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Have you had a dream that has become more like a nightmare as a result of this pandemic?  

Perhaps this one experience of mine might resonate with you.  

Making sense of and enduring this 2020 Covid-19 pandemic has been both exhilarating and 

exhausting. I am the historian for the East coast Passionist Congregation and a member of the 

Passionist International Historical Commission. In this capacity, throughout January 2020 I 

worked with Michael Knies and Christian Scipioni at the McHugh Special Collections, The 

University of Scranton to curate “Lift High the Cross. Remembering Passionist Compassion 

Worldwide from 1720-2020.” It was scheduled to run from February 28 to April 19. I was 

particularly excited that I was to give a public lecture entitled “Our Modern Quest for 

Compassion of the Mind and Heart: Reflections on the Passionist Tradition from 1720 to 2020.” 

That the lecture was to be held on April Fool’s Day only accentuated the daunting intellectual 

challenge. How was I really going to speak of 300 years of Passionist history in forty-five 

minutes followed by fifteen minutes of questions.  

Additionally, because the Spring Meeting of the American Catholic Historical Association was 

to be held at The University of Scranton April 17-18, 2020 arrangements had been made that the 

conference social would be held at the 5th Floor Heritage Room, at The University of Scranton 

Weinberg Memorial Library where “Lift High the Cross” exhibit is on display. As I anticipated 

these events, I began to dream. As the opening of the exhibit drew near, the question became 

how I would bring this dreams to life for the public to see and understand.  

Suddenly and without warning, due to the 2020 pandemic there was to be no formal opening of 

the exhibit, no public lecture and no opportunity for my colleagues or the public to browse the 

twelve exhibit cases. My dream became a nightmare. I began to wonder how might an 

opportunity develop that would permit learning and reflection on how the international mission 

of the Passionist Congregation has understood its mission to follow in the footsteps of founder St 

Paul of the Cross (1694-1775). I mourned this opportunity to explain how vowed Passionist 

religious priests and brothers freely take vows of poverty, chastity, obedience and a commitment 

to meditate on the sufferings of Jesus crucified. Nor would I have the chance to amplify how in 

this present era members of the public can join with the Passionists in their own unique way 

which will enable them to gain spiritual benefits from the message of St. Paul of the Cross. I had 

planned to explain that this revelation might take place when anyone embraced an understanding 

that interaction with a Passionist view of life invites us to identify our personal crosses that we 

carry, notice our common wounds and with humility open our hearts, minds, bodies and social 

relationships to healing and the resurrected spirit of community.  

Once I named that this was indeed a kind of living nightmare that had been underway for me 

since late February 2020, it simultaneously required that I revisit the gift I have been given. What 

is the contribution that a Passionist historian offers to those who know and reflect on the history 

of this religious congregation? Moreover, what relevance does any of what I reflect on matter to 



the population who does not know Passionists exist – a reason that attracted me to history in the 

first place. Truth be told, this has been a slow, slower, slowest public and internal process.  

I emerged from this cave of historical solitude in early June 2020 when it registered with me that 

the “Lift High the Cross” exhibit mirrors our daily life in this ongoing pandemic. How necessary 

social distancing protocols that were put in place for the public paralleled those enacted by 

anyone wishing to view the display in the library. Consequently, the dream to share my 

newfound appreciation of the Passionist international narrative as seen through artifacts and 

archival sources has been severely limited. Fortunately, I have been able to give a guest tour to 

Dr. Sean Brennan’s University of Scranton history class, offer three personal tours to Passionists 

and another to a University of Scranton academic representative. At the same time, I do hope that 

some inquisitive University of Scranton students who study on that 5th floor have taken a break 

to take a self-guided tour of the twelve display cases.  

Yet, I am still in the process of learning from this historical intersect of Pandemic 2020 in my 

life. The inability to share the full experience of Passionist exhibit “Lift High the Cross” with the 

public has forced me to name and cope with personal sorrow. This lamentation has opened me to 

tribulations of others in at least three symbolic ways. First, I have come to recognize the tangible 

artifacts that rest enclosed behind these locked glass display cases are representative of the many 

businesses and restaurants. In other words, the same way that the Passionist exhibit never 

welcomed the its full audience, vendors have been isolated from their patrons. Additionally, 

since emphasis on the international presence of the Passionist Congregation for the last three 

hundred years, 1720 to 2020 was the intentional theme of the overall presentation I was haunted 

by a wider notion as to the meaning of suffering, more and more. Given the trans-magnitude of 

this pandemic, I believe it is paramount that all of us continue to acknowledge how we live in an 

interconnected world. More than ever, Passionists throughout history have continued to testify to 

this fact of world suffering. I suggest that it demands that we ask ourselves how we make sense 

of the rising nationalist and isolationist tendencies that have arisen across the globe. Do we 

believe this is a false narrative? How many times must we live this? An enduring scope of this 

three-hundred-year Passionist endeavor is that we are reminded that the symbol of the cross 

identifies exactly how all of us remain connected. This poses a question for all of us. How much 

creative responsibility does each one of us wish to accept and promote self and mutual respect. 

Likewise, the theme “Lift High the Cross” puts before us a third rich symbol. It is that each and 

all us carry crosses. Most often they are light. Sometimes they are heavy. When we gaze upon 

the cross maybe we see ourselves. Or maybe we see others. Nails that keep us on the cross are 

real, we know this. Being steeped in Passionist spirituality affirms this while at the same time 

reminding us to humbly seek healing for ourselves and others. This gift is rooted in Catholic 

tradition especially as seen in the sacraments, prayer and community of believers. Along the way 

we should be ready to cross paths with witnesses from other Christian and world religions.  

A closing thought on the dream and nightmare of being the Passionist historian during this 2020 

pandemic. While I was culling through the artifacts, books, photographs and documents a 

daydream occurred that inspired my selection process for the exhibition. I imagined the spirit of 

St. Paul of the Cross was reincarnated and appeared to me so that I might give him a personal 



guided tour of Passionist history from 1720 to 2020. I allowed myself to show and explain to him 

that the small number of spiritual companions he had first gathered now include more who have 

followed in his footsteps as Passionists, associates in ministry and friends to keep alive the 

memory of Jesus Christ crucified today. As I reflected on this supposed sacred moment what was 

compelling was that vision also included his response. It focused on one point the exhibit 

revealed to him was how that his desire that Passionists and others be able to name the “Wisdom 

of the Cross” had survived and it still speaks to the nightmares that engulf us all such as this 

pandemic of 2020. So as his dream continues, in my capacity as Passionist historian I welcome 

you and anyone you might know to continue to “Lift High the Cross.” May the Passion of Jesus 

Christ Be Always in Our Heart. 
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