and prays. 

People from another culture will chant in another language a song of trust and confidence in the room where we 

remember how the Lord broke the bread and washed the feet and went forth to His death and glorification.  

I remember, the lower room is a synagogue now, the agreed place to venerate King David's tomb, even though 

the Scripture says he was buried Bethlehem. It makes a good connection, the sacred meal of the warrior King 

transformed into the new Passover of the Prince of Peace, the Son of David.  

Nearby, on the same hill, is the Church of the Dormition, commemorating the "falling asleep" of Our Lady. 

That's the ancient Eastern way of talking about the Assumption of Mary, her ascension, if you will. Jerusalem 

said from the beginning that she never died, just slipped away, and left a mound of fragrant flowers where she 

had been. It's a lovely monument to our personal destiny as a resurrected people in full awareness of our God. 

There's an art piece there, a reverse pieta, where Jesus holds His Mother in His arms, just as Michelangelo 

depicts her holding Him in death, and the painful promise of life to come.  

Captain Pilgrim brought us to another collection of stories and stones and steps and prayerful places. It is on Mt. 

Zion, and it commemorates the Passion of Our Savior. All of it is housed in one of Jerusalem's most interesting 

churches, named for St. Peter at the Cockcrow; it reminds us of the human weakness and fear so much a part of 

the Lord's suffering. There were at least three previous Churches built there, marking the house of the High 

Priest, Caiaphas, and Jesus’ alleged imprisonment, and Peter's denial.  

Outside, leading down the hill to the Garden of Gethsemane are the ancient steps pilgrims tread today, 

remembering the Lord and His companions on their way to prayer and terror. Today the church itself is a 

meditation on the value God places on a human soul. The Mosaics are compelling reminders of the Lord in 

judgment by the High priest, of Peter swearing he does not know his best friend, of Jesus forgiving the sin of 

His crumbling foundation stone. The gardens and the courtyards are full of quiet hope and assurance. The 

cisterns below and the muted steps down the hillside all call a person to be present to the invitation to come and 

follow.  

We all found a place to get lost in our thoughts. I sought out a narrow chapel where the Lord waited in the 

silence of sunlight and sacrament, and I remembered that He waits just as patiently in Church and Chapel 

thousands of miles West and thousands of years later. I remembered the shrill cry of the Cockcrow.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 239.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land –12”   

A walk through the Old City of Jerusalem is an incredible mix of sounds and smells and shadows of ages past. 

Produce markets stand beside jewelry stores, and souvenir shops line the stair step streets. Art pieces and woven 

dresses and leather goods and vegetable trays all crying out for attention, all beckoning the wide eyed traveler to 

take another look.  

Monks in habit and headpiece, grocer in aprons, children with honey pastries dripping from their chins, women 

in long dresses, eyes averted, perhaps with a baby in a shoulder cradle, all with a living to make, a friend to 

find, somewhere to go.  

Every now and then we leave the street and slip through a nondescript doorway into a garden, or the ruins of a 

palace, or an excavation, or maybe a church that the uninitiated would never dream was there. The inner 

honeycomb of the city and watching one's step and one's billfold make a traveler somewhat oblivious to 

everything else going on a few feet away, behind a rack of jackets or a dumpster or a stack of shelves. 

Near the Lions Gate, inside a landscaped courtyard, stands St. Anne's Church, dignified and clean and 

welcoming. The story is that the Crusaders built the church on the site of Our Lady's parents' home in 

Jerusalem. It's a quiet pleasant church, a little dark inside with the flicker of candles enhancing the comforting 

shadow. People like to go there to sit and relax and listen.  

The church is often full of music. Chants and Taize melodies and familiar hymns in many languages ascend 

from the visitors memories or slip out of their flutes and guitars and lead whoever may be there into prayer and 

song. The stone walls and the three sided worship space make the simplest effort wonderful, anonymous praise 

that everyone can somehow share.  

Some of us pulled ourselves out of our Meditation to steal downstairs into the Crypt where we prayed for our 

grandchildren, and for all young people who are lost in one way or another. It's a great place to pray about the 

babies who died before they were born, and for kids who have run away and are afraid to come home. I prayed 

for the ones who have resolved to get back on track, that they not lose their resolve or their courage.  

I lit a candle there and thought about Jesus' grandparents who might have been wakened by Joseph's knocking 

and Mary's worried tears when they came back to the city, searching for him. I imagined that his grandma lit a 

light for him, when his parents headed out into the busy world to continue their troubled search.  

Near the church we stopped at the remnants of the five sided pool of Bethesda where the sick man prevailed on 

Jesus to help him into the unpredictably troubled waters. It is a wonderful place to remember that He is our 

Healer, and that He is always ready to reach beyond the rules and the prescriptions and the scolding from people 

who say it can't be done. In His name, we take up our beds and walk.  

The Old City has a thousand stories, more like several thousand thousand, and it's good to know that ours is one 

of them.  
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 240.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land –13”  

I have some pretty specific notions about some of the places I have never experienced first hand. My 

impressions are drawn from stories and music I have heard, pictures I have seen, sometimes from my 

imagination when it is a big part of my thought and prayer. (For me, that's most of the time.)  

As you might expect, some places fit my expectations better than others do. A case in point is the Church of the 

Agony on the slope of the Mount of Olives. It's enough like my anticipation to awaken my childhood 

meditations and all my images of the First Sorrowful Mystery. At the same time, it's enough different to make 

me wonder a little deeper and dream a good deal more.  

Just getting there is part of the experience. Each time I have visited the Church of the Agony, the bus has parked 

on the road outside the church. The pilgrims leave the bus and walk up the hillside outside the fenced in olive 

garden. At the top of the rise, one enters the gate and walks back down, past wrinkled and gnarled olive trees 

that look as though they might have been there all that time ago.  

The church itself is plain but elegant. It was built where ancient houses of worship stood before it, and it has 

captured a tone of serious guilt. Inside and out, it is decorated with murals and mosaics. Most of the time the 

sheltering shadow of the inner church makes it hard to see the art work or its fine detail. In the half light, the 

pilgrim is drawn to the front of the room where the rock is surrounded by a three sided communion railing and 

surmounted by an altar.  

The rock is one of those places of veneration from very early times where people have come to wait and watch 

and pray with the Savior. It is flat and ridged and multi-layered, light in color, so that the Passover Moon would 

have reflected on its surface and spilled its mournful light over Him and the olive trees nearby. It's a solitary 

place, like a mountaintop. One goes there alone; it's a desert in a garden, a silence in a dance hall, a still point in 

a cascading crashing universe.  

For the pilgrim, it's easy to pick up the Eternal as one kneels at the rail or sits back in the shadow of a flickering 

sanctuary lamp. One does not take pictures there, instead, the Lord paints the picture on the canvas of your heart 

and you sit spellbound like a kid at a carnival while He shows you how you look to Him: precious, fragile, 

broken, beaten, without a clue, but infinitely important to Him.  

In an atmosphere designed to suggest night and terrible danger, we find instead enduring patience and safety 

and calm. The rock is strength in battle and survival from a death blow. The bloody sweat that fell upon it 

reminds us that we come from sturdy stock. Somewhere from deep within, the Painter shows you the image of 

you that He treasures most, wounded in your failure and vulnerable in your struggle. Now you can allow Him to 

love you as He has always wanted to do.       
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 241.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 14”  

In today’s geography, the Old City of Jerusalem is divided into quarters: Muslim, Christian, Armenian and 

Jewish. The road designed for Pilgrims to walk the Way of the Cross begins in the Muslim Quarter, and winds 

narrow dark streets of the Christian Quarter. Centuries of plaintive prayer of pilgrim people have made it a 

sorrowful road, sometimes broken by bright hopeful light and punctuated by the clatter of street cleaners and the 

laughter of children.  

The Via Doloroso is intended to be the highlight of the pilgrim journey, the culmination of a mystical return in 

time to the last few miles, the last few days. For us, that is what to be. "I was filled with peace," one pilgrim 

remembered. “We were into something deeper than we could explain, and people were watching us." The 

masks that might have lumped us into the broad genre of “American tourists” were stripped away as we traveled 

the Way of the Cross. Our faith was visible and we were vulnerable, and untroubled that children and 

shopkeepers and university students saw deeper into us that day, than most people are permitted to see.  

The exact place didn't matter. The event was what mattered. We hadn't come to touch stone, but to reach far into 

time, and be grasped and held close in an eternal embrace. The most cynical disbeliever would have to 

recognize that these weary travelers somehow were seeing and feeling and hearing what he was not allowed. 

‘That seeing they may not see, and hearing, they may not understand," Jesus once said (Luke 8:10), We knelt in 

the wonder of our power to believe and understand. 

 People argue whether Pilate condemned Jesus at the Praetorium or up at the Citadel; we met Him in a quiet 

chapel near the Courtyard of a Moslem College. It stands at the beginning of the winding street where for  

centuries believers have walked, heads bowed and eyes looking inward. Just across the street in another holy 

place we prayed about the Cross and the flogging that prepared Him to take it.  

Past Arab markets and tea shops, the route winds past a plaque that reminds us of His fall and the struggle to put 

His feet back under Him.  On a corner across the street, we mark the place where pilgrims have positioned the 

Sorrowful Mother, determined to be as close, as the crowd would allow, within reach of Him, needing to be 

there in His time of broken triumph, not to cry but to cheer and share courage.  

Another turn and another marker, this one on the left, where Simon lifts the Cross and follows the Master. 

Faceless and anonymous, Simon becomes each of us, as the journey begins to be long and the crowd, menacing.  

Then the Church below the street where the pilgrim can down to Veronica's Chapel or move on along at the 

level to join the others at the Arab Market where Jesus falls again.  

Just a few feet beyond the market, the Lord speaks. Not literally, but from the stone cross embedded on the 

monastery wall before us, He talks to us about ourselves and our children and our real reasons to weep.  

We're at the back of the Church of the Sepulchre now. It's quieter here. Jesus falls within sight of the place of 

his sacrifice. Falling with Him, there's a temptation not to get up, but the remaining stations wait inside the 

Basilica.  We have come so far; we must finish what we traveled all this way to do. We are caught in the spell 

of understanding. “For this was I born," Jesus says in John 12:21. "For this I came into this world; Father, 

glorify Your name!"  

The Galilean hillside slips before the pilgrim's mind, the mountaintop, the synagogue at Capernaum, the broken 

fishes and fresh loaves for the hungry listeners, the carpenter shop, the streets of Nazareth: the Shema. 'You 



love the Lord your God with all your heart and mind and strength - and your neighbor." We rise from our 

reverie and down the dark passageway.  We're within reach of the end of our learning.  
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 242.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 15”  

When the Bishop Macarius brought the Roman Empress Helena to Jerusalem in 326 AD, he made sure she saw 

Golgotha, a. short distance outside the city walls, and at a stone quarry, just as the Gospel described it. 

Jerusalem had been destroyed in 70 AD; some 70 years later the Emperor Hadrian erected a Roman city where 

it had stood. Because the Golgotha hill was so well known and widely venerated he built a temple to Venus on 

the spot, just to keep Christian worship out of there. It was important to the Bishop that the Queen Mother 

recapture Calvary and the Tomb of Jesus for the new era of freedom her son inaugurated for Christians.  

People argue whether the place Helena accepted as the Lord's sepulchre was exactly correct. "Too close to a 

public execution place for Joseph to have chosen it for himself and his family," they object. For the Pilgrim, 

what matters is that she or he is visiting the site generations of believers have come to terms with what they 

believe about God's love made sacrifice in the death and burial and resurrection of the One who came to save 

us. Here in Constantine's church, the Pilgrim encounters the mystery of our immortality born out of the dying of 

Savior. 

 The Way of the Cross winds into the cavernous Church and immediately up a twisting set of slippery stairs to 

the top of a rock, said to be the summit of Golgotha. That is where we crowded together, to stay out of the way 

of other groups while we contemplated the confusion and commotion and indignity of Jesus stripped and nailed 

and lifted up in bloody warning to anybody who might be inclined to be His follower. Then one takes his place 

in the queue that brings you to your knees and under the altar where you contemplate the rock that may have 

stood closest His Cross. Whether it is the right one or not, it's the one two thousand years of devoted love has 

consecrated to that honorable service. Our faith is rooted in faith, not in a stone. It comes to a new level of 

awareness amid the clutter and commotion of the holy place. 

We paused at the statue of Our Lady in her desolation, to imagine the mix of grief and relief and uncertain fear 

that must have gripped their faithful souls as the sky darkened over them and the temple curtain screamed in 

defiance.  Then down the opposite staircase, a little bit foggy mentally troubled by all that had transpired just 

since we risen that day. It was all happening, as it once happened, somewhere very close to where we were 

standing. We knew there was a rock nearby where some say Jesus was anointed before burial, and a chapel said 

by some to be Adam's burial place. But that seemed like curiosity. There was no time for anything except the 

most important.  

Only one stop remained, to visit the place of His rest, the Sepulchre itself, once again on one's knees or bent 

double, at prayer for a world out of touch with the Father who sent his only Son to find the other sons and 

daughters and give them the coin of the realm, their personal key to the Kingdom.  Venus, they say, was the 

goddess of love but was impetuous and flirtatious and conniving. Her temple could not stand for long on the 

holy place where Love gave itself up in death and rose again in hope  
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 243.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 16” 

 On Saturday evening before our departure we stole out of the Sabbath quiet of the Holy City, some thirty miles 

to the West Bank City of Bier Zeit. We were on our way to Mass.  

An Italian pastor had built an imposing parish church and school in the Palestinian town, and had named it Our 

Lady of Guadalupe. The patronage reflected the support of Latin American Catholics, but the parish had been 

built on the faith and generosity of people from all over the world.  

This evening after Mass we would be dedicating a high school at the Bier Zeit parish center, a gift from Spanish 

Catholics. Their representative, living in Jerusalem, would cut the ribbons and the students would now have 

several semesters after middle school to solidify their Catholic identity and grow in self assurance before 

entering the sometimes threatening world around them.  

The elementary school was eagerly awaiting our visit. We went from the ribbon cutting directly to the front 

seats of the auditorium.  The kindergartners were graduating and we were their well-wishers from far away.  

After we were seated, they processed up the aisle, waving Palestinian flags and singing at the top of their 

voices. They were dressed in red and black and green; their eyes were flashing; they had practiced long and 

hard for the great event. 

They danced for us in the traditional steps of their people. They addressed us in the best of English. They sang 

for us, assured us in every way that they were as good as and as confident as any child on earth, and that they 

eagerly awaited the challenge. 

Their parents, very Western and very middle class, were in every way, like their counterparts in Battle Creek or 

Baton Rouge or Boston. They pushed in front of us to take pictures; they smiled approvingly to one another 

when somebody did something especially charming, and they applauded with great conviction. They really 

believed in they were doing, to give the children the advantages of them never had. They were committed 

people.  

The pastor, a handsome Jordanian, had left the Orthodox Church of his youth to join the Jerusalem Diocese. He 

spoke with authority and conviction and great strength. One day, I decided he will leave the West Bank and go 

to Rome and bind the East and West together. His associate, a sensitive smiling spare young man in cassock and 

attentive understanding eyes, quietly saw to it that everything moved along properly. He was the headmaster of 

the school, the priest one would expect to be at home at the parish. He was forty years before. keeping watch of 

the home fires, while my pastor was on assignment for the Bishop.  

There was a great outdoor feast prepared, behind the church and school, under the trees. It was a lesson in 

public relations and appreciation. We sat at long tables as the sky fell and the moon rose quiet and sure of 

herself, the West Bank Church, watching carefully over new children.  
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 244.  “Pilgrims in the Holy Land – 17”  

The Notre Dame Center in Jerusalem was once a French government office or embassy, I believe. It was also a 

seminary or residence for Religious men training in the Holy City. Then, in the time of Pope Paul VI (during or 

just after Vatican II), it became a delightful hotel for pilgrims, and a Vatican property in the most interesting 

city on earth.  

Almost directly across from the Notre Dame driveway is the New Gate of the Old City. A stone's throw from 

the comfort of the lobby and dining room and library and coffee shop, one leaves the world of our time, to duck 

out of the way of motor bikes, and step around crates of citrus, and walk carefully on the narrow cobble stone 

roads that lead into the labyrinth of the weary but welcoming walled city.  

Notre Dame Center is easy to get used to. For one thing, it reminds me of the seminary where I studied as I 

grew up. (or did I grow while I studied?) The buildings seem to be about the same age. The wood and fixtures 

are similar, the staircases are wide and tall. The Chapel is the heart of the edifice. There are gaggles of people in 

the foyer, on the walk, at the elevator, waiting at the dining room doors.  

The special difference at Notre Dame Center is in the multicultural flavor of the house. In the dining room, one 

can pick up snatches of European languages, Middle-Eastern inflections, strange sounding requests of the wait-

people. Our group always found four or five tables for ourselves and our own conversation, but behind us, or 

just ahead in the breakfast line, or standing near exchanging directions, one found people from everywhere on 

earth. Not all were Catholic, but everyone was at home there. It was a Catholic place, in the universal sense.  

No matter when one made a visit to the Chapel, someone else was already there, or came in soon after. The 

Presence was almost tangible, not only the Divine Presence in the reservation tabernacle, but Our Lady's 

presence, too. You knew it was her house; this was her great room; the Son of Man was there, and so were we, 

her other children.  

It was a page out of a Graham Greene novel, sophisticated, cosmopolitan, concerned about major issues, full of 

intriguing people. In one comer, the Divine Office was being read; in another, someone was confessing to a 

monk in a curious habit, and probably an equally curious tongue.  

Upstairs from the Chapel there were conference rooms, and a special dining room, and schedule boards, telling 

where and when things were going to happen. It was there that we met for evening conferences, to hear more 

about peace issues and horrendously complicated political problems, and the struggle of being an Arab 

Christian in a country without a constitution where boundaries still need to be agreed.  

In that wonderful Center, at that well used altar, we gathered one final time, to thank the Lord for being our 

Brother who invites us, like Joseph did his brothers, to recognize Him, and be reconciled, and well fed. Our Last 

Supper was about to happen. Our lives would be different from now on.  
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 245. “Prayer During Advent – 1”  

One way to pray during Advent is to imagine that I am one of the Magi, ready to head out on my mysterious 

starlight journey. I have to put my life in order because I may well never return to where I am today. All the 

more so, because I am now leaving the 1000's behind me, as I find myself drawn into a span of time most 

people never thought would come to pass.  

So I make peace with my family and my neighbors and my earlier years. I turn over to my angel what I didn't 

get done in the first thousand years. I assemble my partners and my crew for the way ahead, and I start packing 

my saddlebags.  

One thing I have to decide early on is what gift I will bring to the Child King, once I find Him. I already know 

that it will be a double gift. On the one hand, I will give Him my hands and my heart, my whole life, to use 

where He needs me. Besides that, I will give Him some money, to use where He thinks best, in the work of His 

Kingdom.  

Some of it will go to JBJ Bolivia to assist Jackie and Hermo in their work with the sick, poor, and to help them 

get re-established in Montero. Some will go to the Indian children in South Dakota, to give them a strong start 

in education and a clearer direction in life. There will be something set aside to help Fr. Jay when he completes 

his time here and goes back to India, and I'll want to do something in memory of my parents to bring chickens 

and pigs and maybe a heifer to an African family.  

There's one more outstretched hand I need to feed. Our long-time friend, Sister Rosemary Tierney, needs help 

with her work in Hispanic immigration assistance in Kalamazoo. The Project is two years old now, and has 

provided free immigration services to hundreds of people. Through Sister Rosemary's work, mountains of legal 

confusion have been cleared away and many separated families have been reunited. Every month more than 

fifty cases are handled in Hartford or Kalamazoo. I want to be part of that.  

It means that I need to re-prioritize, that I'll do less mall walking and catalog shopping, and that I'll find more 

creative ways to share Christmas with my family and the other people I need to be near at Christmas time. But 

then, I am a Wise Man of sorts, on a journey through time, looking for a Boy who has come to build a 

Kingdom.  
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 246.  “ADVENT – 2”  

Advent understandably gets confused with Christmas. No matter how hard we try to keep a separate spirit, the 

great event keeps creeping in on the time to make ourselves ready. That's reasonable, of course, it's the event we 

are preparing for that determines what we do to be ready. You buy a dress and shoes for a prom; you order a 

cake for a birthday.  

In recent years I'm finding that Advent is generally a better time for me than Christmas is. That probably has to 

do with being in the final quarter of my meteoric plunge through this world. The waiting, the curiosity, the 

expectation IS pretty close to tangible. I can almost taste the excitement of seeing Jesus with my own eyes, and 

finding whole new ways to understand what it's all about and why, and how.  

Christmas was good for earlier times; celebration and surprises and food to die for, and sharp winter cold, and 

music, and reindeer against the face of the moon.  The magic is still there, of course, but these days it feeds my 

memory more than my imagination.  I need to know things in new ways.  I need a fresh look at the mystery.  

So many people are waiting for the other shoe to fall, for a good health report, for a reconciliation for a birthday 

or a parole date, or a better place to live. The waiting itself can be excruciating. There's no end to waiting; once 

we reach the end, it isn't waiting any more. The challenge seems to be in finding purpose in the process of the 

wait.  

Dad had strange colloquial ways of saying things. One was, "I'm waiting on your mother," or "on the "doctor," 

or "on God." I might have said, "waiting for mother," but for him, the waiting was a service, the patient loving 

kindness of letting people take their time. He waited on us as we fumbled around, getting ready for school, and 

on the doctor who tried to pack too many patients into his cramped calendar, and on God who took His time 

bringing the new crop through the crust of the earth.  

Advent is my time for wondering, reflecting against what I know, hoping for a glimpse of what I don't know 

yet. Advent is a time for traveling over the Judean hills with Joseph and Mary, wondering what they were. 

wondering about, dreaming about what they know now, and are all too eager to show me.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 247.  “ADVENT – 3  

The Lord Jesus appears in disguises. Just His human body and His voice and His laugh, that alone is a disguise. 

It's a way we can understand who He is, this Word made flesh, eternal God, our Brother. 

 I don't know how He worked it all out. People have been theorizing about that for a couple of thousand ,years. I 

just believe it, because I believe Him, and the Father and Holy Spirit who inspired the men and women who told 

us about Him. His Gospel makes more sense to me than anything I have ever read or heard. It tells me about a 

God who loved me enough, to put on a mask, so that I could see and hear him.  

He still wears disguises, this Brother whose birthday keeps the American economy churning. He comes in all 

colors, shapes and sizes. Much of the time He surprises us, as He did the shepherds, and the visitors from the 

East, and the most disagreeable King Herod. At Christmas time, people of faith often experience the special 

vision of the Incarnation. We find the Lord in children and old people, the outcast, the sick and the poor.  

