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July 20, 2021 

Novena Reflection by Father Rob Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D. 

Novena Theme: Lift High the Cross 

 
First Reading: 2 Corinthians 5: 17-20  

So, whoever is in Christ is a new creation: the old things have passed away; behold, new things have come.  

And all this is from God, who has reconciled us to himself through Christ and given us the ministry of reconciliation,  

namely, God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting their trespasses against them and entrusting to us the 

message of reconciliation.  

So, we are ambassadors for Christ, as if God were appealing through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to 

God.  

 

Gospel: Luke 21: 15-19  

for I myself shall give you a wisdom in speaking- that all your adversaries will be powerless to resist or refute.  

You will even be handed over by parents, brothers, relatives, and friends, and they will put some of you to death.  

You will be hated by all because of my name,  

but not a hair on your head will be destroyed.  

By your perseverance you will secure your lives. 

Reflection of the Day: “Carry our Cross as Ambassadors for Christ” 

 

I was a history major at Assumption College in Worcester, Massachusetts.  

Because I was thinking of becoming a Passionist, after graduation I got to see the 

Passionist China Collection archives in 1973. These original letters and photos 

fascinated me.  

I wanted to learn more.  

  

Passionist missionaries had been in China from 1921 till 1955 when the last two 

priests were expelled by the Communists.  

 

I had never had a course about China in high school or college.  

Mao Zedong controlled Communist China.  

People told me that the Catholic Church in China was dead.  

 

When I moved to the Passionist novitiate in West Hartford Connecticut to start my 

journey towards being a Passionist I was living there with Father Linus Lombard. 

He had been a Passionist missionary to Hunan, China from 1934 to 1954 when he 

was expelled by the Communists.  

 

We began to talk a lot. Sitting in a chair he looked like Buddha. One day I told him 

“I’m going to learn everything about China.”  

He looked at me and laughed. I was puzzled.  

So, I said it again.  

He answered, “if you want to learn everything about China - let China love you.” 

That was an answer I did not expect!   



2 
 

 

He continued. “If you try to learn everything about China, it will kill you. 

Remember, China is bigger than you are.  

When you let China love, you will see Chinese culture and people as a gift.  

Accept that gift. 

Study.  

Share understanding.”  

 

This advice inspired me to complete a Ph.D. in American and  East Asian history 

at Georgetown in 1992.   

 

However, the phrase “Let China love you” has a deeper meaning.  

It reminds us that the world is bigger than we are.   

It reminds us not to control the world or people.  

Every time I say to myself, “Let China love you” I substitute the phrase “let God 

love you.”  

How often do we say: “I want to love God.”  

Soon we find ourselves impatient.  

We try to control God.  

We try to bargain with God.  

It can get worse:  

when we start to play God  

with people we love,  

our family  

or people at work.    

  

I wrote my Ph.D. thesis on Passionist Fathers Walter Coveyou, Godfrey Holbein 

and Clement Seybold.  

They were killed by Chinese bandits in Hunan, China on April 24, 1929.  

This was a major diplomatic event in U.S.-China and Vatican relations.  

You can see the portraits of these three priests on the corridor inside the basilica 

near the gift shop.  

 

The day I defended my thesis in 1992 my sister Beth took me out to celebrate at 

the Tombs bar in Georgetown.  

She asked me: “You've been studying the lives of these three Passionists for so 

many years. Which one do you identify with most?”  

What a great question.  

Thank God none of my professors had asked me that question. I might not have 

passed!  
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Father Coveyou from Petoskey, Michigan went to China in 1928.  

Ordained in 1920, he had spent much of his time raising money and asking people 

to pray for the China missions.  

People supported him.  

Just like many of you have supported Passionist Father Rick Frechette in Haiti.  

 

Father Holbein from Baltimore, Maryland went to China in 1924. He liked the 

Chinese people. However, he found the Chinese language difficult to learn.  

He was homesick.  

His anxieties increased.  

He began to think that it would be better if he returned to America where he could 

be a more effective priest.  

He asked to return in 1928.  

Letters between China and the U.S. were so slow.  

He was still waiting permission to return when he was killed.  

 

Father Seybold was from Dunkirk, New York.  

He also went to China in 1924.  

He was a strong-willed person.  

He liked to study and speak Chinese.  

Sometimes he was opinionated, especially with his Passionist leaders in China and 

with those back.  

Overall, he was well-balanced.   

 

Which one am I like?  

Which one are you like?  

 

Are you like Coveyou who was generous with his time and energy?  

Maybe you volunteer for special causes or charities.  

Maybe you pray for people of the world.  

Maybe you make a financial donation to domestic or overseas missions.  

Without home support there are no missions.   

 

Are you like Holbein?  

Full of anxieties of health and mind.  

We become preoccupied with details.  

Life becomes a burden we have made for ourselves.  

Sadly, this can lead to sadness.  
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Depression can become so consuming that we become our cross in life becomes 

too heavy.  

Moreover, we develop a stubborn heart and refuse assistance from those who love 

us.   

 

Are you like Seybold?   

You look at life with a spirit of adventure.  

Become a bit stubborn.  

Yet possess a character of peace and hope.    

 

Truth be told, I think I am more like a combination of Coveyou who does home 

support and Seybold who tries to be confident with a vision for the future.  

These two men have inspired me to seek relationships of friendship, peace and 

understanding in my life and with others   

 

Have people ever told you be careful what you wish for?  

