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My greatest Christmas present this year took place while I was sent 

by my secretary to get run over by a train… 

One of the great Christmas gifts I received this year took place in St. 

Anne, Illinois when I was traveling back and forth from Minooka to 

Momence to St. Anne’s and then back to a Minooka. During the first 

couple weeks of Advent, there was a period that I was travelling back 

and forth from Minooka for eight days out of ten. Because of my 

responsibilities at the university and the Latin Masses with the Poor 

Clares and everything else I was doing, both my car and I were getting a 

pretty good workout, travelling place to place on the Sea of Galilee. 

During this ten-day drive-a-thon, parish secretary Ema Elvir called 

me and asked that I go to one of our parishioners out in the middle of 

nowhere named Teresa Dionne. Teresa’s daughter Mary had asked that 

I come and offer her mother the anointing of the sick while she was in 
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hospice care, so, as I did for what seemed like the umpteenth time 

during the Advent Season, I hauled my weary self into my car out to 

what seemed like the middle of nowhere. 

To be honest, there has been so much good that has taken place this 

Advent Season that sleep-driving to in the country does not seem like a 

typical Christmas Homily. Over the last four weeks, we welcomed Fr. 

Tom McCarthy to join us at a parish mission these parishes had not 

experienced in decades. We were getting thank-you notes from Buffalo, 

NY and beyond in thanksgiving for the online videos of this mission. 

The bishop of our diocese paid a visit to our parishes and helped build 

morale in two communities, assuring them that these parishes under my 

care were not going to close. We have celebrated Our Lady of 

Guadalupe and Las Posada Celebrations. We collected enough money to 

buy an outdoor sound system for St. Anne’s Pavilion and received over 

$300,000 in materials and services for St. Patrick’s Gym on a shoestring 

budget. We have collected toys and food for the needy in our area, those 

who live at the Manteno Veterans’ Home and those at the Centro 
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Vilaseca Daycare Center in Joliet. We have distributed hundreds of cases 

of free chips and such to provide the proper indigestion to hundreds of 

faithful in east Kankakee County. We have had a really good Advent 

Season at our parishes and yet… I still was reflecting on this trip out to 

nowhere a few weeks ago. 

As I was driving to Teresa’s house, it dawned on me that secretary 

Ema Elvir gave me the wrong address in the middle of the country and 

the GPS location she gave me put my car right above a set of train tracks 

in St. Anne, IL. For a moment, I thought that secretary Ema Elvir wanted 

me to be run over by a train, based the address that she gave me. 

Realizing she had given me the wrong address, I decided to drive to the 

nearest house by the train tracks to hunt down the address of Teresa 

Dionne. Towards that cause, I stopped at the house of a man named 

Richard, who lived right by the train tracks. 

Richard was nice enough to open this door for a stranger with a 

Roman Collar and told me that he did not know about Teresa’s family 

nor anyone else in the area. Richard told me that some years ago, he 
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married his wife who subsequently left his family to start her life over. 

Richard felt desolate and somewhat depressed. Richard was Catholic 

but because of his situation, he did not think the Church would 

welcome him, even though what happened to him was fault on his part.  

As we talked, Richard confided in me that he felt alone. We sat and 

talked for a little while and he shared his story of faith and his desire to 

come back to the Church. I ended up giving him a Saint Anne’s business 

card and I told him that he was always welcome in Church, that God is 

a God of welcome, of hospitality and of love. During my journeys this 

year and for twenty-six years as a priest, I have been reinforcing this 

theme over and over again -no matter who you are, God loves you, even 

when you do not love God; God will always love you, even if you turn 

away. All we must do is come back to the one place that will always 

love you, especially in a world that lives to take advantage of you. If we 

choose to live within God’s parameters, then God will offer us the best 

gift we can have – an everlasting peace with God forever in heaven. Our 

biggest obstacle in getting to heaven is not God… it is ourselves. 
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I told Richard that God loved us so much that he sent his only Son so 

that anyone who believes in Him might not die but might have eternal 

life (John 3: 16). I told Richard that God so overextended God’s self, that 

God became incarnate, took on a human nature, took on a human will, 

suffered and died and did everything possible so that we could be 

welcomed back into the fold. All we have to do is come back to God 

because God has never left us. 

So I gave Richard this opportunity to come back, and I thought to 

myself, what a beautiful gift I received at Christmas, the opportunity to 

save a soul, namely my own, by living like Christ and taking care of 

someone in need. I have come to learn that every time we do God’s 

work, every time we allow God to work through us, to affect every 

people, then we understand the true meaning of this season. 

Look, I get it – ten lepers are cured and only one come to say thank 

you (usually the one you least expect), but our responsibility, our joy, is 

to go out and evangelize, to go out and save the lost souls of Israel and 

to show God we care. So I left Richard’s house and it dawned on me that 
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maybe Ema gave me the wrong address, but I had I not been given the 

wrong address, maybe I would have never met Richard and done some 

good in God’s name. 

After my visit, I thought, perhaps, that Ema might have been off by 

one number on the address. I went to the next farmhouse down the 

street, hoping that I would find Teresa’s house and offer her God’s 

sacrament of anointing.  

