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This homily was preached on the MS Oosterdam (Holland America) on a 
Mexican Riviera Cruise. Portions of this Homily were taken from my homily on 
the Sixth Sunday of Easter, Cycle B from 2018. 

 
 
As I shared with you prior to this Mass, I have served as a priest for 

twenty-three years or so and have been associated with Holland 

America for the last twenty years. Twice a year, I board a Holland 

America Ship so that I can get away from parish life and get lots of rest – 

especially after Christmas, my three cruise ship goals are to rest, enjoy 

warm weather as well as view the Christmas decorations on the ships, 

including the wonderful gingerbread villages the chefs in the kitchen 

put together for the occasion. 

I also told you that my two “bucket lists” with Holland America 

involve visiting all the continents that Holland America sails (I have yet 

to sail to Antarctica, which I am crazy enough to want to visit) and also 

sail all the ships of the Holland America Fleet. I actually accomplished 
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the latter, until the fleet included the Nieuw Statendam, which I will sail 

to Northern Norway in the summer of 2020 for three weeks (anything to 

complete the bucket list, I guess…). 

A couple of years ago, I had the chance to sail the second newest ship 

of the fleet, the MS Koiningsdam, as the April 2018 trip allowed me to 

visit numerous cities on the Mediterranean Sea. 

 
Pictured top 
left, me 
standing by 
the final 
model of the 
Sagrada 
Familia 
Basilica in 
Barcelona, 
Spain; top 
right, my 
lunch with 
cousin Pino, 
cousin 
Carmella 

and Aunt Cesira Cosena in Naples, Italy and celebrating the annual Anzac Day 
for New Zealand and Australian (and British) citizens while in Corfu, Greece. 
 
 

While on that cruise ship, I also was able to celebrate daily Mass with 

the passengers, offering a great number of services for the intention of 
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all of the folks I served from the parishes where I lived (I also had a 

chance to make a quick stop on the way back to the states in Dublin, 

which is one of the most beautiful places I have visited in my travels). 

On April 25th of that yuear, I was asked by the cruise director of the ship 

to preside over a “Memorial Day” service for New Zealanders and 

Australians who commemorate ANZAC DAY every year at that time. 

Anzac Day recalls those soldiers in World War I who served and died in 

Gallipoli (1915) as well as those who served and died in all wars, 

conflicts and peacekeeping operations in the respective nations’ 

histories. 

On this cruise, I ended up stopping at terminal ports in France, 

Spain, Monaco, Greece, Croatia and Italy. Whenever I get off the ship, I 

usually find one of those “hop on, hop off” busses that gives me a taste 

of each place I visit. The only location where I very much wanted to 

spend a great deal of my time was in Barcelona, Spain. In that city, 

Pope Benedict concluded his papacy by blessing the Basilica of the 

Holy Family (Sagrada Familia), that has been a church in construction 

since the 1883. (BTW, what I am doing here is a “Fr. George Klepec 
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Story,” a former pastor of St. 

Patrick’ who was famous for 

speaking about the world 

churches that he used to 

visit). 

From what I learned about the 

Church’s history, the artist 

Antoni Gaudí began 

construction of this very 

unique piece of architecture in 1883. The construction stopped at his 

death in 1926. Some seventy years later, the faithful of Spain began 

taking a collection to complete Gaudí’s work. Lord willing, construction 

of the basilica’s will be completed in 2026 (the 100th anniversary of 

Gaudí’s death). By work’s end, this basilica will be adorned by eighteen 

spirals surrounding it. Twelve of the towers represent the apostles, four 

of them represent the evangelists, one will be designated for the Virgin 

Mary, and the last one (the highest one in the middle) will represent 

Jesus Christ. According to a travel website online, chief architect Jordi 
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Fauli stated that the central 'Tower of Jesus Christ,' the tallest of the 

eighteen, will be 566 feet high, making it the tallest cathedral in Europe 

(the tallest tower currently in Europe is Ulm, at 531.5 feet). (see 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/travel_news/article-

3282987/Barcelonas-Sagrada-Familia-begins-work-immense-

towers.html).  

The real reason I wanted to sail on the Koiningsdam was so that I 

could stop in the city of Naples, Italy, where my cousin Giuseppe (Pino) 

Cosenza picked me up from the cruise terminal port and I had an 

afternoon to spend his family. After the customary stop for pastry and 

espresso, Pino and I also had a chance to stop at a nearby cemetery to 

offer a service for my Uncle Francesco Cosenza, who passed away in 

2016, a funeral I was unable to attend 

Some twenty some years ago, I had the honor of celebrating Pino’s 

wedding in Naples, Italy on top of a cliff that looked down into the 

Mediterranean Sea. Over the last twenty years Pino and I really have 

never had the chance to cross paths, so the time I spent with him, Bea 

and the family was very much a treasured one. 
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Pino and his wife Beatrice mean so much to me personally, because 

on December 5, 1998 I had the honor of marrying the couple in Naples, 

Italy in a small church nestled at the edge of a cliff overlooking the 

Mediterranean Sea. Because of my Italian heritage, I was so blessed to 

spend a little time in the region where my own mother was born and 

raised and then to travel up to Naples to dine on the best cuisine, like 

ever, in the world (you won’t be able to understand that until you 

consume their pizza, pasta, Italian delicacies and their gelato ice cream). 

