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July 26, 2021 

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

Novena Theme: Lift High the Cross 

 
First Reading: 2 Corinthian 6: 2b-11  

Behold, now is a very acceptable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.  

We cause no one to stumble* in anything, in order that no fault may be found with our ministry;  

on the contrary, in everything we commend ourselves as ministers of God, through much endurance, in afflictions, hardships, 

constraints,  beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, vigils, fasts;  

by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, in a holy spirit, in unfeigned love,  

in truthful speech, in the power of God; with weapons of righteousness at the right and at the left;  

through glory and dishonor, insult and praise. We are treated as deceivers and yet are truthful;  

as unrecognized and yet acknowledged; as dying and behold we live; as chastised and yet not put to death;  

as sorrowful yet always rejoicing; as poor yet enriching many; as having nothing and yet possessing all things.  

We have spoken frankly to you, Corinthians; our heart is open wide.  

 

Gospel: Luke 23: 44-49  

It was now about noon and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon  

because of an eclipse of the sun. Then the veil of the temple was torn down the middle.  

Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit”; and when he had said this he breathed his last.  

The centurion who witnessed what had happened glorified God and said, “This man was innocent beyond doubt.”  

When all the people who had gathered for this spectacle saw what had happened, they returned home beating their breasts;  

but all his acquaintances stood at a distance, including the women who had followed him from Galilee and saw these events. 

Theme of Day: “Let us lift high our cross in life and humbly accept healing” 

Once again, we gather here to lift high our cross and humbly accept healing. All 

these years, the Solemn Novena has been an opportunity for us to acknowledge the 

crosses we carry. Again, St Ann’s Shrine and Basilica is holy ground in 2021.  

 

After World War I from 1914 to 1918, some soldiers that returned home were said 

to have “shell shock.” Over the years we have come to know this as PTSD (Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder).  

 

Unfortunately, moments of traumatic stress can occur when we least expect it.  

Firecrackers. 

Ambulance sirens. 

International food at an aisle of a grocery store.   

 

I witnessed this while I was living in Baltimore, Maryland. One hot day, I decided 

that I would go to a Baltimore Orioles baseball game at Camden Yards. The crowd 

was small. I sat in right field. I heard two women talking. They were several rows 

from me. They couldn’t figure out why they saw KKK on the stadium scoreboard. 

It took me about one more inning to notice what they were talking about. They 

were clearly offended. I observed their confusion for two more innings. Then I 

decided to get up and walk over to them. I told them how I had heard their 

confusion. I simply told them that KKK means that the Baltimore pitcher had only 



2 
 

struck out three batters on the opposing team. A “K” stands for a strikeout when 

you score baseball. I said, if the Orioles pitching was better there would be more 

than three K’s. They just shook their heads. Baseball should use “S” for a strikeout. 

When did baseball decide to use “K” for a strikeout?  

 

 

Watching an evening baseball game brought home to these women the evils of the 

racist Ku Klux Klan in Baltimore.  

All I had seen was baseball strikeouts.  

 

As time has progressed, I have looked back at this simple encounter as an example 

of historic post-traumatic stress disorder of racism.  

 

Their honest public comments of confusion has often provided me the context to 

recall how, indeed shocked I had been when my research on the 1780s-early 1800 

baptismal register of the Archdiocese of Baltimore revealed that approximately 

17% of all Catholic baptisms had a notation of Black, Quadroon or Slave by their 

name. At that time, those identified in this way, were considered as property of the 

White plantation owners. I have these documents in my room.  

 

When we add to this the influx of Free Haitians that arrived at Fells Point, 

Baltimore and the port of New York City in the aftermath of the Haiti Revolution 

that took place from 1791-1804, we get an truthful account of East Coast early 

American Catholicism as it existed prior to the 1840s wave of Irish and German 

Catholic immigrants.  

 

They, nor I, did not expect the unsuspecting traumas of historic racism to become 

part of our experience from a baseball scoreboard.  

 

As we age and learn more, begin to assist our children or grandchildren with 

homework, this kind of historic knowledge can shake the foundation of our faith. It 

is moments such as these that we name the social crosses we lift as Catholics, 

Christians and American citizens and peoples of the world.  

