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By Bishop Dennis Sullivan

My first assignment as a priest was to
the parish of Saint Elizabeth in
Washington Heights, New York City.
The “Heights” is the neighborhood that
surrounds the George Washington
Bridge where the bridge crosses from
New Jersey into Manhattan. The bridge
dominates the area, which is the highest
point on the island of Manhattan, hence
“the Heights.”

I spent five wonderful years in that
large urban parish. It was there that I
learned a critical lesson about my voca-
tion to the priesthood of Jesus Christ.
That statement is not meant to dismiss
my seminary years during which I
received first-class intellectual, spiritu-
al, pastoral, and human formation and
was prepared for the priesthood.
Additionally, the rigor of seminary life
tested my vocation and saw the seed of
the vocation to the priesthood that God
planted in me grow. I knew that God
was calling me to be a priest and I was
awed by the mystery of the call to the
priesthood which the Church confirmed
in me on the day of ordination.  

Yet, it was in the daily life, rhythm,
and challenges of that parish in the
Heights where my understanding of
what it is to be a priest spiraled. In that
parish over which loomed the bridge I
learned that a priest must be  a pontifex,
one  who  builds bridges as the Latin
root of that word suggests, pons
(bridge), facere (to make). A priest
bridges for the people this world with
the unseen world of God. Who were my
teachers? Let me mention just a few
who taught me about the priest as pon-
tifex. 

The faithful at daily Mass, whose
example of constancy and community
at prayer taught me that I had to be a
leader at the central prayer of our
church, the Mass. Praying the Mass,
leading the faithful through the prayer
of the Holy Eucharist across to the

Mystery of  God. The variety of ethnic
groups who populated the parish taught
me that God speaks infinitesimal lan-
guages but that a priest who speaks the
Word of God with a smile can be under-
stood and can assist others, no matter
what their language, to cross over to
God. The children of the parish taught
me that their need for a spiritual father
is in their DNA. A priest must be com-
fortable in his fatherly role, safely lead-
ing children to God. The Religious
women, Sisters of the Holy Child Jesus,
who staffed the parish school and the
religious education programs, taught
me that a priest must be a competent,
knowledgeable and creative educator
who guides others to discover the truth
about God. The other parish priests
taught me that I need priestly mentors
to show me the ropes in order to guide

people to God. Finally, the poor immi-
grants who were arriving in the neigh-
borhood during those years taught me
that a priest must be a father of the poor
who allows the poor to lead him to
know God.

In the Heights, the neighborhood of
the bridge, I learned that a priest is a
pontifex who bridges between God and
men and women. For the past 44 years
as a priest of Jesus Christ, I have tried
with the help of God to do this. It is a
wonderful rewarding vocation to which
God still calls young men to build
bridges.

Learning about being a bridge in the
shadow of the George Washington

A priest bridges for the people 
this world with the unseen

world of God.

BISHOP DENNIS SULLIVAN
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By Father Michael M. Romano

On most Tuesdays during the school
year, the Vocations Office posts a new
blog entry from one of our seminarians
on our website
(www.camdenpriest.org). These blog
posts are called Our Journeys of Faith,
for they highlight the common journey
that our seminarians are on while also
pointing out different dimensions of
discernment, seminary and formation.  

The seminarians know what ques-
tions and fears potential seminarians
have, so their entries are intended for
those young people in particular.
Therefore, I am always happy when I
hear that the young men in our diocese
who are discerning the priesthood visit
our website each Tuesday to learn more
about our seminarians. The seminari-
ans themselves hope to encourage
those discerners through their blog
posts. I invite you, too, to Follow Our
Journey.

While the website includes exciting
entries such as seeing Pope Francis in
person or even serving Mass for him, a
common trend this year has been arti-
cles concerning the fraternity in the
seminary and on the prayer life of a
seminarian. As we celebrate the annual
World Day of Prayer for Vocations, I
share with you some of those entries

from both our newest seminarians and
those closest to ordination.

This supplement also includes an
article from one of our women religious
and permanent deacons on their own
journeys of faith. They encourage us to
pray, not only that we might follow
God’s will for our lives, but especially
that the young people in our diocese
stay open to the Lord’s call.  

The Catholic Star Herald has been
printing a series of reflections from reli-
gious in connection with the Year of
Consecrated Life, and the latest is
included in this supplement as well.

A great way you can pray for voca-
tions as a family is by joining us all for
our fourth annual iRace4Vocations this
Sunday at Washington Lake Park in
Sewell. As you will read, this day is a
wonderful event that both prays for and
promotes priestly and religious voca-

tions in our diocese. Our seminarians
look forward to witnessing for you their
journeys of faith that day. Even if you
have not yet registered, you can do so
that day. Please, join us for Mass, for
the walk/run and some food and enter-
tainment!

Prayer for vocations is one of the
most important things we can offer.
Bishop Sullivan has asked us to do that
individually, as families and as a dio-
cese for the past two years.  Fortunately,
it is beginning to bear fruit.  At the
beginning of this academic year, four
men from our diocese entered the semi-
nary and even more will be entering for
this upcoming academic year.  This is
great news. However, our prayers must
continue so that the hearts of young men
and women in our diocese stay open to
the possibility of God asking them to
serve him as priests and religious.

Follow Our Journey. Pray for
Vocations.  That’s my request to each of
you on this World Day of Prayer for
Vocations. The Lord is certainly calling
the young people in our diocese to con-
sider serving him as priests and reli-
gious. Our prayers and support are nec-
essary for them to hear his voice and
have the courage to respond generously.

Father Michael M. Romano is the
Director of Priestly Vocations for the
Diocese of Camden.

By Carol Glatz
Catholic News Service

VATICAN CITY — Following a
vocation to the priesthood or religious
life is to live an experience of “exodus”
— to joyfully leave behind all that
enslaves and journey to a Promised
Land of love, service and mission, Pope
Francis said.

“Responding to God’s call, then,
means allowing him to help us leave
ourselves and our false security behind,
and to strike out on the path which
leads to Jesus Christ, the origin and des-
tiny of our life and our happiness,” the
pope said in his message for the 2015
World Day of Prayer for Vocations. The
day will be celebrated April 26 at the
Vatican and in many dioceses around
the world.

