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FROM FATHER SULLIVAN  

 

 After His ordination Father Joe was assigned to Good She pherd in Camp Hill. I was a priest for nine 
years and assigned to Trinity High School. Father’s firs t assignment was a tough one. Father’s spontane-
ity and his pastor’s micromanaging style soon clashed. A s a first assignment it was most difficult for him. 
He would drop by the high school and unload some of his a nxieties. His family, other friends and I served 
as a good sounding board. We all were there for him. I ad mired him in how he weathered the challenge 
and never let it negatively impact his priesthood. His s pontaneity, creativity and his down right friendli-
ness stayed with him until his death on February 12. Th rough the thirty eight years of his priesthood he 
served all of us well. 

 This special issue of the Scepter is a fitting tribut e to his priestly service to so many. 

 I was happy to welcome Father Joe to Saint Leo’s in 2003. In those two short years he was a great help 
to me and to our people. We didn’t always agree politically or  procedurally but he was supportive even 
when we differed on situations or solutions. Having been his  own boss for so many years and then serv-
ing under another pastor surely wasn’t easy for him bu t he was faithful, supportive and always coopera-
tive. He was able to adjust and helped me many times to  change my mind and to learn to adjust. 

 In this past year, Father Joe showed strength of faith an d character as he dealt with cancer. He has left 
an inspiring legacy for all of us. Even when he knew his death was inevitable he kept up his and our 
hope; family, friends and parishioners. 

 His words before his peaceful death capsulated his lif e: “I’m happy. I’m ready to accept whatever God 
wills for me.” 

 Thank you, Father Joe, for sharing your goodness with so m any of us. God has blessed you and has 
blessed us through you. Peace! 

 

 Father Sullivan 

Father Joe, Father 
Sullivan and St. 
Leo children play 
ball at Oktoberfest, 
2004  
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 “In the last 72 
hours a question 
most of us have 
asked or won-
dered, ‘What in 
the heck is a 
Mass of Trans-
ference?’ 

 You see, a 
priest is a sign 
of the presence 
of Christ among 
us; he prolongs 
and makes 
Christ visible 
for people of his 
own day.  When 
a priest is called 
home to the 
Kingdom of 
God, the prepa-
ration of that 
priest for burial 
takes place 
away from his 
church, his peo-
ple, his assign-
ment and at the 
time he is re-
turned to them  
they draw close 
to one another 
and him for the 
last time on 
earth and celebrate the Mass of his transferal back  to them. 

 Mary Kay, Jude, Michael, Timothy, Karen and all hi s family, you know first and first hand what we had  here 
at St. Leo the Great and in the seven other assignm ents that Father Joe served at, and in the (and I a m being 
extremely conservative here) billions of random tou ches that formed his ministry and his life.  This w as a man 
who was a unique son, a unique brother, a unique br other-in-law, a unique uncle and great uncle, a uni que 
priest/pastor, a unique friend.  We celebrate that unique man and revelatory view and touch of God tha t he gave 
us.  We thank you his family, his parents Joseph an d Jennie, for the love your poured into Joe, that e nabled him 
to respond to his call uniquely in a way that was n ever preachy or overtly spiritual, just so wonderfu lly human. 

He possessed a passion for life and no matter who y ou were he made an impression on you.  Even if you were 
the tailgating driver whom he would stop at a red l ight and ask, ‘What is your problem?’ or the driver  he’d cut 
off passing from Route 30 onto Rohrerstown Road , w hich he’d cite, was good for your humility.  He cou ld fly off 
the handle at what annoyed him and be ever so gentl e with things that didn’t.   

Like a rose his stem had thorns and he’d show you t hem and his warts as well, but with Joe you always focused 
on his bloom. ”  

From the Mass of Transference – February 15, 2005 

Reverend David Hillier 
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Thank you to 
Krystal Wnek 
for this photo. 



   “And it is why you and I are gathered here today aro und the table of the Lord at a time of sorrow as we  
mourn the passing of our friend and brother, Fr. Jo e Celia. Because here at God’s altar, here at the t able of 
the Lord, here in the celebration of the Eucharist,  the meaning of OUR  life and the meaning of OUR  death 
take shape as we share in the life and death and re surrection of Jesus. And in that sharing, what happ ened to 
the disciples on the road to Emmaus happens to us. Our eyes, clouded by tears of sorrow, are opened an ew in 
the breaking of the bread as we understand that in the experience of life here and now we have been pr epared 
for the heavenly banquet that is the kingdom of hea ven. For, as St. Paul tells us, our citizenship  is in 
heaven. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now that is, if I might say, the official, theologi cal reason for our gathering at the table of the Lo rd today. But 
there is a more specific, more personal reason why it is right that we are here. Because I think Fr. J oe was 
nowhere more at home than when, as a priest , he celebrated the Eucharist at the table of the L ord; and 
where, as one like us  he gathered for a meal at table with his family an d friends around him.  

