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OPENING PRAYER 

Saint Adalbert, our patron and guardian, we entrust to your intercession our 

needs, our hard work, and our very souls. Through your intercession may we obtain 

the necessary grace to lead faithful lives; may we always be guided by love and a 

sense of justice; and may we always remain confident in God’s goodness and his 

love.  Lead those who have gone astray back to the Church. Obtain penance for the 

weak, and perseverance for those who love you. Protect and guide our married 

couples, our families, and our youth. Assist all parents in the raising of their children. 

Pray to God for our sick and suffering parishioners. Bless our parish. Awaken in us 

a faithful spirit and a love for Our Lady. And through your intercession, may we love 

our Church, live in accordance with God's Commandments, and may we achieve 

everlasting life. Amen. 

REFLECTION 

It was about this time last year when I received a telephone call from a young 

man who was inquiring about whether this Church was available for his & his 

fiancée's wedding.  After a few minutes of conversation, it became pretty clear to me 

that neither he nor his fiancée had any connection whatsoever with our parish.  What 

he was really doing was shopping around for a "nice place to have his wedding," and 

his fiancée had seen pictures of the interior of St. Adalbert Church on the internet, 

and they liked what they saw.   

Anyway, after formally joining the parish, they were married here last 

summer, and the one image that has stuck with me was watching every one of their 

wedding guests -- only a few of whom are regular churchgoers, I'll wager -- standing 

at the threshold of the vestibule, mouths open, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling, 

windows, and archways of this church, transfixed, almost in awe. 
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Since then I've always had it in the back of my mind that the icons and symbols 

in this Church are more -- and should be more -- than just nice decoration, should 

be more than examples of great human artistry and craftsmanship.  Because if that's 

all they are, then it should serve as a reminder to us that human beings construct 

graven images to commemorate purely human achievements, and seek to satisfy 

purely human desires.   

Recall the Second Commandment in Genesis 20:  "You shall not make for 

yourself an idol or a likeness of anything in the heavens above, or on the earth below, 

or in the waters beneath the earth; you shall not bow down before them or serve 

them."  Some of our Protestant brethren chastise us for erecting these icons as a 

tribute to human achievement and artistry, but the fact is that they are far from being 

graven images, because what they inspire us to seek is not the name of the artist, but 

God. 

Our Church agrees that there is a clear distinction between sacred and graven 

images -- the Catechism of the Catholic Church supports the practice of using icons during 

prayer, explaining, “Christian iconography expresses in images the same Gospel 

message that Scripture communicates by words. Image and word illuminate each 

other” (CCC 1160). 

I once heard a sermon in which the priest spoke about a very strong childhood 

memory: his parents had taken him to visit a church and he was overwhelmed by 

the beauty of a stained-glass window that depicted the communion of saints. He 

asked his parents "who are these people?’" His parents replied: "They are the saints."  

And as a small child this priest got the idea that the saints are people who are filled 

with light.  
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I like this story: it rings true to me. When I think about the holy people that I 

have met in my life it does seem like there was a kind of light shining out from them. 

Somehow holy people are radiant with the love of God: the work of their 

transfiguration is taking place right before our eyes through their union with Jesus 

and their openness to the Holy Spirit. The saints are living windows into the mystery 

of the marriage between divinity and humanity forged in the person of Jesus: they 

are transparent to the will of God, and so they shine.  

And that's when I thought that a useful topic for Lenten reflection might be to 

spend a few minutes among these images -- images that we too often look past 

because we've seen them week after week.  Like a good-fitting pair of shoes we take 

them for granted and forget about them -- but Lent calls us to become intimate once 

again with God and especially with the harrowing and astonishing story of Jesus’ life, 

death, and Resurrection, to enter into the story, not simply as a tale told long ago 

but as a present, personal experience.   

And what better way to do that than to situate ourselves among the stories 

depicted here - stories of our patron, St. Adalbert; Saints Peter & Paul; the 

Evangelists; Saint Teresa of Avila; Saint Therese of Lisieux; Saint Vincent de Paul.  

And by contemplating their images and their stories, perhaps we can more easily 

rethink our long-held assumptions, and reexamine the choices we make day after 

day. 