Lo and behold, my instincts were correct – I had found Teresa’s 

house and was met by Teresa’s daughter Mary. Mary had told me that 

Teresa was winding down her life on earth and wanted to feel God’s 

presence during her last moments on earth. I came to find out that 

Teresa had a very interesting life, a very difficult life. I found out that 

Teresa’s parents died in an auto accident when she was just over twenty 

years old and she was pressed into service raising her siblings as well as 

her own children because there was no one else to take care of any of 

them. I was told that Teresa lived on a farm most of her life. I was told 

that much of her life was invested in taking care of St. Anne’s school in 
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its heyday while also taking care of her family. She cleaned both her 

house and the academy. She raised her family while participating in the 

social and spiritual life of the Church. 

Teresa was a member of St. Anne’s Council of Catholic Women. She 

was involved with funeral luncheons and very much invested in the St. 

Anne’s Novena. The only downside of Teresa’s life was that she was not 

to be trusted with an oven, since she often socialized with her friends 

and family to a point that she would often forget that she was baking 

something and that the food might stay in the oven just a tad bit too 

long. 

I also was told that Teresa loved to play cards with her family, her 

siblings, her kids. She liked to spend time with the people around her. 

She was a feisty one. She spoke her mind and Teresa was very 

determined in the way she lived (like most folks I have encountered in 

Church!). Like all of us, Teresa had her strengths and she had her 

weaknesses. 
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The reason I share all this with you was then when I was talking to 

Teresa in hospice care, Teresa was distraught. She said to me that 

because of COVID and because she had been sick for years, she did not 

have the opportunity to pray in the Church in which she was invested 

for decades. At the end of her life of ninety-one years, Teresa had no 

energy left. As I began talking to her, she started crying and shared with 

me the following words… “Father, I don’t think God loves me anymore 

because I have not been to church.” 

As I learned with Richard, as I have learned with so many folks 

whose paths I have crossed, the reason why we celebrate Christmas is to 

remind us that God never stops loving us, even when we stop loving 

God or take God for granted. Even when we give lip service to God, 

God continues to care for us, hoping one day our hearts will reciprocate 

this love.  

God knows what’s in our hearts and I tried to share with Teresa that 

God knew what was in hers… and what was in her heart was good. She 

loved St. Anne’s Church and, whether the faithful of St. Anne’s realized 
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it or not, they loved her (especially those who come to Mass on 

weekends and weekdays and prayed for her well-being and all of those 

most in need of God’s mercy. 

I would like to hope and pray that I continue to have the love for the 

Church that Teresa illustrated to me in our visit, a woman who loved 

her Church but had no energy left to pray with the people of faith. My 

hope and prayer are that the rest of us carry on the work that Teresa and 

so many others like her have offered us in God’s name. 

I have encountered good souls like Teresa in these twenty-six years of 

my priesthood. I look at a person like Teresa and realize that we need to 

pray for her and give her hope like she did for her family and 

community for ninety years. For me, that is the best Christmas gift I can 

encounter and the reason I became a priest – to tell you that you are 

loved and the hope that God will always welcome you to this house. 

One more story of hope before I close up shop. Of all the Christmas 

meals we have distributed this year (and we have distributed A LOT!!!), 

I received one late bundle of food and gift cards from a family that 
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wanted to help others. Because they called me late in the season, I did 

not know what I was going to do with these blessings but I also know 

that maybe we could help one more lost soul. 

Two days ago, I received three hundred dollars’ worth of gift cards as 

well as a turkey, ham and a whole bunch of side dishes for a nice 

Christmas meal. I even received a cooker for the turkey that a family 

purchased at a local hardware store. Not knowing what I would do with 

these gifts, I put the ham and turkey outside my patio and started 

calling around, looking for a home for these wonderful blessings. 

Through my contacts, I found out that a young woman had been 

abandoned recently and was without any provisions during Christmas. 

Without enough rent money, the young woman went to school by day 

and worked at night to make ends meet. I was told that the woman was 

distraught, abandoned by family, and had lost hope this Christmas. 

Due to the kindness of a few of our parishioners, word got back to 

me that these gifts would most benefit her this Christmas Season. One of 

our parishioners took everything I received (except for the gravy and 
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carrots in my refrigerator – what am I going to do with two containers of 

gravy???) and brought it to this young woman. I was told the young 

woman began crying… the parishioner began crying… those who told 

me the story began crying… I haven’t experienced this much crying 

except during my homilies where people are crying for a completely 

different reason! 

You are my blessing this Christmas Season. I will do what I can for 

you because so many of you teach me how to be a better priest and a 

better Christian. This Christmas Season, I pray for all of you, especially 

those who have dedicated their lives to taking care of these communities 

in such a way that others might take for granted. You have shown me 

how to love others in God’s name. That so many people love us for the 

same reason. Please know I love you and I care for you in God’s name 

with whatever limited gifts I have in life. This is what God has asked me 

to do as a Catholic priest. Please continue to do the same for each other. 

Go home. Give your kids your spouse, your significant other mom and 

dad a hug. Tell them you love them, especially today. Turn off the 
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football and sports and spend time with the people you are 

commissioned to love. Let us show them in word and action that there is 

hope in this world… because God created you. That is the best 

Christmas present of all this season… and this is our prayer today. 