I'm asking the Lord to let us keep our Christmas vision all year long this Jubilee 2000.   

Beatitudes of Acceptance  

Blessed are you who take time to listen to difficult speech, for you help me to know that if I persevere, I can be 

understood.  

Blessed are you who walk with me in public places and ignore the stares of strangers, for in your friendship I 

feel good to be myself.  

Blessed are you who never bid me to "hurry up" and, more blessed, you who do not snatch a task from my 

hands to do it for me, for often I need time rather than help.  

Blessed are you who stand beside me as I enter new and untried ventures, for my unsureness will be outweighed 

by the times when I surprise myself and you.  

Blessed are you who ask for my help and realize my giftedness, for my greatest need is to be needed.  

Blessed are you who, in all ways, assure me that what makes me an individual is my beautiful God-filled 

personhood which no handicapping condition can confine or define.   
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 248.  “A Theological Reflection: Holy Eucharist” 

In a recent publication from the Archdiocese of Detroit, God’s people are encouraged to listen, reflect, discuss 

and put into action the Church’s teaching about the Eucharist. The year 2000 is a Eucharistic year, a special 

time to draw deep from the Sacramental power of our Catholic life. With the Eucharist to nourish us and point 

us toward our apostolic ministries, we take our direction from Christ alive in all of us, addressing the problems 

of our time in a language that is eternal.  

The booklet "Living Christ's Presence" draws our attention to the documents of the second Council of the 

Vatican promulgated some thirty-five years ago; In that sacred conclave, the Holy Spirit speaks through the 

Council leaders and calls the Sacred. Liturgy, especially the Eucharist, the "source and summit of the Christian 

life."  

To appreciate the Eucharist as source and summit," the Detroit study book suggests, "consider a snow capped 

mountain peak. In the warm summer sun, the snow trickles dawn the slope and becomes a river sculpting its 

way through the rocks. Eventually it grows wider and stronger until it makes its way out to the sea. From the 

mountain summit flows water for life and energy, the source that purifies and renews all creation.  

"This is a powerful metaphor: Holy Eucharist is the summit of our journey, it summarizes and draws together 

our belief in Jesus and His Church. As a mountaintop, it also points to our future life in the Kingdom where we 

will all share fully in Christ's presence.    

At the same time, the Eucharist is also a source, or a well spring of life and energy. It is not simply a matter of 

our climbing up to the top. This gift comes from God to us. 

This week, beginning with the feast of the Body and Blood of Christ, will provide the Battle Creek Catholic 

Community an opportunity to reflect again on what it means to be a Eucharistic people. Father O'Leary will 

give us a historical perspective on the formation of a people of God through two thousand years and more, how 

our faith and devotion have formed us into the Body of Christ at work in the world. His presentation will be at 

our Church at 7:00 o'clock Monday evening.  

On Tuesday at 6:00 o'clock, we will gather in the St. Philip cafeteria, and share a simple supper of a variety of 

breads (and who knows what else, reflecting on the Scriptures, and listening to the personal witness of people 

whose prayer and action have been drawn out of the powerful Presence of the Lord, and returned to Him in 

gratitude and greater understanding.  

Bishop Murray will be with us on Wednesday evening, again at the Church and at 7:00 o'clock. He will be here 

in his role as our chief teacher, helping us to hear the Church's mind about Sacrament, and the Eucharist in 

tested disciples.  

This is a time of grace, a week to gather around the Table, feed upon the Word of God, and attend to His Spirit. 

Maybe you can be here all three evenings. Maybe two out of three. Whatever you can do, do it in a spirit of 

being present to the Lord, and to His people gathered together. Jane Walker's poem says it well:  

  



Our life - to be Eucharistic - must be wheat, 

seed and soil - light and darkness, 

 growth and grinding 

 rhythm and season - now barren, now blooming,  

now barren again - 

 eruptive force of faith and hoping. 

 Our life - to be Eucharistic - must be grape  

vine and branch - alone and together 

grafted and growing 

  grape-pressed and given to one another. 

Our life – to be Eucharist – must be wine 

free and flowing – tasted and tested 

whole and healing – cup and spilling 

wine, strengthening and sustaining 

joyous communion. 

 

 Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 249.  “History of the Mass – 1”  

In defense of Christians by Saint Justin, martyr (105·166 AD)   

No one may share the Eucharist with us unless he believes that what we teach is true, unless he is washed in the 

regenerating waters of baptism for the remission of his sins, and unless he lives in accordance with the 

principles given us by Christ.  

We do not consume the Eucharistic bread and wine as if it were ordinary food and drink, for we have been 

taught that as Jesus Christ our Savior became a man of flesh and blood by the power of the Word of God, so 

also the food that our flesh and blood assimilates for its nourishment becomes the flesh and blood of the 

Incarnate Jesus by the power of his own words contained in the prayer of thanksgiving.  

The apostles, in their recollections, which are called gospels, handed down to us what Jesus commanded them 

to do. They tell us that he took bread, gave thanks and said: Do this in memory of rne. This is my body. In the 

same way he took the cup, he gave thanks and said: This is my blood. The Lord gave this command to them 

alone. Ever since then we have constantly reminded one another of these things. The rich among us help the 

poor and we are always united. For all that we receive we praise the Creator of the universe through his Son 

Jesus Christ and through the Holy Spirit.  

On Sunday we have a common assembly of all our members, whether they live in the city or in the outlying 

districts. The recollections of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as there is time. When 

the reader has finished, the presider of the assembly speaks to us; he urges everyone to imitate the examples of 

virtue we have heard in the readings. Then we all stand up together and pray. 

On the conclusion of our prayer, bread and wine and water are brought forward, The presider offers prayers and 

gives thanks to the best of his ability, and the people give their assent by saying, "Amen." The Eucharist is 

distributed, everyone present communicates, and the deacons take it to those who are absent.  

The wealthy, if they wish, may make a contribution and they themselves decide the amount. The collection is 

placed in the custody of the presider, who uses it to help the orphans and widows and all who for any reason are 

in distress, whether because they are sick, in prison, or away from home. In a word, he takes care of all who are 

in need.  

We hold our common assembly on Sunday because it is the first day of the week, the day on which God put 

darkness and chaos to flight and created the world, and because on that same day our savior Jesus Christ rose 

from the dead. For he was crucified on Friday and on Sunday he appeared to his apostles and disciples and 

taught them the things that we have passed on for your consideration.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 250.  “Saint Camillius de Lellis” 

He replaced his anger with humble service, and his irresponsibility with devotion to the least lovable. 

In the mid 1500's, about the time of the Council of Trent (1545-1563), when the Reformation movement was 

still struggling and few (if any) expected it to develop as it did eventually, when  St.  Philip Neri was a one-man 

retreat movement in the city of Rome, Camillus de Lellis was on his way to becoming a saint.  

When he was just a boy, he found himself orphaned. Nobody was there to provide education or spiritual 

formation. He had no particular connection with church or any care-giving institution. So he became a soldier; 

like other disconnected people who have no particular responsibilities, he wasted his time and his inheritance on 

gambling. Life became complicated when he developed abscesses on his feet; the condition was diagnosed 

incurable. He gave up his military career and worked at a Roman hospital, but his feet were sore and his attitude 

was angry, and his gambling habit was uncontrollable. They let him go. 

It took several years for the Holy Spirit to get to Camillus, but still, he was only 26 when he offered his service 

to the Hospital for Incurables. He replaced his anger with humble service, and his irresponsibility with devotion 

to the lease lovable. The soldier became a nurse. The suffering he had endured in soul and body prepared him 

for leadership. In four years, before he was 30, he was CEO of the institution.  

By 34, he had acquired the education required for ordination to the priesthood. He prevailed upon Philip Neri to 

be his spiritual director. They established a confraternity of laymen to be servants of the critically sick. Those 

men were called "Fathers of the Good Death," later, "Camillians." Like the society established later by 

Frederick Ozanam and guided by the spirituality of St. Vincent de Paul, they lived by a simple rule of life and 

responded to the greatest needs of their time. They did it like Jesus, in His name.  

Maybe at certain times in history, the Lord needs fewer priests, just exemplary ones on fire with Eucharistic 

love, who can motivate and inspire armies of lay people to minister to throwaway kids and their families like 

our ADVOCATES do, or find ways to make the disabled feel secure and confident, or serve nourishing meals to 

street people and poor children, or empty bed pans and change bandages for AIDS patients.  

In any case, having thought about Camillus dragging himself from bed to bed on ulcerated abscesses, I think I'll 

be slower to complain about my sore tired feet. He died at 64 after 46 years of living with his suffering. The feet 

never cleared up, but the temper did, and the "poor me's" and the gambling. We play with the hand we are dealt 

and do the best we can with it.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 251. “Jesus Friend”  

The great bond may have been between the two Marys... 

For two thousand years people have been intrigued by the person of Jesus' friend, Mary of Magdala. The 

speculation in the Western Church is that she was the sister of Martha and Lazarus who left her sister to do the 

meal preparation while she sat at the Savior's feet and asked questions. Roman scholars also commonly identify 

her with the woman who washed Jesus' feet with her tears and then dried them with her hair when she crashed 

the Pharisee's dinner party and was apparently moved by the conversation she tuned into.  

The more ancient Eastern tradition says that those were two different women named Mary. The Magdalene, 

according to the East, was the sinner woman who allowed Jesus to cast out her "seven devils," a full conversion. 

She then became a disciple. She stood with Our Lady and the other woman and St. John at the foot of the Cross. 

She carried spices and oil to anoint the Savior's dead body after its hurried and unceremonious burial. She saw 

the risen Lord, and became the principal herald of the resurrection. In some way this repentant sinner became 

the mother of our faith community. Her proclamation of God's victory over death rings down the centuries from 

Easter to Easter.  

Bethany, where Lazarus and his two sisters lived, is a short distance South of Jerusalem. Magdala is a fishing 

village near Tiberias in Galilee, in the North of the country. The fish packing industry is active there. Because 

all of the Galilean villages were short distances apart, it's easy to imagine that a troubled woman from Magdala 

might have met Jesus at Capernaum or Bethsaida or Tiberias and opened her soul to Him. They could have 

talked as they traveled on foot from one place to another.  

She might have gone to Our Lady first, as we often do when our souls are shamed and our conscience is 

intolerably painful. The great bond may have been between the two Marys; they could have been girls growing 

up together in the Galilean hills, cousins perhaps, or best friends. Like the servants at the wedding in Cana, 

Mary of Magdala might have taken it to heart when Mary of Nazareth counseled her to "do whatever He tells 

you."  

One could wonder whether she came to Calvary that terrible Friday because she had to be with Jesus in His 

suffering, or because she had to support His mother. In hospitals and court rooms and death chambers, most 

people are there to help each other. It's good to spend ourselves in our personal presence for those whose pain is 

as great or greater than our own.  

On Saturday the whole Church, East and West, will celebrate the feast of Mary the Penitent who died, it is 

thought, around the year 84, some fifty years after she saw the risen Christ on His way to the Father, too busy to 

check on the Apostles just then, so He asked her to tell them He would be by later. One can wonder where she 

found the other Mary that morning, and what they said to each other, the sinner woman who never forgot His 

merciful love, and the Mother who brought her to forgiveness.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 252.   “It's there that people pray for the grandchildren of this world.” 

In our modern world it is not uncommon that a child is raised by grandparents. Maybe because of divorce or an 

absent parent or demanding work schedules or perhaps a youthful pregnancy, families adjust, and middle aged 

people settle down to being parents again. Those are the grandparents who go to the teacher conferences, drive 

to museums and swimming lessons, referee soccer matches and baseball games, and share their experiences 

with the younger folks who sit beside them on the bleachers, trading gossip and spaghetti recipes.  

There are also the grandparents who come by airplane. These folks arrive maybe once or twice a year, 

depending on a lot of things. They communicate by email, send pretty packages at birthday time, and sometimes 

call late at night. If you're still awake, or if you get up for a drink of water, your Mom lets you say hello. Then 

she says, "That's enough; back to bed; you have a big day tomorrow." 

Sometimes grandparents live nearby - a few streets over, or the farm farther down the road, or maybe in 

Lansing or Marshall or Kalamazoo. "Nearby" grandparents know everything about us because we see them a 

lot, and we tell them lots of things, and they are very good friends, and we trust them. They don't panic like 

parents sometimes do. And they have time to fix a bike, or build a tree house, or go on a tractor ride, or make a 

doll or a new dress, or just go shopping. Sometimes those grandparents say the best part of their job is that they 

can take us home when they have something else to do - like take a nap, I guess, or just be quiet.  

Jesus' grandparents were called Anna and Joachim. They lived in Nazareth, and then after Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem, they apparently moved to Jerusalem to be closer.to Him and their daughter and their son-in-law. 

They must have missed Jesus a great deal when the angel led Him and his parents into Egypt and kept Him 

there. That would be like moving to Mexico, I guess, or Alaska, or someplace far. So they must have prayed 

every day like grandparents do, that their far away family would be safe. We can only imagine how happy and 

excited they must have been when Jesus and His parents came home to Nazareth and appeared at their doorstep 

in Jerusalem on their way North.  

In the Old City, not far from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, stands St. Anne's Church where pilgrims visit 

on their way to the Holy Places. People usually begin their visit in the quiet of the upstairs Church. They listen 

to the prayerful singing as it runs along the sweet stone walls and circles around the altar, then reaches up to the 

quiet windows and disappears in gentle silence. Those who wish, then go down into the lower Church of the 

Crypt.  

It's there that people pray for the grandchildren of this world: dark skinned African children, and blue eyed 

Scandinavians; sick and healthy, the poor and the privileged, all somehow reminders of the Savior boy who met 

his grandparents somewhere near there when he was eight or ten, and they were smiling. Wednesday is Saint 

Anne and St Joachim day, a good day to do something for your grandparents.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 253.  “St. Dominic” 

The official Papal Theologian is traditionally a member of the Order of Preachers. The custom began in the 

early 1200's when St. Dominic preached the Lenten retreat to Pope Innocent III and the Papal household. He 

combined deep learning, clarity, personal charm and a humble spirit. The Lord worked in power through him.  

St. Dominic was born in Spain. His uncle was a priest who provided Dominic some classical education. That 

enabled him to enter the University at age 14 where he studied philosophy and Theology until he was 24. While 

he accumulated knowledge and culture, he also worked on a life of virtue. Like many college students today, he 

was compelled by causes of truth and justice, and very aware of the dignity of poor people. What good is 

knowledge without love? Dominic even sold his books (not easy to come by in 1200) to buy food for the poor.  

In those days, as in many other times in Church life there was a problem with good Theology blighted by bad 

philosophy. The heresy of the time was called, Albigensianism. On the one hand, the Albigenses lived 

admirable simple lives and inveighed constantly against the worldly ways of the clergy; On the other, they were 

themselves obsessed with a dualism that considered the body evil, and the world of nature, and most human 

achievement as well. They denied, among other things, the basic goodness of human nature, and even the 

motherhood of Our Lady. The worldliness of the clergy just added fuel to the fire of their self-righteousness.  

Dominic came to the Albigensians in respect and kindness. His own simplicity was like theirs; it gave him a 

moral authority. Because he was learned beyond being clever, he could help people to find truth and extract it 

from the ore of common thinking. He was calm under pressure. It was God's work he was doing.  

When some Albigensians murdered a Papal legate, a bloody war ensued. Dominic traveled with one of the 

armies. His presence brought repentance and conversion and peace. That became Dominic's way. His journeys 

led him into villages and cities, schools and war camps, cottages and castles. He preached the Gospel in season 

and out of season. Over 100,000 people came to Christ and the Church because they recognized Dominic's 

truth, and believed in his love for them.  

As he went, he gathered up people who wanted to do what he was doing. First, he organized a community of 

former Albigensian women, then an assembly of men. These people were the original Order of Preachers, 

Dominicans we call them today. They were devoted to God's people, encouraging them to live thoroughly 

moral lives, recognize and root out Theological error, and bring dissidents back to the Church. Their weapons 

were learning and poverty.  

There seems to be some kind of basic symbiosis (interdependence) between deep learning and genuine poverty. 

Perhaps it has to do with setting priorities. When the life of the mind and the soul is supremely important, one 

hardly has time to worry about the world and its petulant clamoring. Simplicity then becomes the better way.  

Dominic's feast is August 8, just in time to dedicate a new school year to God's glory.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 254.  “We look at her beauty and understand what God has in mind for us.” 

 

Someone recently wrote a film script about people who were granted a second chance, a reprieve after failure. 

The producers called the story "Purgatory," a town where one gets an extra shot at the target, another throw at 

the kewpie doll.  

That, of course, is not what Purgatory means. I can say that definitively because I'm a Catholic who believes in 

Purgatory. Not a great many others seem to have a lot of interest in the matter. Purgatory is not a second chance 

it's a continuation of our life outside the body. Hopefully, without the extra baggage of a body to carry around, 

we can focus on our spiritual growth and achievement, and diminish ourselves enough to recognize that we no 

longer live, but God lives in us. When that happens, the music plays, the lights go on, and we're home at last. 

 We speak of Purgatory not so much as a place; more as a condition. Everybody in that situation has chosen to 

trust God, and to love God, and to repent of sin, and to be full of confident hope. They are no longer burdened 

with time or troubles or bad memories or shame. They are in a mode of purification. They are at peace. Still, 

they need to clear their spiritual vision which has perhaps become obscured by bad habits, worldly cares, doubt, 

weak human nature, their own stubbornness.  

We sometimes call Purgatory people "poor souls." It is probably an old Irish/English way of saying "dear 

souls," or "blessed souls." It may also mean souls who would appreciate a boost from us, a prayer, a good work 

done in their honor. St. Paul even remarks the curious custom of being "baptized" for the dead - maybe for those 

who never quite got as far as the saving waters, so someone asks God to take care of it personally. 

 At St. Philip we have a Memorial Society, a community of people important to us who have already gone to 

God. We offer Mass for them twice every month and I remember them at Mass every day. At home, we find 

loving ways to remember them.  

We don't know, of course, just what the souls know about us and our problems. They are beyond worrying 

about us or being embarrassed for us. They just trust God and God's love for us, and they do for us as we do for 

them. They love us and pray for us. Love never ends; it lives in prayer.  

Beyond Purgatory is beauty and light and knowledge and perfect joy. We call it Beatitude, Happiness, the 

Presence, the Marriage Feast, Heaven. Mary of Nazareth is First Lady there.. She is Welcome and Assurance 

and Mother. She greets us in a glorified body because she didn't need to die or go through Purgatory. We look at 

her beauty and understand what God has in mind for us when the last curtain falls on His great play, and we 

smile in delight at the wonder of each other.  

Does that sound too good to be true? Well, isn't that how God is?  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 255.  “St. Rose of Lima” 

Our sister parish in Hastings is named for St. Rose of Lima. Neighboring with Hastings reminds me that we are 

also neighbors with Latin America, because St. Rose is the Patron Saint of all Central and South America. It is 

very important that we get over thinking of Brazil and Bolivia and Columbia and Mexico and Honduras as 

somehow exotic far away places. We have parishioners and friends working and living there, we have been 

served by priests from those countries.  

Like the Hastings parish, those distant communities have a history of their own, customs and ways of doing 

things a bit different from ours. Our ways may be more comfortable for us, but certainly no better than theirs. 

Their faith is rooted in Jesus, and their worship centers on the Gospel and the Cross. It would widen our vision 

and understanding if each of us might celebrate Mass just once in a village in the Andes, or experience the 

cleansing poverty of a Bolivian family.   

St.  Rose was baptized as Isabella de Florez in Lima, Peru, at the end of the 1500's. When she was confirmed as 

an eleven-year-old, she asked to be called Rose Marie. That is the name that stayed with her. She knew 

something about  St.  Catherine of Siena and wanted to be like, her. So, as a pre-teen, she began the fasting and 

prayer that would characterize her life. People say that she did elaborate needlework, and sold it to support her 

family, but there was always time for growth in the life of the Spirit.  

Probably most of the Saint's spiritual exercises were normal periods of prayer and works of charity. There were 

also some unusual practices (to our way of thinking, anyway.) Rose and her brother built a monk's cell for her 

in the garden behind the house, It was there that she gave herself to intensive prayer, but also spent her, short 

sleep periods, lying in a box (like a coffin, I presume) which she filled with broken glass and pottery shards. It 

would seldom take long to stay all night.  

When we study the Saints, we frequently find that people develop spiritually in direct proportion to their 

personal discomfort. Fasting and mortification have often been cited as ways to discipline the demands of the 

body, so that the soul can grow more efficiently. The necessary condition, of course, Is that one accepts the 

Cross in a spirit of expectant faith. People who, suffer with the Savior inevitably will triumph with Him.  

Even in her own family, there were those, who, made fun of Rose Marie. They said she was pretentious and 

neurotic and wearisome. "Very likely they were troubled because she was continually peaceful and happy in her 

sufferings while that kind of happiness escaped them in, their easier ways of life. When she was twenty, the 

Dominicans welcomed Rose Marie. That gave her protection and support as she raced for perfection through 

personal penance and severe fasting.  

Rose Marie did all of this because she loved people. She wanted them to live in the life of God and possess it 

forever. In her prayer and self-denial she joined Jesus in mystical experiences. She offered her sufferings with 

His. Jesus is in glory today.  

His transfigured body is beyond hurt, but his Mystical Body suffers, We are members of that body. When we 

are spiritually sick, and weak, we depend on the intercession of healthier members. Some of those intercessors 

are paralyzed or homebound or troubled with, constant pain. They offer their discomfort for our healing, just as 

we offer ours for sisters and brothers bent double under their load. Rose Marie died at 31. 

She was the first American born person to be declared a saint. We are in her debt. She knew the people of the 

Americas would find many different ways of knowing God. She taught us to welcome the contradictions of life 



as a way to find the Cross, and then to realize that the Cross is itself the Gate of Heaven. Rose Marie's feast day 

is Wednesday this week, a good time to reflect on the power of going out of our way for others. More often than 

not, under the light of self-denial, we discover nail marks in the hands of the people we serve, and thorn scars 

along the hairline.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 256.  “About Fr. O'Meara”   

At seminary (maybe even at high school) they called him Doc. It was a term of respect and affection which 

might have reached back to his father who was a well loved physician in Jackson. In any case, it was one of 

those nicknames that lasted because it fit him well. He was witty and stylish, arid he inspired confidence. He 

was a man you could trust. He was a healing presence for many of us.  

In my mind I packaged him up with my boyhood heroes who did all things well. I still glow warm when I think 

about those people who were seventeen and twenty when I was ten. They were sports heroes and dance 

champions and car fanciers and radio builders. They were the ultimate cool. 

