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Jer 1: 4-5, 17-19 
Ps 71: 1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 15-17 
1 Cor 12: 31 – 13: 13 
Lk 4: 21-30 

 
 

Since we have so much snow on the ground, I reminded myself how, 

some years ago, I was pulled from my house which was covered in 

about three feet of snow. I remember that week that I had no intention 

of leaving the rectory, since the snow was so thick that I could not get 

my car out of the garage. 

One particular evening some five years ago, the community of Our 

Lady of Mt. Carmel Church in Joliet called me because they needed a 

priest to celebrate their annual “Santo Niño de Cuamio” Mass, held at 

their parish on February 2nd. I did not think anyone was crazy enough to 

leave their house on that second of February; nevertheless, I asked my 

maintenance man to bring me to Mt. Carmel in his 4x4 truck. 

I came to find out that this “Santo Niño de Cuamio” celebration was 

a yearly festival in the municipality of Cuitzeo in Michoacán, Mexico 

and that this Holy Child is credited with many miracles within the 
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community. Since many of those from Cuamio live in the Joliet area, the 

faithful carried this festival to our part of the country, as has been done 

for some 400 years. I read that more than 20,000 visitors travel to 

Cuamio every year for this celebration, where images of the baby Jesus 

are brought forth to the altar of Church. I guess the church that day first 

communions, brings in traditional mañanitas with different bands of 

music and the ceremonies culminate with a great number of fiestas. 

So there I was on February 2nd driven through piles of snow and 

greeted at Mt. Carmel by a packed church and surrounded in the 

sanctuary by statues upon statues of the baby Jesus to bless. I 

encountered a celebration foreign to me that really inspired my faith 

and taught me a lesson of how a culture and celebration foreign to my 

way of praying very much influenced and inspired my own prayer life. 

I also had the opportunity this weekend to learn about yet another 

culture foreign to me, but once a year introduced to me in such a 

wonderful way. This weekend, I celebrate once again the National Polka 

Convention Mass with pilgrims from all over the country. The pilgrims 
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come to Illinois each year (why Illinois I am still trying to figure out) to 

share their love of this particular type of music. This year is a bit 

melancholy for me because I also celebrated the funeral of Dan Doglio, 

the “porter” for the Polka convention and a man who was devoted to 

going to Mass every Sunday and Holy Day of Obligation from a 

promise he made to God almost twenty-five years ago. He said to God 

that if his pre-born son was able to survive outside the womb after only 

twenty-five weeks, he would be faithful in his prayer life to the Church. 

His son was present at the funeral, as we will be at the Polka 

Convention this year (which is why the Polka Mass is so important to 

me and that we will have one at St. Pat’s on February 19th this year as 

part of our Appreciation Mass and Dinner for our Border Town 

Communities). 

Because February 3rd is close to that Saturday each year, I offer the 

SACRAMENTAL of the Blessing of Throats in Honor of St. Blaise. This 

year, I offered that blessing over two-hundred times for those in 

attendance at Mass. When I almost finished, someone asked me WHY I 
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was doing this - they had never heard of St. Blaise. I told that person 

that in the fourth century, St. Blaise lived around Asia Minor, 

encountering a young boy with a fish bone lodged in their throat. St. 

Blaise took two lit candles, placed them under the boy's throat, offered a 

prayer and the bone dislodged itself. I then asked the person who asked 

if she would like me to re-bless her throat with LIT candles... The first 

person I blessed at the Polka Mass just had neck surgery and was 

“blessed” to receive this sacramental. So life goes in the life of a priest!!! 

I took that experience to one of the university classes I taught from 

Dayton, an online group of students who shared with me their 

experiences from Mexico, the Philippines, the UAE, China, Canada, 

New Mexico and beyond. I asked the catechists and the teachers of the 

faith from around the world to share with me their particular 

experiences of faith that might be foreign to my way of praying. What I 

encountered from them really inspired me this weekend. 

In regard to those adults involved with the Mexican traditions, we 

discussed the traditions of Guadalupe and Las Posadas, which are very 
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familiar to the United States and Mexico. From those traditions, the 

adults in the Dayton group talked about the Simbang Gabi festivals 

celebrated in Dubai, a cited in the United Arab Emirates (I didn’t even 

know that there were Filipinos in the UAE, something new to this very 

green priest!). The Filipino students also shared with me their 

experiences with the baby Jesus in their Sinulog Festival. Since I had no 

experiences with this type of tradition, I looked the festival up online… 

 
The Sinulog-Santo Niño Festival is an annual cultural and religious 
festival held on the third Sunday of January in Cebu City, and is the 
center of the Santo Niño Catholic celebrations in the Philippines. 
 
