
    

Spirituality Matters 2012: January 2nd - January 7th  
 

(January 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“This is the promise that he made us: eternal life.”  

 

In a letter to the only son of Jane de Chantal, Francis de Sales once wrote: “You should often call to mind this 

good reflection: that in this world we are poised between paradise and hell, that our last step will land us in our 

eternal dwelling place, and that we do not know which step will be the last. In order to make the last step a 

good one, we must go on trying to make all the other steps good, too. O blessed and endless eternity! Blessed 

are they who often think of you! For is not all we do here on earth for a brief, uncertain time but as a child’s 

play and pastime? It would amount to nothing at all, if it were not the passage to eternity. That is why we must 

give careful heed to our time here on earth and to all our occupations, so as to use them to win our lasting 

good.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 190)  

 

Our first reading reminds us that God has promised us eternal life. What promises can we make just this day to 

help bring God’s promise of eternal life closer to fulfillment in our own lives and in the lives of others? What 

steps can we take today to bring us closer to experiencing the life that promises to help us remain in the Son 

and in the Father? To what should we give careful heed in our lives on this earth so as to prepare for the next 

life?  

 

God keeps his promises to us. What promises can we make to God, ourselves and others today?  

* * * * * 

(January 3)  

* * * * * 

 

“Everyone who has this hope based on him makes himself pure, as he is pure.”  

 

“Pure” is defined as “that which has nothing mixed with it that might spoil its quality or effect.” Being pure is 

not necessarily the same as being perfect: being pure has more to do with being free from anything which 

might prevent us from being our true, authentic selves. Being pure is about being unadulterated, that is, being 

free from anything artificial. Being pure is about being guileless, that is, being people in whom there is nothing 

false.  

 

If it will help, here’s a food analogy. A “pure” crab cake is one in which there is no filler; it is all crab meat, 

and nothing but crab meat.  

 

In a letter written to Jane de Chantal during the first year of their growing friendship, Francis de Sales made the 

following observations concerning Jane’s desire to promote the virtue of purity within each of her 

children: “As God has put into your heart the desire to see them wholly dedicated to God’s service you must 

bring them up with this end always in view, gently encouraging them in thoughts of this kind…As for Celse-

Benigne, generous motives must be implanted in him and in his little soul filled with noble and valiant ideas of 

God’s service, while notions of purely worldly glory must be cried down…” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 68)  

 

Note the context in which John references our God-given hope: that fact that we are God’s children. As God’s 

children, purity invites us to see in a God-like manner; as God’s children, purity challenges us to think in a 

God-like manner; as God’s children, purity calls us to relate in a God-like manner; as God’s children, purity 

expects us to act in a God-like manner. In Francis de Sales’ own words, purity is about eschewing “purely 



worldly glory” in order that nothing might spoil the quality or effect of our true calling: to be “wholly 

dedicated to God’s service.”  

 

In the Salesian tradition then, purity is doing our level best to free ourselves from anything that prevents us 

from being our authentic selves, i.e., being the people that God calls, wants and enables us to be. Putting it 

positively, being pure is about being who you are, and being that perfectly well.  

 

However imperfectly!  

* * * * * 

(January 4, 2012: Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are anxious and worried about many things.” (Suggested Gospel: Luke 10: 38-42)  

 

As familiar as we may be with this story in Luke’s Gospel, the moral to the story is worth repeating, over and 

over again.  

 

In his Conference on Religious Modesty, Francis de Sales observed: “Martha represents very well the want of 

control in the will, for she is too eager. She sets all the servants of the house to work. She goes hither and 

thither without pausing for a moment, so anxious is she to treat Our Lord well. She seems to think she will 

never have enough dishes prepared to entertain Him…” (Conference IX, p. 143) 

 

Let’s be clear. God does want us to accomplish things. God wants us to do good things with - and during - our 

lives. God wants us to have something to show for having lived on this earth.  

 

Look at the life of Elizabeth Ann Seton! In 1810 she established the Saint Joseph's Academy and Free School, 

a school dedicated to the education of Catholic girls. In Emmitsburg, Maryland Elizabeth was able to establish 

a religious community dedicated to the care of the children of the poor. It was the first congregation of 

Religious Sisters to be founded in the United States, and its school was the first free Catholic school in 

America. The Order was initially called the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph. From that point on, she became 

known as Mother Seton. The remainder of her life was spent in leading and developing the new congregation. 

Today, six separate religious communities trace their roots to the beginnings of the Sisters of Charity in 

Emmitsburg, Maryland. In addition to the original community of Sisters at Emmitsburg (now part of the 

Vincentian order), they are based in New York City, Cincinnati, Ohio, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Convent Station, 

New Jersey, and Greensburg, Pennsylvania. Nearly thirty years following her death, her congregation joined 

the daughters of Charity. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Ann_Seton)  

 

When we are at our best we are motivated to “to treat Our Lord well” by treating others well. The trick is to be 

committed to it without becoming anxious and worried about it. In the Salesian tradition, the challenge is to be 

conscientious without becoming compulsive.  

* * * * * 

(January 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Why did Cain slaughter his brother, Abel?”  

 

A great question. Recall the opening verses in the fourth chapter from the Book of Genesis.  

 

“Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as 

an offering to the Lord. And Abel also brought an offering—fat portions from some of the firstborn of his 

flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Ann_Seton


favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry? 

Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is 

right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it.’ Now Cain said to his 

brother Abel, ‘Let’s go out to the field.’ While they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed 

him.”  

 

In effect, the Lord says to Cain: “Don’t get down in the mouth by comparing yourself with others; try harder in 

your own right; do better on your own merit,” and then adds the warning “Sin is crouching at your door…but 

you must rule over it.” Rather than take God’s advice, it appears that Cain fell into the trap of comparing 

himself to his brother, Abel. Cain perceived Abel’s success as reason for his own failure. In so doing, Cain 

gave himself over to that “sin” crouching at the door: the sin of envy. Once Cain allowed it to gain the upper 

hand, envy’s jaundice distorted his perception of Abel; no longer a brother, Abel became a competitor with 

Cain for God’s affection and approval.  

 

In the event, Cain’s envy proved disastrous for both brothers. Abel paid with his life, while Cain paid by losing 

the approval of the God that he was so desperate to please…at any price.  

 

Envy is defined as “a painful or resentful awareness of an advantage enjoyed by another joined with a desire to 

possess the same advantage.” In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote: “Envy makes us 

sorry that our neighbor enjoys a greater good than ours, or a like good, even though he takes nothing away 

from ours. In such cases, envy is unreasonable and makes us think that our neighbor’s good is our ill…” (Book 

X, Chapter 12, p.174)  

 

As accomplished as we are – as gifted as we are – as good as we are – we can always find somebody who 

seems to have more going for them than we do. Don’t fall into the trap of envy; don’t presume to build yourself 

up by tearing someone else down. Recall Francis de Sales’ great remedy for the temptation to resent another 

person’s good fortune(s): “Be who you are; be that well.”  

 

In keeping up with our own progress we experience the freedom to truly become – and remain – one another’s 

keepers.  

* * * * * 

(January 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Jesus was the son of…” (Luke 3: 23 – 38)  

 

Though perhaps tedious to read (and perhaps more so to hear) Jesus’ family tree as outlined in today’s Gospel 

from Luke is very instructive. It concretizes Divine Providence; it demonstrates how God’s will – God’s plan – 

God’s desire – gets played out by and through very real people over very real time.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed: “It follows that when God’s supreme 

providence formed his eternal purpose and design of all that he would produce, he first willed and loved with a 

preference based on excellence the object most worthy of his love. This object is our Savior. Next, God willed 

and loved other creatures in order, according as they more or less pertain to his service, honor and glory. Thus 

all things have been made for him who is both God and man, for which he is called ‘the firstborn of every 

creature…” (Book II, Chapter 4, p. 114)  

 

In effect, Jesus is both source and son of the human family! Made as they were for Jesus, each of these people 

cited in the family tree nonetheless played their own unique role in preparing the world for the coming of the 

Messiah. Firstborn though he is, Jesus is the product (in earthly terms) of many who came before Him! In 

effect, Jesus is both source and son! The same applies to us. Each of us has been made for Jesus; each of us 

also has our own unique way of continuing to prepare the world for the Messiah who is within and among us 



each and every day.  

 

We are all members of Jesus’ family tree. May God give us the grace and strength we need this day to bear 

fruit that will give witness to so divine an earthly lineage!  

* * * * * 

(January 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We have this confidence in God, that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.”  

 

Today’s Gospel provides a concrete example of what can happen when we have confidence in the love and 

generosity of God. Invited as he was to a wedding reception, Jesus could be forgiven for presuming that he and 

his disciples were ‘off the clock’ at the event: no ministry, no work, no business, no hassles. Not so. When the 

stewards ran out of wine, Jesus’ mother directs them to the one person she knows can remedy this situation. 

Put out as he may have been by the timing and presumption of Mary’s request (you can almost here the bristle 

in Jesus’ voice), she has confidence that – in the end – Jesus will do the right thing.  

 

And Jesus does.  

 

God is always open for business. God is never off the clock. God always hears our requests when they are in 

accordance with God’s will. We may not always recognize how, when, why or through whom God answers our 

prayers, but one thing is clear: God is on our side.  

 

In a letter to Jane de Chantal, Francis de Sales once penned these words: “I am full of hope in God’s 

goodness…I am joyful and full of courage: is God not all ours?” And did this not shine through clearly in his 

life?  

 

Have confidence in God; know that God hears you; know that God is on your side. Heed – and take confidence 

in – these additional words from Francis de Sales. “Go on joyfully and with your heart as open and widely 

trustful as possible; and if you cannot always be joyful at least be brave and confident.”  

 

Amen!  

 
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: January 9th - January 14th  
 

(January 9, 2012: Baptism of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

“Those of any nation who…act uprightly are acceptable to God.”  

 

The account of Jesus’ baptism ends with the sound of a voice from heaven, saying “This is my beloved Son. 

My favor rests on Him.”  

 

Why does God’s favor rest upon Jesus? Because Jesus is Son of Justice. Jesus measures by God’s standards in 

giving others their due. Isaiah tells us that God has called us, like Christ, “for the victory of justice” and, in the 

Acts of the Apostles, to “act uprightly.” In everyday terms, what does it mean to work for God’s justice, to act 

uprightly?  

 

Consider the opposite of acting justly and uprightly: “We condemn every little thing in our neighbor and 

excuse ourselves of important things. We want to sell very high but to buy at bargain prices. We demand that 



the right thing be done in another’s house but that mercy and generosity be granted to ours. We like to have 

things that we say taken in good part but we are tender and touchy about what others say.” (Introduction to the 

Devout Life, Part III, Chapter 36). At its heart, injustice is about living a double standard, measuring the world 

with two weights: one to weigh everything to one’s own advantage, and another to weigh everything to the 

disadvantage of others.  

 

What makes our acts of injustice so difficult to identify is that they are seldom big; rather, they are frequent 

and small, easy to overlook. Writes St. Francis de Sales: “Self-love can lead us and direct us into countless 

small yet dangerous acts of injustice and iniquity. Because they are little we are not on guard against them and 

because there are many of them they are sure to cause us – and others – great injury.”  

 

Francis de Sales tells us that just and upright people are, in short, reasonable people. They do not live a double 

standard. They are people of integrity. They follow the Golden Rule, treating others as they themselves would 

wish to be treated, not expecting of others that which they themselves refuse to practice. Just and upright 

people measure the world using only one weight: the love of God. “Be just and reasonable in your neighbor’s 

place and your neighbor in yours,” says St. Francis. “Live a generous, noble, courteous, royal, just and 

reasonable heart.”  

 

To the extent that we do this with one another each and every day, we grow as the “beloved sons and daughters 

of God.” God’s favor will rest on us, as we make real the promise of God’s justice to others.  

* * * * * 

(January 10, 2012: St. Leonie Aviat, OSFS)  

* * * * * 

 

“Anyone who welcomes one such child for my sake welcomes me...” (Readings: Colossians 3: 12-17; Psalm 15: 

2-3, 3-5, 5; Matthew 18: 1-5, 10, 14)  

 

Today we celebrate the life and legacy of St. Leonie Aviat, OSFS: religious, founder.  

 

In the middle of the 19th century during the Industrial Revolution, there was a rapid expansion of the textile 

industry in the town of Troyes, France. The Industrial Revolution created opportunities for women to work 

outside of the home and/or the farm. Droves of young country girls came to the town in search of employment 

and adventure. They had no money, nowhere to live and were thus exposed to many potential hazards. With a 

remarkable intuition for overcoming obstacles, Father Louis Brisson took these girls into his care. He acquired 

a building, offering board and lodging and even work on the premises to a number of young female workers. 

He trained a group of volunteers to oversee the boarding house, but no matter how devoted they were, the 

undertaking lacked stability. It was not only necessary to provide room and board for the girls and young 

women, but also to educate them in their faith and guard them against moral danger. Fr. Brisson eventually 

determined that this new undertaking would be better served by a community of religious women who could 

devote themselves to this growing ministry.  

 

Enter Leonie Aviat. Together with Fr. Brisson, she founded the Oblate Sisters of St. Francis de Sales who, 

during the course of her lifetime, saw many a child – and young adult, for that matter – welcomed for the sake 

of the Lord.  

 

Children not only come in many shapes and sizes; as it turns out, children come in a variety of ages, too. In the 

broadest sense, the ‘children’ to whom Jesus alludes in today’s Gospel are anyone who is vulnerable; anyone 

who needs welcome; anyone who needs comfort; anyone who needs a safe place.  

 

Today, who might be the children in our lives whom Jesus challenges us to welcome for his sake today?  



* * * * * 

(January 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  

 

Most folks probably associate being “obedient” with following orders, taking directions or simply shutting up 

and doing what you’re told. However, the essence of obedience is not about doing: it is about listening.  

 

Actively, intentionally listening.  

 

We know from our own experience how exhausting it can be to deliberately listen to someone: to hear another 

person’s words, to intuit the meaning behind the words, to fully appreciate what they are trying to 

communicate. This is made all the more difficult by the fact that while we are trying to actively listen to 

another person we are also hearing stuff in our own heads; we are thinking about what came just before, what 

may be coming next, and/or how we might respond to what the other person is saying. It turns out that listening 

– really listening – is no easy task. Listening asks us to know not merely another person’s words: listening 

invites us to know another person’s mind and heart.  

 

In short, listening is an invitation to love.  

 

Listening is at the heart of what Francis de Sales describes as “loving obedience: it is of this that Our Lord 

gave us an example throughout the whole course of his life on earth.” (Conf XI, page. 178) Time and time 

again Jesus tells us that He came not to follow His own will but rather to follow the will of His Father. Jesus 

listened to His Father. Jesus was in deep communication and communion with His Father. Jesus was one with 

His Father. Jesus loved His Father.  

 

Francis de Sales cites three qualities associated with loving obedience, that is, a quality of listening required for 

effective communication, communion and community. This obedience is (1) blind, (2) prompt and 

(3) persevering.  

 

Blind obedience: a tough sell for most of us. It seems to suggest a mindless ascent to another’s will or 

preference. A closer look reveals that “blind” obedience challenges us to go beyond mere appearances. This 

level of listening challenges us to delve below the surface. It calls us not merely see with our eyes. Why would 

you settle for loving someone only by what you see on the outside?  

 

Prompt obedience. When someone you deeply love asks you to do something your natural inclination is to ‘do 

it in a heartbeat.’ This level of listening brings with it a sense of urgency. Why wait until tomorrow to do what 

you can do today for someone you love?  

 

Persevering obedience. If something is worth doing today, it is worth doing tomorrow, next week, next 

year…over a lifetime. This level of listening invites us to consider the long haul, to look at the big picture. 

Why would you look for excuses to you say ‘enough’ to someone you love?  

 

Throughout our day today, let us frequently pray these words: “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.”  

 

Help us to love.  

* * * * * 

(January 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If you wish you can make me clean.”  



 

In last Saturday’s selection from the First Letter of John we considered the importance of having confidence in 

God’s love for us: having confidence in God’s care for us; having confidence in God’s generosity to us.  

 

We see an example of this in today’s selection from the Gospel of Mark. A leper approaches Jesus, kneels 

before him and makes the statement: “If you wish, you can heal me.”  

 

Imagine what might have happened if the leper had lacked the insight to recognize Jesus’ power! Imagine what 

might have happened if the leper had lacked the humility to kneel before Jesus! Imagine what might have 

happened if the leper had lacked the courage to have such confidence in Jesus’ compassion!  

 

More to the point imagine what might not have happened!  

 

Is there anything in your life that you would like to have ‘clean?’ Do you recognize Jesus’ power to do it? Are 

you humble enough to approach him with your need? Do you have the courage to place your confidence in 

Jesus’ love for you?  

 

Jesus tells us: “I do will it.” In other words, Jesus will do it.  

 

What are we waiting for?  

* * * * * 

(January 13, 2012: St. Hilary of Poitiers)  

* * * * * 

 

“Forever I will sing the goodness of the Lord.”  

 

In his Conference on Three Spiritual Laws, Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“Never was there a time when people studied as they do now. Those great Saints (Augustine, Gregory and 

Hilary whose feast we are keeping today!) and many others did not study much. They could not have done so, 

writing as many books as they did, preaching and discharging all the other duties of their office. They had, 

however, such great confidence in God and in God’s grace that they neither placed their dependence nor their 

trust in their own skill or labor, so that all the great works which they did were done purely by means of their 

reliance on God’s grace and almighty power. ‘It is You, O Lord,’ they said, ‘who gives us the work and it for 

you that we work. It is You who will bless our labors and give us a rich harvest.’ Therefore their books and 

their sermons bore marvelous fruit. By contrast, we who trust in our fine words, in our eloquent language and 

in our knowledge labor for that which ends up in smoke. We yield no fruit other than vanity.” (Conference VII, 

pages 116-117)  

 

It is healthy to remind ourselves that however much good we may manage to accomplish today, it is God ‘who 

gives us the work.’ It is God who helps us to work. It is God who will bring His work in us to completion. In so 

doing, what we do gives witness to the goodness of the Lord at work in us and at work among us.  

 

Together, let us sing the goodness of the Lord! But don’t stop there! Together, let us do – and be – the 

goodness of the Lord in the lives of one another!  

* * * * * 

(January 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Follow me.”  

 



In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“To remain stationary for a long time is impossible. The man who makes no gain loses the little he has gained. 

The man who does not climb upward goes down the ladder. The man who does not vanquish is himself 

vanquished. Our life is lived amid perilous battles. If we do not fight we perish, but we cannot resist without 

winning, nor can w win without a victory. As the glorious St. Bernard says, ‘It is written most especially of 

man that he never continues in the same state. He must either go forward or else fall back. ‘All run indeed but 

one alone obtains the prize; so run that you might obtain it.’ What is the prize if not Jesus Christ? How can you 

take hold of Him if you do not follow Him? But if you follow him, you always will go forward and run, for he 

never rested but kept on his course of love and obedience unto death, even to death upon the cross.’”  

 

To be a follower of Jesus means that in one way or another we are always on the move.  

 

So, don’t just stand there. Get moving!  

* * * * * 

 

 
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: January 16th - January 21st  
 

(January 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Why do the disciples of John and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, fast your disciples do not fast?”  

 

What distinguishes your run-of-the-mill comedian from a truly great comedian? Well, aside from having good 

material, the almost-universal answer is: “Timing.” Successful comedians are gifted with – or learned to 

develop – an incredible sense of timing.  

 

The point that Jesus is trying to make in today’s Gospel is no laughing matter. In many cases, 

timing is everything. Fasting and feasting (among other things) are both good things. The challenge is to 

develop the sense for knowing the proper time to do one or the other. Recall the words found in the Book 

of Ecclesiastes 3, verse 1: “There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under 

heaven…”  

 

In the Salesian tradition, developing this sense of timing goes hand-in-hand with the practice of virtue. In 

his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed: “A great fault in many who undertake the 

exercise of some particular virtue is thinking they must practice it in every situation. Like certain great 

philosophers, they wish either always to weep or always to laugh. Still worse, they condemn and censure others 

who do not practice the same virtues they do. The apostle (St. Paul) says, ‘Rejoice with those who rejoice; 

weep with those who weep,’ and ‘charity is patient, is kind,’ generous, prudent, discreet and considerate.”  

 

Jesus’ sense of timing - his knack for reading a situation, for recognizing his surroundings and for knowing 

what was called for with a particular person – enabled him to do the right thing at the right time in the right 

way. Unlike the ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach of the disciples of John and the Pharisees, Jesus shows us that the 

authentic practice of virtue must be ‘tailor-made.’  

 

Indeed, “there is a time for every purpose under heaven.” What time is it now? What are the things that God 
may be calling us to do today?  



* * * * * 

(January 17, 2012: St. Anthony, Abbott)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not judge from appearance or lofty stature....”  

 

We read a great story in today’s first reading from Scripture. The prophet Samuel is sent by God to the house 

of Jesse in Bethlehem. His mission is to seek out and identify “the Lord’s anointed.” Slowly – but surely – 

Samuel learns not to judge a book - or anything else, for that matter – merely by its cover.  

 

From a Salesian perspective the same thing might be said about the practice of virtue. Don’t judge virtue by 

appearances. Don’t judge them from the outside. St. Francis de Sales counseled: “Certain virtues are greatly 

esteemed and always preferred by the general run of men because they are close at hand, easily seen and - as it 

were - material. Many people prefer bodily to spiritual alms, hair shirts, fasting, going barefoot, using the 

discipline and other bodily mortifications when compared with meekness, mildness, modesty and other 

mortifications of the heart, although the latter are actually the loftier of the virtues. Hence, you should chose 

the best virtues, not the most popular; the noblest, not the most obvious; those that are actually the best, not the 

most spectacular.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 1) 

 
When it comes to virtues, practice the ones most deeply associated with the heart. Use the ones judged best by 

God, not by people.  

* * * * * 

(January 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not judge from appearance or lofty stature....” (Part II)  

 

Today’s Gospel story provides a stark contrast between merely human judgment and truly divine judgment.  

 

Recall the quote from yesterday’s first reading found in the Book of Samuel: “Do not judge from appearance 

or lofty stature....” Once again, the Pharisees do what they seem to do best: they judge by appearance. Insofar 

as the day in question was the Sabbath day, the virtuous thing (from their perspective) would be to do nothing 

for the man with the withered hand. (Performing a miracle on the Sabbath - i.e., working - was considered 

scandalous.) In their world, the man with the withered hand looking for help on the Sabbath would simply – 

and sadly – be out of luck.  

 

Luckily for him, his fortunes would change because of the judgment of Jesus.  

 

Once again, Jesus does what he seems to do best: he judges with the eyes of God. He relates with the heart of 

God. He acts with the generosity of God. On this day – at this moment – Jesus determines that it would be 

scandalous not to perform a miracle.  

 

At the risk of stating the obvious, the Pharisees are guilty of rash judgment. In his Introduction to the Devout 

Life (Part III, Chapter 28) Francis de Sales observed, “How offensive to God are rash judgments…The sin of 

rash judgment is truly spiritual jaundice and causes all things to appear evil to the eyes of those infected with 

it.” Sad to say, this describes the Pharisees to a tee. In contrast, Francis noted, “If your affections are kind, your 

judgments will also be kind. If your affections are charitable, your judgments will be the same.” Happy to say, 

this describes Jesus to a tee.  

 

So, consider these options: rash judgments or sound judgments? Which one best describes you?  



* * * * * 

(January 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Hearing what Jesus was doing, a large number of people came to him…”  

 

As word of Jesus’ reputation for helping those in need spread, we are told in today’s Gospel that lots of folks 

from lots of places travelled lots of distances to see him: to behold his face; to hear his voice; to experience his 

healing power.  

 

To know his love.  

 

In one of his Conferences to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“It is very good for us to know and feel our misery and imperfection, but we must not allow that to discourage 

us; rather, our awareness of our miseries should make us raise our hearts to God by a holy confidence, the 

foundation of which ought to be in Him…The throne of God’s mercy is our misery; therefore, the greater our 

misery the greater should be our confidence in God.” (Living Jesus, page 45)  

 

Today’s Gospel challenges people in need not to avoid God but to pursue God. Awareness of our sinfulness 

should not drive us away from God but should draw us closer to God. Have confidence that God will help you. 

Have confidence that God will heal you. Have confidence that God will empower you.  

 

Why? Because God loves you! How? In the person of his Son, Jesus.  

* * * * * 

(January 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He sent them forth to preach and to have authority to drive out demons…”  

 

This scene from the third chapter of Mark’s Gospel is a major event in the relationship between Jesus and his 

Apostles/Disciples: he gives them the power to preach and to drive out demons! Their apprenticeship – as it 

where – is over.  

 

Well, perhaps not completely over.  

 

In Matthew’s Gospel (17: 10 – 21) and in Luke’s Gospel (9: 37 – 45) a man asks Jesus to save his son from a 

demon. The interesting detail here is that the man comes to Jesus only after some of Jesus’ own disciples 

(names unknown, or, at least, unmentioned!) failed in their attempts to drive the demon out. While some of 

Jesus’ followers may have been appointed to drive out demons, it would appear that having the power did not 

always guarantee success.  

 

We might not think about it much, but by virtue of our creation (made as we are in God’s image and likeness) 

we are disciples of Jesus. We, too, are appointed to preach and to drive out demons. Oh, these demons may not 

resemble those described in the Scriptures, but they are nonetheless very real: they are evil spirits that plague 

countless people on any given day. These demons have many names, including: hatred, resentment, anxiety, 

sadness, jealousy, despair, loneliness, frustration, anger, envy, cynicism and hopelessness. While we (like 

Jesus’ first disciples) may not always be successful either, we are called to do our level best to drive out these 

demons (or, at least, to reduce their effect) through our attempts to embody the spirits of confidence, hope, joy, 

contentment, solidarity, gratitude, reconciliation and love in our relationships with others.  



 

Or, perhaps, by our efforts to drive out those same demons in ourselves!  

* * * * * 

(January 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“When his relatives heard of this they set out to seize him, for they said, ‘He is out of his mind.’”  

 

In a perfect world, being true to yourself – being the person that God wants you to be – should be its own 

reward. But as even Jesus discovers in today’s Gospel, being true to yourself – being the person that God wants 

you to be – can bring with it some unwarranted and unwelcomed resistance and rejection.  

 

Especially from family, friends and other loved ones!  

 

Only three pages into his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales deals with this phenomenon head-

on. “The men who discouraged the Israelites from going into the Promised Land told then that it was a country 

that ‘devoured its inhabitants.’ In other words, they said that the air was so malignant it was impossible to live 

there for long and its natives such monsters that they ate men like locusts. It is in this manner that the world 

vilifies holy devotion as much as it can. It pictures devout persons are having discontented, gloomy, sullen 

faces and claims that devotion brings on depression and unbearable moods.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 2)  

 

In short, others may tell you that any attempt to live a holy life is just plain crazy!  

 

In St. Francis de Sales’ opinion, being the kind of person that God wants you to be is not only not crazy: it is, 

in fact, the sanest decision you could ever make. He suggests: “Devotion is true spiritual sugar for it removes 

discontent from the poor, anxiety from the rich, grief from the oppressed, pride from the exalted, melancholy 

from the solitary and exhausting from those in society. It serves with equal benefit as fire in winter and dew in 

summer. It knows how to enjoy prosperity and how to endure want. It makes honor and disgrace alike useful to 

us. It accepts pleasure and pain with a heart that is nearly always the same, and it fills us with a marvelous 

sweetness.” (Ibid)  

 

Are you crazy to live a life of devotion? From Jesus’ perspective, you’d be crazy not to!  

 
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: January 23rd - January 28th  
 

(January 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

On this day following the anniversary of the US Supreme Court’s decision, Roe vs. Wade, all dioceses in the 

United States are encouraged to observe a “Day of Prayer” for the Legal Protection of Unborn Children. It is 

suggested that the faithful throughout the country celebrate the Mass “For Giving Thanks to God for the Gift of 
Human Life.”  

 

Over 400 years ago St. Francis de Sales made the following statement in his Introduction to the Devout 

Life: “Consider the nature God has given us. It is the highest in this visible world. It is capable of eternal life 

and of being perfectly united to God’s Divine Majesty.”(IDL, Part One, Chapter 9)  

 

What is more precious – what is more profound – what is more promising – what is more powerful – than the 

God-given gift of life? What better way to express our gratitude for this greatest of gifts than to treat life in all 

its forms with profound respect and reverence from conception until natural death?  



 

And at every single step in between!  

* * * * * 

(January 24, 2012: Feast of St. Francis de Sales)  

* * * * * 

 

I offer for our reflection on this feast day of Francis de Sales the forward of a fifty-four page devotional 

booklet published in 2008 in the United Kingdom (written by a J. Barry Midgley) regarding the life and legacy 

of “The Gentleman Saint.”  

 

"In some ways the age in which St. Francis de Sales lived has similarities to our own. Then, as now, the world 

was experiencing dramatic change, and the mind of the Church was necessarily focused on spiritual, 

intellectual and institutional renewal: correcting aggressive heresy, reaffirming doctrine and practice, and 

preserving the ministerial priesthood that is at the heart of Catholic life. The Church continues to work for the 

revival of evangelization and the conversion of nations, withstanding secular assaults on faith, reversing the 

dilution of doctrine and protecting the accessibility of the sacrifice of the Mass. In every season, the 'Barque of 

Peter' navigates some stormy waters but, thankfully, there are saints like Francis de Sales whose eager and 

powerful intercession does not diminish with the passing of time."  

 

"God - in His kindness - provides every season with holy men and women to encourage God's people, and the 

Holy Spirit breathes an impetus to refresh faith, doctrine, religious leadership and energy in the mission Christ 

delegated to His people. Francis de Sales is a luminous example of the local apostle who preserves and teaches 

the faith received by the Twelve Apostles personally from Our Lord. As a bishop, his priorities were to preach 

the Gospel, to preside at Mass, to care for the clergy and to ensure that spiritual centers of liturgical and 

cultural excellence stimulated hope and the practice of devotion. Francis helped those entrusted to his care 

understand that prayer opens the mind and heart to God's word and to respond to his (Francis') belief that 

everyone plays a part in God's plan of salvation through a personal conception of His Son. Indeed, Francis de 

Sales truly was a fascinating figure, so balanced, courageous, sensible and devout: another 'man for all 

seasons.'"  

 

"I am grateful...for a renewed appreciation of this wonderful man."  

 

Through the example and intercession of St. Francis de Sales, may each of us - in ways fitting to the state and 

stage of life in which we find ourselves - strive to be "balanced, courageous, sensible and devout" in our efforts 

to "Live Jesus."  

 

To be - in word, in deed - people for all seasons…in every season!  

* * * * * 

(January 25, 2012: The Conversion of St. Paul)  

* * * * * 

 

It seems that St. Francis de Sales had a special place in his heart for the person whose conversion we celebrate: 

Paul of Tarsus. Throughout his writings Francis not only refers to Paul by name but Francis also refers to Paul 

by two titles reserved solely for him: “The Apostle” and “The Great Apostle.”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“The glorious St. Paul speaks thus. ‘The fruit of the Spirit is charity, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 

long-suffering, mildness, faith, modesty, constancy and chastity.’ See how this divine Apostle enumerates 

these twelve fruits of the Holy Spirit but sets them down as only one fruit. He does not say, ‘The fruits of the 

Spirit are…,’ but rather ‘the fruit of the Spirit is…’ Charity is truly the sole fruit of the Holy Spirit, but this one 



fruit has an infinite number of excellent properties….He means that divine love gives us inward joy and 

consolation together with great peace of heart, which is preserved in adversity by patience. It makes us kind 

and gracious in helping our neighbor with a heartfelt goodness toward him. Such goodness is not whimsical; it 

is constant and persevering and gives us enduring courage by which we are rendered mild, pleasant and 

considerate to all others. We put up with their moods and imperfections. We keep perfect faith with them, as 

we thus testify to a simplicity accompanied with trust both in our words and in our actions. We live modestly 

and humbly, leaving aside all that is luxurious and in excess regarding food and drink, clothing, sleep, play, 

recreation and other such desires and pleasures. Above all, we discipline the inclinations and rebellions of the 

flesh by vigilant chastity. All this so to the end that our entire being may be given over to divine dilection both 

interiorly by joy, pace patience, long-suffering goodness and fidelity, but also exteriorly by kindness, mildness, 

modesty, constancy and chastity.” (Book 11, Chapter 19)  

 

From what we see in the life of St. Paul, he obviously did more than merely speak of the fruit of the Spirit. He 

lived it. His life was transformed by it. He shared it as a gift with all those whose lives he touched. Like 

Francis de Sales, may we, too, not merely admire the example of “the glorious St. Paul.” Let us imitate his 

example in our own lives. Let us do our level best to embody – and share – the gift of the Spirit which indeed 

has so many excellent properties.  

* * * * * 

(January 26, 2012: Timothy and Titus, bishops)  

* * * * * 

 

“Stir into flame the gift of God that you have…a spirit of power and love and self-control.”  

 

In his preface to his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales himself observed:  

 

“I foresee that many people will say that is it only members of religious communities and persons dedicated to 

devotion who should give special direction in piety, that such things require more leisure than a bishop in 

charge of a diocese as large as mine can have, and that such an undertaking is too distracting for a mind that 

should be employed in matters of importance. For my part, I tell you that it is primarily the duty of the bishop 

to lead souls to perfection, since their order is as supreme among men as that of the seraphim among angels. 

Hence their leisure cannot be better employed than in such work. The ancient bishops and fathers of the 

Church were at last as careful about their duties as we are, yet, as we see from their letters, they did not refuse 

to take charge of the particular conduct of souls who turned to them for assistance. In this they imitated the 

apostles who, while working with special and particular affection to gather all men, picked out certain 

extraordinary ears of grain. Who does not know that Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Onesimus, Tecla and Appia 

were the dear children of the great St. Paul…?”  

 

Tempted as very busy people may be to perceive other folks as obstacles to getting things done, Francis de 

Sales (no doubt inspired as he was with the example of Paul’s willingness to mentor, support and encourage 

would-be protégé’s like Timothy and Titus in the work of proclaiming and living the Gospel) reminds us that 

the work with which each of us is charged is people: God’s people. There is no work, no ministry, and no job 

so important as to distract us from pursuing what really matters in this life: to lead, encourage and support one 

another in our quest for perfection. After all, as Francis de Sales reminds us in another section of 

his Introduction, “This life is only a journey to the happy life to come. We must march on as a band of brothers 

and sisters, companions united in meekness, peace and love.”  

 

This is our work. This is our life: to journey together on the paths to perfection, i.e., to bring out the best in 

ourselves and in one another.  

 

One person – one day – at a time.  



* * * * * 

(January 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The land yields fruit: first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear.”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “Wherever we may be, we can and should aspire 

to a perfect life.”  

 

Throughout his ministry, Francis de Sales repeatedly counseled people to make a stark – but sometimes all-too-

subtle – distinction between perfection and perfectionism. It seems that the fault of many folks in Francis de 

Sales’ day was not that they weren’t trying to “aspire to a perfect life.” They were, in fact, trying too hard. 

They were overwhelmed with good intentions but underwhelmed by their results. Typical of this counsel is a 

letter from Francis de Sales to Madame Angelique Arnauld, in which he wrote: “I do know you well and I 

know that your heart is steadfastly determined to live entirely for God; but I also know that your great natural 

activity harasses you with many restless impulses. O dear daughter, you must not imagine that we work we 

have undertaken to do in you can be done so quickly. Cherry trees bear their fruit quickly because they only 

bear cherries which keep but a short time; but the palm, the prince of trees, only begins bearing fruit a hundred 

years after it has been planted, it is said. A mediocre life can be achieved in a year, but the perfection for which 

we are striving? That, my dear daughter, takes quite a few years to establish itself…” (Stopp, Selected Letters, 

p. 274)  

 

If a grain of wheat takes time to grow – if an ear of corn takes time to grow – so much the more time is 

required for us human beings to grow as we “aspire to a perfect life.”  

