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To Berniece and Paul Duello,
who not only taught me about the Catholic faith,
but by their actions, how to truly live it.

And to all Catholics,
who change the world as real disciples of Christ,
by authentically living their faith.
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Foreword

Jesus Christ spoke, “And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church” (Matt.16:18). Beginning at that moment, Peter, Paul, Luke and other disciples began sharing their stories to build His church, proclaim their faith, and to share it with others. Now, more than 2,000 years later, nearly 1,000 Catholics did the same as they contributed stories for Chicken Soup for the Soul: Living Catholic Faith. These positive, powerful stories of God’s unconditional love show the role the Church plays in their personal and professional lives.

This collection of humorous, poignant, faith-filled stories from people of all ages deepens the convictions of “cradle Catholics” and ignites the passion for newer members of our Church family. Heart-warming and hope-filled, these stories will lift up your spirits and nourish your souls as they express what it means to be Catholic. Savor each story and find inspiration and healing in each message. Draw strength from your fellow Catholics as you practice these lessons of faith, hope and love.

Together, we Catholics, like Peter and Paul, will continue our calling to share our stories of trust in God, to nurture and uphold one another.

It is with great joy, pride, and humility that we are privileged to share with you Chicken Soup for the Soul: Living Catholic Faith.
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On Love

This is my commandment; love one another as I love you.

~John 15:12
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Just One Minute, Young Man


No language can express the power and beauty and heroism
and majesty of a mother’s love.

~Edwin Hubbell Chapin

It’s been called the $20,000 breakfast, at least that’s what we’d heard.

After scrimping and saving and tweaking our budget, we had come up with the $5,000 per year tuition to send our son to St. Paul’s High School, a Jesuit educational institution. On the Friday before Mother’s Day of the graduation year, moms are treated to a morning of celebration. Although it was quite “hush, hush,” we had heard whispers about it from other moms who had been there. We had an idea of what to expect, but still we were not prepared.

Gather 150 young men of seventeen and eighteen years on a hot and humid May day, dress them up in their finest attire, stuff them into a crowded, non-air-conditioned auditorium to sit beside their moms for more than three hours. It’s bound to be interesting.

The morning began with a celebration service, a rose, and a tissue packet for each mom. Each boy — big strapping football players, small late bloomers, smart kids, challenging kids, quiet kids — crossed the archway to manhood. Each had one minute with the microphone. One minute to look into his mother’s eyes and tell her what was in his heart. One minute to condense his entire lifetime into words that would last a lifetime. Just one minute to bare his soul in front of 300 others.

Some boys had been up all night searching for the perfect words, some had been working on this for months. All were stressed, nervous, and more than a little petrified.

We moms felt their anxiety and it started to rub off on us!

Everyone took pity on the poor boy who had to go first. With sweaty palms and a quivering voice, he began and set the wheel in motion. One by one each boy stood with his mother, introduced her by name and began. Many boys started with, “This is my beautiful mom.” That was enough to set the waterworks flowing for most of us.

I listened intently to each boy.

“Mom, I didn’t really want to go to this school, when all my friends where going to ‘regular’ school, but Mom I am so glad you made me come here. I will send my own son here too.”

“Mom, I have worked for months on this speech and I can’t stop crying long enough to read it to you.”

“Mom, thank you for years and years of packing my lunches.”

“Mom, thanks for not packing my lunches, for not doing everything for me, so I can be a capable adult.”

“Thank you, Mom, for the thousands of miles of driving you’ve done.”

Others went on to thank their mothers for giving up the best piece of chicken and the biggest slice of cake. Some said they were sorry for late nights and missed curfews, for not being respectful or for the bedrooms and bathrooms left in various states of disrepair. Some dug out wrinkled papers from their suit pockets, some just spoke from the heart. Some sang a song written especially for the day. Others crooned the songs their mothers had sung to them as children. One young man started to sing “You Are My Sunshine” but couldn’t get through it; still he wouldn’t let go of the microphone or his mom until he choked out every last word.

It was absolutely gut-wrenching to watch. I felt privy to the most intimate moment a mother and son could share. Some boys read prose, some read their own poetry expressly written for this day. Some recited quotes and some just cried and barely uttered a word.

How could it be that each moment seemed frozen in time, yet went by in such a blur? Each boy’s speech was unique and beautiful, poignant and sincere. Each one perfect. Never had I heard the word “mommy” used by so many grown boys, unapologetically, unabashed, uninhibited, even surrounded by all their peers. Some draped over their moms’ shoulders as they choked out the words that had been buried for so long; “I love yous” that hadn’t been said and hugs too infrequently shared. Each boy-child-man who spoke was raw, honest, and genuine, and each mother listening must have felt her heart either skip a beat or stop beating altogether. The moms spoke no words that morning. Mouthing “I love you” was about the most we could muster. Besides, this was not our day to speak, it was our day to listen, just listen.