 He loved to celebrate Mass and he loved to have din ner with his family and friends. It might be the sp lendor 
of a solemn liturgy in a beautiful parish church li ke this one; or a quiet, late night mass with colle ge students 
in a Newman house basement chapel. It might be the occasion of a formal banquet at one of the scores o f wed-
dings he celebrated all over the country; or a simp le lunch with his office staff where there was alwa ys an 
endless bowl of fruit salad. It might be concelebra ting Mass with the Bishop and his brother priests a t our 
annual education workshop; or meeting with his dinn er buddies after Saturday night mass. At both table s, in 
both circumstances, Joe knew that God’s table and h is dining room table were the place where he could best 
share what he loved most, his brother Jesus Christ.  

 At table of the Lord, at the table with family and friends. That was Fr. Joe Celia, in imitation of th e Jesus we 
find in the gospel. And I have to wonder, is there any better way to be priest? And Joe was always a p riest. 
Not because he used his office in some kind of show n fashion. Quite the contrary. He lived at ease among  us 
but always mindful that he had been set apart for a  special role for us. It was an identity he has mastered -  
we all knew that we could be at home with him; but we also knew that he had something special to offer  to us 
because he was always priest. And he put his many g ifts in service of that priesthood. 

 One of my favorite memories of Joe is from just las t year at Bishop Dattilo’s funeral. After the Mass at Good 

From Father Joe’s Funeral Homily  

February 16, 2005  Father Chester Snyder 
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Thank you to 
Karen Kendig 
for the photos 
on these two 
pages. 



Shepherd parish I was driving out of the parking lo t with a friend to go to the Radisson for the lunch eon. There 
were media trucks everywhere and traffic was conges ted as everyone tried to make their way from the pa rking 
lot. I looked ahead at the parking lot exit and wha t do I see but Joe Celia, among the busses, directi ng traffic. 
Does this surprise anyone?  When I got to him I ope ned the window and said get in the car and let the traffic cops 
do their job. And he said ‘I was just trying to hel p.’ 

 And you know, that really says it all. In everythin g he did, he was just trying to help. To help you a nd me believe 
in our worth as children of God. To help the colleg e student who came to him troubled in the middle of  the night 
believe that tomorrow would be a better day. To hel p the parishioner whose spouse just left believe th at there 
could be a life beyond the present pain and loss. T o help the person in the hospital who was just told  there is noth-
ing else that can be done, find strength for the di fficult days ahead. 

  At the table of Lord, at the table of friendship Fa ther Joe just wanted to help. And he did it through  a generous 
sharing of self as one like us, but as one for  us. He did it as priest.  

 

And for that dear friend, we shall be eternally gra teful.  

 Enjoy the kingdom prepared for you from the creatio n of the world.  

 Enjoy the heavenly table where God’s goodness and g elato flow in abundance.  

 Enjoy knowing all that there is to know before we d o.  

 Enjoy directing the traffic of the faithful to thei r heavenly home.  

 And save a place for us.  

 Rest in peace good  friend, loving brother and fait hful priest.” 

Funeral Homily, continued 
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After serving mass as a Extraordinary Minister of Communion, Fr. Joe met us in the sacristy after mass.  He asked 
what was wrong with this picture: He went to the door  (it was closed)  knocked on it and started having a conversation 
with an imaginary person on the other side (the door remained closed.)  He did this several times while we all tried to 
figure out whether he had lost his mind or not.  Finally after seeing our looks of bewilderment, he said, “This is how Je-
sus feels when you are genuflecting before a closed tabernacle.”   I have never forgotten since to open the tabernacle and 
then genuflect and to genuflect and then close.   I miss you Joe.  Watch over us.   — Don Martin 

    

Father Joe was full of life. I'll always remember his enthusiasm, optimism, and sense of 
humor. We at St. Leo's were blessed by his ministry and  presence; he will be missed.   — 
Jane  Abbott 

 

 Father Joe inspired us and challenged us, all while  having fun.  My Family and I al-
ways looked forward to his jokes and stories.  We w ere all blessed to have him in our 
lives.  —- Mark A. Ritter  

At Father Joe’s Funeral there were a number of displays 
set up. 
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 One day this past December I was picking up my 5 year  old daughter, Catie, from kindergarten 
when I ran into Father Joe in the hallway.  I asked him about the confession schedules — I wanted 
to go before Christmas.  It turned out with all the things  I had going on I couldn’t make any of the 
times.  Father Joe looked at me and said, “Well, what are you doing right now?”  I told him I was 
just picking up my daughter.  “Let’s you and I go for a  walk, then.  Gather your thoughts.”  We put 
Catie in the car and Father Joe stuck his head in and s aid to her, “I’m just going to talk to your 
mommy for a minute.”    Right then and  there in St. Leo ’s parking lot with the December wind 
blowing around us Father Joe listened to my confession.  Af ter he blessed me he looked me in the 
eye and said, “Now remember, Maureen, this counts!”   — Ma ureen Leader 

