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 “This is the day the Lord has made. Let us be glad and rejoice in it” (Ps. 118:24). Those 

words of the Psalmist have a most appropriate ring to them as all of us gather together to 

celebrate a wonderful and truly faith-filled event: the 75th anniversary of ordination to priesthood 

of one of the Church’s most beloved and most loyal sons, Archbishop Peter Leo Gerety. And it is 

a cherished honor for me to be the homilist at this joyous celebration on this great feast of Saints 

Peter and Paul. 

   I’d like to begin this homiletic reflection on Archbishop Gerety’s 75 years as a priest by 

sharing with you what I think is a very moving statement by the late Father Pedro Arrupe, 

superior general of the Society of Jesus.  He said: 

 Nothing is more practical 

 Than finding god, that is, 

 Than falling in love in a  

 Quite absolute, final way. 

 What seizes your imagination, 

 Will affect everything. 

 It will decide what 

 Will get you out of bed in the 

 Morning, what you do with 

 Your evenings, how you 

 Spend your weekends, what 

 You read, what you know, 

 What breaks your heart, 

 And what amazes you with 

 Joy and gratitude. 

 Fall in love, stay in love, 

 And it will decide everything. 

 I suggest that those words of Father Arrupe have no false or inflated ring to them when 

they are applied to the 75 years of priestly living by Peter Leo Gerety. 

   It was in late March of 1966 that news of a new bishop for the Diocese of Portland was 

announced and a picture of a vigorous and handsome-looking Monsignor Peter Gerety, standing 

on the front steps of St. Martin’s Rectory in New Haven, Connecticut, was flashed all over the 

state of Maine. Excitement was in the air. The Second Vatican Council had just ended. The 

entire Church in Maine – priests, religious, and laity – were eager to face the challenge of 

implementing the decrees of that historic council. Pope Paul VI had chosen to lead the Diocese 

of Portland a priest who had been first and foremost a pastor to his people and a strong voice for 



social justice in the New Haven community. Inspired by the likes of Chicago’s Monsignors 

George Higgins and Jack Egan, a young and vigorous Father Gerety poured his heart and soul 

into making St. Martin de Porres Parish a thriving community of Catholic faith. As Father 

Arrupe said, “What you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will affect everything,” 

and it certainly did with young Father Gerety. He loved his priesthood; he loved his Church; he 

loved his people, and he loved the Lord who made it all possible. 

   Peter Gerety was blessed by God with many gifts. He shared those gifts generously in his 

service to Jesus Christ and his Church. During his years at the seminary of Issy-les-Moulineaux 

in France, he became fluent in French (he frequently read his breviary in French), and during his 

New Haven years, he learned Spanish. Everyone who has ever worked closely with him will 

attest to his remarkable administrative skills. He had that uncommon ability to cut through all the 

non-essentials and to go to the very heart of the problem and see a clear solution. He is an avid 

reader, and one visit to his library would reveal that he reads only the best. He has been a strong 

supporter of the Catholic Theological Society of America, Theological Studies, Etudes, and 

Chicago Studies (to mention just a few) and the best in the Catholic press. With all of these 

talents, little wonder, then, that he would be called to serve as Portland’s eighth bishop. 

   He came to Maine in 1966 and left in 1974. The diocese he left was very different form 

the one to which he had come.  The challenge was to make real the vision of the council in the 

local Church in Maine. And so, the task facing Bishop Peter Gerety was one of the 

transformation. The winds of the Spirit began to blow and new wine was poured into new 

wineskins. New terms became part of our everyday language: parish councils, priests’ senate, 

diocesan pastoral council, diocesan personnel board, liturgical commission, ecumenical 

commission, finance council, youth ministry, campus ministry, lectors, Eucharistic ministers, and 

a host of other terms that are anything but new to us today. But when they came into being, they 

were indicative of a Church that was vibrant and responsive to the movement of the Spirit. 

   One of the great blessings of my life was to serve as secretary to Bishop Gerety. Maine is 

a large state – 400 miles from Kittery to its northernmost point. Many times, we would be on the 

road for hours, returning to Portland from the outlying parishes. Since the bishop took every 

advantage to keep up on his reading, we had a special light installed on the dashboard of the car 

so he could read at night. He is a great student of John Henry Newman. Oftentimes, he would 

share with me part of what he was reading, especially if it resonated with the situation in the 

Church or in the world at the moment. One night, I remember he said to me: “Listen to this line 

by Newman: ‘In a higher world it may be otherwise, but here below to live is to change, and to 

be perfect is to have changed often.’ 

