
Sharing Our Marianist Stories, Episode. 52 Transcript "I'm Still Here": Matt Naveau’s 

Journey of Cancer and Companionship with Mother Adèle 

 

00:00 – Matt Naveau  

I feel privileged to be able to call Adèle my friend. I actually wrote some of my experiences 

that I've shared with a few people and titled it My Dear Friend. And the reason for that goes 

to early 2019. I was 33 years old at the retreat at Bergamo. And during some free time, I was 

just wandering around, and I stopped in front of the little display that has all the Marianist 

icons. You could take the little prayer cards home and all that. And I was staring at it 

absentmindedly. And then, all of a sudden, I found myself just fixated on the image of Adèle. 

I didn't know what her name was at this point in time but was captivated. And I almost had 

this sense that she was calling to me, trying to get my attention. It wasn't really that I heard a 

voice necessarily. I just had a sense. It was a very powerful, captivating experience. And 

then, when that moment passed, I wasn't quite sure what to do. So, I took a big stack of those 

cards and brought them with me as I went home. And [I] old my wife about this, thinking 

“She's going to think I'm crazy.” And she never did. She believed it, maybe believed that that 

had happened even more than I did right out of the gate. And that was my introduction to 

Adèle. 

 

01:10 – Matt Naveau 

Three months after this experience, I went to see a doctor, had some normal testing done. 

And my results came back, and they were not normal. Many of my blood numbers were off. 

And over the course of a period of months, I was diagnosed with hairy cell leukemia, which 

is a super rare blood cancer. At the time of diagnosis, I was 33, I had a three-year-old son and 

a daughter who had just turned one, and it was a very, very scary moment in my life. They 

told me, “The prognosis is good. It's incurable, but it's treatable. We'll get it under control.” 

But it became apparent to me pretty quickly in reeling from this diagnosis that perhaps Adèle 

coming into my life, the way that she had a few months before that, was not by coincidence. 

Perhaps it was to accompany me through this cancer journey. And so, at that point, we 

developed a habit in our family of just, “Blessed Adèle, please pray for us.” I put one of those 

prayer cards on my dresser so that I walk by it all the time and have the little reminder. And 

yes, she accompanied me quite a bit through that cancer journey. 

 

02:18 – Mike Bennett  

Matt Naveau is a University of Dayton graduate and a Lay Marianist. He currently serves as 

chair-elect for the leadership team of the Marianist Lay Community of North America and is 

a member of the Spiritus and Table Flippers communities. While Matt first discovered the 

Marianists at UD basketball games as a child, it was his adult encounters with Mother Adèle, 

founder of the Marianist Sisters, that truly drew him to the charism. In this episode, Matt 

shares how those encounters helped him navigate his cancer diagnosis and have shaped his 

life as a father, community builder and Lay Marianist. 

 

02:52 – Matt Naveau 

While I was going through my six months of chemotherapy, it was pretty early on. I had them 

every other week for six months. And they warned me, “You're going to feel horrible after 

you get this the first time, and most people have a really bad reaction to it.” Well, I felt 

horrible. It's the worst I've ever felt in my whole life. And that night, after the treatment at 

home, my family was asleep. I'm sitting on the couch, just feeling dark and depressed and 

physically sick and just, “Everything is terrible.” And all of a sudden, I'm aware that I'm not 

alone in my living room. And what I can tell is Adèle is standing behind me, and she's 



smiling at me. And she came, and she put her hand on my right shoulder and just tapped me, 

and I could feel it. When she did that, I had this supreme calm come over me. All this 

horrible feeling and darkness stuff stopped, and I could finally relax and go to sleep because 

she was there. And the next morning, I woke up, and I'm doing a little bit of that, “Did that 

really happen? Of course, it really happened. But did it really happen” thing. And once again, 

my wonderful wife, I told her, and she said, “Yeah, of course. I believe you. That's wonderful 

that that happened.” I just had this miraculous encounter with a saint. 

 

04:01 – Matt Naveau 

I don't really know that much about her. So, the first thing I started doing for the next six 

months while I was laying around recovering from chemo was reading about Adèle. Reading 

“What is this Marianist thing?” What is this lay Marianist idea? Starting to reach out to some 

people from UD that I knew that were Marianists to learn more about it. And the other thing, 

too, is the family habit of continuing to ask Adèle to pray for us or to pray with us. My 

daughter was one at the time, and we would say, “Blessed Adèle, pray for us.” She was a 

little too young to say that quite right, so she would say, “Be-dell, play with us.” Very cute. 

So, in that period, it wasn't just me that had an Adèle icon in our room. All the kids did, and 

we were asking for help a lot. 