Well that happened to me when I had the opportunity to teach at Sichuan 

International Studies University in Chongqing, China from 2007-2008.  

I knew was going to teach all my classes in English.  

However, only one month before I arrived, university officials notified I would 

teach classes in spoken English,  a course in International Relations - Hot topics; a 

survey course on all American history was the third.  

 

Then between 2015 and 2019 I led two study tour groups to China.  

We visited Catholic religious leaders, churches and historic sites.  

When I look back at these events, I became much more empathetic with the 

anxieties and self-doubts faced by Father Holbein.  

 

These three priests had daily struggles.  So, do we.  

These three Passionists were vulnerable. So, are we.   

They wanted to bring Christ to China.  

We are here at the Solemn Novena because we want Christ in our own lives or 

peace for people we love.    

 

Another story:  

Passionist Father Cormac Shanahan was from Brockton, Massachusetts.  

He was assigned to China in 1926.  

In the 1980s I visited him at his family home when he was on vacation. We talked. 

We had tea – a good Chinese and Irish ritual of friendship.  

Then I joined him for a home mass. I was ready to leave when he said.  



5 
 

Wait.  

He opened his desk and handed me a clear bag with something inside.  

“What’ this. I asked?”   

He told me: “I was a Catholic news reporter in China.  

I visited the Communist party leader Mao Zedong in Yan’an China in 1944.  

This is the diary I kept. You are the only person who will know what to do with 

this.  

I was stunned.  

 

In 2007 I finally published an article on the Shanahan diary.  

In 2019 Communist Party officials and scholars from the Chinese school of 

journalism invited me to come to China to be keynote speaker at an international 

conference in Yan’an.  

During my presentation I showed them the photo of Father Shanahan with Mao 

Zedong from 1944. They were amazed.  

They thanked me. It was a positive incident of friendship and dialogue.  

 

I admit I was anxious.  

I was following the advice of Linus Lombard: “Let China Love You.”  

 

I knew my other Passionists, especially here in Scranton were praying for me.  

So were my family and friends, students and faculty members at The University of 

Scranton. My students were pleased because they did not have to go to class. 

 

During the trip, I prayed to Fathers Coveyou, Holbein and Seybold. I wanted to be 

a peaceful ambassador for Christ.  

 

Fortunately, most people understand the phrase Let China Love You.  

Unfortunately, there have been others who have been upset when I speak about 

friendship and understanding with China.  

Sometimes their eyes look like pinwheels when they talk to me.   

They even get angry with me.  

They only want to hear stories about suffering and persecution from the past and 

today.  

This is what we all hear on TV or learn from social media.  

 

In 2021 I continue to do my best to help international scholars, the media and 

peoples of the world understand the long history Chinese Catholics that date back 

to the 1200s.    
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Let us continue to understand that the Chinese culture.  

Like us they carry their own cultural crosses.  

Like us they possess a deep faith.   

 

Luan  亂  is the Chinese character that means disorderly; reckless, rebellion. To 

confuse.  

When you consult the Matthews Chinese Dictionary published in 1931 you can see 

the entry luan has at least 45 character compounds.  

  

Human realities that bring suffering to life are abundant.  

In the face of chaos, we must do our best to be ambassadors for Christ.  

 

We are a little bit like each one of the Passionists I have mentioned.  

We can develop a spirit of self-respect and sacrifice to become ambassadors for 

Christ anywhere we go in 2021.  

Recall that the  phrase “be an ambassador for Christ” is one of Scripture passages 

that can be used on Ash Wednesday.  

Lent reminds us to practice self-sacrifice.  

Why?  

To be able expand our relationships of faith.  

 

This novena to Good St. Ann invites to be spiritual ambassadors.  

James 1: 19-20 offers us advice on how to such a diplomat:  “everyone should be 

quick to hear,* slow to speak, slow to wrath; for the wrath of a person does not 

accomplish the righteousness of God.”  

 

When Father Shanahan gave me his China diary, he put his trust in me.  

It was a vulnerable moment.  

We might all need to be reminded that being a spiritual ambassador is being open 

to the long-haul faith experience of life.  

That works well until we find ourselves at the crossroads of faith.  

At that moment we can decide to break spiritual diplomatic relationships, or we 

can consider creative options that result in compassionate tangible solutions that 

encourage mutual healing.  

Let us pray for the graces to enter our life that enable us to nourish our gift to be an 

ambassador for Christ.     

 

Passionists often say lift high the cross.  

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/james/1#67001019-1
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/james/1#67001019-j
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We might be familiar with that hymn. Passionists often say: We preach Christ 

crucified.  

We can also preach by a life of prayer and a peaceful presence.  

 

“Let China love you” has been good advice.  

Scholars throughout the world now have high praise for the Passionist China 

Collection.  

Chinese Passionist priests and Brothers are alive and well today in China.  

In 1949 there were 3 million Chinese Catholics in China.  

In 2021 there are 10 million.   

Take time whenever you come to St. Ann’s Basilica to stand in front of the three 

portraits.   

Say a prayer to these three priests.   

 

When I travel to China, Chinese Catholics tell me. “I got my stamina of faith from 

the Catholic missionaries.”  

Catholics in China pray for the Pope at Mass.  

Catholics in China pray for us here in America.  

Catholics in China always say. “Ask the people in the United Stated to continue to 

pray for us.  

We are brothers and sisters. All of us are spiritual ambassadors of Christ in life. 

How are we being called to be peoples of the world in 2021.  

Let China love you.  

Let God love you.  
   