The message, released at the Vatican
April 14, was dedicated to the theme:
“Exodus: A fundamental experience of
vocation.”

Every Christian vocation is rooted in
this sense of movement, of journeying
and going forward since “belief means
transcending ourselves, leaving behind

our comfort and the inflexibility of our
ego in order to center our life in Jesus
Christ,” the pope wrote.

Just like Abraham, Moses and the
people of Israel, all children of God are
called to leave behind the land they
know and trust completely in God to
show them the way to a whole new
world.

The journey is not about running
away in “contempt” from life and reali-
ty, but of finding it anew, in abundance
and brought to its fulfillment, he wrote.

“The Christian vocation is first and
foremost a call to love, a love which
attracts us and draws us out of our-
selves, ‘decentering’ us and triggering
‘an ongoing exodus out of the closed
inward-looking self toward its libera-
tion through self-giving, and thus
toward authentic self-discovery and
indeed the discovery of God,’” he
wrote, quoting retired Pope Benedict
XVI.

A vocation, just like Christian life in
general, demands constant renewal and
“an attitude of conversion and transfor-
mation, an incessant moving forward, a
passage from death to life like that cel-

ebrated in every liturgy, an experience
of Passover,” he said.

The journey is God’s work as “he
leads us beyond our initial situation,
frees us from every enslavement, breaks
down our habits and our indifference,
and brings us to the joy of communion
with him and with our brothers and sis-
ters,” Pope Francis wrote.

A vocation to priesthood or religious
life doesn’t just transform the individ-
ual, he wrote, it also has an impact on
all of society as the individual feels
compelled to serve God’s kingdom on
earth and inspired “to solidarity in
bringing liberation to our brothers and
sisters, especially the poorest.”

The pope’s message called on young
people to recognize that “this exodus
toward God and others fills our lives
with joy and meaning.”

Uncertainty, fear or problems can too
often “risk paralyzing their youthful
enthusiasm and shattering their dreams,
to the point where they can think that it is

not worth the effort to get involved, that
the God of the Christian faith is somehow
a limit on their freedom,” he wrote.

FATHER MICHAEL M. ROMANO

The Lord is certainly calling 
the young people in our diocese 

to consider serving him 
as priests and religious. 

Vocations are calls to embark on exodus
to Promised Land, Pope Francis says

CNS photo /Tony Gentile, Reuters

Pope Francis addresses seminarians,
novices and others as he celebrates
Mass in St. Peter’s Basilica at the
Vatican in July 2013. 

Follow Our Journey, and pray for vocations

Father Rene Canales, of St. Gabriel the Archangel Parish, Carneys Point,
prays the rosary. (Photo by Alan M. Dumoff)

On the supplement cover
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Forming 
Priestly Vocations
Yesterday, Today 
and Tomorrow

Since 1791 St. Mary’s Seminary 
has been training men for the 
priesthood. Seminarians today
come from dioceses across the
country, including the Diocese of
Camden. The men studying here
are a sign of hope for the future of
the priesthood. We invite those
considering a vocation to visit the
seminary.

Please join us in praying for priestly 
vocations.

Rev. Thomas R. Hurst, P.S.S., 
President-Rector

St. Mary’s Seminary & University
5400 Roland Avenue
Baltimore, MD 21210

www.stmarys.edu
410-864-3602

By Paul Abbruscato

In searching to know God and also to
know his will for me, I quickly came to
see the importance of prayer and how it
should always be one of the most
important things in my life. Ultimately,
prayer is giving time for God in one’s
life. Gordon Hinckley writes, “Let us
never forget to pray. God lives. He is
near. He is real. He is not only aware of
us but cares for us. He is our Father. He
is accessible to all who will seek Him”
(“Standing for Something: 10 neglected
virtues”).

In the seminary, I try to focus on three
practical ways to pray. The first is with
reading Sacred Scripture; the second is
with the prayers of the church; and the
third is in a true heart-to-heart, friend-
to-friend approach. Of these three
ways, two are more formal and tradi-
tional approaches, and the other is a
more informal and friendly practice.

Praying with Sacred Scripture is one
of the formal ways of praying. Every
time we are at Mass this happens. In
this way of prayer, we attentively listen
to the Word of God, as he speaks to us
and calls us into a relationship person-
ally and in the present moment. Here
we meet the Creator again and again in
a way that is not just simply reading

from a book, but is truly an encounter
with the Word. In addition to praying
with the Scriptures at Mass, I also use
the Scriptures for my private prayer, for
it is one way in which God communi-
cates to his people, and how he is con-
stantly calling them into a deeper union
with himself. 

Another formal way of prayer is
through the common prayers of the
church. St. Paul reminds us that we
have the Holy Spirit to help us in our
prayer, and these common prayers are
ways for that to happen. I spend time
praying the Chaplet of Divine Mercy,
the Rosary, and the Stations of the
Cross. Even the prayers we recite at
Mass, like the Creed, allow the Spirit to
pray in us and through us. In these
prayers of the church, which all derive

from the Word of God, we enter into the
life of Christ, and deepen our awareness
of being untied with him in his death,
burial and resurrection.

The third way of praying that I enjoy
is the informal heart-to-heart conversa-
tion, a friend-to-friend approach. In this
way, I open myself up and approach the
Lord in a way similar to the tax collec-
tor in the Gospel. Here, I make myself
vulnerable in a thorough realization of
my unworthiness, and at the same time
try to humble myself by seeking his
mercy and love. In this technique, all of
us can develop a real relationship with
God and come to understand his friend-
ship, which he desires. This is one of
the most fascinating realities: God calls
us friends, and we can and should speak
to him as one.

In conclusion, prayer is this beautiful
way to encounter God, who guides us
on our pilgrimage, our journey, here on
earth. In these three ways I open myself
to God’s call, to let him be my friend, to
let him be my Father, and to let him be
my Good Shepherd in this life. For it is
God who desires to speak with those he
loves, and prayer is our response to this
immense love, which goes beyond us,
and ultimately sanctifies us.

Paul Abbruscato is in Third College
at St. Andrew’s Hall at Seton Hall
University. His home parish is Our
Lady, Star of the Sea in Atlantic City.