 

Anything worth doing takes time. In our case, it requires a lifetime!  

* * * * * 

(January 28, 2012: St. Thomas Aquinas, priest and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

In a Conference to the Sisters of the Visitation (“On Private Judgment”), Francis de Sales made reference to 

the Saint whose feast day we celebrate: St. Thomas Aquinas.  

 

“The great St. Thomas, who had one of the loftiest minds possible, when he formed any opinion supported it 

with the weightiest arguments that he could bring forward. Nevertheless, if he encountered anyone who did not 

approve of what he had decided to be right, or had contradicted it, he neither disputed with them nor was 

offended by their action, but took all in good part. He thereby showed that he had no love for his own opinion, 

even though he could not abandon it. He left the matter alone to be approved or disapproved by others as they 

pleased. Having done his duty, he troubled himself no more about the subject.” (Conference XIV, p. 259)  

 

Thomas Aquinas is universally recognized as one of the brightest intellectual lights of his age (AD 1225 – 

1274). But perhaps his greatest genius (to which St. Francis de Sales alludes) was his recognizing that being 

bright doesn’t mean always having to be right. While there is little doubt that he could make an argument for 

his position on any particular topic, Thomas was grounded enough not to have to win every argument. His 

brilliance was only matched by his humility in allowing others to draw their own conclusions after having done 

his level best to state his case. As the saying goes, after giving it his best shot, Thomas would allow the chips 

to fall where they may.  

 

Each of us is entitled to our opinion: that’s a part of our humanity. However, we are all familiar with another 

part of our humanity that is the source of much conflict and distress: the need to always be right and the need 

for others to always agree with us. Let’s do our level best this day to avoid the temptation to force other people 



to make our opinions their own. In the Salesian tradition better to devote our efforts to trying to win people 

over rather than trying to knock people down.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: January 30th - February 4th  
 

(January 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Announce all that the Lord in his mercy has done for you…”  

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus drives a demon (actually, many demons) out of a man who had been tormented for a 

very long time. At the end of the account, the man who had been possessed – grateful for Jesus’ having freed 

him – pleads to remain with him, i.e., to follow Jesus. For his part, Jesus tells the man to follow him by 

returning home. There he is to proclaim the impact of God’s saving power in his life.  

 

This Gospel account invites us to consider some questions.  

 

First, what have been the demons in our lives? What are their names? How have they tormented us?  

 

Second, how has the Lord helped us to name these demons? How has the Lord freed us from the grasp of these 

demons? How has the Lord blessed us in His mercy?  

 

Finally, what thanks can we give – what return can we make – for the ways that Jesus has freed us and 

liberated us from torment? The Gospel suggests that we follow the directive that Jesus gave to the formerly-

possessed man: “Announce all that the Lord in his mercy has done for you.”  

 

With family and friends announce it in words. With family and friends announce it in deeds.  

* * * * * 

(January 31, 2012: St. John Bosco)  

* * * * * 

 

In his pamphlet about the life of St. Francis de Sales entitled A True Nobleman, Philip J. Pascucci, SDB 

wrote:  

 

“One of Don Bosco’s nine resolutions when he was ordained to the priesthood was: ‘The sweetness and charity 

of St. Francis de Sales will guide me in everything.’ Francis de Sales was by nature (his biographers tell us) 

sensitive, somewhat irritable and hot-tempered, but, by dint of patient striving, day after day from his early 

years, Francis succeeded in mastering his disposition to such an extent that he became known as the gentle, 

kind and meek saint. Don Bosco knew from his own experience and the experience of others that his followers 

would need an outstanding model of these virtues in the difficult work which they would have to accomplish 

among (troubled and troublesome) youth. The model he chose for his followers had to be Francis de 

Sales.”.” (Page 32)  

 

How might we follow the example of John Bosco in following the example of St. Francis de Sales today? How 

might God call us this day to allow the “sweetness and charity” of St. Francis de Sales to guide us in what we 

think, what we feel, what we say and what we do with and for one another?  



* * * * * 

(February 1, 2012)  
* * * * * 

 

“He was not able to perform any mighty deed there…”  

 

For all his divine power, even Jesus’ humanity had its limits. While ministering among people 

who knew him – family, friends and neighbors – Jesus found himself unable to perform any 

miracles or wonders, apart form a handful of cures. The source of his frustration - other peoples’ 

lack of faith.  

 

We’ve touched on this topic before. Jesus ends many a miracle – many a sign, many a wonder – 

by telling the person he was cured, healed or forgiven: “Your faith has been your salvation.” This 

episode suggests that the first step of any miracle is for the would-be recipient to have faith: faith 

that for God all things are possible; faith that in the person of Jesus one can see – and experience 

– God. Absent that first step, the following steps are hard – if not impossible – to complete.  

 

Regardless of how deeply Jesus longed to help and heal those in need, he also knew this terrible 

truth: you cannot force love on others.  

 

We know from our own experience that it is often the people we know best – and the people who 

know us best – who are the occasion of much heartache and heartbreak in our lives. Like Jesus, 

let us continue to offer ourselves as sources of help and healing in their lives. Let us also 

remember that we cannot force anyone to accept our offers of help or healing.  

 

Love isn’t love if we force it on others.  

* * * * * 

(February 2, 2012: The Presentation of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

"Since the children are people of blood and flesh, Jesus likewise has a full share in these..."  

 

“God has signified to us in so many ways and by so many means that He wills all of us to be 

saved that no one can be ignorant of this fact. For this purpose, God made us ‘in his own image 

and likeness’ by creation, and by the Incarnation God has made himself in our image and 

likeness, after which he suffered death in order to ransom and save all mankind.” (Treatise on the 

Love of God, Book 8, Chapter 4)  

 

We are probably pretty familiar with the notion that through creation we are made in God’s 

image and likeness. In contrast, we are probably far less familiar with the notion that God, 

through the Incarnation, made Himself in our image and likeness. Familiar or not, both are true.  

 

St. Francis de Sales was captivated by the notion that God loved us so much that He not only 

came among us: God became one of us! God took on our very nature! In the person of Jesus, 

God gained and experienced first-hand knowledge of what it means to sleep, to wake, to work, to 



rest, to dance, to cry, to mourn, to struggle, to succeed and to dream. In this Jesus not only 

redeems what it means to be human but Jesus also celebrates what it means to be human - to be 

human as God dreams.  

 

The author of the letter to the Hebrews likewise believed this truth. He writes that “Jesus had a 

full share” in blood and flesh...and “had to become like his brothers (and sisters) in every way.” 

In this way, Jesus could not only redeem us but also he could truly understand us.  

 

This is indeed a great mystery. This is indeed a great intimacy: He so loved us that God took on 

our nature…He made himself into our nature and likeness - truest, best nature as God intended 

from the beginning of time.  

 

Put simply, it is in God’s nature to meet us where – and how – we are.  

 

Jesus challenges us to do the same each and every day: to meet others precisely where – and how 

– they are. Instead of giving in to the temptation to reach out to others when we judge them to be 

ready or worthy - instead of waiting for others to take the first step in the dance of life and lo - 

we must stretch ourselves to put ourselves in the places of others. As we see in the life of Jesus, 

the first step of any attempt to help, to sustain, to encourage, to ransom or to redeem others - is to 

know them.  

 

God took the time to know us. Don’t we owe the same gift to one another?  

* * * * * 

(February 3, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Ask of me whatever you wish and I will grant it to you."  

 

There’s an old Irish expression that goes something like this: “Be careful what you pray for.” 

Today’s Gospel offers a variant of this wisdom: “Be prudent about what you promise.”  

 

Herod is so captivated – one might say even star-struck – by the dance performed by his daughter 

that he impulsively promises her whatever she desires, even ‘up to half of his kingdom.’ Of 

course, the daughter dutifully asks her mother what she should request. Herodias seizes the 

opportunity to settle the score with John the Baptizer and instructs her daughter to ask Herod for 

the head of the prophet.  

 

And we know how that ends for Herod…and for John.  

 

Perhaps a pithy – but a no-less-powerful – point to ponder. Think twice before you say 

something. Words once spoken cannot be retrieved. Don’t lose your – or someone’s else’s – head 

over an impulsive promise.  

* * * * * 

(February 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 



 

“Give your servant an understanding heart…to distinguish right from wrong.”  

 

In today’s reading from the First Book of Kings, Solomon asks God for the gift of wisdom. In 

asking God for the gift of wisdom, one could surmise that Solomon was somewhat wise already!  

 

The Judea-Christian tradition includes wisdom as one of a total of seven gifts associated with the 

Holy Spirit. In a sermon on this topic, Francis de Sales preached: “Let us take a closer look at 

these seven gifts. The prophet lists them in order of dignity. Since the gift of wisdom is the 

highest and most perfect, it is placed first; the less perfect come at the end of the list. For 

ourselves – talking about the gifts in order to learn from them – let us begin at the lower end and 

work our way up…”  

 

These gifts are: 

 Fear/Temperance 

 Piety/Justice 

 Knowledge 

 Fortitude 

 Counsel 

 Understanding 

 Wisdom 

For Francis de Sales “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” (Psalm 11: 10) This gift of 

fear has two faces: (1) Fear of being punished, and (2) fear of losing heaven. This is the first step 

in turning away from evil.  

 

Francis de Sales said that the “spirit of fear gives way to the spirit of adoption.” (St. Paul) To 

serve God and others without fear of punishment or hope of reward is the heart of justice: it is 

about giving people their due.  

 

Francis believed that mere human knowledge only enables us to know the difference between 

good and evil. However, the Spirit’s gift of knowledge helps us to actually turn away from evil 

and to do what is good.  

 

Francis preached: “Nothing is so common than to find people who know what is right but who 

lack the courage to do it.” Fortitude gives us the courage we need to persevere in our decision to 

turn away from sin and to practice virtue, especially doing so is difficult, challenging and/or 

discouraging.  

 

“The strength of an army needs the counsel of a commander,” observed Francis de Sales. “Just as 

fear causes us to break away from sinful habits and knowledge helps us to see what is wrong, 

counsel helps us to tackle what knowledge has taught us.” The gift of counsel helps us to 

determine how to do what is good.  

 

How about the gift of understanding? Francis taught that it “allows us to penetrate, to see or 



appreciate more deeply Our Lord’s principles.” Understanding enables us to love the ways in 

which God wants us to ‘have life, and have life to the full.’ (John 10:10)  

 

Finally (and hopefully) we reach the gift of wisdom. Wisdom “gratifies the soul with every 

blessing.” It helps us to know what’s really important and to know what really matters. This gift 

enables us “to see deeply into the excellence of God’s ways: not to talk or preach about them, but 

to live them.”  

 

Let us imitate the example of Solomon. Let us ask for the gift of wisdom. But, let us not stop 

there; let us ask for all of the gifts of the Spirit individually and collectively that help us to see 

ourselves and others with the mind – and heart – of God.  

 
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: February 6th - February 11th  
 

(February 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“They begged him that they might touch only the tassel on his cloak; and as many as touched it were healed.”  

 

People continued to bring the sick – and themselves – to be healed by Jesus. The account in today’s selection 

from the Gospel of Mark provides an interesting detail: folks coming to Jesus for helped believed that if they 

merely touched his clothing they would experience healing power.  

 

It would seem that just a little bit of Jesus – even the smallest touch of Jesus – went a very long way.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote: “Among sacred lovers there are some who so 

completely devote themselves to exercises of divine love that its holy fire devours and consumes their 

life…” (Book VII, Chapter 10, p. 41) Jesus Christ is the ultimate example of this love. His love for others was 

so intense that even the smallest sampling of it changed forever the lives of those he touched.  

 

Can the same be said of our love?  

* * * * * 

(February 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“How lovely is your dwelling place, Lord, mighty God!”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed: “Remember that God is not only in the place 

where you are: God is present in a most particular manner in your heart and in the very center of your spirit.” 

(Part II, Chapter 2, p. 85)  

 

Each of us is a dwelling place of the Lord. By extension, this reality makes each of us a lovely sight to behold 

in the eyes of God.  

 

Do we see and treat ourselves – and others – in the same way?  



* * * * * 

(February 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“On February 8, 1606, while Francis de Sales was about to mount the pulpit to preach in the presence of the 

whole court of Chambery, an imprudent person came to him to tell him that – because of his refusal to sign a 

warning he did not consider just – the magistrates had ordered the confiscation of all his (Francis’) possessions. 

The saint smiled without giving the slightest indication that he was worried. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘this is a sign that 

God wants me to be totally spiritual, since He is taking away my temporal goods.’ He preached with admirable 

calmness of spirit, without showing any resentment for the insult unjustly received, and his sermon was so 

blessed by God that two gentlemen from Flanders (who were passing through after taking a trip to Italy) were 

converted. Aware of the communication that had been given to Francis, these two men subsequently returned 

that evening to the saint to be better instructed, saying that a man detached from worldly goods must surely be 

a man of God and a teacher of truth, since passions had so little hold on him.” (Every Day with Saint Francis 

de Sales, page 39)  

 

I don’t know if this threat to confiscate Francis de Sales’ assets was ever carried out, but how remarkable was 

Francis’ ability to ‘stay on his game’ despite the nature, magnitude and timing of this news flash that he 

received moments before preaching to the whole court. It is all the more remarkable if you consider that some 

of those wishing to harm Francis were no doubt sitting in the audience. Perhaps it is most remarkable when you 

consider how easily we find ourselves tempted to drop everything we’re doing when confronted by news, 

suggestions and/or insinuations in situations that pale by comparison!  

 

This event in the life of “the Gentleman Saint” powerfully illustrates how grounded and disciplined he was. 

Regardless of how wounded, hurt, perturbed or outraged he may have felt, Francis deliberately proceeded with 

the matter at hand. After all, no matter how unjust this threatened action may have been, there was nothing that 

Francis could have done about it at that moment. Doubtless, at that instant, he placed his welfare in the hands 

of God and he no doubt pursued the matter at a more appropriate time with the powers-to-be. 

 

The lesson for us? Most days we don’t see bad news coming; we don’t spend a lot of time trying to expect the 

unexpected, especially when the unexpected is unpleasant. When we find ourselves in Francis’ shoes, may God 

give us the strength to take a page out of Francis’ playbook: to follow-through with the matter at hand at the 

present moment, and to deal with the other matters in the subsequent moments to come.  

 

To the best of our ability.  

* * * * * 

(February 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children's scraps."  

 

We see a test of wills in today’s Gospel. A local woman is determined to wrest a miracle for her daughter from 

Jesus but Jesus seems equally determined to deny her request. While Jesus appears committed to saying “no” 

to this woman’s plea the woman appears equally determined to refuse to take “no” for an answer. Clearly, this 

scene has all the makings of a ‘Syrophoenician stand-off.’  

 

In both cases, Jesus and the woman are persistent. They are both determined to persevere.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Our Savior attaches to the great gift of perseverance the supreme gift of eternal glory, as He has said, ‘The 

one who shall persevere to the end shall be saved.’ This gift is simply the sum total and sequence by which we 



continue in God’s love up to the end, just as the education, raising and training of a child are simply the acts of 

care, help and assistance…Perseverance is the most desirable gift we can hope for in this life. It is in our power 

to persevere. Of course, I do not mean that our perseverance takes its origin from our power. On the contrary, I 

know that it springs from God’s mercy, whose most precious gift it is.” (Book 3, Chapter 4, p. 174)  

 

Jesus credits the Syrophoenician woman’s persistence – her perseverance – for granting her request to heal her 

daughter.  

 

How determined are we in our attempts to bring our needs – and the needs of those we love – to the Lord?  

* * * * * 

(February 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“People brought to him a deaf man who had a speech impediment and begged him to lay his hand on him.”  

 

Jesus was only too happy to grant their request to heal a deaf man with a speech impediment. As we see in the 

Gospel account today, however, Jesus did much more than simply lay his hand on him. He took him apart from 

the crowd. Jesus placed his finger in the man’s ears And then spitting, Jesus placed his finger on the man’s 

tongue.  

 

Jesus healed people in a variety of ways. Sometimes he simply said a word. Sometimes he gave a direct 

command. Sometimes he followed someone to their home. Sometimes he healed from far away. Sometimes he 

healed in public. And sometimes – as seen in today’s account from Mark’s Gospel – Jesus’ healing is private: 

intimately up-close and personal.  

 

Ask yourself this question: how might you need Jesus to heal you today? Then, ask yourself another question: 

how might Jesus need you to heal someone else today?  

* * * * * 

(February 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“My heart is moved with pity…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Compassion, sympathy, commiseration or pity is simply an affection that makes us share the sufferings and 

sorrows of ones we love and draws the misery that they endure into our own hearts…” (Book V, Chapter 4, p. 

243)  

 

As we see clearly in today’s Gospel, Jesus’ compassion is more than affection; it is more than a feeling. While 

he clearly makes the neediness of others his own, Jesus does more than that - he does something about the 

neediness. Jesus satisfies the hunger. Jesus heals the pain. Jesus breaks the chains. Jesus confronts the 

injustice.  

 

Every time Jesus’ compassionate heart is moved, something good happens to others.  

 

Can the same be said for our hearts?  

* * * * *  
      



Spirituality Matters 2012: February 13rd - February 18th  
 

(February 13, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Consider it all joy when you encounter trials, for you know that the testing of your faith produces 

perseverance…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “We must recall that Our Lord has saved us by 

his suffering and endurance and that we must work out our salvation, enduring with all possible meekness the 

injuries, denials and discomforts we meet.” (Part III, Chapter 3, p. 128)  

 

Jesus had his share of success during his public ministry. He healed the sick. He freed the possessed. He fed 

the hungry. He satisfied the thirsty. He welcomed the marginalized. He consoled the sorrowing. He found the 

lost. He raised the dead. Of course, Jesus also had his share of trials and tribulations during his public ministry. 

He was subjected to criticism. He was subjected to misunderstanding. He was subjected to ridicule. He was 

subjected to rejection. He was subjected to abandonment, arrest and crucifixion. He was subjected to death.  

 

In short, Jesus took the bad with the good in his attempt to preach – and practice – the Good News. While Jesus 

didn’t go looking for trouble, he wouldn’t duck trouble either, not when it came to promoting the justice and 

peace of the Kingdom of God.  

 

In our day-to-day attempts at living a devout life we, too, need to take the bad with the good. While we 

shouldn’t go looking for trouble, we shouldn’t be all that surprised when trouble finds us. Like Jesus, when 

trouble comes our way, let’s do our level best to not allow it to dissuade us from doing good – and being good 

– in the lives of other people.  

 

We may not consider it “all joy” when we encounter trials, but it’s not a bad idea to remind ourselves – by 

looking at the life of Jesus himself – that trials often go hand-in-hand with triumph.  

* * * * * 

(February 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed is he who perseveres in temptation…”  

 

Some trials that we encounter in life come from without. Some trials that we encounter in life come from 

within. Many – if not most – of the latter we know as “temptations.” In his Introduction to the Devout Life, 

Francis de Sales counseled:  

 

“Temptation to a certain sin – to any sin, for that matter – might last throughout our whole life, yet it can never 

make us displeasing to God’s Majesty provided we do not take pleasure in it or give consent to it…You must 

have great courage in the midst of temptation. Never think yourself overcome so long as temptations are 

displeasing to you, keeping clearly in mind the difference between experiencing temptation and consenting to 

it. Let the enemies of our salvation put as many baits and enticements in our path as they please. Let them 

stand continually at our heart’s door in order to gain entrance. Let them make all the proposals they wish. As 

long as we remain steadfast in our resolutions not to take pleasure in the temptation, it is utterly impossible for 

us to offend God…As long as this act of refusal remains within our heart we may rest assured that charity – the 

life of the soul – remains within us, and that Jesus Christ our Savior – though hidden and covered over – is 
present in our soul. Hence by means of the continued practice of prayer, the Sacraments and confidence in 

God, our strength will return and we will live a healthful and happy life.” (Part III, Chapters 3/5)  

 



Temptations are a part of life. Of course, inspirations are part of life, too. Living a healthful and happy life 

consists in saying “no” to the former and “yes” to the latter.  

 

What part will you take?  

* * * * * 

(February 15, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Be quick to hear; slow to speak, slow to anger for anger does not accomplish the righteousness of God…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“‘It is better,’ says St. Augustine,’ to deny entrance to just and reasonable anger than to admit it, no matter how 

small it may be. Once admitted, it is driven out again only with difficulty. It enters as a little twig and in less 

than no time it grows big and becomes a beam.’ If anger can only gain the night on us and if the sun sets on it 

(which the Apostle forbids) it turns into hatred, from which we have hardly any way of ridding ourselves. It is 

nourished by a thousand false pretexts; there never was an angry man who thought his anger unjust.”  

 

“It is better to attempt to find a way to live without anger than to pretend to make a moderate, discreet use of it. 

When we find ourselves surprised into anger through our own imperfections and frailty, it is better to drive it 

away quickly than to start a discussion with it. If we give anger even the smallest of opportunities it will 

become the mistress of the house, like a serpent that easily draws in his whole body where it can first get in its 

head.” (Part II, Chapter 8)  

 

We know from our own experience that anger can get out of hand in the blink of an eye. How many 

conversations, interactions and negotiations have come undone because someone allowed anger to get the 

upper hand? Even in cases where our anger may be justified, in the long run anger often does far more damage 

than good.  

 

Francis de Sales’ advice?  

 

“When your mind is tranquil and without any cause for anger, build up a stock of meekness and mildness. 

Speak all your words and do all your actions – whether little or great – in the mildest way you can…Moreover, 

in the unfortunate case that you realize that you are guilty of a wrathful deed, correct the fault right away by an 

act of meekness toward the person with whom you are angry. We must repair our anger instantly by a contrary 

act of meekness. Fresh wounds are quickest healed, as the saying goes.” (Ibid)  

 

Want to accomplish the righteousness of God? Do your level best to listen. Think twice before you speak. 

Above all, avoid so-called ‘righteous’ anger in your interactions with others, since - most days - ‘righteous’ 

anger isn’t ‘righteous’ at all.  

* * * * * 

(February 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Show no partiality…”  

 

We all have favorites. We all know people whose company we seek. We all know people whose company we 

shun. There are people we like for no particular reason. There are people we do not like, no matter how hard 

we try. That said, St. James challenges us to meet people where they are. St. James challenges us to treat them 

with respect and reverence, regardless of their likability and/or their status in life.  

 



In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“If we like certain people, we despise everyone else and oppose everyone that is not to our taste. If someone is 

poor-looking or if we develop a dislike for him, we find fault with everything he does: we never stop plaguing 

him and are always ready to run him down. By contrast, if we like someone because of his appearance, he can 

do nothing that we won’t excuse. There are some virtuous children whom their own parents can scarcely look 

at because of some physical defect, whereas other children notorious but remain their parents’ favorite because 

of some bodily grace…In general we prefer the rich to the poor, even though the rich are neither of better 

condition nor as virtuous. We even prefer those who are better dressed…” (Part III, Chapter 36)  

 

Of course, Francis de Sales is describing the practice of living by a “double standard,” something that is “an 

abominable thing before the Lord.”  

 

Where does that leave us? “Be just and equitable in all your actions,” Francis continued. “Always put yourself 

in your neighbor’s place and put your neighbor in yours, then you will judge rightly…Resolve to examine your 

heart often to see if it is such toward your neighbor as you would like your neighbors to be toward you were 

you in your neighbor’s place.” In other words, Francis insists that we live by one standard and that we treat 

others by a single standard.  

 

God’s standard.  

 

By what – by whose – standard will we treat our neighbor today?  

* * * * * 

(February 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Faith – if it does not have works – is dead.”  

 

The debate over the roles that (1) “faith” and (2) “works” play in Salvation has been around since the days of 

St. Paul and St. James. Of course, it was Martin Luther who ‘popularized’ the debate - a discourse that played 

no small role in what would become the Protestant Reformation some fifteen hundred years later.  

 

Being followers of Jesus requires both “faith” and “works.” For Francis de Sales (who lived and worked in the 

Age when this debate was raging), combining “faith” and “works” results in what he called “vigilant faith.” In 

a sermon he gave during Lent, the Bishop of Geneva observed:  

 

“There is a vigilant faith, which depends upon its union with charity. Vigilant faith not only performs good 

works like living faith, but it also penetrates and understands revealed truths quickly and with great depth and 

subtlety of perception. It is active and diligent in seeking and embracing those things which can increase and 

strengthening it. It is always on the alert to do good and to avoid evil…”(Living Jesus, pp. 108 – 109)  

 

Faith coupled with works produces a “vigilant faith.” This vigilant faith is one that produces good works and 

these are the good works that produce deep faith.  

 

How vigilant is your faith? How vigilant are your good works?  

* * * * * 

(February 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We all far short in many respects, but if anyone does not fall short in speech, that person is perfect...”  

 



Francis de Sales was quite familiar with this selection from the Letter of St. James. In his Introduction to the 

Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘If a man does not offend in word, he is a perfect man,’ says St. James. Be careful never to let an indecent 

word leave your lips, for even if you do not speak with an evil intention those who hear it may take it in a 

different way. An evil word falling into a weak heart grows and spreads like a drop of oil on a piece of linen 

cloth. Sometimes it seizes the heart in such a way as to fill it with a thousand unclean thoughts and temptations. 

Just as bodily poison enters through the mouth, so what poisons the heart gets in through the ear and the tongue 

that utters it is a murderer…No man can tell me that he speaks without thinking…” (Part III, Chapter 27, pp. 

194-195)  

 

We are responsible for what comes out of our mouths. Words are not just words. They are powerful. They have 

an impact on other people. St. James states: “From the same mouth come blessing and cursing.”  

 

What will come out of your mouth today?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: February 20th - February 25th  
 

(February 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Show your works by a good life in the humility that comes from wisdom...”  

 

Works…good life…humility…wisdom. These are attributes that St. James associates with the fruits of 

righteousness, fruits cultivated in the pursuit of peace.  

 

In the Salesian tradition, humility is not about putting ourselves down. Humility is the root of wisdom, a 

wisdom that enables us to live in the truth of our littleness and the truth of God’s greatness. Francis de Sales 

wrote:  

 

“We must indeed keep ourselves humble because of our imperfections, but this same humility must be the 

foundation of a great generosity. Humility without generosity is only a deception and cowardice of heart that 

makes us think that we are good for nothing and that other people should never think of using us in anything 

great. By contrast, generosity in the absence of humility is mere presumption. Indeed, we may truthfully say, 

‘It is true I have no virtue, still less the necessary gifts to be used in any undertaking,’ but after this humble 

acknowledgement we must put our confidence in God, believing that He will not fail to give us what we need 

when we need it. Let us forget ourselves and be occupied in faithfully praising God’s Divine Majesty and 

helping our neighbor to do the same so as to increase His glory as much as lies in our power.” (Living Jesus, p. 

152)  

 

“True humility says, ‘I can do nothing. I am only absolute nothingness.’ Then, it suddenly gives way to the 

spirit of generosity that says, ‘There is nothing and there can be nothing that I am unable to do, so long as I put 

all my confidence in God who can do all things.’ Buoyed up by this confidence, we courageously do all that is 

commanded…” (Living Jesus, pp. 152-153)  

 

Want to cultivate peace? Want to produce the fruits of righteousness? Want to accomplish good things for God 

and neighbor? Ask for the gift of wisdom. Live in the truth of your littleness in order to have access to God’s 

greatness.  



 

Working in and through you.  

* * * * * 

(February 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Where do the wars and where do the conflicts among you come from?”  

 

Self-love is the source of many conflicts. I make myself the center of the universe. I put my own interests first. 

I expect everybody else to accept my way of seeing things and doing things. This self-centeredness and self-

absorption is at the heart of all kinds of things that cause conflict, injury and division.  

 

Look at today’s Gospel! Jesus is teaching his disciples about the ultimate price he will pay for putting himself 

at the service of others, only to discover that his disciples are arguing among themselves about who among 

them is the greatest. Talk about self-absorbed!  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“We are human solely because we possess reason, yet it is a rare thing to find human beings who are truly 

reasonable. Usually self-love leads us away from reason and directs us imperceptibly into countless small yet 

dangerous acts of injustice and iniquity…We condemn every little thing in our neighbor and excuse ourselves 

of important things. We want to sell high but will only buy at bargain prices. We desire that justice be done in 

others’ homes but presume that mercy and generosity be granted to our own. We like to have what we say 

about others taken in good part but we are tender and touchy about what others say about us…” (Part III, 

Chapter 36)  

 

What is the remedy for self-love and its disastrous results? Putting others’ needs ahead of our own! Jesus 

teaches: “If anyone wishes to be first, he shall be the last of all and the servant of all.”  

 

Self-love creates chaos. Love-of-others creates communion. Which love will you practice today?  

* * * * * 

(February 22, 2012: Ash Wednesday)  

* * * * * 

 

“Rend your hearts, not your garments.”  

 

During his last Lent before his death in December 1622, Francis de Sales preached in a sermon in which he 

made the following observation:  

 

“Our Divine Savior (who instituted the fast) greatly desires in His Sermon on the Mount to teach His Apostles 

how it must be practiced (Mt 6:16-18), which is a matter of great profit and utility. He knew how to draw 

strength and efficacy from fasting, something more than abstinence from prohibited food or drink is required. 

Thus, Jesus instructed them – and consequently disposed them – to gather the fruits proper to fasting. Among 

many others are these four: (1) it raises the spirit to God, mortifying the flesh and its sensuality; (2) it fights 

concupiscence; (3) it gives power to conquer and deaden its passions; (4) it disposes the heart to seek to please 

only God with great purity of heart.” (Living Jesus, p. 112)  

 

Whatever we chose to do during this season of Lent, it cannot remain merely skin deep: it must reach – and 

change – our hearts.  



* * * * * 

(February 23, 2012: Polycarp, Bishop and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Today I set before you life and prosperity, death and doom. Choose life, then…."  

 

At the conclusion of his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de sales wrote:  

 

“All love that does not take its origin from the Savior’s passion is foolish and perilous. Unhappy is death 

without the Savior’s love; unhappy is love without the Savior’s death. Love and death are so mingled in the 

Savior’s passion that that we cannot have the one in our hearts without the other. Upon Calvary we cannot have 

life without love, or love without the Redeemer’s death. Except there, all is either eternal death or eternal love. 

All Christian wisdom consists in choosing rightly…” (Book XII, Chapter 13)  

 

The paths we walk at any given moment bring us closer to either the fullness of life or the fullness of death. 

Which path will we choose today?  

* * * * * 

(February 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“This is the fasting I wish...”  

 

In a sermon he gave during Lent 1622 (Living Jesus, p. 110), Francis de Sales enumerated three (3) conditions 

necessary in order to fast well.  

 

“The first condition is that your fast should be entire and universal. What I mean is that all the members of 

your body and the powers of the soul should fast: practicing custody of the eyes; keeping better silence, or at 

least keeping it more punctually; mortifying your ears and your tongue in order that you will not listen to or 

speak anything vain or useless; disciplining your understanding with the aim of considering only holy or 

healthy subjects; pruning your memory so as to avoid filling it with remembrance of bitter or sorrowful things 

and/or vainglory. Keep your will in check and your spirit at the foot of the Crucifix. If you do this your fast 

will be universal – both interior and exterior – for you will mortify both your body and spirit.”  

 

“The second condition is that you avoid fasting or performing your works for the admiration of others.”  

 

“The third condition is that the only aim for performing all your actions – and consequently, your fasting – is to 

please God alone. To Him be honor and glory forever and ever.”  

 

In light of these three conditions, how is your fasting faring?  

* * * * * 

(February 25, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If you remove from your midst oppression, false accusation and malicious speech…then light shall rise for 
you in darkness and gloom become for you like the day…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Rash judgment begets uneasiness, contempt of neighbor, pride, self-satisfaction and many other extremely 

bad effects. Slander, the true plague of society hold first place among them. I wish I had a burning coal taken 



from the holy altar to purify men’s lips so that their iniquities might be removed and their sins washed away, as 

did the seraphim who purified Isaiah’s mouth. The man who could free the world of slander would free it of a 

large share of its sins and iniquities…I earnestly exhort you never to slander anyone either directly or 

indirectly. Beware of falsely imputing crimes and sins to your neighbor, revealing his secret sins, exaggerating 

those that are manifest, putting an evil interpretation on his good works, denying the good that you know 

belongs to someone, maliciously concealing it or lessening it by words. You would offend God in all these 

ways but most of all by false accusations and denying the truth to your neighbor’s harm. It is a double sin to lie 

and harm your neighbor at the same time…” (Part III, Chapter 29, pp. 201-202))  

 

Looking for something to give up for Lent? Looking for something to give up for life? Look no further than 

false accusation and malicious speech.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: February 27th - March 3rd  
 

(February 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You shall not…You shall.”  

 

Today’s readings remind us that being children of God comes with its share of “do’s” and “don’ts.”  

 

The “don’ts” include: You shall not steal. You shall not lie or speak falsely. You shall not defraud or rob. You 

shall not withhold. You shall not curse. You shall not spread slander. You shall not hate. The “do’s” include: 

You shall feed the hungry. You shall satisfy the thirsty. You shall clothe the naked. You shall welcome the 

stranger. You shall care for the sick. You shall visit the imprisoned.  

 

During the season of Lent it is customary for people to focus on not doing the “don’ts” of life. In the Salesian 

tradition, however, we’re probably better off pursuing the “do’s” of God’s Kingdom as a more effective 

remedy for the “don’ts.” For example, why settle for giving up lying when we can tell the truth? Why promise 

to stop being stingy when we can redouble our efforts at being generous? Why refrain from stealing when we 

can commit ourselves to being honest? Why merely turn away from hatred when we can turn toward healing? 

Why simply renounce revenge when we can accomplish much more with reconciliation?  

 

So, how will you use your time and energy today? By avoiding life’s “don’ts” or by doing life’s “do’s?”  

* * * * * 

(February 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not babble like the pagans…”  

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus gives instruction on the proper way to pray. He cautions us to “not babble like the 

pagans,” who think that they will be heard because of their many words.  

 

In a sermon given on April 5, 1615, Francis de Sales made the following observation regarding prayer in 

general, and vocal prayer in particular:  

 

“To mutter something with the lips is not praying if one’s heart is not joined to it. To speak it is necessary first 

to have conceived interiorly what we wish to say. There is first the interior word, and then the spoken word, 

which causes what the interior has first pronounced to be understood. Prayer is nothing other than speaking to 



God. Now it is certain that to speak to God without being attentive to Him and to what we say to Him is 

something that is most displeasing to Him…God tests more the heart of the one who prays rather than the 

words pronounced by one who prays.” (Fiorelli, OSFS, Sermons on Prayer, p. 18)  

 

Authentic prayer is not a matter of words. Authentic prayer is a matter of the heart.  

* * * * * 

(February 29, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“When God saw how they turned from their evil way, He repented of the evil that he had threatened to do to 

them…”  

 

Today’s reading from the Book of Jonah illustrates two things about God. First, God is just. God expects us to 

turn away from evil. God expects us to turn toward the good. Our failure to do so can result in clear and 

unambiguous consequences. Second, God’s justice toward us is outdone only by His mercy toward us. There 

appears to be no doubt that God is always prepared to give us the benefit of the doubt even if we are making 

only a modicum of progress in the love of God and neighbor.  

 

Indeed, God is love, a love that tempers – that is, strengthens – justice with mercy.  

 

It’s always tempting to get tough on other people who don’t measure up to our expectations. Ironically enough, 

this seems especially true in our relations with those we love. Perhaps their lack of progress isn’t because we 

aren’t being tough enough; perhaps it’s because we aren’t being merciful enough.  