When we come to this Church -- any church really -- we are stepping onto 

holy ground, entering sacred space, just as Moses did when he climbed God's holy 

mountain (Gen. 19:3).   

Our churches are one of the ways God, through his universal church, speaks 

to humanity, to the unbeliever, to the marginalized, and to the poor. So, it’s one of 
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the things the Catholic Church has always invested in. We need to continue doing 

so, whether it’s restoring the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, or building new churches 

in poor regions of the world.  

Because I think that one of the tangible and long-term ways we serve people 

of faith, people in need who are on the peripheries, even people of no faith, is through 

sacred icons, symbols, and architecture.   

The reason is this:  our churches serve all of us best when they serve as a place 

of comfort, of refuge.  When we enter a church we should feel a sense of calm, of 

relief, of belonging, because we are leaving the world and all of its distractions 

outside.  

What is most striking about the interior of St. Adalbert Church, though, is the 

sense of "divine presence" that fills it. Even after seeing from the outside how high 

the church’s castle-like rooflines rise, how far its walls extend, upon entering you 

can't help but feel as though you've stepped into another world entirely, even when 

the Church is empty, because someone abides in this space, a presence that is huge 

and silent and completely still. Images of God that are often shied away from in 

contemporary life are palpable here, we sense them intuitively, a space where we are 

more easily united to our God who is eternal, our God who is power and might, our 

God who sees and judges all our actions. 

And yet even as this space often humbles those who come here, it also draws 

them into God's silent witness. From the back of the church the altar seems distant; 

the action of the liturgy appears small, much as the activity of the world might appear 

to God. 

But this is a place to sit with the God of the universe, the God who is mystery, 

who will not be tamed or fooled, who exists in eternity, and when we do so quietly 
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and devoutly, we see our own fears and concerns grow smaller, less compelling. And 

yet, like a child looking up at a stained glass window of the communion of saints, that 

awareness brings contemplation and wonder. 

We become aware there is a much bigger story at work. 

Start by looking around you in this beautiful structure.  Take for example these 

magnificent stained glass windows.  One of the great artistic achievements of the 

Christian Middle Ages was the introduction of stained glass into the cathedrals of 

Europe, beginning at St. Denis in France in the 12th century. Stained glass was 

inspired by the profound faith that earthly beauty leads the soul to contemplation of 

the beauty of God.   

 From the outside, stained glass windows are often dark and shadowed, telling 

us nothing of the beauty within. But once we enter the church, they suddenly come 

alive. They reveal all of their detail and their mystery only when light passes through 

them from outside.  Many writers have used the image of stained glass to illustrate 

the mystery of the Church herself. It is only from the inside, from the experience of 

faith and sharing the sacraments that we see the Church as she truly is: flooded with 

light, grace, beauty, and adorned by the many gifts of the Holy Spirit.   

I was thinking about what a good example from Sacred Scripture might be to 

highlight my point that we are different people when we are "inside" here rather 

than "out there" in the world outside these walls.  And I recalled the story of the 

Prodigal Son. 

 The Parable of the Lost Son, more popularly referred to as the story of the 

Prodigal Son, is perhaps the best known and most-widely quoted story of the New 

Testament.  It appears in Luke 15:11-32.  The younger son rebels against his father, 

ignoring the father’s generosity and guidance in exchange for a life of excitement.  
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Although it was different with the elder son, let’s not be too quick to let him off the 

hook.  He worked hard at home, but he wanted to have his own way. So, he loved 

himself too much to be interested in pleasing anybody but himself.  

These are good pictures of sinful man.  This is also a great picture of a loving 

God who patiently and lovingly waits for the return of the prodigal.  The central 

truth of the parable is the picture of our heavenly Father's heart of love toward 

undeserving sinners.  

 But what strikes me most about Luke’s account of the prodigal son’s fall is that 

he describes it as him setting off to a "distant country.”  The story of the prodigal is 

less a story about sin and profligate living, and much more the story about lostness. 

Awayness. 

 And where might that awayness be?  Wherever you are not in fellowship with 

God your life is in a far place where you do not belong.  Certainly, both sons in 

different ways sought to please themselves -- and that is the essence of a distant place, 

because it separated them from God, and from family and community. 