PAUL ABBRUSCATO

I open myself to God’s call, to let
him be my friend, to let him be

my Father, and to let him be my
Good Shepherd in this life. 

Prayer is this beautiful way to encounter God
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By Adam Cichoski

The dramatic World War II series
“Band of Brothers” told the story of Easy
Company, part of the 506th Parachute
Infantry Regiment of the 101st Airborne
Division. The story begins with them just
before the D-Day Invasion. As they pre-
pare for “The Longest Day,” they reflect
on their journey that began in 1942 at
basic training and jump school as they
learn how to become paratroopers.  

The story follows them through many
major operations in the European the-
ater of the war. The men in this compa-
ny came from different backgrounds.
Some grew up in privilege, while others
grew up on the streets. These men grew
close to one another and became a fam-
ily. They learned to trust and depend on
each other when times got tough.  

After the war ended, most of these
men were happy to shed their uniforms
and return to a life outside of the serv-
ice. However, even though they went
their separate ways, most of the men
from Easy Company kept in touch. The
bonds they had formed in combat
would outlast the war and continue.
Just like some families gather together
every couple of years, these men would
have reunions, too. The survivors could
come together and share the memories
of the war, as well as their own stories
of the families they had started.  

As their families grew, so did their
reunions. Their families no longer con-
sisted of just blood relatives; they now
counted the men they served with as
family.

I was looking for this brotherhood
and experience of the world when I
tried to enlist in the United States Army.
But God had different plans for me. I
ended up being medically disqualified
from the Army, and I was a little disap-
pointed. I thought I never was going to
experience that brotherhood or cama-
raderie that the men of Easy Company
had experienced. As I continued work-
ing and going to school, this dream
seemed to get farther and farther away.

I would finally find this brotherhood
I was looking for in a surprising place:
the seminary. I can honestly say that the
seminary teaches you many things, but
probably the most important thing I
have learned was how to love others. 

Before this time, I can say the only
brothers I had were my two actual older
brothers. Since my time at the semi-
nary, my family has grown from five
people to over 60. Just like the real
“Band of Brothers,” the men one meets
in the seminary come from all over the
world and from different walks of life.
As you get to know each other, often
times you start to become friendly with
the families of the other guys. You end
up being “spiritually adopted” by other
families, as well as some parishioners.
Our families grow more and more with
each year we spend at the seminary.

While we are not facing military
combat, we still face different struggles
and problems each day together.

Nobody should go through the semi-
nary thinking they are alone. If we are
facing a problem, we can be sure that
someone else has also faced it and over-
come it. Our seminary provides us with
many tools, and the men we are learn-
ing with will be a great help and aid in
our journey toward Christ. Like any
family, we disagree with each other at
times, but we know we are able to rely
on our brothers for the support we need.
Together, we grow in Christ’s love.

My time in the seminary has given
me many gifts. One of the greatest gifts
has been this brotherhood. In the semi-
nary, I have found that large family I
wanted. 

Amazing things happen when we
open our hearts to the Lord, and to our
brothers. I have been blessed to become
friends with guys from around the
world. My family does not only consist
of white, American traditions; we now
are familiar with the food and customs
from Korea, the Philippines, Mexico
and other foreign places, like North
Jersey. 

While I haven’t had a chance to see
all the different parts of the world, I
have been able to get a glimpse of them
through some of the men I live with.
Our seminary is diverse and different
than the place where I grew up, but I
really feel at home when I am there.

Seminarian Adam Cichoski is on a
pastoral year at Our Lady of Perpetual
Help Parish in Galloway. His home
parish is St. Michael the Archangel in
Franklinville.

By Samuel Hardy

The rosary is something that I grew
up saying with my family almost every
single night. My mother would call us
all into the living room around 7:30
p.m. and we would pray as a family. To
be completely honest, I dreaded that
time because it seemed pointless and it
seemed to interrupt the flow of the
night. I thought that I could have been
doing something way more productive,
like playing video games or sports. 

I guess it’s just like anything when
you’re growing up: if your parents
make you do something over and over,
you naturally tend toward not enjoying
it. It was a real shame that I did not take
advantage (for the most part) of that
time praying the rosary while I was
growing up, because I now know the
true power of praying the holy rosary. 

When I was in my freshman year at
Salem County Community College, I
had a huge change of heart and I actual-
ly wanted to pray each and every day. I

really came to the realization that the
Lord is so very real and I wanted to talk
to him every day. Thanks to the strong
foundation that my parents laid when I
was young, I was prepared to pray on
my own in a very deep way. 

I started praying the rosary every sin-
gle day by myself. I just contemplated
the Lord’s life during the Mysteries of
the rosary through his mother’s eyes. 

It has gotten to the point that the day
does not feel right until I have prayed
my rosary. I must say that since I start-
ed praying every day, my life has total-
ly changed. I had always been a happy
person, but now I am more so than ever.
By the grace of God, I have never been
as joyful and at peace as I am right now,
and that is because of my prayer life
that I have been blessed to attain. 

Consistent prayer from the heart does
truly change your life for the better. I
am a living testimony to that statement.
If for no other reason, we should pray
because that is what Jesus told us to do
when he said, “Pray unceasingly”.

Do not be intimidated by speaking to
God or by praying the rosary! You may
say that the rosary seems so long and
monotonous or even just boring. You
may say that you feel no consolation
when you pray, but prayer is not about
feeling good all the time; it’s about per-
severing and receiving from the Lord
what he wants to give for this journey
of life that we are all on together. 

There is a quote by Confucius that I
think can apply to this: “The man who
moves a mountain begins by carrying
away small stones.” In other words,
start small, like you would when start-
ing a workout program. Maybe by just
saying a decade of the rosary and giv-
ing it your full concentration, or just
telling God how your day is going and
speaking to him from your heart and
remembering that he is always with
you. By saying the rosary or simple
prayers during your day, you will have
the strength and the courage to do what
you may have thought was impossible.
When you invoke the intercession of
the Blessed Mother or pray to the Son
of God, Jesus Christ, through the holy
rosary or through humble prayers, then
you will have nothing to fear. 

Seminarian Samuel Hardy is in
Second College at St. Andrew’s Hall at
Seton Hall University. His home parish
is St. Gabriel the Archangel in Carneys
Point.

