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Introduction
It was in 1978, following my Baptism in the Holy Spirit, that I began keeping a journal. At the time, I wrote merely to record my precious moments with the Lord. In the interim, by way of Jesus and His Holy Spirit, I was graced to perceive an opening into the Divine Realm of God Our Father. I became aware of matters and knowledge I had previously been unaware of possessing.
At that time, there was no thought, plot or plan to write a book. However, in the ensuing years, when I reflected upon the interrelatedness and the outcome of each situation I had been led into, it became clear that the Lord did have a plan for just such a project. I simply responded and moved on in the story I shall share with you.
My account will also include the joys, burdens and hardships I experienced throughout these years. It is necessary that I reveal it all to you, as I want to give honor and glory to God, not only for bringing me through those various phases, but also for opening doors for me, thus enabling me to complete my mission.
It took me years to fully understand the first prophetic word I heard in 1978: “When they are threatened with the loss of all this, only then will they turn to Me.” Initially, in that time and place, I believed God’s word was directed solely to my Church, and so I made efforts to take that message to Pope John Paul II.
Following a near-fatal car accident in 1980, I was made aware that the above word was also meant for the whole of humanity, all of God’s Children, or Planet Earth would once again meet with devastation and annihilation. However, as you shall read, God our Father and Creator offers Hope for Humanity.
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PART ONE
Chapter 1
Hunger for God
In the fall of 1977, I had reached a time of crisis in my life. After twenty-eight years of marriage one would suspect my restlessness to be rooted in boredom, or even a state of mid-life doldrums. Yet such was not the case; I was a healthy, very active housewife and mother who found enjoyment in being with her husband and family. I delighted in cooking, golfing and dancing with my handsome husband, and all this activity had also been interspersed with much involvement in my church.
On the surface my life appeared to be full, but inside I was troubled, or perhaps “restless” is a better word to describe my state. In spite of what I thought of as my very deep faith, I even began questioning the very purpose of existence, wondering if there was more to life than I was experiencing. The deep longing within me convinced me that something was missing in my life.
From time to time, I searched for the source or sources that were causing my uneasiness. I concluded that the unrest could not be caused by any problems in my marriage. Though I had been only nineteen when Bruce and I got married, we still shared a deep love for one another even after all these years. I also knew that the void within me was not due to our financial status; we were certainly not wealthy, but we were comfortable. Bruce had built up his own accounting business, and provided well enough for our family. Yes, in that area I was satisfied, but then again even in my earliest years I was never driven to desire things beyond my family’s means. Certainly when I was growing up, our family didn’t have a lot, but there was always love.
Perhaps that was how I came to learn that material things were less important.
Today Enon, Pennsylvania, the town where I was born, bears almost no resemblance to what it was like at the time of my birth. The Appalachian mountains are unchanged, but nearly everything else in the surrounding area is totally transformed. In the past there were streams and fields where my siblings and friends and I ran and played, and we delighted in our carefree existence. We would use rocks to mark out the rooms of make-believe houses in the fields and furnish them with empty boxes and wooden crates.
In those days, coal mining was the principal industry, but the air was not congested with smoke and fumes as one would expect. Instead it was crisp and clear, because the mines were located a safe distance from the town. Our father had built our two-story family house on Adler Street himself. The dirt road remained unpaved for many years, and echoed with laughter every winter as our sleds raced through the snow.
Our paternal grandparents lived on the lower end of the street, and each morning the crow of their rooster awakened the entire neighborhood. I cherish a treasury of tender memories of them to this day. Bobba, as we of Slavonic descent called our grandmother, always wore a long dress and apron, with a babushka or scarf tied around her head. Each Christmas Eve, her entire family gathered to celebrate the birth of Christ. The three rooms on the first floor of her home were filled with tables and chairs to accommodate her children and grandchildren. Growing up, I liked to sit in the kitchen near the coal stove, which served not only to cook the delicious traditional foods but also lent a sense of coziness and well being which I am still able to draw forth from the recesses of my mind.
As we gathered around the tables every year to pray and then to eat, Bobba never failed to remind us of the reason for our coming together. She would point to the crib in the center of each table, where Baby Jesus lay resting upon a bed of straw. We children, assailed by those wonderful aromas, could barely wait to dig in, and yet we listened as she spoke. Those marvelous memories, filled with love and warmth, are imprinted upon my consciousness forever.
The town of Enon also had its dangers. We children often ventured into the nearby hills where there were some abandoned strip mines. The gaping holes which were left behind, filled with sulfurous water, were a great hazard. One balmy summer day when I was eight, my four-year-old brother Aaron tagged along with me and some of my friends as we trekked through the area near the abandoned mines. I must have lost sight of him for only a minute, but it was enough time for him to wander off toward one of those hazardous pits. By the time I caught up with him, he was nearing the edge of the deep sulfurous water. With my heart in my mouth I hurried down the treacherous slope until I reached him, took hold of his hand in the nick of time, and then began the climb upward again, reaching out to those waiting to help us. It’s strange how some memories are imprinted upon our consciousness.
Aaron and I were the two youngest in a family of seven, but two of our siblings were unknown to us, except for the following sad stories, so indicative of the time. The firstborn, a boy named Cyril, died at the age of two in the arms of our gentle father after the doctor performed an emergency tracheotomy on him as he lay on our kitchen table.
Another story I am always proud to share involves our sister Gertrude. During the Spanish flu epidemic following the First World War, my mother contracted the flu late in her seventh month of pregnancy. She was told her death was imminent unless she allowed the doctors to abort her baby. Her response was adamant.
“Well then, I’ll die, because I will not let you take my baby.”
Gertrude was born and lived long enough to be baptized and taken home from the hospital, where she was kept alive for a very short time in a box surrounded by heated bricks.
I think now you have a small idea of the character and goodness of our parents.
I have no at-home memories of our sister Maryann, as she married at an early age, even before Aaron was born. Shortly after her marriage she and her husband moved to New Jersey. Maryann had a gift of hospitality, and when anyone entered her home they were welcomed by her beautiful smile.
Our sister Mary Lucille took advantage of Maryann’s hospitality when she finished high school. Though she graduated with honors and greatly desired to attend college, she was unable to do so, as our parents could not afford it. This was during the Second World War, and so Mary Lucille decided to seek employment in the city, where good job opportunities were available. And of course Maryann and her husband Joe graciously opened their door to her.
There are many at-home memories of my brother Mark, who was four years older than me. He loved to fish and hunt with our dad. Often he and I were assigned the chore of washing the kitchen floor. He would scrub, then rinse out the rag and hand it to me to dry and shine the floor with it. More often than not, this ended in a free-for-all. Rather than simply wringing the cloth dry and then handing it to me, Mark would call out and then toss it, sopping wet, in my face. Today, instead of bursting into tears and lunging at him, I cherish the memory, because Mark is no longer with us.