And what an Italian experience it was! Every day prior to the 

wedding in Cosenza, Italy, my uncle Frank took us around to the 

various neighbors and relatives around the city to share lots of food and 

drink wine together. Every meal took two to three hours and the Italians 

use so much emotion in their conversation that you honestly believe 

they pour their hearts out for you in everything that they do. 

At the wedding itself, I butchered through the Italian at the Mass (my 

poor cousin), and afterwards, we were all treated to a five hour, twelve 

course meal (the difference between an Italian reception and an 

American one is that there is no dancing- it’s all food!). 
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There was one night during the celebration when my Aunt Cesira 

brought us all together around the table for a late-night meal of meats, 

cheeses, and a simple pastina (or soup) with everyone at the table 

shared together. This woman’s work puts my ministry to shame – my 

Aunt Cesira made enough food and served it with such a smile that it 

could never be described. And at the end of the meal, after I was full 

and then some, I realized how tight this Italian family was and how 

much they really did love each other. 

Twenty some years 

later, I was able to spend 

an afternoon in Naples 

with Pino, wife Bea, sister 

Carmella, mother Cesira 

and daughters Federica 

and Claudia [Pictured are Pino (Giuseppe) Cosenza, fourteen-year-old 

daughter Claudia, the priest, wife Beatrice and sixteen-year-old 

daughter Federica]. While at lunch, Pino had asked me to speak to his 

daughters about their desire not to go to Sunday Mass, as their 
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relationship with God was not a very strong one. I told Pino that in the 

United States, our children always go to Mass… ahem… and that I was 

very impressed that his entire family could speak to me in English (it 

seems that every country except the United States requires their students 

to learn at least one foreign language). 

I responded to Pino’s children by saying the same thing I preach to 

the kids in the states – our relationship to God is like any other 

relationship we have in life. The more time we spend with the ones we 

live, the stronger the relationship grows; the less time we spend, the 

more the relationship weakens. The beauty God has offered us in this 

faith life is that we can choose whether to accept God or not into our lives 

and, if we do, then the relationship is enriched by two individuals 

growing in love not because they have to but because they want to. 

By the end of this pilgrimage, after visiting all these European 

countries, spending time with my family and engaging with the faithful 

from so many continents, I continue to be amazed by the work of the 

Holy Spirit throughout the world. Even while on pilgrimage… on 

vacation… so many opportunities presented itself for ministry that I 
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would not have been able to encounter had I not chosen to visit Europe 

in the first place. A priest friend from Plano, Illinois once encouraged 

me to travel the world and experience faith life from different 

perspectives while I was young so that I would not become “closeted” 

in the way I perceived life. Rather, he encouraged me to learn about 

other cultures, languages and ways of faith so that my own faith life 

would grow and become enriched in the process. 

I learned from this family in Naples, Italy that they could get rid of 

everything in life, the food and the cheeses and the Italian wine, but as 

long as they had each other, they possessed the greatest gift that they 

could ever have. This family took care of each other and loved each 

other, and by far that was the greatest Christmas gift I could have 

received this year. 

I was thinking about families during this week in preparation for the 

feast of the Holy Family. I think to myself that families are the most 

important gift we have. We learn that no matter what happens in life, 

whether good or bad, it is usually the family that supports you through 

those times. When the bond in the family is great, you know that the 
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family would not deceive you or hurt you, but get you through even the 

most difficult of times. And when I see families like yourselves coming 

to church on Sundays, I find hope in this world. The family of God is 

very present both here in Church and in your homes as well. 

I especially think about another family this weekend, a family that 

lived about 2000 years ago and had their own problems in the world. I 

think about a mother and a father who were not married, deciding how 

to bring a son in the world that society would have considered as 

illegitimate. I think about the problems this family encountered, times 

when the son decided to stray away from the family and stay in a 

temple while the parents headed back home. When the parents realized 

that the son was missing, they went back to the temple to find their son 

sitting among the elders. The parents asked the son why he did not 

leave the temple and the son replied, “did you not know I would be in 

my Father’s house?” How many mothers in this congregation would 

accept such an answer from your twelve year old? 

I think about the time when this mother was looking for her son. 

When she found him, she attempted to seek him out. When the son 
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heard that his mother was looking for him, he replied, “Who is my 

mother? You all are my mother and brothers and sisters to me!” What 

parent would be happy at such a response? 

And yet, even though this holy family had its own problems, we also 

know that when this son was nailed to a cross and when everyone 

abandoned him, only a few people stood under that cross in order to 

comfort him. One of those people was his mother.  

Yes, in the most difficult times, we turn to our families for support in 

the most intense of times. We are told that if a family sticks together, if 

they support each other, if they pray with each other, if they take care of 

each other, then that family becomes sacred and models the example of 

the holy family we remember today. But when we do not support 

people in our families, we become hypocrites and we do not understand 

the message that Mary, Joseph, and Jesus offer us each day in our lives. 

For me, I saw a type of sacredness in the Cosenza household from 

two plus decades ago that I have found since in the homes of so many 

other cultural groups around the world, including in your own homes 

that I visit this week. I learned that the message of the Christmas Season 
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is just as strong in Italy, Mexico, and every place around the world as it 

is here where I visit. Let us embrace that love. Let us embrace the gift of 

family. Let us bring that gift around our altar, offer it to each other, and 

offer it to the people that we meet. This is our prayer. 