Together, we grow in Christ’s love

Adam Cichoski, center, stands with fellow seminarians.

SAMUEL HARDY

Prayer from the heart changes your life
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PAUL VI HIGH SCHOOL
gratefully acknowledges its alumni

who dedicate their lives to their religious vocations.
Rev. Msgr. Dominic Bottino, ’70 • Rev. Timothy Byerley, ’72 • Sr. Barbara Bradley, OCD ’73 • Deacon Peter Powell, ’74 

Donna Cicalese, SSJ, ’77 • Rev. Christopher Bakey, ’79 • Sr. Alicia Perna, SSJ, ’79 • Rev. Robert Hughes, ’81
Rev. E. Joseph Byerley, ’82 • Rev. Brian Frain, SJ, ’82 • Rev. Msgr. James Checchio, ’84 • Sr. Leslie Draper, M.P.F., ’93
Rev. Robert Yetman, ’96 • Rev. Christopher Markellos, ’97 • Rev. Michael Romano, ’99 • Sr. Kathleen Gilbert, OCD ’03

Seminarian Peter Gallagher, ’12 • Seminarian Henry Laigaie, ’12 • Seminarian Matthew Pluta, ’14

By Edward Kennedy

One of the most wonderful parts of
studying for the priesthood is the
amount of time for prayer that is
worked into your day. At St. Mary’s
Seminary, where I currently study, the
day begins and ends with community
prayer, and the celebration of the Mass
is at the center of our day. Prayer is
such an important part of our lives as
Catholics, and for young men discern-
ing their vocations this is especially
true.  

Before I entered the seminary, my
prayer life was very different from what
it is today. It was very much Mass-cen-
tered. Most of my prayer time was
before and after Mass. There wasn’t
anything particularly special or person-
al about my prayer life as it was heavi-
ly devotional. I would pray the rosary
and some of the other prayers that you
find in the missalette. It was a simple
routine and I found it fulfilling. 

All of this changed after my grand-
mother passed away in 2004. When my
grandmother passed away, my prayer
life felt empty. There was an emptiness
that wasn’t being satisfied. My prayer
started to feel routine. That was until I
was drawn to make a visit to Our Lady
of Sorrows in Linwood. After work one
day, I stopped into the church and

prayed before the Blessed Sacrament
for a few minutes. I don’t remember
what my prayer was that day, but I cer-
tainly remember what happened after
that. I continued to be drawn to that
church to pray before the Blessed
Sacrament each day. My visits grew
from just a few minutes that first time
to an hour every day.  

It was in these visits that my prayer
life blossomed and that I heard my call
to the priesthood.  Since then my prayer
life has deepened tremendously. My
prayer changed from devotional to
something that I would call more per-
sonal. Over the years I moved away
from only reciting prayers to speaking
to God and allowing the time for God to
speak to me. That’s what prayer should
be for all of us.  

Making time for prayer doesn’t
require great sacrifice. It could be as
easy as turning off the radio in the car

and using that time for prayer, or it
could mean saying a quick prayer for
someone who annoys you and saying a
prayer for yourself for the virtue of
patience. (I say that one a lot!) For me,
outside of the Mass, my best prayer
happens before the Blessed Sacrament.
When I pray before the Blessed
Sacrament it feels as if there is an
instant connection with God. I can see
our Lord before me and I can open
myself up to him. I can share with him
the struggles of my day, the joys I’ve
experienced, and the prayer requests
that have come to me. It’s as if it is just
Jesus and I are sitting together having
an intimate conversation about whatev-
er is going on at that very moment.  

On May 9, by the grace of God, I will
be ordained a transitional deacon for
our diocese. One of the most moving
parts of the ordination rite is when the
man being ordained lays prostrate on

the floor and the entire church prays the
Litany of the Saints. The whole church,
bishop, priests, deacons and laity, pray
for the intercession of the saints for the
man being ordained. I ask you to join in
this prayer for me as I prepare for ordi-
nation and for all of our seminarians
and men in discernment.

Seminarian Edward Kennedy is in
Third Theology at St. Mary’s Seminary
and University in Baltimore, Md. His
home parish is St. Nicholas of Tolentine
in Atlantic City. Edward will be
ordained a transitional deacon on May
9 at Our Lady of Guadalupe Parish in
Lindenwold.

EDWARD KENNEDY

Over the years I moved away 
from only reciting prayers 

to speaking to God and allowing
the time for God to speak to me.

After work one day, drawn to visit a church



By Sister M. Karen McConnell,
FMIHM

When I think of how to describe my
religious life during this “Year of
Consecrated Life,” the idea of relation-
ship comes to my mind. I recently
spoke at several diocesan high schools
during their Vocation Days and used the
image of a puzzle piece. I told the stu-
dents that my life is like a puzzle and
that at each important step or decision I
took time to find “the missing piece”
and add it to my life’s journey. I real-
ized that what I was searching for was
not the “What” that was missing in my
life but the “Who” that was missing —
Jesus Christ. So I listened to his invita-
tion to come and follow. It has been a
journey of coming to know Christ and
being challenged to grow and share my
gifts and talents to bring his Gospel
message to all those I encounter.

To know Jesus, you need to spend
time with him. Our foundress, Blessed
Mother Catherine Troiani, wrote that “a
sister without prayer is like a fish out of
water.” Prayer is taking time each day

to have a personal encounter with God
through his word and the Eucharist.
“We pray as we live because we live as
we pray” (Compendium 572).

A typical day in the life of a religious
sister is structured around times of prayer.
For example, celebrating the Liturgy of
the Hours (Morning and Evening Prayer),
the Eucharist, meditation of the Sacred
Scripture, the recitation of the rosary. 

There is the need to take time for
community prayer and also for some
personal prayer time. It is important to
take time monthly and annually to
spend time alone with him for some
one-on-one listening, and conversation.
We are called to stay with Christ and go
out into the world to be his witnesses in
the “mission” given to us by our reli-
gious communities where we serve the
universal church. Our prayers are a
response to Christ’s ultimate gift on the
Cross: “to love one another as I have
loved you” (Jn. 15:12). They have a
vertical direction in the relationship
between God and me and also a hori-
zontal direction in the relationship
between the needs of others and me. 