* * * * * 

(March 1, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Ask and it will be given…”  

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus continues to give instruction on prayer. He tells us “everyone who asks, receives; the 

one who seeks, finds; to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.”  

 

In a sermon given on April 5, 1615, Francis de Sales made the following observation regarding asking for 

things in prayer:  

 

“We have said that there are two kinds of goods for which we may ask in prayer: spiritual goods and corporal 

goods. There are two kinds of spiritual goods. One kind is necessary for our salvation: for these (faith, hope 

and charity) we ought to ask God simply and without condition, for he wants to give them to us. The other kind 

(ecstasies, raptures, spiritual comforts and consolations) – although also spiritual – we ought to ask for under 

the same rubric as corporal goods, namely, only if it is God’s will and if it is for His greater glory. Under these 

conditions we may ask for anything.” (Fiorelli, OSFS, Sermons on Prayer, p. 15)  

 

Of course, when Jesus assures us that we will receive when we ask, we cannot assume that He means we will 

always receive precisely that for which we ask. Insofar as God does hear us, God will always answer our 

petitions, albeit not necessarily in accordance with our wishes. When God’s response does not appear to match 

our request, Francis encourages us to not become discouraged, since “Perfection does not consist in having 

these goods, but rather in having our will united to that of God. It is this that we may and ought to ask from the 

Divine Majesty continually and unconditionally.” (Ibid, p. 16) Referring to the order in which the petitions are 

ranked in the Lord’s Prayer, Francis notes: “We ought to ask first that His Name be hallowed, that is to say, 

that He may be acknowledged and adored by all. Next, we must ask for what is most necessary for us, namely, 

that His Kingdom come for us, so that we may be inhabitants of Heaven. Third, we ask that His will be done. 



After these three requests we add, ‘Give us this day our daily bread.’ Jesus Christ makes us say, ‘Give us our 

daily bread,’ because under this word ‘bread’ are included all temporal goods. (Ibid, pp. 16-17)  

 

We’ve all heard the dictum, “Be careful what you pray for.” Jesus tells us something altogether different. He 

says: ask for anything, but be careful about the reasons for which you ask. Is it for your comfort and 

consolation or is it for God’s honor and glory?  

* * * * * 

(March 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

Think about it, there must be higher love 

Down in the heart or hidden in the stars above 

Without it, life is a wasted time… 

Where's that higher love I keep thinking of?  

 

- Written by Will Jennings and Steve Winwood  

 

In today’s selection from the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus describes this “higher love.” No longer is it enough to 

refrain from killing another person. You must refrain from growing angry with another person. You must 

refrain from holding another person in disdain.  

 

As loving goes, you don’t find a standard much higher than that!  

 

Where is this higher love that Jesus keeps speaking of? Or, at least, where should we hope to find this higher 

love? Clearly, not in the stars above but rather in places much closer to home - in the rhythms of our hearts and 

in the rhythms of our relationships with one another!  

* * * * * 

(March 3, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

Think about it, there must be higher love 

Down in the heart or hidden in the stars above 

Without it, life is a wasted time… 

Where's that higher love I keep thinking of?  

 

- Written by Will Jennings and Steve Winwood  

 

In today’s selection from the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus continues to describe this “higher love.” Back in that 

day it was expected that you’d love your neighbor, but it was permitted to hate your enemy. The higher 

standard? Love your enemies! Pray for your enemies!  

 

When we hear these words from Jesus we automatically assume that Jesus is talking about the need to love 

other people, especially those with whom we have difficulties, disagreements and division. True enough! But 

have you ever thought of applying Jesus’ admonition in today’s Gospel to yourself? How well do you love the 

enemies – the difficulties, disagreements and divisions – within yourself?  

 

The word that Francis de Sales uses in describing the things that we don’t like – be they about others or be they 

closer to home about ourselves – is “antipathies.” No one is perfect; neither are we. No one always gets it right; 

neither do we. There are things about other people that annoy us; there are things about ourselves that annoy 

us. There are things about other people that drive us nuts; there are things about ourselves that drive us nuts. 

There are things about others that we seem helpless to change; there are things about ourselves that we seem 



helpless to change.  

 

Where does that leave us?  

 

Jesus challenges us not to limit our love only to those people we like. Difficult as it may be, Jesus challenges 

us to love everyone. In like manner, Jesus challenges us not to limit our love for ourselves only to those things 

we like about ourselves. Difficult as it may be, Jesus challenges to love ourselves as we are. In so doing, we 

imitate the God in whose image and likeness we are created: a God who may not always like what we do, but a 

God who always loves who we are.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: March 5th - March 10th  
 

(March 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Be merciful as your Father is merciful...”  

 

It’s probably safe to say that most people equate God’s mercy with the forgiveness of sin. While this is true, it 

turns out that God’s mercy is not limited to forgiveness. At least, that is what St. Francis de Sales believed. 

One example from his writings in which God’s mercy is referenced without any mention of sin is very 

instructive.  

 

“God acts in our works and we cooperate in God’s action. God leaves for our part all the merit and profit of our 

services and good works. We leave God all the honor and praise thereof, acknowledging that the growth, the 

progress and the end of all the good we do depends upon God’s mercy. Oh God, how merciful is His goodness 

to us in thus distributing his bounty.”  

 

God’s mercy is all about generosity. Of course, every act of forgiveness is an act of generosity but God’s 

generosity is not limited to forgiveness. Both Scripture readings underscore Francis de Sales’ understanding of 

Divine Mercy. In the first reading we hear, “Yours, O Lord, our God, are compassion and forgiveness!” In the 

Gospel, Jesus equates His Father’s mercy with both judgment andgenerosity.  

 

There is so much more to God’s mercy than forgiving sins. Can the same be said of ours?  

* * * * * 

(March 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Make justice your aim…”  

 

Justice. Such a lofty virtue! Boil it down however, and we discover that the heart of justice is simple and 

straightforward. It’s about giving people their due. It’s about giving others what we owe them. Where 

necessary, it’s also about doing something to make things right when someone has been wronged.  

 

Jesus reminds us in today’s Gospel that it isn’t enough to ‘talk a good game’ in the pursuit of justice. Justice 

requires action as well. This explains Jesus’ stinging rebuke of the Scribes and Pharisees: they talked the talk, 

but they didn’t walk the walk. They told everybody how to live but did nothing to help people live.  

 

In the Salesian tradition, there are two things which – in justice – we owe to one another: respect and 

reverence. Why? Simply because every person is made in the image and likeness of God.  



 

Just today do your level best to treat everyone with whom you interact with respect and reverence. Even 

though you may not always hit the mark make this Salesian practice of justice your aim…in word and in deed!  

* * * * * 

(March 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Must good be repaid with evil?”  

 

It doesn’t have to be, but as we know from our own experience, sometimes good is repaid with evil. Put 

another way, no matter how good we try to be – and no matter what good we try to do – we cannot control how 

others will – or will not – receive it. We cannot make other people accept the good we offer.  

 

Jesus didn’t need to be clairvoyant to predict his eventual showdown with the chief priests and the scribes. He 

was observant and savvy enough to know from the get go that while He would win many people over in his 

witness to the power and promise of God’s kingdom but there would be others who would reject His ministry 

and His message. Jesus made many a friend; however, Jesus also made his share of enemies.  

 

Francis de Sales experienced this two-edged sword in his own life. While he may have befriended many people 

along the road to Salvation he, too, had his share of detractors. He, too, had his share of difficulties. He, too, 

had his share of setbacks. He, too, had his share of enemies.  

 

Must good be repaid with evil? No, not always, but sometimes it is. On the other hand, good is frequently 

repaid with good. On any given day, we need to focus on the latter. Sure, it sometimes occurs that ‘no good 

deed goes unpunished’ but in the big scheme of things on most days good has a way of accompanying those 

people who are committed to doing good…no matter what.  

 

Bottom line? Regardless of how others may choose to repay it, doing good – being good – is its own reward.  

* * * * * 

(March 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are they who hope in the Lord…."  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Hope is simply looking towards – and striving for – our supreme good, who is God. We hope for such 

things as we expect to gain by another’s aid, whereas we aspire to such things as we strive after by 

our own resources and by ourselves. Just as men who would hope without aspiring would be rejected as 

cowardly and irresponsible, so too, those who aspire without hope would be considered rash, insolent 

and presumptuous.”  

 

From a Salesian perspective the virtue of hope must be used in tandem with the virtue of aspiration. Hope 

without aspiration - that is, without doing our part to make our dreams come true - is nothing other than 

wishful thinking or as Francis de Sales calls it - cowardice. On the other hand, aspiration without hope (that is, 

acknowledging that we can’t pursue our dreams without the assistance of others) is arrogance.  

 

Blessed are they who hope in the Lord: happy are those who remind themselves that God’s dreams for us are 

far too big to be accomplished all by ourselves. At the same time, blessed, too, are those who aspire in the 

Lord: happy those who recognize – and do – their part in making God’s dreams for us a reality.  



* * * * * 

(March 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Remember the marvels the Lord has done...”  

 

Both selections from today’s lectionary illustrate the destructive power of envy and ambition. In the first 

reading, Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery because they envied their father’s love for him. Their jealousy 

blinded them to the fact that – however differently in the case of each individual – their father loved them, too. 

In the Gospel, a group of tenants are not satisfied with the opportunity provided to them by a wealthy 

landowner to work and prosper. Apparently not satisfied with the owner’s generosity and jealous of the 

owner’s success, they seized, abused and even murdered his emissaries – including his own son – with the 

hope of making the entire enterprise their own..  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed: “People who are drunk with pride, envy, 

ambition and hatred think that everything they see is evil and reprehensible.” (Part II, Chapter 28) Poisoned by 

envy, Joseph’s brothers resented their father’s love for his youngest son. Poisoned by ambition, the tenants of a 

vineyard resented its owner’s success.  

 

Note the root cause that envy and ambition share in common: focusing on others’ blessings at the cost of losing 

sight of one’s own blessings.  

 

Remember the marvels the Lord has done! Remember the good that God has done – and continues to do – for 

you. By choosing gratitude over envy and ambition, perhaps we’ll be less tempted to resent the marvels that 

God has done – and continues to do – for others.  

* * * * * 

(March 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord is kind and merciful…”  

 

The young son described in today’s parable certainly seems to have earned the moniker “prodigal” quite 

honestly. After all, the word “prodigal” is defined as “(1) recklessly wasteful or extravagant, as in disposing of 

goods or money, and (2) lavish in giving or yielding. [from Medieval Latin prodigalis wasteful, from 

Latin prodigus lavish, from prodigere to squander.]”  

 

He certainly fits the description. He demands a share of his older brother’s inheritance (hence, the reason for 

his older brother’s resentment!) to which he is not entitled. He walks away from honest work and a good home. 

He blows his money on perfect strangers who cease being his friends when they realize he is broke. He hits 

bottom. He squanders everything: money, home and family. He loses everything.  

 

Or, so he believes.  

 

Of course, this younger son’s prodigal behavior pales in comparison to that of his father. After all, the father 

gives him half of his older son’s inheritance (hence, the reason for the older son’s later resentment!). He 

doesn’t try to stop his younger son from leaving. He looks for his younger son every day in the hope that he 

will come to his senses and return. On the day in question he runs out to greet his younger son and welcomes 

him back: not as a slave, but as a son. He throws a party for him even as he reaches out to his older son who 

has every right to resent his younger brother’s presumption as well as his father’s generosity.  

 

Of course, that’s the point of the parable! While named for the “prodigal son” the story is really about a 

prodigal father who will leave no stone unturned in his attempts to win back the hearts of both his sons.  



 

The Father is kind and merciful. The Father is also extravagant, perhaps even recklessly so. After all, consider 

everything that God has done to win back our hearts…including sacrificing of his own – and only – Son.  

 

How might this same prodigal Father be calling us to be his prodigal sons and daughters today?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: March 12th - March 17th  
 

(March 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If the prophet had told you to do something extraordinary, would you not have done it?”  

 

In his conference to the Sisters of the Visitation (entitled On the Virtue of Obedience), Francis de Sales 

observed:  

 

“Truly obedient persons believe that they can do all that they may be commanded to do because they hold that 

all commandments come from God, or are given by His inspiration, and cannot be impossible, by reason of the 

authority of Him who commands. By contrast, Naaman the Syrian did not behave in this manner, because he 

thought that such obedience would only bring him harm. Being a leper, he went in search of Elisha that he 

might be cured by him because all the remedies he had hitherto tried had failed to restore his health. Knowing 

that Elisha had worked great wonders he journeyed to his house and sent in a messenger begging the prophet to 

heal him. Elisha, however, did not stir from his chamber but sent the servant to tell him that if he would go and 

wash seven times in the Jordan he would be healed. On hearing this Naaman was very angry: he would not 

hear of obeying the command. His servants, however, remonstrated with him, telling his that he ought to do as 

the prophet enjoined, seeing that it was so easy. At last, yielding to their persuasions, he did wash seven times 

in the Jordan, and was cured. Do you see to what danger he exposed himself of never recovering his health by 

making so many difficulties about what he was told to do?” (pp. 184-185)  

 

Naaman was willing to do whatever God commanded him to do – however heroic or overwhelming – with the 

hope of being cured of his leprosy. What Naaman nearly found impossible to accept was God’s command to do 

something so simple (like bathing in a river, stream or creek) – however unheroic or underwhelming – as the 

means of being cured.  

 

Maybe that’s the heart of true obedience: not simply doing whatever God tells us to do but believing that God 

really knows what it is that He is asking us to do!  

 

For our good.  

* * * * * 

(March 13, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Remember your mercies, O Lord…”  

 

In Part I of his Introduction to the Devout Life (described as a “colloquy on God’s mercy”), Francis de Sales 

wrote:  

 

“Consider the corporal benefits that God has bestowed on you: the body itself, goods provided for its 

maintenance, health, lawful comforts, friends, aids and other help! Consider your gifts of mind! God’s 



providence has brought you up in freedom and dignity! Consider your spiritual favors! You are a child of the 

Church! How often he has given his sacraments to you! How often you have received his inspirations, interior 

lights and admonitions for your amendment!” (pp. 56 -57)  

 

Of course, it isn’t really the Lord who needs to remember his mercies, is it? God is all-too-familiar with how 

generous he has been in our regard. The truth is that we are the ones who need to remember the Lord’s 

mercies. We are the ones who need to remember everything that God – in his mercy – has done for us.  

 

Day in, day out.  

* * * * * 

(March 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not forget the things which your own eyes have seen, nor let them slip from your memory as long as you 
live…”  

 

In Part II of his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Blind men do not see a prince who is present among them and therefore do not show him the respect they do 

after being informed of his presence. However, because they do not actually see him they easily forget his 

presence and having forgotten it they still more easily lose the respect and reverence owed to him. 

Unfortunately we do not see God who is present with us. Although faith assures us of his presence, because we 

do not see him with our eyes we often forget about him and behave as if God were far distant from us.” (p. 84)  

 

We may have one thing in common with the blind men cited in Francis de Sales’ story: none of us can claim to 

have seen God himself with our own eyes. That said, we are surrounded by visible signs of God’s love and 

generosity every day. It’s in our best interest to remind ourselves as often as we can of all the good things that 

God does for us as long as we live.  

 

And to live accordingly.  

* * * * * 

(March 15, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts…”  

 

In the book Letters of Spiritual Direction, we read: “As foundations spread swiftly, Jane de Chantal continued 

her ministry to superiors, novice mistresses and other sisters. Her situation changed dramatically after the death 

of Francis de Sales in 1622. She began to shoulder alone the full responsibility for the rapidly growing 

order…Jane had a genius for spiritual direction which made her continuing work a viable and commendable 

one.” (p. 246)  

 

We see a classic example of the wisdom that Jane de Chantal shared with others in a letter that she wrote to 

Anne-Marie Rosset, Assistant and Novice Mistress at Dijon, France in 1623:  

 

“I am convinced – and experience has taught me – that nothing so wins souls as gentleness and cordiality. 

Follow this method, for it is the spirit of our blessed Father (Francis de Sales). Curtness in words or actions 

only hardens hearts and depresses them, whereas gentleness encourages them and makes them 

receptive.” (Letters of spiritual Direction, p.247)  

 

This is not naïve advice coming from an idealistic person. This is hard-earned wisdom coming from a woman 



who (by the time of her death in 1641) was responsible for overseeing over eighty communities of 

contemplative, religious women…and all the challenges that went with it. While Jane de Chantal’s work as 

founder was certainly “viable and commendable” it clearly was not for the faint of heart. 

 

When we encounter chronic difficulties in community or family life, it is tempting to ‘let it rip’- to use abrupt 

tactics to bring about a desired outcome, especially when we find ourselves frustrated. It’s tempting to get 

tough in dealing with tough personalities, tough situations and tough circumstances. While ‘tough love’ may 

have its place, the Salesian tradition urges us to use less toughness and employ more love, lest in our attempts 

at getting things done and/or resolving conflicts we unintentionally harden the hearts of others. Difficult as it 

might be to consider, there are situations in which we find ourselves becoming the voice of God in the lives of 

others. God give us the grace to be voices that open – rather than harden – other peoples’ hearts.  

 

If today you speak God’s voice, harden not others’ hearts.  

* * * * * 

(March 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself…”  

 

In today’s selection from the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus cites what He considered to be the greatest or “first” 

commandment: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone!  

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your 

strength.” But Jesus doesn’t stop there. Without being asked, He cites a “second” commandment as well: “You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.” The order of the “loves” listed between the two “commandments” is 

noteworthy: love of God comes first, love of neighbor comes second and love of self comes last. More than a 

few people confide that over the span of their lives the person it took the longest to love was themselves.  

 

Having problems loving God? Having problems loving others? Maybe it’s because you’re having trouble 

loving yourself. “There is no commandment greater than these.” In the case of the last, perhaps there is no 

commandment more difficult.  

* * * * * 

(March 17, 2012: Saint Patrick, Missionary and Bishop)  

* * * * * 

 

“He will come to us like the rain, like spring rain that waters the earth…”  

 

If you’ve ever traveled to Ireland, you can appreciate the irony that a Scripture reading on the Feast of St. 

Patrick would make reference to rain and water. The average number of wet days (days with more than 1mm of 

rain) ranges from about 150 days a year along the east and south-east coasts, to about 225 days a year in parts 

of the west. Heavy rains are uncommon, but the rain associated with “soft days” – however light – does tend to 

soak to the skin over time. 

Patrick was born in Britain of a Romanized family. At age 16 he was torn by Irish raiders from the villa of his 

father, Calpurnius, a deacon and minor local official, and carried into slavery in Ireland, where, during six 

bleak years spent as a herdsman, he turned with fervor to his faith. Hearing at last in a dream that the ship in 

which he was to escape was ready, he fled his master and found passage to Britain. There he came near to 

starvation and suffered a second brief captivity before he was reunited with his family. Thereafter, he may have 

paid a short visit to the Continent.  

 

The best known passage in the Confessio, his spiritual autobiography, tells of a dream, after his return to 

Britain, in which one Victoricus delivered him a letter headed, “The Voice of the Irish.” As he read it, he 

seemed to hear a certain company of Irish beseeching him to walk once more among them. “Deeply moved,” 



he says, “I could read no more.” Nevertheless, because of the shortcomings of his education, he was reluctant 

for a long time to respond to the call. Even on the eve of embarkation for Ireland he was beset by doubts of his 

fitness for the task. Once in the field, however, his hesitations vanished. Utterly confident in the Lord, he 

journeyed far and wide, baptizing and confirming with untiring zeal. In diplomatic fashion he brought gifts to a 

kinglet here and a lawgiver there but accepted none from any. On at least one occasion, he was cast into chains. 

On another, he addressed with lyrical pathos a last farewell to his converts who had been slain or kidnapped by 

the soldiers of Coroticus.  

 

The phenomenal success of Patrick's mission is not, however, the full measure of his personality. Since his 

writings have come to be better understood, it is increasingly recognized that, despite their occasional 

incoherence, they mirror a truth and a simplicity of the rarest quality. Not since St. Augustine of Hippo had any 

religious diarist bared his inmost soul as Patrick did in his writings. As D.A. Binchy, the most austerely critical 

of Patrician (i.e., of Patrick) scholars, has put it, “The moral and spiritual greatness of the man shines through 

every stumbling sentence of his rustic Latin.” (http://www.biography.com/people/st-patrick-9434729?page=1) 

What gave Patrick the courage to return to the land of his captivity to preach to its inhabitants the freedom of 

the Gospel? Perhaps it was because his heart had been softened and soaked by the rain of God’s love.  

 

Can the same be said of our hearts?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: March 19th - March 24th  
 

(March 19, 2012: Joseph, Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary)  

* * * * * 

 

“Joseph her husband was a righteous man…”  

 

In a conference (The Virtues of St. Joseph) he gave to the Sisters of the Visitation, St. Francis de Sales 

remarked:  

 

“Now, our glorious St. Joseph was endowed with four great virtues (constancy, perseverance, strength and 

valor) and practiced them marvelously well. As regards his constancy, did he not display it wonderfully when 

seeing Our Lady with child, and, not knowing how that could be, his mind was tossed with distress, perplexity 

and trouble? Yet, in spite of all, he never complained, he was never harsh or ungracious towards his holy 

Spouse, but remained just as gentle and respectful in his demeanor as he had ever been…..” (Living Jesus, 

p.184)  

 

Joseph experienced more than a little turmoil in his role as husband and father of the Holy Family. However, 

being the just and righteous man that he was, Joseph never took out his frustrations on his wife or on his son. 

Rather, he accepted life’s ups and downs as expressions of God’s will for him.  

 

God grant us the grace to imitate the example of St. Joseph. Help us to take whatever comes in life without 

taking it out on others – especially, on those we love the most.  

* * * * * 

(March 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Rise, take up your mat, and walk.”  

 

http://www.biography.com/people/st-patrick-9434729?page=1


A touching story in today’s Gospel from John. Jesus encounters a man who has been disabled virtually all his 

life. The man hopes to be healed by being immersed in the waters of a pool believed to hold miraculous power, 

but insofar as somebody else always manages to get to the pool ahead of him, his hopes for healing remain 

unfulfilled.  

 

It’s remarkable what Jesus does for him. He doesn’t offer to carry the man over to the pool. He doesn’t offer to 

immerse the man into the pool. Jesus heals the disabled man on the very spot on which he had been marooned 

for nearly four decades.  

 

Simply put, Jesus didn’t make the man work for His healing. Jesus didn’t make the man work for His love. 

Jesus administered his healing touch freely and without condition.  

 

How often do we make someone work for our love before we decide to share it? How often do we make 

someone work for our healing touch before we choose to grant it? How often do we make someone crawl 

before we decide to help them to walk? That’s certainly not how God acts.  

 

Why should we?  

* * * * * 

(March 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“For the LORD comforts his people and shows mercy to his afflicted…”  

 

Today’s reading from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah paints the picture of a God who lifts up those who are 

weighed down. He is a God who clears a path for those burdened by the journey. He is a God who gives drink 

to the thirsty and food to the hungry. In short, our God goes out of His way to help those who are down and 

out. In a world with its share of challenges, trials and difficulty, our God is a God who lightens the load.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“We must take the greatest consolation from seeing how God exercises His mercy by the many diverse favors 

he distributes among angels and men – in heaven, and on earth – and how He exercises His justice by an 

infinite variety of trials and difficulties. Hence, death, affliction sweat and toil with which life abounds are by 

God’s justice the consequences of sin, but they are also by God’s sweet mercy ladders upon which to ascend to 

heaven, means by which to increase and grace and merits whereby to obtain glory. Indeed, blessed are poverty, 

hunger, thirst, sorrow sickness death and persecution: they are consequences of our humanity which 

nevertheless are so steeped and aromatized in God’s love, goodness and mercy that theirs is a most sweet 

bitterness.” (TLG Bk IX, Chapter 1, p.98)  

 

Trials and difficulties are a part of life. Fortunately for us, God seizes these same trials and difficulties as 

opportunities to console us, support us, nourish us and sustain us.  

 

How – in the name of this merciful, generous God – do we do the same for one another?  

* * * * * 

(March 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Moses, his chosen one, withstood him in the breach…”  

 

Moses and Jesus have at least one thing in common: they were willing to go the wall for the people they cared 

about.  



 

In Moses’ case, he dissuades God from punishing the Israelites out of anger for their infidelity. Moses puts his 

own life on the line in order to convince God to exercise mercy rather than justice. Moses is an advocate for his 

people.  

 

In Jesus’ case, he continues to reach out to the poor and marginalized despite the growing hostility of the 

Scribes and Pharisees. Jesus puts His own life on the line in order to convince His religious peers to seek 

mercy rather than justice. Jesus is an advocate for His people.  

 

How about us? How far are we willing to go to be an advocate for others, especially for those most in need?  

* * * * * 

(March 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted…”  

 

Even a cursory reading of both the Old Testament and the New Testament demonstrates that Yahweh has a 

special place in His heart for the weak, the poor, the lonely, the disadvantaged, the marginalized, the exploited, 

the vanquished and the down-and-out. But there’s more to Yahweh than this. God also has plenty of room in 

His heart for the strong, the wealthy, the powerful, the streamlined, the victorious and the up-and-comers.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales remarked: “The Apostle (St. Paul) says, ‘Rejoice with 

those who rejoice; weep with those who weep.” (Part III, Chapter 1, p. 121) God finds room in his heart for all 

people and for all occasions. God’s heart knows that it takes all kinds and all times to promote His kingdom on 

this earth.  

 

How much room do we have in our hearts? Are all welcomed?  

* * * * * 

(March 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Does our law condemn a man before it first hears him and finds out what he is doing…”  

 

It’s very tempting to judge others by their appearance. It’s very tempting to judge others by what others say 

about them. It’s very tempting to judge others by first impressions.  

 

It’s also very wrong.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “How offensive to God are rash judgments. 

When the children of men pass judgment on others they usurp the office of our Lord. They are rash because 

every man has enough on which to judge himself without taking it upon himself to judge his neighbor. By 

judging our neighbor on every occasion we never stop doing what is forbidden and we never do what is 

expected of us, that is, the challenge to judge ourselves.”  

 

In another place, Scripture tells us this about God: “Not by appearance does He judge.”  

 

As people made in God’s image and likeness, can the same be said about us?  

* * * * *  
      



Spirituality Matters 2012: March 26th - March 31st  
 

(March 26, 2012: Annunciation of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

“Here I am, Lord; I come to do your will…”  

 

Today’s Scripture showcases several examples of people who came to do God’s will. In the Gospel we see 

how the angel Gabriel did God’s will by announcing to Mary that she had been chosen to be the mother of the 

Messiah. In the Gospel we see how Mary did God’s will by accepting the invitation to be the mother of the 

Messiah. In the Letter to the Hebrews we hear of how Jesus did his Father’s will by offering his life for us.  

 

Each of us, likewise, is called to do God’s will. How do we do that? Francis de Sales counsels us not to 

overlook the obvious:  

 

“Find out what God wants, and when you know, try to do his will happily or at least bravely. Over and above 

that we must love God’s will and the obligations it lays upon us. You know very well into what sauce he has 

put you, into what state of life and condition. This is the center of perfection at which we must aim, and 

whoever gets closest to it will win the prize. Don’t lose heart. Gradually train your will to follow God’s will 

wherever it leads. See that your will is strongly roused as soon as your conscience tells you. God wants 

this…” (p. 89)  

 

In a nutshell, Francis de Sales gives us a three-point process for conforming our will to God’s will. First, 

discover God’s will for you. Second, do God’s will for you. Third, love God’s will for you.  

 

Just remember - this is a process. It doesn’t happen overnight. In fact, it takes a life time.  

* * * * * 

(March 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The people complained…”  

 

In Part III, Chapter 3 of his Introduction to the Devout Life Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Complain as little as possible about the wrongs you suffer. Undoubtedly a person who complains commits a 

sin by doing so, since self-love always feels that injuries are worse than they really are…” (p. 130)  

 

Is complaining a sin? Francis de Sales certainly believed so. Insofar as complaining tends to exaggerate the 

magnitude of the difficulties we endure, complaining also tends to minimize – or even ignore – God’s 

generosity toward us, leading to a spirit of ingratitude. That might explain Francis de Sales’ take on 

complaining. However, we do know this for sure: complaining – especially chronic complaining – is 

poisonous. Complaining – especially constant complaining – is toxic. If you have any doubt about that just 

spend fifteen minutes in the company of a complaining person!  

 

Today’s story from the Book of Numbers is a case in point. As bad as life may have become for the Israelites 

while they wandered in the desert (food, water, heat, fatigue), things got really bad after they complained 

against God and Moses. Poisonous serpents – we are told – appeared in their midst; their venom took the lives 

of many, bringing an (obvious) end to their complaints. Perhaps the poisonous snakes weren’t snakes at all. 
Rather, maybe the snakes came in the form of those Israelites who complained about how tough they had it and 

who, in the process of complaining, forgot all the good things that God had done for them including, we might 

add, freeing them from slavery!  



 

When it comes to complaining, we all have our moments. We all have our “why me?” moments. We all 

experience times and seasons when we feel put upon or put out. In our more sober moments, however, we also 

know this: not only does complaining not make things better, but it also usually makes things worse.  

 

The moral of the story? Don’t allow the occasional complaint to become a way of life, robbing you of life in 

the process.  

* * * * * 

(March 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We will not serve your god or worship the golden statue that you set up…”  

 

Francis de Sales identifies “courage unto death” as one of the “great” virtues, a virtue that frequently leads to 

the most heroic virtue of all - martyrdom.  

 

Today’s reading from the Book of Deuteronomy powerfully illustrates the power of both a “great” virtue and 

the most heroic virtue of all. Three brothers willingly give their lives rather than surrender to the worship an 

alien – that is, a false – god. Three brothers consciously chose to die rather than to live a lie.  

 

False gods come in all shapes and sizes. Some of them include: power, perception, reputation, social status, 

educational background, appearances, looks, youth, prestige, influence, wealth, popularity, likeability…just to 

name a few. While each of these false gods may be good when in their proper place, they become something 

entirely different when they attempt to take God’s place.  

 

Are we strong enough to face that challenge? Are we courageous enough to avoid the temptation to settle for 

less? Are we heroic enough to have no false gods before – or over – us? Who – or what – do we choose to 

serve?  

* * * * * 

(March 29, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord remembers his covenant forever…”  

 

From a purely human standpoint, what is the worse thing that can happen to a person? Is it illness? Is it 

betrayal? Is it imprisonment? Is it death? Perhaps the worse thing that can happen isn’t any of the above. 

Perhaps the worse thing that can happen is to be forgotten…to be remembered no more.  

 

Today’s selection from the Book of Genesis and the Responsorial Psalm should be a source of great 

consolation to us who fear being forgotten. When we read/hear that “the Lord remembers his covenant forever” 

what is really being said is that the Lord remembers us forever. The Lord will never forget, forsake or abandon 

us. In a conference to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“It is quite certain that when God calls any one to a state of life, He binds himself - in consequence by his 

Divine Providence - to furnish that person with all the aids required to become perfect in that vocation….God 

does this out of his mercy and infinite goodness. A great king who levies troops for war is bound out of 

prudence and foresight to arm them with weapons, for what good would it be to form an army and then send 

them out to fight unarmed? If he did so the king would justly be taxed with great imprudence. So, too, the 

Divine Majesty never fails in care of foresight. To make us believe more firmly he has bound and pledged 

himself so absolutely to us that we must never for a moment think there could be any failure on his part even 

when we do not do well. Observe also that when I say that God pledges to give to those whom he calls all the 



qualifications necessary to make them perfect in their vocation, I do not say that he gives them all at once 

…” (On Voting in Community, pp. 330-332)  

 

God doesn’t create us only to turn around and forget us. God gives us everything we need – over time – to be 

the people he wants us to be. Better, yet, God doesn’t only give us what we need; God walks with us every step 

of the way.  

 

Don’t ever forget that God never forgets you.  

* * * * * 

(March 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have shown you many good works: for which of these are you trying to stone me?”  

 

Despite his best – and consistent – efforts at doing the Father’s will by doing good for others, Jesus couldn’t 

win for losing when it came to his detractors. Powerless to refute Jesus’ good works, his enemies would take 

issue with the timing of his miracles (e.g., on the Sabbath) or would impugn his motivation (e.g. making 

himself God). Jesus learned the hard way that sometimes ‘you’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t’ 

when it comes to doing the right thing.  

 

In Part IV, Chapter 1 of his Introduction to the Devout Life Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“We can never please the world unless we lose ourselves together with it. It is so demanding that it can’t be 

satisfied. ‘John came neither eating nor drinking,’ says the Savior, and you say, ‘He has a devil.’ ‘The Son of 

man came eating and drinking’ and you say that he is ‘a Samaritan.’ The world looks at us with an evil eye and 

we can never please it. The world always thinks evil and when it can’t condemn our actions it will condemn 

our intentions. Whatever we do, the world will wage war on us.” (p. 236)  

 

In a perfect world doing good should be its own reward. As we all know, this world is far from perfect. 

Therefore, we shouldn’t be stunned if we discover that sometimes ‘no good deed goes unpunished.’ 

Notwithstanding the opposition to his message and his ministry, no amount of opposition could deter Jesus 

from doing what was right.  

 

Nor should it deter us.  

* * * * * 

(March 31, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I will make them one nation upon the land…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“God draws marvelous distinctions of persons and other things that succeed one another in seasons, ages and 

times, each one in its order as they were destined to be. The supreme unity of the divine is opposed to 

confusion and disorder but not to distinction and variety. On the contrary, it employs these last to bring forth 

beauty by reducing all difference and diversity to proportion, proportion to order and order to the unity of the 

world, which comprises all things, both visible and invisible. All these together are called the universe, perhaps 

because all their diversity is reduced to unity, as if one were to say ‘unidiverse,’ that is, unique and diverse, 

unique along with diversity and diverse along with unity.” (Book II, Chapter 2. p. 106)  

 

Call calls us to be his people. God calls us to be “one nation upon the land.” God calls us to be his family. But 



being a member of God’s people, nation or family doesn’t require us all to be the same or to become 

indistinguishable, one from another; that’s nothing but uniformity. By contrast, God invites us to work for 

unity, a togetherness that requires each person – ironically enough – to become his own unique self. We might 

be called to form one nation, but the only way to do that – from a Salesian perspective, at least – is to challenge 

each individual member of the nation to stand up and be counted.  

 

For whom he or she uniquely is.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: April 2nd - April 7th  
 

(April 2, 2012: Monday of Holy Week)  

* * * * * 

 

“Here is my servant whom I uphold, my chosen one with whom I am pleased, upon whom I have put my 

Spirit…”  

 

Obviously, Jesus is the servant whom God upholds. Obviously, Jesus is God’s servant. Obviously, Jesus is one 

upon whom God has put his Spirit.  

 

Not so obvious? You are the servant that God upholds. You are God’s servant. You are one upon whom God 

has put his Spirit.  

 

How obvious is that to the people whose lives you touch?  

* * * * * 

(April 3, 2012: Tuesday of Holy Week)  

* * * * * 

 

"The Lord called me from birth; from my mother’s womb he gave me my name...”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Consider that a certain number of years ago you were not yet in the world and that your present being was 

truly nothing. My soul, where were you at that time? The world had already existed for a long time, but of us 

there was yet nothing. God has drawn you out of that nothingness to make you what you now are and he has 

done so solely out of his own goodness and without need of you. Consider the nature God has given you. It is 

the highest in this visible world. It is capable of eternal life and of being perfectly united to his Divine 

Majesty.” (Part I, Chapter 9, p. 53)  

 

From all eternity God chose to create us out of nothing and to make us something…to make us someone. What 

return can we make other than to stand in awe of God’s generosity towards us?  

 

And to live accordingly!  