Mark had a brilliant mind and, when he was old enough, he enlisted in the U.S. Navy and joined the Seabees, where he became a member of a construction battalion. Upon his discharge from the Service, he entered college and became a successful engineer.
Then there were just two of us at home on Adler Street, Aaron and me.
When I reflect upon the year that I was born, 1929, the start of the Great Depression, and recall hearing so may stories from others about those difficult times, I realize I was graced even then in that I didn’t know enough to be negatively affected by our everyday hardships.
For example, we had no indoor plumbing, and yet thought nothing of going to the outhouse in any and all types of weather or, for that matter, of taking a bath in the tin tub after heating the water on the stove. It never occurred to me to be unhappy when my mother made some of my dresses from another relative’s hand-me-down clothes; instead I was pleased and proud that she had made them for me.
Whenever we sat down to dinner, even though our dad came home exhausted from working in the mines, he always waited until everyone else was served before he took his portion. In spite of our poverty, there was always enough food, as Mom was a good and resourceful cook. Every Wednesday the house smelled wonderful; that was the day she baked bread, and sometime even fried some of the dough, covering it with sugar for a special treat. Even now, just thinking about the taste makes my mouth water.
Growing up in Enon, we children had the opportunity to earn some extra money in the summertime by picking blueberries. It was necessary to get up at five in the morning and walk up into the mountains with pails attached to our belts. In later years Mom would make us laugh by telling stories of how each of her children reacted to this chore.
“Mary Lucille,” she would say, “Made every excuse, even feigned illness, so she wouldn’t have to go out and pick berries.”
Mark, on the other hand, was a good worker, and he always came home with his pail filled. As for me, I was filled with pride to hear Bobba say, “Look what a good girl Elenka is! She not only comes home with her pails filled, but then she starts cleaning the house for her mother.”
Even at an early age I made every effort to do my part so as to please those around me.
Aaron and I, as the youngest and only four years apart in age, were very close. However, as with all siblings, we had our differences, especially when it came to our choice of radio programs. In those days there was no television in our house, and only one radio. Every Saturday afternoon, the rest of us grew annoyed with Aaron as we were literally forced to listen to the opera being broadcast from the Metropolitan Opera House in New York City. Until today, I wonder how he found these broadcasts, and where he developed this passion for opera. Living in a small mining town, he had never been exposed to that beauty; it simply was not a part of our culture.
Yet Aaron loved that music so much that when he was in the eighth grade he walked all the way to the next town–a good ten-mile hike–to hear Patrice Munsel, a noted opera star, perform. Today, in these quite different times, we realize he converted many of us. My husband and I appreciate and love the music; time and again we have attended the opera with him.
Aaron also had a brilliant mind; he excelled in high school and became a member of the National Honor Society. As for picking blueberries? He did not do much of that, perhaps because once he was old enough our mother began working in the sewing factory and money was a bit more available. In fact our parents were able to pay Aaron’s tuition at a nearby high school which was considered to be academically superior to the one in our borough.
Our high school years were quite different from those of teenagers today. Our parents were quite strict, and we had a
9:00 p.m. curfew. In my junior year of high school in 1946, I was finally allowed to attend the dances which were held in a hall about six blocks from our house. Consequently, the course of my life was set in April of that year when I caught sight of a young man entering the hall. I could not help staring at him because I thought he was the best looking man I had ever seen.
Shortly thereafter, even though I thought I looked very young in my bobby sox and broomstick skirt–the fashion of the day–I was thrilled when this handsome man asked me to dance. As we slowly circled the hall, I learned that his name was Bruce and he had just been discharged from the Army. I was awestruck when he told me he had fought in the Battle of the Bulge.
When the dance was over he asked to take me home, but at first I politely refused, knowing my mother would not approve of my getting into his car. Once I explained my dilemma, Bruce offered to walk me home. That was the beginning of a romance that has lasted until today.
We often share a laugh with our children when we tell them about the first time I was finally allowed to ride home with him following the dance. We sat together, parked in front of my house, steam gathering on the car windows as we kissed. My mother must have spotted us as soon as she looked out the front window, because in an instant the door flew open and she came storming down the walk in her flannel nightgown. Just as quickly she yanked the car door open, reached inside and, holding me by the ear, pulled me out of the car.
Despite that bad beginning, however, as the weeks passed my mother apparently became persuaded that Bruce was an honorable young man and I really liked him, and so I was able to invite him into the house. Of course, once my parents met him they allowed me to date. Later that summer both sets of parents met as well, and the meeting resulted in a fine and lasting friendship.
In the Fall of that year, Bruce entered college and I began my senior year of high school. I was thrilled to bring him to my prom, and even more excited to attend a dance with him at the University of Scranton. We were engaged in 1948, and were so eager to be together all the time that we were married in 1949, just a year before he graduated from the university to begin his career in accounting.
Our first apartment was near Bru’s parents’ house, and I loved visiting with his mom and learning how to prepare his favorite foods. Bru was an only child, and so early on he and I planned to have a child. In the following year we were heartbroken when I miscarried, and then learned that because of a problem with my female organs it was unlikely I could ever become pregnant again. When faced with that possibility, I was told that perhaps surgery could alleviate the condition. In consequence, in the hope of conceiving a child, we decided to go forward with the operation.
Following surgery, as the months passed, I prayed in the fashion I always had, just as I believed all Catholics did–I made novenas to St. Ann and the Blessed Mother. Because in those times before Vatican Council II, we as Catholics did not read the Bible, our knowledge of Jesus, except for His birth and His death on the Cross, was limited. As a result, instead of seeing St. Ann and Blessed Mary as intercessors, we prayed directly to them.
This is a very important point that I wish to make. In fear of mortal sin, no one in our family was ever allowed to miss Mass, but beyond that all of our prayers were directed to the Mother of Jesus. In fact, during the month of May, which was dedicated to her, we erected altars in our homes, prayed the rosary and said special Novena prayers before them. Little did I realize at that time how much my understanding would change years later.
Bruce and I were filled with joy when our son David was born in October of 1951. He was followed two years later by our second son, Jonathan and, five years afterwards, by our daughter Ria.
In that span of time conditions in Enon and the surrounding towns and cities changed tremendously. Numerous industries set up factories in the area, offering employment opportunities to many. Even on Adler Street, much to everyone’s glee, outhouses became obsolete. I recall how pleased and special I felt when our dad built a small powder room in our basement and there was no longer any need to venture outdoors. The former dirt road was paved, and soon cars raced up and down its length. I often wonder what Bobba would have thought if she had lived to see that transformation.
Bru worked hard setting up his own accounting practice, and we were able to build a beautiful, two-story colonial house right on the border between Enon and the next town. We were a happy family, and whenever we were able we took wonderful trips with the children. One of our first was to bring the three of them to the place in Canada where Bru and I had spent our honeymoon. At the time, David was ten, Jonathan eight and Ria was three. Each evening at dinner, the boys looked so proper in their Eton suits and bow ties while Ria looked beautiful in her starched organdy dress.
