
AT THE ALTAR AND FROM THE ALTAR 
Homily at the Funeral Mass of Monsignor Roger Formosi 

 
Dear friends in Christ:  Bishop Crosby and I join together in thanking all of you for your 
prayerful presence here today at this Funeral Mass for Msgr Roger Formosi. (From here on in, I 
am just calling him Fr. Roger, as he preferred!)   We extend our sincere condolences to all those 
who suffer the pain of this loss.  In a particular way, I acknowledge his beloved mother Flora; his 
brother Vincent and wife Patricia; his niece Jodi (who showed him such loving care in his 
illness) and her husband Jorge, his niece Jaycee and her husband Victor, and his nephew Vince 
Jr.  Our prayers also go out to Father`s closest friends, especially his brother priests.  I 
acknowledge his classmates, including Msgr Raymond Modeski, his friend of more than fifty 
years and cottage mate for most of that time;  and of course, his close friend and benevolent 
landlord these past three years, Fr. John Van Hees, who also extended such compassionate care 
to him in these months of his illness.  I wish to acknowledge and thank Bishop Anthony Tonnos 
and Bishop Matthew Ustrzycki for their attendance and their support of Fr Roger over the years.  
  
I met Fr. Roger thirty-five years ago when I applied to the seminary for Hamilton Diocese.  He 
was the Vocation Director then and our friendship grew over many years. You might suppose 
Father would have trusted me to know his wishes, but that didn’t stop him from leaving me 
detailed instructions about his funeral – twenty-two pages of detailed instructions. (Big font; 
wide margins; but still, twenty-two pages.).  The one thing he did not leave behind was homily 
notes.  I thought they might be somewhere in that thick sheaf of papers, but no such luck!  And 
so I have to infer somewhat what was on my friend`s mind when he selected these readings – 
slightly atypical readings for a funeral.   And you must have noticed how much they are centred 
on the Eucharist and on service.  Unusual or not, they are quite appropriate readings for the 
funeral of a priest.   
  
Let me borrow words from another priest on the subject of the Eucharist: the American Jesuit 
priest Father Walter Ciszek who spent twenty years in Soviet prison camps.  He chronicled his 
experiences there in two books which he wrote after his release.   He describes how he tried to 
carry on some semblance of a priestly ministry in the camps, despite the hardships and dangers.  
``When I reached the prison camps of Siberia, I learned to my great joy that it was possible to 
say Mass daily once again. In every camp, the priests and prisoners would go to great lengths, 
run risks willingly, just to have the consolation of this sacrament. For those who could not get to 
Mass, we daily consecrated hosts and arranged for the distribution of Communion to those who 
wished to receive. Our risk of discovery, of course, was greater in the barracks.  Most often, 
therefore, we said our daily Mass somewhere at the work site during the noon break. Despite this 
added hardship, everyone observed a strict Eucharistic fast.  Yet no one complained.`   And Fr. 
Ciszek concludes by saying:  ``I never let a day pass without saying Mass.  It was my primary 
concern each new day.  I would go to any length, suffer any inconvenience, run any risk to make 
the bread of life available to these men. `` 



We are right to say that the Eucharist is the source and summit of our faith.  It is the high point of 
the Church`s life; it is the font from which all graces flow.   That is why we so typically celebrate 
the funeral of a Christian within the Eucharist.   The Church is never more the Church than we 
are gathered around the altar of the Lord and offer the sacrifice of the Mass.  In the Eucharist, 
heaven and earth, eternity and time, touch each other.  Here we recall that Jesus said ``I am the 
Bread of life; those who eat this bread will live forever.”  Moreover, the Eucharist is at the heart 
of the priesthood.    Through it, the priest ministers to others in union with Jesus Christ, the great 
high priest.  From it, the priest draws life and strength for his own ministry. 
 
