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Eulogy for

Br. Sebastian Kuhn, O.S.B.
25 August 2009

On behalf of Abbot Dismas and the Benedictine community I’d like to welcome you and thank you in joining us to celebrate the life of our beloved confrere Br. Sebastian Kuhn.  Our condolences go out to his brothers and sisters, Therese, Anthony, Jerome and Rita, and to his, brothers- in-law, sisters-in-law and the many cousins, nieces and nephews here this evening and those coming tomorrow.

Imagine if you will St. Peter standing with his back to the pearly gates when he hears “Ha-Hem—can I get in? “ Now for those who don’t know, the Ha-Hem was Brother’s 
trademark:  his  introduction  into  a  room or a signal that 

he wanted to ask a question.

Br. Sebastian was born November 20, 1921 in Charles City, Iowa and given the name Valerian.  He graduated from Calmar High school in 1939 and hoped to go on to study for the priesthood but a diagnosis of epilepsy soon put an end to that quest.  

After working on the family farm for a year he came to St. Procopius College where his uncle, Fr. Francis Sindelar, was a member of the monastic community.  He earned a bachelor’s degree in 1943 and joined the monastic community as a lay brother and given the name of Sebastian.  He professed his vows on March 25, 1947.

Two years prior to entering the Abbey (while he was still a student) Sebastian was hired as Porter and in a sense this was to be a major part of his life’s work.  I wondered, why did they hire a student?  Well, Br. Sebastian succeeded Br. Cyril who was Porter and as it turned out not the best choice.  The Superior’s patience wore thin when Br. Cyril would answer the phone, “St. Procopius Abbey---nobody is home—good-bye.”  Or when guests would appear at the door Br. Cyril in his gruff manner would ask “WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

During the time he was Porter, Br. Sebastian also managed the dairy herd for several years; this meant getting up around four in the morning and returning to the Abbey mid-morning before going back in late afternoon for the second milking. In between the milking times Sebastian was the postmaster for the Abbey and College.  In order to provide some relief to Br. Sebastian and Br. Ludvik we as novices had to go out on Sunday mornings to the cow barn and help clean the barn and that meant throwing manure in the spreader.   
We never minded this work because when we were finished Ludvik and Sebastian cooked up a second breakfast of eggs, bacon and fresh sweet rolls.  For us in those days this was a treat!  Plus when the fields were dry we occasionally got to race around the fields with the tractors. 

The dairy barn closed in 1966 and Sebastian without  a tear in his eye could tell you the date and time he milked his last cow.  After the dairy herd he began his postmaster duties with gusto and for the next 30 years and more he made his way around the campus, delivering letters and packages to all the offices.  He had a humorous way of making his presence known, as when the student newspaper complained about the visit to campus of a traveling Fatima statue.  His response in the Letters to the Editor column was succinct:  “Ever hear of freedom in the church?  You’re free to strum your guitar at the multi-media Mass. – Let me finger my beads in solemn procession.  Your friendly postman, Br. Sebastian.”
Sebastian had a good voice and once hearing the Byzantine choir sing he thought they sounded rather weak, so he said if he couldn’t sing louder than that he’d quit.  So they invited him to join the choir and 
he did.  Under Fr. Athanasius’ direction and help, he learned to read the old Slavonic script.  During the tenure of Abbot Ambrose Byzantine liturgies were conducted at schools, parishes and Abbeys in the Midwest and Br. Sebastian was part of the traveling choir.

Sebastian was a prayerful man; he had a devotion to the Infant of Prague and maintained the vigil light in front of the statue in the lobby. He also had a devotion to the Blessed Mother under the title of Our Lady in Exile.  In 1994 after the liberation of the Czech Republic, the statue was brought “home” to Prague.  Abbot Hugh selected two of the no-longer-quite-so-young brothers, Sebastian and Raphael, to accompany him to the ceremonies welcoming the statue back to Prague.  
Sebastian was also a frugal man—his clothes were from the second hand table in the laundry and his wants simple.  His loves—raisins, milk shakes, and when given to him by friends Starbuck’s Frappacino.   
I  would  be remiss if I didn’t mention that Sebastian will be missed by all of us.  His name should have been Brother Reliable.  He was there when we needed a substitute---need a reader at Mass he was there---need a cantor at office he was there----need a reader at Divine Office he was there----need a cantor at Mass he was there----need someone to sit at the switchboard sometimes all day he was there---need someone to lock the front door at night he was there.  Oh, he will be missed.