The three evangelical vows of pover-
ty, chastity and obedience call us to live
more intensely our baptismal call to
holiness. Poverty asks for an open-
handed and generous trust in God’s
providence and his care for you.
Chastity asks for an openness of heart
with room for many. Obedience asks
for an openness of mind which actively
seeks and trusts in the living God.
These vows, sustained by our prayers,
lead us to a continual conversion to
stay with Christ and to serve his
church. 

As a Franciscan Missionary Sister, I
promised, with my religious vows of
poverty, chastity and obedience, to live
in the fraternity, the Gospel of our Lord
Jesus Christ, “crucified Spouse naked
and abandoned,” and in him to be sent
to “labor for the conversion of people
overseas” in fidelity to Mother Church.
I realize that my faith journey is a con-
tinuous experience of allowing myself
to be open and willing to listen to God
and discover his will for my life.   

I have been given the opportunity to
live in countries where my religious

community serves the Universal
Church, to experience how other cul-
tures live their faith and share the
Gospel message to all that I meet. I live
in the certainty that God walks beside
us, with us and never abandons us. 

Sister Karen McConnell is a
Franciscan Missionary Sister of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary. She is the
Evangelization Consultant at the
Church of the Holy Family in Sewell.
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By Daniel Palmieri

A few months ago, there was a lot of
talk in the youth and young adult world
about “American Sniper,” the movie
starring Bradley Cooper. As a dis-
claimer, it should be known that the
church obviously never promotes vio-
lence in and of itself, and our world
could also do without some of the “col-
orful” language depicted in the film!
Nevertheless, this movie has caused
many people to reflect on America’s
role in the world and the moral obliga-
tions that guide military personnel. 

In a special way, America’s military
(one of the slogans of the U.S. Navy is
“a global force for good”) appeals to
many people because of its promise of
becoming part of something greater
than oneself for a good cause — name-
ly, freedom. America has always cham-
pioned freedom, both inside and out-
side its borders. The idea of joining the
military to defend the freedom and lib-
erty of our country, and many others,
can be very exciting! 

At the same time, this movie got me
thinking about a different interpretation
of the word freedom — an interpreta-
tion that seems to be used less and less
in our society — the way, we might say,
the Apostles would have understood
freedom. The freedom these men would
talk about is a deep, spiritual freedom
from a wound that has been hurting
humankind from the beginning. If you
were to ask St. Paul about his idea of

freedom, for example, he probably
would have responded with something
like, “For freedom Christ has set us
free; stand fast, therefore, and do not
submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal
1:5).

This slavery, this wound, which St.
Paul knew all too well, is sin. When we
do not fill ourselves with godly things,
we end up searching for other things to
fill our hearts. It starts with small dis-
tractions to kill time, but all too often
these distractions become more serious
sins that can injure our soul and our
connection with God. If these more
serious hurtful behaviors go unchecked,
they can eventually bring a lack of
inner peace and a sense of hopelessness
and even despair. 

The good news — no, great news —
however, is that God knows how we’re
wired, and offers us reconciliation and
freedom in Jesus Christ! Christ has the
power to forgive our past errors and,
through his grace, Christ gives us the
hope and courage to overcome our sin-
ful desires and truly live a good life, in
service to God and others. Christ is the
true freedom that every human being
searches for.

Despite this amazing reality, howev-
er, our society continues to move away
from God and authentic love, and
toward sin and distraction. The result?
More and more people are suffering
from a lack of peace, happiness, love
and motivation. They need God’s heal-
ing power. God knows this, and he’s

established an institution whose goal is
to save the world — the church! In an
imperfect analogy, the church is like
God’s military, and its mission is to heal
the wounds of division through love,
and free humankind from its slavery to
sin. The church’s power comes from the
grace of Christ, and every baptized per-
son has access to these graces in order
to help the church fulfill its mission.

Like any military force, those in the
church (you and me!) carry a powerful
weapon, which is prayer. When we cul-
tivate a deep and disciplined prayer life,
it allows for an opening of our heart
that God can then fill with his grace.
The most powerful effective prayer of
the church — its “super-weapon” one
could say — is the Mass, because dur-
ing the Mass, we receive Jesus Christ
himself in the Eucharist. Drawing from
the unlimited source of grace we can

receive at Mass, we can further culti-
vate a deep relationship with God in
other ways as well. These other forms
of opening ourselves to the Lord
include the rosary, the Liturgy of the
Hours, reading Scripture, silent prayer
in Eucharistic adoration, specific devo-
tions (like novenas), asking for the
intercession of specific saints, and even
listening to Christian music. Through
these forms of connecting with God, we
will begin to overcome sins we previ-
ously struggled with, and start to “con-
quer” ourselves, giving us a newfound
freedom to be a light to others. It is then
that we can begin, through Jesus’ grace,
to win souls for God and for his church,
giving others the same joyful freedom
of heart that we too have experienced. 

God wants to use each and every one
of us to enter this battle and help bring
the world out of the darkness into
which it has fallen, one soul at a time.
Through his grace, we can be a source
of healing, freedom, hope, and happi-
ness to those who have none. The ques-
tion is, are we willing to join the fight?

I bind myself to do your will;
Lord, do not disappoint me.
I will run the way of your commands;
you give freedom to my heart. 
(Ps 119: 30-32)

Seminarian Daniel Palmieri is in his
first year of Pre-Theology at
Immaculate Conception Seminary in
South Orange, N.J.  His home parish is
Our Lady of Peace in Williamstown.

You give freedom to my heart

DANIEL PALMIERI

My journey of coming to know Christ

SISTER KAREN MCCONNELL
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By Matthew Pluta

Many of the priests at school tell me
that prayer is similar to learning a new
language. They say this because it takes
a lot of practice and discipline to final-
ly understand how the Holy Spirit
wants us to pray. 

My prayer life before the seminary
was not the greatest. It felt like the only
time I would pray was at Mass, where I
would not pay the most attention either.
One of the most important lessons I
have learned in my first two semesters
at the seminary is taking advantage of
all that is offered to me so that I can
grow in my prayer life. 

