
of his family, including his four small children and wife, 

living with his severely disabled brother, and what a gift his 

brother is. He spoke about his brother Vicente's humanity, 

and pointed out there is nothing defective about it. Vicente 

is made in God's image just like the rest of us, has an 

inherent dignity, and his spiritual life is innate within himself 

just as ours is. All human beings can know and love God, 

and we are called to help all along their journey. We all 

have something to share with each other. We need to 

faithfully adapt the message of the Gospel to meet each 

person. It was insightful and challenging to be reminded 

that God arrives in ways that are unexpected.  

And that was only Day One!  Day Two we had more talks 

and presentations and then were invited to walk to the 

Vatican for an audience with Pope Francis! With every step 

on the way I felt God's presence in an indescribable way. 

How did I get so lucky to have all of these experiences? 

How was I brought to such a holy place with all these faith-

filled people? It was like I was watching a movie with me in 

it … I could not believe it was happening. 

About 300 of us were led into St. Clement's hall. Pope 

Francis spoke for about a half an hour. He stressed that we 

should have a greater 

awareness of the dignity of 

each person, and the 

inclusion of those who live 

with various forms of 

handicaps, so no one should 

feel like a stranger in his own 

home. He noted at the cultural 

level there is a false 

understanding of life and that 

expressions that harm the 

dignity of these persons still 

exist. He said the answer is 

love.  That to the extent that 

one is accepted and loved, 

included in the community 

and enabled to look to the 

The Newsletter of   
St. Peter  

the Apostle Parish,  
River Edge,  
New Jersey 

 

The Goodness of God 
By Eileen Hanrahan 

 

So there I found myself, standing in the middle of St. 

Peter's square, in Vatican City.  I was attending a 

conference in Rome with some amazing colleagues and 

the chance to meet Pope Francis.  God is so good!  

This all came about because I had worked and become 

friendly with Anne Masters, Pastoral Minister with 

Persons with Disabilities at the Archdiocese of Newark. 

Every year I rely on her to assist me to help minister to 

those that are disabled in our parish. She meets with the 

student, their family and myself to come up with a game 

plan to more efficiently minister to the student in need. 

This year we had helped a non-verbal student prepare 

and receive the Eucharist. Anne mentioned to me that 

there was going to be a conference in Rome in the fall 

entitled, "Catechesis and Persons with Disabilities: A 

Necessary Engagement in the Daily Pastoral Life of the 

Church", and asked if I would consider attending. Well, 

she didn't have to ask me twice! So there I was. 

That would have been enough, but God and his 

goodness had more in store for me! Along with Anne and 

Joanne Depasquale-Parent (Associate Director for Adult 

and Family Catechesis at the Archdiocese of Newark) I 

visited and prayed at numerous churches and received 

the Eucharist almost every day.  We participated in 

Eucharistic Adoration at the Basilica of St. Augustine 

which houses the relics of St. Monica. Of course, we had 

delicious pasta, pizza and gelato along the way.  The 

good fortune was overwhelming but there was still more 

to come. 

The conference itself was very insightful, featuring 

theologians from around the world who have studied and 

worked with people with disabilities. Their understanding 

and passion for those who some might consider “live on 

the fringes” was palpable. Miguel Romero, a professor at 

Salve Regina University, spoke about the sacramentality 



future with confidence, the true path of life evolves 

and one experiences enduring happiness. "Faith is a 

great life companion when it lets us touch by hand the 

presence of a Father who never forsakes his 

creatures, in any state of their life. The community 

must not lack the words --and above all the gestures --

for encountering and welcoming persons with 

disabilities." He concluded by blessing us and asked 

for us not to forget to pray for him. 

I certainly felt the Holy Spirit in our midst. I was just 

happy to be in the room.  But God had more in store 

for me.  

Pope Francis started to walk to those that were in 

attendance that had disabilities, and blessed and 

spoke to each one. His compassion was evident, it 

was a moving sight. And then the leaders of the 

conference were asked to go up to receive a blessing. 

Of course, they are our leaders around the world 

making strides in this field!  But then we saw "regular" 

people going up to meet Pope Francis. And the whole 

room started acting like two year olds, as we thought 

we might too meet and speak to Pope Francis! 

Before I knew it, I was in line behind 4 priests to meet 

Pope Francis. I realized then I did not know the 

protocol, should I bow … genuflect … kiss his ring? I 

thought, “Well, I am an American woman, I am just 

going to kiss him on the cheek.” That's what I did. And 

he kissed the other cheek too! I asked him to pray for 

our families (that would be you), and pray for my 

disabled brother-in-law Ken. He said, "Ok!" He was 

just as warm and kind as you would imagine. God is 

surely good. 