It was the eve of the 50's when he was ordained with three other men at St. Mary's church in Jackson. The 

World was simpler then. Baby boomers were still in strollers; and people were establishing new homes in new 

neighborhoods, and those who didn't have to worry about Korea, had no problem finding a job they would grow 

old in. "What's My Line" and the Kefauver hearings were standard TV fare. Families, for the most part were 

dependably steady. Ozzie and Harriet were like the people up the street, and nobody went to the therapist. 

Maybe they should, but they didn't.  

When I was ordained some eight years later, Doc was again the big brother. I was first assigned in the Lansing 

suburbs, and he was downtown, patiently (or not so patiently) awaiting his first pastorate. There wasn't much 

time for fraternizing, but it was good to be pledged to the same fraternity.  

The wait wasn't long, the parish turned out to be St. Mary's, Charlotte. He shared the space with a big dog and 

whoever needed a place to hang out while their world was getting back into its proper orbit. lf life wasn't 

particularly good, he helped to make it more like it ought to be. 

It was in the late 60's that I needed a safe place to live. I was a high school counselor then, with quarters at the 

school, and working forty hours a day, and not even aware that I was a classic case of burn out. I don't know 

who blew the whistle, but he and Fr. Lunsford welcomed me to the old Cathedral rectory. Fr. O'Meara had been 

sent there (I think he lost a golf bet to the Bishop) to remodel the Cathedral and build a new rectory. It took two 

years to get the job done. 

In the course of the two years, we lived in three houses, all on the same block: the old duplex, where we started, 

a family home across from the Capitol, and the house that Doc built after the original rectory had been razed. I 

remember taking refuge from a tornado in the wine cellar of the old rectory, cleaning the dust off benches, so 

that the wedding party could have a glass to celebrate before the alarm sounded and they could finish pictures in 

the church.  

I remember walking the streets of the downtown neighborhoods in the heat of '67, uniformed to the teeth in 

black and collar, keeping the peace in an explosive summer. I remember a great snowstorm on a Thursday night 

in January, and the police escort pulling up to the high front doors on Saturday morning with a bridegroom and 

bride in a snow mobile. They changed clothes in the sacristy and the confessional room, made their vows, 

repacked their finery, and took off again with their patrolmen friends, to wait out the blizzard. 

On Sundays, there was often a big pot of chili on the stove at St. Mary's and the priests from the other parishes 

would come by to eat and complain and laugh and go back to whatever it was that at once gave them joy and 

heartache. 



 Mostly, I remember a priest who took God seriously, and knew that it was because of God that he was a priest.· 

He loved God's people, took great delight in telling them his stories mixed in with the teaching of the old 

Church he served lovingly and well. His holiness was in his humanness, 'and in his simple way of knowing that 

God was in love with him.  So was most of his world.  He helped us be better people.  

Lovingly, Fr., Fitz 



 257.  “Labor Day 2000”  

Labor Day finds me standing at the side of Cherry Street while a very efficient robotic machine spits smooth 

curbing out between its teeth, like a second baseman putting the final touch on a double play. The men are 

there, of course, with shovel and measure and trowel, helping the machine to get things just right, but there is 

little sign of the pegs and boards we labored over when we worked on the crew with Dominic and his men from 

the Belle Isle Armory.  

My friend the farmer listens to classical music and news in depth in the air-conditioned comfort of his tractor 

cab while he turns over the earth that will give birth to a new crop of corn or oats or barley or soy. No horses to 

feed or groom or bed down, he can change his shirt and report for work at the plant, and maybe send an email to 

his Congressman about crop subsidies.  

My brother and his son are bringing their diesel business into a second era. Much in demand now, and wary of 

competing for free agent mechanics, they will incorporate a school for advanced students in the new facility.  

Another nephew, recently graduated from the school of fine arts in.a university complex, will work four days a 

week from noon until ten at night, adapting graphics from the wire services for the computer outlets of ESPN. 

He combines his expansive sports knowledge with journalistic curiosity and amazing cyber skill. It's like going 

to college and being paid for it. 

This labor force is a different breed from my world of fifty years ago. There are new opportunities, new 

questions, new problems. The working poor, the undereducated, the technology disenfranchised, the 

complications of the global market, the downsized and too early retired, the primacy of the shareholder, the ever 

widening breach between the really rich, and the rest of us, and an astounding number of boys and girls who 

live in a world without hope or any hope of hoping.  

Any Labor Day, any day when trucks barrel along the Interstate and traffic pours out to Fort Custer and we have 

food in the refrigerator is a day to be grateful. Besides that, it's a day to be mindful of justice and injustice, 

dignity and indignity, wages that bring life and wages of death.  

Life is fragile; it changes fast. The Cherry Street in front of our Child Care and School is still a thoroughfare 

bringing life to our parish and our community. Yet, it's a new street, built in a new way for a new generation of 

students and parents and working people. "I have often walked down this street before" says the song. That's 

true, but not totally true. It's a new road for a new world of thinkers and workers. Pray about it.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 258.   “The spit of wood grain against the cutting edge” 

My friend is bidding farewell to his Michigan friends and his brothers and sisters and his mother. Even the dog 

is staying behind. The farmhouse has been sold, and its land and its outbuildings. The comfortable old kitchen 

with its elegant oak cupboards fashioned by his own hand will be somebody else's place to dream and read and 

smell the coffee and the fresh baked cookies, and look out on the weather in the sheltering trees. 

Some things just have a time. It's time for this family to start over, only four of them now. Julia is ten, and 

Stephen is thirteen, and the four of them can make life in an RV an adventure to be remembered. Home 

schooling in the open spaces, journaling, exploring, an email address and a lap top to share, they will be 

survivors, living off their wits and their talents.  

Just before they left, they convened their special people. The assembly laughed and cried, ate and prayed, and 

each person left a handprint on the traveling house that will be home for who knows how long. Then my friend 

shaved his beard and bade farewell to the ponytail that has been his identifying feature these many years. The 

mustache and beard are graying now, but the forehead is still unlined and the eyes are full of the wonder of 

coming of age.  

We first became friends in the Vietnam years. I was pastoring a high school, and he came to us from a small 

seminary. He was just a year from graduation, I think, and the pressure of the times was heavy on his young 

shoulders. He needed somebody older, but not too much older, to dig with him through the wartime confusion 

that cluttered the already troublesome years of adolescence.  

Now the mantle has shifted; he has raised his own sons and daughters. He is pastoring not only his children, but 

their friends as well, and, for that matter, anyone who wants to come into his carpenter shed and sit in the 

sawdust and see how God quietly brings beauty out of simplicity and form out of function. One just watches the 

carpenter. His mind reveals itself in scrolls and bevels and inlaid planes, just as the mind of the Creator opens 

before us in rivers and climbing rocks and flowering deserts.  

In the quiet of the all but empty lumber barn, we could barely hear the ghosts of power saws and muted voices, 

and the spit of wood grain against the cutting edge. The silence made me step back in prayer to another 

carpenter shed in an out of the way place where the craftsman gave his tools to his neighbors and started out on 

a new adventure. I wondered if He shaved His head before He left the village.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 259.  “The Old Testament stories are never complete” 

The surest way to make God smile is to tell Him our plans.  Every couple of years the priests of our Diocese 

turn off their phones and faxes and head north to a resort hotel in Cadillac. The golfing is good, I understand, 

the food is better than adequate, but the convocation is arranged primarily for us to meet each other as men who 

are called to the service of the same local Church and concerned about its people and their journey into God.  

Our agenda have varied from year to year: the changing face of priesthood, planning for more Catholics and 

fewer priests, deeper understanding among men who have grown up in very different times and very different 

styles of Church. This year we will reflect together on Old Testament Scripture and on Parables. Our instructor 

will be a Jewish professor from Vanderbilt University. Our mentor will be the Holy Spirit.  

As we near the end of our time on the front lines, we veterans look back on our battles and skirmishes like men 

come home from Anzio or Normandy or Da Nang or the 38th Parallel. Our stories are sometimes too sacred to 

tell, too deep to explain, too shrouded in the clamor of people's lives to be able even to remember correctly. 

Some things are too full of God and hope and disappointment, to translate effectively.  

We wonder out loud how the Church and the world will muddle on without us, how the Faith we worked hard 

to plant will survive outside our vigilance. Who will be there to take our places? Then we remember that the 

earthly life of each of us is the proverbial finger poked into the ocean and pulled out again. The surest way.to 

make God smile is to tell Him our plans. 

 Even though we know better, people will keep try to keep playing the same game, sending in one armed pass 

receivers and. arthritic quarterbacks. We're like little kids who never grow tired of the fun we love so much. 

Unlike them, we fail to make the adaptations the game requires when we can no longer play it like we once did. 

 It's healthy, I think to wonder prayerfully how Bishops and their armies of lay people will build the kingdom in 

years to come, how the role of the priest will continue to change ("marginalize," one gentleman called it), how 

every priest may one day be a Bishop in his own right, how the quiet prophecy of the Second Vatican Council 

will be completed, how God's work among us will somehow manage, in spite of our absence. 

Maybe it's healthier and holier still, to pray about the incredible Presence in our own years, the victories in our 

weakest moments, the breakthroughs at the point of apparent failure, the vision made evident only in the. 

darkness, the problem solved by going about it in what seemed to be an unlikely way.  

For us Christians, the Old Testament stories are never complete, except as we see them fulfilled in the New, its 

Wisdom never fully interpreted apart from the wonder of the Word made flesh and the parables of the 

Kingdom.  

Jesus taught in Parables. He found a new way to show us the heart and mind of the Father. Those who had ears 

to hear, went away smiling. They still do.  
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 260.  “I will vote YES on Proposal 1” 

You might expect as much, I suppose. The Bishops of Michigan have carried the colors for it. They have 

dedicated personnel, talent and money to the cause. Apart from life issues, the Michigan Catholic Church 

leadership, has rarely been unanimously more dedicated to a particular agenda. 

Still, I am the product of Michigan public schools (the entire elementary program). My Mother and seven of my 

aunts were devoted public school teachers. I am pastor of a parish which proudly includes over two hundred 

women and men in the ministry of public education. None of them would be hesitant to have a periodic 

evaluation in their field of strength.  

Some 65 or 70 percent of our parish students attend public schools. And the public schools in our community 

are doing good work, producing good learners. I see them at Mass; I meet them in their workplaces all over 

town. They are good people. I'm proud to be their pastor.  

I have to think twice about supporting a proposal that would eventually make it possible for the most involved 

supporters of some of our schools to transfer their services to a learning center better suited to their children. 

With a portion of their child's state allotment in hand, they might do just that.  

I have to be careful not to advocate for a proposal that would provide an attractive solution to a present day 

problem, but leave the way open to conditions and controls not presently a problem for independent education.  

By nature, I am a harmonizer, The Lord uses me to bring people together in their disagreements, to produce 

win-wins and "both-and's" rather than "win-lose," "either-or", or "lose-lose." I don't want people I care about to 

be unnecessarily placed in antagonistic positions.  

But Proposal 1 is not just about me, or St. Philip, or Battle Creek; it is about children and their dads and mothers 

in Flint and Detroit, and all over Michigan. Too many, I am convinced, are trapped in no win situations that will 

only lead to more 60% drop-out rates, more aimlessness and wasted youth, more appropriations for prisons, 

more decay of the fiber of society. I believe that they deserve a chance to do better. I believe that I must do my 

part to offer them that chance.  

I believe that parents who choose an alternate form of quality education should not have to pay twice for that 

right. If they choose to enroll their students in non-public schools, at least part of the per-capita allotment 

credited to them, should follow those children.  

I believe that all school populations should be a mix of races, ethnic cultures and economic strata. All students 

should know how to work and play and exchange ideas effectively before they get to college. Parents should 

know each other, compare notes with each other, encourage and help each other. They should not be strangers, 

but friends.  

I believe that Catholics and other believers who sacrifice unsparingly for schools should be respected and 

honored for the incredible contribution they make to our country. They should no longer have to be made to feel 

like the enemy of the state.  

Finally, I believe that people of modest means in this parish community should be able to enroll their children in 

Catholic schools if they choose to do so. They should have their own money to spend where they choose to 

spend it. God willing, with some relaxing of our restrictive Constitutional language, Michigan's lower middle 



class people will be treated as well as their counterparts in the other forty-nine states. Now you know how I'm 

going to vote - and a little about why. How about you? What are you going to do? And why?  
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 261. “Priest as Servant” 

My friend describes his priest as "prickly," uptight, I suppose, what my father would have called "a nervous 

guy." Anyway, he runs short on patience, can be abrupt, somehow limits his effectiveness by being too guarded. 

 In spite of that, he weaves a wonderful homily out of the Sunday Scriptures, week after week, rarely refers to a 

note, sends people home, enlightened, encouraged, and well nourished. He brings a vision of the "holy" to 

meetings where planners gather to discuss strategy and timing and building materials for a new hall, or church, 

or whatever it is that they are about to do in that town.  

Maybe not the first choice for the wedding priest, not the spark in the ecumenical clergy gathering, not the 

favorite hospital visitor, not the confessor with the longest line waiting, he's still very clearly God's man in that 

parish. 

There are probably plenty of nights when he wishes he had done better, times when he compares his abrupt 

ways with somebody else's expansiveness. He very likely focuses more on what he does imperfectly than on 

what he does well. 

 I wonder whether he really hears the Master speak about him when the Prophet says: "If he gives his life as an 

offering for sin, he shall see his descendants in a long life, and the will of the Lord will be accomplished in 

him." "Through his suffering, my servant shall justify many, and their guilt he shall bear."  

Sunday after Sunday, these recent weeks, someone carries the chalice away from the altar where we gathered to 

drink the cup that He had to drink. They walk with the cross and the word of God to the door of the assembly 

room, and out into the world and the neighborhood. They spend a week in prayer with the cup that James and 

John thought they could handle. The next Sunday, somebody else picks it up and takes it home.  

In our prayer for priests, we beg the Lord for people whose hearts are fastened on Him. He is the High Priest 

who is able to be compassionate with our weaknesses, who has been tested in every way. He is always on the 

watch for the man of God who is blessed with the heart of a servant, ready to give his life for his brethren. Now 

and then, he may even be a slight bit prickly.  
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 262.  “Why do we…” 

The blind man Bartimaeus reminds me that it is important to know what I really want in life. His answer to 

Jesus' offer is quick and exact (and obvious); "I want to see."  

When Jesus asks me the same question, I am not so ready to reply. I want to be pleasing to God; I want to do 

what God wants for me; I want to be a wise and effective pastor; I want to see with the mind of God. As the 

prophet says, “I want to do right, love goodness, and walk humbly with God."  

What Bartimaeus wants is granted by a word from Jesus. What I want is like a world class breaking ball: it 

comes with practice. God lets me work at it.  

A few days back, I was recruited to offer a luncheon invocation for the Town Hall series. It was something I 

had done before when celebrities were in town whom I wanted to meet: Ben Vereen, the actor, and Jim Lovell, 

the Apollo 13 hero commander, and David Brashears, the Imax movie maker who had engineered the rescue of 

a number of people during a nightmare blizzard on Mt. Everest.  

This time the celebrity was a 29 year old cyberspace wizard named Omar Wasow. He turned out to be a most 

engaging fellow who is devoted to building communities on the computer network. Like a radio state, these 

cyberspace families are financed by commercials. They help people to reach past the isolation of a personal 

computer screen, around the gossip of chat rooms, beyond the venom of the hate.com websites. They are 

intended to provide healthy options for people who have similar questions and need to find a way to ask them in 

a high tech world.  

In answer to somebody's questions about protecting ourselves and our children from the Barbarian hordes who 

threaten our life and culture with new Dark Ages, Omar cautioned the crowd. The issue, he suggested, is that 

we stop trying to give people fail-safe answers, and teach them instead to ask the right questions.  

When people ask me hard questions, I invariably have to dig deeper than usual for my answer. I have to 

challenge the comfortable pat world of "always have," "everybody does," "Church says so," "Why would you 

ask? Isn't it obvious?" - As Job says, "With my own eyes, and not another's, I have seen God."  

So I ask you... Why do you come to Mass? Why do you stay with a too-human Church beset with weaknesses, 

scandals and people who so often fall short of the mark? Why do you share yourself with kids learning soccer, 

or people slowly dying in a nursing home? Why do you bother to read this column?  

Some questions are merely seeking information; others probe to the heart of what each of us is all about. 

Bartimaeus gave Jesus some information, but he also left himself open to an entirely new way of life. Jesus 

asked the right question at just the right time. I wonder what question He has in mind for me today.  
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 263.   “Loving God” 

In a film I like very much, the young man asks the old timer, "How do you know when you are in love?" He had 

apparently by then got past the warning signals of fast pulse, dizziness, tongue-tied confusion, feeling like an 

idiot in the presence of the beloved.  

The older man, without looking up, responds: "Make two columns on a page. In the first, note the number of 

times each day you think about yourself. In the second, the number of times you think about the other person. 

When the second column is longer than the first, you are in love."  

For many people, the practice round lakes place in marriage; but for all of us, the ultimate decision is in loving 

God when and as we find God in our life each day. "Hear, O Israel," the Spirit proclaims, "You shall love the 

Lord your God with every breath and every waking moment, in your strength and in your pain, in light and 

shadow, doubt and understanding, struggle and contentment, in your neighbor's cough and cry and cradle call. 

You shall set yourself aside to love the One who has forever been in love with you."  

The love I try to practice is only a response to the eternal awareness God has for me. When I get to the point of 

being perpetually conscious of God's caring presence, I enter into a unitive way. There may be instances of that 

while I am still very much caught up in this world and its noisy demanding distractions. It's a foretaste of 

Heaven.  

The Saints we honor on the November First feast day would, I presume, be sharers in that God life perpetually. 

They have already become immersed in the Divine way of living, something like a diver who abandons all 

control and enters quietly into the blue world of silence.  

The dear souls we remember the following day are apparently those who have already placed the Lord's will 

ahead of their own, but who somehow still find themselves pulled back to the people and ideas on the first 

column of the page. They love God, one might assume, without yet being in love with God.  

The Beloved in the Song of Songs is lost in the contemplation of the lover. The soul in love with God is 

unaware of the resistance we instinctively offer. The impulse to be fully alive takes over. There is no way to be 

fully alive except to die to ourselves. That's all that matters.  

Matthew's parables about the Kingdom (Chapter 13) are Jesus' way to remind us that loving a "jealous" God 

requires us to forsake all others. To obtain the pearl of great price, the merchant must relinquish his entire 

inventory. To own the hidden treasure, we must divest ourselves of the left-column items that once seemed 

important to us. In God, only one thing is important.  

Once Jesus tells you that you are not far from the Kingdom, no other questions need to be asked.  Just move 

forward.  
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 264.  “STWERADSHIP”  

My Dad was eleven when his father died. A few weeks earlier, my grandfather had returned by train from Ann 

Arbor to the wide place in the road he called home. There was a family caucus and everyone was advised that 

his remaining time with them would be brief. My grandmother then had two children older than Dad, and five 

younger.  

My Mother's Dad was a German Lutheran who had come from Europe with his parents and siblings. When he 

died, he left his Irish Catholic wife with a baby boy and seven daughters.  

My parents grew up under the watchful care of their widowed Mothers. Both women were resourceful, 

prayerful, wise far beyond their years, incredibly courageous, and wonderfully full of humor. Their children, 

like them, were most remarkable people.  

During the 20's and 30's, weekends in Summer brought the older children home from work in the city. They 

came in motor cars with a throttle on the steering wheel, to control the speed, three pedals on the floor, rumble 

seats, skinny tires and wooden blocks housing the first generation of spark plugs. They wore long dresses and 

bonnets, and straw hats, and spats. They were the poor cousins of the Great Gatsby and they knew how to have 

a good time.  

They talked about politics and machinery and labor problems and a play they had seen in Chicago or Toronto or 

Detroit. They harvested hay or oats. or huckleberries, and they prepared huge quantities of food. They made 

music, and drank some homemade beer, and danced on the grass and learned how to singe a chicken or skin a 

rabbit or milk a cow. They did a lot of talking and singing and laughing.  

In all of that, the widow presided, rocking babies, supervising the kitchen, listening carefully, remembering to 

ask more fully when the time would be right, about a comment dropped, or a curious trailing off of conversation 

when she entered the room.  

They took leadership for their families, these widow women; and both of them reached out to their neighbors, to 

listen and comfort and encourage and accept their role as elders among their peers. It might be a basket of 

raspberry jelly for a sick friend, or a quiet attic room for a fugitive from insurrection overseas; maybe a cousin 

who slipped away from an abusive spouse in Northern Michigan or Ontario and needed a place to rest. 

Sometimes it was just taking charge of the neighborhood gossip on the party line.  

The widows in my family tree were women of strength. They left life behind them in far away places, to find 

life again where the Lord led them to be. They were blessed with good children, comfortable well-used homes, 

food and laughter. They had the price of a movie or train fare to Chicago when they needed to getaway.  

In that sense, they were different from the widows of Elijah's or Jesus' day. What made them alike was their 

commitment to go the distance, to give their last of their coins, or flour or oil, to trust the Giver for the gift still 

unseen. They knew that being disciples was a matter of the whole nine yards. God had never held back from 

them, and they would not be the first to waver.  
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 265.  “RENDERING THANKS” 

At fourteen I left home to attend a high school seminary. Like similar learning places in today's third world, it 

was a training ground not only for but for lay leaders as well. Our administrators and teachers were priests who 

laid aside far more satisfying parish assignments, to devote themselves to us.  

I don't know whether the timing was right, in. many ways it seems to have taken me much longer than it took 

my contemporaries to eventually grow up. Sill I had been spared from a usually fatal brain infection when I was 

very young; I had been healed from anticipated deafness; I had a burning desire within me to give service to 

God who, for His own quiet reasons, had extended my life past a very obvious experience of death. The actual 

death of my best friend that previous Spring had made our high school plan an interesting prospect. It seemed 

the right thing to do. 

It had to have been a wrenching decision for my parents.  They, more than anyone else, knew how far I still had 

to grow. Their sisters and brothers undoubtedly gave them advice on both sides of the issue. They didn't even 

know the people who would be guiding me in their place. It was a month after the surrender of Japan; many 

people had sacrificed a son. Now, apparently, it was their turn. I relied on their trust in God and the Church and 

the goodness of people.  

It was, you realize a very different world, and a very different United States. I was, I suppose, a kind of third 

world kid then, never wanting for essentials, but showing up for the entrance exam in my uncle’s hand-me-

down suit (which I was proud to wear because he had once worn it to an interview with the Red Sox.) In my 

pocket I had phone money and bus fare to my city relatives, just in case, and a penciled map telling me where to 

catch the bus and where to get off.  Does that sound a little like modern day Guadalajara or Sao Paulo or 

Nairobi?  