Another time we took a trip to Radio City in New York, followed by dinner at the then famous Mama Leone’s restaurant. One memory never fails to make me smile. We had just finished eating a sumptuous meal and the boys, who were unfamiliar with finger bowls, watched as the waiter set the finger bowls on the table. Simultaneously they bellowed out loudly enough to be heard throughout the entire restaurant, “No, no, we don’t want any! We just can’t eat any more soup.”
Even at that age, though, Jonathan always attempted to be prim and proper. Yet another time when we were out to dinner and it was his turn to give the waiter his order, he very seriously said, “I would like some breastless bone of chicken, thank you.”
The waiter managed to conceal his laughter, but Bruce and I had a hard time meeting each other’s eyes.
Growing up, the boys were very different from each other in many respects, but both were musically talented; David played the piano and Jonathan the violin. Often at socials and family gatherings they were called upon to entertain, and we were quite proud of them.
All three of our children attended the parochial school in a nearby town. It was there that we met a priest who is still one of our best friends today. Father Vinnie, as we continue to call him even though he is now a monsignor, is an important part of our lives. When the children were in the lower grades, he administered the Sacraments to them. He also married David and his wife Jan, as well as Ria and her husband Bobby. He would prove to be my guide and mentor through what was about to become the new focus of my life.
Years later, during that time of crisis in my life in 1977, as I reflected upon the lives of our three children and what wonderful young adults they had grown into, I decided they could not be at the heart of my unrest. Our daughter Ria was attending college and our twenty-six- and twenty-four-year-old sons were already making their way in the world.
Having gone through my mental checklist and found nothing outside myself that was causing my unrest, I determined that the restlessness was necessarily rooted in my very core. I began to wonder–could this sense of deprivation have something to do with my relationship with God?
But how could that be? I wondered. How could such a thought even enter my mind? In my smugness, I attempted to point out to myself that this just could not be the cause of my restlessness. Why, I went to church every Sunday and even on Holy Days. I said the rosary and, before receiving Holy Communion, I did go to confession. In addition, I always participated in all of the activities at our church, serving at the dinners held as fundraisers, sometimes working at bingo. In fact, I could not, would not allow myself to believe that my relationship with God could be the cause of my unrest. Yet as the months passed, in some of my quiet moments, it seemed I heard my inner self accusing me.
But Ellen, I heard myself say, Do you have a close relationship with God? Do you really know Him?
I was taken aback by that question and, in seeking an answer, I realized that, yes, I was a good Roman Catholic, I did obey the laws of the Church, but as for knowing God in a close personal way, I had never given that any thought. I could truthfully say I did not have that type of personal relationship with God, and it seemed that just going to church was not the solution. Maybe, I decided, that was the reason I had begun church hopping.
Then again, maybe Vatican II had had something to do with that skipping around. Twelve years had passed since the Council had ended, and changes ordained in its deliberations were being implemented in the Church, changes which I had welcomed and was excited about, and I had wanted to attend Mass where those changes were in place.
For example, the Mass had become our prime form of worship and we the people, the Church, were allowed to participate, as the words were no longer spoken in Latin but in our own language, the vernacular of the people. It was also incredibly exciting the first time I took the Body and Blood of Christ into my own hands at the Eucharist. Then, too, at Mass I experienced a sense of community in exchanging the sign of peace with the people around me.
My reflection pointed out to me that the Mass was not what I had been searching for, because I already had it. Instead, I came to realize that the “something more” I was looking for in my life must be the Someone who is my God. I wanted to get to know Him in a personal way.
That stream of thought brought to mind our very good friend Father Vinnie, who was also my spiritual advisor. If he were here, I mused, instead of in Rome where he was pursuing his doctorate in theology, I knew he could have helped me; he would have pointed me in the right direction. It was he, after all, who had first introduced Bruce and me to the ways opened to all at the Vatican Council. I reminisced about how proud I had been when Father selected Bruce to be one of the first lectors in our parish. He was among the first lay persons able to stand in our sanctuary and read the scripture passages designated for that Sunday’s Mass. What an exciting time to live in!
Over the years we had developed a close relationship with Father Vinnie; it was he who had administered the Sacrament of the Eucharist to Ria at her first Holy Communion, and he was also present when the bishop confirmed our sons Jonathan and David. Yes, I was sure if he had been there at this time of my soul-searching, he could have helped me to understand and quiet my inner restlessness.
My thoughts about the return of our priest friend to Rome evoked a flood of memories, one of which was when Father Vinnie helped coordinate a wonderful trip to Italy for our family in 1967. Through his efforts and those of an acquaintance he had made during his seminary days at the North American College in the Vatican, we had been afforded a very special time in the audience hall in Castel Gandolfo, the summer residence of the Pope.
1967: Italy
Arrangements were made for us to hire a driver, Remo Velli, who knew the region well and who had been of service to many in the Vatican. Remo proved to be compassionate as well as competent. When our daughter Ria, then nine years old, complained of an upset stomach, my husband, who speaks fluent Italian, mentioned the problem to Remo, who stopped on our way to purchase some medicine to ease her tummy troubles.
Needless to say, we were quite pleased, as then we were able to enjoy the beautiful scenery unperturbed as we drove up into the mountains. We soaked in more beauty as we walked into the center of the charming little town in Lazio where the Pope’s summer residence is located. We saw the townspeople sitting at tables in the square, enjoying each other’s company as they sipped their beverages and the men smoked their pipes.
When we finally entered the audience hall, we were surprised to see our driver up on the stage conferring with a group of cardinals. Apparently he was well known to them. We were further amazed when he came forward and invited us to take seats closer to the stage. However, we decided to remain where we were; we thought our seats on the aisle would afford us a better view of Pope Paul VI as he passed by.
At that point all eyes were riveted on the back of the hall where the Pope would enter; the excitement was almost palpable. After some time, amid shouts of welcome, we caught sight of the Holy Father. Though he looked frail, he smiled and reached out to the people from the chair in which he was being carried on the shoulders of some men. For Catholics like me, it was a thrilling and awe-filled moment!
We were quite pleased with our decision to remain in our original seats, for we were close enough to almost touch him. Then, wonder of wonders, as he passed by he did grasp and hold onto our son David’s hand. Moments later, when the Holy Father moved on, there was a look of awe on everyone’s face, especially that of our sixteen-year-old son David, who appeared dazed.
“Mom,” he said. “I can’t believe I was holding the Pope’s hand! He held on so tight my ring almost slipped off!”
After the audience, bubbling with excitement, we left the hall and made our way to the car. We marveled at our good fortune–to think that we had had seats in an area where we could literally touch the Pope’s hand! In a short time we caught sight of our driver, who was carrying a very large box in his arms. Immediately Bruce told him of our good fortune. Instead of putting the box into the trunk, he turned to us and asked if we would like to take a picture with him and Ria holding on to the box. He went on to explain that the box contained some of the Holy Father’s clothing. Needless to say, Bruce immediately took the picture. Later, on our way back to Rome, our driver told us it was part of his duty to deliver the garments to an order of nuns inside the city who laundered them.