That would have been enough, but in some ways the 

best was yet to come.  The next day we had Sunday 

mass in St. Peter's basilica in the Vatican at the main 

altar. The mass was in Italian, celebrated by 

Archbishop Fisichella, who led our conference. It was 

an incredible experience, one I will never forget. But 

during it, following along in Italian, in one of the most 

beautiful churches on Earth, listening to an incredible 

choir, seeing a deaf choir signing, I missed OUR St. 

Peter's.  I missed the place where we celebrate the 

incredible gift of the Eucharist together. We are all 

blessed to receive Jesus in the Eucharist no matter 

where we find ourselves -- the Vatican included – but 

truly, there is no place like home. God is so good. 

PREPARE THE WAY OF THE LORD 
By Marianne Conway 

 

This prayer practice is prayed 15 times every day from the Feast of 

St. Andrew on November 30th until Christmas Eve.  The person who 

prays this prayer faithfully during this time period is assured a 

favorable answer in keeping with God’s love and wisdom.  It is not 

magic or superstition.  When the tradition is done with faith, and flows 

from a genuine and abiding relationship with God, the fruits of the 

prayer have been reported to be beyond people’s expectations.  

THE MAGNIFICAT 
By Maureen Senzamici 

 

Recently, I perused the books in the St. Peter’s Library, and a 

title Mary’s Song:  Living Her Timeless Prayer, caught my eye.  

The title brought back a sweet reminder of how my dad often 

told me as a child that my name, Maureen, meant “Little 

Mary.”  Mary’s Song was written by Sister Mary Catherine 

Nolan, O.P., a spiritual director and a theology teacher at 

Dominican Ecclesial Institute. Sister Mary Catherine Nolan 

earned a doctorate in sacred theology, and Mary’s Song came 

as a result of five years of scholarly research.  This book 

reflected upon the meaning of Magnificat, a prayer spoken by 

Mary in Luke’s gospel.  While Sister Mary Catherine Nolan’s 

academic credentials are impressive, her book was a well-

understood account which clearly related the significance of 

the Magnificat both in history and in our everyday lives. 

Reflecting on the Magnificat is particularly relevant during the 

season of Advent.  The Magnificat is written in Luke 1:46-56.  

Mary, pledged to be married to Joseph, had been visited by 

the Angel Gabriel. Gabriel addressed Mary as “highly favored” 

by God and shared that she was chosen to bear the Savior of 

the World whom she was to name Jesus.  Mary, 

understandably confused, asked how this event could occur, 

and Gabriel reassured her “The Holy Spirit will come upon 

Hail and blessed be the hour and the moment in which the 

Son of God was born 

of the most pure Virgin Mary in Bethlehem, at midnight, in 

the piercing cold. 

In that hour be sure, O God, to hear my prayer and grant 

my petition through the merits of Jesus Christ and His 

most Blessed Mother.  Amen. 



you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow 

you” (Luke 1:35).  Gabriel then shared more joyful news that 

Mary’s older kinswoman, Elizabeth, was also expecting.  

Gabriel’s final words to Mary were “For nothing is impossible 

with God” (Luke 1:37).    

Following this miraculous announcement, Mary “hurried to a 

town in the hill country of Judea” (Luke 1:39) to visit 

Elizabeth.  Elizabeth and her husband, Zechariah, had been 

described earlier in Luke’s gospel as a couple who wanted 

children, as “upright in the sight of the Lord” and as “well 

along in years” (Luke 1:6-8).  Mary’s arrival at Elizabeth and 

Zechariah’s house was nothing short of a beautiful reunion 

between two cousins.  Elizabeth, full of the Holy Spirit, 

greeted Mary by saying, “Blessed are you among women 

and blessed is the fruit of your womb!  Why am I so favored, 

that the mother of my Lord should come to me?  As soon as 

the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my 

womb leaped for joy” (Luke 1:42-44).  In Luke 1:46-56, Mary 

responded to her loving faithful cousin’s greeting with a 

hymn of praise called the Magnificat. 

Sister Mary Catherine Nolan reflected deeply upon the 

meaning of this beautiful hymn of praise in Mary’s Song.  

While most of us certainly have not studied theology as 

deeply as she, we too can meditate upon the meaning of 

this hymn.  In so doing, we may move into Mary’s inner 

disposition of faith, joy, humility and trust in God’s will.  

Mary’s praised God individually for herself and collectively 

for Israel stating that the “Mighty one has done great 

things for me”, and had honored His promises to Israel.  

Mary serves as a supreme model of humility.  After 

being selected for the greatest role ever chosen, Mary 

referred to herself as a “servant” of the Lord.  However, 

she rejoiced by describing God’s special plan for her 

and for others who were vulnerable including the “lowly”, 

the “hungry” and God’s “servant Israel.”  Indeed, these 

same themes were elaborated in the Beatitudes.  Mary’s 

Magnificat reflected her trust in God’s will for her life. 