Soon you came to realize that it was not just what your son was saying to you that was important. These boys were speaking to mothers everywhere, on behalf of boys everywhere. They were speaking for the boys who could not find the words or the courage or the right time or the right place. They were speaking for those who wanted to forgive, who wanted to say “I’m sorry,” who wanted to move their relationships forward, who wanted to start fresh, who wanted to tell their moms they were their mentors, their guides. It was a thank you given for things that can never, ever be repaid by boys who understood that to be God’s truth.

Then my son stood. “Mom, we exchange I love yous and hugs and stuff all the time but I want to say in front of everybody how much I love you. You have always been there for me and always believed in me, and always encouraged me not to settle for less than I deserve or am capable of.” He swallowed hard. “You are my rock, Mom.”

I willed myself not to cradle him in my arms and rock him.

The sacrifices that each family had made to send their sons for a Catholic education, whether financial or social — most likely both — the questioning and wondering if we were doing the right thing, were unequivocally answered on this beautiful day in May. After 150 “one minutes” were up, everyone gathered in the schoolyard to pray together and plant a tree in honor of the growth and personal development these boys had experienced.

The event is over, words have been forgotten, new memories and milestones are being achieved, but the depth of feelings, the emotional and spiritual connections of that day will be remembered forever.

The $20,000 breakfast was a bargain in my book.

~Stephanie Staples
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The Twinkie


Amen I say to you, unless you become like children,
you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.

~Matthew 18:3

It was my seventh year teaching first grade. I was teaching at the parochial school I had attended, associated with the church I went to my whole life.

One little girl from that class, Abby, had immigrated recently from Greece with her parents and grandparents. Abby was the only one in the family who could speak English, and she had to translate everything for her parents, including school notes, bills, and report cards. All this responsibility was obvious on Abby’s shoulders and face, leaving her little time just to be a kid. She hardly smiled or laughed. Usually, no one wanted to play with her. She didn’t know the rules of the games, how to be a friend, or how to engage others. She was alone in a crowd of happy people, standing on the sidelines, watching the world with her ice-blue eyes.

I worked with Abby beyond the standard curriculum. I focused on social skills, trust, and friendship. I taught her how to play, beam a friendly smile, how to be a child.

Slowly, Abby learned to trust, smile, and play. She had turned the corner that spring and was happy, instead of hunched over like a turtle ready to climb into her shell. Her schoolwork skyrocketed and she was passing every test. She even volunteered to answer questions.

One mid-March day, many exciting activities were going on at school. It was pizza day in the cafeteria, and the junior high was putting on a carnival for the younger grades. Extra recess was planned just to celebrate the warm sun.

Before the tardy bell rang, Abby stuck her cold lunch in her desk. But then something terrible happened, at least on a child’s level — the kind of thing that could poison one against taking chances, trust, and friendship — someone stole the Twinkie out of Abby’s desk.

I was infuriated! I was not going to allow anyone to victimize her and disrupt her progress. I stopped all morning work and had the class put away their crayons, markers, and blocks. The students’ heads were down on their desks, cradled in their arms. Without letting them know how angry I was, I asked who took the Twinkie, and demanded its return. There would be no punishment if this was done right away.

No Twinkie appeared.

A few students indicated they saw Peter take it, but I felt it was up to the thief to confess. We sat in silence for fifteen minutes. No one came clean.

There would be a new plan for the day: school work would be sent home as homework. No recess; we would stay inside with heads down on desks. We would eat lunch inside in silence. And we would not be going to the carnival until the Twinkie was returned. Their little faces showed such disappointment. It broke my heart. But there were two lessons to be learned: own your mistakes with the truth, and don’t pick on others. It was a teaching moment not written about in textbooks, a lesson that would be used for the rest of their lives.

Reading was supposed to start, but the class still sat with their heads down, thinking and listening to me lecture on the importance of honesty and being responsible for your mistakes.

I was really sweating it out. Was I being detrimental? Overreacting? No, my heart told me. All we needed was the truth.

The clock ticked off the seconds, minutes, and startlingly, hours. It was almost time for the carnival. I tried another lecture, but no one flinched.