* * * * * 

(April 4, 2012: Wednesday of Holy Week)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord God has given me a well-trained tongue, that I might know how to speak to the weary…”  

 



In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘If a man does not offend in word, he is a perfect man,’ says St. James. Be careful never to let an indecent 

word leave your lips, for even if you do not speak with an evil intention those who hear it may take it a 

different way. An evil word falling into a weak heart grows and spreads like a drop of oil on a piece of linen 

cloth. Sometimes it seizes the heart in such a way as to fill it with a thousand unclean thoughts and temptations. 

Just as bodily poison enters through the moth, so what poisons the heart gets in through the ear and the tongue 

that utters it is a murderer. Perhaps the poison the mouth casts forth does not always produce its effect because 

it finds its hearers’ hearts guarded by some protective remedy. Still it was not for want of malice that it did not 

bring about their death. No man can tell me that he speaks without thinking.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 26, pp. 

194-195)  

 

People who are weary – people who are tired – people who are worn down – are especially vulnerable to the 

words that others speak to them.  

 

What words will we speak - those that bring others down or those that raise others up?  

* * * * * 

(April 5, 2012: Holy Thursday)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do you realize what I have done for you?”  

 

Ask yourself the question: How much time do I spend on any given day considering everything that God has 

done for me?  

* * * * * 

(April 6, 2012: Good Friday)  

* * * * * 

 

“He learned obedience from what he suffered…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Our Savior himself has declared, ‘By our patience you will win your souls.’ It is man’s greatest happiness to 

possess his own soul, and the more perfect our patience the more completely do we possess our souls. We must 

often recall that our Lord has saved us by his suffering and endurance and that we must work out our salvation 

by sufferings and afflictions, enduring with all possible meekness the injuries, denials and discomforts we 

meet.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, p. 128)  

 

Jesus learned obedience by what he suffered. That is, Jesus learned to listen to the voice of his Father by his 

practice of endurance, that is, through his willingness to see things through to the end. In so doing, he 

experienced the happiness and joy that even his suffering and death could not vanquish.  

 

Can the same be said of us?  

* * * * * 

(April 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 
"God looked at everything he had made, and he found it very good…”  

 



In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “When he created things God commanded 

plants to bring forth their fruits, each one according to its kind. In like manner he commands Christians – the 

living plants of the Church – to bring forth the fruits of devotion, each according to one’s position and 

vocation…” (Part I, Chapter 3, p. 43)  

 

Even before God created things – including us – God intended to underscore his love for the created order by 

becoming one of us in the person of his Son. Francis de Sales believed that it was the Incarnation that became 

the motivation for Creation. Thus, Creation made possible the ultimate expression of God’s love for the 

universe: the Word Made Flesh, Jesus Christ. Because of “The Fall” the Incarnation took on an additional 

purpose: to save us from our sins.  

 

Tonight’s readings from Scripture testify to the fidelity of God’s creative, incarnational and redeeming love. 

Throughout all the ups and downs of human history, one constant has remained: God’s love for us. A love to 

the death…a love all about life.  

 

How can we show our gratitude for so wonderful – and faithful – a love: by bringing forth the fruits of 

devotion! In so doing, we continue the creative, incarnational and redemptive action of the God who loved us 

before the creation – and redemption – of the world.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: April 9th - April 14th  
 

(April 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not be afraid...”  

 

“Terrible thing, to live in fear. Brooks Hatlen knew it. Knew it all too well. All I want is to be back where 

things make sense. Where I won't have to be afraid all the time…” (Morgan Freeman as Ellis Boyd Redding 

in The Shawshank Redemption.)  

 

In a letter he wrote to Jane de Chantal on the 6th of August 1606, Francis de Sales gave the following counsel:  

 

“St. Peter, seeing that the storm was raging, was afraid. As soon as he was frightened, he began to sink and to 

drown, leading him to cry out: ‘O Lord, save me.’ Our Lord caught hold of his hand and said to him: “O you of 

little faith, why did you doubt?’ Look at this holy apostle; he walks dry foot on the water, the waves and the 

winds could not make him sink, but fear of the wind and waves will make him perish unless his master saves 

him. Fear is a greater evil than the evil itself. O daughter of little faith, what do you fear? No, do not be afraid; 

you are walking on the sea, surrounded by wind and water, but you are with Jesus:; so what is there to 

fear?” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 125)  

 

What is there to fear? Great question! Perhaps that is the first step to not being afraid. Perhaps that is the first 

step to avoid living in fear: to name what it is that you are tempted to fear.  

 

Make sense?  

* * * * * 

(April 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit…”  



 

In today’s selection from the Acts of the Apostles we hear St. Peter speaking of the gift – singular – of the 

Holy Spirit! Generally speaking we are used to speaking of the gifts – plural – of the Holy Spirit. Sounds 

strange to us, but not to St. Francis de Sales! In his Treatise on the Love of God, he wrote:  

 

“The glorious St. Paul speaks thus, ‘But the fruit of the spirit is charity, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, long-suffering, mildness, faith, modesty, constancy and chastity.’ Theotimus, see how this divine 

Apostle enumerates these twelve fruits of the Holy Spirit but sets them down as only one fruit. He does not say 

‘The fruits of the Spirit are charity, joy’ but ‘the fruit of the Spirit is charity, joy…’ The meaning of this 

manner of expression is this: ‘The charity of God is poured forth into our hearts by the Holy Spirit who has 

been given to us.’ Charity is truly the sole fruit of the Holy Spirit, but this one fruit has an infinite number of 

excellent properties…” (TLG, Book XI, Chapter 19, p. 251)  

 

In the big scheme of things, it is fair to say that the fundamental gift (singular) of the Holy Spirit is love - pure 

and simple. As Francis de Sales reminds us, however, this single gift has an “infinite number of excellent 

properties.” As temples of the Holy Spirit – as dwelling places of the Spirit’s gift of love – how many of the 

excellent properties associated with this one gift will we exhibit in our relationships with other people today?  

* * * * * 

(April 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have neither silver nor gold, but what I do have I I give to you…”  

 

This simple phrase spoken by Peter in today’s selection from the Acts of the Apostles serves as a simple 

shorthand for the Beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” (Matthew 5: 3 – 11)  

 

Being poor in spirit requires that we do three things. First, we need to acknowledge our poverty; we need to 

name that which we lack. Second, we need to acknowledge our wealth; we need to name that which we 

possess. Third, we need to be willing to share our possessions – be they little, or great – with others. Taken 

together, these steps can help us to be generous people.  

 

Peter named his poverty; he named what he lacked. However, he was just as quick to state that he willingly 

shared with others what he did possess. As the Acts of the Apostles clearly demonstrates, Peter was a generous 

person in his service to Jesus’ mission and to God’s people!  

 

How about us? How comfortable are we with acknowledging what we don’t have? By the same token, how 

comfortable are we with acknowledging what we do have…and how willing are we to share that with others?  

 

Be it little, great or something in between?  

* * * * * 

(April 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The disciples recounted how they had come to recognize him in the breaking of bread…”  

 

“Breaking bread…” Sharing food, sharing drink, sharing a meal. Something so simple, but it is in the context 

of such a common, ordinary, everyday human experience that the Risen Christ reveals himself!  

 

Of course, “breaking bread” isn’t just about food and drink. It speaks of relationship; it speaks of intimacy; it 

speaks of welcoming another; it speaks of being home with another; it speaks of sharing who we are with 

another.  



 

In the space of any given week how many times do we ‘break bread” with others? Ever stop to think how the 

Risen Christ may be trying to reveal something of himself in the context of these common, ordinary and 

everyday human experiences in extraordinary ways?  

* * * * * 

(April 13, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Jesus revealed himself again to his disciples...”  

 

Familiar with the term “one-hit wonder?”  

 

“A one-hit wonder is a person or act known mainly for only a single success. The term is most often used to 

describe music performers with only one hit single. Some one-hit wonders are the result of novelty songs 

during fads. Examples include Rick Dees’ "Disco Duck", related to the disco craze of the 1970s; C. W. 

McCall's "Convoy", related to the CB radio craze of the 1970s; and Buckner & Garcia’s "Pac-Man Fever", 

related to the 1980s-era arcade game Pac-Man.”  

 

“Some artists, such as the Big Bopper, had their careers cut short by death (in the Big Bopper's case, in a fatal 

plane crash that also killed two other musicians), while others, such as New Radicals and The La's, broke up 

immediately after their one hit. In the 1960s and early 1970s, session bands such as Edison Lighthouse or Alive 

N Kickin' producing just a single 45 record were common. More commonly, however, one-hit wonders are 

serious-minded musicians who struggled to continue their success after their popularity waned.”  

 

“Because one-hit wonders are often popular for only a brief time, their hits often have nostalgic value and are 

featured on era-centric compilations and soundtracks to period films. One-hit wonders are normal in any era of 

pop music, but are most common during reigns of entire genres that do not last for more than a few years, such 

as disco, new wave and grunge. (Wikipedia)”  

 

When it came to post-Resurrection appearances, Jesus was no one-hit wonder. Between the time of his 

Resurrection and his Ascension, Scripture records at least ten distinct appearances at different places, different 

times and to different people. Jesus spoke to, ate and drank with and embraced a wide swathe of people during 

these appearances - some small and intimate, others large and public.  

 

Of course, our Catholic-Christian tradition contains countless accounts of how the Risen Jesus continues to 

reveal himself in the lives of ordinary, everyday people in everyday, ordinary circumstances. Put another way, 

when it comes to post-Resurrection appearances, the hits keep coming.  

 

How might the Risen Jesus reveal himself to you today?  

* * * * * 

(April 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Perceiving them as uneducated, ordinary men, the leaders, elders and scribes were amazed…[at] the 

companions of Jesus…”  

 

Recall the words of Jesus in Chapter 11:25 of Matthew’s Gospel: “I thank you Father, Lord of heaven and 

earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and the clever, and you have revealed them to 

children…”  

 

William Barclay made the following observation about Jesus’ statement:  



 

“Jesus is speaking out of his own experience, the experience that the Rabbis and the wise men rejected him, 

and the simple people accepted him. The intellectuals had no use for him; the humble welcomed him. We must 

be careful to see clearly what Jesus meant here. He is very far from condemning intellectual power; what he is 

condemning is intellectual pride. As Plummer has it, ‘The heart – not the head – is the home of the Gospel.’ It 

is not cleverness which shuts out; it is pride. It is not stupidity which admits; it is humility. A man may be as 

wise as Solomon, but if he lacks the simplicity, the trust and the innocence of the childlike heart, he shuts 

himself out.” (Daily Study Bible, Gospel of Matthew, Volume 2, pp. 13 – 14)  

 

Francis de Sales tells us that love of knowledge is a good thing. However, knowledge is only valuable to the 

extent that it empowers us to love. It’s not enough to know the things of God; we need to know God in order 

that we might better love him.  

 

And love one another!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: April 16th - April 21st  
 

(April 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness…”  

 

Many of us have been brought up to believe that boldness is something that we should eschew. This may be 

especially true for those who have ever been addressed at some point in their lives as a “bold, brazen article!” 

Certainly not an accolade that folks would normally seek!  

 

Not so Peter and John. No sooner had they been released from imprisonment that they resumed proclaiming the 

Good News publically with vim and vigor, apparently without much – if any – care or concern about their own 

health, wealth or welfare. There can be no doubt that the Pharisees, Scribes and Elders might have considered 

Peter and John to be – in their own way – “bold, brazen articles!” Then again, these same Pharisees, Scribes 

and Elders had the same opinion of Jesus.  

 

It’s probably safe to say that on most days we preach and practice the Gospel in measured, discrete and 

considerate way. We’re not trying to make waves; we’re not trying to draw crowds. But there are times in our 

lives when it is both fitting – and perhaps even imperative – that we proclaim and preach the Gospel in ways 

that other people might consider to be bold, perhaps even brazen!  

 

In those moments, do we have the courage to do so?  

* * * * * 

(April 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"The community of believers was of one heart and mind...”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘By the Word,’ St. John said, that is, by that eternal Word who is the Son of God, ‘all things were made.’ 

Therefore, since this Word is most simple and most single, it produces all the variety among things. Since it is 

unchanging, it produces all changes that are good. Finally, since it abides eternally, it gives to all things their 



succession, changes, order rank and season.” (TLG, Book II, Chapter 2, p. 106)  

 

De Sales reminds us of one very important aspect of any community and/or family - diversity! While the early 

Christian “community of believers” may have been of one heart and mind, it’s tough to imagine that this could 

be achieved without its share of challenges, conflicts and controversy. The fact that community always has its 

share of diversity begs the question: “What distinguishes a community that is “of one heart and mind” from 

one that is not? Perhaps it’s the ability – and the willingness – to agree on the things or values in life that really 

matter in order to build consensus around the issues that are really worth honoring as non-negotiables.  

 

How does your community measure up?  

* * * * * 

(April 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Whoever lives the truth comes to the light so that his works may be clearly seen…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“When our mind is raised above the natural light of reason and begins to see the sacred truth of faith, O God, 

what joy ensues! As yet we do not see his face in the clear day of glory, but as it were in the first dawn of the 

day. If divine truths are so sweet when proposed in the obscure light of faith, O God, what shall those truths be 

like when we contemplate them in the noonday light of glory! We will see God manifest with 

incomprehensible clarity the wonders and eternal secrets of his supreme truth and with such light that our 

intellect will see in its very presence what it had believed here below!” (TLG, Book III, Chapter 29, pp. 189-

190)  

 

Living in the light of God’s truth enables us to clearly see God’s works in our lives. May our attempts at living 

in the light of God’s truth also enable other people to clearly see our works in their lives! After all, while we do 

walk by faith, we also walk by sight!  

 

How does what people see in me give witness to the truth of what God sees in all of us?  

* * * * * 

(April 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The one who is of earth is earthly and speaks of earthly things…  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid, unaffected and honest. Be on guard against 

equivocation, ambiguity or dissimulation. While it is not always advisable to say everything that is true, it is 

never permissible to speak against the truth. Therefore, you must become accustomed never to tell a deliberate 

lie whether to excuse yourself or for some other purpose, remembering always that God is the ‘God of 

truth’…Although we may sometime discreetly and prudently hide and disguise the truth by an equivocal 

statement, this must never be done except when the matter is important and God’s glory and service clearly 

require it. In any other such case such tricks are dangerous. As the sacred word tells us, the Holy Spirit does 

not dwell in a deceitful or slippery soul. No artifice is as good and desirable as plain dealing. Worldly prudence 

and earthly artifice belong to the children of this world, but the children of God walk a straight path and their 

heart is without guile. Lying, double-dealing and dissimilation are always signs of a weak, mean mind.” (IDL, 

Part III, Chapter 30, p. 206)  

 



How can I tell if I am a person “who is of earth” or “who is of heaven”? In the opinion of Francis de Sales, 

look no further than the kind of words that come out of your mouth.  

 

Do your words give testimony to the truth, or do your words obfuscate the truth?  

* * * * * 

(April 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“What good are these for so many?”  

 

Overwhelmed by the size and scope of the needs of the throng gathered before them, we can understand the 

skepticism of Philip and the other disciples regarding Jesus announced desire to feed the “large crowd.” You 

can hear it in their voices. Does Jesus really know what he’s up against? Does Jesus really grasp the situation? 

Is Jesus – perhaps – out of touch with the enormity of the challenge – and potential disaster – lying before him? 

Was it possible that Jesus had been out in the sun too long?  

 

In light of this dynamic consider this - was the miracle that Jesus subsequently – and convincingly – performed 

solely for the benefit of the “five thousand”? In addition to meeting the physical hunger of “the large crowd,” 

perhaps Jesus performed this miracle for the benefit of “the twelve.” The lesson, when faced with the needs of 

others do not discount what you bring to the table, regardless of how small or underwhelming it may appear. 

As overwhelming the hungers of other people may be, we’ll never know how much – or how little – we can do 

for them unless we first try.  

 

What good am I for so many? Remember to let Jesus weigh in on that question.  

* * * * * 

(April 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"What is there to fear?”  

 

On occasion, some homilies are worth repeating!  

 

“Terrible thing, to live in fear. Brooks Hatlen knew it. He knew it all too well. All I want is to be back where 

things make sense. Where I won't have to be afraid all the time…” (Morgan Freeman portraying Ellis Boyd 

Redding in the Shawshank Redemption.)  

 

In a letter he wrote to Jane de Chantal on the 6th of August 1606, Francis de Sales gave the following counsel:  

 

“St. Peter - seeing that the storm was raging - was afraid. As soon as he was afraid, he began to sink and to 

drown, leading him to cry out: ‘O Lord, save me.’ Our Lord caught hold of his hand and said to him: “O you of 

little faith, why did you doubt?’ Look at this holy apostle; he walks dry foot on the water, the waves and the 

winds could not make him sink, but fear of the wind and waves will make him perish unless his master saves 

him. Fear is a greater evil than the evil itself. O daughter of little faith, what do you fear? No, do not be afraid; 

you are walking on the sea, surrounded by wind and water, but you are with Jesus: so what is there to 

fear?” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 125)  

 

What is there to fear? Great question! Perhaps that is the first step to avoid living in fear and not being afraid to 

name what it is that you are tempted to – or actually do – fear.  

 

Make sense?  



* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: April 23rd - April 28th  
 

(April 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are they who follow the law of the Lord...”  

 

In today’s Gospel the question is asked of Jesus, “What can we do to accomplish the works of God?” The 

answer is found in the antiphon to today’s Responsorial Psalm: “Follow the law of the Lord.”  

 

What does it look like when we follow the law of the Lord? In the mind of St. Francis de Sales, the answer is: 

“Living a life of devotion.”  

 

“Devotion is simply that spiritual agility and vivacity by which charity works in us or by the aid of which we 

work quickly and lovingly. Just as the function of charity is to enable us to observe all of God’s 

commandments (the law of the Lord) in general and without exception, so it is the part of devotion to enable us 

to observe them more quickly and diligently.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 1, p. 40) 

 

Devotion enables us to follow the law of the Lord. Devotion enables us “to do quickly and lovingly as many 

good works as possible, both those commanded and those merely counseled or inspired.” (Ibid) Such devotion 

enables us to experience the blessings of life for ourselves; this same devotion enables us to be a blessing in the 

lives of others.  

 

How might we follow the law of the Lord today?  

* * * * * 

(April 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“What sign can you do, that we may see and believe in you?”  

 

Jesus was constantly bombarded with requests for signs. People were constantly looking for reasons to put 

their faith in Jesus, but they wanted him to perform wonders and miracles in order to be convinced. In the 

event, Jesus gave people more than enough signs for believing in him. Unfortunately, those signs fell on the 

deaf ears, blind eyes and hard hearts of people who were basically saying to Jesus: “Sure, but what have you 

done for me lately?”  

 

Aren’t we sometimes guilty of asking God for a favor, a sign or a wonder in order that we might really, really 

believe in him? Notwithstanding God’s proven track record of mercy and generosity in our regard, aren’t we 

sometimes guilty of saying to God, in effect: “Sure, but what have you done for me lately?”  

 

What remedy can we apply to the temptation of constantly asking God for signs in order that we might believe 

in him? How about asking the question, “What signs can we do in order that others may see and believe in 

him?” How can we live our lives in ways that help others to believe in God? Rather than asking for signs, we 

should be asking to be signs in other people’s lives!  

 

What have we done for God – or others – lately?  



* * * * * 

(April 25, 2012: Mark, Evangelist)  

* * * * * 

 

“Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God…”  

 

Humility is one of the great hallmarks of the Salesian tradition. It is one of two qualities that Jesus used to 

describe himself. Obviously, then, our attempts to practice humility help us in our efforts to imitate Christ, to 

“Live + Jesus”.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Many men neither wish nor dare to think over and reflect on the particular graces God has shown them 

because they are afraid that this might arouse vainglory and self-complacence. In so doing they deceive 

themselves. Since the true means to attain to love of God is consideration of God’s benefits, the more we know 

about them the more we shall love them. Nothing can so effectively humble us before God’s mercy as the 

multitude of his benefits and nothing can so deeply humble us before his justice as our countless offenses 

against him. Let us consider what he has done for us and what we have done against him, and as we reflect on 

our sins one by one let us also consider his graces one by one. There is no need to fear that knowledge of his 

gifts will make us proud if only we remember this truth: none of the good in us comes from ourselves. A lively 

consideration of graces received makes us humble because knowledge of them begets gratitude for 

them.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 5, pp. 134-135)  

 

To humble ourselves does include acknowledging our sins, weaknesses and deficiencies. Unfortunately, many 

of us stop there. True humility challenges us to name not only our sins but also to name God’s graces; true 

humility challenges us to count not only our weaknesses but also to count God’s blessings; true humility 

challenges us to acknowledge not only our littleness but also to acknowledge our greatness.  

 

In the end, the Salesian practice of humility has far less to do with putting ourselves down and a great deal 

more to do with remembering how God continues to raise us up.  

 

The Almighty has done great things for us; holy is his name and humble is our name!  

* * * * * 

(April 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“How can I understand…unless someone instructs me?”  

 

This question raised in the today’s selection from the Acts of the Apostles puts us in touch with Francis de 

Sales’ perspective on two gifts of the Holy Spirit: knowledge and understanding.  

 

The Gift of Knowledge  

 

“This divine gift, however, has little to do with mere human learning. The Spirit’s gift of knowledge is 

essential if we are to make good and effective use of the previous two gifts, if we are to know how to behave 

towards the God we mean to fear and love. It is about being capable of discerning evil to be avoided and the 

good to be sought. As the prophet says, offend no more; rather, do what is good. And be at rest always.”  

 

Mere human knowledge only enables us to know the difference between good and evil. The Spirit’s gift of 

knowledge, by contrast, actually enables us to turn away from what is evil and to put our hands to doing what 

is good.  

 



Francis concludes with this observation: “There have been saints, to be sure, who were wonderfully wise for all 

of their ignorance. There have been others, equally as certain, who have been wonderfully ignorant for all of 

their knowledge.”  

 

The Gift of Understanding  

 

“Understanding is a special enlightenment that enables us to see and penetrate the beauty and perfection of the 

mysteries of faith. We may listen to sermons, we may read widely; yet we can remain ignorant of these divine 

mysteries if we lack the gift of understanding. A simple soul, open in prayer, may gain some insight into the 

mystery of the Blessed Trinity – not to explain it, but to draw from it some secret aspect that can save – 

because the Holy Spirit has bestowed the gift of understanding. I always maintain that if anyone loses his soul, 

it is for want of following such mysteries of the faith, for example: Blessed are the poor in spirit, the kingdom 

of heaven is theirs; blessed are the patient, they shall inherit the land. Who is awake to the beauty of these 

principles, however, except those whom the Holy Spirit enlightens?”  

 

There is no substitute for the knowledge that helps us to grow in our understanding of the ways of the Lord. 

However, we must be careful not to allow knowledge to take the place of understanding. While Francis de 

Sales recognizes the need to know the difference between good and evil (and, by extension, to actually do good 

and to actually avoid evil), such knowledge only comes to full flowering when we demonstrate our 

understanding of God’s ways through our practice of the Beatitudes.  

 

Undertsand?  

(Based upon a sermon preached by St. Francis de Sales on the feast of Pentecost, date unknown. 

Translation from Pulpit and Pew: A Study in Salesian Preaching. Vincent Kerns, MSFS.) 

 

* * * * * 

(April 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Who are you?”  

 

Immortalized in our culture by Pete Townsend (and the group “The Who”) as the name of both an album and a 

song in 1978, the question “Who are you?” is also the theme to the CBS TV hit series CSI: Crime Scene 

Investigation.  

 

Setting aside the Top 40 charts and the Nielsen Ratings, however, the question gets much more personal: “Who 

– are – you?” Francis de Sales answers the question by asking us to consider the following: 

 “Consider that a certain number of years ago you were not yet in the world and that your present being 

was truly nothing.” 

 

 “Consider that God has drawn you out of nothingness to make you what you are now and he has done 

so solely out of his own goodness.” 

 



 “Consider the nature that God has given to you. It is the highest in this visible world and it capable of 

eternal life and of being perfectly united to his Divine majesty.” 

(IDL, Part I, Chapter 9, pp. 53-54)  

 

Who are you? You are someone created by God. You are someone called to grow in union with God in this 

world. You are someone destined for eternal life in the next world. Most importantly, you are someone loved 

by God.  

 

That’s all! That’s everything!  

* * * * * 

(April 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“How shall I make a return to the Lord?”  

 

In the first part of his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales raises the same question on the context 

of the “First Meditation: On Our Creation.” After considering all of God’s benefits to us, Francis asks: “What 

can I ever do to bless your holy name in a worthy manner and to render thanks to your immense mercy?” (IDL, 

Part I, Chapter 9, p. 54)  

 

Needless to say, Francis de Sales offers some suggestions as to how we might “make a return to the Lord.” 

These include: 

 “Give thanks to the Lord. ‘Bless your God, O my soul, and let all my being praise his holy name,’ for 

his goodness has drawn me out of nothing and his mercy has created me.” 

 

 “Offer. O my God, with all my heart I offer you the being you have given me. I dedicate and 

consecrate it to you.”.” 

 

 “Pray. O God, strengthen me in these affections and resolutions.” 

How can I make a return to the Lord - by being the person that God has created me to be, and by encouraging 

others to do the same!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: April 30th - May 5th  
 

(April 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Whoever does not enter through the gate but climbs over elsewhere is a thief and a robber…”  

 

Jesus wants us to “have life, and to have it to the full” (John 10:10) and he tells us there is a right way and a 



wrong way to do that. The gateway to that life is through him and through him alone; no workaround or short 

cut will suffice.  

 

In the first few pages of his book Night, Ellie Wiesel reflects upon the image of heaven offered to him by his 

mentor Moishe the Beadle: “‘There are a thousand and one gates allowing entry into the orchard of mystical 

truth. Every human being has his own gate. He must not err and wish to enter the orchard through a gate other 

than his own. That would present a danger not only for the one entering but also for those who are already 

inside.’ Thus began my initiation. Together we would read, over and over again, not to learn it by heart but to 

discover within the very essence of divinity. And in the course of those evenings I became convinced that 

Moishe the Beadle would help me enter eternity, into that time when question and answer would become 

ONE.”  

 

From a Salesian perspective, this makes absolute sense. Many people make the mistake of thinking that in 

order to “have life, and to have life to the full” they must become someone they’re not; many people make the 

mistake of believing they must become someone else; many people make the mistake of trying try to enter 

“through a gate other than” their own. Francis de Sales’ advice? “Be who you are, and be that perfectly well.”  

 

In the big scheme of things, Jesus is the one and only gateway to life. Still, Jesus is big enough to 

accommodate the fact that no two people enter through him in exactly the same way; no two people experience 

that fullness of life by walking in the exact same footsteps.  

 

Do you want to experience fullness of life on earth? Do you want to experience fullness of life in heaven? Then 

don’t live someone else’s life.  

 

Like Jesus, try to live your own life as best you can.  

* * * * * 

(May 1, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"He rejoiced and encouraged them all to remain faithful to the Lord in firmness of heart...”  

 

Firmness - or strength - of heart is an invaluable asset in the pursuit of devotion, especially as we deal with the 

ups and downs of daily life. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“We must try to keep our heart steadily, unshakably equal during the great variety and inequality of daily 

events. Even though everything turns and changes around us, our hearts must remain unchanging and ever 

looking, striving and aspiring toward God.”(IDL, Book IV, Chapter 13, p. 256)  

 

A little further along in this chapter, Francis de Sales makes a distinction between tenderness of heart and 

firmness of heart. He continues:  

 

“Some men think about God’s goodness and our Savior’s passion, feel great tenderness of heart, and are thus 

aroused to utter sighs, tears and prayers, and acts of thanksgiving so ardently that we say that their hearts have 

been filled with intense devotion. But when a test comes, we see how different things can get. Just as in the hot 

summer passing showers send down drops that fall on the earth but do not sink into it and serve only to 

produce mushrooms, so also these tender tears may fall on a vicious heart but do not penetrate and are 

therefore completely useless to it.” (IDL, Book IV, Chapter 13, pp. 257-258)  

 

Tenderness of heart and firmness of heart both have their place in the pursuit of holiness. Tenderness of heart 

can help us to enjoy the good times; firmness of heart can help us get through the tough times.  



 

What kind of heart might you need to have today?  

* * * * * 

(May 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“His commandment is eternal life…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Many men keep the commandments in the same way that sick men take medicine – more from fear of dying 

in damnation than for the joy of living according to our Savior’s will. Just as some people dislike taking 

medicine – now matter how pleasant it may be – simply because it is called medicine, so there are some souls 

who hold in horror things commanded simply because they are commanded. On the contrary, a loving heart 

loves the commandments. The more difficult they are the sweeter sand more agreeable it finds them since this 

more perfectly pleases the beloved and gives him greater honor. It pours forth and sings hymns of joy when 

God teaches it his commandments. The pilgrim who goes on his way joyously singing adds the labor of singing 

to that of walking, and yet by this increase of labor he actually lessens his weariness and lightens the hardship 

of the journey. In like manner the devout lover finds such sweetness in the commandments that nothing in this 

mortal life comforts and refreshes him so much as the precious burden’s of God’s precepts.” (TLG, Book XIII, 

Chapter 5, pp. 67-68)  

 

Perhaps in this observation from Francis de Sales we can hear the echo of Jesus’ words from Matthew 11: 29 – 

30: “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart.”  

 

Seeing the commandments of God as tough medicine that cures our sickness can surely weigh us down; seeing 

the commandments of God as that which keep us healthy can surely lift us up.  

 

How will you see – and experience – God’s commandments today: as burden, or bounty?  

* * * * * 

(May 3, 2012: Sts. Philip and James, Apostles)  

* * * * * 

 

“Hold fast to the word I preached to you…’  
 

In a letter to Andre Fremyot, Archbishop-elect of Bourges, which dealt with the topic of “Practical 

Preaching,” St. Francis de Sales wrote the following about the purpose of preaching:  

 

“What end should a person have in view when preaching a sermon? The aim and intention should be to do 

what our Lord told us when he came into this world to do: ‘I have come so that they may have life, and have it 

more abundantly.’ The preacher’s object, then, is that sinners who are dead through sin may come to life again 

with a life that looks toward right doing and that the good – who possess spiritual life within them – may have 

it yet more abundantly, may become more and more perfect…So the preacher should say to himself when he is 

in the pulpit: “I have come so that these people here may have life, and have it more abundantly.” (Pulpit and 

Pew: A Study in Salesian Preaching, pp. 37 – 38)  

 

While not all of us are called to preach from a pulpit, all of us are called to preach the Good News of Jesus 

Christ through our actions. When we preach to others through the lives we attempt to live, to what do they find 

themselves holding fast: a more – or less – abundant life?  



* * * * * 

(May 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not let your hearts be troubled…”  

 

We all have a deep seated fear. Using the image of musical chairs, we fear, when the music stops, there won’t 

be a chair for us. Jesus promises that that won’t happen because he has prepared a place for each and every one 

of us. This promise from Jesus is a great remedy for our fear of being left out.  

 

From a Salesian perspective, however, the “place” that Jesus promises to create for us is not found exclusively 

in heaven; Jesus has also created a unique place, role or niche for each of us here on this earth: a place in which 

we are called to be sources of his life and his love in the lives of other people.  

 

How will that place – and the people in it – be better for the way you live your life today?  

* * * * * 

(May 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"The disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit…”  

 

One of the manifestations of living life in the Spirit is happiness and joy. In a conference to the Sisters of the 

Visitation, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“The virtue of cheerfulness requires that we should contribute to holy and temperate joy and to pleasant 

conversation, which may serve as a consolation and recreation to our neighbor so as to not weary and annoy 

him with our knit brows and melancholy faces…..”(Conference IV, On Cordiality, Book IV, p. 59)  

 

In a letter to St. Jane de Chantal written not long following their first encounter during the Lenten mission that 

he preached, Francis specifically cites the relationship between joy and religious liberty:  

 

“No loss or lack can sadden one whose heart is perfectly free. I am not saying that it is impossible for such a 

person to lose his joy, but it will not be for long.”…..” (Selected Letters, Stopp, p. 71)  

 

In a letter to a young novice who attempted to live the life of a Benedictine sister (but who subsequently left 

the convent) Francis de Sales underscored the importance of being joyful…or, at least, of trying to be:  

 

“Go on joyfully and with your heart as open and widely trustful as possible; if you cannot always be joyful, at 

least be brave and confident.”…..” (Selected Letters, Stopp, p. 46)  

 

It’s no accident that we Christians frequently refer to the term “Easter joy.” The power of the Resurrection – 

and the gifts of the Spirit that flow from it– should go a long way in helping us to be – among other things – 

joyful! Life being what it is, however, we aren’t always joyful people. When we find it tough to be joyful, let’s 

do our best to at least be brave and confident.  

 

And perhaps even find joy in that!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: May 7th - May 12th  
 



(May 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Not to us, O Lord, but to your name give the glory...”  

 

The Responsorial Psalm in today’s Liturgy of the Word reminds us who is in charge of this wonderful gift that 

we call “Creation”. However, that’s not to say that we don’t play a role in the growth of this wonderful gift. St. 

Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“God acts in our works, and we co-operate in God’s action. God leaves for our part all the merit and profit of 

our services and good works; we leave God all the honor and praise thereof, acknowledging that the growth, 

the progress, and the end of all the good we do depends on God’s mercy, finishing what God began. O God, 

how merciful is his goodness to us in thus distributing his bounty!”  

 

In God’s name we continue the ongoing work of creation. What do we get out of it? The answer: “All the merit 

and profit of our service and good works”, which has an impact on who we are and who we are becoming. 

What does God get out of it? The answer: “All the honor and praise thereof” which makes us both recipients 

and instruments of his creative power!  

 

Do you want to make sure to give God the glory for the gift of creation? Then try simply to remember your 

proper place in creation each and every day!  

* * * * * 

(May 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Peace I leave you; my peace I give you…”  

 

In a sermon given to the Sisters of the Visitation in 1620, Francis de Sales preached:  

 

“The Gospel’s message – like that of the Church – is peace, and peace alone. It began with peace, as we see 

from the Gospel read on our Lord’s birthday, in which the angels sing, ‘Glory to God in high heaven, and 

peace on earth to those who are God’s friends.’ The Gospel ends with our Savior saying to his apostles, ‘Peace 

is my bequest to you, and the peace I give you is mine to give. I do not give peace as the world gives it but as 

my heavenly Father gives it to me.’ He seemed to say, ‘The world doesn’t give what it promises, for it is a 

confidence man. It wins men in the beginning with profound promises but ends by giving them nothing and 

even laughs at them for allowing themselves to be taken in. But I am not promising you peace; I am actually 

giving it to you. Not any sort of peace, either, but the peace that I have received from my Father which will 

help you to overcome all your enemies and will enable you to remain on top.’” (Pulpit and Pew, pp. 203-204)  

 

In our day-to-day lives, how do we experience this peace which Jesus not merely promises, but also gives? In a 

conference to the Visitation Sisters, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“God wishes our care to be a calm and peaceful one as we proceed faithfully along the road marked out for us. 

As for the rest, we should rest in God’s fatherly care, trying as far as is possible to keep our soul at peace, for 

the place of God is in peace and in the peaceful and restful heart. You know that when the lake is very calm – 

and when the winds do not agitate its waters – on a very serene night the sky with all its stars is so perfectly 

reflected in the water that looking down into its depths the beauty of the heavens is as clearly visible as if we 

were looking up on high. So when our soul is perfectly calm, unstirred and untroubled by the winds of 

superfluous cares, unevenness of spirit and inconstancy it is very capable of reflecting in itself the image of 

Our Lord.” (Conference III, On Constancy, pp. 50-51)  

 

Why were people able to see reflections of the Father in the Person of his son, Jesus? Because in the depths of 



his soul – in his heart of hearts – Jesus managed to rest in his Father’s care. No matter what happened around 

him on any given day, Jesus was able to keep himself “calm, unstirred and untroubled”. If we are having 

trouble seeing reflections of that same Father in ourselves (or others), perhaps it is because we have some work 

to do in our own efforts to remain “calm, unstirred and untroubled” as we try to “proceed faithfully along the 

road marked out for us”.  