 And what do we “modern” people look to as our antidote against “awayness”?   

 This is no easy task in a world which looks at the Church, like these stained 

glass windows, only “from the outside”: a world which deeply senses a need for 

peace, yet finds it difficult to “enter into” the light and mystery of the Church. And 

so, the world chooses “awayness” rather than returning to the Father. 

 Even for those of us here, the light of faith can be dimmed by routine, and the 

splendor of the Church can be obscured by our sins and weaknesses, and even the 

sins and weaknesses of the Church itself.  It can be dimmed too, by the obstacles 

erected by a society which often seems to forget God and to resent even the most 

elementary demands of Christian morality.  



LENTEN REFLECTION - SAINTS AND SYMBOLS   Deacon Paul L. Robert 
IN THE ICONOGRAPHY AND SYMBOLS IN  March 14, 2019 
ST. ADALBERT CHURCH, ENFIELD, CT 
 
 

  PAGE 7 OF 13 

 From your daily contact with the world around us, you know how tempting it 

can be to give way to frustration and disappointment. It is not always easy to see the 

light of the Risen Lord shining on us and instilling renewed hope in his victory over 

the world (cf. Jn 16:33). 

 But consider some of the examples we have before us -- the first window to my 

left is dedicated to Saint Adalbert and to Saint Casimir.   

 Our patron, St. Adalbert of Prague, is revered as one of Poland’s oldest saints.   

He was born of a royal family in Bohemia in 956, ten years before Poland became a 

Christian nation.  As a child, he was consecrated to the Blessed Virgin by his parents 

who feared losing him to sickness. They promised the Blessed Mother that he would 

live under her patronage and would join the clergy. In 982, he was ordained a priest 

by the bishop of Prague.  

All St. Adalbert had ever wanted to be was to be a monastic and a missionary.  

But St. Adalbert was the victim of the old adage that if you want to hear God laugh, 

just tell him your plans, and instead of a life as a monastic, St. Adalbert was made 

bishop of Prague in 983 after the sudden death of the bishop who had ordained him 

the year before.  

He became instantly unpopular when he instituted clerical reforms, and his 

fellow clergymen forced him into exile.  He spent much of his remaining 16 years 

running for his life, and ultimately he was martyred, but not before he converted tens 

of thousands of people in Poland and Germany.   

Preaching the Good News can be dangerous work.  Adalbert fearlessly 

preached Jesus’ gospel and received a martyr’s crown for his efforts. But his ultimate 

reward was seeing God, and the mural on the ceiling of our Sanctuary depicts St. 

Adalbert being welcomed to Heaven by the Christ Child and the Blessed Mother. 
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St. Casimir (1458-1483) is the patron saint of Poland, Lithuania, and Russia. 

He was a prince and military leader, sent by his father to conquer Hungary.  But he 

preferred a life of prayer and asceticism to military pursuits; he ended his military 

campaign against Hungary because he felt the greatest bond with the least of his 

people was peace.  He called himself “father, son and brother” to the oppressed and 

the needy. As we all know, for many years Poland and Lithuania were occupied by 

foreign invaders, and as recently as the 20th century faded into the gray prison on the 

other side of the Iron Curtain. Despite this repression, the Poles and Lithuanians 

remained firm in the faith because their patron St. Casimir reminds us: Peace is not 

won by war; sometimes a comfortable peace is not even won by virtue, but Christ’s 

peace can penetrate and destroy even government repression of our faith.   

Some of the other windows --  

• St. Michael the Archangel, the second window on my left.  St. Michael, whose 

name means, “who is like God,” led the army of angels who cast Satan and the 

rebellious angels into Hell; at the end of time, he will wield the sword of justice to 

separate the righteous from the evil (Revelation 12:7).   

• Beside St. Michael is St. Stanislaus Kostka, a 16th century Jesuit best known for 

hid utter devotion to God and for being only 18 years old when he died -- his final 

words:  "I am so ashamed and confused because I see how many have been lost 

on account of a single mortal sin, and how many times I have deserved eternal 

damnation.  I shall reflect on myself and ask: 'What have I done for Christ? What 

am I doing for Christ? What ought I do for Christ?' 