To the Kuhn family we thank you for sharing your brother, cousin and friend with us for these past 62 years.

A good man has been taken from us and now he will hopefully intercede for us in our needs.

Sebastian, thank you for your 62 years of service in our community and may you rest in peace and eternal memory.
                                                             -Subprior Columban, OSB

Wake Service for

Fr. Michael Komechak,

Friday, September 4, 2009 at the Abbey
Fr. Michael was born and raised in Gary, Indiana, receiving his  early  education at St. Mark’s grammar school. He came 
to our Academy for high school, then entered our College as a seminarian with the intention of being ordained  for a diocese. As he was completing his college studies, he decided to enter the novitiate to become a member of our Abbey.

Upon completion of the novitiate he began to study theology at our seminary and teach one course in English at the Academy. After his ordination to the priesthood he taught English full-time, and served as advisor for the student newspaper and yearbook. Two years later he completed a summer-school master’s degree in literature with the intention of beginning full-time study toward a doctorate.

This plan was set aside when Abbot Daniel asked him to do the research and write the program for this monastery building that we now use and enjoy. He outlined the procedure for selecting an architect, participated in the selection, then worked with the project architect to assure that the building would be built as designed. Fr. Michael was the right person for the job. He had the patience, passion, and deep desire for a building designed with principles derived from the teachings of the Second Vatican Council, a building that would support the monastic life of prayer and work. 

Publicity for the project was part of his responsibility. He did this with a new publication to document the construction progress for our long-time friends and those who were new in support. Changing its content to general news of the abbey, he continued to produce that publication for the next four decades. 

His work on the newspaper and yearbook moved him to a major shift in avocation; he became a professional photographer and used that skill well for the rest of his life, especially for the abbey publication when he began to use more pictures to tell the story. Those pictures changed the character of the publication, showing the monks at work, at prayer, or at leisure. 
Many wrote letters of appreciation, especially alumni who warmed to scenes that included monks who taught or helped them.

Throughout the entire building project and five years beyond he served as an English teacher and residence hall counselor in the college, so his request to study art caught some of us by surprise. The abbot gave him both permission and a directive to begin studies for a degree in fine arts with the thought that someday he would be qualified to establish an art department at the college. What the university enjoys today grew from those initial efforts. In addition to his teaching responsibilities he began to function as art curator for the campus. He also began annual art history tours to the great museums and cities of Europe, usually during the  university’s  Christmas  break.  To  do  this well he had to study the art that would be part of the tour, and he did this for some twenty-five years.  
Eventually,  he  left university  teaching  for  what  we might call “popular” teaching, i.e. he developed very short courses and one-hour  lectures that could be presented in a parish for 
popular consumption. It was his considerable experience with the art of Europe that provided him with exciting and enlightening content. The people of many parishes and many different groups, including some at Chicago’s Art Institute, found his presentations enjoyable, insightful, and uplifting. They invited him back, again and again.

He also served as a judge at art shows, and as a member of art and environment committees for both the Archdiocese of Chicago and the diocese of Joliet. Through those committees he performed a great service for the dioceses and the Church. 

Now you have a concise summary of Fr. Michael’s life. It tells us such things as where he studied, the topics studied, and the different responsibilities he was assigned as a monk of this abbey. But it’s limited as to what it can tell us about Michael himself.

I think our bonding came with one of the few real surprises of our lives, and that happened when we were novices. We spent the week before Christmas doing a lot of physical work, helping in the carpenter shop, removing the husks from English walnuts, cleaning and scrubbing, things like that such that we had very little time for ourselves. And Advent in those days was like Lent, somber and penitential. So after a long Advent and week of hard work we were stunned when we walked into the novitiate after the simple meal on Christmas eve to find our common room filled with decorations and gifts and a beautiful tree, and all the Clerics singing “Joy to the World.” I tell you about that because it was a graced happening that Fr. Michael and I shared. The beauty of that moment carried us for a long time. 