 

This is real peace. Don’t settle for anything less, no matter how profound the pledges or promises of others.  

* * * * * 

(May 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit…”  

 

From the perspective of St. Francis de Sales, the fruit that first comes to mind when hearing these words from 

Jesus is the most important fruit of all: charity, or the love of God. Of course, this fruit-of-fruits is manifested 

in a whole host of ways. In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The man who possesses charity has his soul clothed with a fair wedding garment which – like that of St. 

Joseph – is wrought over will all the various virtues. Moreover, it has a perfection which contains the virtue of 

all perfections and the perfection of all virtues. Hence, ‘charity is patient, is kind. Charity is not envious,’ but 

generous. ‘It is not pretentious,’ but prudent. ‘It is not puffed up’ with pride but is humble. ‘It is not ambitious’ 

or disdainful, but amiable and affable. It is not eager to exact ‘what belongs to it’ but is generous and helpful. 

‘It is not provoked,’ but peaceful. It ‘thinks no evil’ but is meek. It ‘does not rejoice over wickedness, but 

rejoices with the truth’ and in the truth. ‘It suffers all things, believes all things’ that are said concerning good 

to it easily, without stubbornness, contention or distrust. It ‘hopes all’ good things for its neighbor without ever 

losing hope of procuring his salvation. ‘It endures all things,’ waiting without agitation for what is promised to 

it…” (TLG, Book XI, Chapter 8, p. 219)  

 

How well do we remain in Jesus? Well, how patient and kind are we? How humble, amiable and affable are 

we? How meek, generous and humble are we? How truthful and hopeful are we? How patient and long-

suffering are we?  

 

Simply put, how much – and what kind of – fruit do we bear?  

* * * * * 

(May 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have told you this so that my joy might be in you and your joy might be complete…”  

 

Jesus promises his disciples that if they keep his commandments that his joy will be in them, the joy that comes 

from being faithful to the person God wants them to be. It’s the joy that comes from being true to oneself.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“It is a man’s great happiness to possess his own soul and the more perfect our patience the more perfectly do 

we possess our souls. We must often recall that our Lord has saved us by his suffering and endurance and that 

we must work out our salvation by sufferings and afflictions, enduring with all possible meekness the injuries, 

denials and discomforts we meet.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, p. 128)  

 

If Jesus was nothing else, he was self-possessed. He had a clear sense of who he was. He had a clear sense of 

his purpose and mission in life. His happiness – his joy – was rooted in his decision to remain faithful to the 



Father’s vision for him, notwithstanding the “sufferings, afflictions, injuries, denials and discomforts” that 

Jesus experienced in his attempts to do so.  

 

Do you want Jesus’ joy to be in you? Then do your level best to be self-possessed, that is, to follow the 

commandment to be faithful to who it is and how it is that God wants you to be.  

 

No matter what.  

* * * * * 

(May 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“No one has greater love than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  

 

At the conclusion of his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote: “Live Jesus, live, your death 

upon the tree, shows all your boundless love for me.”  

 

At the risk of stating the obvious, when it came to laying “down one’s life for one’s friends”, Jesus both talked 

the talk and walked the walk. Indeed, there is no greater love than giving one’s life so as to preserve the lives 

of others. Of course, the measure of Jesus’ love was not displayed solely during those last, lonely hours on 

Calvary; in truth, Jesus “laid down” his life in service to others – friend and foe alike – every day of his life.  

 

How do we imitate this “greater love” – this greatest of all loves – in our day-to-day lives? After all, this 

“greatest love” of the cross – which we are challenged to imitate – is daunting, indeed. Francis de Sales offered 

this advice:  

 

“Practice those little, humble virtues which grow like flowers at the foot of the cross: helping the poor, visiting 

the sick, and taking care of your family with all the tasks that go with such things and with all the useful 

diligence which will not let you stand idly by, for great opportunities to serve God rarely present themselves 

while little ones are frequent.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 35, p. 215)  

 

Bottom line? While we’re all born to live this “greater love” – while we’re all called to lay down our lives for 

others – most of us do it in ordinary ways.  

 

Not once and for all, but over a lifetime!  

* * * * * 

(May 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Serve the Lord with gladness…”  

 

Peace and joy. Joy and peace. These attributes are frequently associated with those proclaiming the power, 

promise and possibilities given to those who believe in the Risen Lord!  

 

As the Acts of the Apostles reminds us, however, this peace and joy – this joy and peace – are not always 

easily attained or maintained in the service of the Gospel. Preaching the Good News is rife with its 

inconveniences, its challenges, its hardships and its losses. Try as we might, there are times in our lives when 

we simply don’t experience or feel the joy that comes with serving the Lord and serving other people.  

 

In a letter to Soeur de Soulfour, Francis de Sales offered this advice:  

 

“Be like a little child who, while it knows that its mother is holding its sleeve, walks boldly and runs all around 



without being distressed at a stumble or fall; after all, it is as yet unsteady on its legs. In the same way, as long 

as you realize that God is holding on to you by your will and resolution to serve him go on boldly and do not 

be upset by your setbacks and falls. Continue on joyfully and with your heart as open and widely trustful as 

possible. If you cannot always be joyful, at least be brave and confident.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 45-46)  

 

Sounds like an apt description of Jesus’ first disciples. They always seemed to get back up after a stumble or 

fall. They refused to remain silent in the face of opposition, boldly proclaiming the Good News to all those 

whom they encountered. If at any time they lacked the joy that comes with serving the Lord, they never 

seemed to be in short supply of courage and confidence.  

 

Can the same be said of us? If we can’t always be joyful, are we – at least – courageous and confident?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: May 14th - May 19th  
 

(May 14, 2012: Feast of St. Matthew)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have called you friends…”  

 

Jesus has done more than merely call us his friends. He has graphically demonstrated how powerful and 

profound our friendship with him is by his laying down his life for us. Francis de Sales points to this in the last 

chapter of his Treatise on the Love of God, in which he wrote: “Live Jesus, live, your death upon the tree, 

shows all your boundless love for me.”  

 

We see in Jesus the ultimate expression of friendship.  

 

The topic of friendship is an important one in the Salesian tradition. Francis de Sales devotes no fewer than six 

chapters specifically dealing with the importance of friendships and the importance of distinguishing true 

friendship from false friendship. Why? If you are serious about living a life of devotion, you can’t go it alone; 

you need the support of true – and lasting – friends along the way. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, we 

read:  

 

“Love everyone with a deep love based on charity, but form friendships only with those who can share virtuous 

things with you. The higher the virtues you share and exchange with others, the more perfect your friendship 

will be…If your mutual and reciprocal exchanges concern charity, devotion and Christian perfection, O God, 

how precious this friendship will be! It will be excellent because it comes from God, excellent because it leads 

to God and excellent because its bond will endure eternally in God. How good it is to love here on earth as they 

love in heaven and to learn to cherish one another in this world as we shall do eternally in the next! For those 

who live in the world and desire to embrace true virtue it is necessary to unite together in holy, sacred 

friendship.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 19, pp. 174-175)  

 

It’s easy to overlook, but consider this fact: the first step that Jesus took in his public ministry was to bring 

together a discrete and unique circle of friends. As imperfect as this circle may have been (as is clearly 

demonstrated throughout the Gospel accounts), the apostles – Jesus closest friends – were a source of support 

and encouragement to him. Of course, like most friends, that didn’t mean that they were always on the same 

page with Jesus. These same friends were often the source of no little frustration and/or consternation to him. 

Then again, Jesus obviously didn’t select the apostles because they were perfect; he picked them because he 

recognized in them the potential for friendship – life-long, life-giving friendship – as he reminded them on the 

last night that he gathered with them in the upper room.  

 



It’s been said that you can tell great deal about a person by looking at the friends that that person makes – and 

keeps.  

 

What kind of friends do people see and experience in us? Just remember: you don’t have to be a perfect person 

in order to be a good – and faithful – friend!  

* * * * * 

(May 15, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Where are you going…?”  

 

Where are you going? 

Where are you going? 

Can you take me with you? 

For my hand is cold 

And needs warmth 

Where are you going? 

          - “By My Side” (Godspell, 1971)  

 

For some time now Jesus has been telling his disciples that he will be leaving them in order that the Advocate 

(a.k.a. the Paraclete) can come to them. As we see in today’s Gospel, Jesus is trying to convince them that it 

will be better for them if he goes. By all accounts, the disciples are having a hard time believing - or accepting 

– his reassurances.  

 

Put yourself in their position. Jesus keeps talking about going back to the Father, while they’d prefer to ask the 

question: “Where are you going?” They’d prefer to ask the question: “Can’t you stay?” Either way, they are 

struggling with the fear of losing Jesus; they are struggling with the prospect of being left alone to fend for 

themselves.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“After Jesus had shown himself for a little while to the disciples, he ascended up to heaven, and at length a 

cloud surrounded him, took him and hid him from their eyes. Jesus Christ, then, is hidden in heaven in God. 

Jesus Christ is our love, and our love is the life of the soul. Therefore our ‘life is hidden in God with Christ 

Jesus, and when Christ who is’ our love and therefore our spiritual life ‘shall reappear’ in the Day of Judgment, 

we shall also appear ‘with him in glory.’” (TLG, Book VII, Chapter 6, p. 32)  

 

For our purposes, let’s hear the question “Where are you going?” in a slightly different way. Just suppose that 

now it is Jesus who is asking the question of us! Jesus asks us “Where are you going?” today. Where will our 

steps, conversations and interactions take us today? At the end of the day will we have drawn any closer to the 

“Day of Judgment” when we shall “appear with him in glory”?  

 

Regardless, we know one thing for sure: no matter where we go, Jesus doesn’t want us to walk alone. He asks 

us to take Him with us.  

* * * * * 

(May 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Spirit of truth will guide you to all truth…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  



 

“Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid, unaffected and honest. Be on guard against 

equivocation, ambiguity or dissimulation. While it is not always advisable to say all that is true, it is never 

permissible to speak against the truth. Therefore, you must become accustomed never to tell a deliberate lie 

whether to excuse yourself or for some other purpose, remembering always that God is the ‘God of truth.’ If 

you happen to tell a lie inadvertently, correct it immediately by an explanation or making amends. An honest 

explanation has more grace and force to excuse us than a lie has…As the Sacred Word tells us, the Holy Spirit 

does not dwell in a deceitful or tricky soul.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 30, p. 206)  

 

Jesus promises that the “Spirit of truth will guide you to all truth.” How do we know, then, that the Spirit 

dwells in us? How do other people know that the Spirit dwells in us? We do: when we do our level best to tell 

the truth, when we do our level best to speak the truth, when we do our level best to be truthful, truth-filled 

people.  

* * * * * 

(May 17, 2012: Thursday of the Sixth Week in Easter)  

* * * * * 

 

“He stayed with them and worked…”  

 

This snippet from the Acts of the Apostles reveals something noteworthy about the person of Paul. It seems 

that when he wasn’t working at preaching in the synagogue he was working to earn his keep – at least, as we 

are told, until Silas and Timothy came down from Macedonia. Put another way, notwithstanding the important 

work that Paul was doing in Corinth, he did not take Pontus’ and Priscilla’s hospitality for granted; he did what 

he could to support himself, or at least, to make himself less of a burden.  

 

That action on Paul’s part may have provided just as powerful a message – if not more so – than the preaching 

he did in the synagogue. 

 

Brings to mind the famous saying of St. Francis of Assisi (for whom St. Francis de Sales was named): “Preach 

always, and when necessary, use words.”  

 

What impact does our preaching – whether in words or in actions – have upon others?  

* * * * * 

(May 17, 2012: Ascension of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

“Why are you standing there looking at the sky?”  

 

Well, the day in question finally arrived. Jesus was taken up into heaven; Jesus returned to the Father. After 

standing there in silence for what must have seemed like an eternity, one of the eleven eventually broke the 

quiet by asking the question: “Now what?”  

 

The rest – as they say – is history.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“After Jesus had shown himself for a little while to the disciples, he ascended up to heaven, and at length a 

cloud surrounded him, took him and hid him from their eyes. Jesus Christ, then, is hidden in heaven in God. 

Jesus Christ is our love, and our love is the life of the soul. Therefore our ‘life is hidden in God with Christ 

Jesus, and when Christ who is’ our love and therefore our spiritual life ‘shall reappear’ in the Day of Judgment, 

we shall also appear ‘with him in glory.’” (TLG, Book VII, Chapter 6, p. 32)  



 

In his Catholic Controversies (p.286) Francis de Sales outlines the activity of the Apostles – especially Peter 

and Paul – following the Ascension. Simply put, it would appear that once the dust of the Ascension settled, 

Jesus disciples got to work.  

 

This same work continues for us today. Our task in the wake of the Ascension is to make the “hidden” Christ 

“reappear” through the quality of our love for others.  

* * * * * 

(May 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You will grieve but your grief will become joy…”  

 

These words spoken by Jesus in today’s Gospel have a familiar ring to those acquainted with the Salesian 

tradition. They sound like a remarkably simple – but powerful – summarization of St. Francis de Sales’ 

teaching on what he called “spirit of liberty”:  

 

“The first sign (of this spirit of liberty) is that the heart enjoying this liberty is not at all attached to 

consolations and accepts afflictions with all the meekness possible to the flesh. I am not saying that the soul 

does not love consolation and long for it, but without clinging to it. The second sign is that the man enjoying 

this spirit does not set his heart on spiritual exercises: if illness or some other emergency prevents them he is on 

no way upset. I am not saying that he does not love them but that he is not attached to them. Thirdly, he does 

not lose his joy, because no loss or lack can sadden one whose heart is perfectly free. I am not saying that it is 

impossible for him to lose his joy, but it will not be for long. (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 70 - 71)  

 

Bottom line? Into everyone’s life a little rain must fall. Into everyone’s picnic ants will sometimes intrude. Into 

everyone’s success some setbacks will eventually surface. But for those who are freed by the spirit of liberty, 

any grief associated with these (and other hard knocks in life) will – eventually – turn into joy.  

 

Over and over again!  

* * * * * 

(May 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Ask and you shall receive…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“If a man prays to God and perceives that he is praying, he is not perfectly attentive to his prayer. He diverts 

his attention from the God to whom he prays in order to think of the prayer by which he prays…A man in 

fervent prayer does not know whether he prays or not, for he does not think of the prayer he makes but of God 

to whom he makes it.” (TLG, Book VII, Chapter 6, p. 32)  

 

Here’s a question for you. When you “ask the Father for anything in Jesus’ name, upon what do you focus: the 

thing for which you ask or the person from whom you ask it?  

* * * * *  
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(May 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“In the world you will have trouble but take courage...”  

 

In his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (dealing with Christ’s prediction of persecution in the last two 

verses of the Beatitudes), William Barclay wrote the following:  

 

“One of the outstanding qualities of Jesus was his sheer honesty. He never left men in any doubt what would 

happen to them if they chose to follow him. He was clear that he had come ‘not to make life easy, but to make 

men great’.” (The Daily Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew, Volume 1, p. 111)  

 

Jesus – in his sheer honesty – tells us to expect trouble; Jesus – in his sheer honesty - doesn’t promise to shield 

or protect us from trouble. He does, however, challenge us to take courage, that is, to be people of heart. Recall 

some of the lyrics in a song from the musical Damn Yankees:  

 

You've gotta have heart All you really need is heart. When the odds are sayin' you'll never win That's when the 

grin should start.  
 

When your luck is battin' zero Get your chin up off the floor. Mister you can be a hero You can open any door.  

 

You've gotta have heart Miles 'n miles n' miles of heart. Oh, it's fine to be a genius of course But keep that old 

horse Before the cart. First you've gotta have heart.  

 
Who minds those pop bottles flyin'? The hisses and the boos The team has been consistent Yeah, we always 

lose But we're laughin' cause... We've got heart We've got heart... We've got heart  
 

So, for what will you pray today? Will you ask God to spare you from trouble, or will you ask God for the 

courage to deal with any trouble – big or small – that may come your way? Either way, be it with or without 

trouble, being a person of courage/heart – as we see so clearly in the life of Jesus – is its own reward!  

* * * * * 

(May 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“This is eternal life: that they should know you, the only true God and the one whom you sent, Jesus Christ…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘Life is in the will of God,’ says the Psalmist, not only because our temporal life depends on the divine will 

but also because our spiritual life consists in its fulfillment, by which God lives and reigns in us and makes us 

live and subsist in God….Ah, Lord God, we are in this world not to do our own will but that of your goodness, 

which has placed us here. It was written of you, O Savior of my soul, that you did the will of your eternal 

Father. Ah, who will give my soul the grace to have no will but the will of God!” (TLG, Book VIII, Chapter 7, 

p. 73)  

 

To know God is to know God’s will. To love God is to love God’s will. To know and do God’s will is to 

experience eternal life. No where do we see this demonstrated more clearly and convincingly than in Jesus’ 

knowledge, love and obedience to his Father’s will throughout his entire earthly ministry. Note the impact: not 

only did following the Father’s will not diminish Jesus, but it also empowered Him to be faithful to and 

effective in his purpose for living: that ‘we might have life, and have life to the full’. (John 10:10) 

 

If eternal life is found by knowing and loving God – and, by extension, by knowing, loving and living God’s 



will in our lives – then the eternal life that Jesus offers us is not limited to the next life; it is available here and 

now in this life.  

 

Oh, God, not our will, but your will be done in us, in order that we might know something already on this earth 

of the eternal life you offer us in the One whom you sent in order that we might know and love you!  

 

Jesus Christ.  

* * * * * 

(May 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“It is more blessed to give than to receive…”  

 

When we talk about the virtue of giving to others – when we talk about the virtue of sharing with others – we 

are really talking about the virtue of generosity.  

 

In a Conference to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“Humility believes that it can do nothing, considering its poverty and weakness as far as depends on ourselves; 

while, on the contrary, generosity makes us say with St. Paul: I can do all things in Him who strengthens me. 

Humility makes us distrust ourselves; generosity makes us trust in God. You see, then, that these two virtues 

are so closely joined and united to one another that they never are and never can be separated.” (On 

Generosity, pp. 76-77)  

 

When it comes to being generous, the more obvious (i.e., the “more blessed”) way of doing this is expressed in 

our willingness to give to others. However, you ever considered that the less obvious (but no-less blessed) way 

of doing this is expressed in our willingness to receive from others? While it may be more blessed to give than 

to receive, it may be more humbling to receive than to give. St. Francis de Sales suggests that these two virtues 

are inseparable. Think about it: what do we gain by being great givers if we are lousy receivers? After all, one 

person’s willingness to give requires – by definition – another person’s willingness to receive, doesn’t it?  

 

Do you want to be blessed? Then look for opportunities to give to others! Do you want others to be blessed? 

Then look for opportunities to receive from others! What could be more generous than that?  

* * * * * 

(May 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take courage…”  

 

In a letter to Soeur de Soulfour, Francis de Sales offered this advice:  

 

“Be like a little child who, while it knows that its mother is holding its sleeve, walks boldly and runs all around 

without being distressed at a stumble or fall; after all, it is as yet unsteady on its legs. In the same way, as long 

as you realize that God is holding on to you by your will and resolution to serve him go on boldly and do not 

be upset by your setbacks and falls. Continue on joyfully and with your heart as open and widely trustful as 

possible. If you cannot always be joyful, at least be brave and confident.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 45-46)  

 

Be brave, be confident, be courageous.  

 

Being courageous is not about being foolhardy. Being courageous (as we learn from the Italian word, coragio) 

is about being a person of heart. We all have issues in life; we all have difficulties in life; we all have setbacks 



in life; we all have heartaches in life. Often times what distinguishes triumph from tragedy in our attempts to 

deal with life’s challenges is whether we end up encouraged or discouraged, that is, whether we manage to 

maintain our hearts or whether we lose our hearts.  

 

Consider the stumbles and falls that you have experienced in life. How have they left you? Encouraged or 

discouraged? Are you managing to keep your heart or are you losing it?  

* * * * * 

(May 25, 2012: Saint Philip Neri, Priest)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do you love me…?”  

 

Saint Philip Romolo Neri (Italian: Filippo Neri) (21 July 1515 – 25 May 1595), also known as Apostle of 

Rome, was an Italian priest, noted for founding a society of secular priests called the "Congregation of the 

Oratory". St. Philip possessed a playful humor, combined with a shrewd wit. He considered a cheerful temper 

to be more Christian than a melancholy one, and he carried this spirit into his whole life. He is quoted as 

having once stated: “A joyful heart is more easily made perfect than a downcast one”. This attitude was the 

secret of his popularity and of his place in the folklore of the Roman poor. Many miracles were attributed to 

him, and it is said that when his body was dissected it was found that two of his ribs had been broken, an event 

attributed to the expansion of his heart while fervently praying in the catacombs about the year 1545. 

(Wikipedia)  

 

Francis de Sales alluded to this pious belief regarding Philip’s rib cage in his Treatise on the Love of God. He 

wrote:  

 

“At the age of eighty the Blessed Philip Neri had such inflammation of the heart because of divine love that its 

beat made his ribs give way, greatly enlarged them and broke the fourth and fifth ribs so that his heart might 

get more air and be refreshed.” (TLG, Book VI, Chapter 15, page 313)  

 

We are called to cultivate and grow the gift of God’s love in our lives. While that divine love may not fracture 

our ribs, it certainly should strengthen our hearts and make them – like Philip Neri’s – joyful in serving the 

needs of others!  

* * * * * 

(May 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Who is the one who will betray you…?”  

 

Well, the easy answer is Judas. We know that he betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. Later he regretted 

his betrayal, and hanged himself.  

 

Then again, Peter betrayed Jesus by denying that he even knew him: not once, not twice but three times. He 

regretted it almost immediately, but eventually went on to become “the rock” on which Jesus would build his 

Church. How about James and John? Didn’t they betray Jesus – in a way – by asking for places of honor at his 

left and at his right? In subsequent years they gave their lives for their faith.  

 

It might make a lot more sense – and require a lot less time – to ask this question: who is the one who 

has not betrayed Jesus? The answer would produce a much smaller number. After all, each of us betrays Jesus 

when we are focused upon our own benefit at the expense of others. Each of us betrays Jesus when we turn a 

blind eye or a deaf ear to the needs of others. Each of us betrays Jesus when we decide that we are not up to the 

challenges that come with being his disciples.  



 

Each of us betrays Jesus when we sin.  

 

Thanks be to God that Jesus doesn’t hold grudges. Thanks be to God that Jesus doesn’t settle old scores. 

Thanks be to God that Jesus doesn’t hold on to old hurts or betrayals. Imperfect as we are, Jesus continues to 

say to us, day in and day out: “Follow me”.  

 

Thanks be to God!  

* * * * *  
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(May 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You may have to suffer through various trials…”  

 

While there is so much more to life than suffering, suffering is indeed an unavoidable part of life. Francis de 

Sales was keenly aware of this lived reality. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, we read:  

 

“Our Savior himself has declared, ‘By your patience you will win your souls.’ It is a man’s great happiness to 

possess his own soul, and the more perfect our patience the more completely do we possess our souls. We must 

often recall that our Lord has saved us by his suffering and endurance and that we must work out our salvation 

by sufferings and afflictions, enduring with all possible meekness the injuries, denials and discomforts we 

meet.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, p. 128)  

 

That said, Francis de Sales was quite clear: we should not go out of our way looking for trials or afflictions. 

Life being what it is, trials and sufferings have a nasty habit of looking for - and finding - us! When tough 

times and situations do come our way, Francis cautions us to avoid getting all worked up by trying to go 

around, over or under them. We need to walk straight through them as patiently and calmly as we can.  

 

Look at the day ahead. What trials – large or little – might be headed your way today? How do you plan to deal 

with them?  

* * * * * 

(May 29, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Gird up the loins of your mind; live soberly.”  

 

Sobriety is the state of being sober. The Merriam-Webster dictionary offers the following definitions of sober:  

 

1. sparing in the use of food and drink; abstemious: not addicted to intoxicating drink; not drunk;  

2. marked by sedate or gravely or earnestly thoughtful character or demeanor;  

3. unhurried, calm;  

4. marked by temperance, moderation, or seriousness;  

6. showing no excessive or extreme qualities of fancy, emotion, or prejudice.  

Sobriety is the best remedy for what many people in recovery often refer to as “stinkin’ thinkin’”. People who 

are intoxicated don’t think clearly; people who are intoxicated suffer from impaired judgment; people who are 

intoxicated aren’t very realistic.  

 



We can be intoxicated by any number of things, even by things that – on the face of it – appear to be very 

good! In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales named one such thing that can intoxicate and 

debilitate us if we are not careful: desire!  

 

“Do not desire things that endanger your soul…Desire neither honors and offices and neither visions nor 

ecstasies. There is a great danger, self-deceit and vanity in such things. Do not desire faraway things, that is, 

things that cannot happen for a long time – as many people do – and by so doing wear out and waste their 

hearts to no purpose and expose themselves to the danger of becoming very discontented. If a young man 

greatly desires to be established in some position before the proper time, what help, I ask you, does this desire 

bring him? If a married woman wants to be a nun, to what purpose is it? If I want to buy my neighbor’s 

property before he is ready to sell it, don’t I waste my time by such desires?” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 37, pp. 

217-218)  

 

Lack of sobriety with regards to desires, plans, hopes and dreams can result in our simply spinning our wheels. 

Not only does “Stinkin’ thinkin’” frustrate us with desires that aren’t healthy or realistic, but it also prevents us 

from pursuing those desires that are appropriate and achievable! The remedy? Francis wrote:  

 

“A variety of foods – especially if a large amount is eaten – overburdens the stomach and ruins it if it is weak. 

Don’t overburden your souls with many dreams or desires, neither with worldly ones – which may completely 

corrupt you – nor with spiritual ones, for they may cause you difficulty. When our soul has been purged and 

feels free from evil passions. Like a famished person, it longs for many different kinds of pious practices, 

mortifications, penance, humility, charity and prayer. To have so keen an appetite is a good thing, but you must 

consider whether you can properly digest all that you want to eat. From among all the desires choose those that 

you can practice and fulfill at present. Turn them to your best advantage, and this done, God will send you 

others that you can practice in due time. In this way you will never waste time with useless desires….I give this 

advice not only to spiritually-minded but to worldly people as well. Without it we will live only in anxiety and 

confusion.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 37, p. 219)  

 

Do you want to avoid “anxiety and confusion” in the midst of life’s dreams and demands? Then gird up the 

loins of your mind and live soberly. St. Francis de Sales observed: ‘Do not desire means of serving God that 

you presently lack; rather, diligently use the means you actually have!’  

 

One day at a time.  

* * * * * 

(May 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We want you to do for us whatever we ask of you…”  

 

We witness a pretty bold – perhaps, even presumptuous – move on the part James and John in today’s Gospel. 

The two brothers attempt to wrest from Jesus the promise of granting an open-ended request: “we want you to 

do for us whatever we ask of you”. Wow! Talk about chutzpah!  

 

Yet, haven’t we been guilty of the same thing? Haven’t we asked Jesus at times for things with the expectation 

that our request must be granted? Haven’t we prayed at times for our hearts’ desires with little or no 

consideration that God might have other thoughts or plans? Haven’t there been times when we simply wanted 

God to give us a blank check? Talk about chutzpah!  

 

In a sermon on prayer, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“Between meditation and contemplation there is the prayer of petition which is made when – after having 

considered the goodness of our Lord, His infinite love and His omnipotence we become confident enough to 



ask for and entreat Him to give us what we desire…True prayer of petition is made by grace, that is, when we 

ask for something which is not due to us at all and when we ask it of someone who is far superior to us, as God 

is…The point is absolutely clear: we can – and ought – to ask God for both our temporal and spiritual 

needs.” (Living Jesus, p. 304)  

 

You know the old adage: “If you don’t ask, you don’t get.” However, as James and John learned in a very hard 

way in a very public forum, just because you ask for something doesn’t guarantee that you’ll get! When it 

comes to prayers of petition, we should (1) have the courage to ask for whatever we want, and (2) we should 

have the courage to accept whatever God ultimately grants – or doesn’t grant – us.  

 

Are you looking for a prayer of petition to start today and every day? How about this variation on the request 

of James and John: “We want to do for you whatever you ask of us”?  

 

Amen!  

* * * * * 

(May 31, 2012: Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary)  

* * * * * 

 

“Anticipate one another in showing honor. Do not grow slack in zeal…”  

 

No sooner had Mary received the announcement from the Angel Gabriel that she would be the mother of the 

Messiah than she “set out and traveled to the hill country in haste” where she entered the house of Zechariah 

and greeted Elizabeth. (Recall that in the context of the Annunciation, Mary had learned that her cousin was 

pregnant.) As if Mary didn’t have enough on her plate already, she dropped whatever she was doing in order to 

offer assistance to Elizabeth for “about three months”. Mary didn’t wait for the request; Mary anticipated the 

need.  

 

One of the hallmarks of the Salesian tradition is this notion of “anticipating the need of our neighbor”. This 

quality invites us to be‘on the lookout’ for opportunities to do good for others. Simple things like holding open 

a door for another, offering to help carry someone’s groceries, assisting someone who may have dropped 

something on the floor, checking in on someone who’s under the weather, being the first to greet someone or to 

call someone by name, asking how someone is doing today: these are ordinary, everyday ways of honoring 

others by simply acknowledging their presence, by recognizing that they exist.  

 

Here is where Paul’s admonition in his Letter to the Romans comes into play. Insofar as each day is loaded 

with countless opportunities to honor people by anticipating their needs – by ‘looking out’ for their interests – 

such efforts could understandably become wearisome over time. In the Salesian tradition, we need to approach 

each new day as yet another-God given gift: the invitation to offer to do good things for others rather than 

waiting for others to ask us to do good things for them.  

 

Mary embodied the virtue of anticipating the need of another in her decision to offer her cousin Elizabeth 

assistance without waiting to be asked. In so honoring her cousin she brought honor to herself.  

 

How might we honor Mary by following her example through our willingness to anticipate the needs of one 

another?  

* * * * * 

(June 1, 2012: Saint Justin, Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Be serious and sober-minded…”  

 



Recall that on Tuesday we considered the issue of sobriety: the importance of being clear minded, of seeing 

ourselves and others as we really are, and of being grounded in reality. On this day, when we acknowledge the 

sacrifice made by Justin Martyr, it is appropriate to revisit yet again Francis de Sales’ counsel regarding 

desires. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, we read:  

 

“Do not desire crosses except in proportion to the way in which you have patiently carried those already sent to 

you. It is an abuse to desire martyrdom while lacking the courage to put up with an injury. The enemy often 

supplies us with great desires for absent things that we may never encounter in order to divert our minds from 

present things which, small as they may be, we might obtain great profit. While in our imaginations we picture 

ourselves doing battle with great monsters in Africa, for want of vigilance we allow ourselves to be slain by 

little serpents that actually lie in our path…” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 37, p. 218)  

 

It’s tempting sometimes to engage in “what if’s” especially when we catch ourselves imagining how we might 

do heroic things for the sake of the Gospel. What if I were persecuted for my faith? What if I were arrested for 

being a Christian? What if I were asked to lay down my life for Christ? While such imaginings may be 

entertaining – and perhaps even noble – what if all these “what if’s” simply prevent us from recognizing the 

countless opportunities God gives us every day to do simple, ordinary and little good things for others? 

 

Get serious. Be realistic. While we should admire and emulate the martyrs, odds are we won’t be called to give 

our lives for Christ in the dramatic fashion that they did. Rather we will be called to live our lives for Christ in 

ways that – while far less dramatic – are no less heroic.  

 

By sharing our lives with others each and every day.  

* * * * * 

(June 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“By what authority are you doing these things…?”  

 

We see in today’s Gospel a typical tactic employed by those who take umbrage with others. If they can’t refute 

what others do, they’ll attempt to refute their authority for doing so.  

 

Jesus didn’t ask permission to do good things. He simply did them, regardless of the consequences. Tragic, 

indeed, that his enemies attempted to use his good deeds as evidence of wrongdoing!  

 

We’ve all heard the expression: “No good deed goes unpunished”. Today’s Gospel reminds us that in a perfect 

world doing good should be applauded and rewarded. However, insofar as we do not live in a perfect world, 

we shouldn’t be shocked that doing good may sometime bring its share of resistance and hostility.  

 

By any means – by all means – do good things. Just be certain that you are doing the good for God’s glory, and 

not your own.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: June 4th - June 11th  
 

(June 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“His divine power has bestowed on us everything that makes for life and devotion...”  

 



Life and devotion. Devotion and life. For St. Francis de Sales, these two manifestations of God’s divine power 

are one in the same. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he observed:  

 

“Genuine, living devotion presupposes love of God, and hence it is simply true love of God. Yet is not always 

love as such. Inasmuch divine love adorns the soul it is called grace, which makes us pleasing to his Divine 

Majesty. Inasmuch as it strengthens us to do good, it is called charity. When it has reached a degree of 

perfection at which it not only makes us do good but also to do good carefully, frequently and promptly it is 

called devotion…Good people who have not yet attained devotion fly toward God by their good works but do 

so infrequently, slowly and awkwardly. Devout souls ascend to him more frequently, promptly and with lofty 

flights…To be good we must have charity, and to be devout – in addition to charity – we must have great ardor 

and readiness in performing charitable actions.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 1, p. 40)  

 

What is the fullness of life? Simply, the true love of God. How do we manifest this true love of God? Not 

simply by doing good (although that is a good start) but by doing good carefully, frequently and promptly.  

 

How will you make use of the gift of God’s divine power today in ways that give life and lead to devotion?  

* * * * * 

(June 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Consider the patience of our Lord as salvation…”  

 

If one took a survey of the things that people most frequently confess in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, 

‘losing patience’ would probably be near the top of the list. In addition, it is the experience of ‘losing patience’ 

that often leads to many other things frequently confessed in this Sacrament: taking God’s name in vain, using 

obscene language, saying something hurtful and/or doing something hurtful.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘For you have need of patience that, doing the will of God, you may receive the promise,’ says the Apostle. 

True enough, for our Savior himself has declared, ‘By your patience you will win your souls. ‘It is man’s great 

happiness to possess his own soul, and the more perfect our patience the more completely do we possess our 

souls…Do not limit your patience to this or that kind of injury and affliction. Extend it universally to all those 

God will send you or let happen to you.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, p. 128)  

 

Jesus encountered his share of injuries and afflictions during the course of his public ministry, and, no doubt, 

he also experienced the frustration that comes with those same injuries and afflictions. Yet, Jesus seems to 

have never lost his cool when dealing with difficult people, situations or circumstances, other than when he 

drove the money-changers out of the temple. He clearly demonstrated an ability to keep the upper hand over 

his emotions.  

 

We are called to “Live Jesus!” We are called to continue Jesus’ saving work in our own day. Have you ever 

stopped to consider that one of the most practical ways of imitating Christ is to follow His example of 

patience?  

 

And win our souls in the process?  

* * * * * 

(June 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I am grateful to God…”  



 

How often do we say “thank you” to God? How often do we take time out to remind ourselves of how 

generous God has been to us? How often do we think about all the blessings that God has showered – and 

continues to shower – upon us? Of course, if we took the time required to consider all the things that God has 

done for us, we wouldn’t have time for anything else!  

 

Francis de Sales offers us no fewer than ten meditations in Part I of his Introduction to the Devout Life. The 

considerations, affections, resolutions and conclusions contained in each meditation leaves no stone unturned 

in reflecting upon how good God is to us. A quick review of the things for which we should be grateful 

includes: 

 Being created 

 Being capable of being perfectly united with God 

 Being destined for eternal life 

 Sharing in God’s grace and glory 

 Enjoying so many gifts of body, mind, heart and spirit 

 Opportunities to serve God 

 Opportunities to serve one another. 