 

04:42 – Matt Naveau 

And then, I got to the very end of chemo. We were celebrating. We were through that, but it 

was in that gap between you're done, but you haven't gotten the doctor saying you're actually 

done yet. And I had a day where I happened to be by myself. My wife was out of town. My 

kids were doing other things, and it was a very challenging day. I was having a lot of that 

dark, depressing, down feeling coming back, and it was a real struggle of a day. I was 

working across the street from St. Joe's [Church] downtown, and they have a noon Mass. 

Every once in a while, I’ll slip out there during work. And I went to Mass that day because 

I'm like, “I don't know what to do. I'm just – I cannot get this darkness to stop.” And as that 

Mass is going on, I'm just like, “God, why am I feeling this way? I thought I'm done. Why do 

I feel so terrible?” And then, all of a sudden, I can sense Adèle was in the pew next to me. 

And she's, like, looking at me, and she says, “I'm still here, Matt.” And I heard her, like, not 

just like I had that sense, like I talked about in that first encounter, but like I heard the words. 

I heard the voice. Once again, the darkness stuff just went away, and it was supremely 

comforting. And I have not yet forgotten the way that sounded, and that phrase has just really 

stuck with me. And I'm thankful to say that in the years since, she is still here, just like she 

was then.  

 

05:55 – Mike Bennett 

One thing that strikes me in your telling of that portion of your story is this sense of 

openness. You’ve had this openness at the retreat at Bergamo, like, “I'm feeling something 

here. I don't know. I don't understand, but I'm willing to at least sit with it.” You mentioned 

those moments of darkness on the couch. You're not feeling well or you're having that 

stressful day, and you decide to go to Mass. I would imagine in the moment, it doesn't feel 

like openness, but I think there's an element of your ability to be attentive, to even hear 

Adèle's voice or feel Adèle's touch. Are there dynamics in your life that have fostered that 

sense of openness? 

 

06:37 – Matt Naveau 

If you asked me, I probably wouldn't say that I feel super open, but clearly you're right. 

Otherwise, why would I have been in church that day when she happened to tell me, “I'm still 



here?” Why was I at Bergamo that weekend? I feel like that's been a growth thing my whole 

life, going back to the time when I was probably 12 or 13. And in that period of my life, I was 

starting spiritual listening. I don't remember anyone sitting down and teaching me to do it. It's 

just been learning as I go, trying to listen to what does the Holy Spirit want. What does God 

want in good times and bad? With a cancer diagnosis, the other thing, too, is there's a certain 

amount of realizing how helpless we all really are, and how much we need that help from 

God. I certainly don't wish that experience on anyone else, to have that, “Oh my gosh, I'm 

staring at my mortality, and I'm 33 years old, and my one-year-old's not going to remember 

me if I don't get through this kind of scariness.” But at the same time, it's an invitation. I feel 

like God used that space to say, “Be dependent here. I've got you. Let go of the control a little 

bit.” And you don't have a choice when you're going through something like that. You just 

have to let go. You have to trust the doctors and nurses and the Holy Spirit. 

 

07:42 – Mike Bennett 

Some of the things you've described about your experiences of Adèle seem to also ring true 

about some of the more factual things that I know of Adèle. Like, we know Adèle was very 

persistent. Not in an overbearing way, but she really had to stick to things to move things 

forward. And I also know that Adèle walked with many women who were ill. So, Adèle has 

experience of walking with people who might feel helpless or might be ill. 

 

08:09 – Matt Naveau 

Right, and it always strikes me, too, the being sick in your thirties shared experience that 

Adèle and I both have. She was very sick with tuberculosis, and whatever else we would call 

it by today's standards, for a number of years in her thirties. And I have felt like that's 

somewhat of a shared experience. And thankfully I have a different outcome in my thirties 

than her, but the fact that she could understand what it's like to be a young adult and be very 

sick.  

 

08:38 – Mike Bennett 

You talked a little bit about those encounters with Adèle as you were receiving your 

diagnosis going through chemotherapy. And then, I know there are others. So, I'm curious if 

you could share a little about those. 