 

By sharing with you this incident, you help me acknowledge how I am to carry this 

understanding of a cross of intellectual sorrow. Might this help us, in the process of 

our lives, to lift high our cross and humbly accept healing.  

 

Naming social sorrow leads to the grace of social healing, justice and peace and 

acceptable structural and civic relationships.  
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This is how we breathe life into to the prayer of the faithful we hear at daily or 

Sunday mass, the weekly St. Ann’s Monday novena, EWTN or the weekly 

Passionist Sunday Mass.  

  

Sharing of post-traumatic stress disorder has many layers to it.  

This is the case when we open ourselves to others.  

This is the situation when we listen to others. 

 

Allow me to offer another reflection on China. My first trip to China was to 

conduct research in May 1989. When I returned to New York City I was shocked 

by news of the Tiananmen Square Massacre on June 4, 1989.  

 

I had been fortunate that the guide for that trip to Hong Kong, Wuhan and Hunan 

was Passionist Father Marcellus White.  

He and Passionist Father Justin Garvey had been in solitary confinement in China 

from 1953 to 1955.  

1955 was the year both priests were released from Communist prison as a result of 

diplomatic talks in Geneva, Switzerland.  

 

As the 1989 China trip was ending, Father Marcellus and I had to wait out a 

typhoon in Hong Kong for several days. I decided to ask this 80-year-old 

Passionist what his most memorable experience was as a China missionary from 

1935 to 1955.  

 

Father Marcellus answered that his best years as a Passionist priest were his two 

years in Communist prison. I asked him to explain. He answered: “I don’t know if 

you would understand.” I answered back: “That’s right, not unless you tell me.” 

Still, he was hesitant to speak. Then I said: “You know, when you die, I will 

probably be the one asked to preach your funeral. I will be able to say whatever I 

want.” I think we were both surprised by that statement. He decided to answer: 

“Prison was the highpoint of my priesthood, because I had to accept the gift of 

absolute trust in God.”  

 

In prison, Father Marcellus had to let God love him.  

Peace became real when he recited childhood prayers and devotions that he learned 

as a boy in his local parish.  

He looked back with gratitude on his Passionist seminary training.  

He figured out a creative way to say the Rosary: every bead became a person.  
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He said the names of his fellow Passionists. He said the name of those friends and 

family back in Massachusetts.  

He knew Chinese Catholics in Hunan, China were still praying for him.  

  

In prison, he was able to “lift high the cross in his life at that very moment and 

humbly accept healing.”  

The more his life became empty in prison, the more he decided he would let the 

love of God fill him up.  

As we heard in the Gospel reading: Like Jesus he said: “Father into your hands I 

commend my spirit.”  

The truth is Father Marcellus White was freed during his two years in prison!  

 

After Fathers Marcellus White and Justin Garvey were released from prison, they 

could have been angry and bitter.  

What was amazing was that both priests saw their lives as an ongoing gift from 

God.  

They still had faith and zeal.  

In 1958 both priests volunteered to be part of the new Passionist overseas mission 

to the Philippines.  

Father White returned to the United States in 1993.  

He loved the United States, the Philippines, and any other place where he had 

traveled or lived. But he never got tired of sharing news and hope about China. His 

stories about China were always about the Chinese Catholic people and how he 

how he experienced the love of God. 

 

 

I did preach his funeral in 2002.  

All of us can be inspired by Father Marcellus White.  

All of us will have moments when our life seems like a prison.  

These are the moments when we say our prayers, whenever possible go confession, 

receive the Eucharist and sacrament of the sick and humbly accept healing from 

God. 

 

Preaching and reflections by the Passionist priests and Brothers help us understand 

the weight of our cross.  

The presence and conversations with the parish and monastery staff and volunteers 

oftentimes empower us to seek comfort as we come to this sacred West Scranton 

hill in 2021.  

Many of us know each other.  

Many of us know the cross we carry.  



5 
 

 

I would hope these two incidents I have shared  provide us with confidence to 

expand our understanding our traumatic crosses.  

For example, throughout 2020 and 2021 we have seen the cross of political anger 

become very heavy for all of us.  