Some things that are starting to
become a part of my life’s daily routine
are the recitation of the holy rosary and
the Divine Mercy Chaplet. Being in the
seminary has taught me the importance
of these prayers to achieve peace and
strength. Another practice of mine has
become the Stations of the Cross, main-
ly on Tuesdays and Fridays, which are
the days of the Sorrowful Mysteries. A
result of the benefits of seminary life
has led me to a sudden fascination and
deeper sensation brought about by
praying the Stations, recalling our
Lord’s greatest act of love. The semi-

nary has even broken through to me on
the importance of mental prayer and
alone time with Christ in the chapel or
church.  

These things all made me desire to
grow even more in my relationship with
God through prayer. To anyone interest-
ed in the seminary, I can assure you that
there is so much care and attention put
in by the community that one grows
successfully in all the areas of forma-
tion, most especially the spiritual life.

As my first year draws to a close, I
have learned that there is no set routine
or special saying that I have to know.
Instead, it is a mix of discipline and, to
add some flavor, personality. 

Prayer is like waking up in the morn-
ing to go to school or work. I get the
best results by getting up right with the
alarm, which I have heard is called
“The Heroic Minute” by St. Jose Maria
Escriva. To live that heroic minute, one
does not hit the snooze button or tell
one’s mom or oneself, “Just five more
minutes.” The reason I do this is to ded-

icate myself to the day, a day given by
God for me to act with him for others in
whatever way he has planned. The
same thing is true for setting a specific
time for prayer. For example, if one
decides 5 p.m. is a time away from
work or play and a time for God, then
one should get there at 5. This act has
done wonders for me because it speci-
fies the importance of prayer. It feels
like the time of day that I chose to pray
each day was almost inspired by God,
for he definitely has an idea as to when
I am the most alert, eager and ready to
do something. And I try to prepare for
that time of prayer, for that is an act of
trust and dedication to the Lord.

Now as for the word “personality”:
no two people are the same and no two
people will pray in the same way. Even
though a group of pitchers share the
same understanding on how to throw a
ball, typically no two pitchers will
throw it in exactly the same way.
Similarly, each of us is unique and must
bring our own personalities into our

prayers. In bringing my personality into
my prayer, it becomes even more con-
versational with God and I grow in my
relationship with him. Not only that, it
also helps me to grow in my love for
him. And that love influences the way I
treat others as well.  

Discipline and personality. By learn-
ing those two lessons, that goal of hav-
ing a better prayer life is starting to
come true.

Seminarian Matthew Pluta is in First
College at St. Andrew’s Hall at Seton
Hall University. His home parish is Our
Lady of Peace in Williamstown.

MATTHEW PLUTA

Learning the language of prayer
No two people are the same and 

no two people will pray in the same way.

CONTACT: 
Little Servant Sisters
1000 Cropwell Road

Cherry Hill, NJ 08003
856.424.1962 

Fax 856.424.5333  
E-Mail: LSIC.PROV@verizon.net
You Tube: Little Servant Sisters

Little Servant Sisters of the Immaculate Conception
Community of Consecrated Life ~ Prayer, Evangelical Counsels, Service

Needy Children, Youth, Families, the Sick & Elderly, USA & Worldwide
Is Christ calling you? … Pray… The decision is yours.

AWAKEN THE WORLD!
ANSWER THE LORD’S CALL!
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By Deacon Anthony Cioe

I often tell people that the strong work
ethic instilled in me by my parents is
both a blessing and a curse. A blessing
because it fuels the drive and enthusi-
asm that permits me to fully enjoy
everything that I do. But at the same
time, it could be a curse because that
inner drive doesn’t always allow me to
slow down long enough to smell the
roses, or in this case, to hear God’s call.  

Throughout my life, I always worked
hard to succeed, to be the very best in
my profession, to provide the best for
my family, to create the best environ-
ment for my children, to do all of things
that would make me successful by soci-
ety’s standards. Yet, I always sensed an
inner tension, an inner voice telling me
that there was something missing.
There was something more that God
was asking me to do, and something
more that God was asking me to be.
The problem was I wouldn’t slow down
long enough to listen.

To help me discern my call, God
brought other people into my life. My
wife provided a great example through
her strong prayer life. Friends would
ask me to attend retreats, to teach reli-
gious education, or to become part of a
prayer group. One particular year I
attended a weekend retreat with my

brother-in-law. During that quiet week-
end of silence and prayer, the call to
service began to emerge more clearly.
The desire to serve those in need
became overwhelming. 

In the months and years that fol-
lowed, I continued to pray for guidance.
That guidance led me to take action,
and to become more involved in vari-
ous church ministries. With each step
that I took I found myself getting clos-
er to understanding the call. Then one
day my wife mentioned to me that I
should look into becoming a deacon.
She showed me an article in the Star
Herald announcing an upcoming infor-
mation night. My wife and others
encouraged me to attend so that I could
learn more about the permanent dia-
conate.  

Reluctantly I took the first step,
attended the meeting, and began to
learn about the role of a deacon.  

I learned that while a deacon is most
visible when assisting at Mass, that part

of his ministry was only the tip of the
iceberg. Below the surface was the
much larger role of serving those in
need, being an agent of change, and act-
ing as a bridge between the church and
the secular world. 

I also learned that upon ordination a
deacon receives both a parish assign-
ment and diocesan assignment. I
applied to the diaconate program, was
accepted, and continued through for-
mation. It was the most amazing jour-
ney!  

Upon ordination I was assigned to St.
Stephen’s Parish in Pennsauken. For
my service to the diocese I was
assigned to both the Evangelization
Department and the Tribunal.  

Since ordination, I’ve marveled at
what the Holy Spirit has strengthened
me to do for others. Helping others find
peace in Christ’s presence, and being
able to provide guidance to others in
ethical matters in the workplace, are
just two that come to mind.

I’ve also learned that God’s call is not
static. On the contrary it’s dynamic. It’s
ever changing. So while my purpose is
to serve, the way that I serve God’s peo-
ple is different depending on the needs
of those I encounter.  

In a very short time I will be retiring
from my secular job so that I can devote
more time to my ministries and to meet-
ing the needs of others. I’m both anxious
and excited to discover where God’s call
will take me, and I pray that wherever he
leads I will have the courage to say yes.