• The last window on my left is dedicated to St. Therese of Lisieux - In 1887 at the 

age of 15, she entered the Carmelite convent to give her whole life to God. Living 

a hidden, simple life of prayer, she was gifted with great intimacy with God. 
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Through sickness and dark nights of doubt and fear, she remained faithful to God.  

She died at the age of 24. Her autobiography, "Story of a Soul," describes life this 

way:  "What matters in life," she wrote, "is not great deeds, but great love." 

• The last window onto my right is for Saint Joseph -  the foster father of the God 

of the Universe, and yet we know very little about him.  Sacred Scripture tells us 

nothing of Joseph in the years after the return to Nazareth except the incident of 

finding Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2:41–51). Perhaps this can be taken to mean 

that God wants us to realize that the circumstances of life for the holiest family 

were like those of every family, so that when Jesus’ mysterious nature began to 

appear, people couldn’t believe that he came from such humble beginnings: “Is 

he not the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother named Mary…?” (Matthew 13:55a). 

It was almost as insulting as “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” (John 

1:46b).  Yet despite these indignities Joseph is described as a "just" man (Mt 1:19) 

- Saint John Paul II described him as reflecting "… silence permeated by 

contemplation of the mystery of God, in an attitude of total availability to his 

divine wishes." In other words, the silence of St. Joseph isn't a sign of an inner 

emptiness or irrelevance, but of the fullness of faith he carried and that guided 

each and every one of his thoughts and actions. 

• The next window to the right of St. Joseph is dedicated to Saint Peter and Paul.  

The New Testament clearly shows Peter as the leader of the apostles, chosen by 

Jesus to have a special relationship with him. With James and John he was 

privileged to witness the Transfiguration, the raising of a dead child to life, and 

the agony in Gethsemane. His mother-in-law was cured by Jesus. He was sent 

with John to prepare for the last Passover before Jesus’ death. His name is first on 

every list of apostles.  But Peter had his shortcomings - the Gospels provide some 
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unflattering details about Peter. It is a great comfort for ordinary mortals to know 

that Peter also has his human weakness, even in the presence of Jesus.  He 

generously gave up all things to follow Jesus, yet he asked in childish self-

importance, “What are we going to get for all this?” (Matthew 19:27). He walks 

on the water in faith, but sinks in doubt. He refuses to let Jesus wash his feet, then 

wants his whole body cleansed. He swears at the Last Supper that he will never 

deny Jesus, and then swears to a servant maid that he has never known the man. 

He loyally resists the first attempt to arrest Jesus by cutting off Malchus’ ear, but 

in the end he runs away with the others. In the depth of his sorrow, Jesus looks 

on him and forgives him, and he goes out and sheds bitter tears. The Risen Jesus 

told Peter to feed his lambs and his sheep (John 21:15-17), and he did.  It cost him 

his life but gained him eternity. 

• St. Paul was the most devoted of Pharisees, the most legalistic of Mosaic lawyers. 

After being knocked from his horse on the way to Damascus to torment 

Christians, he suddenly appears to other Jews as a heretical welcomer of the 

Gentiles, a traitor to the Jewish faith and culture.  Paul’s central conviction was 

simple and absolute: Only God can save humanity. Even the most scrupulous 

observance of Jewish law, or any law for that matter, can bring reparation for sin 

and payment for grace. To be saved from sin and death, humanity must open 

itself completely to the saving power of Jesus. 

Apart from these windows, consider the paintings of the four evangelists that flank 

the altar on the back wall of the sanctuary -- each includes the traditional symbols of 

the evangelists -- St. Matthew's symbol as a man, St. Mark as a lion, St. Luke as an 

ox, St. John as an eagle.  All of these symbols are drawn from the Old Testament 

book of the prophet Ezekiel (Ez 1:10) -- a symbol of the continuity of Scripture from 
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Old Testament to New, from God's old covenant with Israel to the new covenant 

with all mankind.   

