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20th anniversary June 2, 2021 

“The Stole and the Towel” is the title of a book, which sums up the message of the 
Italian bishop, Tony Bello, who died of cancer at the age of 58.  On Holy Thursday of 1993, while 
on his deathbed, he dictated a pastoral letter to the priests of his diocese.  He called upon them 
to be bound by "the stole and the towel."  The stole symbolizes union with Christ in the 
Eucharist, and the towel symbolizes union with humanity by service.  The priest is called upon 
to be united with the Lord in the Eucharist and with the people as their servant.   

My dear brother priests, my dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, today I am 
humbled by your presence here today. 20 years ago today, in this church, there in the center 
aisle, I was ordained a priest by Bishop Gossman.  Since then, much of my priestly life has been 
caught up in this place, this parish. As a young associate under Fr. John Durbin (from which I am 
still recovering), to my four years helping here while at Cardinal Gibbons, to my last 10 years as 
Pastor, this place has formed my priesthood. I am happy celebrate my 20th with you here.   

The image of the liturgy for today is that of the Last Supper. It was there where Christ 
instituted the priesthood. There He gave the priesthood a two-fold dimension: sacrifice and 
service.  Priests were to offer sacrifice-what we do here at Mass.  They were also to serve, and 
serve well. They were to wash feet.  The life of the apostles, the life of the priest would be 
bound by in the stole and the towel.    The life of the priest would be one of making Christ 
present on the altar and making Christ present in the world through loving and humble service.    

From among the baptized, Christ continues to call forth form men to serve at the altar 
and to serve God’s holy people.  Essential to our calling is what the Church marks each year on 
Holy Thursday.  The Washing of the Feet is one of the most important things a priest does all 
year.  For me, it is indeed something that often brings me to tears.  I do not know who the 
people will be before I get to the spot where they are sitting.  However, when I do see who the 
person is, I often know their story-their pain, their joys. Someone who lost a spouse or child 
that year. Someone who has been through a divorce, someone who is to be Confirmed that 
year.  Washing the feet of my parishioners reminds me of that central role of the priest-one of 
humble service.  And, as Christ, I challenge those parishioners to do as Christ has done-to be 
servants, to wash feet. 

My dear brothers, our priesthood comes from Christ, the High Priest.  For some strange 
reason, he has called us to this vocation.  Each day we go about our priestly ministry mindful of 
our flaws, our shortcomings, our sin.  Yet, God meets us there and allows us to be instruments 
of his grace and mercy and signs of hope in the world.  I have a holy card given to me by one of 
my formators in the college seminary when he was made a monsignor. There is a prayer on the 
back which reads: 

You use me as you find me, in spite  of myself. Give me always the heart of a priest, a 
heart that knows the meaning of true love, love for you and love for our people. Help me 
to translate that love into action and service of others. 

God uses us as he finds us in spite of ourselves. And thank God for that.  We know who we are, 
we know our flawed human nature and yet somehow God finds a way each day to use us and, 
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gracefully, to allow us  to baptize, to forgive, to heal, to consecrate, to prepare others for 
eternal life.  It is all grace. Nothing more.  Thank God for grace. God’s grace helps us to be men 
of the stole and of the towel.  God’s grace helps us to be mindful of why we said that first “yes”, 
why we responded to a mysterious call to be a priest.  A lot of other people agreed with us 
along the way and one day a bishop laid hands on us and here we are.  All  grace. 

 To you, our dear people, thank you for putting up with us priests.  Thank you for 
forgiving our sins as we forgive your sins.  Thank you for sharing your lives with us.  Many 
people have ideas of what and who a priest should be.  We know that we will never measure up 
to everything our people expect us to be. Hopefully though, we will reflect Christ, the High 
Priest to you. Hopefully, we will always authentically preach the gospel and continue to bring 
Christ to you in the Eucharist.  Hopefully, we will serve you after the heart of Christ. Hopefully, 
we will be men of the stole and the towel, never forgetting that all we do as priests is indeed 
rooted in that fateful night when Christ gathered tougher a band of men who sometimes 
doubted him, who misunderstood him and who, yes, were sinners, to impart upon them the 
gift of the priesthood. From that night, we have received our commission as your priests.    Pray 
for us. Pray that we may be good priests. Pray that we may serve our God and those entrusted 
to our care in the best way we can.  Pray that we may always be men who love and love well.  A 
priest without love has lost sight of Christ who himself is love incarnate. Pray that we will be 
men who more and more each day fall in love with Jesus.   

 I am truly grateful that all of you are here today. My vocation to the priesthood was 
born in my home parish in New Jersey.  I grew up around priests, good priests.  I wanted to be 
who they were and do what they did.  I became fascinated with the priesthood being an altar 
server and a sacristan.  I am thankful for the parish of St. Mary of the Assumption in Elizabeth, 
NJ for nurturing my vocation.  The pastor of that parish, Fr. Manny, my friend, is here today 
along with Fr. Joe Mancini, my best friend since the first grade who also grew up in that parish 
and who also celebrates 20 years as a priest. (Fr. Joe has been instructed he may not share any 
childhood stories that might embarrass me)   From NJ God led me to here, to the Diocese of 
Raleigh, where I have been happy.  This is a vibrant local Church. I am proud to be counted 
among its presbyters and proud, blessed, humbled, grateful to be the Pastor of this community 
of faith.    

 20 years…I am greyer than I was 20 years ago.  I am greyer than I was 5 years ago. I want 
to know what triggered that.  This is a good life, this priestly life.  Hard? Yes? Tiring some days? 
Yes.  Blessed? Yes. Worth it? Yes.    God works in ways that we will never understand.  He has 
worked to call men to the altar, to be priests. Pray that more hear that call, that more respond 
with generous hearts to be men bound by  stole and the towel.  For in that, we find the heart of 
our vocation, the heart of the priesthood, indeed the heart of Christ. Amen.  