I called the Prefect of Discipline "Sir." Expecting a reverential “Father,” he blinked, hut he remembered our 

interview, and he voted for me. I didn't know then that he carried more clout than anybody else except the 

Rector. I was a gangly kid from the country who had read a lot of books about making the grade, and I felt like I 

was on a mission.  

Not long after that eventful day, we received a letter in a small envelope which I have some place.  Mother 

found a place that made laundry tags which she prayerfully sewed to the back of the required number of shirts 

and to the band of my shorts and anything else that might one day be swallowed up in the mysterious belly of 

our high chimneyed laundry. I was no longer William, I became number 198, a new kind of dying to become a 

new person.  

The midterms happened very predictably on the 2nd  3rd  and 4th  of November. The cold Fall rain soaked the 

most obstinate brown leaves and pulled them off their chilly perches. The sun went into hiding. The newness of 

life began to be old. The refectory food was predictably predictable. Some of my most interesting friends 

looked longingly homeward.  

After Mass on Thanksgiving morning, we were free until night prayers. The damage control was in full effect. 

We were not strong enough yet, it was felt, to try an overnight, let alone a weekend. People who couldn't get 

back before the bell went home with somebody who lived nearer.  

My parents were close enough to give it a try. When the door flew open, my uncle was waiting. He never 

murmured. about those Thanksgivings on the farm, when he would have preferred, I suppose, to stay home with 



his own turkey and listen to the Lions and the Packers on his own radio. Before his tour of duty was finished, 

we were watching the Thanksgiving game on  television in my parents living room. I was in college then, but 

there was never in all my seminary years, any consideration of keeping one's own vehicle at school. I remember 

that, when people talk about things in the Church that "will never change," and I'm glad it’s behind us. That first 

time home, I was confronted with what a small house I had come from, how tight and crowded things seemed to 

be, how big my little brother was, how it didn't seem to fit me anymore.  

In the Winter, after butchering, while I still was at home, my folks, would cook down the pork fat and make 

lard. They called it "rendering." What was left of the pig gave up its last bit of identity. My parents did that 

when they turned us over to God in priesthood and in marriage. I did it too each time I left the family that had 

become too small for me, to return to a world of confinement where I found freedom.  

On Thanksgiving night as we braved the slick new snow to answer the bell for night prayers, I gave it up again, 

a little more each time, and each year I felt it more deeply.  
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 266.  "As the visions during the night continued, I saw one like a Son of Man coming..." (Daniel 7)   

When the phone or the doorbell rings in the early darkness of a Sunday morning, it usually is the harbinger of a 

week that will teach me more than some weeks do. This 4:30 phone bell was a kind of "rise and shine" 

summons. It seemed at that quiet hour that my friend's prayerfully repeated request to go home was about to be 

granted. The doctor had told her that her bladder had shrunk to the size of a ping-pong ball. She was wearing 

diapers again; There was no hair left to comb and sweep and style; the pain was managed, but still noticeable; It 

drew a soft unthinking moan from somewhere deep inside. But she had her smile, and she wanted to pray, and 

receive the Viaticum, and quip about what her son might say at the funeral.  

Downstairs in the unit, where the sun never sets, they had just lost another big battle; a favorite patient had 

slipped out of their hands, and they were pulling together an early morning crew to make room for someone 

new who had now exhausted the emergency room resources and needed to pass into their skilled continuing 

care. The veteran nurse in 116 told me what was happening, interspersed with, very specific physiological data 

about her own condition, her vitals, her complications, her self-determined prognosis. There would be some 

more time, she advised me, but perhaps not a lot, enough to do what still had to be cared for. She had only one 

need, spiritual support, to see her through what remained to be done. Her communion with the Divine Healer 

was intense and very personal.  

It had taken longer than usual that morning, to get to the medical center. Someone had run into car trouble the 

previous night, while we slept contentedly, oblivious to the crisis. They had left their vehicle across our 

driveway, preventing any escape for the rest of us. The police officer came and officiated at the removal and the 

impounding. I asked his name. "Bob," he said, "I'm a good Catholic boy."  

Now in the parking area outside the emergency doors, I watched the day shift step and shuffle and slip silently 

into their new work week. Reporting on Sunday morning seemed to be especially difficult. 

Across the lane from my car, a tall skinny drink-of-water kid unfolded from behind the wheel of his compact 

car and opened the rear door for his very pregnant young wife. She spilled out into the crisp morning air; her 

moaning was a mixture of discomfort and hope, just like the morning. He pulled the bag over his shoulder and 

placed his hand under her elbow. He moved ever so carefully, as she carried her Sunday morning baby toward 

delivery. It was now nearly seven; the girls at the pancake house would be setting up shop. It was time to have 

some breakfast.  
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 267.  “The Advent piece"  

It is not a good move, to jump directly from Thanksgiving into Christmas. When we bring the old year to a 

close with a family gathering and a time of healing gratitude, we need to go back to the beginning and 

remember how we got there. Before we recount the well worn stories of shepherds and inn keepers and wise 

men, we are obliged to revisit how it all came about, how God's love was rejected at the moment of creation, 

and how God refused to give up.  

If we celebrate the holidays without a context, they become mere cultural observances, they have little inner 

meaning. Instead of being full of the mystery of God's persistent love, they are perfunctory, perhaps unpleasant, 

traditions. That's what Ebenezer Scrooge found out.  

Advent is the story of a proposal of marriage. The delighted object of affection accepts the Lover's ring, then 

becomes self-centered as the result of such extravagant devotion, and commits a terrible act of infidelity against 

the sacred covenant; The rejected Bridegroom backs away in bewildered confusion. The trust has been broken. 

The holy friendship has been destroyed. Yet the lover's passionate desire never ceases. He eternally needs to be 

united with His beloved.  

From the very beginning of their estrangement, the Lover promises reunion. He vows to crush His mysterious 

enemy and take His treasure back to the castle where the endless wedding feast will be celebrated. 

Advent tells of promises, intermittent messages from the King who keeps inviting people to the great feast. In 

the poetry of the prophets, He repeats His invitations in the songs of the psalmist, He laments the separation. In 

the studies of the wise people, He gives clues to His intention and His plan.  

When the day comes and the time somehow seems right, the Great King sends His Chief of Staff with a new 

proposal of marriage, this time a village maiden who is asked to be the mother of her race. There is no 

confusion, no hedging of self absorption. She trusts the messenger and the message, and she walks confidently 

into the eternal plan of her God. 

 Advent is the story of a girl who becomes pregnant with God's mercy, the mother of the sinner people who find 

forgiveness in her child. It is the story of the carpenter from Nazareth, a new Moses, who listens to angel 

visitors and leads the family of his God into freedom. 

Advent is the story of the strong headed Baptist who draws the world to peace of heart by showing them the 

shame and sorrow of their broken lives. It is the trumpet call from a distant hill, to clear the way for God who 

comes with a wedding ring in His hand, determined that the people He loves will never again reject Him. 

Advent calls us to be quiet and attentive, to fit the salvation story into our own lives, to remember what it means 

to celebrate the Coming of the Lord.  
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 268.  “Advent Journey into Faith”   

The Scripture simply says that Joseph rose from sleep and, guided by the angel's command, took the child and 

His Mother into Egypt. Maybe it was just that simple; then again, maybe it was one of those decisions that 

follow after many sleepless nights and troubled dreams. Maybe it was triggered by the Wise Men's visit, but 

how would they have communicated their discomfort about King Herod's interest in the child? How would 

Joseph have known to interpret the uneasiness of the alien visitors?  

Then again, how did any part of this past year or two fit into the normal pattern of life? He and Mary were to be 

married; he was working on a home for the two of them at Nazareth. She returned from visiting her relatives; it 

was obvious there were now three of them.. Mary was silent; she seemed unable to even apologize or explain. 

Everybody thought her baby was his. He knew differently. Who was messing with him?  

Joseph did what most good people would do. He talked to Mary in front of her folks. He sat alone with her 

father. He took long walks. He struggled within himself. He prayed. "Please, Lord, I am so confused. 

Something terrible strange is happening to me. Please show me what you want me to do."  

The prayer and the walks and the distractions at work brought no peace. God was silent. He decided that God 

had no hand in this. There was nothing to do but call it all off: the marriage, the house, the doubts and the 

whispers and the question in his heart about God. Where was God when you need Him? Is He really there at 

all?  

As soon as he faced his ultimate question, he felt ashamed. He looked at the chair he had finished just 

yesterday, the wagon outside his shop door, the tools he worked with every day of his life, the drawings he 

made, the muscles in his hands and arms, the very questions he was asking. Of course God was with him; he 

needed to wait for God. The world was built upon God, not upon Joseph.  

Not long after that, he heard what God had been saying all along. "Joseph, your problem is fear. Do not be 

afraid. Take Mary as your wife. You know you can't live without her. Her child is of the Holy Spirit."  

The indecision disappeared. What he wanted to do was indeed the right thing to do. Before morning light had 

spread over the village; he had gone to her door and claimed his wife. It didn't stop, the struggle to do the right 

thing. Then, there was the untimely trip to register at Bethlehem, with the Infant pressing to be born, he found 

himself with no place to go. They were days later than he expected. The trip was hard. They covered it slowly. 

Now the little town was bursting, hardly an egg or a piece of bread to be had, let alone a safe place to lie quiet 

and await a baby. It was embarrassing to be so helpless, so inadequate. The best available was clearly not what 

God would want, or was it? Maybe God was at peace with it. Maybe Joseph was the one who wanted something 

more. He found a broom and began to sweep the stable.  

Now with the morning moon still watching, he closed up the house, tied his tool box to the burro's back, helped 

his wife and his sleepy son to find the seat and settle in for the journey out of fear into the next part of the great 

adventure. "Where will it be next?" Joseph wondered, as the town fell behind him and the new days' light began 

its irreversible journey over the earth and through the heavens. By now it didn't matter. God was no longer a 

foreign figure in his life. God was now the quiet compass within him. 
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 269.   “Christmas Joy” 

Carol Shields ends her recent novel, Larry's Party, with a scene depicting a dinner party. Larry, the bungling 

hero of her story, has invited a motley group of persons to join him for a Saturday night dinner. The guests 

include his two ex-wives, his present girlfriend, and an array of disparate individuals, each of whom is well 

equipped to illustrate all the virtues and sins in the world. The party goes as go all dinner parties. There is 

banter, jealousy, and argument about politics, religion, and life. 

 Old wounds raise their ugly heads and new wounds are created as the evening progresses; People are reminded 

in subtle ways of their past stupidities and infidelities even though these are being washed clean by the 

celebration taking place. Food and wine get passed around and, underneath it all, despite everything that has 

been wrong and still is wrong, there.is a deep joy present. A wee messianic banquet is taking place, Redemption 

is happening.  

Most of our family or church gatherings pretty much mimic this scene. The family is home for Christmas, but 

your spouse is in a sulk, you are fighting tiredness and. Anger, your seventeen year old is  pathologically 

restless and doesn’t want to be there, your aging mother isn't well and you are anxious about her, your uncle 

Charlie is as batty as an owl (and you are worried that he's a pervert), your thirty year old son sits in the 

bathroom most of the day, and everyone is far too lazy or selfish to help you prepare the dinner. You are 

readying to celebrate but things are far from idyllic. Your family is not the holy family nor a Hallmark card for 

that matter.  It hurts, pathologies, and Achilles’ heels lie open not very far below the surface... but you are 

celebrating Christmas and, underneath it all, there is joy present. A human version of the messianic banquet is 

taking place and a human family is meeting around Jesus' birth.  

That is what church, in this world, perennially looks like. Most of the time, it is so frustrating that we do not see 

the joy that is, in fact, underneath; In the end, we go to church for the same reason that we continue to have 

Christmas dinner together as a family - for the pure joy of it. (Ronald Rolheiser, OMI) It is such an eternal joy 

to have spent all these Christmases with all of you!  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



269a “Christmas Wonder” 

Did you notice how frequently the Christmas stories encouraged us to wonder?  Joseph wondered how to 

understand his predicament and the Angels messages.  Mary kept all these things in her heart, in wonderment 

and trust.  The shepherds wondered why they were chosen.  Then the wise men wondered at the star, the baby, 

and the strange political situation they uncovered.  All the way home they wondered; all their days full of 

wonder. 

Only the childlike retained the child's gift of wonder: wide eyed at Santa or the Christmas tree or the new toy or 

the extraordinary behavior of an older brother.  Wondering, we forget ourselves entirely before the presence of 

the other.  Wonder is the teacher of knowledge and the mother of understanding.  It is the gate to the revelation 

of other minds and other hearts.  It is full of respect and reverence and a sacred fear of overstepping.  Otherwise, 

it becomes little more than prurient curiosity.  It calls us to our knees.  It makes us quiet; it causes us to pray. 

Celebration of the new millennium is made to order opportunity for wonder; we wonder at what has been what 

will be, how we came to be in the midst of it all, wondering at the wonder of it all.  The prayer says, "open our 

eyes, old Lord, to see the wonder that surrounds us; open our hearts to know the wonders of our brothers and 

sisters, open our lips to sing your praise." 

It would be a shame to treat this first year of a new horizon in time like any other year.  For that matter, it would 

be sad and wasteful to treat any new day like any other day.  Time was a mysterious gift of the Creator; it helps 

us to deal with the overwhelming realities of life in growth, achievement and destruction, for in beauty, by 

breaking it all up into manageable segments. 

The year 2000 beckons us to wonder in a somewhat organized way.  It's a time to visit a museum, to read the 

history of a particular era, to listen with understanding to some ancient music, to do some genealogy, to 

investigate the origins of the things we take for granted. 

This is a year to wonder about the human spirit, its clarity, its diversity, its potential, its beauty.  This is the year 

to bring the soul to rest before the glory of the Other.  It's a year of grace, and it's ours to use well. 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 

  



270.  “A YEAR AGO”   

Did you notice how frequently the Christmas stories encouraged us to wonder? Joseph wondered how to 

understand his predicament and the angels messages. Mary kept all these things in her heart, in wonderment and 

trust. The shepherds wondered why they were chosen. Then wise men wondered at the star, the baby, and the 

strange political situation they uncovered. All the way home they wondered; all their days full of wonder.  

Only the childlike retain the child's gift of wonder: wide eyed at Santa or the Christmas tree or the new toy or 

the extraordinary behavior of an older brother. Wondering, we forget ourselves entirely before the presence of 

the other. Wonder is the teacher of knowledge and the mother of understanding. It is the gate to the revelation of 

other minds and other hearts. It is full of respect and reverence and a sacred fear of overstepping. Otherwise, it 

becomes little more than prurient curiosity. It calls us to our knees. It makes us quiet; it causes us to pray.  

The celebration of a new millennium is made to order opportunity for wonder; We wonder at what has been 

what will be, how we came to be in the midst of it all, wondering at the wonder of it all. The prayer says, "Open 

our eyes, 0 Lord, to see the wonder that surround us; open our hearts to know the wonders of our brothers and 

sisters, open our lips to sing your praise."  

It would be a shame to treat this first year of a new horizon in time like any other year. For that matter, it would 

be sad and wasteful to treat any new day like any other day. Time is a mysterious gift of the Creator; it helps us 

to deal with the overwhelming realities of life and growth, achievement and destruction, horror and beauty, by 

breaking it all up into manageable segments.  

The year 2000 beckons us to wonder in a somewhat organized way. It's a time to visit a museum, to read the 

history of a particular era, to listen with understanding to some ancient music, to do some genealogy, to 

investigate the origins of things we take for granted.  

This is a year to wonder about the human spirit, its clarity, its diversity, its potential, its beauty. This is a year to 

bring the soul to rest before their glory of the Other. It's a year of grace, and it's ours to use well.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 271.   “Children are from Heaven” 

I am awash in cards and notes and packages, deeply grateful for everyone of you who sent them, and totally at a 

loss to know when I'll ever get them acknowledged. For some of you, that is unimportant, for others, some little 

recognition seems not too much to ask. I don't know who fits in each category, so consider this your thank you, 

please, until I can do better. Christmas, Jubilee, and the common cold can conspire to make me particularly 

boorish. Forgive me for that, and tell anyone who asks that I'm doing all right, just finding it hard to keep up.  

In my recuperation over the turn of the year, I saw some of the wonderful world-wide programming PBS 

provided. The New Zealand fireworks were stunning, I thought, and the music as modern and monastic all at 

once. One of my favorite images, as I began my morning prayer that day was a young man rapt in delight and 

appreciation, his eyes shining and his arms reaching out to the world, as it opened before him. There has been a 

particularly large amount of pessimism and gloom-saying connected with this turn in time.  

Have you noticed how little of it comes from young people, or from single mothers raising their chicks with 

beans and rice and God's grace? We all know that God doesn't keep our calendar, and He doesn't show us His. 

By now we have learned that when we do mess things up, He is the first to bail us out, or to hang in there with 

us. The message seems to be "Be not afraid; I am with you. Let go of the wheel, and I'll bring you out of your 

spin."  

My resolutions this Jubilee Year will have to do with debt forgiveness, global warming and kids. I'm getting too 

old to be burdened by things already behind me. There must be something I can do to help people realize that 

this planet is on very brief loan to us; the CO2 particles in our atmosphere will just make the ocean warm, and 

the expansion will certainly do frightful damage to fish and farms and continents and the people who live there.  

Children are from Heaven. They are the gift of hope and joy and confidence in our weary worrisome world. Yet 

people in our country and all over our world are killing them like invaders who threaten our comfortable way of 

life. In Russia, mothers give them away because they have nothing to feed them. In the years that remain to me, 

I want to help them learn; I want to encourage their hope and laughter. I want to see them reach out to every 

new morning with assurance, and fall off to sleep every evening, peaceful and full of their dreams of the day. 

I know you feel that way too. Please God we can make a difference together. A most blessed New Year!  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 272. Differences  

It was my privilege a few weeks back to officiate at the Baptism of triplets. I didn't ask the parents, but the 

children certainly appeared to be "identicals." They all had outside plumbing," they had similar eyes and facial 

coloring: they seemed to be very close in size and weight.  The similarities made it a memorable Baptism, but 

so did the differences. 

Even in the few minutes I spent with them at the Baptismal font, I thought I detected a special determination in 

one, and a laid back attitude in another, And a pleasant sweetness in the third. I figured one the leader; another 

for the "wait and see" guy, and for the third for a  peacemaker and everybody's friend. The ancient philosopher, 

Plato, reportedly had a notion that God kept a Heaven full of souls, and carefully placed an already formed 

spirit in each tiny body just beginning to be.  Who knows? God knows, and "He don't say."  

In any case, God certainly is no friend of clones. Every person, every rose, every snowflake is dear to God 

delightful and special. That's what "personality" is about individuality and uniqueness and the wonderful ability 

to carry another’s voice or walk or features, and still be only one's self. In the Holy Trinity, the Fathers say, is in 

the relationship of the three distinct persons. We are created in God's image, personal, individual and 

accountable for ourselves.  

The Martin Luther King holiday is a reminder of that eternal truth. Doctor King was a prophet and preacher and  

martyr for his convictions, but the holiday is not much about him as it is about the truth and purpose of his life. 

He devoted his entire public ministry to the single purpose of making us mindful of our personal dignity and the 

human rights given by God to every person.  It is not a Black holiday or even an American holiday, and 

certainly not just a Christian holiday. It is that which is distinct about God (personality) indelibly and eternally 

stamped into the spirit of every persons. 

Persons differ some; size and shape and color and quickness of body and mind, perhaps. But if any of us receive 

a heart or a kidney or blood or ideas from sister or brother and find that it fits just fine. We're much more alike 

than we are different, I suppose. But it's the differences that make it interesting. God's family is made of 

individuals. He loves everyone, and He expects us do the same.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 273.   “God's love adorns the soul” 

When our Holy Father, John Paul II turns his great soul back to the Creator, the Church will experience a 

strange sense of emptiness. Millions of young Catholics have never known any other Pope. A different image, 

voice, or style of ministry will probably take a while to seem natural to us, for that matter, to the entire world.  

That's how it was in 1958. I was a young priest returning after lunch to the grade school where I pretty much 

lived. I pulled into a parking place and sat very still while my car radio described the excitement in St. Peter's 

Square where the announcement had been made and the crowd was nervously waiting to hear the name, and see 

the new Holy Father. After all the years of Piux XII, it was hard to imagine anyone else at the Chair of St. Peter.  

The new Pope had been the Archbishop of Venice, a historian and a veteran of the Vatican Diplomatic Corps; 

he took the name of John XXIII, to straighten out a historical embarrassment of a time when the Church had 

two claimants to the Papacy. The legitimately elected one was John XXII. This new Holy Father wanted to set 

the record straight. He lined up behind the right man. 

 Much of Pope John's relatively brief tenure was spent setting straight the record. He convened the Second 

Vatican Council, wrote extensively on the theology of Church, family, world peace and global justice, 

revamped the Vatican offices and tribunals, and won the hearts of farmers and statesmen the world over. It is 

sometimes said that our present Holy Father plans to canonize John XXIII during this Jubilee year.  

The people who write the notes for our daily lectionary observe in the commentaries for this week, "It is said 

that John XXIII chose St. Francis deSales (feast day 24 January) as his lifelong model, and that prior to his 

ordination as a priest, Pope John had written in his journal, "I spent today in studying St. Francis deSales, my 

gentlest of Saints... If I were like him, I would not mind even if they made me Pope. By the light of his 

example, I feel more inclined toward humility, generosity and calm, serenity of mind, wonderful gentleness 

with my fellow men."  

It seems a clear example of the influence that holy people, even from another time, can continue to have on 

potentially holy people. They teach us short cuts in the spiritual life. They prevent us from re-inventing spiritual 

wheels; they teach us by life and example.  

Francis deSales was Bishop of Geneva, Switzerland in the earliest years after the Reformation. He was in 

constant dialog with Calvinist people. He taught by love and warmth and humor. He pioneered the concept of 

holiness for all lay people: soldiers, mechanics, princes, married people, single folk. He taught people how to 

adapt monastic spirituality to their own way of life.  

St Francis said that when God's love adorns the soul, we call it grace. Insofar as it strengthens us to do good, we 

call it charity. He taught his hearers that charity is expressed in service.  

It can be said that Pope John XXIII introduced the age of the laity. The great Doctor of lay spirituality is Francis 

deSales. His best known work is "The Introduction to the Devout Life." It's worth your time to check it out.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 274.  “The call to priesthood”   

When I was very young (8 or 9) with the help of God and a wonderful doctor, I survived a deadly illness. I had 

a strong conviction that my "second life" should be devoted to God's work, in whatever form it might take. 