 

Fr. Joe and I had many happy conversations about gardening.  I always marveled at his openness and willingness to 
learn new things; as master gardeners, we think we know all there is to know, but his humility and open ear "stopped me 
on a dime!"  It is one thing to preach and teach; it is quite another thing to preach, teach and be a student as well.  Fr. 
Joe truly modeled what he taught.  I think it will be many years before I will stop learning from him.  His legacy will 
live on.     — Marcie McCarthy 

  

Attendees to Father Joe’s funeral had the opportunity to jot d own some memories for Father Joe’s family. 
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I will always remember our early morning walks in Long's Park following morning Mass.I will always remember our early morning walks in Long's Park following morning Mass.I will always remember our early morning walks in Long's Park following morning Mass.I will always remember our early morning walks in Long's Park following morning Mass.     Fr Joe did everything  Fr Joe did everything  Fr Joe did everything  Fr Joe did everything 
he could to stay as fit as possible for as long ashe could to stay as fit as possible for as long ashe could to stay as fit as possible for as long ashe could to stay as fit as possible for as long as    he could.he could.he could.he could.    The ducks, geese (who enjoyed hisThe ducks, geese (who enjoyed hisThe ducks, geese (who enjoyed hisThe ducks, geese (who enjoyed his    bread crumbs), squir-bread crumbs), squir-bread crumbs), squir-bread crumbs), squir-
relsrelsrelsrels    and I will miss him.  and I will miss him.  and I will miss him.  and I will miss him.  ———— Karen Kendig Karen Kendig Karen Kendig Karen Kendig        
 

In March 2004, we received a call from Fr. Joe aski ng us for as many pussy willows as we could give hi m. We gave 
him over 100 for the church. He was very thankful.  — Lee and Maureen Schweich  

 

God’s present and the presence of Fr. Joe to and at St . Leo’s was a breath of fresh air for our parish at a tim e 
when we all needed a renewed energy in our parish lif e.  He certainly provided us with a wonderful sense of  
faith and leadership in a most human way.  Due to a variety of unusual circumstances, we may have gotten to 
know him a bit better than most parishioners.  We alwa ys found and will remember him as a warm, caring friend  
who loved the people he served.  May he continue to be an inspiration to us all.    — Jack and Carol Ann H ohman 
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Father Sullivan com-
forts a parishioner after 
Father Joe’s funeral. 
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   Karen and I have many photos commemorating wonderful memories of Father Joe - our weekend in Avalon, our trip to 
Selinsgrove for a surprise dinner with 50 of his former parishioners, sailing on the Chesapeake with the Meyers', dinners at 
our home and in the rectory, and many more.  But my most vivid memory of Father will always be the manner in which he 
consecrated the bread and wine during Mass.  His actions and words were so purposeful and so passionate that I was always 
drawn into the significance of the moment - just as Father planned it for each of us!    At the Mass of Transferal, Father Joe's 
family offered a table of photos for parishioners to peruse and take as keepsakes.  I found the most beautiful photo of Father 
Joe consecrating the bread during Mass - our collection of memories is now complete!    — Jim Kendig 
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�   We met Fr Joe a little over a year ago.  He was goi ng to marry us.  Ruth was taking RCIA classes, and 
though raised a Catholic, Ken wasn't a "church goer ."  On the phone, while discussing the Marriage 
Blessing, Fr Joe challenged Ken to come to church.  "If you come to church, the weather will be won-
derful for your planned golf trip."  The following weekend we went to Mass. Ken went to Father Joe af-
terward and said, "I did my part, now you have the hard part."  The weather for the trip was perfect - 75-
80*- and no rain!   We have not missed Mass since!  Thanks Fr. Joe.   — Ken and Ruth Huhn  

 

Father Joe not only taught us the Gospel, but also how to laugh sharing a joke or two after daily mass.   — Steve Wijtyk  



Father Sullivan, Bishop Rhoades and Father Joe 
during the Bishop’s visit, January, 2005. Father Joe visits with parishioners, Jack and Mary 

Anne Hanley and Sister Dorothy after the Parish 
Mission in November. 
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Father Joe at the St. Leo’s Italian Fest one week be-
fore he passed away.  Thank you to Dana Shoesmith 
for this photo. 

