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In mid-August, I had an experience that brought back memories of the past. I was invited to 
preach a retreat for almost five hundred lay people at the University of Notre Dame. This annual 
event held since 1918 is called "The Big Retreat." Families, single people, widows and 
widowers, divorced and separated all came together from six or seven Midwestern states for a 
time of prayer and reflection. Some have been coming for fifty or sixty years. Some came for the 
first time. !
The Conferences I was asked to share were held in front of the beautiful shrine of Our Lady of 
Lourdes, a campus landmark at Notre Dame. In between the Conferences were small group 
sessions led by others on prayer, devotion to Mary and a general question and answer session. 
Saturday afternoon was highlighted by many of those present praying the Way of the Cross. !
However, Saturday evening provided a powerful memory for me which recalled scenes of my 
childhood and youth. After the evening Conference in the old Sacred Heart Church on campus, 
Benediction followed with the praying of the rosary as a community. And then the procession 
began. The hundreds present walked from the Church in silence, in the darkness of the night, 
holding lighted candles. The powerful sight of men, women and children marching together for a 
few blocks to the Grotto where the rosary was completed and we shared in the Blessing of the 
Blessed Sacrament. !
I had forgotten how powerful such an action can be. The candlelight caught the faces of those 
present and revealed the lives of age and faith, the creases of brokenness and pain, the wide 
eyes of children and young people, and the eyes of faith of each person present. There was no 
inhibition or hesitation, but rather the power of people sharing their faith and celebrating their 
hope. !
The weekend concluded on Sunday noon. The priest most responsible for initiating and 
supporting the retreat weekends had come to the dining hall. He had suffered a stroke several 
years ago and slowly regained his strength, his ability to speak and walk once again. He was 
well known to many of those present and their applause for him was a sign of support and 
appreciation. He spoke briefly, but with a faith which revealed the strength and courage of a 
person who suffered much and loved much. More than anything else, he urged those present to 
know and love the Lord better. !
Candlelight processions. Hundreds of people on retreat. People coming together to share their 
faith. An aging priest telling his story of healing and hope. It all sounds like what we used to call 
"the old Church." In reality, it was the experience of a Church, of a people, conscious of its past, 
living in the present and preparing for a future. It happened at Notre Dame in mid-August, 1983. 
Is it too wild a dream to think it might happen in Eastern Montana? 
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