Because I grew up in a devout and prayerful family, I presumed I should be a priest. 

"But there are lots of different kinds of priests," my Aunt Esther reminded me. She introduced me to the 

Catholic Boy Magazine where the stories and articles and even the ads suggested that the front line was the best 

place to be, and various religious orders and missionary societies and communities of priests and brothers 

reached out for new recruits. By the time I reached seventh grade, the mail was heavy with brochures and 

pamphlets and invitations to camp and "come and see" weekends.  

In ninth grade after my revised life plan had been turned upside down by my best friend's death, I found myself 

at the prep seminary in Detroit. By now I knew that missionary life was not my fit, and for then, anyway, I 

should check out the secular priesthood and see whether my local Bishop might be interested in what I had to 

offer.  

My ace in the hole, in case I needed it, would hopefully be the Salesian Fathers. They were of Italian origin; 

they worked with kids, especially troubled boys, and what I read about their founder, St John Bosco, convinced 

me that I would be at home with them. I ran across a paragraph about John Bosco that reminded me forcefully 

why his spirit has been a lasting inspiration for me.  

"When he was nine, John Bosco had a dream which gave direction to his entire life. In his dream, which 

reoccurred fifteen times during his life, he seemed to be surrounded by a crowd of fighting and blasphemed 

children. Unable to calm them by argument, he used his fists. Suddenly, however, in his dream, there appeared 

a mysterious lady who said to him, "Softly, softly… if you wish to win them! Take your shepherd's staff and lead 

them to pasture." As she spoke he saw the children being transformed into wild beasts and then into lambs. 

"What you see happening to these animals is what you must do with my boys," the lady said. From that moment, 

John recognized what his vocation was to be (Butler's Lives of Patron Saints, p. 240). When John told his 

dream to his mother she simply said, "Giovanni will be a priest." Though he was only nine, poor and fatherless, 

he soon became the center of a group of boys in his Italian village of Turin. Over the years, Don Bosco, as he 

came to be known, not only befriended, taught, and trained thousands of boys in the manual arts, but he 

founded a congregation based on the gentle spirit of St Francis deSales whom he greatly admired. 

Once again somebody was answering his vocation by being quiet and gentle, following the example of St 

Francis deSales. It's a curious fact of the spiritual life that a gentle spirit is the only power strong enough to 

defeat hostility and meanness. My bishop eventually called me to priesthood. I never even got to New Jersey to 

visit the Salesian headquarters. Instead, with Don Bosco's intercession and some help from St Joseph and our 

Lady, I have spent over forty years in one way or other, ministering to young people. They have been my joy in 

life, and my sorrow. They have accomplished what I never had skill or courage to do. Some of them died in 

Vietnam; a few direct major corporations; most of them have raised children, and a good many are 

grandparents. They are good people who usually needed little more than a gentle spirit to pay attention to them.  

Somebody said, "A friend is a person who listens attentively while you say nothing." The friend occasionally 

has to drive you home to make an apology, or help you explain to your dad what happened to the car, or take 

you to your first AA meeting, or watch in quiet pride when you accept the presidency of a University.  



St John Bosco, patron saint of youth, pray for us in our efforts to work with the young people in our families, 

parish, city and nation.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 275.   “St. Jerome” 

The Church calendar is sprinkled with healers. Most of the time, the healing is more spiritual than physical, but 

the Lord does continue to show His glory through the bodily healing of His people. Last week we  celebrated St. 

Blasé who reportedly ministered to wild beasts who came to his cave to be healed.  He is best remembered for 

curing a boy through prayer and the sign of  the cross, after the young fellow swallowed a fishbone. This week, 

in a different slant on gift of God, the Church celebrates St. Jerome Emiliani who lived during the troublesome 

times before the Reformation. He died in 153, about 20 years after the incident at Wittenberg that triggered the 

Great split in the Church.  

Jerome was himself a living example of Church in need of reform. He was the spoiled son of a wealthy 

Venetian family, worldly and vain and absorbed. He entered military service to protect his city against the 

Emperor's troops, was subsequently imprisoned, and found himself being deprived of his freedom.  

Like the rest of us, Jerome was ricocheting trough life, bouncing off one event onto the next. He needed time to 

reflect on what was happening: some basic questions: Who am I? Where am I going? How do I get there?  

Reportedly it was Our Lady who interceded for him and got him out of confinement. As a result, he promised to 

change his heart and his life. To compensate for his selfish lifestyle, he took on the care people.  He became 

sick himself, near death. When he recovered, in gratitude, he began to gather orphans into his home, children, 

we suppose, whose parents had died in the epidemic, another way of healing.  

Jerome inspired other people, looking for a purpose in life. He founded the Company of the Servants of the 

Poor in several Italian cities, a good bit like Mother Teresa's Sisters of Divine Love.  

Ironically, alter years of patient service to the gravely sick, Jerome himself died of the plague with a quiet 

prayer on his lips and quiet joy in his heart. He had made good choices. 

At his canonization during this past century, the Holy Father, Pius XI, named Jerome the patron of orphans and 

abandoned children. As the gulf widens between really rich and truly poor in our society, we need to remember 

that over 60% of the very poor are children. Their health care is often far below average. What high spirited 

young people hear the call of the Shepherd, ask the right questions, get the right answers, and open the doors of 

lives to those who need to come in? It might be somebody we wouldn't have chosen, but then, God has ways of 

surprising us.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 276.  “Eucharist”    

The theme throughout the Jubilee Year is that of Eucharist. We are a Eucharistic people. When I got back from 

the coast (a wonderful vacation), I broke in slowly on my return and found myself sorting through old files. 

Among them I found this Poem on EUCHARIST which took me back 30 or more years. I found it still to be 

true. I thought it would be appropriate to share it with you. I hope you will enjoy it as much as I do.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  

He was old, tired, and sweaty pushing his homemade cart down the alley stopping now and then to poke around 

in somebody's garbage. 

 I wanted to tell him about EUCHARIST But the look in his eyes, but the despair on his face, the hopelessness of 

somebody else's life in his cart told me to forget it. So I smiled, said "Hi!" - And gave him EUCHARIST. 

She lived alone. her husband dead, her family gone, and she talked at you - not to you. Words, endless words 

spewed out. So I listened - and gave her EUCHARIST  

Downtown is nice. Lights change from red to green And back again, Flashing blues, pinks and oranges. I 

gulped them in, Said "Thank you, Father!" - and made them EUCHARIST 

 I laughed at myself, and told myself: "You with all your sins, and all your selfishness, I forgive you, I accept 

you, I love you." It's nice, and so necessary too - to give yourself EUCHARIST  

Tired, weary, disgusted, lonely, go to your friends, open their door, say, "look at me," and receive their 

EUCHARIST.  

My Father, when will we learn you cannot talk EUCHARIST, cannot philosophize about it - YOU DO IT!  

You don't dogmatize EUCHARIST Sometimes you laugh it, sometimes you cry it, often you Sing it. 

 You see EUCHARIST in another's eyes, give it in another's hand, hold tight, squeeze it with an embrace. 

Sometimes it's wild peace, then crying hurt, often humiliating, never deserved.  

You pause EUCHARIST in the middle of a busy day, Speak EUCHARIST with a million things to do and a 

person wants to talk.  

For EUCHARIST is as Simple as - being on time, and as profound as sympathy. I give you my supper, I give 

you my sustenance, I give you my life, I give you me, I give you EUCHARIST.



 277.   “St. Peter” 

The city of Ravenna is an intriguing place. Situated on the Italian side of the Adriatic Sea, an hour or two by car 

South of Venice, it was ideally suited a thousand years ago to be the Eastern Emperor's Western Capital. Rome 

was too far from Constantinople, and probably too entrenched in its Western ways. Ravenna became an 

extension of the East on the Italian mainland.  

Today, when one visits the city, site of Dante's tomb and home of the world's most wonderful mosaics, 

immediately they recognize the Eastern influence in art and architecture and Theology. There is no crucifix in 

Ravenna (unless it's in some expatriot's bedroom). All depictions of the Savior are resurrected and glorious. 

Human suffering has been eclipsed by the power of new life. Even the mosaics on the basilica floor feature 

birds drinking from the waters of Baptism and new life.  

Because it was a politically strategic place during the Arian conflict (Arians denied the Savior's divine nature), 

and in the conflicts between Rome and the East which led to the Great Schism of 1056, it was certainly the 

home of diplomatic intrigue and political unrest. It was in that city that St Peter Damian was born just after the 

birth of the second millennium, about 1007.  

At the age of 21, Peter was already fully vested as a professor at the University of Ravenna. That life militated 

against his quiet inner nature. Perhaps the academic politics were as nasty as they often are today. In any case, 

he sought a different way to use the gifts God had given him. He retired to a penitential life, became a hermit, 

and wrote the rule for the already prospering Camaldolese hermits.  

His privacy and seclusion was brief. The Emperor Henry III and the Pope Stephen X decided that he was 

needed in the confusion and whispering of public life. They made him a Bishop (soon after a Cardinal) and 

expected him to mediate their differences. It was like quarreling parents requiring one of their children to 

straighten things out. Obviously the strategy was doomed before it started.  

Nevertheless, St Peter lived out his life as a peacemaker. He brought his contemplative nature to bear on the 

noisy quarrelsome world of his time. He constantly worked (without much thanks) to correct the evils of the 

clergy of his time. He was a hermit in the market place.  

The prayer for his day (February 21) reminds us that he is for us a model of the Christian life. In making Christ 

and the service of the Church his first concern, he shows us the way to be loyal to our inner lives as we deal 

with our troubled outer life. The Divine Office for St Peter's feast exhorts us to let the serenity of our spirits 

shine out of our faces, to let the joy of our minds burst forth to be always thankful for God's will in our lives, 

even when it rubs against what we might prefer.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 278.  “St. John of God” 

They called him St John of God because no one knew his name. Somehow his individual identity was lost in his 

public image. He was a man who forgot himself in caring for the sick and the poor. He was part of the 

wonderful tradition of "Jesus freaks" who have sought out the most despised and rejected. because they find the 

suffering Savior in their faces and their eyes. 

When he was about 40, John was selling religious articles on the street in Granada, Spain. It was at the turn of 

the 16th century, about the time of the Reformation. On a particular day, St John of Avila was preaching on that 

street to whoever would listen. John left his belongings to move in closer and slipped into the arms of the Spirit 

of God.  

It had been a long journey, leading to that day. He had been born in Portugal, but destiny called him to Vienna 

where he joined the army and fought against the Turks. Then he took a job as a shepherd in Spain. After that, he 

did construction work in North Africa. Somehow, now he found himself selling crosses and listening to an 

evangelist. He was a Vietnam veteran ahead of his time.  

People respond in different ways when God's light blinds them. Saul stumbled into Damascus; Augustine 

headed for the baptistery, John began to roam the streets of Granada in a distracted way, often shouting and 

pounding on his breast. It got to the point that the local police picked him up and put him away in an institution 

for the mentally ill. St John of Avila visited him and stayed with him, and continued to tame his spirit, and one 

day walked out of the asylum with John in tow.  

Now it was time to do the work God had always had in mind for him. Appalled by the way the staff had treated 

the patients in the asylum, John set about to establish a hospital where he and a couple of like minded men 

could minister to the street people of Granada. They were so busy in blood and beds and bandages that they 

actually never had a religious rule until some years after John's death. John never took religious vows; he was 

too busy, making up for lost time.  

St John of God (feast, March 8) is one of the patrons of all Catholic hospitals. He is also the patron saint of 

nurses. That, after all, is what he did. He was not a physician or administrator; he was a dedicated and 

compassionate nurse.  

St John said, "If we look forward to receiving God's mercy, we can never fail to do good, so long as we have the 

strength. For if we share with the poor, out of love for God, whatever He has given to us, we shall receive, 

according to His promise, a hundred fold in eternal happiness."  

When I'm on my way to God, passing for the last time through my life, reflecting on my years in this downtown 

parish, the people I will remember best are the poorly dressed bearded men, wandering around during Mass, 

mumbling to themselves. I strongly suspect that Heaven will be full of them.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz. 



 279.  “St. Patrick” 

When she was here for her recent Sunday afternoon version of Late Night Catechism "SISTER" made it 

abundantly clear that St. Patrick was born in Scotland and sent from there to plant the faith in the hearts of the 

heathen Irish. I, for one, was not man enough to challenge her about his little known birthplace. Some say he 

was English (a holy irony), and some contend he was Norman French.  

It makes little difference, in any case, where he came from. He seems to have been an adventurous lad who, at 

the age of twelve, somehow strayed from his father's house, (perhaps on his way to a distant school), was 

kidnapped by pirates and then sold as a slave in Ireland. The legends all agree that he served there as a shepherd 

(not a bad internship for a Bishop-to-be). His father was probably an officer of the Roman Legion; his mother 

may have been Roman also, or possibly from France or Britain, In any case, they had not exposed the boy to 

Christianity.  

He is said to have learned both the Gaelic language and the Christian Gospel during his boyhood on the Irish 

hills. The pagan pre-history filled his imagination, and Baptismal fire burned deep in his soul.  

"How did so great and salutary a gift come to me," he muses in his Confession, "the gift of knowing and loving 

God, though at the cost of homeland and family?"  

The same God who sent him to Ireland now called him to France where he studied and grew into manhood and 

priesthood under the guidance of St. Germain of Auxerre. When the Bishop Palladius died in Ireland after just a 

few months on the job, St. Germain ordained Patrick a Bishop and sent him to huild on the foundation Palladius 

had barely set in place. It was the year 432. 

It was now that the God who brings good out of evil showed His clever hand. Because he knew the people well, 

their language, their superstition, their animism, their multicultured understanding of mystery and wonder and 

life, Patrick knew how to shape the Gospel to fit the Irish imagination and challenge the respectful heart. He 

first convinced the Chieftains. They, in tum, catried the Faith to their people. In all of Western Europe, Ireland 

is the only country in which the Church was established without persecution, bloodshed and martyrdom. (All of 

that came much later in Thomas Cranmer's day.)  

As his death drew close, Patrick convened a synod and relinquished the governance of the Irish Church to other 

bishops. The faithful say he was buried there on the rocky green island, probably near the site of the first 

Church ever built in Ireland.  

The Confession says, "I came to the Irish peoples to preach the Gospel and endure the taunts of unbelievers, 

losing my birthright of freedom, for the benefit of others." When a boy leaves home, he can never be sure when 

he may return, or where he may have been, or what he will have seen. Only he and his Maker walk many of 

those miles to find his place in the plan, and leave his name carved into the hearts of God's people.  

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 280.  “St. Joseph” 

The Sundays of the Church year are the weekly echoes of Easter. Once in a while, a Sunday feast is transferred 

to a different day of the week, to make room for a higher ranking solemnity. That will happen from now on 

when the Feast of the Ascension will be celebrated not on the Thursday forty days after Easter, but on the 

seventh Sunday of the Easter time.  

This year the feast ofSt. Joseph falls on a Lenten Sunday. We nod to dear St. Joseph and keep on going. We 

have scrutinies to celebrate these Lenten Sundays. The Lenten scriptures are leading us to Easter. St. Joseph 

rarely gets much attention in his mid-March feast day, and even less than usual when the nineteenth falls on 

Sunday.  

That seems to be in keeping with Joseph's quiet self effacing nature. He certainly saw himself as the servant of 

Jesus and Our Lady. He was known by some to be the village Tekton (a carpenter who worked with stone and 

metal as well as with wood.) He was a descendant of David. He may have been a widower who possibly had 

children from a marriage we know nothing about. He was a prayerful man, a listener.  

At the strategic times in the infancy of the Lord when the Father needed a helper to make the Divine plan 

happen, He invariably called on Joseph. "Take Mary as your wife:" "Go down to register." "Take the child and 

His mother and flee." "Go back to Nazareth." How God's angel communicated with Joseph is open to our 

imagination. One thing is certain; God's man in Nazareth had an unerring ability to know what the Lord had in 

mind. He was the silent servant of the silent God of all Creation. They understood each other in that sacred 

quiet.  

All through the world two thousand years ago, special boys were prepared for their role in life by gifted 

teachers. They were men whose only distinction might be that they were mentors to Alexander or Cicero or 

Augustus. Joseph was that kind of teacher; he taught the Savior to be a man. They shared time together, and 

stories, 'and faith, and prayer, and the dusty 'stillness of the carpenter shop. They shared a common manhood 

and a common commitment to seeing God's Kingdom take its place in the hearts of God's people. Their life 

together was a twenty-five or thirty year Lent, always positioned towards the day of new life and resurrection.  

On the ceiling of a nearby Church someone painted St. Joseph on his death bed with his hand firmly clasping 

the yet unbroken hand of his prayerful son and Savior. Before long that hand would be ripped apart by a nail 

and torn by the weight of His suffering body.  

In the Creed we profess that after His death and resurrection, the Savior "descended into Hell." That means 

sheol, the place where holy souls were waiting. I like to think that Eve and Adam and Melchizedech raised his 

head in grateful praise, and Sarah and Abraham knelt, and King David stepped aside, so that the broken hand of 

the risen one could first reach out and lift Saint Joseph into the waiting arms of the silent God, his Teacher and 

his Father. 
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 281.  “Lent” 

Lent is the road out of baptism and back again. It is a miniature lifetime. In Baptism we are buried in the water 

of life, only to rise up out of it, a new creation. The death that we go through repeatedly in a lifetime is never an 

end, but always a beginning. It frees us (once we can get out of our pain and grieving) to be and do what would 

have been impossible if we had not laid aside our connections to all the things that limit us.  

Necessary though it may be, death in any form is hardly desirable. Nobody wants to fail, or be sick, or be fired, 

or have to move, or lose something important to us. We hold on tight to what we have, and most of us have a 

whole lot more than a Bolivian farmer who gets where he is going by bicycle or shank's horses, or a Kenyan 

mother who has only what each day brings, to feed her family.  

If we have no extra money, we don't need to worry about digital TV or a satellite dish, about a new car, or how 

many times we eat out, about insurance costs, or , shoes to match a new outfit. Our toys and our credit cards and 

our catalogs somehow tie us down to where we are. There is not much point in dreaming about being free and 

unencumbered.  

That's where almsgiving comes in. It helps us to" live out of our Baptism, it frees us from the cords that tie us 

up.  

Self denial follows out of that same principle. We set aside our game plan because we are confronted with God's 

idea, or because somebody else's need is more important than what we had in mind.  People do without, so that 

a greater good can be realized. There may be a little disgruntled gurgling when we slip under the Baptism water, 

but there is a beautiful sense of standing clear when we come up out of it.  

Then fasting (from food or whatever else) is a way both to share what we have, and to say "no" to ourselves and 

to some habit or want that has us cornered. It makes us quick to recognize a good opportunity to grow. It 

teaches us to listen deeper than we once did, to reach farther into the unknown than we ever did before. Fasting 

does away with fear; it gives us confidence; it teaches us to count on our silent Partner for what we cannot 

provide ourselves.  

Our Lady never needed Baptism; she was protected from sin. But she lived it out every day. She always said, 

"Fiat" (let it be done). That made way for the Holy Spirit in her life, and for the Savior in her arms. It took her 

out of a village and made her Queen of the Nations.   
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 282.  “St. Francis of Paola”   

The vocation to be a hermit is heard rarely in life, and even more rarely is it answered. For many people, it is 

the ultimate foolishness of religious experience that a perfectly healthy person should shut himself off from 

human interaction and live exclusively in the company of silence and God.  

It is even stranger if the hermit happens to be an adolescent. In today's world, human services agents would 

track the youngster down, report him to 60 Minutes, or 20/20, or some such "get to the bottom of it" 

organization, and expose him to a prime time audience who look up from their check-out-counter newspaper to 

shake their heads and roll their eyes and mutter something incomprehensible about religion and churches.  

In a different age, less sophisticated and possibly wiser than our own, a Calabrian couple made a vow to St. 

Francis of Assisi. Actually one usually makes vows to God, but, for whatever reason these folks promised St. 

Francis that they would send their son to the Franciscans if the Lord would spare his life. The boy, also named 

Francis, was protected, and, at age thirteen, he joined the Order. It was an interesting time in Church history, 

about 1450, while the Reformation was heating up, some 550 years ago. 

At the age of fifteen the young fellow obtained permission to live as a hermit (a cave and wild animals and all). 

Others joined him. By the time he was twenty, he had established the community of Franciscan Hermits. They 

called themselves Minims, the littlest, least significant ones.  

For them, nothing was as important as holiness, and holiness was accomplished by standing firm against the 

way of the world. The Holy See blessed them and encouraged their strict way of life. They fasted year round; 

they ate no eggs or milk, and certainly no meat.  

God blessed them. They stayed healthy, and Francis himself was graced with extraordinary gifts of healing and 

knowledge and counsel. 

Pope Sixtus IV recognized the power of God at work in Francis and sent him where he figured the hermit would 

do the most good. He asked Francis to live and pray at the court of the King of France; and to influence the 

nobility by his humility, his spiritual acumen and his witness before the worldly and the power elite. He served 

as spiritual director to three French Kings, founded several monasteries, and after some sixty years as a penitent 

hermit, he died on Good Friday in the year 1507, at the eve of the Reformation.  

Francis' whole adult life was an uninterrupted Lent. Its purpose was to speak forcefully to the self absorbed 

society of his day about a "Kingdom that is not of this world." He focused himself on the suffering of our 

Savior, and on the humility of the Master in His passion and death. He is a reminder to us of the capacity of 

youth to be incredibly generous and to do amazing things for God and His people.  

The Church observes the Feast of St. Francis of Paola on April second. His festival encourages us to learn from 

him and to follow him in humility and integrity of life, twenty-four/seven, as they say, twelve months a year.   
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 283.    “Our Lent is a time to enrich” 

The Church and the civil government have interacted in a variety of ways throughout the past 2000 years. In the 

ancient Roman Empire, the Church was called enemy of the State; so too in the Communist block of most of the 

past century. In the days of the Holy Roman Empire, the State was absorbed by the Church. The two were 

supposedly equal and absolute in different spheres of power, but when it came to a showdown, the Church held 

the final trump.  

That, of course, did not always set well. Over the years, civil authorities worked very hard to break the grip of 

the Church and the interference of the hierarchy in secular matters. Their attempts were repeatedly frustrated, in 

part because Bishops and Popes were themselves civil rulers, as well as religious authorities. From one point of 

view, the Reformation movement was a successful attempt on the part of the State, to divide the Church and 

conquer. It led to an "enlightened Napoleon Bonaparte taking the crown out of the Pope's hands and placing it 

on his own head.  

