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Max Lucado relates the true story of a missionary who ministered to some natives near a remote 

river in the interior of Brazil.  A deadly disease, more dangerous than COVID, was ravaging their 

population.   The missionary told them that their only chance of survival was to travel to an infirmary 

on the other side of the river for treatment.  The natives refused.  They were convinced that evil 

spirits lived in the river, and that to cross the river meant certain death. 

The missionary tried to convince them that there was nothing to fear.  He explained that he had 
crossed the river long ago to get to them.  He led them to the bank of the river and put his hands into 
the water while they watched.  He even drenched himself with water to show them that the river was 
harmless.  The natives watched with interest but still refused to budge. 
 
Finally, the missionary did the only thing that could convince them.  He jumped in.  Then he swam 
underneath the surface of the water to the other side.  After emerging on the opposite bank, he 
pumped his fist in the air to show the natives that he was alive!  One by one, the natives crossed the 
river after him, and eventually arrived at the infirmary.  The vast majority of them were cured. 
 
That story is an image of the Easter Season.  The river symbolizes death.  Jesus told us that we need 

have no fear of it.  He even brought people back from the dead, like Jairus’ daughter, the widow’s 

son, and Lazarus. 

 

Although we hear those Gospel stories with interest, they would not be enough by themselves to 

convince us of the truth about death.  Jesus had to jump in.  And so, after giving us the sacrament of 

His body and blood, and suffering on the Cross to pay the debt for our sins, He crosses the river of 

death and emerges on the opposite shore on Easter Sunday--alive! 

 

Unlike that missionary who merely showed the natives the way through the river, Jesus made the way 

through death for us.  And now all we need to do is follow Him.  As St. Paul says, “Where, O death, is 

your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting? . . . thanks be to God who gives us the victory through 

our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Cor 15:55-57) My hope is that during this past year so rife with sickness and 

death, none of you have lost confidence that Jesus has taken away death’s sting. 

 

Did we not in fact draw nearer to Him because we needed Him just to hold together?  During this 

past year, the number of people who came to OLPH for exactly that reason has astonished us.  From 

June 2020 to April 2021, the number of our individual directed retreats increased by 50% over the 

previous year!  Since our Fall Appeal, we have also continued with our online individual retreats, with 

recent retreatants from Florida to Brisbane.  I am so proud of our staff: Denise, Fr. Lino, Brian, 

Ramiro, Chuck, and Greg, as well as our volunteers who have worked so hard to keep our doors open 

safely. 
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Signs of return to a more normal existence are now on the horizon.  Groups are returning to OLPH as 

we continue to abide by the COVID guidelines that have served us well for the past nine months.  

While it would be presumptuous and false to say that the ordeal is over, is this not also true of the 

Easter mystery?  The risen Jesus shows his apostles His hands and His side, and He still has His 

wounds.  Celebrating the Easter Season does not mean pretending that the Passion didn’t happen, or 

that we can participate in His victory by coasting.  We remember that as of this writing, over 570,000 

Americans, and four times as many people abroad, have died from COVID.  Each has left behind a 

network of people who still grieve them.  At the same time, the season of the Resurrection reminds 

us that death will not have the final word. 

 

In our Fall appeal, I asked you to help the mission of OLPH first through prayer.  And pray you did!  I 

think of one retreatant who has offered over 20 fasts for me, and a group of friends of OLPH who 

have formed a ministry called Seven Sisters Apostolate to pray for priests, including Fr. Lino and 

myself.  This is the primary reason we have not only survived but flourished during this time. 

 

If there is any unfortunate news at OLPH, it is that our group retreats, which are our main source of 

income, fell off by 45% during COVID, representing a loss of $130,717 in income.  If possible, I ask you 

to help us recover from COVID by making a one-time or recurring monthly donation, even of a small 

amount.  You can do so by going to our website at www.olph-retreat.org, clicking on the Donate 

button, and choosing either “Donate where it is needed most” or “Establish a recurring monthly 

donation” in the box on the left side of the page. Or you may use the enclosed envelope to mail an 

offering.  While you are on the website, please see our “Schedule of Events” to register for our May 

Monthly Day of Prayer or Ignatian Preached Retreat (May 21-24, 2021). 

 
Finally, I want to welcome Simona Handley, our new Administrative Assistant, who began at OLPH in 

February.  She brings her cheerfulness to all of the usual office work, as well as over 30 years of 

experience in the field of Information Technology, which is so helpful in efforts like this Spring 

Appeal! 

 

May the intercession of Our Lady of Perpetual Help assist you as we gather around her in anticipation 

of a new Pentecost! 

 

 
Rev. Mark Yavarone, OMV 

Director 

 

And the OLPH staff! 
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