
“A STRANGE SILENCE”: 
EMBRACING THE MYSTERY OF THE CROSS 

We priests encounter a wide variety of pastoral situations during the course of our ministry. Very little surprises 
us, just as few parents who have raised children are surprised by what comes their way. But even after 31+ 
years of priestly ministry, the experience of the Lenten journey this year is unlike any I have previously 
encountered. The selection from the Office of Readings on Holy Saturday begins: “Something strange is 
happening–there is a great silence of earth today, a great silence and stillness.” To add to the mystery, that 
homily is listed simply as “An Ancient Homily on Holy Saturday.” Its author is unknown. The ancient sources 
containing the sermon list it under a heading “Dubia aut spuria”– meaning “uncertain or false.” Some attribute 
it to Bishop Melito of Sardis (Sardis is in present day Turkey). Other scholars credit the work to St. Epiphanius 
of Salamis (in Cyprus), still other reputable scholars provide its excerpts under the name of Pseudo-Epiphanius. 
Who really knows? Ultimately, it is the message that matters–indeed, it is a profound meditation on silence. 

This Lent, every day feels a bit like Holy Saturday. Looking out at the empty pews was equally surreal and sad. 
Yet, despite the “strange silence” I also felt a closeness to the parishioners with whom we remain united in 
prayer. Okay, okay– I’ll survive without a St. Patrick’s Day Pancake Breakfast, even though the sausages are a 
real treat! And yes, I miss the beehive of activity in the sacristy before Mass, typically a holy chaos of sorts. 
But it all feels so odd and unsettling. Walking the Stations of the Cross all alone–while being filmed 
nonetheless– was particularly surreal. There is strength in numbers and Lenten Stations have been a staple of 
my spiritual life, as I suspect they have for you. Still, we await, and believe that God is amidst us in the struggle 
against this silent enemy, that threatens the health of thousands, especially the elderly and those with underlying 
health challenges. 

While writing this column’s first draft, the typical street sounds outside my window were all but muted by the 
lack of the usual din of traffic. I could only hear the wind–no trucks, no loud motorcycles (Deo Gratias for 
that!), and relatively few people walking outside. The only sound I really heard was the wind, gusting up to 20 
mph. The parking lot remains empty–chained closed in fact. All around, there is an eerie silence. Last 
Saturday’s 5:15 p.m. Mass (anticipatory) offered by Archbishop Hebda was done amidst the newly requested 
coronavirus pandemic protocols. Fr. Bambenek and I concelebrated, while Fr. Pavlak graciously served as 
acolyte. But don’t worry 10:00 a.m. altar servers– your jobs are secure! Only a handful were present in this vast 
space, with lead sacristan and photographer Greg Povolny operating the center aisle camera.  

While surely comforting to celebrate Mass with our chief shepherd, it felt a bit selfish in a way, though I was 
helpless to change it. It is equally apparent that our people are struggling with a variety of emotions: disbelief, 
anger, exasperation at such stringent measures, and yes–fear. You name it, people felt it. Scripture teaches: 
“There is no fear in love, but perfect love drives out fear because fear has to do with punishment, and so one 
who fears is not yet perfect in love.” (1 John 4:18) The words are as comforting as they are challenging, here 
in Lent. Comforting because their promise is reassuring; challenging because how many of us would claim that 
we have “perfect” love? Count me out! Still, it represents a goal towards which we all should strive, especially 
in difficult times.  

Right now, everywhere you turn, we are talking about, thinking about, and if you are like me, even dreaming 
about Covid-19. Some are angry, many are fearful and nearly everyone is completely “off their game,” so to 
speak. Where is God? How do we deal with our feelings of isolation? Just how bad is this virus? A hundred 
questions enter our minds, and in a situation developing by the day, what is penned here may be obsolete by 
the time you read it. And yet a stillness has fallen over our communities, our cities, our nation and many parts 
of the world. In these times, people look for spiritual comfort. One way has been granted very recently by the 
Apostolic Penitentiary. Click here online. 

I urge you to avail yourselves of the special Plenary Indulgence offered during the pandemic. The scope of the 
grant is rather broad: “The gift of special Indulgences is granted to the faithful suffering from COVID-
19 disease, commonly known as Coronavirus, as well as to health care workers, family members and 
all those who in any capacity, including through prayer, care for them.” Offered first and foremost to 
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those suffering from the illness and those caring for them, it also includes the faithful who “offer a visit to the 
Blessed Sacrament, or Eucharistic adoration, or reading the Holy Scriptures for at least half an hour, or the 
recitation of the Holy Rosary, or the pious exercise of the Way of the Cross, or the recitation of the Chaplet of 
Divine Mercy, to implore from Almighty God the end of the epidemic, relief for those who are afflicted and 
eternal salvation for those whom the Lord has called to Himself.” 

• The Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments has offered Holy Week 
guidance in light of Covid-19. A portend? The guidance stemmed from “queries” sent to the Roman 
dicastery. Not surprisingly, Easter can neither be postponed nor moved. Did anyone seriously think it 
could? Among the takeaways: the Chrism Mass may be postponed; Holy Thursday Mass is to exclude 
the foot washing (no kidding!) and the procession to the Altar of Repose. While the 2020 Easter Vigil 
omits the lighting of the Paschal fire (my favorite part!), it includes the blessing of Easter water. Stay 
tuned. 

• In what is surely among the least surprising announcements, news came last Tuesday that the Tokyo 
Summer Olympics scheduled to begin on July 24 will be postponed. It is a no brainer.  No one can 
train and uncertainty abounds. Hopefully they will take place July 2021, as athletes have specific training 
seasons, etc. and they could train accordingly. Had the IOC not postponed, many countries would have 
pulled the plug. 

• We rectory priests are spending more time together. So often, we operate on different schedules, making 
common meals and prayers a challenge. Of course, you families know that much better than we do! Fr. 
Mark Pavlak, Fr. Joe Bambenek and I are all making a better effort lately, and I love the fraternity. 
Existing Mass intentions are being divided among us. 

• Nearly sixty priests have died of Covid-19 in Italy, its epicenter being in northern Italy. The Diocese 
of Bergamo was particularly hard hit; 23 priests have died as of Wednesday. May God reward these 
zealous servants with the light of His face. 

• God willing, I hope to make available blessed palms for you next Sunday. Check the parish website 
for updates–we also aim to present another organ concert on Palm Sunday. 

• See the QR Code on Page 7; consider EFT giving during these days. I am deeply grateful for your 
continued financial support.  

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 