 “Father Sullivan wants me to remind all of you that  it is ok to smile and yes, to even chuckle in chur ch at 
times! He also said that having Father Joe as his a ssistant  assured that this policy would be tested weekly, at  
the start of Father Joe’s homily and quite possibly  at other times throughout the mass.” 

When was the last time you heard him addressed as F ather Joseph Anthony Celia?  To me he’s Sonny, that  
other teenager in the Celia home, when I was dating  his sister, Mary Kay.  As our lives progressed he became a 
priest and I married his sister.  Both were good de cisions! 

 Over the years, Father Joe’s assignments took him t o many places:  Good Shepherd in Camp Hill, Seven S or-
rows in Middletown, St. Joseph’s in Shamokin, Buckn ell University, Shippensburg University, Our Lady o f the 
Visitation and to Susquehanna University/ St. Pius X.  But it was only during the last years of his li fe that he 
was assigned to St. Leo’s, and, as it was with me a nd his sister, Mary Kay – it was ‘love at first sig ht’ – for Fa-
ther Joe here at St. Leo’s.   

Father Sullivan, the staff and the church and schoo l, as well as, the parishioners were most kind to h im and to 
our family.” 
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Father Joe was St. Leo the Great Parish’s parochial  vicar since February 2003.  He died Febru-
ary 12 at the Essa Flory Hospice center from cancer . 

A Mass of Transferral was held February 15 at St. L eo’s, and Bishop Kevin C. Rhoades cele-
brated the Mass of Christian Burial here on Februar y 16.  Father Celia was buried beside his 
parents, Joseph and Jennie Celia in St. Joseph Ceme tery in Lancaster. 

Father Joe was born in Lancaster.  He graduated fro m Sacred Heart of Jesus School and at-
tended Lancaster Catholic High School before enteri ng St. Charles Seminary in Cantonsville, 
Maryland where he graduated from high school and at tended two years of college.  He graduated 
from St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore. 

Father Joe was ordained to the diocesan priesthood  May 20, 1967.  His assignments included 
parochial vicar at Good Shepherd Parish in Camp Hil l from 1967– 1970, at Seven Sorrows BVM 
Parish in Middletown from 1970-1971 and at the form er St. Joseph Parish in Coal Township 
from 1971-1974. 

After serving as chaplain of Bucknell University in  Lewisburg from 1974-1983, Father Joe was 
named pastor of Our Lady of the Visitation Parish i n Shippensburg.  He served at Our Lady’s for 
more than three years before being assigned pastor of St. Pius X Parish in Selinsgrove from 
1986-2002.  In February 2003, Father Joe was named parochial vicar at St. Leo’s. 

Over the years, Father Joe also served as campus mi nister of the Penn State Capital College, 
Susquehanna University in Selinsgrove, and Shippens burg University.  He also served as the 
diocese’s director of Catholic Campus Ministry and Young Adult Ministry, and as spiritual mod-
erator of the campus ministry at the Hershey Medica l Center. 

Father Joe is survived by a sister, two nephews, a niece, six great-nieces and a great-nephew.  
Letters of condolences may be sent to Father Joe’s sister, Mary Catherine Schlager, 7 Fresh 
Meadow Drive, Lancaster PA 17603
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They simply begin their eternity.  
We do not see them because we 
are still in the darkness of the 
world.  But their spiritual eyes, 
filled with light of heaven, are 
always watching us as they wait 
for the day when we shall share 
their perfect joy.  We are all born 
for heaven and one by one we end 
this life of tears to begin our life of 
happiness. 
 We should reflect upon 
this beautiful truth and find it the 
greatest and surest comfort in 
time of mourning.  A firm faith in 
the real and continual presence of 
our loved ones has bought the con-
viction and consolation that death 
had not destroyed them, nor car-
ried them away.  Rather it has 
given them life!  A life with power 
to know fully and to love perfectly.  
With this new life and new power 
our loved ones are always present 
to us, knowing and loving us more 
than ever before. 
 The tears that dampen 
our eyes in times of mourning are 

  So many people imagine 
that death cruelly separates us 
from our loved ones.  Even pious 
people are led to believe this great 
and sad mistake.  When our loved 
ones die, they do not leave us.  
They remain.  They do not go to 
some dark and distant place.  

tears of homesickness, tears of 
longing for our loved ones.  But it 
is we who are away from home, 
not they.  Death has been a door-
way to an eternal home.  And only 
because this heavenly home is 
invisible to our worldly eyes, we 
cannot see them so near us.  Yet, 
they are with us, lovingly and ten-
derly waiting for the day when 
we, too, will enter the doorway of 
our eternal home.  No, death is 
not a separation.  It is a prepara-
tion for eternal union with those 
we love, in the peace and joy of 
heaven. 
 The Capuchin Fathers 

Comfort for Those who Mourn 
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