In the United States, given the pre-history of religious intolerance that drove people out of England and Holland 

and elsewhere, to settle here, the principle of religious tolerance has always had a constitutional priority. The 

doctrine of separation of Church and State was designed to prevent any one religion from becoming the official 

state religion. No American was ever to be persecuted for his religious convictions. That doesn't mean that there 

has been no bigotry.  

Our American Catholic history has been nuanced by clear examples of restriction based on both ethnic and 

religious persecution. Catholics, in particular, should be able to resonate with the prejudice experienced by. 

people of color, Jewish people, disabled people, women and children. "No Irish need apply" is just one 

example. The presidential campaign of 1928 is another. So too the Know Nothing Part of the 1850's. 

"Exclusion" is the key concept of prejudice, and "Inclusive" is the hallmark of being Catholic.  

As American Catholics increasingly acquire education, prominence and power, there is a real danger of being 

absorbed into a culture of exclusiveness by which we are sometimes tempted to sell our birthright for a mess of 

pottage (cf. Gen.27). Religious freedom sometimes requires great personal sacrifice. So too, personal integrity.  

On April 11, the Church asks us to pray with the people of Poland and Eastern Europe where the persecution of 

the Communist years left a fertile civilization sterile, and a rich tradition, forgotten. The 11th is the feast of St. 

Stanislaus, a predecessor of Pope John Paul II as Bishop of Cracow. At the end of the eleventh century, he was 

killed by King Boleslaus after he called the King to task. Philip had John the Baptist were beheaded. Henry VIII 

ordered John Fisher and Thomas More to death. Thomas Becket was murdered in his Cathedral. Archbishop 

Romero was assassinated in a Convent Chapel just a few years back. Mexican and Guatemalan Bishops are 

killed and exiled. Jesus stands before Pilate and proclaims a Kingdom not from here.  

Our Lent is a time to enrich our nation by being true to our convictions and respectful of our rich religious and 

national heritage.  
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 284. “"Why do you seek the living in all these shadows?” 

 The Holy Week that year fell in the final days of March. We were dismissed from school on Wednesday. In our 

young souls, the early part of the week had been a time of quick cleaning. I don't suppose the Confessors gave it 

a second thought. They knuckled down to what was expected of them: extra hours in Church, some stories to 

share, patient listening in the curtained booths where people come, one following the other, to accept the 

merciful forgiveness of One who understood them.  

For us, the historical events of the Sacred Week were little more than an occasion to recognize a similar 

commotion within us. We were wartime kids who had grown too fast. Our uncles and brothers (and an 

occasional dad) were out there somewhere in the cloud of bomb dust or the stench of swamp water. 

Guadalcanal was a place we all knew, Anzio was a common word among us. The great battles were being 

fought in our day dreams. Every week, another gold star in somebody's window. We wondered when it would 

be our turn to respond to our name and step up.  

On Good Friday, my mother told me that my friend had died. He expired on the battle field of a boys game: 

pure accident, no violence. He had celebrated God's Mercy in the confessional quiet where the priest found him 

no different from the others who had come to say, "Bless me, Father, for I have sinned." He died with the 

Eucharist of Holy Thursday still living in him.  

I have never since had to imagine how Our Lady and the Apostles grieved. The pain was partly sorry, partly 

incredulity. It was incomprehensible. Maybe if I had been there, but like Peter and the others, I was somewhere 

else, never realizing that Guadalcanal was to be in my chest, and Anzio in my tears.  

The Cross that Friday afternoon was the only consolation I could find. Its silent strength was my comfort, and 

its hard reality was my truth. I reverenced it with an understanding far beyond me before that day. The 

confusion of my youthfulness pulled into a pattern of acceptance. It was an acceptance of myself in littleness, a 

need for God to make meaning out of my misery, and order in my awful hurt.  

The Easter that final year of War was clouded with the pain of things that still needed resolution. "Who has 

known the mind of the Lord," the pastor wondered out loud. "Or who has been His counselor?"  

Each Easter since, the cloud pulls back a little further, and the bright smiles of Alleluias brings a better light. 

The angel keeps saying, "Why do you seek the living in all these shadows? He is risen: He is not here." And I 

become fourteen again, and remember.  
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 285.   “Easter is like that.” 

My personal prayer depends heavily on my imagination. Words, symbols and images do a lot to bring me into 

the Presence that is always waiting for me. When I am distracted by secular voices and problems to be solved, 

the Presence waits alone. On the other hand, for example, when I am absorbed in a hawk in graceful flight 

against a bank of snow clouds, the waiting tree in the foreground of my vision becomes myself. I find myself 

admiring the free spirited bird, unafraid of the threatening weather. My soul reaches up from its rootedness, to 

think as the hawk thinks and to soar with him.  

Gerald Manley Hopkins, the Jesuit mystic and poet, saw Jesus in a falcon "…in his riding of the rolling level 

underneath him steady air, and striding high there" He admired the Savior in the predator, and he prayed about 

the Creator's knack for making mundane things beautiful. We can slip a plow point under an uninteresting sod, 

to turn up shining blue black earth, hidden beneath the stubble. He says the same thing happens when gray 

embers in a fireplace fall apart into an incredible burst of gold and scarlet light.  

Easter is like that. The defeat of Jesus' total abandonment to whatever might happen, turned into the new 

creation no one dared to dream might happen. He rose, the same Brother Jesus, in a new body and a new life,. 

and He offered it as His gift to anybody who was willing to follow. "Peace is my gift to you," He told them. Not 

as the world gives, do I give to you."  

In our part of the world, we find the Lord of Easter in the survivors of winter. For those who see it that way, He 

IS n the determined daffodils who shake off the wet coat of unexpected snow, and bloom chastened and lovelier 

than they were before they fell upon hard days. He smiles out of the arms of blossoming trees who have waited 

quietly and patiently, in the excitement of finches building a second home, in the expectancy of a farmer 

returning to his field, or a kid oiling his glove for the new season.  

Easter is hope and inner joy and wonderment at the goodness of the Presence who waits to be discovered by a 

new set of eyes and a new way of knowing. It's God s way of helping us to peek at the Promise.  
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 286. “Achievements & Commitments” 

I suppose we could say that the darker months are ties of preparation, and the bright longer days of Spring and 

Summer are for celebration. Trees burgeon; flowers blossom, berries form, and color, and invite the harvester to 

touch and. taste and try some more. There's a kind of struggle for emancipation in nature when the cold currents 

we thought had disappeared for good, rise up again and challenge the softening storms of Spring. We have 

learned not to move too quickly, to wait until the earth stays warm for a good while, before we plant the garden 

and put up the screens. 

This is the season when cheerleader uniforms give way to party dresses, letters of inquiry bring notification of 

scholarships, and long months of planning develop into wedding marches. We pull out the academic regalia and 

the graduation caps and gowns. We practice walking sedately to Pomp and Circumstance, or to the Wedding 

March, or Come Holy Ghost. 

Our Bishop comes among us to address our graduates and to confer the Spirit of God on Confirmation 

Candidates. He speaks to. them,. and to us all, of accountability and stewardship over the life and gifts  

entrusted to our care. Bridegrooms and brides choose Scriptures about commitments, and vows about 

“forsaking all others” and "until death do us part." These are clearly times when we close our books and put 

away our lists, and admit to ourselves that it's time to stand and respond,”1 am here" when someone calls us by 

name. 

 It is wonderful to savor the achievement we all feel when we dress up in the garb of the victor, and look back 

on the people and events that brought us to where we are today. We smile for the camera, and record our names 

in the  register, and send announcements and notes of appreciation to those who were part of the process.   

In our hearts we know that the accomplishment is only a means to the end, a necessary first step in the journey. 

The road that now stretches ahead of us is a challenge to our hearts long before it tests the strength of our legs. 

Wesometimes experience a misty overwhelming gratitude, and a reassurance that we will somehow do well in 

our new assignments because we follow a Leader who loves us well, and who has called us out of a Lent of 

learning into the Easter of a new life. And, thanks to His help, we are ready.  
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 287.  “Art & Church History” 

 On a Sunday afternoon during Lent, a small group of knowledgeable life long parishioners waited patiently in 

our church, I had convened them to meet with Rolf Achilles who, that same day, was talking with the leadership 

of Trinity Episcopal Church in Marshall. Mr. Achilles had come from Chicago where he serves the city, the 

mayor and sometimes the Archdiocese, as a specialist in art history and the church history it brings to light.  

Mr. Achilles is a delightful free spirited scholar who enjoyed his conversation with the wisdom community and 

enlivened it with observations, information, conjectures, and connections with his wide field of learning. The 

hour we spent in his company was the promise of a rewarding return visit which will take place next Sunday, 

June 11.  

In spite of such short notice, I hope a good many of us will be able to attend the talk, because our calendars 

have been very crowded (and still are) we considered moving to an easier time. But this is the week we agreed 

on, the time Mr. Achilles has available, and no Sunday is conflict free. So forgive my late invitation, and come 

if you can, if you're interested in the history of our parish, you will find it worth your extra effort.  

Mr. Achilles' visit will also serve as the kick off for our appeal to finish the restoration of our E. M, Skinner 

organ. You may remember that a very expensive first step happened a few years ago when we dismantled the 

organ, rebuilt it, and modified our ceilings and floors to better reflect its sound. As good stewards of the 

treasures entrusted to us by the generations before we need to take care of all of our buildings and grounds. The 

organ is a medium sized building housed in a larger one, Most of us know little about it. Next Sunday will be an 

excellent time to learn a great deal. 

 The organ presentation and the "Up Close" tour will begin at 1:15 NEXT Sunday afternoon, June 1. Mr. 

Achilles' talk will follow, and we will be finished by 3:30, a little more than two hours packed with knowledge 

and connectedness. It will be great for all of us, older and young.  

Pentecost is the Feast of appreciation for the gifts of God. Music is such a gift; faith certainly is as well, and 

history and art make it a very full basket of wonderful gifts, Please come and listen and look and learn.  
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 288. “About The Gifts of the Spirit” 

In human love, we use symbolic gifts, roses or gems or clothing, to prepare for the ultimate gift, our faithful 

constant exclusive gift of ourselves. Sometimes we return gifts that someone sends us because they are too 

expensive or too intimately symbolic or too personal. We can't take a chance on sending a mixed meaning 

message. If I'm not ready to accept the giver, I had better be careful about accepting the gift. 

God's gift is the same as any lover's gift. The gift of God is God. "God so loved the world," John 3:16 says, 

“That He gave His Son," and later in the Last Supper discourse, Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit. Our 

existence and identity, we like to say, is the gift of the Father who shares His being with us. Our redemption and 

restoration after sin, is the gift of the Word of God who makes us His body, and our life of grace in this world. 

The Power of prayer within us, is the Holy Spirit. God saturates us with divinity even when we are still full of 

mortal weakness and sinful passion. 

The evidence of God in us is the particular way in which God enables us to rise above our human frailty. In a 

Graham Greene novel, a sinful woman encounters God in a miracle and heals a child with her touch as a proof 

of God's caring love for the man who committed sin with her.  

When we see more deeply into a situation than most people do, we sometimes make surprising choices that 

transcend our human nature. We are led to prefer the better to the good. We call it Wisdom; it is actually a 

manifestation of God in us.  

When we set aside our own. mind sets and truly comprehend what someone else is saying, when we look 

beneath the surface of things, we step into a dimension of God in us. We are said to be Understanding.  

When we make someone peaceful in our presence, and allow her to express what she would never say out loud, 

then compassionately. assist her in determining a course of action, God's love in us is called Counsel.  

When we pull ourselves together after our life has been blown apart, when we go· back day after day to a 

situation that exhausts us and frustrates us, we rely on the gift of God we call Fortitude or Courage. But it 

really is just another dimension of God the Spirit in us.  

There are times when God's presence is a surprising insight or a connection between ideas, or a clarity that 

erases confusion and shadow. At times like that, God is Knowledge.  

The Spirit is always at prayer within us, St. Paul says in Romans, but we rarely know it. Then there are times 

when we are lifted out of ourselves totally peaceful, quietly in touch with all things, silent in His Presence. It's 

Piety, God at prayer in us.  

In it all, we are aware of a blessed Reverence. We think of it as our Respect for the Lord; then we realize that it 

began as God's Reverence for us, As a young father looks in wonder on a new born child, so the Lord holds His 

breath and gazes with delight and compassion and loving confidence on His beloved.  

And we smile back and complete the connection, and slip into the Eternal Love that never goes away.  
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289.  “The great Feast of Epiphany” 

 

The great Feast of Epiphany brings our Christmas celebration to the bridge of our New Year. For over 5000 

years people have been celebrating the turn of the year, and for those of us who see God manifested in Jesus, 

each year since His birth is a step closer to the Father's fulfillment of the Promise. As the Son of God became 

our Brother, in the fullness of time, we will take possession of our birthright as the children of God  

 

Epiphany is the feast of God showing Himself to us in Jesus. In Epiphany, early Christianity celebrated four 

events that manifested Jesus as the Son of God: His birth of Mary and adoration of the most common Jewish 

people. The visit of the wise men and the acknowledgment of the faith of non-Jewish peoples. The Baptism of 

Jesus when He was proclaimed "My beloved Son," and the Cana wedding in which he inaugurated the sign that 

manifested His glory.   

 

When the Wise Men came to Mary's and Joseph's house, they recognized that they were entering sacred space. 

They came in and knelt and worshipped the Savior Child. Their gifts symbolized His royal dignity, the Mystery 

of faith in life and prayer, and the sacred place of suffering in our life with Him.  

 

Our homes too are holy places. What makes them special is not the quality of furniture or carpet or major 

appliances. They are sacred places because Jesus lives with us as truly as He did with Joseph and Mary. People 

who are looking for Him find Him at our kitchen tables before they dare to approach Him at the altar table.  

 

The respect and love we show each other is gold of the realm for the people of God. The prayerfulness of family 

members is the incense that blesses a home and each of its members in their coming and going. The problems 

we endure together and the sorrows we share are the anointing of God's people, moving toward glory.  

 

Epiphany is the day to consecrate our homes and our households to God's service for another year. "As for me 

and my family, "Joshua said, "we will serve the Lord." Over the door to your home mark a blessing (some 

people use chalk). Use the traditional initials for the three Wise Men (Caspar, Melchior, and Balthasar), and the 

number of the year. Repeat the sign of the cross in honor of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and the angel who 

guards your dwelling. This year it will look like this:  

20 + C + M + B + 01.  

 

Whether you live alone or with others, pray a blessing on your home. Here's an example:  

 

"Be my shelter, Lord, when I am at home, my companion when I am away, and my welcome guest when I 

return. When my day comes, receive me into the dwelling place you have prepared for me in the Father's House, 

where you live forever and ever." A Blessed New Year –   
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 290. “Social Justice”   

 

 Each year in the middle of January, the nation turns its attention to civil rights. We celebrate the birthday of Dr. 

King who was killed for what he believed, and we commemorate the Roe vs. Wade Supreme Court decision 

which cleared the way for the killing of millions of unborn children who never had a chance to decide what they 

believed. It's fitting that we deal with two of the most shameful issues of our time just after celebrating the birth 

of a Jewish baby who grew up totally color blind and unimpressed by the arguments of those who put some 

people ahead of others in the human family. 

 

 Selfishness seems to be at the bottom of much of the evil in life·. Sometimes it relates to babies, sometimes, to 

housing or jobs or advancement in business. Too often it ignores justice and integrity, and convinces us that 

wrong is right and evil is inevitable. The prophesies, on the other side of things, remind us that there are sins 

that cry to Heaven for vengeance, and we nod in agreement while we wail for someone else to do something 

about it.  

 

Martin Luther King, fully aware of his personal human weaknesses, saw the injustices of racism and unequal 

opportunity in such a way that he felt responsible to put his life on the line for the cause. His vision went 

beyond his personal experience and the struggle of other African Americans. An injustice toward him could just 

as well be a violation of human rights for a Korean child or a Mexican farm worker or a Catholic physician or 

an infant victim of abuse. The marches and speeches and sermons and writings were not about him; they were 

about us.  

 

Our world might be very different if the babies destroyed since the early 70's were among us today. Society 

might be much richer if victims of racist discrimination had been provided equal opportunities to start a home, 

find a job and advance in education and leadership. Even if the world were little better, our social consciences 

would be more comfortable.  

 

Milagros Phillips recently moved to Battle Creek from Boston. Ms. Phillips is currently the executive director 

of the Institute for the Healing of Racism. This Sunday evening at 6 o'clock at W K Kellogg Auditorium, she 

will be the featured speaker in the annual MLK ecumenical service. It's a gathering for people of hope who 

believe in justice for all people. The Lord will be there; he will be saving a seat for you. Do come by…  
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 291.  “Neighbors” 

 

 When Jesus asked the lawyer, "Who was neighbor to the man who fell in with the robbers?" The lawyer said, 

"He who showed compassion." And Jesus said, "Do the same." "There's your answer."  

 

Neighbors, then, are expected to be understanding and responsive to the life situations in which their fellow 

travelers find themselves. They need not be relatives or friends, not necessarily of the same race or culture or 

political persuasion. They need only to be there.  

 

Neighboring implies nearness. People who are "nigh" to one another are neighbors: a fellow who comes upon a 

car wreck, a woman who helps a young mother with a difficult child in the doctor's office, a cashier who helps a 

customer who doesn't speak the local language. Neighbors are there for each other.  

 

In the country 60 years ago, more than in town today, people depended on their neighbors. For one thing, there 

were not so many; people were separated by corn fields and pastures. If you were blessed with good neighbors, 

you cultivated them. You shared time and food and labor, even clothes, sometimes. If your neighbors were 

more inclined to stay apart, you gently worked at winning their trust, while respecting their reserve. Nobody 

could make it alone.  

 

The aloof old Yankee in the Robert Frost poem about replacing the stones in the New England fence says, 

"Good fences make good neighbors." The poet seems to have a different point of view, but he welcomes the 

common task that causes him and his neighbor to share some time, at least every spring.  

 

The first people to hear about Jesus ministry were his neighbors. They had grown together in the village, played 

on the same teams, studied together in the synagogue. When he announced that Isaiah's prophecy was about to 

be fulfilled in them, they decided that they needed to "take charge of him" by driving him out of Nazareth, even 

in peril of his life. They forgot the Jesus they had always known, because they were put off by the Jesus who is 

opening his heart to them. The proximity was somehow frightening and threatening.  

 

When the Spirit speaks to the heart of a child or a youth, or even an adult, and suggests that they may have a 

calling to service, neighbors are needed, not "to take charge" but to understand and encourage.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz  



 292.  “Neighbors – The stories are legion.” 

 

Tom Shaw passed out of the world last week. His illness was quiet and quick and unrelenting. It took him down 

too soon.  

 

Tom was the self-appointed guardian of the stories of Battle Creek.  He knew the histories and the connections 

and the circumstances surrounding the things that happened to people. When it came to people, his memory was 

unimpeachable, and charmingly kind. 

 

 Holiday parades, community functions, Rotary projects were among his favorite things. Michigan football was 

never far behind, or Joe Schwarz's political career, or Gull Lake, or vacationing in Chicago 

 

When he and Esther moved the family business from the marvelous old house just up the street to the fast 

expanding South of town, we lost a good neighbor.  We still worked together on funerals, of course, but we 

didn't run into one another so often.  

 

The goodness went on all the same. The stories are legion about poor widows who found an understanding heart 

when there wasn't any insurance and very little savings, girls who needed help to bury their babies, old folks 

who made him their only confidante in the embarrassment and confusion of aging and poverty. Maybe Battle 

Creek never had a neighbor who cared more about people and their suffering.  

 

Mr. Shaw wasn't the kind of person who envisioned and implemented systemic change. That, he might have 

said, was for people of influence to do. He saw himself more like the Samaritan, travelling down a shadowy 

road and coming upon someone in need, He did what he could, right then. 

 

"Love is patient," the Apostle writes. "Love is kind. It is not jealous, or inflated, or rude. It does not brood over 

injury; it bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things."  

 

There must have been a good deal of smiling and welcoming and telling of stories at the gate of Heaven last 

week.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 293.  "By the Grace of God…" 

 

Most of you are aware that for some time I have felt called to give up the pastorate here at St. Philip. Soon after 

my 70th birthday in mid-January, I wrote my letter of resignation to Bishop Murray, and asked to be allowed to 

assume Senior priest status when the time is right. The Bishop will invite my brother priests to apply for this 

pastorate. He will consider any applications, review all of the pastoral concerns and make a choice from the 

applicants or perhaps from a wider pool of personnel. It will all be God's time, and according to the Bishop's 

judgment. The bishop has a lot to think about. He needs our prayer.  

 

So too does the person who will answer the call to St. Philip. He may, as I was, be reluctant to hear the Lord's 

invitation to step up to the plate. He may feel comfortable where he is right now, and uncertain that he is the 

right person for the assignment. St. Paul says in the lesson for today, "I was not the right person to be an 

apostle; I had persecuted the Church of Christ. But by the grace of God, I am who I am, and that grace has not 

been ineffective in me."  

 

The time since July 1, 1980 has been a period of growth for me. I am a very imperfect person, but less so now 

than I was then. Each morning, and often in the darkness of night, I have risen to respond to His call and yours. 

You have called me into a better life and shown me a way that was often challenging, but growth giving as well. 

Through your faith, I have grown in faith. Because of your acceptance and love, I am a better man.  

 

That note of resignation was difficult to write. I discovered that I have to be peacefully resigned to my own 

unknown future. I have to accept that I may from now on, be pretty much a "visiting priest," separated from the 

assembly that comes to the table with me and feeds me week after week. Ironically, now that I know better how 

to do it, I no longer have the energy and excitement that it lakes to make effective parish life happen every day. 

St. Philip needs and deserves that vitality in its pastor.  

 

The Apostles left their nets; Isaiah left his court; St. Paul left his place as an upcoming and promising Jewish 

leader. They, like me, were doing well all the time. In the Father's plan, they each had more to do; so they were 

called forward while they still could hear and respond and learn something new.  

 

I don't know what waits for me, but I have every reason to presume that it will be as satisfying and surprising 

and wonderful as the first seventy years have been. To step up to the plate, I have to leave behind the 

camaraderie of the dugout and the support of the bench. I have to take off my shin guards and my chest 

protector and move toward the batter's circle. The manager has already given me the nod, and sooner or later, a 

still more authoritative voice will call out "Batter Up!"  

 

Thanks to you and the grace of God, I will be ready. Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 294.  "Dear Friends in the Lord."   

 

The Lenten season is a time of growth. It provides human nature the quiet to fall into the earth and die, and the 

energy to burst forth into new life. It begins with ashes, passes through self-denial, and comes forth in 

resurrection. It is the season of the soul.  

