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By Michael J. Dwyer

As I write this, I have returned 



I had in literally decades. I was going to have 
plenty of space to pursue what is important. 

The silence was imposed after the first meal. It 
turned out to be very easy and liberating. For me, 
it was a great help in separating from my normal 
ways of thinking and acting.

After dinner Fr. Ron delivered the first of the 
retreat conferences. His tone and message were 
perfect. He assured us that God always takes the 
initiative. It was enough that we were present, 
waiting and calm. Quiet and trust were all that 
were required of us. I was confident that I could 
meet those minimal expectations, though I have 
never been very good at waiting for anything. 
After spending time trying to describe my current 
state of being in a notebook I had brought along 
for that purpose, I retired earlier than I ever do at 
home and enjoyed a deep, restful sleep.

I rose early on Friday without an alarm and 
walked the grounds as the sun rose. We enjoyed a 
perfect Jesuit breakfast, then began work in earnest. 
The retreat includes 10 conferences – four on Thursday, 
four on Friday, and two on Sunday – where Fr. Ron speaks 
to the entire group, generally on Ignatian Spiritual Exercises. 

Friday evening, a communal penance service was 
celebrated, followed by a healing service on Saturday. 
Daily Mass was celebrated throughout, and there were 
opportunities to meet individually with the retreat director, 
and the other Religious who permanently staff the center.

I am sure that the retreat process is unique to each 
retreatant. We all came for different reasons. Many of the 



Our ministry is dedicated to 
creating a rich variety of retreat 
experiences and providing an 
atmosphere of quiet, peace 
and prayer in which men and 
women of all faiths are encour-
aged to discover and respond 
generously to God’s personal 
invitation to wholeness and 
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encouraged us to read the passages 
ahead of time. But, this was like 
no other “homework” I had been 
assigned.
“Read Mark tonight as if Christ was 

sitting there with you,” he intoned. 
“Imagine you are with Christ and He is 
at your elbow and you are thumbing 
through a family album.”

During my 16 years of Catholic 
education, I had been encouraged, 
and often even tested on Scripture, 
but no one had ever asked me to share 
it with Christ. It was a rewarding and 
effective experience.

But so were Fr. Bieganowski’s stories, 
which he gracefully interspersed with 
his talks.
“Three priests – a Dominican, a 

Franciscan and a Jesuit – all died at 
the same time and were at the gates 
of heaven,” Fr. Ron said. “Since these holy men all died at the 
same time, St. Peter allowed them a gift. They could go back 
to any moment in time and experience it themselves.
“The three picked the birth of Jesus. The Dominican went 

up to the manger and knelt in adoration. He rose, bowed to 
Mary and Joseph and offered an eloquent soliloquy of praise 
and thanks. The Franciscan went up to the manger and he 
too knelt in adoration. Then he rose and bowed to Mary and 
Joseph, then fed the livestock some hay.
“The Jesuit approached the manger, and knelt in adoration. 

Then he rose and went over to Mary and Joseph and 
whispered, ‘It’s a fine son. Have you thought about where you 
might be sending him to school?’ ”

Making leaps in faith – through silence, reflection and 
reading Scripture with Jesus – helped me push a little further. 
I took advantage of talks with spiritual directors, who set aside 
chunks of time to chat and explore. 

Sr. Kerry Larkin, OSM was able to share with me the joy of 
Jack’s birth and the miracle of new life. We also had a lively 
conversation and she smiled at my notion that God could 
only hear one prayer from me at a time. She encouraged me 
to trust God’s listening skills more, and gently guided me to 
books by Fr. Henri Nouwen to help me on my journey.

Leaps and challenges were becoming commonplace. At 
the evening’s penance service, great emphasis was placed 
on the parable of the prodigal son. I have battled this story 
within myself and often with my wife and others. Had the 
retreat staff set this whole session up just to teach me about 
the prodigal parable? The next morning I marched in for a 
session with Fr. Bob Dufford, SJ and told him all that was 
wrong with that father-son relationship.

Fr. Dufford laughed. “You are one of those strong 
Midwestern guys,” he said. “You are going to work at your 
faith and keep working at it,” he smiled. “Your faith is not a 

job. It is not something you can work at. 
You have to be open and listen to Christ 
and know that He wants a relationship 
with you.”

Returning home, I was finally able 
to talk with my son who shared the 
joy and wonder of Jack’s birth with me. 
Grandsons, and sons for that matter, are 
miracles, and illuminate our lives. 

Maybe it doesn’t take miracles like 
grandsons to move us forward in our 
journeys with faith. Maybe it only 
takes a little quiet time, a place and 
people who care. I have a new journey 
ahead of me and I am thankful for 
these graces to help me as, like Jack,  
I take my first steps. 

The staff at the Jesuit Retreat House in Oshkosh 
HTQO�NGHV��Fr. John Schwantes, Fr. Bob 
Dufford, Fr. Gene Donahue and Sr. Kerry Larkin foster a welcoming environment.

Retreatants finish the Rosary at the shrine to Mary on the grounds at Oshkosh.