   Bishop Gerety’s energies were given to more than the local Church while serving in 

Maine. His extraordinary ministry to the black Catholic community at St. Martin’s in New 

Haven would lead to his appointment to the National Conference of Catholic Bishops’ 

Committee for Black Catholics. With his good friend, the late Cardinal John Dearden, Bishop 

Gerety gave generously of his time and talents to causes of social justice in our country and 

around the world. Many of us still remember his face on the cover of The Critic magazine, a 

Catholic publication out of Chicago, with the pictures of several other bishops and the headline: 

“These are the Lifesavers of the Church.” 

   While in Maine, he wrote his first pastoral letter entitled, “The Day of Peace Restored” in 



observance of the tenth anniversary of Pope Saint John XXIII’s encyclical: “Pacem in Terris.” 

This accomplishment won him an invitation by NBC to appear on “Face the Nation.” 

   Bishop Gerety loved and still loves Maine, its priests and people, and especially the 

waters of Casco Bay where he loved to sail, his one great, recreational passion and enjoyment in 

life. And we truly love him. But the Spirit had other plans when Pope Paul asked him to move to 

Newark as archbishop of the fifth largest see in the nation.  When the news came, Newman’s 

words came to mind: 

 Let a person who trusts that he is on the whole serving God acceptably 

 look back on his past life, and he will find how critical were the moments 

 and acts which, at the time, seemed most indifferent; as, for instance, the 

 school that he was sent to…the occasion of his falling in with those persons 

 who have most benefited him, the accidents that determined his calling or 

 his prospects, whatever they were. God’s hand is forever over his own, and  

 he leads them forward by ways they know not. 

 The move to Newark was surely under God’s hand, and it is only proper for me to leave 

that time and those years for others to reflect upon on another occasion. I should point out, 

however, that every time I visited with Archbishop Gerety – when he was Ordinary of Newark 

and also in retirement – he always was genuinely enthusiastic about the vibrancy and activity in 

the Archdiocese of Newark. And on the occasions when I attended celebrations over in Newark, 

it was always a delight to hear Cardinal McCarrick or Archbishop Myers give fitting praise and 

due recognition to their predecessor for the leadership and courage that he had brought to the 

archdiocese at a critical time in its history. 

   Archbishop Gerety has been blessed with a long and healthy retirement. With the 

dedicated and wonderful help of Paula Flynn, his dedicated and outstanding secretary for so 

many years, and the loyal support and service of Monsignor Frank Seymour, Archbishop Gerety 

has continued for many remarkable years in retirement to render outstanding service to the 

Church. As we know, he continues to celebrate Mass, to preach, to give speeches, and to preside 

at all sorts of celebrations. He has reached out with compassion to many who were hurting, and 

he has been blessed with remarkably good health. 

   I mentioned that he was good friend of the late Cardinal Dearden. Shortly before Cardinal 

Dearden died, he gave an interview to a Detroit television station that was picked up by America 

magazine. The interview focused on the Church, the world, and the future. I remember calling 

the archbishop to make sure he didn’t miss it. He told me that he had already read it and, with his 

characteristic exuberance, said that he thought it was “terrific!” The words of Cardinal Dearden, 

I feel, have resonated through the entire priesthood of Peter Leo Gerety.  Cardinal Dearden said: 

    

 As I reflect upon my faith, I feel that the Church has always had a very 

 ‘present’ quality to it. We are a journeying Church, and I can look back 

 to where we have been…look ahead to where we are going…but my 

 faith exists in the present. 



 The option, I suppose, would be to pretend that there are two Churches. 

  The first would be the here and now community, with its limitations, 

 its unresolved conflicts, its questions, its imperfections and sins. The 

 second would be a Church that is somehow free of all this…the Church 

 of my visions…hopes…and dreams. 

 But we are not two Churches. We are an Incarnate church existing in 

 the present – journeying, unfinished, yet holding within it the seed that 

 will one day be the harvest. You cannot put your faith in the harvest 

 unless you believe in the seed. I believe in the seed. 

 Like Cardinal Dearden, Archbishop Gerety believes in the seed. 

 And it is for 75 years of faithful service to that “seed” that all of us can rejoice today with 

one of the Church’s most faithful sons. From all of us to you, Archbishop Gerety: “Ad multos 

felicimosque annos!” 

 

-Rev. Stephen F. Concannon 