Today, as I reflect on those awesome events–the Pope clasping David’s hand, and then being in the car bringing the Holy Father’s clothing to be laundered–I could see that the Lord was preparing me for even greater happenings in my life.
Remembering that wonderful visit to Castel Gandolfo, I recalled yet other memories of that 1967 trip. Some days after our encounter with His Holiness, Bruce was filled with anticipation as we approached and entered the small town of Perticano, the birthplace of his mother. The town, nestled between some towering mountains, appeared to be unchanged from the earliest of times. We immediately caught sight of the communal oven located in the very center of town, made of stone and brick, that had been constructed at least a hundred years before. Bruce’s mother shared a memory with us once. She recalled seeing her own mother and grandmother baking bread and roasting meats in that very same oven. Certainly that shared activity fostered comm- unity in this lovely little town.
At the time we visited, there was no hotel in the town, and we stayed with Bruce’s relatives. Each morning our daughter Ria would run outdoors to catch sight of some of the women in kerchiefs and aprons as they led their geese through the streets; she also delighted in seeing the chickens, goats and other animals as they freely roamed about. Even though the language barrier was a problem for the children and me, we were made to feel most welcome.
On one of those days, though we hated to leave, we took an excursion to the nearby ancient city of Gubbio, parts of which, we knew, had literally been built into the hills and at the base of Monte Ingino, a towering mountain. The city not only looked like a page out of the past but was, in fact, unchanged for centuries, and it remained that way because of a law which prohibited the residents from altering the exteriors of their buildings.
A car could barely pass through the narrow cobble-stoned streets. The passages, constructed hundreds of years before, did accommodate a horse and carriage, the mode of transportation at that time.
In 1967, there was yet another way to ascend Monte Ingino, the site of the Basilica of Santo Ubaldo, a famed tourist attraction, and that was by cable car. When I caught sight of it, a shiver of fear ran through me. I had imagined it would be similar to the kind of car Bruce and I had ridden in to ascend some mountains in the Alps, but I noticed there was a distinct difference. The cars used to ascend the moun
tain in Switzerland had been enclosed, whereas those in Gubbio were open to the elements.
There was, however, no fear in the children; they could hardly wait to get into the cars, especially sixteen-year-old David and Jonathan who, at fourteen, had that same taste for excitement.
As for me, I knew I wanted to visit the Basilica, and I had no choice except to hop into the car with Bruce. When we finally began ascending the mountain, I closed my eyes, but the children’s escapades began. The two brothers loved their sister and, like playful bear cubs, they incessantly, lovingly teased her. Consequently her squeals of delight resounded in the open spaces between the mountains as they scrambled about, causing the car to rock. As we climbed higher and higher, Bruce held onto my hand and also kept a close eye on the children.
When the cable car at last came to a stop, I did breathe a sigh of relief as I hurriedly stepped out. The scene which confronted us was breathtaking; from that height the buildings below looked like the miniature ones we place around our Christmas tree.
After a short climb, we entered the Basilica of Santo Ubaldo. Amid the seemingly hundreds of burning candles, we could see the prominently situated reason for the tourists’ visits. There in the center of the church, high atop the altar, rested a glass enclosure which contained the uncorrupted body of Saint Ubaldo. He was attired in his miter and the full regalia of a bishop of his time. Certainly, it was a sight to behold.
I did not realize it at the time, but that trip to Gubbio played an important role in preparing me for future participation in God’s plan. Once again, though, looking back, I can see God’s leading.
As we left the basilica, I did not look forward to the cable car ride down the mountain, but I was more than pleased with our visit. I thought to myself that in time it would be interesting to learn about the life of Santo Ubaldo and also that of the City of Gubbio.
I may not have been looking forward to the cable car ride but, on the other hand, the children were eagerly awaiting its departure so that they could continue with what seemed to them to be a great adventure. And have it they did; Bruce and I were not too pleased when the boys proceeded to shake the car from side to side as we descended, but their sister was delighted. I could barely wait to reach the bottom, not only to set my feet on firm ground, but to get to one of the city’s numerous restaurants; we had been told that the food was delicious.
Having stored away those treasured memories from more than a decade earlier, I realized that I was still plagued with an unexplained restlessness. There was, however, one major difference in my thoughts since I had begun to experience this restlessness–I now knew what was causing it. I knew I desired something more in my life and had come to understand that the something I was longing for had to do with the Someone who is God. I wondered how this could be resolved satisfactorily, and what course would be necessary to facilitate the solution. Shortly thereafter, a clue surfaced:
I recalled when Father Vinnie had been in our parish he had most likely helped stir up that longing when he conducted some adult education classes. My thirst to seek more knowledge about God had definitely been triggered; there was so much I didn’t know. A subsequent bible course I had taken made me more aware of the same void and thirst within me. That void seemed to be deepening, and left me with the question: Was learning more about God the answer for me?
I remembered also that, prior to our friend’s return to Rome, I had briefly touched upon my growing unrest with him. At the time he suggested I join a Charismatic prayer group which was gathering at a renewal center in Oakdale, not far from my home. However, at that time the bit of advice had slipped my mind. I did not go to Oakdale. Now, almost a year later, my unrest had become a spiritual crisis.
In retrospect, it is clear that I was not in tune with God’s plan at that time. However, perhaps back then it was not yet time for me to become involved in that renewal movement.
Chapter 2
God’s Timing:
A Life-Changing Event
Though I could not see it at the time, the events of a cold, blustery night in January of 1978 opened wide the door to my close personal relationship with the Lord.
The husband of a dear friend had passed away, and it was necessary I brave the snow and cold wind to attend his viewing. When I opened the door of the funeral home, the rush of heat felt so good against my almost frostbitten cheeks.
As I waited in line to offer some consolation to my friend Anna Mae, I caught sight of her cousins, Iris and Steve, sitting in the next room. I proceeded to get their attention, motioning for them to save me a seat next to them. Bruce and Steve were graduates of the University of Scranton and, recently, the four of us had taken advantage of a trip to Cancun sponsored by the university’s alumni society. We would have a lot to talk about.
After paying my respects to the family, I made my way into the adjoining room. Even before I had taken my seat, as if joining in a duet, Iris and Steve inquired about my husband.
Iris commented, “Ellen, it’s strange seeing you here without Bruce. I do hope he is feeling okay.”
Their wonder was not without reason, because my husband and I were always together. I explained his absence. “Bruce is feeling very well, thank you, but as you know this is the income tax season and, of necessity, he is busy at work preparing returns for his clients.”
Before long we were deeply engaged in conversation, taking that opportunity to catch up on the events in our lives. First of all, we relived the great time we had had together on that tour in Cancun. We laughed about Iris’ bargaining with a couple of natives who approached us on the beach and attempted to sell us bits of costume jewelry and ceramic pieces. We ended up purchasing a few of their wares as we thought they would make fine souvenirs; in fact after all these years I still have three ceramic ducks on my windowsill to remind me of our great time.