Francis de Sales also suggested that from time to time it may be appropriate – even helpful – to take time out 

and reflect upon our ingratitude. He wrote: “Note how many benefits God has granted you and how you have 

misused them against their giver. Note especially how many of God’s inspirations you have despised and how 

many good movements you have rendered useless. Even more than all the rest remember how many times you 

have received the sacraments: where are the fruits? What has become of those precious jewels with which your 

beloved Spouse adorned you? Think about such ingratitude…” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 12, pp. 58 – 59)  

 

Being aware of our ingratitude is a good thing. Being grateful to God is a better thing. Being mindful of God’s 

love for – and fidelity – to us is the best thing!  

 

The best thing!  

* * * * * 

(June 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The first commandment is this: Love the Lord your God with all your heart. The second is this: Love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Many men keep the commandments in the way sick men take medicine: more from fear of dying in 

damnation than for joy of living according to our Savior’s will. Just as some persons dislike taking medicine - 

no matter how pleasant it may be – simply because it is called medicine, so there are some souls who hold in 

horror things commanded simply because they are commanded. By contrast, a loving heart loves the 

commandments. The more difficult they are the sweeter and more agreeable it finds them since this more 

perfectly pleases the beloved and gives him great honor. It pours forth and sings great hymns of joy when God 

teaches it to his commandments and justifications. The pilgrim who goes on his way joyously singing adds the 

labor of singing to that of walking, and yet by this increase of labor he actually lessens his weariness and 

lightens the hardship of the journey.” (TLG, Book VIII, Chapter 5, pp. 67-68)  

 

When you boil it all down, Jesus gives us two – just two – commandments to follow: love God; love your 

neighbor as yourself. At one in the same time these two commandments are not too much to ask even if they 



ask us to give them our all!  

 

What better way of taking our medicine to good effect – and being medicinal in the lives of others – than by 

living these commandments joyfully?  

* * * * * 

(June 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“One who belongs may be competent, equipped for every good work…”  

 

It has been said that practice makes perfect. Put another way, practice leads to competence.  

 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines competent as: 

1. 1. Having requisite or adequate ability or qualities: fit 

2. 2. Qualified or adequate 

3. 3. Having the capacity to function or develop in a particular way 

4. 4. Having the capacity to respond. 

Synonyms include: able, capable, equal, fit, good, qualified, suitable, on the ball.  

 

Recall Francis de Sales’ description of devotion: “To be good we must have charity, and to be devout – in 

addition to charity – we must have great ardor and readiness in performing charitable actions.” (IDL, Part I, 

Chapter 1, p. 40)  

 

In the opinion of St. Paul – in the mind of St. Francis de Sales – following Jesus requires more than simply 

doing good things; it requires that we be good at doing good things. How do we acquire the requisite or 

adequate ability to be good at doing good? How can we grow in our ability to be equipped to accomplish every 

good work in every good way? How do we make strides in our training in righteousness? Recall the punch line 

to the question: “Excuse me, can you tell me how to get to Broadway?”  

 

Answer: “Practice, practice, practice.”  

* * * * * 

(June 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Be persistent whether it is convenient or inconvenient…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life St. Francis de Sales exhorted:  

 

“Be patient not only with regard to the big, chief part of difficulties that may come to you but also as to things 

and accidents accompanying them. Many people would be ready to accept trials provided they were not 

inconvenienced by them. ‘I wouldn’t be bothered by poverty,’ one man says, ‘if it didn’t keep me from helping 

my friends, educating my children and living as respectably as I’d like.’ ‘It wouldn’t bother me,’ another says, 

‘if people didn’t think it was my own fault.’ Another would be willing to suffer patently false reports about him 

provided that no one believed his detractor. Others are willing to endure part of an evil, so they think, but not 

the whole of it. They say that they don’t complain about being ill but about their lack of money to get cured or 

because they are so much bother to those around them. Now I say that we must have patience not merely at 
being ill but at having the illness that God wishes, where he wishes, among the people he wishes and with 

whatever difficulties he wishes.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, p. 129)  



 

Many people would be ready to accept trials provided they were not inconvenienced by them. This statements 

sounds like the restaurant owner who says: “Business would be great if it weren’t for the customers,” or the 

teacher who opines that, “My job would be great if it weren’t for the kids.”  

 

In what ways might I be a “sunshine patriot” when it comes to following Jesus? Do I follow him when it’s 

easy, but head for the hills when it’s tough? Imagine if Jesus only helped people when it was convenient for 

him! Where would that have left the people of his day?  

 

Where would that leave us in our day?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: June 11th - June 16th  
 

(June 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He rejoiced and encouraged them all to remain faithful to the Lord in firmness of heart…”  

 

In Part IV of his Introduction to the Devout Life Francis de Sales devotes fifteen chapters in which he 

encourages souls struggling with temptation. In chapter 10 (“How to Strengthen our Heart against 

Temptation”), he counseled:  

 

“If you find that you are inclined to the passion of vanity, reflect upon the passing nature of human life. Think 

of the dismay that vain deeds will raise in your conscience on the day of your death, of how unworthy they are 

of a generous heart, how they are nothing more than the toys and games of little children, and so on. Perform as 

many works of humility as possible, even though they may be done very reluctantly. By this means you 

accustom yourself to humility and wear down vanity. So that when temptation comes you will be less inclined 

to consent and have greater strength to resist it.” (IDL, Part IV, Chapter 10, p. 128)  

 

He applies the same approach in dealing with two other temptations: avarice and fond love. In the case of the 

former, St. Francis recommends that we speak clearly against it and give alms generously while performing 

acts of charity. In the case of the latter – fond love latter – St. Francis recommends that we speak often in 

praise of purity and simplicity of heart, avoiding all affectations and flirtations, careful to make our deeds 

conform to our words.  

 

He concludes: “In short, in time of peace, that is, when not bothered by temptations to a sin to which you are 

prone, perform many acts of the contrary virtue. If occasions to do so do not present themselves seek them out. 

By such means you will strengthen your heart against future temptations.”  

 

Temptations are a fact of life. From a Salesian perspective, what better way to resist vices than to practice their 

contrary virtues?  

 

And in the process, to remain faithful to the Lord, ourselves and one another in firmness of heart!  

* * * * * 

(June 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"The jar of flour shall not go empty, nor the jug of oil run dry…”  

 



The story from today’s reading from the Book of Kings illustrates the reward that awaits those who trust in 

God’s care for them. In a conference (“On Hope”) to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“No one ever trusts in God without reaping the fruits of his confidence. Consider, I beseech you, what Our 

Lord and Master said to His Apostles in order to establish in them this holy and loving confidence: I sent you 

forth through the world without scrip, money or any provision, either for your food or for your clothing, and 

did you want for anything? They answered: Nothing. Go, He then said to them, and take no thought what you 
shall eat or what you shall drink, or wherewithal you shall be clothed…for on each occasion your heavenly 

Father will furnish you with all that is necessary for you…Do you think that He who takes care to provide food 

for the birds of the air and the beats of the filed will ever forget to provide all that is necessary for the one who 

trusts wholly in His Providence?”(Conference VI, pp. 89-90)  

 

Francis de Sales once counseled: “It is far better for us to want what we have rather than to have what we 

want.” Do we trust that God will always give us what we need but not necessarily always give us what we’d 

like? If it be God’s will, are we willing to content ourselves with the one thing that will never go empty or run 

dry?  

 

God’s fidelity to – and love for – us!  

* * * * * 

(June 13, 2012: Saint Anthony of Padua, Priest and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have come not to abolish but to fulfill…”  

 

Jesus issues a strong statement in today’s Gospel: “I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. I say to you, until 

heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or the smallest part of a letter will pass from the law…”  

 

Not to put too fine a point on it, but the law is the law. Even as laws change and develop over time, the body of 

law that previously stood continues to remain as a matter of record. Today’s laws are always based upon “case 

law,” that is, the law that comes before. Jesus wants to make it clear that no matter how obviously important or 

apparently insignificant any particular aspects of the law may be, everything has value when it comes to the 

law, especially, when we are talking about the most important law of all.  

 

The law of love.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Put your hand to strong things by training yourself in prayer and meditation, receiving the sacraments, brings 

souls to love God, infusing good inspirations into their hearts and, in fine, by performing big, important works 

according to your vocation. But never forget to practice those little, humble virtues which grow like flowers at 

the foot of the cross: helping the poor, visiting the sick, and taking care of your family with all the tasks that go 

with such things…Great opportunities to serve God rarely present themselves but little ones are 

frequent.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 35, p. 215)  

 

From a Salesian perspective this practice is the heart of our attempts to fulfill the law of love: the willingness to 

do things both great and small in the service of God and neighbor. Of course, in the mind of Francis de 

Sales, “Nothing is small in the service of God.”  

 

How might God be calling you to fulfill His law of love today?  



* * * * * 

(June 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Go first and be reconciled with your brother, and then come and offer your gift…”  

 

There is no question that Jesus raises the bar in today’s Gospel. Essentially, he says: Don’t even think about 

offering something to God without first offering the opportunity to be reconciled with another. However, Jesus 

isn’t exactly blazing a trail with this admonition; after all, in the Book of the Prophet Hosea we read, “I desire 

mercy, not sacrifice.” (6:6) Indeed, Jesus references this four chapters later in Matthew’s Gospel when He 

states: “Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice. I have not come to call the righteous, but 

sinners’”. (9: 9-13)  

 

The single biggest obstacle to our complying with Jesus’ command is making the mistake of waiting for the 

“right” time or the “perfect” moment to be reconciled with another person. The longer we wait, the more 

difficult it may be to muster the strength to give/grant forgiveness. Likewise, the longer we wait the more time 

our injuries have to fester or deepen, making it all the more difficult to “bury the hatchet.” Francis de Sales’ 

advice when it comes to forgiveness and reconciliation is “Fresh wounds are quickest healed”.  

 

There is no better way to avoid remembering you have something against someone else than to not allow much 

time to pass between the injury and the remedy. As sinners, what better way is there to become righteous than 

through our commitment to give and grant forgiveness? For those called by Jesus, what better offering could 

we possibly make to God than to be reconciled with one another as quickly as possible?  

* * * * * 

(June 15, 2012: Sacred Heart of Jesus)  

* * * * * 

 

“That Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith…”  

 

In a letter (undated) to the Sisters of the Visitation, Jane de Chantal wrote:  

 

“You are, I hope, always striving more earnestly to rid yourself of all that is displeasing to your sovereign 

spouse and to acquire those virtues which please him. Oh, my dearest sisters, how deeply is this wish engraved 

in my heart! Show a childlike trust and gentleness toward one another…So courage, dear ones. May all of you 

together – and each one in particular – work at this and never grow slack. May you all live in harmony with 

one heart and mind in God…If you imitate Him in all your little trials and make His divine will rule in you, He 

will fill it with every blessing…I urge you to this once again, for the love of our Savior and by his Precious 

blood, and with the deep affection of my heart which is all yours in Jesus. (Wright, Heart Speaks to Heart: The 

Salesian Tradition, p. 95)  

 

God gives us the courage to accept St. Jane’s exhortation and make it our own! God gives us the grace we need 

to live in harmony with one heart and mind! God gives us the patience to acquire the virtues that please God 

and serve others.  

 

May God fill us with every blessing - and help us to be a blessing to each other – as He did so clearly through 

the Sacred Heart of his Son! May Christ indeed dwell in our hearts through faith.  

 

And, in deeds!  



* * * * * 

(June 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He was obedient to them…”  

 

In a reflection on the virtue of constancy, Francis de sales observed:  

 

“We will now consider why it was that Our Lord, Who is the Eternal Wisdom, did not take care of His family, 

I mean, did not inform St. Joseph or His sweetest Mother of all that was going to happen to them. Could He not 

have whispered to His foster-father St. Joseph: ‘Let us go down into Egypt, to stay there for such a time,’ since 

it is quite certain that He had the use of reason from the moment of His conception in the womb of the Blessed 

Virgin; but He would not work this miracle of speaking before the time had come. Could He not have breathed 

His inspiration in the heart of His most holy Mother, or of His beloved reputed Father, St. Joseph her spouse? 

Why, then, did He not do this instead of leaving the charge to the Angel, who was greatly inferior to Our Lady? 

There is a mystery in it all. Our Lord would not in any way interfere with the office of St. Gabriel…Our Lord 

would not govern Himself, but suffered Himself to be carried by whoever wished to carry Him, and wherever 

they wished to carry Him. It seemed as if He did not consider Himself wise enough to guide Himself or His 

Family, but allowed the Angel to arrange all things just as he pleased, although he had no wisdom or 

knowledge to compare with that of His divine Majesty.  

 

And now, as regards ourselves, shall we dare to say that we can very well govern ourselves, and that we have 

no need of the help and direction of those whom God has given to us for our guidance, not esteeming them, 

indeed, capable enough for us? Tell me; was the Angel in any way superior to Our Lord or to Our Lady? Had 

he a better intellect or more judgment? By no means. Was he more qualified for the work of guidance? Was he 

endowed with any special or peculiar grace? That could not be, seeing that Our Lord is both God and man, and 

that Our Lady, being His Mother, had, in consequence, more grace and perfection than all the Angels together; 

nevertheless the Angel commands and is obeyed. See what rank is observed in the Holy Family! No doubt it 

was the same as it is among sparrow-hawks, where the hen-bird rules and is superior to the male. Who could 

doubt for a moment that Our Lady was much superior to St. Joseph, and that she had more discretion and 

qualities more fit for ruling than her spouse? Yet the Angel never addresses himself to her as regards anything 

that has to be done, either as to going or coming, or whatever it might be. Does it not seem to you that the 

Angel commits a great indiscretion in addressing himself to St. Joseph rather than to Our Lady, who is the head 

of the house, as possessing the treasure of the Eternal Father? Had she not just reason to be offended by this 

proceeding and by this mode of treatment? Doubtless she might have said to her spouse: ‘Why should I go into 

Egypt, since my Son has not revealed to me that I must go, still less has the Angel spoken to me on the 

subject?’ Yet Our Lady makes no such remark; she is not in the least offended because the Angel addresses 

himself to St. Joseph; she obeys quite simply, knowing that God has so ordained it. She does not ask: ‘Why?’ It 

is sufficient for her that He wills it so, and that it is His pleasure that we should submit without hesitation. ‘But 

I am more than the Angel,’ she might have said, ‘and more than St. Joseph.’ No such thought occurs to her.  

 

Let it, then, be enough to know that God wishes us to obey, without occupying ourselves with considering the 

capability of those whom we are called upon to obey. In this way we shall bring down our minds to walk 

simply in the happy path of a holy and tranquil humility which will render us infinitely pleasing to 

God.” (Conference III, “On Constancy”, pp. 41- 43)  

 

This is a great insight that Francis de Sales offers regarding the virtue – and practice – of obedience. The 

essence of obedience (from the Latin meaning to listen) is not simply doing what we’re told: obedience is 

recognizing that each person in our lives has a unique role in helping us to become the people that God wants 

us to be. Obedience is about listening to how God may be speaking to us today through the people with whom 

we live, love and labor every day,  



 

Obedience challenges us to acknowledge that we can’t be – or become – ourselves all by ourselves.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: June 18th - June 23rd  
 

(June 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He refused to let me have his vineyard…”  

 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines presumptuous as: “Overstepping due bounds (as of propriety or 

courtesy); taking liberties.”  

 

The story from today’s selection from the First Book of Kings illustrates how one person’s desire can all-too-

quickly become an obsession…with disastrous results. Ahab had his heart set on acquiring Naboth’s vineyard. 

When Ahab’s offer to purchase Naboth’s property was rebuffed, he couldn’t let it go. Undeterred, Ahab and his 

wife plotted to have Naboth first discredited and subsequently stoned to death. Once dead, Ahab could easily 

acquire Naboth’s property. Ahab felt entitled to take liberties with others; he believed that other people’s 

possessions were his for the taking, notwithstanding the fact that other people weren’t offering their 

possessions! Having little or no sense of boundaries, this presumptuous behavior – as we shall see tomorrow – 

ended badly for all concerned.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “I think you will agree that what I about to 

describe is both unjust and unreasonable…we want our neighbor to give up his property and take our money 

for it. Is it not more reasonable that we simply allow him to keep his property while he allows us keep our 

money?” (Part III, Chapter 36, p. 216) It’s very tempting to tell other people how they should live their lives. 

It’s all-too-easy to expect other people to make us the center of their universe. In a letter written to Madame 

Brulart, Francis de Sales counseled: “Don’t sow your desires in someone else’s garden. Just cultivate your own 

as best you can.” (Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 112)  

 

By all means follow your dreams and pursue your plans…just remember to extend the same courtesy to 

everyone else.  

* * * * * 

(June 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"I say to you, love your enemies…”  

 

It’s safe to say that we all have enemies. We all have people in our lives that we do not like. We all have 

people in our lives whose company we avoid. We all have people in our lives that rub us the wrong way. We 

all have people in our lives that push our buttons. We all have people in our lives that drive us crazy.  

 

In a conference to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales observed: “Antipathies are certain inclinations 

which excite in us a certain repugnance toward those about whom we entertain these feelings…If I feel a 

repugnance to conversing with a person whom I know to be most excellent – and from whom I mighty learn 

much that would do me good – I must not succumb to the antipathy which prompts me to avoid his company. 

On the contrary, I must discipline myself to listen to the voice of reason telling me rather to seek his company 

or at least, if I am already in it, to remain there in quiet, peaceful mind…People who are of a harsh, severe 

disposition will dislike those who are gentle and mild. They will regard such gentleness as extreme weakness, 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/propriety


though indeed it is a quality most universally beloved. What remedy is there for these antipathies, since no one, 

however perfect, can be exempt from them? The only remedy for this evil – as indeed for all other kinds of 

temptation – is simply to turn away from it and think no more about it…We should never try to justify our 

reasons for our antipathies, let alone wishing to nourish them. If you have simply a natural, instinctive dislike 

for anyone, I beseech you to pay no attention to it; turn away your thoughts from it and so trick your mind. 

When, however, you find these antipathies going too far you must fight against them and overcome them, for 

reason will never permit us to foster antipathies and evil inclinations for fear of offending 

God.” (Conference XVI, pp. 298 - 301)  

 

Francis knows the human heart very well. He acknowldges that “this instinctive tendency to love some more 

than others is natural.”(Ibid) Likes and dislikes are part-and-parcel of life. That said, Jesus commands us to 

love our enemies. Jesus commands us to love those whom we dislike. Jesus commands us to love those who 

get on our nerves.  

 

Like it, or not!  

* * * * * 

(June 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take care not to perform righteous deeds…to win the praise of others.”  

 

In a letter to Madame de la Flechere, Francis de Sales observed: “Humility is the virtue of virtues, but a 

humility that is generous and peaceable. Preserve a spirit of holy joy which – modestly spreading over your 

words and actions – gives consolation to the good people who see you, that thus they may glorify God, which 

is your only aim.” (Living Jesus, p. 150)  

 

Jesus calls us to “perform righteous deeds”. He calls us to live a life of virtue. That said, Jesus cautions us 

against doing so to win the applause, praise or adulation of others.  

 

Let us try our level best this day to do the right thing for others. Let us try our level best to do it for the right 

reason: to the praise and glory of God!  

* * * * * 

(June 21, 2012: Aloysius Gonzaga, Religious)  

* * * * * 

 

“Thy will be done…”  

 

In a sermon on the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Francis de Sales preached:  

 

“People who, like Martha, are desirous and anxious to do something for Our Lord believe they are very devout 

and believe that this eagerness is a virtue. However, this is no so, as He Himself would have us understand. 

Only one thing is required, that is, to have God and possess Him. If I seek only Him, what does it matter to me 

if I have to do one thing or another? If I desire only His will, what will it matter to me if I have to do one thing 

or another? If I desire only His will, what will it matter to me whether I am sent to Spain or to Ireland? If I seek 

only His cross, why should I be troubled if I am sent to the Indies, or to old countries or to new countries, since 

I am certain that I shall find it everywhere?” (Living Jesus p. 436)  

 

These statements are not mere pious platitudes coming from the mouth of the Gentleman Saint. His life is filled 

with illustrations of how Francis de Sales practiced what he preached. In reflecting upon an offer he received to 

become a coadjutor to Cardinal de Retz in Paris, he wrote to Madame Angelique Arnauld: “I am, and shall be 

and ever want to be at the mercy of God’s divine providence. I want to hold no rank except that of a servant 



and a follower…I am again invited to go to Paris under advantageous conditions. I said that I would neither go 

there nor stay here unless to follow the will of God. This country (Savoy) is my home according to my natural 

birth; according to my spiritual birth, my home is the Church. I shall willingly go or stay wherever I can best 

serve the latter without attaching myself to the former.” (Ibid, p. 438)  

 

Aloysius Gonzaga (1568-1591) was a contemporary of St. Francis de Sales. His family had big plans for him: 

they envisioned him making his career as a soldier. In the event, God had other plans for him: Aloysius joined 

the Society of Jesus at the age of seventeen. Six years later he died during a plague that ravaged Rome. 

Recognized for his holiness, he was beatified in 1621, one year before the death of Francis de Sales.  

 

In a Conference to the Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales once commented: “While all the saints have 

saved their souls (by following God’s will) they have done so in very different ways…” (Conference XIX, p. 

365) All of us are called to follow the will of God, but no two of us will do that in exactly the same way. All of 

us are called to put ourselves as the disposal of God’s plans, but God’s plan my take each of us in a variety of 

different directions. Of course, the one constant in the midst of life’s twists and turns is the God whose will we 

try to do!  

 

How might God ask us to follow His will today?  

* * * * * 

(June 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Store up treasures in heaven…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life (in a chapter entitled, “We must be Faithful to both Great and Little 

Tasks”), Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The Sacred Spouse implies that He is pleased to accept the great deeds of devout persons, that their least and 

lowest deeds are also acceptable to Him, and that to serve Him as He wishes we must have great care to serve 

Him well in both great, lofty matters and in small, unimportant things. With love we can capture His heart by 

the one just as well as by the other…For a single cup of water God has promised to his faithful a sea of endless 

bliss. Since such opportunities present themselves from moment to moment it will be a great means of storing 

up vast spiritual riches if only you use them well.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 35, pp. 213-214)  

 

Do you want to store up treasures in heaven? Then do good things for God – be they little or great – as often as 

you can on this earth.  

 

Each and every day.  

* * * * * 

(June 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not worry about your life…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“We must always render ourselves pliable and tractable to God’s good pleasure, as though we were wax. We 

must not deceive ourselves into willing and wishing for things but we must leave them to God for Him to will 

and do them as He pleases, ‘casting all our cares upon him, because He cares for us,’ as the holy Apostle says 

(1 Peter 5: 7). Note that he says all our cares, that is, not only our cares as to accepting events but also that of 

willing or not willing them. He will have care as to the outcome of our affairs and to will whatever is best for 



us…” (Living Jesus, p. 439)  

 

Francis de Sales isn’t asking us to be Pollyanna’s. For that matter, neither is Jesus. There are lots of things in 

life about which we should be concerned, especially, when it comes to those we love. The challenge is to not 

allow our concerns and our cares to consume us. The challenge is to not allow our responsibilities to morph 

into anxieties.  

 

But if Jesus’ exhortation and Francis de Sales advice aren’t enough to convince you, consider this: most 

medical research suggests that worrying about life not only won’t lengthen your life but it will also – in all 

likelihood – shorten it!  

 

So, by all means, be busy about your life. Just be careful not to allow your legitimate cares and concerns to 

overwhelm you.  

 

By any means!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: June 25th - June 30th  
 

(June 25, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The measure with which you measure will be measured back to you…”  

 

In a conference given to the teachers, Oblates and helpers of St. Bernard School in Troyes, France on October 

3, 1891, Fr. Louis Brisson, OSFS remarked:  

 

“Those who have good judgment, a well-balanced mind and a good head on their shoulders should not be 

content to do exactly what is prescribed; they should do it affectionately, says St. Francis de Sales. They should 

do it with devotion. If they do everything exactly right the mechanism will not be thrown off track, but that 

isn’t sufficient. You have to join to it affection, devotion and prayer…Have great exactitude, but not that of a 

machine…You have to have generosity, a big spirit: you have to exercise virtue, to act well in all 

situations.” (Father Louis Brisson: A Documented Biography, p. 180)  

 

We shouldn’t be surprised that Father Brisson would make this distinction, after all, he lived during the rise of 

the Industrial Revolution. He may have marveled at the power of machines, but he never lost sight the real 

power that is unleashed by passionate human beings. We can get things done by acting like efficient, heartless 

machines, or we can do even more by being authentic and heart-filled people. We can go through the motions 

and accomplish some good, or we can build lasting things by our devotion to the love of God and neighbor!  

 

This was no mere rhetorical debate or distinction that Father Brisson offered to the faculty and staff at St. 

Bernard’s. He learned this up-close and personally at the hands of one of his seminary professors, a certain 

Father Josse. Some sixty years later, Brisson fondly recalled: “There was a real teacher. He put out for his 

pupils: that’s the way to live…he was a man to whom you listened, who was esteemed and really knew his job 

and loved it.” (Ibid, p. 6) For him being efficient isn’t sufficient!  

 

On any given day, then, we have two choices regarding how we want to live our lives: we can go through the 

motions, or we can do it with heart. Just remember, that the manner in which you choose to do it will be 

measured back to you…and then some.  



 

How will you measure? How will you be remembered?  

* * * * * 

(June 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

"Do to others whatever you would have them do to you…”  

 

The “Golden Rule” has been around for a very long time. It predates Jesus, but it’s still important enough for 

Jesus to refer to it in the context to his “Sermon on the Mount”. It also predates St. Francis de Sales, but it is 

still important enough for him to refer to it in the context of his Introduction to the Devout Life. He wrote:  

 

“Be just and equitable in all your actions. Always put yourself in your neighbor’s place and him in yours, and 

then you will judge rightly. Imagine yourself the seller when you buy and the buyer when you sell and you will 

sell and buy justly. Resolve to examine your heart often to see if it is such toward your neighbor as you would 

like his to be toward you were you in his place. This is the touchstone of true reason.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 

36, p. 217)  

 

The “Golden Rule” seems so simple, doesn’t it? It’s tempting to say, “You mean to tell me that living the 

Gospel boils down to doing something so simple? Heck, anybody can do that!” Maybe so, but we know not 

everybody does.  

 

Do you?  

* * * * * 

(June 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“By their fruits you will know them…”  

 

Imagine yourself walking through a lush forest in which you encounter a variety of fruit-bearing plants. What 

would you expect to find along the boughs of an apple tree? Why, apples, of course! What would you expect to 

find hanging from the branches of a peach tree? Peaches, no doubt! What would you expect to find near the top 

of a banana tree? Clearly, you’d look for bananas! You approach grape vines: what would you expect to find 

throughout them? You’d hope to see grapes!  

 

In the opening chapters of his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote: “When he created things God 

commanded plants to bring forth their fruits, each one according to its kind. In like manner he commands 

Christians, the living plants of his Church, to bring forth the fruits of devotion, each one according to his 

position and vocation.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 3)  

 

Insofar as we are “living plants of the Church” what kind of fruit(s) should we be producing? Francis de Sales 

offers some ideas in a letter he wrote four hundred years ago to Mademoiselle de Soulfour: “Let us practice 

those ordinary virtues suited to our littleness…patience, forbearance toward our neighbor, service to others, 

humility, gentleness of heart, affability, tolerance of our own imperfections and similar little virtues…” (LSD, 

p. 98)  

 

How would other people describe us by the fruits that they discover growing in and on us?  



* * * * * 

(June 28, 2012: Irenaeus, Bishop and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the Kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the 

will of my Father in heaven…”  

 

St. Irenaeus (130-202) was one of the most important theologians in the early Church. He was born in the city 

of Smyrna (in modern-day Turkey) and, as a youth, became a disciple of St. Polycarp. He went to Gaul 

(modern-day France) and, during the persecution of the Church by the Emperor Marcus Aurelius, became a 

priest in the city of Lyons.  

 

After becoming Bishop of Lyons, Irenaeus was instrumental in leading the fight against the heresy of 

Gnosticism. The Gnostics claimed that only those who had secret knowledge, and who renounced all material 

things as evil (including the human body), could be saved. Irenaeus opposed them by developing the concept 

of apostolic succession (in which Church teaching is guaranteed to be authentic when Church leaders can trace 

their authority back to the Apostles), and by emphasizing the Incarnational principle (which states that God’s 

creation is good, and that He can use physical or material items as a source of grace). Though he vigorously 

opposed heresy, Irenaeus remained gentle and personally concerned for the spiritual well-being of his 

opponents. Many accounts claim that he was martyred during the persecution of the Emperor Septimus 

Severus, though details are unknown.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “You must be ready to suffer many great 

afflictions for our Lord, even martyrdom itself. However, as long as divine Providence does not send you great, 

piercing afflictions…bear patiently the slight inconveniences, the little inconveniences and the inconsequential 

losses that daily come to you…All such little trials when accepted and embraced with love are highly pleasing 

to God’s mercy.” (IDL, Part II, Chapter 35, pp. 213-214)  

 

When it came to bearing witness (which is the meaning of the word “martyr”) to the Gospel, talk is cheap. 

Irenaeus not only preached and published against heresy, but he also put his life on the line in the pursuit of the 

truth. While God may never ask us to make the ultimate sacrifice, every day God provides us with countless 

opportunities to make little sacrifices.  

 

How far are we willing to go in following Irenaeus’ example: not merely by saying we’ll do God’s will, but by 

actually doing it?  

* * * * * 

(June 29, 2012: Peter and Paul, Apostles)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord stood by me…”  

 

When the night has come 

And the land is dark 

And the moon is the only light we'll see 

No I won't be afraid, no I won't be afraid 

Just as long as you stand, stand by me  

 

If the sky that we look upon 

And the mountains should crumble to the sea 

Just as long as you stand, stand by me 

                                   - Ben. E. King  

 



Who should know better how the Lord stands by people than St. Peter and St. Paul?  

 

Peter “denied his Master with an oath; not content with that, he was reduced to calling down curses on himself 

and swearing that he knew nothing of the man. Poor St. Peter: he denied with his own lips the One who had 

called him to the apostolate…” (Pulpit and Pew: A Study in Salesian Preaching, p. 270) Notwithstanding 

Peter’s betrayal, he stood by him: He made him ‘the rock’ on which to build the Church.  

 

Paul was one of the greatest of the earliest persecutors of Jesus and his followers. Then-Saul, he watched – and 

apporved of - the stoning death of Stephen. Even after his conversion Paul reamined “quarrelsome”, observed 

St. Francis de Sales. (Ibid, p. 260) Notwithstanding Paul’s persecution of the Christians, Jesus stood by Paul: 

He made him the Apostle to the Gentiles.  

 

St. Francis de Sales once remarked: “Noticing the defects of the saints we must avoid the mistake of being 

complacent with ourselves as we are. We should consider that even if the saints are imperfect then it is no 

wonder that we are imperfect, too…It is a good thing to see the defects in the lives of the saints. It not only 

teaches us to imitate the saints in their efforts to overcome their failings and to do penance for them, but it 

shows us God’s goodness in forgiving them…” (Ibid, p. 259)  

 

How does the Lord stand by us? He loves us as we are. He forgives us when we fail. He calls us to be His 

disciples…imperfect as we are.  

* * * * * 

(June 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Who can heal you?”  

 

The voice comes in many forms. The voice comes in many guises. It is the voice inside your head that says, 

“God could never forgive you for this…God could never heal you from that.” Where do we get this notion that 

certain sins, illnesses, weaknesses, faults and failings are beyond the reach of God’s mercy?  

 

In a sermon (entitled “Saints for Sinners”) which he preached on Good Friday, March 25, 1622, Francis de 

Sales remarked:  

 

“Let no one boast of a call from God, of a state in life that is apparently secure. Let no one presume on his own 

good works or accomplishments, or believe that he has nothing to fear. St. Peter, for all his grace, for all his 

determination to follow our Lord to prison or to death, denied his Master at the mere whisper of a servant girl. 

Judas sold his Master for a handful of silver. Both of them had great falls, but with this difference: St. Peter 

repented, while Judas despaired. Our Lord offered Judas the same grace of repentance as he offered Peter, 

treating both apostles alike. One accepted the offer, the other rejected it.”  

 

“When Peter heard the cock crow, he remembered what our Lord had said to him. Faced with his guilt, he went 

out and wept bitterly. This brought him complete forgiveness and remission of all his sins. Happy Saint Peter! 

His great sorrow won him a full pardon for his even greater disloyalty…such repentance transformed a great 

sinner into a great saint. Judas, by contrast, in spite of the same grace of repentance, refused it and despaired. 

Unhappy man! He saw the enormity of his crime and despaired! He even confessed hi sin; he returned the 

thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders claiming that he had betrayed an innocent man. If he 

accepted absolution form those priests he received none. Only our Lord could give it to him, and he was blind 

to the redemption in the Savior’s hands. Perhaps he was afraid to ask pardon from the Master for fear of 

receiving too severe a penalty. In the event, he went out and hanged himself…” (Pulpit and Pew, pp. 270 – 

271)  

 

Who is it that we fear cannot forgive us? Is it God, or is it ourselves who cannot forgive us? Offered the gift of 



repentance and the promise of forgiveness, Judas chose to hang himself instead. Perhaps there is something of 

Judas inside each of us: we get hung up on the fact we cannot possibly earn our own salvation; we get hung up 

on the fact that despite our best efforts we continue to fall; we get hung up on the truth that despite our 

protestations to the contrary, we, too, betray Jesus when we choose sin over sanctity.  

 

So, answer these questions: Who can heal you? Who can forgive you?  

 

Will you accept His help?  

* * * * *  
      

13TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Mark is an action reporter. His short gospel includes relatively few words of Jesus, but much action, related in 

vivid detail - often with the human tensions surrounding Jesus’ ministry.  

 

Today’s gospel is a double-header of action. As we know, Mark uses a technique that has come to be known as 

the “Markan sandwich.” He will relate an action, and then have another action contained within; he intends that 

the two be interpreted in relation to each other. He uses the technique here and three times later. [Chapters 

6,11, and 14]  

 

Today, the story of Jairus and his daughter are the bread-slices; the woman with the hemorrhage is the 

lunchmeat  

 

At first, Jesus seems annoyed that he was touched. But he wants to be more than a healing energy-supply. He 

wants to meet the person whose faith was sufficient to reach out and touch him. He wants their relationship to 

be personal, face-to-face.  

 

In mark, faith must be a radical relationship of trust in god; it is actually a way of seeing, a manner of living. 

Mark’s Jesus does not want miracles to be a magic show. Jesus wants miracles as examples of divine 

compassion as a response to trust / faith.  

 

The woman and the little girl are more alike than they are different: 

 Both are women; both are nameless; 

 The little girl is 12; the woman has had her hemorrhage for 12 years – the lifetime of the little girl; 

 The ruler refers to the girl as “my daughter”; Jesus calls the woman “daughter.” Personal! 

 Both situations regard blood. In the situation of the woman, Jesus makes blood stop flowing; in the 

situation of the girl, he makes the life / blood flow once more; 

 In both cases, Jesus touched someone who was unclean, making himself unclean: a woman bleeding is 

unfit for worship in the synagogue - unclean; the leader’s daughter, a dead girl, is also unclean; 

 Both are untouchables under the law; 

The woman comes forward in fear of overstepping. The leader of the synagogue feared offending his fellow 

leaders who would regularly stare contemptuously at Jesus. Fear is a common denominator in both action-

stories.  

 

Both stories are miracle stories; both have as their point: the presence of faith in the believer and the merciful 

response of Jesus.  