 

08:50 – Matt Naveau 

Yeah, to me, it's a continuum of a story. So, in January of 2020, I was declared in remission 

by my doctors, and they said, “Go have a great year. Just be careful you don't get sick, 

because you're immunocompromised. But stay healthy, and you'll have a great year. You're 

done with cancer.” We all know what happened in March of 2020, and as an 

immunocompromised individual in March of 2020, that meant isolating from everybody. And 

so, after March the 13th, Friday the 13th, my family bubbled at home until my wife and I were 

vaccinated. That ended up being slightly more than a 12-month period for us. So again, I've 

got a four-year-old and a two-year-old at this point in time, trying to work full-time remotely, 

splitting parenting responsibilities. It was a very, very challenging period for us. And 

honestly, one of the things that got me the most was not having the places I found comfort the 

year before to fall back on, which was routinely going to Mass, receiving the Eucharist, and 

the way that I had found the Spirit, the way I had found Adèle, and all those. Suddenly, I'm 

like, “I can't go anywhere.” And we used to stream Mass on Sundays from our living room. 

And there were some very hard Sundays where I'm kneeling on the floor in my living room 

just at communion time, and I'm watching all the people going up. And I'm just, like, sad and 

struggling. And one of those that is particularly memorable to me, I just remember kind of 



[being] slumped over on my knees, just pleading with God, and just not even asking for 

anything, just like emoting. I'm just sad and struggling with all of this. And then, I can see 

next to me in my living room Adèle kneeling next to me, and she's doing the same thing that 

I'm doing. She's kneeling like I am kneeling, and she's praying deeply with me, for me. 

“With” is probably the right word. But my family didn't see her, but just like the stories from 

the year before, it brought me so much comfort and peace just to know that she was there, 

and to know that she was still accompanying us in this time. 

 

10:53 – Matt Naveau 

Another thing that happened along that period: because we had lots of time at home, [there 

was] more reading about what this Marianist thing is, starting conversations with some of our 

friends that are now in the Table Flippers community with us about, “When we can go out in 

the world again, do we want to try to form a new Lay community?” Starting to discover a 

Marianist identity. And then, being blessed to get to meet Sr. Leanne Jablonski, who has 

become a very good friend of mine, and who I very much feel like Adèle said, “I'm going to 

send you one of my sisters,” that I can have a Zoom call with, because I can't have a Zoom 

call with Adèle for obvious reasons. And I've been blessed to get to know Leanne and to have 

her help accompany me in just discovering this Marianist identity. Because in this whole 

period of isolation, this “Marianist Matt,” if you will, was finding the charism and learning 

more about it and going, “Well, yeah, of course. Oh yeah, that's the way that I'm naturally 

wired.” It felt a lot like there was a mirror that I was looking in, and I was seeing parts of 

myself. 

 

11:54 – Matt Naveau 

And that period of isolation, mercifully, did come to an end in 2021. I got vaccinated right 

before Easter, and so that two weeks post-vaccination hit right after Easter. And I was very 

blessed to have this Easter experience that began with Good Friday when my cancer was 

diagnosed. And this is the longest triduum ever, right? Like, a two-year-long triduum of this 

death, and then this resurrection at Easter. And [I] emerged on Easter feeling this strong sense 

of this is a new life. You've got a new life now. And from the perspective of several years 

that have passed, I kind of jokingly say that “Old Matt died and rose as new, Marianist Matt 

in 2021.” Now, the truth is this was more gradual. It wasn't as dramatic and short calendar-

wise as Jesus. But I do feel that I've been blessed with Jesus to die and rise as a new person 

who I like. And Adèle was a huge part. Without accompaniment and intervention, I don't 

know that Marianist Matt would've been what came out of the other side of that couple 

yearlong Holy Week.  

 

13:01 – Mike Bennett 

There's part of me that wonders if there was a seed that was planted at UD that Adèle watered 

in this journey of cancer into the pandemic and germinated, came to life with this Easter 

resurrection kind of theme that you're feeling. I don't know if that's true for you, or if I'm just 

going too far out on a limb, but I'm wondering if that is true, if you could expand on that? 

 

13:25 – Matt Naveau 

I do think that you're right. And I can't help but think, as you described the seed and the 

watering, about a couple of things that Adèle did write in various letters. That we care for, we 

water what's entrusted to us. God alone can give the increase. She has a couple of seed-

themed things. So, when you say, “Adèle watering the seed in me,” like yeah. That's actually 

very consistent with how she thought about the world, too. I was an undergraduate music 

minister. I played at noon Mass for several years when I was there and got to know several of 



the Marianist priests in campus ministry. Fr. Gerry Chinchar, I knew the best. I got to know 

Fr. Paul Marshall a little bit, too. The other thing about that seed journey is I have gone back 

to campus in those times of looking for God and going to the chapel when I'm discerning 

something [like] Serenity Pines. My actual, personal favorite place on campus is the Mother 

of Good Council Chapel in Alumni Hall and have made a point to do that, because that was 

my experience as a student. I went to those places, and God helped me figure out what to do, 

and I've continued that as an adult. So, was there a seed planted there? Yeah. And was it 

being nurtured, and did that help to my openness? Very likely.  

