
REFLECTIONS ON LIFE: OUR ANNUAL SVD RETREAT IS AN ADVENTURE  

BY: Fr. Jerome LeDoux, S.V.D. 

            Pentecost Sunday was waning as SVD missionaries of the Southern Province of the Society of the Divine 

Word began their trek toward Saint Augustine Residence in Bay Saint Louis, Mississippi. From parts of Texas they 

came, from Arkansas, Florida, Mississippi and Louisiana, some not arriving till some hour of June 5, after   11 days 

of intermittent rain at the Bay. Great weather followed one more rainy day. 

            At last year’s retreat, I did not hear the booming bellow of a single bullfrog, but that was quickly remedied this 

year when I heard a veritable medley of them. So I knew that all Mother Nature, dressed in snazzy shades of green, 

was ready for us. 

            Facing off with 59 SVDs, professorial, learned, thorough and informative, Father Stephen Bevans, SVD paced 

back and forth, using a remote to control slide projections with a scripted text to guide and accompany his 

presentations. Citing and at times critiquing poets, scholars, theologians and other savants, he launched into an 

overview of the Church as an aged institution in an ever-changing world. 

            The Church must connect with the world through its mission of dialogue and prophecy. Quite often, the more 

important part of dialogue is listening. The Church has the flawed habit of having “ready” answers for everything through a motu 

proprio or some other utterance, sporting too much dialogue without prophecy. Prophecy without words is witness, but 

with words it is the proclamation of Jesus. 

            When opening Vatican II, Pope Saint John XXIII observed that the substance of the Church’s teachings does 

not change, but we must constantly find new ways of presenting them. That concurs with the time-honored Latin 

adage, “Non nova, sed noviter,” “Not new things, but old things presented in a fresh way.” Furthermore, “There is 

nothing new under the sun,” says Ecclesiastes 1:4-11. 

            In retrospect, in the main, Vatican II was totally necessary, but the rollout was ill-conceived and worse executed. The Church 

globally was flat out shocked and unprepared to reap the copious bounty of the Council. Because of its atrocious rollout, 

many are still hurling epithets at Vatican II since they have no idea what is in it, what it means and what it intends to 

accomplish. However, imagining a day without Vatican II exposes the dysfunctionalism that was rampant everywhere 

before it. Therefore, Father Steve invited us to meditate on “A Day Without Vatican II,” taking a peek back into the 
Vatican II revolution’s necessity in Church history. 

            A day without Vatican II would find us facing the back of a priest celebrating Mass at an altar jammed against the 

wall, reading in a language alien even to many priests, communicating little more than ill-organized confusion. That day 

would not have precious ecumenical co-study by scholars or laypersons, no rediscovery of the laity, no lay theological 

education (true equality), no variants or reformed liturgy where laypersons are more than spectators, little reading of 

and no study of the Bible, sermons instead of homilies, back to theology manual (no Bible apostolate), no openness 

to non-Catholics, no openness to atheists (the right to be wrong), no importance of cultures, no persuasion in matters 

of faith but only the “Anathema sit” (let him be anathema) of the Council of Trent, no assertion of the missionary 

Church. 

            Pope Pius XI laid the groundwork for awakening the laity, “The Church has become a monstrosity. The head 

is large, but the body is broken. Priests must stir up the laity.” Vatican II was determined to awaken the laity, the 

sleeping giant in the Church. It was significant that the bishops at the Council rejected the first draft on the laity for 

being “triumphal, clerical and juridical.” 

            “All the baptized are equal,” must be the basic premise as in Ephesians 4:5, 

“One Lord, one faith, one baptism.” Baptism (not the hierarchy) is the basic ordination of everyone and specifically of all the laity 

to ministry. Whereas some represent this through concentric circles with the hierarchy near center and the laity 

outermost, Father Steve makes the circles interrupted lines through which one can freely navigate toward the center or 

toward the outside. I offered an equilateral triangle (means God) with baptism in the center would express this equality 

best.  

            The God of mercy wants us to be people of mercy and servants of mercy like Jesus. Aquinas says, “Mercy manifests God’s 

omnipotence to the greatest degree.”  Mercy also means ecological conversion, for we are stewards of nature. By the mercy 

of community, we religious are living reminders of the Gospel, sharing the radical, supernatural welcome and gift of 

multicultural benefits.  

            Leaning heavily on Cecily Jones’ poem about the Spirit, Father Steve noted how the Spirit creates in us both peace 
and restlessness along with a raging thirst for the nectar of integrity (versus the inauthenticity of the world), the nectar of hope (not 

false optimism), the nectar of justice, the elixir of beauty. On the other side of this thirst is Jesus speaking to the Samaritan 



woman at the well in John 4:14, “whoever drinks the water I shall give will never thirst; the water I shall give will 

become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 

            At a 4:00 p.m. Mass on Thursday, we concluded the retreat with the SVD celebration of 25 years in vows by Father Francis 

Damoah, 25 years in vows by Father Agustinus Seran, 65 years in vows by Bishop Dominic Carmon, 65 years in vows by 

Father Don Murrin, the 50th priestly anniversary by Raymond Jones (in absentia) and Bishop Terry Steib who was also 

the main celebrant, and my 60th priestly anniversary.  

            As the oldest in the SVD Southern Province, I got in the final words when we received our plaques at the end of the Mass. 

“No matter what our walk or profession in life is, we all know that we got where we are only through the grace of God 

channeled through the prayers and sacrifices of our dear parents, of our relatives, friends and even people we don’t 

know who tell us that they pray for us. We have arrived at this point on the backs and shoulders of all our forebears, 

including our SVD confreres. I love you and I thank God for you. I cherish you and I treasure you far more than I could 

ever treasure gold or silver or precious stones. Thank you!” 

 
---- 

"God is love, and all who abide in love abide in God and God in them."   (1 John 4:16) 

  

 


