
No matter how we spend our retreat, the idea is to open the doors for a closer relationship with 
our Lord…. you can trust that he’ll be waiting there to meet you. –Bishop John T. Folda 
 
“They went to an out of the way place…”: The grace of a retreat 
 

You probably see or hear an announcement each year from your priests that they will be away 
from the parish for a week or so for their annual retreat. It is a requirement in Church law for every priest 
to make an annual retreat of several days for reflection and prayer. Our priests have different options to 
attend retreats right here in our diocese, but some choose to go elsewhere for their retreat. There is 
something to be said for a change of scenery! 

Bishops are also expected to make an annual retreat, and I attended my retreat during the second 
week of January. Every year at that time, the bishops of North Dakota, South Dakota, and Minnesota 
gather together for our annual retreat, a time to step away from the daily activities of our ministry, and to 
spend some uninterrupted time with our Lord. We usually have a retreat director, a bishop or priest who 
offers various reflections and homilies to guide our time of prayer. This year, our retreat director was 
Father Wayne Sattler, a priest of the Diocese of Bismarck, and he did an excellent job. Most of our time 
on retreat was spent in silence, but we also had daily opportunities to share meals and conversation 
together. Our annual retreat is a beautiful time of fraternity and peace, and it truly is one of my favorite 
weeks of the year. 

Usually when I’m on retreat, I have a number of prayer intentions that I bring with me. I always 
remember in my prayers the needs of our priests, deacons, religious, and seminarians. I also pray every 
day for all the faithful of our diocesan family. This year, with the ups and downs of the current pandemic, 
I prayed for those suffering from illness and for caregivers. And I thanked God for the countless good 
people of our diocese who are so committed and work so generously to build up God’s Kingdom among 
us. 

This idea of making a retreat goes all the way back to Jesus himself. Numerous times in the 
Gospels, we read that Jesus slipped away from his disciples and the crowds for some extended time of 
prayer. He had a deep need for communion with his Father, and so, he “retreated” whenever he could. 
The most extreme example of such a retreat was the 40 days that Jesus spent in the desert after his 
baptism. It was a time of intense prayer and temptation for Jesus, but he clearly felt the need for this time 
of solitude, and it prepared him for his public ministry. 

Jesus also took his disciples away with him at times so that they too could experience some peace 
and solitude with God. In the Gospel of Mark (6:31), he says, “Come away by yourselves to a lonely 
place, and rest awhile.” He knew that they needed some time for quiet, some time for prayer and peace 
away from the crowds that followed them. It was a time when they could get to know Jesus better and 
come to a deeper understanding of his mission. 

The Church wisely recognizes that priests and bishops need this time to recharge their spiritual 
batteries so they can better serve the people under their care. Deacons, religious sisters and brothers, and 
seminarians also make an annual retreat, but we shouldn’t get the idea that retreats are only for the clergy 
or for those in religious life. A retreat can be a blessing for everyone, and I know a number of lay 
Catholics who also make an annual retreat of some kind. A friend who is a husband and father agrees with 
me that it’s one of his favorite times of the year, not just to get away, but to get closer to our Lord! 

I recommend an annual retreat to anyone who wants to go a little deeper in their faith life. It’s a 
good opportunity to place our needs before the Lord and to hear his voice in our hearts. It’s a time to ask 
our Lord for guidance when we’re contemplating a major life decision, like taking a new job, moving to a 
new home, or discerning our vocation. Perhaps a group of friends would plan to go on retreat together, or 
a group of people from the same parish. Perhaps your pastor would be willing to lead a retreat for the 
members of your parish, or otherwise invite a visiting priest to serve as retreat director. 

You may be wondering, how can a busy person with a job and family just leave everything 
behind and go escape someplace for a retreat? This might seem like a luxury that is out of reach for most 
people, but the idea of a retreat can take many forms. Our annual retreat is usually five to seven days, 



with some taking a longer period for extended spiritual direction. A retreat can also be of shorter duration, 
like a long weekend from Friday through Sunday. Or, it can be an overnight or a single day of 
recollection. 

I have heard some who are intimidated by the idea of a retreat. They’re unsure what to do with 
the time, or they are uncomfortable with the silence. But the hours of a retreat can be used in many ways. 
Typically, a retreat includes daily Mass, times for Confession, spiritual conferences, and opportunities to 
meet personally with a spiritual director. A retreat can be a good time to meditate on the Scriptures, to 
read a good spiritual book, or just to take some nice, long walks. No matter how we spend our retreat, the 
idea is to open the doors for a closer relationship with our Lord. If you give it a try, you can trust that he’ll 
be waiting there to meet you. 