Sinulog is the ritual prayer-dance honoring Señor Santo Niño or the 
Child Jesus. An image of the Child Jesus is said to be the baptismal 
gift the Portuguese conquistador Ferdinand Magellan gave Hara 
Amihan (Humanay) of Zebu (now Cebu) in April 1521. The image, 
believed to be miraculous, is housed at the Basilica Minore del Santo 
Niño in downtown Cebu City. 
 
 
One of the other catechists in the Dayton Course introduced me to 

the Bambinelli Sunday celebration, instituted by St. Pope St. John Paul 

II. I read online that that “bambinelli” is Italian, the plural of bambinello 

which means “little baby [boy].” Bambinelli Sunday is celebrated on 
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Gaudete Sunday, the third Sunday of Advent. Thousands of people 

come to St. Peter’s Square bringing the Baby Jesus figurines from their 

creches and nativity scenes (the folks from Mexico do the same in the 

states); then, at the time of the Pope’s Angelus address, he blesses all the 

little figures of the Child Jesus. Families also traditionally spend their 

Advent season making small sacrifices or doing good deeds for the 

Child Jesus, represented by adding a piece of straw to His manger for 

each good deed performed. When Christmas day arrives, the Baby Jesus 

is placed in the empty creche made comfortable by these acts of charity. 

I then learned this week that many of our catechists from the world 

honor St. Isidore in different ways around the world. I had to read up on 

one particular tradition celebrated in New Mexico, associating St. 

Isidore with the annual Acequia Celebration. As I read online, 

 
An acequia (Spanish: or séquia) is a community-operated 
watercourse used in Spain and former Spanish colonies in the 
Americas for irrigation. Particularly in Spain, the Andes, northern 
Mexico, and the modern-day American Southwest, acequias are 
usually historically engineered canals that carry snow runoff or river 
water to distant fields. It can also refer to the long central pool in a 
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Moorish garden, such as the Genera life in the Alhambra in Southern 
Iberia. 

 
 

From a completely different part of the world, I learned about the 

Chinese Festivals Ching Ming & Chung Yeong. Not knowing anything 

about Chinese festivals, I looked them up online as well… 

 
The Qingming Festival (also known as Pure Brightness Festival or 
Tomb-sweeping Day), which falls on either April 4th or 5th of the 
Gregorian calendar, is one of the Chinese Twenty-four Solar Terms. 
From that date temperatures begin to rise and rainfall increases, 
indicating that it is the crucial time for plowing and sowing in the 
spring. The festival therefore has a close relationship with 
agriculture. However, it is not only a seasonal symbol; it is also a day 
of paying respect to the dead, a spring outing, and other activities. 
 
According to the Chinese lunar calendar, this day falls on the ninth 
day of the ninth month. This is around early to mid-October in the 
western Gregorian calendar. It is a similar Memorial Day to Ching 
Ming and is commemorated in Hong Kong, China and Taiwan. 
 
On Chung Yeung, families climb the hills to visit the graves of their 
ancestors. It has been a tradition for over 2000 years and came into 
being because Jing Huan, on the advice of a wise man, took his 
family into the mountains to visit his ancestors’ graves. Because he 
was away from his village, the family survived a mass slaughter of all 
in his village. Other legends also exist about the origin of Chung 
Yeung. 
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My last stop on this Dayton online worldly pilgrimage took me to 

Sydney, Australia, learning about the only Australian saint ever to be 

canonized, St. Mary Helen MacKillop. This is what I learned online 

about this saint… 

 
St. Mary Helen MacKillop RSJ (15 January 1842 – 8 August 1909 – 
Feast Day August 8) was an Australian nun who has been declared a 
saint by the Catholic Church, as St Mary of the Cross. Of Scottish 
descent, she was born in Melbourne but is best known for her 
activities in South Australia. Together with the Reverend Julian 
Tenison Woods, she founded the Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred 
Heart (the Josephites), a congregation of religious sisters that 
established a number of schools and welfare institutions throughout 
Australia and New Zealand, with an emphasis on education for the 
rural poor. 
 
The process to have MacKillop declared a saint began in the 1920s, 
and she was beatified in January 1995 by Pope John Paul II. Pope 
Benedict XVI prayed at her tomb during his visit to Sydney for World 
Youth Day 2008 and in December 2009 approved the Catholic 
Church’s recognition of a second miracle attributed to her 
intercession. She was canonized on 17 October 2010, during a public 
ceremony in St Peter’s Square at the Vatican. She is the first 
Australian to be recognized by the Catholic Church as a saint. 