My afternoon aide arrived. A mother of four, she volunteered to take the kids one by one into the hall for questioning. I figured they might confide in someone they saw as a motherly figure rather than an authority figure. However, since there hadn’t been a confession in more than four hours, I thought chances weren’t good.

When the time came for Peter to be questioned, it was over within a minute. He came back into the classroom, tears welling in his eyes, hands shaking. He stood in the doorway, hanging onto it as if he’d collapse if he let go. He took deep breaths, trying not to cry. “I took the Twinkie. I’m sorry,” he said in a small voice. Then he covered his face with his hands in shame.

I was livid. We had been lied to for more than five hours, with nothing accomplished. I wanted to lay into him, take out my anger through a verbal throttle. But the class had already heard my thoughts. So, I pulled a “Daniel” and threw Peter to the “lions,” waiting for the attack. Let the ones who suffered throw the first stone. “Does anyone have anything they’d like to say to Peter?” I asked.

There was silence for at least a minute. I knew the kids were measuring their words, choosing their fights, remembering missed recesses. I waited.

Then, one little girl raised her hand. Maybe she’d open the kids’ “anger floodgates.” She pushed in her chair, stood straight and proud and said in a strong voice, “We forgive you, Peter.”

The words echoed through our heads. Forgiveness... one of the last things Jesus taught us as he was dying on the cross. Forgiveness.

Suddenly, all twenty-eight kids raced to Peter and surrounded him with hugs and pats on his back, cheers, and laughter. It was like the prodigal son had returned home.

I had forgotten that God saved Daniel from the lions, and God saved little Peter. But He also saved me from a life of anger. I learned that day how forgiveness heals. How good it feels to say, “I forgive you,” and how relieving it is to hear that you are forgiven.

And the contraband Twinkie? Abby never did eat it. She gave it back to Peter with a warm hug and smile.

~Holly Engel-Smothers
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God Is With Us


Therefore you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.

~Deuteronomy 6:5

“Come on Peanut,” I shout. “Grab my hand!” I reach out, grasp the tips of Emily’s fingers and manage to fish her out of a sea of teens, all trying to jump on one of the buses headed for downtown Rome — as in Italy.

“I’ve got you!” I exclaim with a grin, while pulling her through the door and safely into the bus. But what about the others? I quickly lock eyes with each exhausted, yet still wired, teen to do a head count.

“One, two three, four, five,” I count, eyes darting around the bus. “And, six!” Okay. My group is all here. It’s an exciting time, yet as the bus lurches away from the curb, we are so pressed together that I can’t move an inch. For the hundredth time today, I think, “I must be nuts to chaperone teenagers on an overseas trip! I’m getting way too old for this!”

As the ancient ruins of the Coliseum and Roman Forum zip past our tinted windows, teens trade trinkets representing their homeland with the other passengers, while singing songs in their native tongue.

It’s August 2000; our church youth group flew to Rome to join 2.5 million young people from 157 different countries — six continents — for the 15th annual World Youth Day. That’s one big spiritual family reunion! Yesterday, we hooked up with everyone, in the fields next to the University of Rome Tor Vergata, for the Great Vigil. Then, we crashed for the night in sleeping bags and blankets and awakened to international contemporary choir music followed by a morning worship service.

This is the place of the early Church, a land watered with the blood of the first martyrs — the Apostles Peter and Paul and countless others who died rather than compromise their Christian beliefs. We arrived in the Jubilee year to walk in their footsteps.

Just last night we were jammed shoulder to shoulder into the Piazza del Popolo singing the World Youth Day theme song, “Emmanuel.” My never-tiring teens, ever present to all the sights, sounds and smells of Rome, sang along, their hungry hearts opening wide to the gift that only “journey” can bring.

Five nights ago, as the World Youth Day’s opening Rite of Welcome was about to begin, we stood full of anticipation on the square in front of St. Peter’s Basilica in the Piazza de San Pietro. Various AM and FM station frequencies were dedicated to airing the message from our Pope in some twenty different languages. As our group frantically dug through their fanny packs for their radios, Kelly and Mike tugged at my shirt.

“Which station for English?” they asked.

Scanning the dial, Erin found it first and yelled out, “FM 98.5!”

“Untangle the earbuds. Share if you need to,” I yelled. “Okay... good... two kids to a set... that’ll work.”

Pressing the headsets to our ears we heard, “May Jesus Christ, Word of God, who has called you from every continent and invites you to be converted, guide your steps, enlighten your minds and make your hearts pure, so that you may joyfully proclaim his Gospel.”

“What’s he saying now?” Mike whispered.

“Shhhh — listen!” hissed Emily.