While she was initially perplexed at Gabriel’s 

announcement, she joyfully accepted God’s will for her 

life and rejoiced that her role was not only personally 

fulfilling but one which would bring salvation to the 

world.         

The Advent season is full of joy, excitement and 

anticipation in remembrance of the greatest gift given to 

humanity.  During Advent, we typically busy ourselves 

with preparations and special traditions such as baking 

cookies, corresponding with friends, visiting family, 

buying special gifts for loved ones and watching beloved 

classics.  These familiar traditions and events help to 

make this time of year a favorite for many.  As Catholics, 

we too can prepare by reflecting upon the Magnificat.  In 

so doing, we will follow the first disciple of the Lord and 

prepare to bring Christ to others.   

Saint Leo the Great wrote, “The Lord is magnified, not 

because the human voice can add anything to God, but 

because he is magnified in us.”  Mary was described as 

a poor woman of a powerless class.  However, she 

understood that her life was highly exceptional because 

she could magnify the Lord by bringing Jesus to others.  

Let us aim to imitate Mary’s humility, joy and faith.  

Finally, let us all praise God for calling all of us to 

“magnify” His presence to others! 

An Advent REFLECTION 
By Marianne Conway 

  
I was taught that the word “Advent” comes from two 

Latin words – “venio” which means “come”, and “ad” 

which means “to” – that is, to come to.  I grew up 

hearing that the season of Advent was that time in the 

Church year when we stop to reflect on our waiting for 

the Lord to come to those of us who are believers.  And 

indeed, we continue to wait for the Lord to come, not 

only in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago, but also in our daily 

lives, our homes, our communities.   



The First Advent  
By Michael Streit  - St. Cassian Parish, Montclair 

 

I remember both great fear and tremendous excitement 

when I learned that my wife Cecilia was expecting our first 

child. Fear - for both the health of the child and the un-

charted waters of parenthood I would shortly enter – and 

excitement for the miracle of life that would forever grace 

my life and our marriage.  

 “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as 

your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit” (Matthew 1:20) 

What did Joseph feel?  The weeks, months, and journey 

that followed must have required endless endurance, 

strength, and sincere devotion. But Joseph did as the angel 

of the Lord commanded him. He traveled great distance 

caring for his two treasures and protected them as a good 

shepherd. Despite pain, shame, and fear, he carried on to 

an unheralded destination and unknown destiny. What im-

mense weight of responsibility this was! Consider for a mo-

ment the deep despair Joseph must have felt when faced 

with the reality that there would be no proper room for his 

family in Bethlehem. As a father, he took great pride in pro-

viding for his family. And here we find Joseph unable to 

provide more than a simple manger and cloth for his Mes-

siah son. It was enough.  

What did Mary feel?  I imagine Mary’s joy and excitement 

tinged with heavy trepidation as she revealed this news 

to her betrothed, Joseph.  This conversation would re-

quire complete trust and faith in God’s plan. The life she 

envisioned with Joseph was not to be and immediately 

replaced with an arduous pregnancy and the responsibil-

ity to bear and raise the Child to “be called the Son of the 

Most High”(Luke 1:32). Imagine the 88-mile journey she 

would undertake from home to Bethlehem and the physi-

cal toll this would take on an expectant mother.  Picture 

Mary consoling her husband at the end of this journey 

when the best that can be provided can scarcely be 

called shelter. 

But then the most amazing thing happens. Life.  

The wonder and miracle of life itself binds us to Jesus 

and God the Father. It binds us to Abraham and Sarah to 

Joseph and Mary to our own parents and children to this 

day. I believe that first Christmas found a broken Joseph 

and Mary renewed with hope and overflowing with love 

for the Creator, for each other, and for this Child. The 

Messiah’s great arrival would occur on a still night among 

the shepherds and the sheep – a truly humble beginning 

to our Savior’s own human journey. 

But then, another way of considering this word “Advent” 

was presented to me a number of years ago, during a 

homily I have thought about often.  The priest suggested 

that it is not we who wait, but rather, it is the Lord who 

waits, patiently and lovingly, for us to come to Him.  I don’t 

think the waiting is an “either-or.” I do wait for the Lord, and 

He waits for me. But this different way of reflecting on the 

season of Advent brought a spirit of humility, a sense of 

gratitude, and a renewed commitment to reflect on how I 

might better, more faithfully, more joyfully come to the 

Lord, each day in the “ordinariness” of my life, through my 

relationships, in the choices I make and the priorities that 

identify my life.  There have been moments when the 

thought of the Lord waiting for ME to come to HIM is heart-

wrenching. . . . and so I pray, “Lord, show me the 

way.”  This Advent, I will continue to pray these words. 