Next we talked about our work in the parish we both belonged to, as Iris and Steve were also involved in the many activities. However, as we continued, I noticed there was something different about them. It was unmistakable; they seemed to be bubbling with joy. Their enthusiasm could not be masked as they went on relating their involvement in a Charismatic prayer group which met every Wednesday night at a renewal center in Oakdale.
As Iris mentioned Oakdale, my being was electrified. What a coincidence! This was apparently the same meeting Father Vinnie had recommended I attend. Yes, yes, I thought–a Charismatic prayer group that meets in Oakdale? It had to be the same.
Before I had time to be amazed at the coincidence, Steve suggested that Bruce and I attend the next meeting. At that point Iris added that it would be an excellent time for us to join the group, because they were about to begin a seminar entitled “Life in the Spirit.”
For a moment I hesitated, thinking: But I really don’t know anything about this movement! And my response was noncommittal as I said, “Your enthusiasm excites me, but as for Bruce, he could never attend at this time of year, he’s just too busy.”
I could see that my friends were not convinced. Hesitatingly, I explained that though the movement has been highly recommended by our mutual friend Father Vinnie, I did not know enough about it and it was necessary I give it some thought.
My statement opened what could be likened to a filibuster. Steve began by explaining that Charismatic Renewal was the fastest growing movement in the Catholic Church, that it was a vehicle the Holy Spirit was using in today’s world to draw people into a close personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
As they went on, I could not believe what I was hearing! Their words were like music to my ears. They gave rise to an exciting thought–could this be the answer to my search? Could this be the vehicle God would use to usher me into a relationship with Him? Could that void within me be filled, and the restlessness finally quieted? Even the thought of that possibility filled me with joy, and, without any further hesitation, I agreed to attend the next meeting.
Iris and Steve were very pleased with my decision and proceeded to enlighten me further as to the wonder of the Renewal Movement. We did not leave until the funeral director had closed the doors for the night. Though I did not see it at that time, today I am well aware of God’s activity in my life. He used the death of my friend to bring me into a new life.
On my way home, as I felt the wheels of the car slipping on the snow-packed roads, I knew I would have a difficult time convincing Bruce to allow me to drive to the center in Oakdale; it was at least ten miles away from our home and the roads could be treacherous.
After awhile I thought, Maybe I can convince our good friends Debbie and Brian to join me; then I won’t have to drive up alone. Right at that moment I decided to do just that. I would have an excellent opportunity to ask them on Sunday evening, since we had already made plans to take in a movie together.
As I drove, I recalled some of what Iris and Steve had told me about the Renewal Movement. They had mentioned something about what they called receiving charismatic gifts.
“Ellen,” Iris had explained, “When the prayer meeting begins, you will hear people speaking in tongues; it is one of the gifts.”
I didn’t say anything at the time but, driving home, I was thinking, It’s true, at one time or another in church, I have heard readings explaining that the early Christians spoke in tongues, but I’ve never heard anyone actually do that.
But then, I thought uneasily, wasn’t that what the Pentecostals do in their churches? I’d been told they did speak in tongues, but I’d never heard them. It was no wonder I hadn’t. When we were children we were cautioned not to even walk on the same side of the street as their church!
As that realization surfaced, it was accompanied by a rush of anger, which called forth further thought. Oh, how wrong that type of teaching had been! I was glad I had never heard such a prejudiced statement in our house when I was growing up. My Mom and Dad just weren’t that kind of people; they believed good people were good people regardless of their race or religion.
At that moment, I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked God for the directives of Vatican II. At least some inroads had been made in the promotion of understanding and tolerance of other religions; one day we might please God and have unity in His family.
While waiting for the traffic light to change, I especially focused in on one statement my friends had made: “Many of those who have become involved in the renewal program have experienced a depth of peace and joy they’ve never known before.”
All of a sudden a quiet excitement coursed through my being; it led me to believe that even the possibility of knowing that kind of inner peace would be reason enough to search out and take part in this movement.
That Sunday, I could hardly wait to speak with our good friends, Brian and Debbie; they too were avid churchgoers and I knew I had a good chance of convincing them to accompany me to Oakdale. However, I still could not quite understand my great desire to attend that seminar.
And because of that feeling, I did not have an easy time keeping my mind on the movie that evening. Finally, I was relieved when it was over and we decided to return home for some coffee. As I prepared it, I prayed that Brian and Debbie would be open to learning about the Renewal Movement.
When we sat down, I passed on all the information Iris and her husband had given to me; I also mentioned that Bruce thought my attending the seminar was a good idea but he feared my driving alone, especially under the then hazardous road conditions.
At the end of the evening, I could not have been happier. Brian
and Debbie appeared to be just as enthused as I was, and we made plans to attend the seminar.
I recall the quiet excitement and anticipation racing through me as we entered the Renewal Center in Oakdale. As we came in out of the cold, it was a good feeling to be greeted as warmly as we were; everyone seemed so friendly. We were directed to the auditorium where the Mass was to take place. As we walked down the hall, we were told that each Wednesday the prayer meeting was preceded by the celebration of the Mass.
When we entered the room we were greeted by some familiar strains of music; the tune reminded me of a song I had heard played at a folk mass. Already my heart was cheered.
I recall being surprised to see so many people gathered in that room; I guessed there were at least a hundred or more. When Iris and Steve caught sight of us, they wasted no time in welcoming us and inviting the three of us to sit near them.
When Mass began, though it proceeded as it ordinarily did, there was a marked difference especially in the participation of the people. Sometimes they raised their arms, holding them upright, as did the celebrant. At yet another time, to our amazement, they clapped their hands!
Then, we were really taken aback when we heard what we guessed was speaking in tongues. Everyone was saying something different in what seemed to be many languages, and yet surprisingly enough they blended beautifully, sounding like a trained choir.
When the time came to exchange the sign of peace, we could see that here too there was a marked difference. Many of those in attendance, most likely participants who attended on a regular basis, greeted not only those around them but took the time to go throughout the room greeting everyone, even we newcomers. They did so with a hand-clasp, an embrace or a kiss on the cheek.
A sense of hospitality, warmth and yes, love permeated the auditorium. I realized I was most comfortable being there.
Following the Mass, we were invited to attend the “Life in the Spirit” seminar. We learned it consisted of seven sessions in which teachings fostering relationship with Jesus Christ would be given. At the conclusion of each session, the participants were to be divided into small discussion groups. Participants would be encouraged to discuss the evening’s topic, and also the accompanying scripture passages, to
search out a relevance to their own lives. The leader also announced that we would be assigned scripture passages to read and study in the upcoming week.
During the fifth week, we were scheduled to be what the leader called “baptized in the Spirit.” As I listened to him, Iris and Steve’s words came to the forefront of my mind: “Through the awakening and release of the Holy Spirit, whom you received in the Sacrament of Baptism, you will enter into a close personal relationship with Jesus Christ.”