“This is a time to encounter the ever-living Christ in the city of the martyrs. You are heirs to a great past. Be not afraid! Open your hearts, lives, difficulties, problems and joy to Christ. Jesus knows all that is inside you. To serve Christ is freedom. Jesus desires to enter and live in you. He knocks on the door of your heart. Christ is inviting you on a path of holiness to eternal life. Pray together, young people, with the gift of union. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

“What are you here in search of? Who have you come here to find? Search for Jesus Christ, yet understand that Jesus has first gone in search of you. Celebrate the meeting! God works mysteriously in the situations of your life. You are called to light and are a human person being called to glory. Each one of you is precious to Christ, known personally and loved tenderly, even when you don’t realize it.”

What beautiful, relevant and profound words, shared by the now eighty-year-old Pope John Paul II. He loves these teens deeply. And the teens could tell.

In unison, as with some invisible prompting, the crowd began chanting, “Giovanni due Paolo, Giovanni due Paolo...”

At one point, a boy darted past security and into the Pope’s arms. We all watched in wonder as he embraced and consoled the young man. During this tender moment, security knew not to intervene.

“Look, he’s talking to him,” Peanut exclaimed, tears streaming down her cheeks. “He’s hugging him like a real daddy and, and... I am, he is... I mean we are, each of us, the whole world, you, me, we came all this way and... The Pope loves me too. Right John? Just like Jesus?”

“Yes, Peanut,” I whispered. “We are his family, the whole Church and He loves us.” I looked around to see that everyone had tears streaming down their cheeks. We each felt the Pope’s embrace and understood how united we are in this one, holy Church — God is with us.

Pressed together with teens grasping for words to encompass their feelings, I shared, “Isn’t it exciting to know that God has chosen you, just like the Pope chose that boy up there, and no matter what has happened up to now, He wants to do many wonderful things in your life?”

Now, it’s our last day here. As our bus weaves through the streets of Rome, words shared earlier that day by youth pastor Jim Beckman echo in my heart. Tragically, he had lost three teens from his church’s youth group when they were killed in the Columbine school massacre. That morning he passionately challenged our youth to journey.

“You know the truth!” he had cried out. “Stand up and be proud of your faith! Get over yourself and be willing to risk and take the special graces from Christ in this Jubilee year out to the rest of the world.”

“Hey, here’s our stop,” I yell as we approach the intersection near our hotel. “C’mon everyone. Kelly, Paul, Peanut — ya got everything?”

“We made it!” shouts Erin. “Get ready to get off. The pilgrimage is over.”

“Is it really?” I ask. “Or is it just beginning?”

~John Crudele

Editor’s note: Reaching our youth touches both the future of their souls and the Church. To learn more about World Youth Day and other remarkable conference and program opportunities for Catholic youth see, www.partnershipforyouth.org.
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The Holiday Lottery from Heaven


Set me as a seal on your heart, as a seal on your arm,
for stern as death is love...

~Song of Songs 8:8

My husband grew up in a large Italian Catholic family in South Philadelphia with three families of aunts, uncles and cousins living on one block of Cross Street, and many of the other relatives just a few blocks away. Uncle Tony and Aunt Grace lived right next door to my in-laws, Philip and Rose. The two couples were especially close since Uncle Tony and Philip were brothers and Aunt Grace and Rose were sisters.

In addition to being very large, and concentrated in a three-block radius, my husband’s family was unique in one particular way — the family had a category of relatives most other families do not. While the family had mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents, they also had a category of relatives known as “The Deads.” My husband’s relatives talked about the Deads as if they were still alive, especially around the holidays. A typical conversation between Rose and Grace would sound like this:

Grace: “Roe, what did you do today?”

Rose: “Oh, I went food shopping, stopped to see the Deads, and then made my gravy.”

Grace: “Oh yeah? I saw the Deads yesterday.”

Sure enough, whenever I went to the cemetery with my husband, all the Deads would have fresh flowers on their graves, sometimes two and three arrangements, depending on how many of the relatives had been to see the Deads that week.

My husband’s family was also unique in that they had a special rule: If a Dead came to you in dream and spoke a number, you played the number the next day in the lottery.

I came to know about this rule in 1989. Uncle Tony, who had taken over his father’s fruit and produce business, died unexpectedly at the end of August of that year. His death was very hard on Aunt Grace, for they had been married a long time and had been very much in love. One night, about two weeks after Uncle Tony’s death, I was in Aunt Grace’s kitchen with my mother-in-law when Aunt Grace said, “Tony was a great lover.” The shock of this statement quickly dissipated when Aunt Grace then stated, “The week before our wedding, Tony came to my house every day and gave me a present. He was a great lover.” Aunt Grace then put her head in her hands and started to cry.