Deacon Anthony Cioe is assigned to
Mary, Queen of All Saints Parish in
Pennsauken.

By Laura Mirenda

Given the opportunity to take a fami-
ly vacation, most of us would immedi-
ately jump at the chance. We are drawn
to the idea of a vacation as it prompts
thoughts of relaxation, rejuvenation,
and a break from the normal, everyday
routine. Vacation is a time to focus on
what matters most to us, and spend time
with those most important to us. In this,
the year Pope Francis has designated
the “Year of the Family,” why not con-
sider a different type of family vacation
— A Vocation Vacation?  

Each of us has a vocation. We are all
called to serve God, and as Catholics
we may choose to serve God as a single
or married individual, or by devoting
ourselves to the priesthood or religious
life. Your vocation is one of the most
important decisions you will make in
your life. Yet, a survey of never-married
Catholic youth and young adults
showed that nearly 90 percent had
never even considered a vocation.  

These statistics are hardly a surprise.
The modern family is on the run.
Moms, dads and kids carry a full load.
There’s work, school, homework,
housework, team practices, birthday
parties — the list is seemingly endless.

The jam-packed calendar leaves little
time for the family to even eat a meal
together, let alone have a meaningful
conversation about vocations. 

As a mother of three active children,
I am fully aware of the everyday chal-
lenge to make the fundamentals of our
Catholic faith a priority. However, I am
also aware how crucial it is to create a
moral compass for my children. As a
Catholic, I want my children to under-
stand that spiritual activities are as
important as their school and recre-
ational activities. I want them to know
that serving others is more important
than self-gratification. Thus, in our
house we have declared Sunday, April
26, a Vocation Vacation day and hope
other families will do the same.  

On this day, we will skip the ice
hockey game and softball practice in
order to attend the Diocese of
Camden’s fourth annual

iRace4Vocations event at Washington
Lake Park, in Sewell. We will take a
break from our normal routine and
gather with hundreds of people from
our diocese and beyond to pray for
vocations. We will enjoy the rare
opportunity to attend Mass outdoors,
humbled by the greatness of all God
created around us. We will run in honor
of and in support of vocations, which
requires self-discipline and sacrifice
and reminds us of the ultimate sacrifice
Jesus made for us. We will teach our
children about vocations and explain
the vocation options available to them
in their future. The kids will play
games directed by women religious
who have dedicated their lives to car-
ing for the elderly and less fortunate.
We will celebrate all who have chosen
to serve God. 

We don’t need a week for this type of
vacation. In just one Vocation Vacation

day my family will receive nourishment
for the mind, body and spirit. We will
spend the day with those we love while
making what is most important to us —
our Catholic faith — our priority that
day. I fully expect that my family will
leave this event, as we have the past
three years, feeling mindful of the
goodness of God and aware of the joy-
filled ways in which we can serve him
and others. What a positive outcome
from just one Vocation Vacation day!

Laura Mirenda is a member of
Incarnation Parish in Mantua.

DEACON ANTHONY CIOE

To help me discern my call, God

brought other people into my life.

LAURA MIRENDA AND FAMILY

Why not consider a different 
type of family vacation — 

A Vocation Vacation?

Celebrating those who have chosen to serve God

Through prayer I clearly heard God’s call
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“The Legion of Mary presents the true face of the Catholic Church.”
-Pope John XXIII

Be a missionary without leaving home.
For more information call:

Joe
Lang

609-398-9037

Tom
McClintock

856-854-4346

The largest lay organization
in the Church.  Established in 1921

Over 10 million members world wide.Our aim is to give glory 
to God through the actions and lives of our members, through assistance with
the spiritual needs of the parish. Over the years thousands of souls have been

brought into and back to the church. Answering the Pope’s call for evangelization.

Our Lady Needs You For Her Army
The Legion of Mary

By Sister Jerilyn Einstein, FMIJ

In response to hearing the proclama-
tion of the Gospel of Matthew, Chapter
10 on the feast of St. Matthias, St.
Francis exclaimed, “This is what I
want, this is what I long for with all of
my heart!” It seems strange to utter
these words after hearing to leave
everything behind, to take nothing for
your journey. These words, spoken with
such conviction and fervor by St.
Francis, expressed and continue to
express, the sentiments that I feel with-
in my own heart today as I reflect upon
my vocational journey.

God’s plan for me was not revealed
as a sudden jolt or as a thunderous
event. Unlike St. Francis, I did not have
a momentous conversion experience. I
didn’t see a bright light or hear voices.
My experience was
similar to that of
Elijah who was
waiting for some-
thing extravagant
to happen, and
instead found God
in the “light mur-
muring sound.”

I often waited for
“the call” but didn’t
realize that Jesus
speaks softly to the
heart, gently invit-
ing, showing the
way through every
day life experi-
ences, through per-
sons who come
into your life and of
course, every once
in awhile you find yourself in a “Wow”
moment when it can be none other than
the voice of God.

Growing up in Baltimore, I was for-
tunate to have attended our parish
school of St. Agnes, staffed by the
Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of
Mary (Scranton) who in my very early

years helped me to deepen and expand
the values and devotion that were
instilled in me by my family. Thinking
back on this experience, I see the
effects of little things that seemed
insignificant then were really things
that added to the sense of God in my
life. 

Walking into school on the first day
of May was always something that was

very memorable.
All of the children
remained in awe
over the beautiful
“Mary Corners”
that were in each
room, each statue
of Mary surround-
ed by fragrant
flowers. A sense of
devotion was nur-
tured when we, as
children, were
invited to the 40
hours devotion,
being privileged to
spread the flower
petals before the
procession of the
Blessed Sacrament.
There was always

that sense of reverence for the “holy”
that was expressed in so many ways —
from the simple acts of devotion shown
by my mother and grandmother to
being introduced in a way that I could
understand as a child to the sublime
mystery of the Incarnation — Jesus
becoming one with us — to the ultimate

act of love of Jesus — His death, resur-
rection and being present with us daily
in the Eucharist. Yes, the gift of my
family was where the first seed was
planted without me even realizing it.