In that instant, at the seminar, I felt a deep joy stirring within me. I almost shouted, “Yes, yes, that’s what I want, it’s why I’m here! I want to know God in that personal way.”
While our leader gave us a preview of the sixth and seventh week of the seminar, my thoughts drifted to the assignments we would be given; there too I glimpsed a difference from what I was used to in a conventional Catholic church. It was a puzzling one at that. Here we were, part of a Catholic Renewal Movement, being instructed to read the Bible? Surely that was a most uncommon practice for Catholics. My concern, however, lingered only for a moment, replaced with the knowledge that, since Vatican II, bible study had in fact been encouraged within the Church. In fact I had previously been delighted to attend such a study given by a Jesuit priest. Consequently I thought, Yes, I would like to read the Bible and, come to think of it, we do have one at home. Bruce had used it at the university some twenty-eight years ago, but I’m sure it will do.
My thoughts were interrupted when I heard the speaker announce the beginning of the first talk on God’s love. The presenter captured my interest when she said, “God does not dwell in some faraway place. No, He is alive within and around us and is as eager for a relationship with us as we are for one with Him. He is the Fullness of Creation and is readily accessible to each and every one of us.”
When I heard that statement, an indelible mark was graven upon my inner being; its depth brought tears to my eyes. A deep joy stirred within me as I sensed a profound love for God. My tears continued to flow when, in all humility, I came face to face with the reality that God loved and desired me, that He really knew me!
Later that evening while my friends and I were driving home we exchanged views about the seminar. With the exception of feeling a tinge of strangeness in the experience of those differences which I have already alluded to, we agreed that the entire evening had been very stimulating. After having exhausted all the reasons for our excitement, we agreed to return the following week and prepare for that great moment when we would be baptized in the Spirit.
As for me, I couldn’t believe the coincidence of having been directed to the very same meeting Father Vinnie had recommended many months before!
Each week thereafter our enthusiasm and interest grew in leaps and bounds.
In the week preceding the baptism, we were urged to examine our consciences and repent of any sins we may have committed. The time had come for us to make a conscious decision to turn to Jesus Christ and accept Him as our Lord and Savior. It had been explained to us that, at Baptism, our godparents had made that decision for us, but there at the Life in the Spirit seminar we ourselves would be called upon to make that commitment.
Oh, how ready I was to make that choice! I was convinced of that from the very first week of our seminar. A hunger had surfaced within me; my heart had been set on fire to learn all about Jesus and come to know Him. I prayed that the void within would soon be filled. Consequently I took advantage of every opportunity I had to read the Bible.
Other changes were also occurring within me. I could see that my priorities were changing; I was shocked when I realized I no longer had the desire to read the newspaper. Before I began the seminar I had been in the habit of reading it from cover to cover, and I also enjoyed working the daily crossword puzzles. To my amazement I recognized that these practices were no longer a priority, because by then I had became totally absorbed in reading and learning about Jesus Christ.
When the fifth week of the seminar arrived, the time for the Baptism in the Spirit, I was excited and filled with a sense of wonder and questioning. What was really going to happen?
In the previous week we had been told about the Gifts of the Spirit, which were prophecy, tongues, healing, discernment, and on. That night we were told that many of us might receive some or all of those gifts, including the gift of praying in tongues. However, I was so intent on entering into a relationship with God that I did not focus on any particular gift.
Consequently when a team approached me and laid their hands upon me to pray for the release of the Holy Spirit, my mind was wholly focused upon the Lord. When I felt the tears running down my cheeks, I realized that I was crying, yet it appeared I did not have the strength to raise my arms to dry them.
Suddenly, with my physical eyes tightly shut, the eyes of my mind were presented with an image. I saw myself kneeling at the foot of the Cross. At the same time, a sense of deep love for the Lord permeated my entire being. Unashamedly I cried ever so softly as I heard myself say, “Lord Jesus, I love You; please forgive me for any wrong I’ve done in my lifetime. I consecrate myself totally to You.”
It seemed I was overcome with such a sense of deep peace that I was still unable to dry my tears.
At some time in that interim of praying, Theresa, one of the prayer team, whose beautiful voice and relationship with God I had come to admire, whispered in my ear, “Ellen, Jesus loves you very much.”
As she was moving on to the person next to me, quite spontaneously a few unintelligible words came out of my mouth. When she heard them, Theresa joyfully said, “Ellen, praise God, you have been given the gift of tongues!”
For the remainder of that evening I was in a state of awe: I had been put in touch with God’s reality! I had neither thought about nor expected the gift of tongues, yet without any effort on my part, that beautiful gift had just burst forth from me!
On our ride home, with much enthusiasm and quiet wonder, my friends and I shared our experiences of the evening. Our Lord had deeply touched each one of us.
Later, when I walked into the house, Bruce was still busy working at his desk. However, he put down his pen and listened intently as I described my experience of the Baptism in the Spirit. He was happy for me and as awed as I had been when each of the happenings unfolded. I just knew Bruce would join us when he could at the end of his busy season.
That night as I lay in bed, I wondered whether in the morning I would remember those words that had spilled out of my mouth. It had been a most profound, mysterious gift, and I just couldn’t believe it had happened to me. As I drifted off to sleep, I kept repeating those words; they sounded like Latin.
The next morning when I opened my eyes I was filled with an indescribable joy. Spontaneously I said, “Good morning, Lord Jesus, Friend.” In an instant the question which had arisen in my mind on the previous night was answered, because as I meditated upon the Lord, the words I had spoken–that is, the gift of tongues–to my amazement were just there! They seemed to roll off my tongue. Aglow in God’s love, I lay still. It was as if I had been blessed with a preview of His reality. The depth of peace and joy I had experienced earlier deepened until it permeated my entire being!
As I remembered those awe-filled moments of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, I wondered, Did Michelangelo experience such a moment and then become inspired to describe it with paint and brush on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome? My wonder lingered, and I thought, “There’s no way we can know for sure if that occurred, but after what happened to me, I believe it could be an expression of such an instance; God our Father could be reaching down, not only to create but also to touch the very being of one of His beloved children so as to reveal His reality to them.”
Chapter 3
God Makes Way For
The Gift Of Prophecy
At the end of April, just as he’d promised, Bruce joined Brian, Debbie and me on our faithful excursions to Oakdale. Wednesday nights were set apart so that we allowed nothing to interfere with our prayer meeting. One week, however, I was quite disappointed when Bruce reminded me of a previous engagement it was absolutely necessary we keep. Actually, after those first few moments of letdown, I was ashamed of myself. The commitment we had made was to attend a fund-raising rally for Ronnie Mazzi, one of our best friends; he was district attorney and was aspiring to be our next judge. And I assured myself that it was the right and proper thing to do. After all, Bruce, Ronnie and his brother Angelo were as close as brothers.
On that Wednesday evening when we arrived at the hotel, I was more than pleased that we had decided to attend the rally.