As the holidays approached two months later, Aunt Grace was, understandably, a little depressed. In addition to losing her husband, money was tighter than usual and the Christmas season loomed.

At the end of November, Aunt Grace came running into my mother-in-law’s kitchen one morning all excited. “Tony gave me the number last night!”

“What do you mean?” my mother-in-law asked.

“Well, last night I had a dream, and in it I dreamt that I was asleep in bed but Tony was downstairs. All of a sudden, Tony starts yelling, ‘Grace, Grace, there’s someone in the house! Call 911, call 911!’ After that, I woke up.”

My mother-in-law “remained,” which is the word she used to mean that she “remained quiet and said nothing.”

Aunt Grace went on. “Well that means that 911 is tonight’s number! Tony just gave me tonight’s number!”

The news spread through the family with the speed of sound, but because Uncle Tony had spoken such an ordinary number, only Aunt Grace and Uncle Tony’s best friend, Johnny Gerace, played the number that day.

That night, I was eating over at my in-law’s house when seven o’clock rolled around. My mother-in-law looked at the clock and said, “El, it’s almost seven. Go see what the number is.”

As the houses in South Philly are so small, I only had to walk about thirty feet from the kitchen table, through the dining room, to reach the TV in the living room. After I turned the TV on, the familiar lottery music filled the room. The number started to be drawn right away. Turning my head to the left, I hollered, “The first number is... nine.”

“You’re full of soup,” my mother-in-law answered.

“The second number is a one,” I hollered a little louder.

By this time, my mother-in-law, father-in-law, and husband started walking quickly into the living room.

“The third number is a... 1. 911! 911!” I yelled.

Naturally, my mother-in-law started screaming, and we all ran back through the kitchen, out the back door, across the little yard, and into Aunt Grace’s kitchen. Aunt Grace, seated at the kitchen table, her head bent and in her hands, was crying and hollering, “Tooonnnyyyy, Tooonnnyyy!”

As my mother-in-law grabbed her hands and smiled into her face, Aunt Grace whispered through choked tears, “He always gave me extra money around the holidays, and he’s still finding a way.”

With so many relatives living so close, Aunt Grace’s house filled quickly, the coffee was made and re-made, and the story told and retold. Relatives who did not live around the corner called on the phone to congratulate Aunt Grace.

Since that night, I have known that love really does transcend time and space.

~Ellen C.K. Giangiordano
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VoVo’s Miracle


So faith, hope, and love remain, but the greatest of these is love.

~1Corinthians 13:13

“Love is caring,” VoVo told me as I sat at her bedside, holding her hand.

VoVo (the Portuguese name my family affectionately called my great-grandmother) was bedridden and receiving hospice care in the comfort of my grandparents’ home. My grandma had called to let me know the doctors thought VoVo wouldn’t be with us much longer. Urgently, I had set out on a twelve-hour trip to see her one last time. I was seeking wisdom. I knew VoVo held the secrets for a meaningful life.

The daughter of Portuguese Catholic immigrants, VoVo was born Mary Angel Costa in 1907. She was sixteen when she married and she and her new husband lived with her parents and six younger siblings. When she was twenty-two, she gave birth to her second daughter, my grandmother Lorraine.

The immigrant family was venturesome. First, they launched a Portuguese sausage-making business. Then, Mary partnered with her father to run a grocery store. As the Depression reared its ugly head in 1929, many families couldn’t afford groceries. Mary’s father insisted on helping by extending credit for numerous families. He was the first to show her that “love is caring.” But, his selfless caring led to financial disaster when numerous credit extensions went unpaid.

Disaster didn’t stop there. After her parents’ deaths two years later, Mary assumed her father’s debts, lost the business and became her brothers’ mother. She fell sick from grief and spent harrowing days in bed, feeling hopeless and helpless.

In a heroic effort, Mary pulled herself together. She persuaded creditors to give her time to repay them. She found a job in a candy shop making decorative chocolates for wealthy celebrities. In time, all of her family’s debts were repaid. Her determination kept the family from bankruptcy.

“Be thankful for everything, Lauren. And love others. Love is caring,” VoVo repeated.

I nodded as though I understood. But, did I? I felt an uncomfortable twinge of guilt. My life had seen little hardship in comparison. Through her many losses, VoVo found the strength to give and be thankful for the smallest things. She never spoke a negative word about the families that refused to repay her even after their hardships ceased. Looking at the inner courage of a woman facing death made me realize I had so much to learn.