 

The Gospel this year is St. Luke's account of the Lord's journey to Jerusalem and the Cross. Along the way, He 

finds a fig tree which has stopped producing fruit. He tells the disciples to give it time and provide it food. Only 

after giving it a second chance, should they think of cutting it down.  

 

Our parish continues to produce good fruit, but, like the tree, it also needs to be nourished and prepared for the 

season ahead. Without that nourishment, our soil becomes weak, and our roots fail to reach down to the life 

giving water and the new growth it brings.  

 

Perhaps this year, as we await a new pastor, we would do well to offer our fasting and prayer in a most special 

way for our tree, our parish, and the vine keeper who will come to bring it added beauty and richer life. As we 

journey, let us pray for each other.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 295.  "The Lord is in all of it… "  

 

When I find myself on the way to Bishop Murray's house, I sometimes think of St. Polycarp who went to Rome 

to visit with Pope Anacletus about establishing a date to celebrate Easter. The Roman Legion interrupted his 

visit and he ended up in the amphitheater. When the flames failed to destroy him, somebody stabbed him with a 

dagger and left his lifeless body in the flames where, without its great spirit, it was quickly reduced to ashes. 

Then, after the curious crowd dispersed, his disciples raked his bones out of the coals and took them to a secret 

place where the believers quietly came to pray.  

 

Polycarp was ordained by the Apostles, his friend Irenaeus tells us, more than likely by St. John. People loved 

to come and listen to him, because he was the last living voice of the Apostolic age. He didn't know Jesus, but 

he certainly knew some of the Twelve.  

 

Because of that connection, and his writings about the Church and the truth the Church has always tried to keep 

before the world, Polycarp is known as a Father of the Church and a Doctor of the Faith. Sometimes he is 

named as one of the Presbyters, Elders who lived between 70 and 150 AD and who had spoken with the 

Apostles and their disciples.  

 

In my mind, Polycarp's greatest achievement was his martyrdom. I am fascinated by the impermeable strength 

of his soul, which kept even fire out of the body it surrounded. I wonder if something like that happens when 

people run the gauntlet without being burned or scarred. If I think of my soul as the spirit envelope encasing my 

body, it makes me understand particularly well what St. Paul means when he said, "Your body is the temple of 

God; the Spirit of God dwells in you." (1 Cor 3:16) My soul becomes a fortress that protects the Spirit in my 

mind and my heart. I have good reason to be truthful and honest and chaste and generous and healthy.  

 

In any case, I have just as much reason as Polycarp, to witness to the Lord in my life - and in my death. I need 

to develop a soul that allows the light of Christ to shine through me, a transparent open window into God's love 

for me and for all people. I need to be ready to let people look in to whatever they find there. It's important that I 

tend to those parts of my life I might not want anyone to see, the rooms I might like to keep curtained and shut 

off from view. The Lord is in all of it. He likes to be seen in us. 

 

I suppose I will never have an opportunity to baptize a child with the name of Polycarp, but I hope every 

baptism carries power in it, to build a strong and beautiful soul for every little body that grows in it. Polycarp's 

feast is Friday the 23rd. Make it an extra good day.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 296.  “Lent” 

 

The funeral director talked frankly on the way to the burial. I don't remember that we had met before, but the 

trust level was high and the conversation was honest, and the procession moved slowly but deliberately behind 

us.  

 

As I think about it now, we may actually have crossed paths when I was a much younger priest and he was not 

yet an infantry officer, possibly not even a student in college. Now he was well married, several times a father 

and an owner of a business that was once more satisfying than it is for them today.  

 

"It's like the Church, he offered.  People are so caught up in immediate gratification that they don't take time for 

ritual. If they don't understand it, they dismiss it, instead of trying to find their way through it. Anything 

mysterious is nonsense; spiritual things are for somebody else. Too many people miss most of life because they 

don't think beyond what they see in front of their noses. Then a parent dies, or a child, or someone important. 

They want to do something, but they don't know what. Even more, they don't know how to do what they want to 

do."  

 

Can you imagine the Apostles watching the Crucifixion of Jesus on the evening news, then flipping over to 

ESPN for hockey scores? Think of the sinful woman who knelt at Jesus' feet while the stones thudded into 

footsteps behind her. Do you think she got up, wiped her eyes, shook out her hair and headed back to the red 

light district? People need time to think when sorrow and shame and salvation reach into their lives. You can 

push life just so far. Then you need to reflect on it.  

 

The old Church has been the companion of sinners and saints for a long time. The Church likes to tell the same 

stories, paint the same pictures, walk in procession, light candles, swing censers, wear costumes, celebrate 

festivals, sing acclamations and anthems. The church likes to take stock of what's happening in life. She 

believes in a good examination of conscience.  

 

Lent is a six week retreat in a desert place. It's a time of quiet reflection, interrupted now and then by the noise 

of a traffic jam or a machine shop or a referee's whistle. Too often, we think of Lent as the intrusive element; 

actually, it's the other way around.  

 

Here and there, in the pace of everyday, we step behind a curtain, close a door, pick up a book, listen to a CD, 

write a thoughtful note to a sister or a friend. We savor the silence, remember the laughter, smile through the 

tears we hadn't time for then.  

 

Lent is a time for being who we are, less like a machine, more like a child; less take - for- granted, more filled 

with wonder; less fault finding, more finding quiet joy in the wrappings of our everyday life.    

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 297.  “Lent” 

 

The possum in Mrs. Friendly's backyard has been crowding too close of late. She used to pretty much keep a 

respectful distance, the possum, that is, well, Mrs. Friendly too - but as winter wears on, and the unborn pups 

grow heavier, the possum slips closer and closer to the old house and nests down in the window wells at night. 

Mrs. Friendly loves all God's creatures, but cleaning rubbish and residue out of the window well every day or 

two fast gets to be an old story.  

 

The other day Mrs. Friendly lured the possum into her trash barrel and tried to hire a hit man to dispose of her 

over stepping food chain neighbor. Nobody, not her grandsons or sons-in-law, not even her Mary Kay 

distributor, would have any part in her nefarious scheme. By cover of night, Mrs. Friendly hoisted her trash can 

into her steady old truck. She drove cautiously to the county park and disposed of the contents. There was a sigh 

of relief from Mrs. Friendly, and a heady glare from the possum.  

 

Lent is a good time for getting rid of things; overfull closets, pantry shelves we haven't visited for a while, an 

extra ten pounds, nasty resentments, letters we should have destroyed long ago, troublesome memories, habits 

we wish we never had, maybe even a troubled conscience.  

 

Nobody will do it for us. We need to make the move ourselves.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



298.  "Somewhere in the silence of the morning.” 

 

Our Creator takes great pride in His creation. He cares for it like a gardener watches over his vegetable patch. 

God sometimes uses shrubs and trees to get our attention. For Moses, a bush on fire was clearly an 

extraordinary sign of the Divine Presence. For the apostles, the sterile fig tree spoke of the absence of God in its 

life. There was no sign of the giver of blessings, the tree stayed strangely bare. "Maybe it just needs time," Jesus 

suggested, "Maybe the tree needs a second Spring."  

 

In a day or two Spring will officially arrive for her annual visit. Sometimes she comes in her shirt sleeves; 

sometimes in her mittens and muffler. No matter, she comes to stay for a while and helps us to prepare for 

Easter. She brings rain and clear new light and fresh food for the soil and the growing things.  

 

In a cherry orchard near Traverse Bay there was once a beautiful young tree growing strong in the third row 

from the West, looking out on the wintry sunset. There were six trees North of her, she overheard the farmer 

say, and who knows how many to the South. They had stood together like sentinels before the cold, keeping 

their problems to themselves and living on hope for the new life of the Springtime.  

 

Something inside her was very certain that this would be the year when the orchard and every tree in it would 

break out in incredible beauty and grow full and tall in the light of a time after suffering.  

 

She wakened from her dream when lightening blazed on the far side of the farm, and one of the older trees fell, 

split and broken. The thunder roared; she shuddered, and the sky broke into branches of silver light against the 

heavy early morning darkness. Then, just as suddenly, it was over. 

 

Deep within she felt the surge of new growth. She watched in wonder as her companions all around her 

squeezed pale green buds out of their woody fingers. The tree knew she was growing too, but it seemed ever so 

slow. There was no way she could keep up with the others. "What could be the matter?" she worried to herself. 

"Why do I have to be different?"  

 

Then the blossoms came, bright and white and delicate. They were to her North and her South, behind her and 

in front, down rows as far as she could see. She wished she were taller. And the perfume! and the curious bees, 

and the wonderful gossamer glamour of all her neighbors. The transformation was wonderful, but it was hard to 

be happy. The tree decided she was a "late bloomer," but that helped very little when you were still awkward 

and angular and undeveloped, and all your friends were so lovely. She whispered her loneliness to the night 

skies and the breeze rustled softly through the orchard.  

 

In the morning when the tree shook herself awake, there was a new snow on the orchard floor. Her neighbors 

were shedding their beauty. It was time to make fruit. "I missed the whole season!" the tree sighed to herself. 

And as she wept, her branches broke into flower, up one side and down the other, big coral colored blossoms, 

not small white ones, a new perfume, a rich heady aroma. Apples! - not cherries after all. Somewhere in the 

silence of the morning, the Gardener smiled, and the tree was very happy.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 299.  "One Christ - at Home and Away"  

 

This week I am in Minnesota, leading a parish Mission. Maybe in God's plan, that will be a component in my 

new life after St. Phil. When I visited there some weeks ago to prepare for the Mission, we celebrated Sunday at 

the ever-expanding suburban parish where my friend, the pastor, nears the end of his first six-year term. He 

seems to be ready for a second. The demands of the parish are heavy, but the faith is solid, the faithful are 

committed and generous. The kids are beautiful, the staff is competent and dedicated, and there is always much 

to be done, they are a beautiful parish, and he is a joyful priest.  

 

It's good to find a healthy loving Church wherever I go: to see the same songbooks, the same Catholic Schools 

Week posters, the same concern for EI Salvador, the same Gospel, the same living Christ. In St. Paul or Battle 

Creek, He preaches one message. "Be careful where you let your heart rest; check out the waters that fill your 

soul, don't let your spirit be poisoned."  

 

In our dark nights, it is the Lord who alone keeps us company in disaster. The patient Father is our only hope 

when our business goes under, or there is nothing left in the freezer, or our hearts are broken because someone 

we love is no longer there.  We look past the Cross to the unexpected and undeserved redemption that waits for 

us. No credit card can give us that blessedness, no insurance, no private phone number. It comes from the 

Person who lives in us, and from our confidence in His promise. If we become confused, we listen to a voice 

deep within. "I know what I shall do. I will arise and go to my Father."  

 

That's what we celebrate when healthy, well dressed, good looking people pull up in their SUV's and late model 

trucks and shepherd their children into the church where their strength waits for them. We find ourselves in 

their faces and their prayerfulness and their listening hearts. These are the people of God at home or away, in an 

island chapel or the megachurch of a bedroom community in Minnesota. These are the blessed who draw their 

power, not from their strong backs and quick minds, but from their bended knees.  

 

"Blessed are those who are able to appreciate life's blessings, without having to depend upon them."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 300.  "I AM doing something new"   

 

Maybe the hardest thing to accept about Jesus is His incredible generosity. Many who rejected Him as a wide-

eyed dreamer and bleeding heart did so because He talked about the eternal Divine Being as a father who puts 

no limits on His mercy. Anybody who ever committed adultery certainly needs to grovel and whine and groan 

for a long, long time. Any son who wishes his father dead and runs off with his anticipated inheritance certainly 

deserves to rot in ankle irons in a dark cell until his teeth fall out. Or so it seems when we apply our standard of 

justice to ourselves and to our enemies. The Gospel Good News is that God sees it differently.  

 

"See," God says, "I am doing something new! Now it springs forth. Do you not perceive it?" (Isaiah 43)  

 

Every priest, I imagine, remembers the first time he gave absolution. For me, it happened the Saturday after I 

was ordained. We had been given the authority to forgive sins on the very day of ordination, but I hadn't 

realized it. Outside our parish church the following weekend my friends and I were gossiping about the next 

day's First Mass Celebration. A man got out of his car and came over to us. Was there a priest available, he 

wanted to know. I said I would try to find someone. He went into the Church.  

 

"You're a priest?" my friends admonished me. "Can't you do that yourself?" The realization that the Lord sent 

the poor fellow to me was humbling and exhilarating all at the same time. I felt the excitement of Jesus when 

the paralyzed man was lowered by ropes into the crowded room at Capernaum. I felt His heart skip a beat as it 

must have when the accusers dropped their stones behind the adulterous woman and silently slipped away. It 

was a call to be present to a confused and broken brother. I said good-bye to my buddies and walked quickly 

and quietly into the darkened church. I slipped into the pew beside him. "Do you want to talk here?" I asked, a 

little embarrassed, "Or do you want to go into the confessional?"  

 

"I knew you were the new priest," he said.  I came looking for you."  

 

I certainly have no idea what his confession was about, but the absolution was amazing. That's the part I 

remember, the power of faith between two men, about the same age, who had found brotherhood in their 

sinfulness and peace in the Father's mercy.  

 

The prophet said long before the Savior ever once smiled on a tear-stained sinner, "I put water in the desert for 

my chosen people to drink, the people whom I formed for myself, that they might announce my praise."  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 301. “Our Holy Week Journey”   

 

Toward the end of the week, the bright Minnesota sun gave way to cloudy shadow, and the sharp Winter chill 

was replaced by a gentle warming, and the eternal snow piles slipped silently into the thirsty earth. One hoped 

for a quick and smiling Spring.  

 

Here and there, at Church or school or in the grocery store, a family of winter bronzed faces broke through the 

pale human landscape. They had gone to Mexico or Aruba over the break, to check it out and see for themselves 

that the ice cap hadn't quietly enveloped the whole world. It had been a long time since Summer.  

 

Their presence now among us, like Israelite scouts returned from reconnoitering the Promised Land, was a sign 

of hope. It wouldn't always be this way. The long wait would one day be behind us. The world would come to 

life again.  

 

In the 1800's Cardinal Newman wrote and preached a wonderful sermon about a rebirth of faith. He called it 

"The Second Spring." When the velvet revolution quietly overturned years of Communist control in Eastern 

Europe, it was sometimes called a silent Spring. When the Lord Jesus lay aside his burial blanket and went to 

visit St. Joseph and His grandparents and the first Adam in their place of waiting, He brought them new life, a 

new beginning, a new Spring.  

 

Our world stands at the doorstep. The great high Holy Days are moving toward us. God is advancing to take 

possession of His people. He comes in from the country, riding in simplicity on a donkey's back. In their 

excitement, people cut the wayside branches and lay them on His roadway. They cry out in hope and 

expectation, and then their eager voices are swallowed up in silence. The enemy wails within.  

 

It's like Winter, refusing to give way, a stubborn digging in, a deadly, struggle. If the enemy knows that the die 

is cast, he doesn't admit it. He will throw his arsenal against the intruder. He will send Him packing.  

 

The Master spends His final hours teaching in the streets, cementing ties, moving among his friends, drawing 

strength from the eternal Wisdom. He meets His taunters with courage and an occasional show of temper. He 

has come to the city, to return it to its Maker. Like Spring, it's going to happen.  

 

At supper, with his adopted family, He takes His place in the long line of heroes who have seen their loved ones 

through the sea and the desert of life. Together they remember their struggle, and Yahweh's presence in fire and 

cloud and water and manna, in their rebellion and in His forgiveness.  

 

The Lord Jesus knows how unready they are for Him to disappear, for His living voice to become a memory. 

"This is my body," He tells them. "This is my blood." "When you do this, remember me." 

 

 Now in the garden He finds Himself alone, like a woman standing before the judge with a divorce decree in her 

trembling hand. 

 It is His hour; companionship is denied Him. "Only in God is my soul al rest," the psalm rings in His head. 

"From Him comes my salvation." "Sleep on," he whispers, and the blood begins to glisten on His body.  

 



The rest of it’s a blur: the bravado of the soldiers, Peter's bumbling brawling lurch, the ear falling to the ground, 

the healing, the kiss, the constraints, the abandonment.  

 

Through the night and into morning, the kangaroo court and the beating, the mockery, the thorns, the rejection. 

"Give us Barrabas!"  

 

Now from His cross and in His earthy tomb, the Savior wails for the Springtime. For the farmer who has lost his 

herd, the family who have lost their father, the worker who has lost his work, the wintry desolation is cold and 

unyielding. But the Spring is not to be denied.  

 

We enter fully into our Holy Week journey. We rise with Easter.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



302.  "Easter Is Like That."      

 

My personal prayer depends heavily on my imagination. Words, symbols and images do a lot to bring me into 

the Presence that is always wailing for me. When I am distracted by secular voices and problems to be solved, 

the Presence wails alone. On the other hand, for example, when I am absorbed in a hawk in graceful flight 

against a bank of snow clouds, the wailing tree in the foreground of my vision becomes myself. I find myself 

admiring the free spirited bird, unafraid of the threatening weather. My soul reaches up from its rootedness, to 

think as the hawk thinks and to soar with him. 

 

 Gerald Manley Hopkins, the Jesuit mystic and poet, saw Jesus in a falcon "riding in the underneath him steady 

air, and striding high there" He admired the Savior in the predator, and he prayed about the Creator's knack for 

making mundane things beautiful. We can plow point under an uninteresting sad, to turn up shining blue earth, 

hidden beneath the stubble. He says the same thing happens when gray embers in a fireplace fall apart into an 

incredible burst off gold and scarlet light.  

 

Easter is like that. The defeat of Jesus' total abandonment to whatever might happen, turned into the new 

creation no one dared to dream might happen. He rose, the same Brother Jesus, in a new body and a new life, 

and He offered it as His gift to anybody who was willing to follow. "Peace is my gift to you," He told them. 

"Not as the world gives, do I give to you."  

 

In our part of the world, we find the Lord of Easter In the survivor of winter. For those who see it that way, He 

is in the determined daffodils who shake off the wet coat of unexpected snow, and bloom chastened and lovelier 

than they were before they fell upon hard days. He smiles out of the arms of blossoming trees who have wailed 

quietly and patiently, in the excitement of finches building a second home, in the expectancy of a farmer 

returning to his field, or a kid oiling his glove for the new season.  

 

Easter is hope and inner joy and wonderment at the goodness.  The Presence who waits to be discovered by a 

new set of eyes and a new way of knowing. It's God's way of helping us to peek at the Promise.   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz



 303.  “Mrs. Friendly's Easter Duty” 

 

She was already running a little late when she pulled the door behind her and stepped down to the driveway, but 

Mrs. Friendly had Spring in her heart and a light in her eye. She stopped to stroke her forsythia bush and admire 

her tulips, just for a moment. With a quick snatch, she ripped an encroaching weed away from a daffodil. Then 

she wiped her hand, tossed the tissue into the garden basket, and pulled up the garage door.  

 

It was then that she remembered. Instead of washing the car after shopping last night, she had dropped off the 

fruit to her good friend Dora, recuperating at home from a knee replacement. They talked about recipes and 

gardens and open-window weather and grandchildren. They drank some lemonade with just a nip of something 

interesting in it. When she left, it was getting late, she needed to store her groceries. She would stop at the car 

wash on her way to Church, she figured. Then she wouldn't be ashamed to have her rides step into it, or to leave 

it in their special parking place at church where everyone knew whose vehicle it was and how well she kept it. 

Now, out on the street, she glanced at her watch, smiled a little thank you to Our Lady and pulled into the open 

lane at the car wash. There was no one there; it had been a busy Saturday, and they were ready to close, but a 

smile and an extra couple of dollars and a pat on the hand was all it took. The track started to move; the spray 

spilled over her, the belts rumbled, the brushes waved back and forth and she found herself back out in the 

bright Spring light.  

 

Normally she would have pulled over to the side and re-attached her antenna and done the touch-Up on the 

doors. There wasn't time today; but she glanced over anyway, and looked again. There, where she would have 

done her final touches, in the open sky for anyone to see, a billfold lay open.  

 

It was a well-worn piece of calfskin, Mrs. Friendly noticed as she picked it up. Somebody had missed his 

pocket, or bent over to wipe his lights and never realized that it had been left behind. "Willard Williams," Mrs. 

Friendly read, "216 Black Oak Drive." That was back toward home - there was no time now. She pulled back 

the bill compartment: two 20's and two 50's. She wondered whether he had missed it.  

 

Mass was a little longer than usual that Saturday. The animated enthusiastic preacher had lots of chapters and 

verses to explain, and a story to tell, and a baby to welcome into the Easter water. When they were dismissed 

with a joyful blessing and an Easter Song, she took her old friend to her door, made arrangements to take her 

shopping on Monday, and headed home for supper.  

 

Mrs. Friendly thought about the billfold. "Maybe I could just call them and have them stop by," she thought. 

"I'm not sure I know where it is. Maybe it's a neighborhood I don't want to be in by myself." She remembered 

that the phone wasn't working, and she did have a hunch about the street: out Michigan to the light and left. 

Maybe in that subdivision, or that trailer park. She decided to try it.  

 

Sometimes there was a silent compass in Mrs. Friendly's head, a kind of quiet blinking light that zoned in on 

what she needed to know or where she needed to be. This was one of those days. She pulled up to a stop sign 

and found herself on Black Oak St. She had a feeling there was someone else in the car, smiling at her, but 

nobody said anything. Black Oak St. had no houses, just apartment buildings, and 216 was easy to see. There 

was even an open parking space. She shut off the ignition, fumbled in her purse, found the billfold, and headed 

for the door. 

 



 Mrs. Friendly's voice squeaked a little when the electronic gadget went "Yes???" She cleared her throat and 

tried again, "I'm looking for a Mr. Wilson," she spoke up, clearer now.  

 

The words were hardly out of her mouth when he appeared at the head of the stairs. "What's it about?" the burly 

dark skinned man wanted to know. Are you Mr. Wilson?" "Yes, I am." "I found a billfold and… She never 

finished. He was down the steps and hugging her, this big brown man she had never seen before.  

 

"It was our last money... we didn't know what we... "I just happened to see it leaving the car wash… "We were 

praying... can you believe this, honey?" "Sorry you worried," Mrs. Friendly apologized. "I went to Mass before 

I came over. I should have realized… 

 

"Where? Where do you go to Church?" "Oh, I go to St. Phil. I guess God wanted you to know there's still some 

good people out there."  

 

They followed her to the freshly washed car. They admired it and thanked her.  

 

Wasn't there something they could do? It meant so much to them.  

 

Mrs. Friendly's face was brighter than the Spring afternoon. Her eyes smiled as she pulled backed out and 

waved. "It's the way I would want it done to me," she called to them. It was Easter and she had helped the Lord 

restore some money and some confidence.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 304.  “A Letter Home… Dear Ones” 

 

It was a wonderful baseball party. The committee exploded with great ideas and creative ways to execute them. 