 
 

All these experiences concerning celebrations foreign to me are really 

important to my own faith life. Way back when at the beginning of my 
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priesthood, one piece of advice I learned over my years as a priest came 

from my favorite octogenarian cleric who passed away a few years ago, 

Fr. Boniface Vaisnoris. Fr. Bonnie was a Marian Priest of the Immaculate 

Conception (the MICs) who helped me through my most difficult years 

of priesthood during my first two years of ministry. Fr. Bonnie served 

both as pastor and resident at St. Mary’s Church in Plano, Illinois, the 

town next to where I grew up in Sandwich, Illinois. 

Among the many things that he taught me, Fr. Bonnie offered me this 

one piece of advice that greatly has helped my ministry. He told me, 

“While you are still young, visit as many places as you can and learn 

about life as much as you can. This will be good for your soul and good 

for your ministry.” He also taught me to learn about as many different 

cultures and the different ways that people live their faith. With that 

advice, I chose to invest myself in the Cruise Ship Ministry something 

about which I sometimes share with you (one of the pilgrims from my 

Mediterranean cruise last April attended the Polka Mass I celebrated 

this weekend as well!). I also learned to be attentive to all the different 
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customs foreign to me to grow in the faith… the more I learn about how 

others pray and live the faith, the more I can learn about how to grow in 

my own faith as well, because you are never too old to learn about God 

gave makes Godself manifest throughout the world. 

In light of today’s readings, I was thinking about all these experiences 

that I have encountered throughout my ministry as a priest and the 

ways that the faithful from these cultures have connected the ministry of 

Christ to their own faith experiences. In addition to the experiences I 

have already share, I remind myself how I have been immersed at times 

to some wonderful folks from the African or African-American 

tradition. The dynamic concerning the way this particular cultural 

group expresses their faith in their particular demonstrative way is very 

vibrant and uplifting to me. In my experience of visiting the churches 

where a prominent black community prays, I have noticed that often the 

crucifixes in these churches are adorned with much symbolism 

reflective of black heritage. Even the Jesus hanging on the crosses in 

these churches looks similar to the people who worship in the pews, 
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from the hairstyle to the skin color to whatever spiritual way you might 

associate a person with this particular cultural group. 

As I have stated, I have noticed the same type of comparison with 

Hispanic Ministry, a ministry to which I have invested a great deal of 

my time. If you go to a church building in Mexico, the Jesus on the cross 

often is depicted as someone who has suffered a great deal and the 

detail of this suffering is evident in these church depictions. In Mexico at 

least, many churches go so far as to depict our Lord in a glass coffin, 

focusing more heavily on the death of our Lord than they would on our 

Lord’s resurrection. This image becomes evident to me when I notice 

how many more Hispanics often attend services on Ash Wednesday and 

Good Friday over the more important service (alas, the most important 

service in our Church year), namely Easter Sunday. 

I have noticed with our non-Catholic Christian friends that the image 

of the cross is very much placed in the worship space sans the corpus of 

our Lord, placing the emphasis on our Lord’s resurrection. The empty 

cross signifies that those who follow the path of Lord, who allow our 
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Lord to carry them through life (to “cover them,” so to speak) are spared 

the suffering attributed by the sins of life.1 

As I read today’s scripture readings from Jeremiah and St. Luke’s 

Gospel, I continued thinking to myself how every culture probably tries 

to make this connection between our Lord’s ministry on earth and each 

culture’s own particular situation. When I celebrated Mass for the crew 

staff this week, the music was more Filipino in nature. When I celebrate 

Mass for kids in our Catholic School, the readings and the music are 

more reflective of the children’s situation in life. 

Especially concerning today’s readings, I started asking myself how 

we would feel if those who have been chosen to be saved by our Lord 

were not members of our social or cultural group at all? How would we 

feel if Christ told us that the people that were to be saved was not “us” 

people? 

 
1 For the sake of clarification, paragraph 117 of The New General Instructions of the Roman Missal (July 
2000) specifically states that a corpus must be present on the cross inside the sanctuary of a Catholic 
Church and that its location within the sanctuary should be on or near the altar so that the sacrifice 
on the altar is connected (and completed) by the sacrifice on the cross. This is to be distinguished 
from Christian, non-Catholic churches that do not place the same emphasis on the crucifix (a cross 
with a corpus) as Catholics do. 
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I can only imagine how the faithful Jewish brethren from the first 

century could have felt when Jesus made that same kind of assumption 

in today’s gospel reading according to Luke. In fact, I don’t have to even 

imagine it, since St. Luke makes very explicit their reaction: the Jewish 

faithful tried to throw Jesus off a cliff. If our Lord came down on earth 

and said the same words to us right now, on the eleventh deck of a ship 

where we are celebrating Mass, might we not want to throw our Lord 

overboard with the same type of anger? 