“My life is a simple life,” she said as her rosary dangled gently between her fingers. Simple? She saw nothing heroic in her efforts to care for her family. I did.

I remembered the story VoVo had recalled many times. Her sister Olivia was going through hard times. One of her two children had died at the age of sixteen. She had gotten divorced, and suffered from her own ailments that led to the amputation of one of her legs. With a heavy heart, VoVo looked at what she could give. She only had two dollars in cash to get herself through the week. She had no bread in the house and her cupboards were almost empty. But, she realized she had flour and milk and so she determined to make her own bread. After struggling with the decision, she said a prayer to God and resolutely slipped her very last two dollars into an envelope addressed to Olivia.

As she saw the mailman approaching, she gave him the envelope and he, in turn, passed her a few. Walking back to the house, she started opening her first letter and a check fell to the ground. She picked it up, and sure enough, it was a check for $10! At that moment, VoVo felt God was blessing her for doing the right thing to help her sister.

And now, with heaven’s door just a few days away, VoVo raised her pointed finger to make sure I understood her important words. “Be thankful for everything, Lauren. And love others. Love is caring.”

Therein lie the secrets for a meaningful life.

~Lauren Aileen Davenport
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Ave Maria


I will sing of mercy and justice;
to you O Lord, I will sing praises.

~Psalm 101:1

My father’s voice was clearly singing the lead that Sunday morning in the spring of 1948. I was an eleven-year-old altar boy in a white shirt and dark robe standing with the water cruet in my hand as Dad began. His high, sweet, clear tenor voice was captivating. He led the voices of the congregation to new heights, inspired them with joy to reach notes they didn’t know they had within them. Nor had they realized, when they first followed, how high my dad could go. “Ave Maria.”

St. Veronica Church in East Detroit, Michigan was special that day. The other altar boys, in their black and white outfits, looked at me and smiled. I averted my eyes, but I was secretly proud and pleased that my father was singing on the other side of the sacristy.

Dad had been singing in barbershop quartets with friends, at company picnics, in beer gardens and saloons. Never in church. People turned in their pews to see the source of those glorious sounds. My father’s voice had already been recognized by talent scouts who had invited him to sing in the huge cathedral in downtown Detroit. They’d tempted him with promises of heavenly acoustics and large crowds. Dad refused. He felt unworthy. He had been invited to compete on talent shows such as Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour and locally produced radio shows during the 1930s and 1940s. Dad declined all invitations to showcase his talents. He feared that he would lose too many friends.

None of my five siblings sang with Dad, nor did our mother join in. Mom sat between her oldest daughter and Dad as he put enough energy into his singing for all of us. Another parent might have said, “You should be singing, too. Everyone in church is singing.” Not Dad. He was singing for his life. “Ave Maria.”

Dad was lost in his own voice and in the beauty and feeling and release of the lyrics as he celebrated the rapture of his second year of sobriety. His singing came from a deep, loving, spiritual place in his soul. And music that comes from the soul is God-like.

My siblings sat with their feet dangling off the edge of the pew, or with their little legs and feet sticking out.

Late one night, I found Dad on his knees near a chair in the living room, praying intensely, squeezing his rosary beads desperately. “Hail Mary, full of grace...” Dad changed a bead for each completed prayer. I believe now with all my heart that prayer was what gave Dad the strength he needed to avoid alcohol. He attended no meetings. He saw no counselor. He knew no sponsor. Prayer was the only recovery program my father ever used to maintain his sobriety.

Dad wasn’t sick in the mornings anymore, which meant he was able to work in the car factory regularly, which resulted in his being offered a promotion. He turned it down, explaining, as usual, that he would lose too many friends. Nevertheless, the regularity of the paychecks improved our lifestyles.

As he drove us all home from church in our black 1941 Hudson that memorable day, Dad overflowed with the good feelings that come from singing with your heart and soul and he sang his personal favorite, “You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, you make me happy when skies are gray...”

During church services, I suspect Dad may have been singing his faith. Dad never said.

Three weeks before Christmas that year, in his bed, at home, Dad passed away from stomach cancer. Hundreds of his friends attended his wake and funeral.

Dad’s been gone a long time now and yet both the spiritual and musical qualities of his sweet tenor voice remain with me. They are now stuff of legend with his children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The memory of his singing comforts me when my skies are gray. I know he is singing in that heavenly cathedral of my dreams where it won’t cost him any friendships.

