
Dear Friends,

 As we mark Veteran’s Day on November 11, I would like to share some reflections  
of one of our friars, Fr. Conrad Targonski, OFM, and his experiences as a Military Veteran.  
He writes beginning with the prophet, Jeremiah:

 “When I found your words, I devoured them; they became my joy and the happiness of my 
heart, because I bore your Name, O LORD of Hosts.“
      - Jeremiah 15:16

 These words have been highlighted in my copy of Morning Prayer, Liturgy of the Hours, ever 
since the books were first published in 1976. At the time, I was ordained only one year! Even though 
the words of Scripture were opening up to me in entirely new ways, something else was going on. To 
this day, I can’t wait to wake up and see what the Scriptures are and how the commentary offered to 
assist me in their understanding. Was this what Jeremiah calls “devoured”?

 My parents were devout, Polish-American Catholics. How blessed I was that they were the ones 
who introduced me to what I call “liturgical spirituality.” The liturgical cycle was celebrated in my 

family life, and I thought it was the same in everyone’s family. Of 
course, my mother’s brother was a priest and three aunts were in 
the convent – so that bolstered me. I must say the Word was indeed 
devouring me.

      As a runner, I had a lot of solitary time to ponder the 
Word. One day, I ran past the Navy/Marine Corps Reserve Center 
in Milwaukee, close to where I served as Vocation Director of 
the Franciscans. Stopping to get some water, I met the Officer 
Recruiter. Was it by coincidence…or by providence! Months 
later, I received permission to enter the United States Navy as a 
Chaplain to the United States Marine Corps, resulting in 22 years 
of active duty service in all four Marine Divisions. My service 
with-in one of the Divisions would have lingering effects.

      I was commissioned as a Naval Officer in October 
of 1987. Amid different assignments, I received orders to 1st 
MARINE DIVISION, 7th Marine Regiment, Twenty-Nine Palms, 
California, as Regimental Chaplain. Within weeks of my arrival 
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in July 2003, we received the warning order we would be 
going to Iraq in an operation called OPERATION IRAQI 
FREEDOM. 

 We arrived in Kuwait in February, 2004 and began 
preparations to travel to a base in Iraq which was called Al 
Asad. As the only Catholic priest and supervisory Chaplain 
in the Regiment, the ministry swelled with a different 
type of urgency. This was a war zone. Mortars, IEDs, 
dangerous convoys and casualties were a daily occurrence. 
Junior Chaplains and their assistants (Religious Program 
Specialists) were scattered throughout the Area of 
Operation. I was responsible for them as well. I was advised by my Franciscan superior to keep “the 
observance of the Rule and keep alive the spirit of prayer and devotion”. This became my foundation. 
I prayed the Liturgy of the Hours in Humvees, in 100+ degree heat, with the wounded, and what I re-
member the most, anointing the fallen.  

 My spiritual director, a Dominican in Rhode Island, 
kept contact with reflections on the combat experience and 
return of St Francis from war. He called it a type of Stigmata. 
He encouraged me to return with Francis.

 My homecoming was dismal. I was called home to 
face my mother on life support. My sister took one look 
at me and said she was alarmed by my fatigued demeanor. 
I stayed with her all night after 35 hours of travel …
and prayed the Rosary and the Divine Mercy Chaplet. I 
celebrated Mass at her bed side. It seemed all a blur…and 
within the day, she entered eternal life.

 I returned to Iraq within 10 days after my mother’s 
funeral.  I continued with the battle ministry and kept 
praying ….” When I found your words, I devoured them.” 
This time I prayed the Word to give me solace and strength 
to go. The time in Iraq came to an end in March, 2005 – and 
our Regiment returned home.

 
 As I said before, it was hard coming home Yet, 
I remember staying faithful to praying the psalms (they 
applied more than ever) and I returned to my running 
regime, thinking I was slowly coming back to myself.

  In July of 2010, I reached retirement age and 
wanted to retire from a place which I considered “sacred 
ground:” Twenty-Nine Palms, California, the Marine 
Corps Air and Combat Center from where I deployed 
to war. Since I returned from Iraq, I had the pictures 
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of all our fallen displayed in the vestibule of the base chapel 
between familiar verses from Saint John: “Greater love has  
no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends”.  
I re-turned to this chapel often to sit, gaze, and pray.

  When I finally retired, I received permission to 
walk the Camino de Santiago. A younger Marine who was 
leaving the Corps to prepare for Law school volunteered to 
accompany me. Chris is a devout Catholic and loved the idea 
of the walk – or what the Marines would call a “hump” – but 
with the addition of stopping at religious historical sites and 
praying the psalms as pilgrims have for centuries. It turned 
out he reminded me of the Archangel Raphael accompanying 
Tobit. It was a healing holy journey.

  Many people of history have walked the Camino, 
including St Francis and some of his fellow friars. I was 

walking in their footsteps. It made me wonder how he had embarked on a conversion right after his 
experience as a prisoner of war. I realized when he came home, his “body came home before his soul” 
and like many of us veterans, he had to, in a way, rediscover his “soul”.

  This all began in an abandoned chapel called San Damiano, and the cross which hung from its 
ceiling – spoke to him. Some scholars feel it was the face of Christ with wide-open eyes that beckoned 
to him and bestowed healing. Francis allowed the Word to devour him. If it was true for him, how 
could it not be the same for me?

 It was when I returned from the Camino that the director of the Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs 
asked me to lead a special pilgrimage to Assisi for combat veterans. Veteran interest has been 
amazingly positive, and we are about to leave for our 8th pilgrimage. Its specific focus is “Francis of 
Assisi: Resilient Warrior”. We retrace his footsteps from childhood, to knight-hood, to the battlefield,  
to the prison he was incarcerated in Perugia. 

 We visit the focus of his conversion: 
The Rieti Valley where he sought solitude and 
forgiveness. We go to La Verna, where Francis 
experienced the Stigmata, and to places where  
he enjoyed the healing from his brothers, his 
noble friend Clare, and of course, the Cross at  
San Damiano.

 What I have found is best expressed in 
these words: “My soul proclaims the greatness 
of the LORD and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Savior.” I have returned with Francis. I have re-
discovered my soul!

Fr. Conrad boarding a  
helicopter to celebrate Mass.

Fr. Conrad saying Mass in Kuwait.



 With Veteran’s Day soon approaching, we would you like to give several Veterans the 
opportunity to join our next “Veterans of the Military” Pilgrimage to Rome and Assisi, led by our own 
Franciscan Friar, Conrad Targonski. With your financial support, we can do that.

 Let us also reflect on the sacrifices our young men and women in the Military have endured for 
our freedom. We appreciate their courage and would like to thank them for their service to our country.

 Please send us the name of a special Veteran or loved one you’d like us to pray for. We will 
include them in our daily Masses and personal prayers.

 Thank you for your continued support. We appreciate your generosity. Peace and Good!

 

 James G. Gannon, OFM
 Provincial Minister

  P.S. Your gift will give several Vets a chance to join our next Military Veterans Pilgrimage to 
Rome and Assisi, led by our fellow Franciscan Friar, Fr. Conrad Targonski, OFM.

 Please write your prayer intentions on the back of the attached slip. 

Happy  Veterans  Day!