 

 

     



Spirituality Matters 2012: July 2nd - July 7th  
 

(July 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You sit speaking against your brother; against your mother’s son you spread rumors…Shall I be deaf to it?”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales exhorted:  

 

“Never slander anyone either directly or indirectly. Beware of falsely imputing crimes and sins to your 

neighbor, revealing his secret sins, exaggerating those that are manifest, putting an evil interpretation on his 

good works, denying the good that you know belongs to someone or maliciously concealing it or lessening it 

by words. You would offend God in all these ways but most of all by false accusations and denying the truth to 

your neighbor’s harm. It is a double sin to lie and harm your neighbor at the same time.” (IDL, Part III, 

Chapter 29, p. 202)  

 

Let’s say that we are making progress in refraining from saying anything against other people that would either 

exaggerate their vices or diminish their virtues. Let’s say that our consciences are clear because we are making 

strides in refraining from bad-mouthing other people or putting other people down. Are we in the clear? Not 

quite! At least, not in St. Francis de Sales’ opinion, for in the same chapter he stated:  

 

“When you hear anyone spoken ill of, make the accusation doubtful if you can do so justly. If you cannot, 

excuse the intention of the accused party. If that cannot be done, express sympathy for that person, change the 

subject of conversation, reminding yourself and others that those who do not fall into sin owe it all to God’s 

grace. Confront the slanderer in a mild way and tell of some good deed of the offended party if you are aware 

of any.” (Ibid, pp. 205-206)  

 

Do you want to rid the world of rumors? It isn’t enough to refrain from spreading them ourselves; we must also 

be willing to speak up when we hear them spread by others.  

* * * * * 

(July 3, 2012: Saint Thomas, Apostle)  

* * * * * 

 

"Unless I see the mark of the nails…I will not believe.”  

 

In the same chapter (“On Slander”) to which we referred during yesterday’s homiletic reflection, Francis de 

Sales wrote:  

 

“Do not say that so-and-so is a drunkard even though you have seen him intoxicated, or that so-and-so is an 

adulterer even if you saw him in his sin, or that so-and-so is incestuous because he has been guilty of a certain 

depraved deed. A single act is not enough to justify the name of vice...To deserve the name of a vice or a 

virtue, there must be some advance in an act and it must be habitual. Hence it is untrue to say that so-and-so is 

bad-tempered or a thief simply because we once saw him in a fit of anger or guilty of theft…We must not draw 

conclusions from yesterday to today, nor from today to yesterday, and still less to tomorrow.” (Ibid, pp. 203-

204)  

 

So why is it, then, that we continue to refer to the Apostle whose life and legacy we celebrate today as 

“Doubting Thomas”. It has nearly two thousand years since he declared to his peers what it would take for him 
to believe that Jesus was risen. Why should we vilify Thomas for being honest? Why should we beat up on 

Thomas for speaking from his heart?  

 



Jesus certainly didn’t!  

 

Jesus didn’t scold Thomas for his declaration. Jesus didn’t refuse Thomas’ request. Quite the contrary! Jesus 

showed him his hands and his side, saying, in effect: “See my wounds? You bet! Touch my hands and side? 

Absolutely! If that’s what it’s going to take to convince you that I’m real, Thomas, then by all means do it!” It 

was then that Thomas believed that the person who was standing in front of him was the same Jesus with 

whom he walked for three years - the same Jesus, who spent his ministry meeting people where they were, now 

offered the same courtesy to him.  

 

In the closing scene from the film Red Dragon, Dr. Hannibal Lector’s character opined: “Our scars have the 

power to remind us that the past was real.” Perhaps Thomas intuited that only the scars left by Jesus’ 

humiliation, passion and death could convince him that Jesus had conquered death! Perhaps this is what 

prompted Thomas’ request. Perhaps that’s why Thomas had the courage to speak his truth despite the giddy 

euphoria of the other Apostles who had previously seen Jesus. Can you really blame Thomas for not taking 

their word for it?  

 

Come to think of it, it is remarkable that the experience of resurrection did not remove the wounds of Jesus: the 

lasting marks of pain, disappointment, misunderstanding, rejection, humiliation, abandonment, suffering and 

death. Notwithstanding these wounds, however, Christ's resurrection powerfully demonstrated that pain, 

sadness, suffering and injustice -- as real as they were -- did not, ultimately, wield the last word. While 

suffering was clearly a part of Jesus’ life, there was so much more to his life than suffering.  

 

Maybe it’s time for us to retire the moniker “Doubting Thomas” and replace it with “Honest Thomas” from 

this day forward!  

* * * * * 

(July 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“To the upright I will show the saving power of God…Seek good and not evil, that you may live.”  

 

IN CONGRESS, July 4, 1776.  

 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America.  

 

“When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary…to assume among the powers of the earth, the 

separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the 

opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them…We hold these truths to 

be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  

 

Do you want to live? Then be upright! Show in your own life – and in the lives of others – the saving power of 

God. How? (1) Seek good by pursuing and promoting the God-given, unalienable gifts of life, liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness with others, and; (2) Stop evil by confronting and containing anything that threatens these 

same God-given, unalienable gifts.  

 

How self-evident are these truths in our lives today?  

* * * * * 

(July 5, 2012: Saint Elizabeth of Portugal)  

* * * * * 

 

“The judgments of the Lord are true, and all of them just.”  



 

“On the occasion of Elizabeth of Portugal’s birth in 1271, her father, Pedro III, future king of Aragon, was 

reconciled with his father, James, the reigning monarch. This proved to be a portent of things to come. Under 

the healthful influences surrounding her early years, she quickly learned self-discipline and acquired a taste for 

spirituality. Thus fortunately prepared, she was able to meet the challenge when, at the age of 12, she was 

given in marriage to Denis, king of Portugal. She was able to establish for herself a pattern of life conducive to 

growth in God’s love, not merely through her exercises of piety, including daily Mass, but also through her 

exercise of charity, by which she was able to befriend and help pilgrims, strangers, the sick, the poor—in a 

word, all those whose need came to her notice.”  

 

“In the midst of her charitable work, Elizabeth remained devoted to her husband, whose infidelity to her was an 

open secret. He, too, was the object of many of her peace endeavors. She long sought peace for him with God, 

and Elizabeth’s efforts were finally rewarded when he gave up his life of sin. She repeatedly sought and 

effected peace between the king and their rebellious son, Alfonso, who thought that he was passed over to 

favor the king’s illegitimate children. Elizabeth acted as peacemaker in the struggle between Ferdinand, king of 

Aragon, and his cousin James, who claimed the crown. After she had retired as a Franciscan tertiary to the 

monastery of the Poor Clares after the death of her husband, Elizabeth set out and was able to bring about a 

lasting peace between her son Alfonso, then king of Portugal, and his son-in-law, the king of Castile.”  

 

“The work of promoting peace is anything but a calm and quiet endeavor. It takes a clear mind, a steady spirit 

and a brave soul to intervene between people whose emotions are so aroused that they are ready to destroy one 

another. This is all the more true of a woman in the early 14th century. But Elizabeth had a deep and sincere 

love and sympathy for humankind, almost a total lack of concern for herself and an abiding confidence in God. 

These were the tools of her success.” (www.americancatholic.org)  

 

A peacemaker (like the Lord) needs to have sound, true judgement. A peacenaker (like the Lord) needs to have 

just judgments. In addition, it doesn’t hurt also to have “a clear mind, a steady spirit and a brave soul”. 

Obviously, Elizabeth of Portugal embodied these qualities…and so much more.  

 

If God were to ask us to be peacemakers today, how would our efforts measure-up?  

* * * * * 

(July 6, 2012: Saint Maria Goretti, Virgin and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“I desire mercy, not sacrifice…”  

 

“Maria Goretti was born in Corinaldo, Ancona, Italy, on October 16 1890. Her farm worker father moved his 

family to Ferrier di Conca, near Anzio. Her father died of malaria and her mother had to struggle to feed her 

children. In 1902 an eighteen-year-old neighbor, Alexander, grabbed her from her steps and tried to rape her. 

When Maria said that she would rather have died than submit, Alexander began stabbing her with a knife. As 

she lay in the hospital, she forgave Alexander before she died. Her forgiveness did not end with her death, 

however.”  

 

“Alexander was captured and sentenced to thirty years for Maria’s murder. He was unrepentant until he had a 

dream. He found himself in a garden. Maria was also there and she gave him flowers. When he woke, he was a 

changed man, repenting of his crime and living a reformed life. When he was released after twenty-seven 

years, he went directly to Maria's mother to beg her forgiveness which she gave. Her mother remarked: ‘If my 

daughter can forgive him, who am I to withhold forgiveness?’ When Maria was declared a saint in 1950, 

Alexander was there in the crowd at the St. Peter's to celebrate her canonization. She is called a martyr because 

she fought against Alexander's attempts at sexual assault. However, the most important aspect of her story is 

her forgiveness of her attacker -- her concern for her enemy extending even beyond death.” 

(www.catholiconline)  

http://www.americancatholic.org/
http://www.catholiconline/


 

It is remarkable that this young girl was willing to sacrfice her life in order to stand up for what she believed. It 

is all-the-more remarkable that this young girl was willing to demonstrate mercy by forgiving the person who 

took her life because she stood up for her beliefs.  

 

How about us? We’ve probably all had to give up something because someone else took something from us. 

Have we forgiven those whose unjust taking precipitated our virtuous giving?  

* * * * * 

(July 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Why do we and the Pharisees fast much, but your disciples do not fast?”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“If you can stand fasting, you will do well to fast on certain days in addition to those prescribed by the Church. 

Besides the usual effects of fasting, namely, elevating our spirits, keeping the body in submission, practicing 

virtue and gaining greater reward in heaven, it is valuable for restraining gluttony and keeping our sensual 

appetites and body subject to the law of the spirit.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 23, p. 185)  

 

From a Salesian perspective, there is a place for fasting in the spiritual life. However, fasting is not the only 

method for “elevating our spirits, keeping the body in submission, practicing virtue and gaining greater reward 

in heaven.” So is work!  

 

Francis continued: “Both fasting and labor mortify and subdue the flesh. If your work is necessary for you to 

contribute to God’s glory, I prefer that you endure the pains of work rather than that of fasting. Such is the 

mind of the Church…One man finds it difficult to fast, while another is called to care for the sick, visit 

prisoners, hear confessions, preach, comfort the afflicted, pray and perform similar tasks. These latter 

disciplines are of greater value than the first: besides subduing the body, they produce much more desirable 

fruits.”(Ibid, pp. 185 – 186)  

 

Why didn’t Jesus’ disciples fast? It seems they were too busy contributing to God’s glory by serving the needs 

of others.  

 

There are two ways of contributing to God’s glory: fasting (doing without) and laboring (doing).  

 

Which way will you pursue today?  

* * * * *  
      

14TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Have you had the experience of losing your glasses and looking everywhere and then finding them on your 

head or around your neck? Or, think you lost something and find it just about where you first thought you lost 

it? Humbling!  

 

Jesus, after a successful road trip, was in Nazareth, preaching in his home synagogue before those who knew 

him best. Luke tells us that what Jesus reads to them was a messianic prophecy from Isaiah. He finished and 

said. ‘This scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Mark omits this provocative line from his gospel. We 

may be tempted to look down on Jesus’ critics, but we can’t be too hard on the folks of Nazareth. We may be 
more like them than not. You might think this would be his most sympathetic audience, but the crowd 

dismissed him.  



 

I can think of three possible forces at play in Jesus’ being written off from which we may learn. First, the 

crowd thought they knew him. He was a carpenter - just “one of the home townies.” Oldsters thought of him as 

the kid around the corner, Joseph and Mary’s son. Dismissal of messenger and message happened to Ezekiel 

and Paul of Tarsus in today’s other two readings  

 

A second possibility for not hearing is that any part of Jesus’ message that threatens one’s self-interest can be 

dismissed as “too controversial” or “too political.” Folks prefer the comfortable status quo. That is ‘being 

reasonable.” We tend to think we already “have it right.” Rocking the boat is often not accepted as good news. 

Jesus was drastically closing the gap between God and themselves. If he were right, the great act of god --to 

save, to punish -- was not all behind them as great stories to be told at Passover at the Seder. If he were right, 

this young man was saying that god was not only among them, but he was also calling them to make major 

changes in their lives.  

 

Third, there is a tendency to elevate the importance of the new. This is why consultants arrive from the airport 

or the long drive, carrying laptops and PowerPoint presentations, bringing wisdom and insight. Organizations 

pay big bucks to hear them, but the reason we value this imported wisdom may be because the consultant is 

from out of town. If they live far away, their insight must be more valuable, more global. An irony is that when 

we go to their town, we are considered the “expert.”  

 

It is a fact that what is close at hand is often missed. About the only way we wake up to value the ordinary 

blessings of our lives is to have them taken away, or to view them from a distance, or to have a visitor help us 

to see them again, as if for the first time.  

 

Failing to see the extraordinary in the ordinary of our lives does have consequences. A troubling phrase of 

today’s gospel stands out because of their lack of faith; Jesus was “not able to perform any mighty deed there.” 

Jesus was “unable” because his infinite power was bound by the father’s gift of free will to the townsfolk and 

us. Jesus cannot mediate his father’s power without a faith response; there was little response in Nazareth. He 

could do only little. They do not even mention what he spoke in their synagogue; they dismiss his right to teach 

anything about god.  

 

The people were “full of themselves.” There was no room in their minds for a new insight -- or any new 

revelation. And . . . “familiarity breeds contempt” as the saying goes.  

 

Also, please notice their lack of belief amazed Jesus. Seldom is Jesus astonished, but when he is, it is about 

people’s faith. It is either extraordinary faith or it is the extraordinary lack of it.  

 

A “few” listened. Those few save the world that refuses to listen to a prophet. Small groups listen and take up 

the prophet’s call and become prophetic themselves in word and deed. Some will stand against the power of 

fear and greed. Some will risk unpopularity and contempt, even imprisonment or death to be the voice of God 

in our time. They begin as rebels – even canon or civil law-breakers - and end as “founding fathers,” heroes, 

and, occasionally, martyrs for the cause.  

 

Always looking forward to what is not yet, or getting stuck in what used to be, we can be crucified, like Jesus, 

between two thieves, the past and the future. It has been well said: “The past is history; the future is mystery --- 

we have only the gift of the now -- and that is why they call it “present.” Let’s recognize Jesus in the present 

and live our lives in the now, trying always to be open to the movement of the Spirit.  

 

Starting with those closest to you -- let’s be present to them and present to the presence of God in our midst.  
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(July 9, 2012: Saint Augustine Zhao Rung, Priest and Companions, Martyrs)  

* * * * * 

 

“Courage! Your faith has saved you…”  

 

How many times does Jesus make this statement (or ones similar to it) in the context of performing a miracle? 

Some might interpret his words as gratuitous; they might view these words as Jesus’ attempt to make the 

beneficiaries believe that they contributed - somehow in some small way - to the releasing of His life-changing 

power.  

 

They would be wrong.  

 

When Jesus says, “Your faith has saved you,” He is simply speaking the truth. The two miracles in today’s 

Gospel illustrate this point. In both cases (an official with a dead daughter and a woman with a chronic illness) 

the story that ends with the woman being cured from her hemorrhage and the daughter being raised from the 

dead were set into motion because someone had the courage to approach Jesus with a request and/or an 

intuition: “Come, lay your hand on her, and she will live” and “If only I can touch his cloak, I shall be cured.”  

 

What if the official had been too proud to ask Jesus for help? What if the woman had been too ashamed to 

reach out to Jesus? Fortunately for them, each of them where (1) humble enough to acknowledge their need, 

and (2) courageous enough to ask for help.  

 

How about us? Are there any needs that we (or those we love) have that we believe only Jesus has the power to 

address? Are we humble enough to name those needs for ourselves? Are we courageous enough to bring those 

needs to Jesus?  

 

Do you believe your faith in Jesus can save you?  

* * * * * 

(July 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“At the sight of the crowds, his heart was moved…”  

 

In commenting upon the Beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn…” William Barclay wrote: “It is first of all 

to be noted about this beatitude that the Greek word for to mourn – used here – is the strongest word for 

mourning in the Greek language. It is the mourning that is used for mourning for the dead, for the passionate 

lament for one who was loved…it is defined as the kind of grief that takes such a hold on a man that it cannot 

be hidden. It is not only the sorrow which brings an ache to the heart; it is the sorrow which brings the 

unrestrained tear to the eyes…” (The Daily Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew, Volume 1, p. 93)  

 

And in the case of Jesus, it is the sorrow that also releases miraculous power.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales cites one of two virtues associated with mourning or 

sadness: “Compassion.”(IDL, Part IV, Chapter 12, p. 253) At the sight of the man with a dead daughter and the 

woman with a chronic illness in yesterday’s Gospel, Jesus’ heart was deeply moved: the woman was cured, 

and the girl was raised. In today’s Gospel Jesus’ heart was deeply moved as He taught in synagogues, 

proclaimed the Gospel of the Kingdom, and cured every disease and illness. At the sight of the crowds, Jesus’ 

heart was moved. Feeling overwhelmed by the sheer size and scale of the neediness that He himself was 

encountering in others, Jesus asked His disciples to pray that God send more laborers for His harvest. In 

tomorrow’s Gospel, Jesus’ heart will move Him to go a step further with this request: He himself will 

commission his disciples to be those very laborers.  

 



Whenever Jesus’ heart was moved by the sight of others’ needs, power was released in Him: the people were 

taught, the sick were healed, the possessed were freed, the lost were found, the dead were raised. These actions 

are the heart of compassion: it’s not enough to feel sorry for someone else’s plight; compassion requires that 

we do something to address another’s plight. Compassion is more than just feeling; compassion is more about 

doing.  

 

At the sight of other people’s needs, are our hearts moved? And if once our hearts are moved, what’s next?  

* * * * * 

(July 11, 2012: Saint Benedict, Abbot)  

* * * * * 

 

“Sow for yourselves justice, reap the fruit of piety.”  

 

Wikipedia defines piety as “a virtue that can mean religious devotion, spirituality or a combination of both. A 

common element in most conceptions is humility.” Merriam-Webster defines piety as (1) “the quality of being 

religious or reverent,” and (2) “the quality of being dutiful.” Synonyms include “devoutness, godliness, 

religiousness and devotion.”  

 

In a letter to Madame de Limojon, Francis de Sales wrote: “I have said this to you in person, madam, and now 

I write it: I don’t want a devotion that is bizarre, confused, neurotic, strained, and sad, but rather, a gentle 

attractive, peaceful piety; in a word, a piety that is quite spontaneous and wins the love of God, first of all, and 

after that, the love of others.” (Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 156)  

 

As Francis de Sales understood it, piety is less a function of how many prayers we say, how many spiritual 

exercises we perform or how many hours we spend on our knees (although these things do have their place!); 

piety is about being devout, about being “dutiful,” that is, about honoring what is due to God and honoring 

what is due to our neighbor.  

 

In other words, piety is about justice; piety is about doing what is right.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, (Book XI, Chapter 3, p. 202) Francis observed: “Of all virtuous actions we 

ought most carefully practice those of religion and reverence for divine things. Such are the acts of faith, hope 

and holy fear of God. We must often speak of heavenly things, think of eternity and sigh for it, frequent 

churches and sacred services, read devout books and observe the ceremonies of the Christian 

religion…” Provided, of course, that all these nourish “sacred love.”  

 

Do you want to reap “the fruit of piety”? Then sow justice for God; sow justice for others.  

* * * * * 

(July 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Without cost you have received; without cost you are to give.”  

 

In a conference to the Visitation Sisters on “Generosity,” Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“The humility that does not produce generosity is undoubtedly false, for after it has said, ‘I can do nothing, I 

am absolute nothingness,’ it suddenly gives rise to generosity of spirit that says, ‘There is nothing – and there 

can be nothing – that I am unable to do, so long as I put all my confidence in God who can do all 

things.’” (Living Jesus, p. 152)  

 

Consider all the things that Jesus did for those whose lives He touched – curing the sick, raising the dead, 



cleansing lepers and driving out demons, all without expecting anything in return. So it’s easy to understand 

how His apostles might have been tempted to simply stand in awe of His power. That said, Jesus didn’t want 

them to stand in awe; Jesus also wanted them to imitate his example by doing the same works as He did – 

curing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing lepers and driving our demons, all without expecting anything in 

return.  

 

And to experience the awe of His power by sharing it with others.  

 

It’s tempting to simply stand in awe of God’s love for us. It’s humbling when we stop to consider how 

generous God has been to us purely out of the goodness of His heart without any cost on our part. What return 

can we possibly make? By being generous to others without cost to them.  

 

Out of the goodness of our hearts!  

* * * * * 

(July 13, 2012: Saint Henry)  

* * * * * 

 

“Straight are the paths of the Lord: in them the just walk, but sinners stumble in them.”  

 

When we hear these words from the Book of the Prophet Hosea, it’s easy to ask the question: who are the just 

who walk in the paths of the Lord; who are the sinners who stumble in them? As it turns out, both are one in 

the same.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Ostriches never fly; hens fly in a clumsy fashion, near the ground, and only once in a while, but eagles, doves 

and swallows fly aloft, swiftly and frequently. In like manner, sinners in no way fly up towards God, but make 

their whole course upon the earth and for the earth. Good people who have not as yet attained to devotion fly 

toward God by their good works but do so infrequently, slowly and awkwardly. Devout souls ascend to him 

more frequently, promptly and with lofty flights.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 1, p. 40)  

 

Not to put too fine a point on it, but when it comes to walking the paths of the Lord, we are all the just and the 

sinners alike. There is something of the ostrich, something of the hen and something of the eagle in all of us. 

We crawl in God’s paths; we stumble in God’s path; we fall in God’s paths; we walk and sometimes run in 

God’s paths; on occasion, we even manage to fly in God’s paths.  

 

Bottom line? Regardless of how we manage to make our way in life, the thing to keep straight is that’s it’s 

God’s path that we are called to walk.  

 

Regardless of how weakly, awkwardly or well we walk it!  

* * * * * 

(July 14, 2012: Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha, Virgin)  

* * * * * 

 

“All the hairs on your head are counted…”  

 

Kateri is known as "Lily of the Mohawks" or "Beautiful Flower Among True Men." The Catholic Church 

declared Kateri Venerable in 1943. Pope John Paul II beatified her in 1980. Kateri is the first Native American 

to be declared Blessed. Pope John Paul II designated Blessed Kateri as a patroness for World Youth Day 2002. 

On December 19, 2011, Pope Benedict XVI signed the decree necessary for the canonization of Blessed 

Kateri. Blessed Kateri will be canonized as a saint on October 21, 2012.  



 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“The Sacred Spouse in the Canticle of Canticles says that his bride has ravished his heart with one of her eyes 

and one of her hairs. Of all the outer parts of the human body none is nobler in structure or activity than the eye 

and none of less value than the hair. Hence the Sacred Spouse implies that He is pleased to accept the great 

deeds of devout persons, that their least and lowest deeds are also acceptable to Him and that to serve Him as 

He wishes we must have great care to serve Him well both in great, lofty matters and in small, unimportant 

things. With love we can capture His heart by the one just as well as by the other.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 35, 

p. 213)  

 

Kateri died at the age of 24. She is a shining example of how a shortened life can nonetheless be a full life. Left 

weakened by her exposure to small pox at the age of four, she is remembered for the simple – and powerful – 

witness of how a person can achieve spiritual greatness by serving God in little, ordinary ways.  

 

Her willingness to do little things for God made Kateri great. How can we follow her example today?  

* * * * *  
      

15TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
We hear mark’s account of Jesus’ sending out the apostles. We have heard about Jesus’ instructions on single-

mindedness: traveling light and not being picky about personal accommodations. We are missionaries, not 

vacationers.  

 

I thought today I would address two tips that are not usually talked about: a companion and rejection.  

 

Jesus formed a community around him, but when it came to getting the word out, he did not send his followers 

out as a large community or as individuals. Jesus sent them out in pairs. For many good reasons: 

 Two can support each other when the going gets tough or one gets discouraged; 

 Two can bounce ideas off each other because two heads are better than one; 

 Two can hold each other accountable; 

 Two can travel more safely -- especially if the message is not being well received; 

 Two are stronger witnesses; what one doesn’t think of the other very well may, and two have more 

credibility; for this reason: two were required to witness in a Jewish court. 

This is a good rule of thumb for us as well. In our attempts at missionary encounters -- to which every one of 

us is called -- it is good to have a companion. Jehovah’s witnesses know this well and practice it. We hear 

Jesus’ call for a walking stick and sandals. Action gear, not a TV remote and house slippers for oneself and a 

companion.  

 

The second point I’d like to make is about shaking the dust from our feet if we are rejected. This is a tricky, a 

dangerous passage. We can misuse it either to justify our anger if we feel it or to reject folks and then stand in 

judgment, as did James and john, wanting to call fire from heaven on rejecters.  

 

In a nutshell, Jesus wanted his followers simply to recognize their limits in converting and move on, leaving 

the situation to god and his later sending someone else to them. It is not anyone’s gift to ring everyone’s bell.  

 

The previous passage to today’s reading was last Sunday’s rejection by Jesus ‘ own people -- the folks with 

whom he grew up in Nazareth. Jesus did not doggedly stay. We read: “He made the rounds of the neighboring 

villages instead.”  

 



Jesus’ wisdom is echoed by Kenny Rogers, the C&W singer. He tells us that you’ve got to know when to hold 

‘em, know when to fold ‘em, know when to walk away, know when to run. There is wisdom in the gambler’s 

song.  

 

Before he began his public life, Jesus was in the desert with Satan who made attractive offers -- and Jesus 

walked. He knew when to walk and also when to let others walk: as, when the rich young man chose to walk 

away rather than give up his riches, Jesus was sad, but he did not run after him.  

 

We don’t know the number of times the disciples had to shake the dust from their feet and move on. Satan 

didn’t always fall like lightning from the sky.  

 

There is a principle here for every one of us. A mature assessment of ourselves involves our willingness to 

recognize our limits, in our missionary relationship with others.  

 

At another level, dr. Scott peck said that his practice of psychotherapy would be enjoyable and relatively easy 

if it were not for a single reality -- resistance. “People who come to psychotherapy do so saying they want to 

change, and then from the moment therapy starts they usually begin acting as if the last thing on god’s earth 

they want to do is change.”  

 

It is god’s spirit in a person’s life that has the persuasive power to deal with resistance -- not our fervor, not our 

intelligence, not our cleverness. And some folks we think are resisting god’s truth may simply be resisting us.  

 

We are not to quit easily, but there is wisdom in knowing when to let go. Parents, like priests, do not have 

control, here. Like St. Monica, the mother of St. Augustine, we pray. We do not badger. We take the 

opportunities to speak positively about god and the things of god. A former, poor situation should not 

discourage us in reaching out later to others.  

 

The serenity prayer is helpful: “god grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to 

change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”  
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(July 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Put away misdeeds from before my eyes; cease doing evil; learn to do good. Make justice your aim…”  

 

Cease doing evil; learn to do good. This is a no-brainer, right? Well, maybe yes, and maybe no. While we may 

know the difference between good and evil, actually doing what is good – and actually avoiding what is evil – 

is another thing all together.  

 

In a sermon on “The Seven Gifts”, Francis de Sales observed: “The Holy Spirit’s gift of knowledge is essential 

if we are to know…how to be capable of discerning the evil to be avoided and the good to be sought. Whence 

comes this gift of knowledge to distinguish between good and evil, virtue and vice if not from the Holy 

Spirit?” But merely distinguishing between good and evil is not enough. Francis opined: “Nothing is more 

common than to find theologians who are more effective at describing virtues than at practicing them.” (Pulpit 

and Pew, pp. 150 – 151)  

 

We need help to put our knowledge into action. Fortunately for us, the same Holy Spirit that gives us 

knowledge gives us yet another gift to help us to put our knowledge into practice. Of this gift – fortitude – 

Francis observed: “This is absolutely essential to us; the ability to tell good from evil is of little use if we lack 



strength to avoid the one and to engage in the other. Nothing is more common than to find people who know 

what is right but who lack the courage to do it.” (Ibid, p. 152) Fortitude gives us the courage – the heart – we 

need to cease doing evil and to do what is good.  

 

Two down, one to go. “The next gift is the gift of counsel; absent this gift and fortitude would be mere 

rashness. The strength of an army needs the counsel of a commander. Fear causes us to break away from sinful 

habits; knowledge helps us to see what is wrong; fortitude gives us the courage to act on our knowledge. But 

we need the help of counsel if we are to know how to tackle what knowledge has taught us. What this gift 

enables us to discern is how to carry out what the Holy Spirit teaches us.” (Ibid, pp. 153-154)  

 

There’s more to putting “away misdeeds from before” God’s eyes than meets the eye. We need the knowledge 

to distinguish good from evil; we need the courage to do good and to avoid evil; we need the counsel to decide 

how best to accomplish this. Thank God for the abundance of these gifts! Ask God for the grace to use these 

gifts!  

 

With the aim of doing justice!  

* * * * * 

(July 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take care to remain tranquil and do not fear. Let not your courage fail…”  

 

In a sermon given to the Visitation Sisters in Annecy in April 1620, Francis de Sales preached:  

 

“The apostles and disciples were afraid. They were children without a father, soldiers without a leader. While 

they were in hiding our Lord appeared to them; He brought them comfort and encouragement. ‘Peace be upon 

you,’ was his greeting. ‘It is I; do not be afraid.’ He seemed to ask, ‘Why are you so fearful and upset? Look at 

my hands; look at my wounds…’ It is of peace that I wish to speak to you – the peace of the Gospel. Where 

Gospel precepts are ignored there is nothing but trouble; nothing but strife.” (Pulpit and Pew, p. 198)  

 

Francis de Sales warns us, however, not to confuse peace with tranquility. The peace that Jesus offers makes 

no provision for a carefree or trouble-free life. He observed: “People delude themselves into thinking that pain 

and misfortune have no place where our Lord is; they believe that God’s presence produces only constant 

happiness. However, the opposite is true: God is never so close to us as when we are in trouble or difficulty, for 

it is precisely in these moments that our need for God’s protection and help is greatest.” (Ibid, p. 199) 

 

This sequence of events should come as no surprise to us. After all, the same Jesus who promised us peace is 

the same Jesus who told us: “In this world you will have trouble, but take courage; I have overcome the 

world.” (John 16: 33)  

 

Are you dealing with difficult issues? Are you having trouble with life’s challenges? Are you losing your 

nerve? Don’t make it worse by losing your courage. Remain tranquil; do not fear.  

 

Take care in the midst of all your cares.  

* * * * * 

(July 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Judgment will be with justice, and the upright of heart shall follow it...”  

 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines judgment as “the process of forming an opinion or evaluation by 



discerning and comparing an idea that is believed to be true or valid without positive knowledge.” Synonyms 

include: belief, conclusion, conviction, determination, diagnosis, eye, mind, notion, opinion, resolution, 

sentiment, verdict andview.  

 

OK. Then it should be obvious that a world without judgment (and things akin to it) would be a pretty chaotic 

place. We need to be able to make determinations, draw conclusions, form opinions and develop views in order 

to make our way through life. The challenge (presented to us in today’s Responsorial Psalm) is to render 

judgments that are just; the temptation is to make judgments that are rash.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote: “How offensive to God are rash judgments! The 

judgments of the children of men are rash because they are not the judges of one another, and when they pass 

judgment on others they usurp the office of our Lord. Such judgments are rash because the principal malice of 

sin depends on the intention and counsel of the heart. They are rash because every man has enough on which 

he ought to judge himself without taking it upon himself to judge his neighbors…fear, ambition and similar 

mental weaknesses often contribute to the birth of suspicion and rash judgment.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 28, p. 

196-197)  

 

What is the cure for rash, unjust judgments? “Drink as deeply as you can of the sacred wine of charity. It will 

set you free from the perverse moods that cause us to make such tortured judgments, for whoever wants to be 

cured must apply remedies not to one’s eyes or intellect but to one’s affections. If your reflections are kind, 

your judgments will be kind; if your affections are charitable, your judgments will be the same.” (Ibid, pp. 198-

199)  

 

What is Francis de Sales’ advice for those dedicated to judging justly? “Those who look carefully into their 

consciences are not very likely to pass rash judgments. Just as bees in misty or cloudy weather stay in their 

lives to prepare honey, so also the thoughts of good men do not go out in search of things concealed among the 

cloudy actions of their neighbors. It is the part of an unprofitable soul to amuse itself with examining the lives 

of other people.” Duly note, however, an important caveat that Francis wrote: “I except those who are placed in 

charge of others, whether within a family or in the state. For them a great part of their duties consists in 

inspecting and watching over the conduct of others. In such cases as these, let those responsible for others 

discharge their duty and make judgments with love.” (Ibid, pp. 200-201)  

 

 

 

If/when you need to make judgments, avoid the temptation to do so rashly. If/when you need to make 

judgments, do so justly.  

 

With love!  

* * * * * 

(July 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart...”  

 

In her book entitled Heart Speaks to Heart: The Salesian Tradition, Wendy M. Wright writes:  

 

“The Jesus of gentleness and humility is not a sentimental figure. In the Salesian world of hearts these qualities 

belong to God’s own kingdom. If one looks carefully, one sees that the passage in Matthew 11 that issues its 

invitation is located in a scriptural discourse on the mystery of the kingdom of God. That mystery of the 

kingdom of God the Father, the passage continues, is revealed through the Son. ‘Come to Me,’ he declares, 

‘and learn from Me for I am gentle and humble of heart.’ God’s-kingdom-realized is thus seen in this gentle, 

humble heart that confounds and overturns the values of the accepted order. It is not power over others, self-
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assertion or wealth that characterize God’s reign, but love of God and neighbor exercised through all the 

intimate, relational virtues like gentleness and humility…Discipleship is the lifelong opening of the heart to be 

transformed by and inhabited by Jesus’ own gentle heart…” (Pp. 33-34)  

 

The meekness that Jesus embodies is not weakness; it is strength. The humility that Jesus embodies is not 

thinking less about oneself; it is thinking about oneself less. This meek Jesus is all about power; this humble 

Jesus is all about using His power to help others.  

 

This passage in Scripture was Francis de Sales’ favorite. The “meek and humble” Jesus of Matthew’s Gospel 

transformed Francis’ life and the lives of so many others whose lives he touched. Not to put too fine a point on 

it, but this “meek and humble” Jesus transformed Francis into a saint.  

 

Jesus wants to do the same for - and with - us; Jesus wants to make us saints. Are we meek and humble enough 

to accept His invitation?  

* * * * * 

(July 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have heard your prayer and seen your tears….”  

 

In a sermon he preached in Lent 1622, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“The Canaanite woman did not become discouraged in her prayer. For although she saw that Our Lord was 

paying no attention to her prayers (since He gave her no word of response and seeemd to do her an injustice) 

nevertheless this woman persevered in crying out after Him: so much so that the Apostles were constrained to 

tell Him that He should dismiss her becasuse she did nothing but cry out after them. Because of this some are 

of the opinion that since Our Savior gave her no word of response, she addressed herself to the Apostles, 

asking them to intercede for her. This is why they said, ‘ She keeps crying out after us.’ Others believe that she 

did not ask them, but that she continued to cry out to the Lord. Nevertheless, although Our Lord appeared to 

turn a deaf ear to all that, she did not fail to continue her prayer.” (Living Jesus, p. 303)  

 

We shouldn’t assume that God doesn’t hear us if it sometimes seems that God is taking a long time in 

answering our prayers. As the Book of the Prophet Isaiah reminds us, God always hears our prayers; God does 

see our tears. In a letter to one of her daughters – one of her biological daughters – Jane de Chantal once 

wrote: “We owe everything to the goodness of our Lord who has watched over us and who has heard our 

prayers…Be assured that God who has been mindful of you will not forget you if you abandon yourself to His 

tender care…” (Letters of Spiritual Direction, P. 211)  

 

God does see us; God does hear us. What’s stopping us from giving voice to our prayers?  