When my life is less than musical, I pray, “Lord, help me remember, through Dad’s spirit, that You are my sunshine.”

~John J. Lesjack

[image: Image]


[image: Image]


Passing God’s Test


Then let us no longer judge one another, but rather resolve never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.

~Romans 14:13

While visiting my parents in Arizona, my two daughters and I attended Mass for the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. We were driving down the road leading to the church when I saw something I’d never seen in this town before. A woman, obviously homeless, was pushing a shopping cart filled with her belongings. Where the heck did she come from? I quickly forgot about her while I settled my girls into the first pew. As the opening song started, I noticed out of the corner of my eye the homeless woman slipping into the pew next to me.

I couldn’t believe it. She had a torn filthy jacket and jeans, worn-out tennis shoes, greasy hair, and a very unpleasant smell about her. As the Mass began, my mind was not intent on the word of the Lord, but only on this woman. All I could think about was the fact that I had to sit next to her, hold her hand during the Our Father, and even shake it while offering her peace.

Just as the second reading was beginning, my young daughter said she needed to use the restroom. Normally, I would insist she wait, but I took this as my chance to escape. We then slipped to the back wall to finish out the Mass. Again, I was not listening to what the priest said, but thanking my lucky stars that I was not sitting next to that woman anymore.

Then I caught the priest’s words, “... all of God’s children.” I felt heat spreading throughout my body. I felt weak and ashamed.

This woman, no matter what she looked like or smelled like, was still one of God’s children. She may have been grimy from living on the streets, but her faith was so strong she pushed her cart for miles to be at Mass. She knew that she would be welcomed in God’s house no matter what.

I knew then and there that God was testing me and I was failing. I’d forgotten everything my parents and catechists spent years teaching me. Most importantly, I had forgotten God’s golden rule... treat others how you would want to be treated. I had treated this woman like the plague, like she was nothing. What kind of example was I setting for my two young daughters?

Looking up, I realized that the congregation was about to sit down. I took the hands of my daughters and marched them down the aisle to the front pew. We squeezed past the homeless woman, back to our seats beside her. I said a quick prayer to God for understanding and wisdom. As my body began to cool and the knots in my stomach untwisted, my ears opened to the Word of God.

As we began to recite the Our Father, I tightly held the hand of the woman next to me. I wished her peace, as did both of my children. I stood behind her as she received the Body and Blood of Christ. I watched her kneel in prayer and reverence, as if the Holy Spirit was working inside her.

We walked out of the church and I immediately lost sight of the woman. I looked everywhere for her and her cart. She wasn’t on the road leading away from the church either. It was as if she just vanished into thin air.

That day was a true spiritual awakening for me. The heat that came over me was the Holy Spirit working through me, helping me pass His test.

~Joanne Mancuso
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Saying Yes


If you wish to return, O Israel, says the Lord, return to me.

~Jeremiah 4:1

My mother asked me the question she had been asking every Sunday for more than four years. “Would you like to come to Mass with me today?”

I think I was more surprised than she was when I responded with a simple “Yes.”

For four years, I had been as staunch in resisting her offer as she was in making it. But it seemed that medicine, other people, and self-reliance were no longer enough. After undergoing surgery upon surgery to combat degenerating bones and soft tissue in my feet and ankles, I felt it was time to take all my feelings, confusion, and disappointment about everything — including God — and lay them right upon the altar.

Ever since my teenaged rebellion, I had come to believe that churches were full of hurting, damaged people and that religion was a crutch. But in the course of descending, step-by-step, into the world of disability, I knew that those two criteria now made me more than a viable candidate. I was a broken person — both literally and figuratively — and I had unsuspectingly become an expert on the use of crutches.

It was my mother who helped me from the car that day. When she swung open the heavy, wooden door at the front of the church, I was met by a strong musky odor and a lingering scent of incense. With beams of multi-colored light streaming in from the stained-glass windows and the candle above the Blessed Sacrament flickering in the dim morning light, I wrapped my fingers more tightly around the plastic grips of my two, tall aluminum legs and hobbled into the church.

With a dip of my finger in the holy water, I said to myself, “Okay, God. I’m here. Have your way with me.” It took more effort than I’d hoped, but I hobbled to the last row in the back of the church. When my body finally succumbed to the wooden pew, it creaked and groaned right along with me. I set down my crutches atop the kneeler and with my heart beating fiercely, I said, “Go on, God. I dare you — work a miracle in my life.”