In the course of the evening we met many of our friends and were introduced to some people we did not know. Two individuals who intrigued us the most were a gentleman name Franko with a charming, unmistakable Italian accent and his lovely wife Dora.
As the evening progressed, we learned something interesting about them. Though Dora had been born and raised in Oakdale, they maintained two residences, one there and another in Rome. The house in Rome was necessary because Franko owned and operated travel agencies in both countries.
They in turn were pleased to learn that Bruce was an accountant; before the evening ended he agreed to call them and make an appointment to review their tax status. After that initial meeting, we became fast friends. Very often when I recall that meeting, I am awed at clearly seeing God’s hand at work; Franko and Dora became quite instrumental in facilitating my journey with the Lord.
In the months following my baptism in the Spirit, however, my joy was partially overshadowed by a cloud of doubt. I was plagued with uncertainty in regard to the gift of prophecy. How can this be? I wondered. How can God speak to us through other people?
To add to my unrest, I hadn’t shared my disbelief with anyone because I felt disloyal, even guilty, about having such thoughts. I did not want to tell any of the other members of the Renewal that I found it difficult to believe that God would send messages to us through those who spoke in His Name.
The battle had been going on inside me for quite some time when, one summer day as I was doing my ironing, I did something which greatly surprised me. The move was spontaneous. I set down the iron and proceeded to walk over to the television set and turned it on. I surprised myself only because ever since I had been baptized in the Holy Spirit, whenever I was alone, I definitely preferred the quiet.
On that particular day, however, after I impulsively responded to an inner urging, my wonder turned into mild shock when I heard the voice of the gentleman being interviewed on a channel I hadn’t even selected. It appeared as though the man was speaking directly to me as I heard him say, “Prophecy is the way God speaks to His people in today’s world.”
I stood transfixed, unable to move, thinking, I know it isn’t possible, but it seems as though that man is reading my mind. How else could he know that at this very time I am struggling with the authenticity of prophecy in today’s world?
As I listened to what he was saying, his words began to make sense, and I found myself agreeing with him. Yes, I thought, prophecy was the way God spoke to His People in the past, so then why couldn’t He be doing the same today? Scripture tells us He has no favorites, and we definitely need the same correction and encouragement as did the people of Jesus’ time and also of those in the past. Then too, isn’t that what the gift of prophecy is all about?
Without hesitation I reached for my bible to search out the answer. I leafed through and turning to 1 Cor. I began reading in Chapter 14, verse 3: “On the other hand, one who prophesizes does speak to human beings, for their building up, encouragement and solace.”
Momentarily, in a state of mystified wonder, I set down the
bible, thinking, Well, there can be no doubt as to what that gift is all about. My mind then reverted to the mysterious timing of that television show. I hadn’t even tuned in to that channel; someone else must have been watching it last night.
With my heart overflowing with love for the Lord, I began praying, thanking Him for the enlightenment I had received. I also asked Him to deepen my faith so that I could be rid of the doubt which had been plaguing me and robbing me of peace.
Some weeks later, on a warm evening in September, the Lord responded to my plea. Once again, a funeral home was the site of yet another wondrous happening in my journey. The grandmother of our close friends Robbie and Angelo Mazzi had passed on to the Lord, and it was necessary we go and pay our respects to the family.
Having offered our condolences, we went into another room and entered into a conversation with some mutual friends. Before long our chat was interrupted when we heard our local celebrity, Marjorie Taylor, called our names.
As she came nearer all eyes were upon her. Having performed at the Metropolitan Opera, she still had an air about her that commanded attention. We had not seen her for quite some time and we joyfully embraced each other. After we had exchanged greetings, she reached into her bag and took out a book, explaining that its contents had enriched her spiritually and, as a result, she had purchased and given the book to many people. She explained further that her decision to give me a copy was the result of a moment which took her by surprise.
“During my prayer time” she said, “your face came before me and, for a moment, I was taken aback because I hadn’t seen you in some time. I immediately knew the reason; it was necessary I give you one of these books.”
While telling me about that strange coincidence, she opened the book and began reading some words printed on the inside cover; they were from scripture: “For where two or three are gathered together in my Name, there Am I in the midst of them.”
After a few seconds she continued, “Ellen, I have written the following note to you: ‘Indeed the Lord is in the midst of you.’”
As I listened to her words, a sense of unworthiness or perhaps a feeling of deep humility permeated my being. As Marjorie continued, her next words were shocking to me. She said, “Ellen, I’m quite certain you will enjoy reading this book: Its title is God Calling. It contains prophetic messages that were heard by two women in today’s world. They heard the Lord speaking, then recorded the messages and went on to publish them in this book.”
While Marjorie went on talking, awe-filled wonder spread throughout my body. The best way I can describe my state of being at that moment would be to compare it to what I imagined a surge of electric power would feel like running through my human body. My feet seemed to be riveted to the floor as I thought, But how is this possible? How can she know I’m struggling with the authenticity of prophecy in today’s world?
As she got up to leave, I could not find the words to describe the gratitude in my heart; I simply thanked her and then added, “Marjorie, this gift means more to me than you could ever imagine.”
The next morning, I could hardly wait to see my cousin Ann; she lived next door and visited daily. I did so want to share with her the information about the book God Calling. Coming on the heels of my startling earlier experience regarding prophecy, the awareness of this book had me quite excited.
While I waited for Ann to stop by, my mind was reeling. Perhaps, I thought, some people might think these recent happenings were mere coincidence–that is, my receiving that book and also my turning on the television at the precise time the gentleman spoke about prophecy. Yet, I did not see those occurrences as chance happenings. They were just too timely and specific; no, it couldn’t be coincidence. But then I wondered, What is the hidden meaning of these incidents? What is God trying to tell me through them? Why is He taking those steps to convince me that He does, in fact, speak to His People in today’s world?
My thought was interrupted when I happened to glance at the kitchen clock. Usually Ann and I would already be engrossed in reading scripture; since my baptism in the Holy Spirit we had made a practice of doing so. Knowing she
would not intentionally stay away, I took a moment and prayed that the pain of her rheumatoid arthritis was not so great this day that she could not join me. Her illness caused her considerable anguish. She had seven children and loved them greatly; it depressed her to think that at forty-five years of age she could barely walk, let alone care for them.
I was reminded of another time that she had been late for one of our sessions. One morning, as soon as Bruce left for the office, instead of going upstairs to shower and dress, I sat down at the kitchen table and began reading scripture. I had no concept of the hour, the time passed so quickly. When I finally looked up at the clock on the oven door, I panicked. Here it was 11 o’clock already, and I had a thousand and one chores to do. As I closed my bible, I could hear Ann approaching the door; there was no mistaking her gait–she had great difficulty walking and made a shuffling sound as she placed one foot in front of the other. Hearing her, my first inclination was to cancel our reading session because I had so much work to do.