  

Furthermore, because we all live longer, our own aging process can be a heavy 

cross. Some of us get tired of telling the same old stories.  

Some of get tired of listening to these same familiar stories This is a cross 

teenagers and those of aging carry together.  

 

Family stories? Family learning? 

Public stories? Public learning? 

 

Perhaps a grace of this 2021 Solemn Novena that Good St. Ann is giving all of us 

to reveal the stories from the heart.  

Rather than be scared of heart to heart conversations, let us hear them as sacred.  

 

I think we all try to find the acceptable and kind words that allow us the means to 

sanctify discussions that unite us on politically and faithfully correct subjects.  

These are the graced moments when we experience the true gift of discernment of 

the spirits. These are the moments that are the foundation of Christian as well as 

world religious tradition.  

  

A first step towards healing is to name trauma.  

A second step is to be a good listener to ourselves.  

What a gift to trust someone to listen to us.  

 

The Gospels tell us that Simon of Cyrene stepped out the crowd to carry the cross 

for Jesus.  

That was a public cross.  

 

To be clear, I am speaking about the silent cross we might carry in our life.   

 

How we will let go of trauma?  

How will we let God into our life?  

How will we be humble?  

How will we have stamina of faith to walk the way of the cross with others?  

Let us seek healing from the silent crosses of post traumatic cultural stress in 2021. 
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A final reflection:  

From 1974 to 1978 I was living in our Passionist monastery seminary in Jamaica, 

Queens, New York. I was attending the graduate school of theology at St. John’s 

University.  

Rather than study I started to waste time in the monastery library. I picked up the 

book  The New Black Poetry edited in 1969 by Clarence Major.  

I found a poem “Al Fitnah Muhajir.” Written by Nazzam Al Sudan it changed my 

life. Please listen while I read it:  

When you enter  

Strange cities 

Be silent 

In the streets 

But speak 

With all 

You meet 

And you will see 

And you will see 

The poor people 

Are very rich. 

When you enter  

Their homes 

Eat with them 

Or they will hate you 

But eat not 

That which will kill you 

Even if they insist 

For you have been taught 

By the Great Teacher 

And they know him not 

May even mock him 

To your face 

But cool your voice 

They will submit 

When they meet him 

When they see him 

In you 

When you love  

Peoples of the world 
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Rivers are nothing 

Between you 

And strange tongues 

A soulful tune 

Salaam, salaam.  

 

This poem has inspired me.  

It has reminded me how the simplest encounters with people have the potential to 

be dynamic and life changing.  

I suddenly saw myself as united with “peoples of the world.”  

The concluding words are gentle.  I heard “Salaam, salaam” to be an invitation to 

increase my reading and respect for Islam and world religions.  

At that moment I was being invited to lift high my cross in life. It had become 

clear to me that healing can take place at any moment anywhere in the world. I was 

on a quest to respect relationships and mirror God’s love for everyone. That was 

1974.  

What song inspires you? 

What poem inspires you? 

What book changed your life? 

Let us seek freedom of intellect and spirit. 

Look at the basilica, visit the basilica, light a candle at the basilica, say a 

prayer at the basilica. Receive this same invitation on 2021.  

Let us seek to be a people of peace and friendship in Scranton. Young or old, we 

cannot predict our life journey beyond Northeast Pennsylvania. Pandemic faith 

unites us in 2021.  

At this very moment during this solemn novena to Good St. Ann is calling my 

name and your name. 

At this very moment during this solemn novena to Good St. Ann is calling our 

names. 

Is our light of faith hidden under a bushel basket for safe keeping?  

Now is the acceptable time to let our light of faith shine.  
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Name the novena grace we have received as individuals and as approximately 

26,000 in person.  

Enjoyment of life is a value.  

Be thankful.  

Let our heart smile. Let us cry tears of joy.   

The novena graces received over nine days, or one day, whether from TV or social 

media via Facebook or You Tube empowers us to let God love us.  

Now is the moment to lift high our cross in life and humbly accept healing” from 

God wherever we go as peoples of the world.   

Good St. Ann. Pray for us.  