For the priesthood is always about service: service to God and service to the people of God, the 
Church.  On the night of the Last Supper, at the celebration of that first Eucharist, Jesus had to 
remind his apostles what it was all about: not authority or position or prestige, but rather, loving 
service to others.  For they were called to imitate their master; the son of Man who came not to 
be served but to serve, and give his life as a ransom for many.   You cannot speak about the 
Eucharist apart from service: that is true for every Christian – that is why we are dismissed from 
Mass with encouraging words like “announce the Gospel” and “glorify the Lord by your life.”  It 
is true in a particular way for priests who minister at the altar and then go forth to minister from 
the altar – to preach, to lead and to sanctify.   
  
Those who knew of Fr. Roger`s great devotion to the Church, the Eucharist and the priesthood 
will not find these readings strange at all.  He found his strength at the altar of the Lord; he found 
his joy in serving his brothers and sisters in the priesthood.  And this he did faithfully for more 
than forty-six years.     
  
It`s not necessary for me to review his resume in detail, nor would he want that, I suspect.  
People here today have known him in various ways and you will know your particular 
relationship with him.  Many have known him as a caring pastor of great energy; or as someone 
committed to priestly vocations, even after his official stint as Diocesan vocation director; or as a 
visionary leader of Catholic Missions in Canada.   But all of us have this in common: we have 
known him as priest, as one who loved the priesthood and who was totally devoted to service of 
God and the Church in his priestly ministry.  You wouldn`t go wrong to say that he was a priest`s 
priest.  I think all of us have experienced just how joyful he was in that service; he was someone 
imbued with the joy of the Gospel, to coin that phrase from Pope Francis. 
  
At a homily he gave at the Diocesan Vocation Mass two years ago, Father Roger remarked how 
he would sometimes be overwhelmed at the altar, confronted with the mystery of why and how 
the Lord had called him to be a priest.  I quote: ``I frequently thank the Lord, the eternal priest, 
for this wonderful vocation he has given to me.  It`s an awesome gift. It`s a wonderful privilege 
to serve the people of God.` 
  



 
The last time that Fr. Roger and I were together socially was just over a month ago, at the Shaw 
Festival.  Driving home, I queried him about something I`d been wondering about for a while: 
that is the origin of this phrase “the great and glorious diocese of Hamilton.”  I have heard him 
use that phrase often, especially in recent years.  But now, it seems to have become community 
property – part of the lexicon of the Diocese.  Everyone is saying it!  Young priests, wet behind 
the ears, have it on their Facebook pages and Twitter feeds.   So I put the question to him, “Are 
you the author of this phrase, or not?”  And we talked it over and concluded that he must be.  He 
thought so, because he couldn’t remember stealing it from anyone else!  I thought so, just 
because it sounded so darn much like him.  It sounded like vintage Fr. Roger.   
  
Because it would be accurate to say that Fr. Roger was a great churchman, in the best sense of 
that word.  It’s not to imply that he could be a fussbudget or knew lots of ecclesiastical trivia – 
although those things are true. But more fundamentally it is to say that Fr. Roger loved the 
Church.  And to understand what that means, you have to ask, “What is the Church?”  It is the 
Body of Christ.  It is Christ the head, joined to the members, the faithful, the people of God.  To 
say that Fr. Roger loved the Church is to say that he loved the Lord Jesus and that he loved 
people.  He loved you as brothers and sisters in Christ. He loved your kindness, your goodness, 
and your faithfulness.  And yes, he loved the Church of Hamilton, which is fitting for one who 
served in the Diocesan priesthood.  Certainly, he was committed to serving all of the faithful, 
even those from lesser places!   But “the great and glorious” had a special place in his heart.   
  
At the funeral of every Christian, we gather to pray for the one who has gone before us.  
Saddened though we might be, we are heartened by the resurrection of the Lord Jesus and the 
hope of eternal life that is ours.   Fr. Roger Formosi, who loved the Church, who served the Lord 
and his people in the priesthood, is still very much part of the Church.  He is united with us in the 
great communion of saints.  So we pray for him this day as we celebrate the Eucharist – the 
sacrament so central in his life and ministry – that he may be counted among the saints in the 
greatness and the glory of the Father’s house.    
 
Bishop Daniel Miehm 
October 10, 2015 


