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Ever since that day, when the Archangel Gabriel announced to the Blessed Lady that she was invited to be the mother of the Messiah, she was called to be on pilgrimage, a sacred journey. It was then that she was told about her cousin, Elizabeth, to whom she hurried. When she arrived, an invisible, though real, encounter took place between two individuals not yet born; - the One Who was to come and the one who was to prepare the way.

There were other pilgrimages, or sacred journeys, in Mary’s life. Among them was the pilgrimage to Bethlehem, where the Christ was born. Another was the journey to Egypt, during which the providence of the Almighty was made manifest. Then, there was the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, when Jesus remained in the temple teaching those whom the world considered learned. There were others, as well, such as that to the wedding feast in Cana and, of course, the one to which we refer as the “via dolorosa” (the sorrowful journey) as Mary accompanied her Son to the gallows during his journey to offer himself for us on the altar of the cross.

How did she relate to all this? We have no other indication but that she understood, somehow, that these journeys were all a part of God’s overall plan. She must have reflected often upon the deep mysteries that were playing out before her very eyes, - indeed in her own personal life.


We celebrate today the Feast of the Holy Rosary. The authentic praying of the rosary involves, in imitation of the Blessed Virgin, meditating on the various aspects of the Lord’s life and reflecting on what all that has to do with us. That is something that the Mother of God’s Son must have done quite intensely and quite often.

And, so, here we are once again, having arrived on pilgrimage to Mary’s house. It is here, to this beautiful basilica shrine, that The Church of Altoona-Johnstown (the Faithful, the Religious, the Deacons, the Priests, and the Bishop) journey together, away from their usual sanctuary of the Allegheny Mountains, - coming together in this sanctuary, where Mary’s spirit can touch us in a way that it cannot anywhere else.

We come in the spirit of Mary, the Mother of God, knowing that our pilgrimage back in those Allegheny Mountains is a common journey. To run ahead makes no sense. To lag behind makes no sense. To break ranks is a rejection of who we are.

 
In a real sense, we are the legacy of the Servant of God, Demetrius Gallitzin, whose pilgrimage led him from Central Europe to the Allegheny Mountains, and through many places in between. His every step was a profession of faith and a proclamation of Jesus as the Lord of our lives.

As heirs of that heritage, should the question be: Why have we come on this pilgrimage to the Mother of God today? Or, should it not rather be: Who have we become, as we leave this sanctuary and return to the sanctuary of the Allegheny Mountains?

Mary returned from her visit to Elizabeth. The Holy Family returned from Egypt, as they did from their pilgrimage to Jerusalem when Jesus was just 12 years old. Even from the Way of the Cross and Calvary, our Blessed Lady returned to be with the disciples.

And, so, too, must we return. But, how? When Mary returned home from her visit to Elizabeth, those at home knew that something profound had happened. [Will others be able to say that about us?] When the Holy Family returned from Egypt, it was like returning home but with a new perspective. [Will we have a new perspective on our return home?] Upon their return from Jerusalem after finding Jesus in the temple, life in the Holy Family was not the same. [Will our lives and the lives of those around us change, as a result of our having been here?] When Mary came back from the cross and returned to the disciples, she gave a new meaning to their existence and to their mission. [Will we be able to say that about ourselves?] Our Blessed Lady models all that for us.

Those are the important questions for us today.


As in the case of Elizabeth, might something have stirred within you and within me, as a result of our encounter with Mary this day? Because of Mary’s special presence to us this day, might you and I have been encouraged to be about the task of preparing the hearts of those around us to receive the Lord Jesus in their lives? In response to the grace that has been bestowed upon us within the walls of this temple, will we have the courage to witness to the reality of Christ among us when we return to our every-day lives?

In those lives of ours, - in that life of ours as a Diocesan Church; - rather than be upset, rather than be discouraged, rather than be hopeless, - may we more deeply understand that our life together, as a portion of the Household of God, is a pilgrimage within a divine plan that involves us all; - a plan that we do not and do not have to fully understand.

That was Mary’s life; and, it is ours. Today is merely a reflection of our faith journey as the Church of Altoona-Johnstown, traversing the steep slops and high summits, as well as the low valleys, of our beloved Allegheny Mountains.
Bishop’s Homily Notes – National Shrine Pilgrimage – page 1 of 3