 

14:38 – Mike Bennett 

That makes me curious if you see a connection between those experiences at UD and who 

you are now as a Marianist. 

 

14:48 – Matt Naveau 

It's been fascinating to me, as we have gotten more involved in more Marianist things, how 

many seeds were planted back at UD that are being connected now. Simple examples, like 

some of our best friends right now, the Table Flippers community were at UD at the same 

time as us, but we weren't necessarily best friends at that time. Some of the people that we 

met, who are now Lay Marianists or involved in Marianist institutions or are vowed religious, 

we keep finding these tiebacks to the, “Oh, we were at UD at the same time.” Or “Oh, we 

actually both did this thing together, and we didn't know about it.” So, I see that thread of 

continuity. You talked about openness before. I learned some openness there, which I will 

credit in part to UD as an institution and the charism, and that somehow I learned that. I don't 

know that anyone taught it to me directly, but the environment did.  

 

15:40 – Mike Bennett 

You've mentioned being a parent. You've mentioned being a husband. I'm wondering if your 

relationship with Adèle has impacted those vocations in your life.  

 

15:49 – Matt Naveau 

It has been interesting to see the way Adèle is interested in what I'm interested in and the 

people that I'm interested in. You think about your best friends. If they say, “I really like this 

person. This person's my friend. Let me tell you about them.” You're going to listen. “Can 

you help my friend here?” You're going to help because you're best friends with that person. 

It's been fascinating to me to see Adèle do that same thing. Obviously, in Marianist world, we 

love the word “community,” right? Adèle is part of the community that I'm a part of. And so, 

I see her caring almost as much as I care about what's going on with my wife, what's going on 

with my kids. And they've been graced to see that at times, too, and be aware of her 

movement or her presence. Or hear a thing that she said, and be a little startled, like “This is 

what Dad's been talking about,” or “This is what Matt's been saying.” It increases the overall 

love around us. Just in that same way that when families grow, there's more love to go around 

because there's more of us in the space. 

 

16:49 – Mike Bennett  

Are there other ways that you have encountered Adèle or continued to journey with Adèle 

since that Easter resurrection?  

 

16:58 – Matt Naveau 

One of those growing senses at the end of that period leading up to that Easter was that there 

was work to do. That was when I began to understand [the] mission part of our charism and 



what does that look like. Because she's been here. She's accompanied, and that's wonderful, 

and now life's changing. What now? So, shortly after that period of time when we could 

finally emerge, there were a number of things in our life that changed. We found ourselves 

looking for a new parish. The faith community we had that was not a Marianist community 

was untangling. So, building this new Marianist community that's now the Table Flippers. 

[We] ended up landing at Queen of Apostles, QAC, and found ourselves in the middle of this 

Laity-led parish founded in the wake of Vatican II [with a] Marianist pastor for 50 years. Got 

comfortable, and then found out the parish would be completing. We just left a parish, and 

now we're going to have to lose this one as well. And one of the fascinating things that 

happened the week after Easter in 2022, the team that had been collecting information said, 

“We're going to close. We need to figure out what we're doing next as a community.” And it 

was a very difficult meeting. 

 

18:00 – Matt Naveau 

And I'm sitting there in the chapel, and I'm hearing this, and I'm starting to get this sense that 

there's something else here that could be. And then, all of a sudden, I realize sitting in the 

pew in front of me is Adèle. I can see her. I recognize her. And she shows me this vision of a 

lay community, a different kind of lay community, and the potential of what that could be. I 

didn't have clarity, but I just had this fire in my chest that I felt about this idea. And my wife 

must have got some of this at the same time. But before we knew it, all of a sudden, we're one 

of the newest families at QAC, and we find ourselves in charge of what we're calling the New 

Season's Effort. For reasons that are still a little unclear to me, other than the Holy Spirit, the 

people trusted us. There was a 50-year long parish. We were there for the last two and a half. 

Somehow, they put their trust [in us] and said, “The Naveaus are going to lead here, and 

we're going to support.” And that journey ultimately led to the creation of Spiritus. Very 

much led by the Holy Spirit, very much a community discernment activity that had lots of 

ups and downs. It was a ton of work, but something that I do have to give Adèle some credit 

for because she was there and gave me that glimpse that this is worth doing. And she 

accompanied me very well along that whole path of accompanying the community in this 

transition. It's been very reassuring as we go along. She gets a lot of credit in the fact that we 

have Spiritus. January of ‘24 was when we started, and on any given Sunday, we get together. 