Due to a change in the location of my
father’s job, in eighth grade my educa-
tion was continued at St. Margaret’s in
Woodbury Heights. It was there that I
met the Franciscan Sisters of the Infant
Jesus. I was touched deeply by their
spirit of joy and dedication. The follow-
ing year I began high school at
Gloucester Catholic where I was taught
by the Dominican Sisters who also had
a very positive influence in my life.  

I continued my relationship with the
Franciscan Sisters throughout high
school, helping out in the parish and at
the convent whenever an opportunity
presented itself to me. Although I lived
my teenage years in an ordinary way, I
often felt that something extraordinary
was taking place inside of me, and I
couldn’t exactly identify what that
something was.

It was during my junior year in high
school that the question was posed as to
whether I ever considered religious life
as an option for my future years. I
received the question as an invitation to
“Come and See” and began opening
myself to the possibility of becoming a
sister. Through my continued contact
with the sisters, God’s eternal plan for
my life was slowly revealing itself to
me. After my senior year in high school
I made the decision to venture into the
deep and to accept the call of Jesus to
the religious life.  

Through the years of religious forma-
tion, I found much support and encour-
agement. My religious sisters in com-
munity not only guided me, but shared
my journey with me. By seeing the way
that they lived out their commitment, I
knew that during joyful times as well as
sad times, faithfulness was possible and
the experience serves to draw you clos-
er to Jesus and to His Blessed Mother.   

Just as when you enter into any rela-
tionship, you don’t know all that your
“Yes” entails. It is not a stagnant yes
that gets pronounced once and for all.  It
is a yes that is continually renewed each
waking day. And for me, it is a yes that
has become deeper as the years go by.  

I have learned to love and hopefully
to live the charism of our Mother
Foundress, “to love Jesus in the neigh-
bor and the neighbor in Jesus.” I have
learned that prayer is a relationship, not
something to “do” but something to
live. It is lived in the experiences in the
chapel, in the quiet moments before the
Lord as well as in the experiences of the
busyness of life — meeting people,
sharing their lives, their joys, their suf-
ferings. It is finding Jesus in the ordi-
nary events of daily life. It is being able
to look into the eyes of my brothers and

sisters and to see the face of God. To
refer to my favorite musical, Les
Miserables, “to love another person is
to see the face of God!”

I have now spent 36 years as a pro-
fessed sister with the Franciscan
Missionary Sisters of the Infant Jesus.
Every minute of every year has been a
blessing for me. I have had the opportu-
nity to minister to and to be ministered
by many marvelous and faith-filled
people. I have spent time at St.
Margaret’s in Woodbury Heights, in
Italy, in Highlands (Monmouth County)
and am now missioned at Guardian
Angels School in Gibbstown and
Paulsboro. Each assignment has been a
true gift from God where he has contin-
ued to show me his love, mercy and
faithfulness. I am blessed to serve the
school as principal and God willing, he
will use me as one of his instruments to
call forth generous young people to
answer his call to religious life. It is
truly a life that has many, many
rewards.   

I am grateful to God for having called
me, and especially grateful to the sisters
for offering me the invitation to answer
his call in the community of Franciscan
Sisters of the Infant Jesus.

During this Year of Consecrated Life
I renew my love for my religious life. I
renew my love for God’s people, the
church, and I also make the invitation
to others to open their hearts, their
minds, their generous spirits to be
touched by the Lord. Come and See!
Do not be afraid! You will receive a
hundredfold!

Sister Jerilyn Einstein, FMIJ is prin-
cipal of Guardian Angels Regional
School, Gibbstown.

I have learned
that prayer is 
a relationship,
not something

to “do” but
something 

to live.

SISTER JERILYN EINSTEIN, FMIJ

God’s plan for me was revealed slowly
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Msgr. James F. Checchio, a priest of the Camden Diocese and rector of the
Pontifical North American College, speaks during a press conference at the
Vatican April 20. Pope Francis will celebrate Mass at the college for U.S. semi-
narians May 2. 

Pope to visit, celebrate Mass
at U.S. seminary in Rome

By Cindy Wooden
Catholic News Service

VATICAN CITY — Pope Francis
will visit the Pontifical North American
College May 2 and celebrate Mass
there at the end of a conference on the
life and significance of Blessed
Junipero Serra, the Franciscan founder
of California missions whom the pope
will canonize in the United States in
September.

Guzman Carriquiry, secretary of the
Pontifical Commission for Latin
America, which is sponsoring the study
day in Rome along with the North
American College, said April 17 that
Pope Francis would arrive at midday
for the Mass with the U.S. seminarians,
U.S. and Mexican cardinals in Rome, as
well as with Archbishop Jose H. Gomez
of Los Angeles and other conference
participants.

Some 250 seminarians, most from the
United States, study at the college on
the Janiculum Hill overlooking St.
Peter’s Square and Basilica. (Josh
Nevitt, seminarian for the Diocese of
Camden, studies there.)

The building was inaugurated per-
sonally by Pope Pius XII in 1953. St.
John XXIII visited in 1959; Blessed
Paul VI visited the campus in 1970; and
St. John Paul II visited in 1980.

Msgr. James F. Checchio, a priest of
the Camden Diocese and the college’s
rector, said that the pope himself
expressed an interest in going to the
seminary; visiting before he visits the
United States will be like a preview.

“He will find a great vitality here and
he will witness first-hand the faith of
our country,” Msgr. Checchio said.

“There is a lot of excitement here for
receiving his message. Our men have
been so impressed with him from the
beginning, especially for his care for
the poor.”

The 18th-century Franciscan mis-
sionary, Father Serra, founded a string
of missions across Mexico and
California. He died in 1784, and is
buried at Mission San Carlos Borromeo
in Carmel, California. He was beatified
in Rome in 1988 by St. John Paul.

At the time of Blessed Serra’s beatifi-
cation, controversy arose over his treat-
ment of Native Americans and his atti-
tudes toward Indian culture, although
supporters of his canonization have said
the charges are without foundation.

Carriquiry said both he and
Archbishop Gomez will discuss the
controversy in their presentations at the
conference in May.

“He will find 
a great vitality 

here and 
he will witness 

first-hand 
the faith of our 

country.” 
— Msgr. James F.

Checchio
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