In my reflection of today’s scripture readings, I began to ponder 

about the basic theme of anger from the prophet Jeremiah, whose 

writings most likely were written around the time of the chosen people’s 

exile from Jerusalem in 587 BC. We read in last week’s gospel that Jesus 

is the fulfillment of the great Old Testament prophesy that the Messiah 

would come to fulfill the protect the chosen people who have remained 

faithful to the message of God. And yet, as we understand from the 

prophet Jeremiah, the people of the Old Testament times were not 

faithful to our Lord in the 6th Century BC. And though some people 
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might have followed the laws of the time, Jeremiah certainly realized 

that the chosen people were not following the spirit of what the law 

represented. And because of this infidelity to the Lord, our God, the 

chosen people were banished from the Promised Land until they 

repented and asked forgiveness for their transgressions. Jeremiah’s 

response was one of anger, one that challenged the faithful to become 

more faithful so that the Lord might return them back to the Promised 

Land. 

In our gospel reading today, Jesus makes a similar analogy to the 

people of the first century. According to our Lord, the people of his age 

on earth lacked the same faith as did their ancestors from ages past. 

Those who followed the teachings of God were not necessarily allowing 

a true conversion of the soul to take place and many of the so-called 

chosen people of that age were not even following the laws. So what 

does Jesus say to the people of that age? He tells them that the salvation 

of God is not given to a select group of people as if they were entitled to 

something they did not earn. He told them that faith expressed through 
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works was the key to salvation and that as illustrated by the story of the 

prophet Elisha who saved and welcomed an outsider to the cultural 

group, a Gentile no less named Naaman the Syrian, who was welcomed 

into the fold rather than the “chosen” Jews that seemingly followed the 

rituals but did not embrace the faith. 

The question from 2000 years ago could very easily be applied by the 

people today: How could someone in a lower class, or in any class 

outside our own, be considered in favor with God instead of us 

ourselves? For our Lord, the key to our salvation is dependent on faith, 

as expressed in our works as an expression of our true desire to follow 

Christ. As we discussed in last week’s homily, the key to our salvation 

rests on whether one accepts the Holy Spirit into one’s life and whether 

one is willing to follow the Holy Spirit’s direction. 

In the gospel message, it is never good enough to just claim that we 

are Catholic or we are Jewish or that we are followers of God. A person 

who claims to follow Jesus but does not follow Jesus’ direction is leading 

a hypocritical life. A person who lives the life of love but has no 
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knowledge of the Catholic faith may have a better chance at achieving 

salvation than those who claim to be believers but do not in fact believe. 

To accept this faith that is offered to us by God, to accept the Holy 

Spirit into one’s life, is to say that one is willing to be directed by God 

and the Church that Christ has instituted on earth. The Church offers 

direction by interpreting Scripture and Tradition for us in a way that 

becomes understandable. When we allow ourselves to be guided by the 

Holy Spirit, it is then that we are found worthy of God’s blessing and 

are subsequently invited to join God in heaven. 

At least for me, I need to make this faith very present in my life, a 

faith I cannot take for granted. For me, I need to keep the image of this 

faith fresh in my mind so that I do not think of it as “old hat” or passé. If 

I truly believe that this Holy Mass is “the source and summit of our 

Christian life,” then I need to find ways to approach this faith from 

different perspectives so that I may learn and grow and understand God 

more fully. That is probably the reason that I try to spend time with 

other cultural groups and faithful Catholic men and women who 
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experience God through varied ways. I may or may not be comfortable 

with their customs or experiences but, in the process, I become more 

aware in the ways that God makes his presence known and, as a result, I 

become closer to God. 

During my journeys throughout the world and the experiences 

shared with me from my online friends throughout the world, I am 

blessed to have Catholic friends who speak the language and culture 

from English and Spanish-speaking countries, from the French, the 

German, the Portuguese and the Far East. I am blessed that all of us can 

all come together as one body to celebrate and share our faith traditions 

with each other. I also realize that this is the same Christ who speaks to 

us through varied traditions, the same Christ that makes us one. Let us 

never take our Lord for granted. Let us never take our faiths for granted. 

Let us accept the faith we have been given, express that faith in good 

works and share that faith with the people that we meet. That is how we 

truly become God’s chosen people. This is our prayer. 
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