As the Mass progressed, a comforting sense of familiarity drove me to clasp my hands together. How was it that everything in my life had changed — no more running up the stairs, tennis, or walks on the beach — yet the rituals of the Mass were exactly as I had remembered? The Kyrie. The Gloria. The opening prayer. The readings. The responsorial Psalm. The Alleluia. With ease, each part came flooding back to me. Before the Gospel, as if in reflex, I took the back of my right thumb and made a small sign of the cross on my forehead and lips and then my chest. And afterward, without even relying upon the missalette, my voice commingled with those in worship around me as I recited the Apostles’ Creed — word for word — a prayer that was a staple of my childhood and teens.

It was during the consecration, when the priest placed his hands over the bread and wine and every head was bowed, that I lifted my sights above the pews. I stared at the host. The priest raised it like a brilliant harvest moon over his head, up toward the crucifix that hung high above the altar.

“God, do you really love me?” I asked silently, holding my gaze upon the outstretched arms of Jesus Christ on the cross. Those arms drew me in. His answer whispered into the reaches of my soul. “I love you this much.” With a catch in my throat and my eyes growing moist, I could feel my reign of rebellion finally loosening its desperate hold.

I wish I could write that by the time my mother and I left church that day, I threw away my crutches, that all of my pain suddenly vanished, that I never needed another surgery, that I was no longer disabled and I lived happily ever after, healthy and well. But I would still have a long road to travel.

But with my mother’s intercession, I returned to the church into which I was baptized and in the process, I arrived at a place where I would begin to deepen my faith and my trust. God boldly answered my dare that day. He did work a miracle in my life, even though it wasn’t a pat, Hollywood-style resolution. Instead, by finally welcoming God back into my heart and into my life — by visiting His house regularly to receive His Son’s precious Body and Blood — He restored to me a much-needed sense of peace and wholeness and strength so I could continue on my journey.

~Kathleen Gerard
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This I Know


The love of God has been poured out into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

~Romans 5:5

It happened on the first holy day following my First Communion when I was a third grade Catholic School girl.

Back then, we fasted from the night before until we received Communion the next morning. Sister Mary Madonna reminded us not to eat breakfast because we would be receiving Communion at Mass. When Sister Mary Madonna spoke, the whole class listened. She was an Audrey Hepburn version of a young beautiful nun. She walked in a golden glow of love.

Sister Mary Madonna suggested that when we got home, we should put our Oxford uniform shoes under our beds. Then, when we dressed in the morning and knelt down to get our shoes, we would remember that our morning prayers would be at Mass and that we should not eat breakfast.

I thought that was a great idea. When I got home, I changed out of my uniform and put my shoes under the bed.

I played outside, ate dinner, did homework, went to bed, woke up, washed my face, brushed my teeth, ate breakfast and got dressed. What a scramble when I couldn’t find my shoes! I looked everywhere, becoming more desperate when I realized that time was running out and I was going to have to go to school out of uniform!

I finally gave up all hope and tied on my red Keds tennis shoes while my father lectured me on responsibility and organization.

Oh surely, I thought, the wrath of God would be on me today, or at least the wrath of Mother Superior.

At morning assembly, we said the Pledge of Allegiance, recited the rosary, and sang, “Holy, Holy, Holy,” none of which spared me my first demerit for wearing the wrong shoes. That turned out to be only the first humiliation of the day.

The second was when Sister Mary Madonna asked if anyone had eaten breakfast. I was the only one who raised my hand. It was at that moment that I remembered where my uniform shoes were, and why!

Sister Mary Madonna merely nodded, but I was heartsick to disappoint her.

We filed into church and I had to sit in the “will not be receiving” section, taller than the first- and second-graders around me. I tried to be inconspicuous by slouching and tucking my glaring red shoes under the kneeler.

And then, the greatest heartache of all. When most everyone at Mass went forward to the banqueting table of Jesus Christ, I had to stay kneeling in my pew.

Jesus was right there. He had come in the flesh for me. I wanted Him, but I could not get to Him. He had died his agonizing death for me and all He had asked in return was for me to skip breakfast. I was distraught, unworthy and abandoned. I had failed Him. I was brought to tears.

After, we processed with song back to our classrooms and all those who had not eaten breakfast (that is, everyone but me) were given graham crackers and milk.

Justified penance, I thought. If I was not worthy enough to receive Jesus, than certainly, I was not worthy of receiving the same graham crackers and milk the worthy ones were.

I folded my hands on top of my desk and tried not to cry.

“Cindy,” Sister Mary Madonna softly called my name, “will you come to my desk please?” The aisle between my desk and hers seemed longer with every step and my bright red sneakers marked my shame as surely as a Scarlet Letter.
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