Just a few thoughts about St. Matthew -- my personal favorite.  Forgive me if 

you've already heard this before, but there’s a well-known painting titled "The 

Calling of Saint Matthew” by the Renaissance artist, Caravaggio, in 1600.  I’m 

happy to show you a reproduction of the painting if you’d like.  It depicts the moment 

in Matthew's Gospel (Mt 9:9) at which Jesus calls Matthew to follow him.  

Caravaggio shows Matthew the tax collector sitting at a counting table with four 

other men.  They were working for the Romans by extorting taxes from travelers, 

and pocketing some of the money for themselves.  In the painting, everything stops 

when Jesus and St. Peter enter the room, and Jesus is pointing at Matthew.   

If you stare at the painting long enough, a couple of things will strike you — first, 

it’s not entirely clear which of the men at the table is St. Matthew.  Second, the man 

widely believed to be St. Matthew is pointing at himself, as if to ask "Me?" in response 

to Christ's call.  But he’s also pointing his finger at an angle toward the fellow sitting 

directly next to him as well, seemingly hoping that Jesus wants the other guy. 

St. Matthew has a very human reaction — and I’m guessing that we’ve all had 

the same reaction from time to time:  Disbelief that we’re called to do something, to 

be something that we don’t think is within our abilities.   If you’re like me, you’ve 

thought at one time or another that the disciples chosen by Jesus must have been 

very special people. Wouldn’t it be great if we were special, hand-picked by God, 

just like they were? But the apostles weren’t all that special. At least seven of them 

were ordinary fishermen, and, as we can tell from later Gospel accounts, not always 

successful ones. Like Matthew, not all the careers of the other disciples were viewed 

as strictly honorable.  Truth is, St. Matthew was a crook.  
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Some thoughts to keep in mind during your Lenten journey this year:  You are 

special.  Most people live lives of extraordinary holiness in very ordinary settings – 

as mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, in our workplaces, town squares, 

churches.  St. John Paul II had a most appropriate phrase to describe each human 

being who’s ever lived, and who is yet to come — each is “unique, precious, and 

unrepeatable.”  And as for being hand-picked, each of us is the result of a single 

thought of God. Each of us is willed, each of us is loved, each of us is necessary. So, 

like the first apostles, God calls each of us by name.  And, like St. Matthew, 

sometimes our first reaction is “Who, me?”   

God doesn’t call only "special" people.  He doesn’t need people of great influence. 

He needs ordinary people like you and me. Venerable John Henry Newman put it 

this way: "God has created me to do Him some definite service. He has committed 

some work to me which He has not committed to another... I shall be an angel of 

peace, a preacher of truth in my own place ...” (Meditations on Christian Doctrine).  

Jesus merely said to Matthew, “Follow me.” Those were his only instructions.  So 

it’s OK to react first with, “Who, me?”  Then go out and preach the Good News 

that’s been entrusted to you. 

We could write volumes about the remaining icons, symbols and paintings in this 

Church, and perhaps we should.  But my simple point tonight is that beautiful 

symbols and icons are more than just inspiring human artwork  --- they can be the 

jumping off point for our own reflection, our own prayer, our own commitment to 

serve God in the ways he has chosen for us, to be our best selves.   

And so I pray that every time you leave this church you will look around and with 

trust that the light of Christ accompanies you on every step of your daily life. Let 

these pieces of paint and glass retell the story of the communion of saints — especially 
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our fellow parishioners who entrusted to us these icons, the legacy of this Church.  

And let this Church forever tell and retell the story of salvation and eternal life that 

Jesus has earned for us, the story that we can only understand when we are “inside,” 

and no longer “away.” 

CLOSING PRAYER 

Give us, O Lord, we pray, firm faith, unwavering hope, and a passion for God’s 

Kingdom of justice and peace.  During this Lenten season, pour into our hearts the 

spirit of wisdom and understanding; The spirit of counsel and spiritual strength; The 

spirit of knowledge and true compassion; The spirit of wonder in all your works; The 

spirit of faith and zeal in all your plans; The spirit of mercy toward all we meet; The 

spirit of your love for all your creatures.  Grant that we may ever seek your face with 

all our heart and soul and strength, and in your infinite mercy, bring us at last to the 

fullness of your presence where we shall behold your glory and live your promised 

joys.  Through Jesus Christ, Our Lord.  Amen.  