We've got 55-60 people that are there, probably a hundred active members.  

 

19:34 – Mike Bennett 

What advice would you give to people to help them connect with Adèle? 

 

19:39 – Matt Naveau 

Being curious, and being open. Not being afraid to ask the questions either. Never once did I 

walk away from one of these encounters thinking, “Oh, I just saw all the things, and I 

understand everything.” If you feel that way, ask some more questions. But also, if you know 

she's really there, that presence was there, don't think you're crazy either. Honestly, this story 

might be hard for some people to believe, and that's okay. You're not crazy if you start to feel 

this way. But do discern that that's actually what's happening. I have been able to develop a 

sense to feel the difference between a thought in my head that's an idea versus that's a 

spiritual thing that's happening. The actions that we take do matter. So, as simple as putting 

that prayer card in a place where I saw it every day, multiple times a day, made a big 

difference for me, and still does. I have lots of images of Adèle in my home office and 

throughout our house. Those little reminders make it easier to listen and to be aware. I've read 

and learned a lot about Adèle, and that makes me more able to be aware. A piece of advice I 

would give to anybody: don't be turned off by the more fatherly language and pronouns that 



she chooses and more extreme positions that she takes when she writes her letters. The way 

that I know her doesn't sound like the way her letters read. And I don't mean that that's not 

her. If she were sitting in this room with us right now, we would understand. 

 

21:02 – Matt Naveau 

As I've reflected on the last six years of my life in walking with Adèle, I believe that she has 

more work to do in the world. She is still on her mission, which she summarized so well in 

one of those early letters. “Oh my God, my heart is too small to love you. But we'll see to it 

that you're loved by so many hearts that make up for the smallness of mine.” She's still doing 

that today, and I'm blessed to be a part of that. Not just that I'm pulled into the Marianist 

Family and my family as a result of this, but part of my mission of being able to help bring 

others in as well. And so really, I'm doing Adèle's work, and Adèle would say “Mary's work.” 

Her spirit has more to do in our world. I have very deep awareness and sense of that, and that 

makes me really excited for all of us in the Marianist Family. She's in it with us right now in 

our time and will be. She's not going anywhere.  

 

21:51 – “My Heart Is Too Small” from Spectacle: The Marianist Musical 

♪ Lord, you know my desire 

Is but to spread this fire, 

This passion you have lit so deep inside of me. 

But I’m a little scared 

That if I truly share 

My faults and doubts, then how will you ever be seen? 

 

Oh, my God, my heart is too small. 

My heart is too small to love you. 

Still, I’ll try to give my all 

To help other hearts grow to love you. 

Lord, divine, may you find 

That their love will make up for the weakness of mine. 

 

Adèle, are you all right? 

Your eyes are wide and bright 

Like the apostles who have just seen the risen Lord. 

God has inspired me 

To start a society 

Of girls who want to grow in holiness and joy. 

 

“We’ll get together from time to time, but mostly, we’ll encourage each other with letters. 

I really believe God is calling Jeanne and me to do this. 

Oh, my dear Adèle, I’m so pleased that God is working through you. 

And at only 15! I have dedicated you to God 

And prayed that you would become the faithful young woman that you are.” 

 

♪ Oh, my God, my heart is too small. 

My heart is too small to love you. 

Still, I’ll try to give my all 

To help other hearts grow to love you. 

Lord, divine, may you find 

That their love will make up for the weakness of mine. 



24:35 – Mike Bennett 

The music you just heard is “My Heart Is Too Small” from Spectacle: The Marianist 

Musical, co-written by Nick Cardilino, Jim Ford, and Bro. Stan Zubek. It depicts a 

conversation between Adèle and her mother and is a fitting reflection on Matt's journey and 

his deep connection to Adèle's spirit. Before we hear Matt's response to our concluding 

question, I want to offer a word of thanks for listening to this episode of Sharing Our 

Marianist Stories, a production of the North American Center for Marianist Studies in 

Dayton, Ohio. I'm Mike Bennett, media administrator for NACMS. Make sure to subscribe 

wherever you listen to podcasts and follow us on social media @ThisIsNACMS. Now, let's 

return to Matt for our final question. We know the Marianist founders corresponded through 

letter writing. If you were going to write a letter to anyone, dead or alive, and be guaranteed a 

response, who would you write to, and what would be the topic?  

 

25:29 – Matt Naveau 

I'd write that letter to Adèle. It would be as simple as, “Can you validate that I'm not crazy? 

Just send me a letter that says that ‘You're absolutely right about these things, Matt.’” That 

would be enough. 