Reflecting upon that incident, I was so happy that I had not given in to that temptation. Instead I invited my cousin to come in and, as we drank our coffee, I proceeded to randomly open my bible. When I saw the reading before us, I chuckled. It was as if the Lord Himself had selected it. Ann’s and my situation, and that of Mary and Martha in St. Luke’s gospel, were somewhat similar:
Jesus had come into the village and a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her house. She had a sister named Mary, who sat down at the Lord’s feet and listened to Him speaking. Now Martha became kind of annoyed because she was left to do all of the work. Soon she said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister is leaving me to do the serving? Please tell her to help me.” But the Lord answered. “Martha, Martha, you worry and fret about so many things, and yet few are needed, indeed only one. It’s Mary who has chosen the better part; it is not to be taken from her.”
Ann and I were amazed; we could clearly see God’s hand in the presentation of that reading. It appeared that He Himself had pointed out to us that praying and reading together as we were doing was definitely more important than my fretting about what needed to be done in the house.
My recall was interrupted when Ann walked through the door. I was so pleased to see that she was feeling fine, that is, well enough to walk. Her spirit was definitely buoyed when I shared with her my news about the book God Calling. My excitement was contagious.
Since my baptism in the Holy Spirit, I always managed to find time to pray and read the Bible. I desired to learn more and more about Jesus and was irresistibly drawn to the Word.
It seemed as while I engaged in doing so, He was taking me by the hand and heart and leading me to know and love the Father. The longing, the hollowness and restlessness I had felt before entering into a close relationship with Jesus, were diminished, almost nonexistent. Instead, my being was filled with an ever-present joy and expectancy. I knew this transformation had come about through my perception of an assurance rooted in the knowledge that God was alive within me, in the world and in the universe!
While reading scripture, I was simultaneously put in touch with God’s Reality, and my inner vision was broadened. I experienced a freedom within me; it was like discovering an opening into an Invisible Vastness, a Vastness I perceived to be God, the Fullness of Creation. At times it was as if the Lord beckoned me, even urged me to come forward, to enter more deeply into Him.
My positive response to that beckoning resulted in joyous, peace filled moments. In those months I found great peace in the Lord, and when I learned that Bruce and I were to spend Thanksgiving in Italy with Franko and Dora, it appeared as though my cup had overflowed.
We wasted no time in letting Father Vinnie know that we would be seeing him in November. We also asked if it would be possible for us to see our newly elected Pope, John Paul II, at the audience hall in the Vatican. The prospect of seeing Father Vinnie and the Pope filled us with excitement.
Before we left for Italy, I made arrangements for Ria and David to have Thanksgiving dinner with my parents. As for Jonathan, he had to work on Thanksgiving Day and planned to remain in the city. In college, our Jon had been a theater major, and was at that time pursuing his lifelong dream of a career on the stage in New York City. However, roles were few and far between, and in the interim he worked as a chef; in consequence there was no getting time off on a holiday like Thanksgiving.
More often than not, I was concerned about Jonathan’s living alone in a city the size of New York, but I did have the security of knowing that if he needed anything, my brother Aaron would be there for him. Aaron worked in the publishing business, and had lived in New York for many years.
Chapter 4
Italy: 1978
The last time we’d visited Rome with the children in 1967, we had stayed at the Forum Hotel. This time, eleven years later, we stayed at the impressive Bernini Hotel at the foot of the Via Veneto.
It was so exciting to be in Rome, the seat of our Church, once again, and I was filled with a desire to return to St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican. However, we planned to revisit the city of Gubbio on our first morning, and I knew it would not be possible to visit St. Peter’s until we returned a few days later.
Before leaving for Gubbio, we called Father Vinnie at the North American College, and he told us he had tickets for us for an audience with Pope John Paul II on the following Wednesday. We were very happy to hear that news, and made plans to have dinner together after seeing the Holy Father.
There was so much we had to tell Father Vinnie, especially about our joining the Renewal community in Oakdale. Though I had written to him to tell him about my experiences, it just wasn’t the same as talking with him in person.
I still marveled at the work of the Holy Spirit. I hadn’t gotten to Oakdale when Father initially recommended it, but God’s Spirit made certain we would get there through my encounter with Steve and Iris.
As I share my story with you, in retrospect I can see it was indeed God’s providence that we met Franko and Dora and then accompanied them on their business trip to Gubbio.
The trip from Rome to Gubbio was most enjoyable. Our new friends were well versed in the history of the country and, as we rode along, they pointed out many sites of interest. Franko had been born in Assisi and even though Dora was born in Oakdale, she too was knowledgeable; after they married she had studied the language to help Franko manage their tour business.
When we arrived in Gubbio this time, we were met by Mario Butti, a city official. Franko and Dora had met him on previous occasions and had become more than business acquaintances interested in promoting tourism to the city, and after we were introduced to Mario, he invited us to his home for dinner.
That evening, as we enjoyed the deliciously prepared food, and basked in the Buttis’ warm Italian hospitality, we made plans for the next day. Mario would take us to visit the city hall and also the Basilica of Santo Ubaldo. I was relieved to learn that he was going to drive us up the mountain, and we would not have to take the cable car as we had with the children the last time.
The next day, our first stop was the City Hall. Mario proceeded to tell us that the famous Tablets of Gubbio were kept there. They had been discovered in 1444 A.D., but had been inscribed, some believed, by the Etruscans in the fourth century B.C. To date only a portion of the inscription on the tablets has been deciphered.
Bruce and I agreed it was quite interesting to view writing which had been sculpted or hammered out so many years ago. Next we began traveling the winding roads leading to the basilica located at the tope of Monte Ingino. The ride seemed to be almost as perilous as our trip on the cable cars the last time. The magnificent view, however, was more than compensated for by the treacherous curves.
I was very glad that Bruce understood and spoke Italian so that he could interpret the very interesting things that Mario had to tell us. I remembered I had promised myself on our first trip that I would learn as much as I could about this city, and here was Mario fulfilling that desire.
While Mario drove, he filled us in on the important history of the city of Gubbio. As we neared the basilica, he informed us that we would be seeing the Ceri, statues that had been hand carved from huge blocks of wood, representing St. George, St. Anthony and St. Ubaldo. Each May they were used in the famous Race of the Three Saints.
Earlier, I had seen a picture of these huge works of art, and I simply could not imagine how they could be carried on the shoulders of men, especially as they raced through the city and up into the hills of Monte Ingino. The purpose of the race was to see who would be the first to reach the basilica. I still remember Mario’s smile as he said, “But Santo Ubaldo always wins the race.”
He went on to explain that this annual ceremony was the people’s way of paying tribute to their patron saint, whom they revered as the savior of their city. He proceeded to tell us that in the early part of the twelfth century, the inhabitants of Gubbio were threatened with attack from Emperor Frederick, the ruler of the Holy Roman Empire, who had conquered and destroyed all of the nearby city states. At that time, Ubaldo was the Bishop of Gubbio and he called the people together, asking them to fast and pray that the city would be saved.
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