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Gn 15: 5-12 
Ps 27: 1, 7-8, 8-9, 13-14 
Phil 3: 14 - 4: 1 
Lk 9: 28-36 

 
 

I changed my homily 

five minutes before 

today’s liturgy, inspired 

by three stained glass 

windows that adorn the 

sacristy wall of Historic St. Joseph’s Church in Joliet, IL. 

As we read the story of the Transfiguration each year on the Second 

Sunday of Lent (this year’s story comes from Luke’s gospel; next year’s 

comes from Matthew and the following year from Mark), I was getting 

ready to celebrate this Mass when I began to gaze at three stained glass 

windows in the St. Joseph’s sacristy (the room where priests get dressed 

for Mass). The three characters depicted on these windows are the ones 

discussed in today’s gospel, the three holy people standing on Mt. Tabor 

during the Transfiguration: our Lord Jesus, flanked by Moses on one 

side and the Prophet Elijah on the other. The story of the 
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Transfiguration tells us how through this image, we come to realize that 

this Son of God who was made incarnate on earth fulfills the law that 

Moses preached from the Torah of the Old Testament and the 

prophesies of Elijah from the Historical Books of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

That said, what inspired me to change my homily this weekend was 

the plaque adorning the three windows in the St. Joseph’s sacristy. The 

plaque read, “Donated by Monsignor Matthias Butala,” the pastor of St. 

Joseph’s from 1838-1873. I was inspired to speak about Monsignor 

Butala on this Transfiguration weekend because I reflected today and 

this specific priest’s struggle to maintain what surrounds the folks at St. 

Joseph’s in their prayer life within this church building. 

As my memory from Church history recalls, around the year 1958, St. 

Pope John XXIII was elected the 261st pontiff in the Catholic Church. 

After the Church endured decades of vandals trying to attach the 

Vatican in the 19th Century and the turmoil during two world wars that 

followed, St. Pope John XXIII declared that the Church was in need of 

”opening its windows” a little to let some fresh air in (as I often say, the 
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only problem with opening a window is putting up a screen to prevent 

the bugs from flying in!). This Holy Father decided to convene a Second 

Vatican Council, which modernized the way the leaders of the Church 

celebrated the liturgy (now in the vernacular), the manner in which we 

learn from other faith traditions and the belief that Jesus Christ most 

fully is present in the Catholic Church but also can be found in the 

created world as well. Sixteen documents were written at this council, 

which St. Pope Paul VI promulgated at the council’s end in 1965. 

This all said, with the changes that took place, the priests of Joliet, IL 

were inspired to remodel the sanctuaries of the churches throughout the 

city. Whereas the norm prior to Vatican II was to place the altar against 

the back wall of the sanctuary so that Jesus would take the primary 

position at our Mass (with even the priest celebrant standing behind 

Jesus at Mass!), the altar was moved more to signify a table around 

which the faithful gathered to celebrate a meal. As a result, many of the 

high altars that were constructed before Vatican II were demolished as a 

result and new sanctuaries were built as the new interpretation of these 
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changes in the liturgy (at least according to the pastors of Joliet who 

served their respective parishes at the time). 

At the parish I served 

in Joliet, the story goes 

that in 1961, Monsignor 

Philip Kennedy died 

before the council had 

closed and the new pastor 

(Monsignor John Desmond) 

interpreted the changes as an 

inspiration to destroy the high altar, 

paint the back wall of the sanctuary 

black, remove a stained-glass 

window from the back wall and 

hang a white cross in the back of the 

sanctuary. To me some fifty years 

St. Patrick’s Church, Joliet (1951) 

St. Patrick’s Church (1965) 
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later, I personally think that these pastors made the churches look 

uglier, losing the character and spirituality that the founders of these 

parishes established when these churches were originally built. 

The only pastor in Joliet that maintained the beauty of the church first 

built by the faithful was Monsignor Butala at St. Joseph’s Church. 

Monsignor Butala felt that the charism and spirituality of the Church 

first built by the faithful in the mid-nineteenth century should be 

preserved for ages to come, so this pastor resisted the temptation to 

change like other pastors did. What resulted, at least in my view, is that 

the sanctuary of St. Joseph’s Church in Joliet is the most beautiful one in 

the city (I cannot say it is the most spiritual – when Jesus Christ rests in 

the tabernacle of any Church, then the Church is holy by the virtue that 

the Lord is in our presence). 

At least to my way of reflecting, Monsignor Butala defied the 

conventions of modernization because he saw the value and the history 

of that which those who established this Church would wish us to 

maintain. Whereas we in today’s age often engage in the concept of 
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change and our lives and traditions being in flux, Monsignor Butala 

recognized the beauty and importance of that which was established in 

our Church’s history and attempted to maintain that beauty and 

tradition for generations to come. 

I mention this story and Monsignor Butala’s gift of those stained-

glass windows of the Transfiguration because that same view can very 

well apply to the Lord’s message of covenant with us and how, at times, 

we often turn away from our Lord’s message in favor of the sentiments 

and growth of our ever-changing society. For me, at least, I look at the 

readings today as ones full of symbolism and ritual that we did not 

grasp at the time they took place and, at times, do not grasp in today’s 

age. 

Take our first reading as an example. In this passage from Genesis, 

our Lord offers yet another covenant with the men and women that he 

created and fashioned in God’s image, through God’s likeness. We are 

taught in the faith that this covenant is also called a testament, a sacred 

agreement that we make with God. In this covenant or testament, we 
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learn in ancient Jewish tradition that this type of sacred agreement often 

was sealed through the sacrifice of animals (in this case a heifer, a goat 

and a ram, as well as a pigeon and a turtledove). As is custom in this 

type of agreement, the four-legged animals are split in two and placed 

on both sides of a path through which both parties pass, “sealing” this 

blood oath made by both parties in this agreement. 