After vows I was assigned to teach sophomore English at the Academy, and that’s when Michael came through big time in helping me organize the course. He made many recommendations on how to correct written tests and homework, how to present different topics. As chairman of the English department he insisted that all of us English teachers assign homework that required the students to write every day. He said more than once to both faculty and students that writing is a skill; it is learned by doing. To become a good writer, one should apply the principles for good writing again and again.

What I have stated so far you very likely already knew, that Fr. Michael’s vocation to the religious life began formally in college, that he was a sincere monk from his first days in novitiate, that he was an excellent teacher of English, an excellent advisor to students on the production of a newspaper and a yearbook, a good artist and art historian, a good art teacher, an excellent photographer, a good monk. He was a good friend, but I did not find him the easiest to   travel   with.   I  was  planning  to  attend  a  lecture sponsored by one of my graduate schools and I asked Fr. Michael if he would like to come along. He said yes enthusiastically,  then  asked  if  we  could  leave  early so he could make a jet stop at a few places. I said OK but found that his jet stops turned out to be long visits, such that we were a half-hour late for the lecture. I eventually found out that I was not the only monk to experience these jet stops.

Another time he asked to accompany me to St. Louis. I was happy to have him along because I planned to drive down, do what I had to do at the university, and return the same day. So I told him I’d drive down and he could drive back. When we came to the university I gave him the car and told him when and where he should pick me up. That’s right. He was late, and that irritated me because we would arrive back at the abbey much later than planned. I told him I’d drive to Lincoln where we could stop for dinner, and he should not drink wine with the meal because he has to do all the driving thereafter. Ignoring my advice, he ordered a martini -- and he’s not a martini drinker!  He was too off balance to drive, so there I was, very tired from the early morning drive and long afternoon meeting, 

There are two more things to mention: his service to and impact on the college become university, and his service to so many as a priest. 

He taught in the university’s English department and in the art department, which he founded. In times past he also served as chaplain, and as director of Neuzil Hall, which was all male and had twice as many residents compared to the present. But he will very likely be most remembered for his service as curator of art.  He has been and will continue to be omnipresent on campus through the art he acquired and placed somewhere in every building. For him it was not just a matter of acquiring and maintaining good art. He wanted to change negative or indifferent attitudes toward art by exposing everyone to good art everywhere on campus. He was aware that not everyone was able to receive what art had to say, and he took that as a challenge. That’s why he gave himself to any effort that could advance the appreciation and influence of good art. That’s why he developed so many  different  short  presentations  on  good  art   that could be understood by those who had no connection with art and no appreciation for it.

When he graduated with a degree in Fine Arts from Stritch College in Milwaukee, the Milwaukee Journal featured him as a priest-artist in a half-page article. The author concludes with these words:

Despite his newfound enthusiasm for art, Father Michael has no intention of giving up his writing… Nor will he allow studio work to interfere with his pastoral duties. He plans to supplement his teaching duties with parish work on Saturdays and Sundays.

“I’ll deal with youth during the week, and [all] people on the weekends,” he says with both satisfaction and anticipation. “It’s an intense life, but we touch many people.”
In all that he did, Fr. Michael was always the monk and priest.  Given  the  nature  of his work, he was away from the monastery often. But when he was here, he was as regular as one could ask. He prayed with us, he presided at the Eucharist with us, he recreated with us, he celebrated with us, he lived with us. He was a monk and priest of St. Procopius Abbey.
       -Abbot Dismas, OSB

HOMILY FOR THE MASS OF CHRISTIAN BURIAL:

FATHER MICHAEL EDWARD KOMECHAK, O.S.B.
Shortly after we celebrated Christmas in 1993, I joined Father Michael in leading a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. This was somewhat of a departure from the artistic study tours referred to by Abbot Dismas last night at the celebration of the Vigil. I mention this because it helps to explain why I chose the Gospel from the 9th Chapter of Luke, a section of this Gospel that focuses on responses of people to the Galilean ministry of Jesus as it draws to a close, and as Jesus begins his movement toward Jerusalem where he meets his death.