There were small kids in the afternoon, with dads and moms and an occasional grandma, and the ever present 

photographer, impressing our images on the memory paper.  

 

In the evening, a comfortable full house with music and a favorite MC and a busy silent auction in the outfield. 

There were some wonderful reflections and people in from a distance and a few old friends from a former life. 

We sang the anthem composed for the occasion, ate some popcorn and a hot dog. It was a mellow ballpark 

crowd.  

 

There were some live auction features (vacation getaways, a Comerica Park package, an ancient baseball glove, 

and more). I drew the winners in the Durango raffle (Mary B and Irene Dyette and a man I don't think I know 

yet). They each won $500. None of the three was there, so I tried to pick the right envelop for one of them, but 

all three choices said, "Sorry." The right envelope was off to the right, about three away from my third try. The 

Durango escaped.  

 

We made some money, to fill out the budget, but more important: we had a great time, and we realized that 

God's work these past twenty years has produced a wonderful capable committed faith family. I'm grateful.  

 

Preparing for my seminar at KCC, I read somewhere that the average person is blessed with about 30,000 days. 

I already have enjoyed about 25,000 of them, nearly half of them at St. Philip. Like it or not, we have become 

pretty deeply invested in each other. That makes my decision to step aside more difficult for all of us. At the 

same time, there is more to do while there is still a good reserve of days available to me - more people to tell my 

stories to, more writing, more preaching, more retreats, more learning, while I'm still well and able. I'm ready to 

do that well. You have given me time to learn and grow. I think I'm a better right fielder and utility man than I 

used to be - you have challenged me and taught me well. Be just as good to the next guy.  

 

God willing, your new pastor will be ready to come in late June. I'm planning to be with you till then, and often 

afterward, once you rearrange the lineup and learn a new set of signals. Like St. Joseph in Kalamazoo, you will 

always be my family and my home.  

 

Our Parish Mission going on right now will be another way to thank God for the two decades and to draw His 

grace into the years before us. I expect the Lord to use the mission and the team with the same powerful skill 

they have brought to other parishes. We will all be richer a week from now than we are today. This is a special 

opportunity. We need to take advantage of it.  

 

Next weekend and the week following we will concentrate on our involvement in the annual diocesan appeal. 

Our parish has developed a winning approach to the KDSA. It boils down to exercising stewardship for the 

works of Christ in our diocesan church. When people dig down as we have in recent years, we not only meet 

our goal, we collect the average for our parish, Last year we exceeded our quota by a very respectable margin. 

We need to do that again. God has been good to us; we must reach out to others. That includes migrant and 

Hispanic Ministries, seminarians, disabled people, schools, religious education, leadership development, 

marriage and family life services, Church with many faces. Be generous. 

 



Our friends at Battle Creek Tile would like to replace the worn carpet in the Church. I think we should use the 

occasion to change the furniture at the front of the Church near the Altar and in the transept on Our Lady's side 

of the Church. It seems to me that chairs with kneelers would be more serviceable than the pews are for funerals 

and weddings and evenings of retreat and daily Mass and musical events and children's liturgies. By removing 

the four front pews and those in the transept - we would provide flexibility to function far better in this 

wonderful church than we are now able to do.  

 

Our sound engineer friends and our architect consultant advise us to extend our tile to the space under the 

chairs. The new carpeting (probably a dark green to complement the marble) would lead us in and around the 

tile, and up the aisles as the present carpet does. Our Bishop and our Finance Committee and our Pastoral 

Council have given their blessing. I would like to have yours too. Over the Summer, God willing, we could get 

the work done without messing up wedding plans, and take another step forward in preserving and enhancing 

our wonderful worship space. For my money, it's the best church around, and I'm very privileged to have 

worshipped here with you all these years in its welcoming beauty.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 305.  "For the lamb… will shepherd them…"   

 

Father Donahue observes in a recent America column that the great Scripture scholar, Father Raymond Brown, 

took a hard look at Jesus' promise of eternal life, shortly before his death in 1998. Father Brown wrote, "The 

finality of death and the uncertainties it creates causes trembling also among those who have spent their lives 

professing Christ... (but) when confronted with the reality of the grave, all need to hear and proclaim the bold 

message that Jesus proclaims, 'Everyone who believes in me shall not die at all'"  

 

The same Gospel of John assures us that Our Good Shepherd came, that you may have life, and enjoy it 

abundantly" He talks about fountains of water, springing up to everlasting life. "I am the way, and the truth and 

the life, the sheep gate, the necessary passageway, the only path to the Father.  

 

Every year on the Fourth Sunday in Easter time, the Gospel is proclaimed from John's tenth chapter. This year, 

the Shepherd draws our attention to His hand, firmly holding each one of us, like a fielder grasping the ball that 

hovered above him, threatening to elude him, until it fell safe into the well worked pocket of his glove. It's the 

last-out ball, not one you loft back to the infield or fire to the plate. It's one you keep and treasure.  

 

The Good Shepherd talks about love for his sheep, understanding and accepting them in their waywardness, 

knowing all the things that frighten them and cause them to scatter, a protecting guarding love. He has a name 

for each one. There is no snatching out of his hand. 

 

The shepherds and farmers of Jesus' world knew that this talk of animals and their keeper was a way of 

explaining a deeper truth. No shepherd could bring his sheep into human life, but the Good Shepherd would 

bring His followers into Divine Life, eternal life. All that was needed was belief in Him. "I am the resurrection 

and the life," He told Martha. "Do you believe that?"  

 

The eternal life the Shepherd promises His friends begins as soon as the friend catches on to the outstretched 

hand and holds firm and fast. It's a faithful grip, on my part, and on His. There is no breaking it, not snatching, 

no dropping, no going back.  

 

It's allowing the man in the blue trunks to sweep you up from the sandy bottom and carry your struggling body 

to shore. It's sitting astride the eagle and soaring over cliffs and crags and rocky peaks, and not being afraid to 

look down. It's singing the song of the biosphere as though you always knew it. It's grinning with amazed 

delight into the eye of forever, and knowing that you belong there. It's being fully alive. 

 

 "For this reason they stand before God's throne and worship Him day and night in His temple. The One who 

sits on the throne will shelter them. They will not hunger or thirst anymore, nor will the sun or any heat strike 

them. For the Lamb will shepherd them and lead them to Springs of life-giving water, and God will wipe away 

every tear from their eyes." (Revelations 7:14-17) See you there!  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 306.  “Will You Join Me?” 

 

Years back, when I ran around the country checking on seminarians and their places of study, I used to visit St. 

Meinrad College and seminary in southern Indiana, on the lip of Kentucky - Father Daniel was a teacher there; 

eventually (maybe in Father Creagan's time I believe) he became rector. Now, if my overloaded memory serves 

correctly, the same Father Daniel is Archbishop of Indianapolis.  

 

Last week, the Archbishop declared May 15, Tuesday, a day of prayer in the Archdiocese, for an end of 

violence. He invited us to join him. Barring a Presidential stay of execution, Tim McVeigh will die on 

Wednesday at Terre Haute, from a lethal injection administered by federal authority. He committed a terrible 

act of terrorism. In the judgment of some, such a heinous crime can be adequately punished only by execution.  

 

Mr. McVeigh, my priest friend tells me, is the son of pious parents who attend Mass almost daily. Their prayer, 

understandably, is for their son's salvation, for the grace of repentance and the humility to accept forgiveness for 

his unspeakable crime of wrong mindedness.  

 

If I were his dad, I would be praying for time to see the light and get on one’s knees. I would be afraid to have 

my son face a merciful God if be has no mercy of his own to offer. How can be know love if he hasn't felt it? 

And how can he feel it, if he has hardened his heart and begs to be executed on public television, so that he can 

die a martyr to his pride?  

 

Tim McVeigh's stubbornness and his willful attitude blind him not only to the sinfulness of his behavior, but to 

the caring love of God for him as well as for his victims and their survivors. Some people, including the 

Archbishop and Pope John Paul II, think that time is a better teacher than death. They believe that federal 

prisons are built for men who commit federal crimes. Life in prison can be a far worse sentence than death, and 

a greater deterrent to similar crimes in the future. It can also leave room for God's persistent grace in an angry 

and troubled soul.  

 

The McVeigh incident makes some people wonder out loud about our society's proliferating prison industry. 

Rehabilitation is too infrequent, they say. Maybe that's because we warehouse people whose crimes could be 

worked out in other ways, whose sins are far different from terrorism and violence.  

 

That makes us lose sight of the actual reasons for maximum security lock-ups; they are built for people like 

Timothy McVeigh. Unfortunately, public anger makes us look for quicker more violent ways to deal with him.  

 

Presuming that the appeals for dismissing the death penalty will not be heard, and that McVeigb will die on 

Wednesday, some have suggested that the whole nation should be required to watch the execution. If it is the 

judgment of society that this is the proper way to deal with grievous crime, maybe each of us should he polled 

like a jury who turn in a vote of guilty and a recommendation of death by poison.  

 

I don't know about that, but I know that I'm tired of a violent world and a society that has no better way to deal 

with killers than to kill them. I'll be fasting on Tuesday. Will you join me?   

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 307. “NEW CHURCH FURNISHINGS - QUESTIONS ???” 

 

  In April we shared a proposal for a more flexible seating arrangement in the front of our church. It would 

involve removal of the 4 pews closest to the altar and those pews near the confessionals on Our Lady's side of 

the church. This would make seating more adaptable for funerals, weddings, retreat groups, confirmation, 

liturgies, Holy week and vigil liturgies, reconciliation groups, musical events, graduations, and better location 

for music ministers when needed. The floor beneath the chairs would be tiled; the rest of the entry and aisle 

space would be recarpeted as it is presently. The carpet would be donated, the tile is on hand; there is money 

available from bequests to purchase the chairs. 

 

Responses to the proposal vary from one very negative to concern about maintaining the welcoming beauty of 

the church to several verbal endorsements of anything we can do to enhance the sound delivery; and several 

anticipating more adaptable seating.  

 

The sound consultant and architectural advisor have encouraged us to act on the proposal. (Actually, the sound 

engineer recommended it several years ago.) Therefore, the Bishop's office and our pastoral council have given 

the proposal a green light. Because we are dealing with a change of pastors and there may be some input still 

unheard, we are inviting your comments and questions.  

 

We will gather at one o'clock on Sunday, June 10. I will know better then what recommendation to pass along 

to our new pastor.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 308.  “First mass.”     

 

In 1957 Pentecost Sunday fell on the tenth of June. It was the day chosen for our First Mass celebration at old 

St. Patrick's Church in Brighton. Most of my class had celebrated the previous week, the day following 

ordination. I was too nervous for that; I needed the  time to practice. So each morning in the intervening week, 

my mother and I piled into the new economy model Ford the parish had provided. We visited chapels and 

convents and nursing homes where I was allowed to practice the ritual in relative privacy, a ritual that over the 

years has become second nature, but always a sacred privilege.   

 

My seminary friends came to provide the music for that Pentecost liturgy. A neighboring pastor preached; years 

before, he had welcomed me to the school where he was pastor; from there I went on to seminary. A young 

missionary priest whom I admired very much served as Deacon, and one of my friends from the class after us 

put on the Sub deacon’s tunic. They executed their roles with calm precision; I shook and rattled.   

 

I remember the incense particularly well, maybe because it was heady and smoky; and combined with the thick 

aroma of peonies and iris, it probably added to my unsteadiness. Possibly too, I was aware of Zachary who met 

the Archangel at the altar of incense and was struck dumb as a reminder that he had been touched by God's 

Chief of Staff and called to father forth a new people of God. I was being called to beget a family for forever.  

 

In the forty-four years since that memorable Pentecost day, the people of God has come together from East 

Lansing and Jackson and Lansing, and Kalamazoo and Battle Creek and points too numerous to remember. 

They have become the Church of a well informed laity, apostles themselves, and teachers, and witnesses by 

their service to others, of the power of the Spirit at work in their lives.  

 

They proclaim God's Word; carry the Eucharist to the aged and infirm, serve as counsellors and coaches and 

doctors and teachers, and caring parents and grandparents. They minister to youth, to the disabled and the 

uninformed. They work for justice, build houses and roads and new ways of understanding. They are gifted by 

the Spirit, and at work for the Kingdom. They are a people any father would be proud to call his own.  

 

The nervousness of a new priest’s first Pentecost day has translated over time to an enormous sense of gratitude. 

Self-consciousness has given way to a quiet awareness of the One we celebrate. The Spirit of the living God 

continues to brood over the Baptismal water and to spring forth from the Bishop's arm, igniting quietly 

expectant gifts in the hearts of new recruits. God's Holy Spirit brings peace in peril, light in shadow, healing in 

troubled pain. Through the faith of the assembly and the ministry of the anointed, He causes the Body of Christ 

to stand at attention, say AMEN to whatever it may be that the hands of Christ are called to touch, and the heart 

Christ is asked to ponder.  

 

Youth is all too quickly spent, and memories outweigh anticipations; but the Spirit of God continues to rest 

upon the joy of a lifetime, raising up a family who will live forever in the glory of God. It's enough to make a 

grown man cry.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



309.   “What is a pastor?” 

 

My Summer job that year was to be at a camp for kids operated by the city. I would have a place on the 

maintenance crew as I did the year before. Because the camp was just a few miles west of the family farm, and 

because it paid relatively well, it seemed worth the indignity of the cattle barn physical exam and the 

inconvenience of hitch-hiking home from the city, just to remain after exams were finished, send my belongings 

home with a friend, look in on a graduation party or two, and stay over one extra night. Then I could take the 

street car downtown, go through the drills, and ride the express bus out to the city limits, From there it was 

never hard to catch a ride to the country. (But that was a long time ago.)  

 

The routine that Thursday proved to be especially trying. I was running all over the center city, from one agency 

to the next, up and down elevators, sent back for the correct forms, repeating the same answers to the same 

questions. When the last person signed the last page of clearance, it was nearly four o'clock. I decided to walk 

over to the Greyhound terminal and pay the fare and forget about hitch-hiking.  

 

I had bought my ticket and was standing in line for the bus to Lansing with a stop at my town. I saw the man 

come down the stairs; something about him put me on alert. He descended the second flight, walked across the 

room and stood behind me - I couldn't pretend I didn't see him.  

 

"Good day, Father," I said. "You're going to Lansing?" He was startled. "How did you know I am a priest?" He 

glanced to see if he was wearing black pants or give-away black shoes, or whatever had put me on to him. "Oh, 

I live with priests," I explained. "After a while I find you can recognize a priest most anywhere. I don't know 

why it is," I mumbled. I was embarrassed now; sometimes it's enough to be right; you don't have to let the 

world know that you know.  

 

In a matter of sentences, he figured it out. I was a seminarian there in the city. Years earlier, he had attended the 

same school. He had no good memories of the place. Some of his contemporaries were now our teachers. He 

found fault with all of them, especially those I found most admirable.  I was troubled in my soul. I had met 

eccentric priests before, but never a priest who was bitter and twisted and emotionally sick.  

 

When we boarded the bus, I tried to lose him, but he prevailed on the kid beside me and squeezed in. He 

dragged out his rosary and began praying loud enough for the entire back of the bus to know we had entered 

"his hour of devotion.” “Speak up!" he demanded as I murmured the responses.  

 

The rosary was barely back in his pocket when he started in on the Bishop, how unfair and autocratic and 

insensitive he was. My companion clearly was not one of the Bishop's golfing buddies. He was sitting on the 

edge of a clerical world I didn't know was out there. The driver called my stop, and I wasted no time pushing 

past my troubled companion and heading for the open door.  

 

The bus stop was a few blocks beyond the church and rectory, but I had only a small duffel. I ran all the way up 

hill, past the grotto, waved to Mrs. Davis, and headed for the pastor's office. He skipped the conventional 

questions about exams and events and "how did you get here?" Zeroing in on my confusion, he said, "Sit down; 

catch your breath, and tell me whatever it is that has you strung out." He handed me a coke, pushed aside his 

papers and gave me his full and immediate attention.  

 



That day I came to know what a pastor is: responsive to the voice of the Spirit, balanced and caring and 

seasoned with wisdom, a reader of souls and a healer of fears, a man who has been there and come back, and 

who speaks with authority, "Be not afraid." A pastor is one who is there when you need him, beside you when 

nobody else can be, the keeper of your history and the holder of your future, the friend who believes in you 

when you're not so sure of yourself.  

 

That curious day in Spring long ago, my pastor led me to understand that the only thing I really wanted in life 

was to be a good pastor, one who holds the broken pieces together and ties up loose ends in the wisdom of God.  

 

I'm always grateful to have been a pastor, to have learned and grown by sharing the lives of the people I love. In 

a few days, I'll no longer be a pastor, but I suspect the habit will hang on, like riding a bike. You just don't 

forget.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 310.  “Dads and Baseball” 

 

That particular Sunday the game was later than usual. The park was running over with boys, and the occasional 

fourth grade girl who grasped her autographed baseball tight in both hands when the third baseman stepped up 

to the plate. He had signed the ball for her just before game time, and the bond between them was very special.  

 

The boys milled around, many in little league jerseys, some purple, some red. They kept an eye out for foul 

balls, and for each other, looking for daring and perhaps forbidden things to do. "Don't sit on the railing; take 

your brother with you," "what was wrong with that pitch?"  

 

The voices came from the dads, enjoying sun and murmur of the crowd, shaking their heads at the bad call, their 

request for more popcorn, the vendor selling 50-50 tickets. "Notice the batter, Jacob," the dad prompted an eight 

year old. "Where is his front foot?" "What about that pitch? Why wasn't it a strike?" "Too high," the boy smiled. 

"The way to watch," said the dad.  

 

Sundays at the ball park are special times, especially for kids and dads. There is nothing to do but listen and 

watch. When you pay attention, you learn. You see things not everybody sees: a close call, an unusual grip on 

the bat, the way the delivery changes when the pitcher makes the ball move around. You get excited about a 

shoestring catch, or a peg from the corner, or the long ball floating over the right field fence. The day is 

beautiful; the sport is graceful; the kids are wonderful, and so are the dads.  

 

They grin as they dip into the cheese sauce and squeeze a six year old between their knees. The kid giggles and 

reaches for a corn chip; it's a moment that nobody notices and that two people will never forget.  

 

Everybody stands up and sings along, "If they don't win, it's a shame," but it doesn't really matter to a fourth 

grader. It's vacation time, and we're having a good time, me and my buddies and my dad. 

 

 

 Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 311.   “Passing the torch." 

 

I will no longer be your pastor; 

it is time for someone else to hold that place, 

but I will always be your priest, 

the sharer of your prayer 

and the keeper of your dreams." 

 

As the story has it, Jesus and the Archangel Gabriel were discussing how things were to be handled when the 

Lord returned to Heaven. "Who will carry on the work you began?" the Wisdom of God wanted to know. "I'm 

leaving that up to Peter and Philip and John and James and my Mother and Martha and Mary and the rest of the 

disciples," Jesus shrugged. "But what if they don't do it? What if they drop the ball? 'What if that plan doesn't 

work out?" The angel was troubled. Jesus smiled. "I have made no other plans"  

 

The feast of John the Baptist rarely falls on Sunday. This year, in a most fortuitous way, we celebrate it at the 

end of one pastorate and the beginning of another. The Lord speaks to His beloved people in the events of our 

faith journey. He reaches into our lives to lift the mantle from a pastor who has completed his time of service, 

and to lay it on the one who stands next in line. The Lord is the, Master of our History, the Director of our 

pilgrimage. He speaks to us through the men and women who are chosen to walk with us through years that will 

be marked with celebration and sorrow. We develop trust in. those people; we learn to depend on their 

leadership, their prayers, even their humanness.  

 

No matter who sits in the presider’s chair, it is always the Lord who calls out to our hearts and leads us in 

worship. God speaks sometimes in the fierceness of the Baptizer; sometimes in the awkwardness of Peter; 

sometimes in the gentleness of Christ. It is our challenge to recognize the Lord in whatever costume He wears, 

whatever dialect He speaks, to be still and know that He is God.  

 

A pastor is effective to the degree that He allows the Lord to show out of him. To the degree that he obscures 

the Lord or compromises the Lord, his ministry is impaired. By the same token, the disciple who finds the Lord 

in everyone will find Him in his pastor as well. If the disciple fails to hear the Lord, or respect the Lord or 

respond to the Lord, the fault may rest with the disciple as much as with the priest.  

 

There will be more columns as time goes on, hopefully a web page, maybe a book. I'll find ways to remind you 

of the million times I think of you, apologize to you for what I failed to do, or what I have done wrong. I will 

take you with me in my quiet hours, in the classes I attend, the retreats I lead, in the ideas that speak to my 

heart, and the glimpses of God I find in a Nebraska farmhouse or a sunset in New Mexico. I will no longer be 

your pastor; it is time for someone else to hold that place, but I will always be your priest, the sharer of your 

prayer and the keeper of your dreams.  

 

 Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 



 312. Farewell 

 

Dear People of God You have been overwhelmingly generous and accepting of me during this time together at 

St. Philip. You have become part of my life, and I will take you with me in my remaining travels. For your 

cards, notes, gifts, prayers, I am grateful.  For the welcome and trust you will show Fr. Chuck, I am peaceful. 

He brings wonderful gifts, and he is eager to share them with you, and to learn from you and your common 

wisdom.  

 

I need a few months to slow down, get in touch with myself as a pilgrim, listen to the Lord's direction for the 

path ahead of me. I know I will be doing some retreat work, and some writing in one form or other.  Over the 

Summer I will get acquainted with my computer, get a web page in place, get set up for email, and plant some 

trees and flowers at our new home north of Ann Arbor.   

 

In October I will accompany the St. Philip class of 1951 (mine was  1949) on a cruise to a part of the world I 

haven't yet seen. On return, I'll help Fr. Larry Delaney and Fr. Matt Fedewa with a convocation for priests. Then 

(God willing) I will head for Arizona and New Mexico and Texas. I expect to meet the Master in the desert. I 

think He will meet me there, to give me my assignment for the next ten years, at least something to start on.  

 

When I get back to Michigan in the Spring, I expect to drop in on you and rejoice at the good things you and the 

Lord will be doing. 

 

The Terminator said, "I'll be back." MacArthur said, "I will return." I'm telling you that I love you and that I 

expect to have many more stories to share with you. All in good time.    

 

Please forgive what I did poorly or failed to do at all. Hold onto the things that were good. Let them grow into 

things that are better. And pledge and pay your KDSA, I really need that monthly stipend, now that I'm a free 

agent, following a quiet drum in an unexplored desert.  

 

Lovingly, Fr. Fitz 

 

  

 

 