Notice in our story from Genesis today only God passed through the 

blood oath and Abram did not. Notice in the Old Testament that only 

God fulfills God’s part of the covenant and usually human beings do not. 

Adam did not follow his end of the oath; neither did Moses or the 

judges, David, Solomon or the kings and certainly not the so-called 

faithful Chosen People whose faith was so weak that their temple was 

destroyed twice, both times being dispersed from the land that God 

promised them. 

Since our gospel speaks of Jesus’ Exodus to Jerusalem, I remind 

myself of the 600,000 men who were permitted to leave Egypt, that land 

of slavery, with God’s help. According to the story, the last plague 
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inflicted on the Egyptians who held the Chosen People captive, they 

were warned that if the Chosen People were not released, the first-born 

male heir of every family (the one who always received the family name 

and the bulk of the inheritance) would be killed by the Lord. God 

instructed Moses that in order for the oldest born male in each Chosen 

Family to be spared, the family was to sacrifice a baby lamb and smear 

the blood of that lamb on the lintel of the door post of the house. If this 

was done then God would “pass over” the house and the young male 

would be spared. 

Notice that even after this happened, for some reason the Chosen 

People continued to complain to God during the forty-year journey 

through the wilderness. Because of their unfaithfulness, only two men of 

the original 600,000 (Caleb and Joshua) were allowed to enter the 

Promised Land while the rest were not – not Moses, not Aaron, not any 

other of their heirs. 

Notice that the symbolism contained in the Old Testament story 

overflows in the story of the Transfiguration. According to John’s 
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gospel, Jesus’ death took place at the time that baby lambs were 

sacrificed for the Passover, connecting Jesus to the last “lamb of God” 

needed to be sacrificed for our salvation. Notice that Jesus is the New 

Moses, the New Elijah, the completion of the law and prophets, fulfilling 

the covenant in a way that no character in the Old Testament was able to 

do. Notice that the new “Exodus” illustrated in today’s gospel does not 

point to the Jerusalem found in modern-day Israel but the heavenly 

Jerusalem that this New Moses is directing us to follow, if we wish to 

embrace our eternal reward. 

What we are taught today in the faith is what Monsignor Butala 

attempted to embrace over fifty years ago – the manner in which we 

retain and embrace the story of the faith is the manner in which we are 

able to see clearly how we are to live, how this path is symbolized 

constantly in the Old Testament and fulfilled in the New and how our 

salvation is dependent on embracing God’s plan, not our own or the 

ways of man. 
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For this reason, we read this story of the Transfiguration every 

Second Sunday of Lent and I remind myself of the Church’s history 

(both the universal Church and the local Church here) and the message 

of how Christ wishes to lead us through a New Exodus into the 

kingdom of heaven. For that reason, we are obligated out of love to 

learn this story, understand the symbolism behind the story and then 

follow that message, both for the sake of our salvation and on behalf of 

the people that we meet. This is our prayer. 
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Monsignor Matthias Butala 
http://www.cityofjoliet.com/halloffame/reli
giousleaders/butala.htm 
 
In addition to being remembered as the 
spiritual leader of St. Joseph’s Church, 
Monsignor Butala is also credited with 
building St. Joseph’s Park in Joliet to share 
his love of baseball with the city’s youth. 

 
Monsignor Matthias Joseph Butala was born in Joliet on June 14,1898. 
He was educated in Joliet grade schools and upon completing his 
freshman year at Joliet Township High School, he transferred to St. 
Francis Minor Seminary in Milwaukee. Young Matthias Butala was a 
very good student and also an adept baseball catcher and infielder. 
Baseball organizations such as the then Milwaukee Braves tried to 
recruit him. But instead of pursuing a career in baseball, the promising 
young Butala followed his priestly call to teach kids how to play 
baseball besides religion. 
 
After completing his theological studies at St. Francis Major Seminary in 
Milwaukee, he was ordained to the priesthood for the Archdiocese of 
Chicago by Cardinal George Mundelein on May 21, 1921, at Holy Name 
Cathedral. 
 
In 1938, he was named pastor of St. Joseph’s Church in Joliet, where he 
served until 1973. St. Joseph’s is the largest Slovenian parish in the 
Chicagoland area. 
 
In addition to his spiritual leadership of his parish. Monsignor Butala 
retained his life-long love of sports and worked to provide sports 
opportunities for youngsters. In 1940, he built St. Joseph’s Park, bringing 
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recreational and sports facilities to the surrounding community and the 
parishioners. 

 
When St. Joe’s Park opened, Msgr. Butala arranged for the legendary 
Babe Ruth to throw out the first pitch! 

 
 
Monsignor Butala will be especially remembered for his creation of the 
Little League of St. Joseph’s Park, which grew from a handful of young 
boys in 1940 to more than 450 boys--and girls--today. 
 
In gratitude, the Joliet community dedicated the baseball field, which he 
founded, and named it Msgr. Matthias Butala Field. 
 
He founded numerous other organizations, including American Legion 
Post 1080, Catholic Clergy Council of Will County, the Slovenian 
Catholic League and St. Joseph’s Senior Parishioners. He was also 
instrumental in founding the Catholic Youth Organization of Joliet. 
He was also involved with other community activities, including the 
Diocese Thanksgiving clothing drive which he directed for 40 years. 
He was honored with the Bishop Baraga Association Award in 1976 and 
was inducted in the Joliet/Will County Hall of Pride in 1990. 
On his retirement in 1973, Monsignor Butala remained at St. Joseph’s as 
pastor emeritus until 1988, when he took up residence at Our Lady of 
Angels Retirement Home. Monsignor Butala passed away in 1992 at the 
age of 94. 