After offering Mass in the beautiful church in Capernaum where we read this Gospel, Father Michael and I sat for a moment in the ruins of the Capernaum synagogue thinking of the invitation of the Lord: “Whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  Michael looked at me and said, “David, what would have happened if we were Jews at the time of Christ and heard these words. Would we have followed Christ?”  I have carried the memory of that encounter, though we never spoke of it again!  To celebrate the Eucharist in memory of Jesus is to share not only in his mission, but also in his dedication and destiny, symbolized by the cross.

In his homily “On the Care of the Dead,” Saint Augustine reminds us that the various rites surrounding the celebration of a Christian’s death are of greater benefit for the living than they are for the dead. In making this statement, St. Augustine was not in any way negating the value of the prayers we offer at the time of the death of a Christian, especially the offering of the Mass; but he was focusing rather on what he called the “pomp of the obsequies,” the many external elements that surround funeral celebrations. I sincerely hope that what we celebrate here today will benefit all of us, especially as we express our belief in Christ’s promise of eternal life.

Along with many of you, I rejoice that prior to today’s celebration of Father Michael’s new life in the Kingdom of God, we were, first of all, able to celebrate at the end of May his golden jubilee of priesthood—50 years in serving Christ, especially through the celebration of the Eucharist—as well as in other Sacraments—where he could proclaim Christ’s Paschal Mystery and Victory. He  did  this during the past 50 
years whether the celebrations were here in the abbey, at Benet Academy,  at Benedictine University, or in the various parishes and religious communities where he served. Here he could focus through both his preaching and example on the true meaning of his and of our own taking up the cross to follow Christ daily.

There was another golden jubilee, though not really celebrated with any solemnity, last year—in 2008—when Father Michael remembered his profession of solemn vows on June 26. I reflect with you just for a moment on this ceremony, because the Rite of Solemn Monastic Profession contained within itself a very moving action. After Michael and his three confreres pronounced their vows before Abbot Ambrose Ondrak, they prostrated on the floor and were covered with a funeral pall and four candles, the type that ordinarily were put around a casket containing the remains of the dead.

It took 22 minutes for the abbot to complete all the prayers—which some commentators refer to as the “consecration of a monk”—and finally the abbot would bless the four monks and incense them lying under the funeral pall in a way similar to the way Abbot Dismas will honor Father Michael’s human remains at the end of this celebration. This part of the Rite of Solemn Monastic Profession was to be, in a sense, a second symbolic act of dying with Christ—the first having been at Baptism. The call of one of the priests assisting the abbot came forth quite clearly: “Awake, you who sleep, and arise from the dead, and Christ will be your light.” Our Christian life, as reflected in today’s Gospel, must be—if it is to be lived to the full—a taking up of the cross daily and following Jesus as a disciple. 

The disciple cannot remain where he is in a static condition.  He is always on the way going resolutely forward with Jesus.  He may be tempted from time to time to stop, but he knows that the apparent security can only draw him down into death.  Life is always in the future—like God. As we celebrate, it is important that we  join our beloved confrere in the spirit with which he spent some of the last days of his life: “I am resolved; I am at peace; I trust totally in God.”

                                                                                        -Fr. David, OSB

Br.  
Brother Guy Jelinek, O.S.B.
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“Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will speak out your praise.  Sacrifice gives you no pleasure, were I to offer holocaust, you would not have it…Show your favor graciously to Zion, rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem.  Then there will be proper sacrifice to please you – to be offered on your altar.”








“God, create a clean heart in me, put into me a new and constant spirit…Be my savior, renew my joy, keep my spirit steady and willing; and I shall teach transgressors the way to you, and to you the sinners will return.”





“Since you love sincerity of heart, teach me the secrets of wisdom.”











In a family-centered religious life as Benedictine life grounded in stability, the death of confreres elicits different remembrances that help capsulize their contribution to their community and the Church over the years.  It is for this reason that these remembrances of Br. Sebastian (left) and Fr. Michael (right) are shared here.  More background information  may be found on the Abbey website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.procopius.org" ��www.procopius.org� 











ANNOUNCING…


The new Abbey website


Same ol’ URL, great new format!


VISIT:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.procopius.org" ��www.procopius.org� 


We’ll appreciate your comments.


Thanks in advance.