* * * * * 

(July 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Woe to those who plan iniquity, and work out evil on their couches…”  

 

Oh, come on! Who actually plans iniquity? Who actually sits around and plans on doing evil?  

 

How about those who talk down other people or put down other people? In his Introduction to the Devout Life, 

Francis de Sales observed: “To scoff at others is one of the worst states in which a mind can find itself. God 

detests this vice and in past times inflicted strange punishments on it. Nothing is so opposed to charity – and 

much more to devotion – than to despise and condemn one’s neighbors. Derision and mockery are always 



accompanied by scoffing, and it is therefore a very great sin. Theologians consider it one of the worst offenses 

against one’s neighbor of which a person can be guilty. Other offenses may be committed with some esteem 

for the person offended, but this treats a person with scorn and contempt.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 27, pp. 195-

196)  

 

We plan or do not plan to talk negatively about other people, but as we all know from our own experience, it is 

all-to-easy to fall into it. Be it planned or spontaneous, God is very clear: woe to those who engage in evil 

things, evil things like bad-mouthing others  

 

What strategies might we employ to avoid those woes today?  

* * * * *  
      

16TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Last Sunday we heard Jesus sending out the twelve on their first missionary journey. Today, we hear of their 

return from ministry. This is the only time in mark’s gospel that the term “apostle” appears, referring to the 

twelve.  

 

Jesus compassionately reads the situation. He does not encourage them to do more or to do better. In his 

compassionate wisdom, he knows that they need time to rest and to relax.  

 

I think that Jesus would add a third r to our secular notion of R&R. Rest and relaxation are absolutely 

necessary, but so is a third R: reflection -- to determine where we are, where we are going. Jesus guides his 

apostles toward a quiet place.  

 

It turns out to be not so quiet, so he takes over the teaching and allows the twelve to rest. The three R’s can be 

delayed, but never omitted. After all, Jesus promised refreshment for the tired: “Come to me all you who are 

weary and heavily burdened; I will refresh you.”  

 

You are disciples. Many - no, most - of you minister to the community. Often, when you do not name what you 

are doing as ministry you minister to an elderly parent or lonely relative, - listening to oft’ repeated stories, 

adjusting to slowness of gait. You minister to a needy child - taking the time to play, to answer a hundred 

questions. You minister to a hurting friend by your presence. You minister to a sick neighbor by shopping, 

preparing a meal. Besides all that, you work at keeping yourself and your household going.  

 

When the boat crunches up on the sand on the far side of the lake, Jesus, without complaint, ministers to the 

people who interrupted his plan. The twelve are not mentioned. Likely, Jesus sent them off for rest, relaxation, 

and reflection on the conversation they had while crossing the four miles on the Sea of Galilee.  

 

Jesus has something to say to you today. You, too, need to take time for the 3 R’s. Rest, relax, and reflect. 

Deliberate rest and relaxation are essential for healthy living. Reflection is essential for establishing a balance 

between work and R&R.  

 

Jesus did not push the twelve beyond their limits, nor does he push you. He may be leading you by posing 

some questions: 

 Where am I on the continuum of work and the three R’s? Extremes are easy to reach. Extreme work 

leads to burnout. Extreme rest leads to rust. Extreme introspection leads to scrupulosity or spiritual 

self-centeredness. The alternative extreme leads to being a workaholic. There will always be 

something to do or some “reason” to do little or nothing. Balance is the challenge.  



 What is the quality of my rest? Am I renewed after rest / relaxation? Does my rest usually make me 

feel good about returning to activity? Downtime is not “one size fits all.” It is relative to where one is 

in life at any given time. Once again, we need balance. 

 How can I allow Jesus to minister to me? Do I need more interior, prayer to discern god’s will? Rote 

prayer can become a regimen of “busy work” that actually avoids honest conversation with our Lord. 

Summer provides weather for relaxation and the suspension and slowdown of many church ministries. For 

active parishioners who are weary, summer provides a needed break from ministry. For not-so-active 

parishioners, it provides a time for reflection on choices for a fresh start in September.  

 

We need to meet Jesus in the quiet place before we meet him in the market place.  

 

In Eucharist we meet our Lord. Let’s receive him and follow him into both ministry and into the three R’s.  

 
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: July 23rd - July 28th  
 

(July 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You have been told what the Lord requires of you: do the right and love goodness and walk humbly with your 

God…”  

 

In a letter to “a person of piety,” Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The more humility costs you, the more graces it will give you. Continue then to discipline your heart by 

humility and exalt it by charity…Study this lesson deeply, for it is the one lesson of our sovereign Master: 

‘Learn of me because I am meek and humble of heart.’ How happy you will be, if you resign yourself fully to 

the will of Our Lord. Yes, for this holy willing is all good and its execution all good. There is no better path to 

walk other than under His providence and guidance.” (Living Jesus, p. 145)  

 

Humility is not about having no life; humility is about laying down our lives – giving our lives – in the service 

of others. Of course, “laying down our lives” can sound overwhelming, especially when we consider the 

dramatic way in which Jesus laid down his life on the cross of Calvary. As St. Francis de Sales constantly 

reminds us, however, for most of us this giving of our lives gets played out in little, ordinary ways: like doing 

what is right and loving what is good.  

 

We know what the Lord requires of us: to walk humbly with God, that is, to do what is right and to love what 

is good in our relationships with others.  

 

And to know true happiness in the process!  

* * * * * 

(July 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is my brother, sister and mother…”  

 

In the opinion of William Barclay, this selection from Matthew’s Gospel offers us an expanded notion of the 
ties that bind: a new way of looking at kinship, family and friendship. He wrote:  

 



“True kinship is not always a matter of flesh and blood relationship. It remains true that blood is a tie that 

nothing can break and that many people find their delight and their peace in the circle of their families. But it is 

also true that sometimes a man’s nearest and dearest are the people who understand him least, and that he finds 

his true fellowship with those who work for a common ideal and who share a common experience. This 

certainly is true – even if Christians find that those who should be closest to them are those who are most out of 

sympathy with them, there remains for them the fellowship of Jesus Christ and the friendship of all who love 

the Lord.” 

 

Barclay says that this expanded notion of family – of home – is founded on three things: 

1. A common ideal. People who are very different can be firm friends if they have a common ideal for 

which they work and toward which they press 

 

2. A common experience and the memories that come from it. When people have passed together 

through some great experience – and when they can together look back on it – real friendship begins 

 

3. Obedience. There is no better way of showing the reality of love than the spirit of obedience. 

In a conference to the Visitation Sisters, Francis remarked:  

 

“Let us hear and follow the voice of the divine Savior, who like the perfect psalmist, pours forth the last strains 

of an undying love from the tree of the cross, ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.’ After that has 

been said, what remains but to breathe forth our last breath and die of love, living no longer for ourselves but 

Jesus living in us? Then, all the anxieties of our hearts will cease – anxieties proceeding from desires suggested 

by self-love and by tenderness for ourselves that make us secretly so eager in the pursuit of our own 

satisfaction…Embarked, then, in the exercises of our own vocation and carried along by the winds of this 

simple and loving confidence we shall make the greatest progress; we shall draw nearer and nearer to 

home.” (Living Jesus, p. 430)  

 

As members of Jesus’ family let us do our level best to be obedient, that is, to listen to the voice of God in our 

lives and act upon what we hear. May we celebrate the kinship, friendship and love that comes with following 

the will of our heavenly Fatherand experience the ties that truly and tenaciously bind us.  

 

In our true and lasting home.  

* * * * * 

(July 25, 2012: James, Apostle)  

* * * * * 

 

“We hold this treasure in earthen vessels….”  

 

Francis de Sales once wrote:  

 

“‘Borrow empty vessels, not a few,’ said Elisha to the poor widow, ‘ and pour oil into them.’ (2 Kings 4: 3-4) 

To receive the grace of God into our hearts they must be emptied of our own pride…” (Living Jesus, p. 149)  

 
It’s all-too-easy to fill our hearts – our precious earthen vessels – with all kinds of earthly treasures, things that 

– as good as they might be – aren’t really treasures at all - at least, not where God is concerned. The less space 



occupied in our hearts by things that merely pass for treasure, the more room we make available in our hearts 

for real, heavenly treasure that is truly precious: the love of God. Recall the words of St. Francis de Sales in a 

conference (On Cordiality) he gave to the Sisters of the Visitation: “We must remember that love has its seat in 

the heart, and that we can never love our neighbor too much, nor exceed the limits of reason in this affection, 

provided that it dwells in the heart.” (Conference IV, p. 56)  

 

The story of Zebedee’s sons illustrates the importance of being very careful about what we store in our hearts. 

Notwithstanding their intimate relationship with Jesus, they set their hearts on a treasure that was not in Jesus’ 

power to grant: places of honor in His Kingdom. He responds to this request (made on James and John’s behalf 

by their mother, no less, who apparently also had her heart set on honor for her sons as well) by challenging 

them to set their hearts not on the desire for honor but for opportunities to serve the needs of others…and so to 

have honor beyond their wildest dreams!  

 

We do hold a treasure - God’s love - in the earthly vessels of our hearts. Let’s be careful about what we pour 

into them; the more room we make in our hearts for God’s treasure, the richer we shall be.  

 

And the more we will have to share with others!  

* * * * * 

(July 26, 2012: Saints Joachim and Anne)  

* * * * * 

 

“To anyone who has, more will be given and he will grow rich; from anyone who has not, even what he has 
will be taken away…”  

 

William Barclay made the following observation about this Gospel passage:  

 

“Many a person in childhood and schooldays had a smattering of Latin or French or of some other language, 

and in later life lose every word because he never made any attempt to develop or use them. Many a person had 

some skill in a craft or game and lost it because he neglected it. The diligent and hard-working person is in a 

position to be given more and more; the lazy person may well lose even what he has. Any gift can be 

developed; and since nothing in life stands still, if a gift is not developed, it is lost.”  

 

“So it is with goodness. Every temptation we conquer makes us more able to conquer the next and every 

temptation to which we fall makes us less able to withstand the next attack. Every good thing we do, every act 

of self-discipline and of service, makes us better prepared for the next opportunity, and every time we fail to 

use such an opportunity we make ourselves less able to seize the next when it comes. Life is always a process 

of gaining more or losing more. Jesus laid down the truth that the nearer a person lives to Him, the nearer to the 

Christian ideal that person will grow. By contrast, the more a person drifts away from Christ, the less he or she 

is able to grow in goodness; for weakness, like strength, is an increasing practice.” (Daily Study Bible: The 

Gospel of Matthew, Volume 2, p. 67) 

 

St. Francis de Sales put it this way: if we are not moving forward in the practice of virtue, we are falling 

behind. So it is with a life of devotion: making the effort to do good produces its own reward by expanding our 

experience of life, whereas neglecting to do good is its own punishment by diminishing our experience of life.  

 

Take an inventory of the gifts - and the life - that God has given you. What do you find - growth, or decline?  

* * * * * 

(July 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Hear the parable of the sower….”  



 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Ostriches never fly; hens fly in a clumsy fashion, near the ground, and only once in a while, but eagles, doves 

and swallows fly aloft, swiftly and frequently. In like manner, sinners in no way fly up towards God, but make 

their whole course upon the earth and for the earth. Good people who have not as yet attained to devotion fly 

toward God by their good works but do so infrequently, slowly and awkwardly. Devout souls ascend to him 

more frequently, promptly and with lofty flights.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 1, p. 40)  

 

There is something of the ostrich, something of the hen and something of the eagle in all of us. We crawl in 

God’s paths; we stumble in God’s path; we fall in God’s paths; we walk and sometimes run in God’s paths, 

and on occasion, we even manage to fly in God’s paths. So, too, there is something of each of the scenarios of 

the seed in today’s Gospel that apply to us. Sometimes God’s word is stolen from our hearts before it has a 

chance to grow; sometimes God’s word springs up quickly in us but withers even more quickly because of our 

shallowness or hardness of heart; sometimes God’s word falls to the wayside because we lose heart in the 

midst of trials and difficulties; sometimes God’s word is simply overwhlemed by our fears, doubts, anxieties 

and second-guesses.  

 

But sometimes – just sometimes – God’s word finds a home deep in our hearts – deep in our souls, deep in our 

lives – and bears a harvest beyond our wildest dreams: thirty, sixty or even a hundredfold.  

 

Don’t just hear the parable of the sower; live the parable of the sower! Consider the ways in which the seeds of 

God’s love might have trouble taking root in your life. Focus on the ways in which the seeds of God’s love 

have made a deep, abiding and fruitful home in your heart.  

* * * * * 

(July 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Let them grow together until harvest…”  

 

In the garden of our lives all of us can find both wheat and weeds. It’s really tempting to focus our energy and 

attention on identifying and removing the weeds, but we do this at the risk of unintentionally removing the 

wheat as well. Jesus suggests that it is far better to be comfortable with the fact that we have both wheat and 

weeds in our lives and to allow God to sort them out over time.  

 

Francis de Sales clearly grasped the wisdom of Jesus’ advice. In a letter to Madame de la Flechere, he wrote:  

 

“Don’t be examining yourself to see if what you are doing is little or great, good or bad, provided that it is not 

sinful and that, in all good faith, you are trying to do it for God. As much as possible do well what you have to 

do, and once it is done, think no more about it but turn your attention to what has to be done next. Walk very 

simply along the way our Lord shows you and don’t worry. We must hate our faults, but we should do so 

calmly and peacefully, without fuss or anxiety. We must be patient at the sight of these faults and learn from 

the humiliation that they bring about. Unless you do this, your imperfections, of which you are acutely 

conscious, will disturb you even more and thus grow stronger, for nothing is more favorable to the growth of 

these ‘weeds’ than our anxiety and overeagerness to get rid of them.” (Letters of Spiritual Direction, pp. 161-

162)  

 

Bottom line? God loves us just the way we are - weeds and all. Who are we to suggest that God will love us 

more without them?  

* * * * *  
      



17th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Every third year at this time, the church reminds us that Mark, the evangelist will run out of gas / slash / gospel 

before the last Sunday in ordinary time. Mark wrote too short a gospel to stretch until advent arrives in 

December. The church inserts the magnificent “bread of life” discourse from John’s gospel to fill the gap. For 

five weeks we hear this marvelous discourse of john’s gospel chapter 6. Great idea; poor timing! When I 

become pope, I am going to move this to October when everyone is back from vacation and is more settled to 

appreciate the gem that John 6 is.  

 

Our first reading provides a mini-parallel from the Old Testament. It tells of Elisha feeding 100 people with 20 

barley loaves.  

 

The setting for today’s gospel is the place where god and man traditionally meet: a mountain - Mount Sinai 

where the 10 commandments were given, the mountain of the transfiguration, the mount of the beatitudes, and 

today, the mountain for the feeding of the 5000. The exact location is not recorded. We know that the place 

was near the Sea of Galilee. The time is near Passover, which appropriately conjures up the time of the last 

supper. Although place and time are sketchy, it is a story so important that it is the only miracle story that is 

found in all four gospels.  

 

The traditional story of their lack of food is the segue for Jesus to begin to speak of himself as the bread of life. 

A difficulty with the traditional understanding is that it was precisely the temptation to make bread had been a 

temptation that Jesus rejected outright in the desert before he began his public ministry.  

 

There is an alternative explanation for the miracle that has come more recently. Jews of Jesus’ day were 

seasoned travelers. They well knew that there were no golden arches of McDonald’s, or KFC’s or other fast 

food places. Ancient Jews were famous for always carrying a bottled-shaped basket called a kophinos in which 

they carried kosher food to avoid ritual impurity.  

 

So, an alternative interpretation is that when the Jewish followers saw that Jesus had them sit down and then 

Jesus took the boy’s barley loaves and fish and shared them, they were moved and followed his good example 

and also shared what they carried. This interpretation is surely in line with Jesus’ many sayings about sharing: 

he praised the poor widow who gave the little she had, two pennies. Jesus said that it is more blessed to give 

than to receive. We recall the Good Samaritan who generously shared with an “outsider” in need. We recall 

how the enthusiastic Zacchaeus gave half of what he possessed to the poor.  

 

Which of the two interpretations is correct? The traditional, almost magical interpretation has been preached 

for a long time, but the innovative interpretation does give us pause. Pause is good. The second interpretation 

stirs many reminders besides the words of Jesus just mentioned. 

 It reminds us of the then current Jewish practice of carrying food. 

 It reminds us that the bread came from barley, not wheat; barley was the bread of the poor – a 

reminder to us of simplicity. 

 It reminds us of the difference in two disciples: Phillip, a native of that area, said, in effect, feeding the 

large crowd was a hopeless endeavor, while Andrew, the apostle famous for bringing people to Jesus, 

brought the boy to Jesus. He did something – a reminder to us to do something. 

It reminds us that our lord can take what we bring and do wonders. Remember Alex’s lemonade stand and how 

a little girl stole the hearts of us all with her simple, generous, loving heart with amazing results to this day.  

 

It reminds you and me that in our cooperating with our lord in the coming of the kingdom, an even greater 
miracle than making bread is softening the hearts of others.  

 
      



Spirituality Matters 2012: July 30th - August 4th  
 

(July 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You have forgotten God who gave you birth…”  

 

Early in his career one of actor/comedian Steve Martin’s more popular lines when confronted for failing to do 

something incredibly important that others expected of him was to casually – almost dismissively - say: “I 

forgot.” It might have been an effective joke for Steve Martin’s routine, but for most of us, forgetting is no 

laughing matter.  

 

Think about it. Consider some of the most awkward moments in our relationships with others, especially those 

we love the most. Odds are that we didn’t intentionally forget an anniversary; chances are we didn’t 

deliberately forget to meet someone for a long-standing dinner engagement; it’s not like we chose to blow-off 

that all-important recital, game or graduation on purpose; it’s probably a sure bet that we didn’t plan to forget 

to pick someone up at the airport. Cases like these - and countless others - remind us of how embarrassing, 

mortifying or painful it is to have to say “I forgot” to someone who was counting on us.  

 

Especially when that “someone” who was counting on us is God!  

 

It’s safe to say that most days we don’t go out of our way to offend God. More often than not such experiences 

are probably “out-of-sight, out-of-mind” moments which cause us to forget about the God who created us, who 

redeemed us, who inspires and strengthens us and who – above all – loves us. Problem is that when we forget 

God, we also tend to forget who we are – we forget who others are – and we think, feel and act in ways that 

subsequently embarrass, mortify and/or harm ourselves and others.  

 

Perhaps that’s why St. Francis de Sales places such importance on the practice of the Direction of Intention, 

that is, reminding ourselves of the presence of God!  

 

Throughout the course of this day – just this day – frequently remind yourself of the God who gave you birth. 

Remind yourself of the presence of a God who loves and who enlivens you. Remind yourself that you are 

created in God’s image and likeness; remind yourself that other people whom you will encounter are likewise 

created in God’s image and likeness.  

 

And don’t forget: remember to think, feel and act accordingly!  

* * * * * 

(July 31, 2012: Saint Ignatius Loyola, Priest and Founder)  

* * * * * 

 

“Explain to us the parable of the weeds in the field…”  

 

Some weeks ago we touched upon the images of wheat and weeds. There is something of both wheat and 

weeds inside each and every one of us. Careful examination of the interior gardens of our thoughts, feelings 

and attitudes reveals things which promote life; likewise, in those same gardens we can identify things that 

compete with life.  

 

In a letter to Madame de la Flechere, Francis de Sales wrote:  
 

“Don’t be examining yourself to see if what you are doing is little or much, good or bad, provided that it is not 

sinful and that, in all good faith, you are trying to do it for God. As much as possible, do well that you have to 



do, and once it is done, think no more about it but turn your attention to what has to be done next. Walk simply 

along the way our Lord shows you and don’t worry. We must hate our faults, but we should do so calmly and 

peacefully, without fuss or anxiety. We must be patient at the sight of these faults and learn from the 

humiliation which they bring about. Unless you do this, your imperfections – of which you are acutely 

conscious – will disturb you even more and thus grow stronger, for nothing is more favorable to the growth of 

these ‘weeds’ than our anxiety and over eagerness to rid ourselves of them.” (Letters of Spiritual Direction, pp. 

161-162)  

 

In each of us we find a mixture of both wheat and weeds. In each of us we find a mixed bag of both good and 

bad. Essentially, the Salesian tradition challenges us to deal with this reality in three ways. First, detest the 

weeds within us. Second, don’t dwell on those weeds within us. Third, focus on – and nourish – the wheat 

within us.  

 

That should pretty much explain the parable of the weeds – and for that matter, the wheat – don’t you think?  

* * * * * 

(August 1, 2012: Saint Alphonsus Liguori, Bishop and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Kingdom of heaven is like a treasure..like searching for fine pearls.”  

 

A traditional way of explaining these images in today’s Gospel is to place the emphasis on us. This perspective 

considers this Gospel as a challenge to the hearer to ‘trade up’, that is, to give up and/or give over those things 

we most value in order to obtain that which has the greatest value: theKingdomofGod.  

 

A non-traditional way of explaining these images – and, apparently, the more accurate one – is to place the 

emphasis on God. It is God who is ‘trading up’ for something better; it is God who is – as it were – cashing in 

all his chips for something even more valuable. What is that “treasure”? What are those “fine pearls”? We are 

the treasure that God pursues at any price. We are the pearls that God will leave no stone unturned to possess.  

 

God ‘traded up’ his only Son because He wanted to reclaim us. God ‘cashed in’ his only Son because He 

wanted to redeem us. God gave away everything He had in order to make us his own. In these acts God clearly 

displayed that it’s people, not things – like possessions, power or privilege – that God values the most.  

 

We are God-given treasures! We are pearls bought at the highest of prices! Do we treat ourselves – and one 

another – accordingly?  

* * * * * 

(August 2, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand…...”  

 

There is a funny thing about pottery, sculpture or anything associated with art. The mark of any hand-made or 

one-of-a-kind piece is that it contains flaws or imperfections. Experts often equate the presence of such flaws 

or imperfections as proof of that work being authentic or genuine. By contrast, the mark of anything machine-

made or mass-produced is that it generally has no such flaws or imperfections. Experts often equate the 

absence of such flaws or imperfections as proof of that work being an imitation or a forgery.  

 

We need to keep this distinction in mind when we hear the words in today’s selection from the Book of the 

Prophet Jeremiah. From a divine perspective, God makes each and every one of us by hand. Custom-built as 

we are, no two of us are the same. Notwithstanding the fact that we are made in God’s image and likeness, 

each of us contains our share of flaws and imperfections which, ironically enough, add even more to our value! 



In addition, the image also underscores the fact that when God creates us it isn’t a one-shot deal, because God 

continues to refashion us – over and over again – throughout our lifetime!  

 

Maybe this is what Francis de Sales had in mind when he once remarked during a conference given to the 

Visitation Sisters: “We must take all the care God wishes us to take about perfecting ourselves, and yet leave 

the care of arriving at perfection entirely to Him.”  

 

God is the potter; we are the clay, the work of His hands...the work of His heart. In that light, let’s have the 

courage to see in our flaws and imperfections signs of our divine origin and authenticity. May these same flaws 

and imperfections remind us that God is far from being finished with us as He continues to refashion us 

throughout the journey of life!  

 

How might God want to mold us into the work of His hands and heart today?  

* * * * * 

(August 3, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“A prophet is not without honor except in his native place, in his own house...”  

 

It isn’t an accident that prophetic people are often most unappreciated by those closest to them. It isn’t by 

chance that prophetic voices encounter the most resistance from members of their own family, relatives or 

friends. It isn’t a surprise that prophetic movements are often far easier to export abroad than to practice at 

home. Recall the saying: “Familiarity breeds contempt.”  

 

Strangers don’t see our foibles. Strangers don’t see our weaknesses. Strangers don’t experience our dark side. 

But as we know all-too-well, those who know us do see those things…and much, much more.  

 

We are all disciples of Jesus. We are commissioned by virtue of our Baptism to preach in word (and especially 

in deed). So, what are we to do? Preach freely to strangers but remain silent when in the presence of those with 

whom we labor, live and love? No, that won’t do. We know that there’s extra pressure when we are among our 

own. We realize that there is extra scrutiny in our own house. We accept that there is greater expectation (and 

perhaps more skepticism) in our native place. So, how should would-be prophets deal with this reality?  

 

Make sure that you’re already making your best efforts at practicing what you are pondering to preach.  

* * * * * 

(August 4, 2012: Saint John Mary Vianney, Priest)  

* * * * * 

 

“The priests and the prophets said to the princes and to all the people, ‘This man deserves death…’”  

 

Speaking of prophets being without honor in their native place, consider today’s selection from the Book of the 

Prophet Jeremiah. In a classic case of no good deed going unpunished, Jeremiah stirs up a hornet’s nest by 

being faithful to God’s will for him: to prophesy against his own house and his own city. While protesting his 

innocence, Jeremiah spends what may be his last breaths trying to convince the people to accept God’s word 

on its own merits rather than to bargain for his life. Having spoken his peace, Jeremiah decides to let the chips 

fall where they may.  

 

Fortunately for him, the chips fell both God’s way and Jeremiah’s way!  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed: “We must not be too ardent, precise and 

demanding in regard to preserving our good name. Men who are overly tender and sensitive on this point are 



like people who take medicine for slight indispositions. Although they think they are preserving their health, 

they actually destroy it. In like manner those who try too carefully to maintain their reputation lose it entirely. 

Generally speaking, to ignore or despise an injury or calumny is a far more effective remedy than resentment, 

fighting and revenge. Crocodiles harm only those who are afraid of them and detraction hurts only those who 

are vexed by it. Excessive fear of losing our good name reveals great distrust in its foundation, which is living 

a good life. Towns that have wooden bridges over great rivers are afraid that they will be swept away by every 

little rise of water, but those with stone bridges fear only extraordinary floods. In like manner those with souls 

solidly grounded on virtue usually despise the floods let loose by harmful tongues…” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 

27, pp. 195-196)  

 

Jeremiah faced not only the prospect of losing his reputation or credibility for speaking God’s word, but he 

also faced the possibility of losing his life for speaking God’s word. His response showed remarkable strength 

of character and purpose - a character that obviously convinced enough people to not only protect his life and 

but also to preserve his reputation. His courage persuaded the people to accept his message as well.  

 

Have you ever faced push-back from others for saying or doing the right thing? If not your very life, have you 

ever faced the prospect of having your reputation sullied for having the strength of your convictions? How did 

you deal with that?  

 

How would – or will – you deal with that?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: August 6th - August 11th  
 

(August 6, 2012: Feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

“He was transfigured before them…”  

 

Something remarkable happened on that mountain.  

 

Consider the possibility that it was not Jesus who changed but rather it was Peter, James and John who were 

transformed. Imagine that this account from Mark’s Gospel documents the experience of Peter, James and John 

as if their eyes were opened and their vision widened, enabling them to see without impediment the virtually 

blinding light of Jesus’ love that flowed from every fiber of his being.  

 

Indeed, every day of Jesus’ life something of that remarkable brilliance, that remarkable passion, and that 

remarkable glory was revealed to people of all ages, stages and states of life. The shepherds and magi saw it; 

the elders in the temple saw it; the guests at a wedding saw it; a woman caught in adultery saw it; a boy 

possessed by demons saw it; a man born blind saw it; a good thief saw it.  

 

If so many others could recognize it in a word, a glance, or a touch, why might Peter, James and John have 

required such extra effort in helping them to see Jesus’ glory? Perhaps it was because they were so close to 

Jesus; perhaps it was because they were with him every day; perhaps it was because, on some level, they had 

somehow taken his glory for granted.  

 

What about us? Do we recognize that same divine glory present in us, present in others, present in creation, 

present in even the simplest and most ordinary, everyday experiences of justice, truth, healing, forgiveness, 

reconciliation and compassion?  

 

Or do we take it for granted?  



 

St. Francis de Sales saw the Transfiguration as a “glimpse of heaven.” How might our eyes, our minds and our 

hearts need to be transfigured and transformed in ways that enable us to catch this “glimpse of heaven” within 

us and around us? How might we need to see more clearly the glory of a God who always loves us, who 

redeems us, who heals us, who forgives us, who challenges us, who pursues us, who strengthens us and who 

inspires us?  

 

May we grow in our ability - through the quality of our lives - to make that “glimpse of heaven” more clearly 

visible and available to the eyes – and in the lives – of others.  

 

May God help us to recognize the remarkable things that occur every day in our own lives…and in the lives of 

one another!  

* * * * * 

(August 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take courage, do not be afraid…”  

 

In a letter to St. Jane de Chantal, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The Scriptures tell us that St. Peter, seeing that the storm was raging, grew afraid; and as soon as he was 

afraid he began to sink and drown, so he cried out: ‘O Lord, save me!’ And our Lord caught hold of his hand 

and said to him, ‘O you of little faith, why did you doubt?’ Look at this holy apostle; he walks dry foot on the 

water, the waves and the winds could not make him sink, but fear of the wind and the waves will make him 

perish unless his master saves him. Fear is a greater evil than the evil itself.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, page 

125, p. 198)  

 

His advice to Saint Jane de Chantal is also great advice for us. He recommended:  

 

“Do not be afraid. You are walking on the sea, surrounded by wind and water, but you are with Jesus: so what 

is there to fear? If terror seizes you, cry out loudly: O Lord, save me. He will stretch forth his hand towards 

you; clasp it tight and go joyfully on your way. In short, don’t philosophize about your trouble; don’t argue 

with it, just go straight on, quite simply. If the whole world is topsy-turvy – if all around is darkness and smoke 

and din – God is still with us.” (Ibid)  

 

In there anything in particular that is weighing heavily on your mind or heart? Are there any issues or concerns 

that are attempting to paralyze you? Is there anything about which you find yourself afraid?  

 

Remember: God is with you! Take his hand, clasp it tight and go joyfully on your way.  

 

As bravely and as best as you can.  

* * * * * 

(August 8, 2012: Saint Dominic, Priest and Founder)  

* * * * * 

 

“A day will come when the watchmen will call out, ‘Rise up to the Lord, our God’...”  

 

Today we celebrate the life and legacy of St. Dominic, the founder of the Order of Preachers (popularly known 

as The Dominicans).  

 

“Dominic sought to revive religious devotion among Catholics and bring the Cathar heretics (who taught that 



the physical world was evil) back to the fold. He emphasized preaching effectively and knowledgeably to 

ensure success in converting nonbelievers…Although the Dominicans succeeded in bringing many Cathars 

back to the Catholic faith, some lords and bishops felt the missionary effort was taking too long. They launched 

a war that, by the end of the thirteenth century, had nearly wiped out the Cathars.” (This Saint’s for You!, p. 

46)  

 

Francis de Sales has more than a little bit to say on the topic of preaching. In an extended letter to Andre 

Fremyot (brother of Jane de Chantal), Archbishop of Bourges, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Say marvelous things, but if you do not say them well, they are nothing. Say only a little but say it well, and it 

is very much. How must we speak when we preach? We must be on guard against the haughtiness and long 

periodic sentences of the pedants, against their gestures, their airs and their movements. All such things are the 

plague of preaching. Preaching must be spontaneous, dignified, courageous, natural, sturdy, devout, serious 

and a little slow. But to make it such what must be done? In a word, it means to speak with affection and 

devotion, with simplicity and candor, and with confidence, and to be convinced of the doctrine we teach and of 

what we persuade. The supreme art is to have no art. Our words must be set aflame, not by shouts and 

unrestrained gestures, but by inward affection. They must issue from our heart rather than from our mouth. We 

must speak well, but heart speaks to heart, while the tongue speaks only to the ear.” (Preacher and Preaching, 

pp. 63 – 64) pp. 198-199)  

 

To speak with affection and devotion and with simplicity and candor - to speak from the heart rather than from 

the mouth - to set our hearts on fire with inward affection, such advice should not be limited to preaching! It 

should be the hallmark of how we speak to – and about – one another!  

* * * * * 

(August 9, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Create a clean heart in me, O God...”  

 

These words from today’s responsorial psalm find a home in the Beatitudes of Matthew’s Gospel: “Blessed are 

the pure of heart, for they shall see God.”  

 

In order to understand what it means to have a “pure” or “clean” heart, let’s look at the outside of a carton of 

Breyer’s Ice Cream. Somewhere in the vicinity of the mint leaf logo, you will find Breyer’s “Pledge of Purity.” 

This pledge states that as far as possible this product is free of any and all things artificial: unadulterated. Put 

positively, the pledge assures the buyer that the contents are all natural.  

 

To have a clean or pure heart means that I am trying my best to be a real, all-natural and authentic person. To 

have a clean or pure heart means that I am trying my best to rid my life of anything artificial, fake or phony. In 

other words, to have a clean or pure heart means that I am striving to be a person in whom there is no guile.  

 

As we might say today, a person with a clean or pure heart is trying their level best to be a transparent person.  

 

Francis de Sales believed that one of the most practical ways of striving for a clean, pure heart is how we speak 

to one another. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote:  

 

“Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid unaffected and honest. Be on guard against 

equivocation, ambiguity or dissimulation…as the sacred word tells us, the Holy Spirit does not dwell in a 

deceitful or tricky soul. No artifice is as good or desirable as honest, plain dealing. Worldly prudence and 

carnal artifice belong to the children of this world, but the children of God walk a straight path and their hearts 

are without guile…” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 30, p. 206)  

 



Strive to be a real, authentic and unadulterated person. Rid from your heart anything that prevents you from 

doing that: pretense, ambiguity, artificiality or deceit.  

 

Do you want to see God, who is the “God of truth?” (Ibid) Then try your level best to be transparent, that is, to 

allow others to see the real, unadulterated you!  

* * * * * 

(August 10, 2012: Feast of St. Lawrence, Deacon and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully…”  

 

In the Gospel of Luke (6:36-38), we hear: “Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Be merciful, as your Father is merciful. 

Do not judge and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Pardon and you 

will be pardoned. Give and it shall be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together will they 

pour into the folds of your garment. For the measure with which you measure will be measured back to you.’”  

 

If you sow bountifully, you will reap bountifully; if you give, you shall receive; however you measure will be 

measured back to you. What we are talking about is the challenge – the command – to be generous.  

 

Salesian spirituality holds the practice of generosity in high esteem. So much so that Francis de Sales gave an 

entire conference to the Sisters of the Visitation on the subject in which he described an intimate relationship of 

two virtues: humility and generosity. He observed:  

 

“Humility believes that it can do nothing, considering its poverty and weakness when it comes to depending 

upon ourselves; by contrast, generosity makes us say with St. Paul, ‘I can do all things in Him who strengthens 

me.’ Humility makes us mistrust ourselves; generosity makes us trust in God. You see, then, that these two 

virtues of humility and generosity are so closely joined and united to one another that they never are and never 

can be separated...The humility which does not produce generosity is undoubtedly false, for after it has said, ‘I 

can do nothing; I am absolute nothingness,’ it suddenly gives way to generosity of spirit, which says, ‘ There is 

nothing – and there can be nothing – that I am unable to do, so long as I put all my confidence in god, who can 

do all things.’”(Conferences, pp. 75 - 77)  

 

Humility calls us to stand in awe of how good, caring, patient, solicitous and generous God is on our behalf - to 

consider our good fortune, to count our blessings. This, in turn, should produce in us a similar spirit of 

generosity - to imitate God’s generosity by sharing our good fortune and blessings with others.  

 

Both Paul and Jesus are quite clear: being generous is its own reward. When we trust that because of God’s 

love we have everything we need, then we can believe that we have nothing to lose by being generous. Better 

yet, by being generous we have everything to gain. In other words, “What goes around, comes around.”  

 

In another place, St. Francis de Sales put it this way: “The measure of love is to love without measure.”  

 

How does our practice of generosity measure up?  

* * * * * 

(August 11, 2012: St. Clare, Virgin and Founder)  

* * * * * 

 

“Nothing will be impossible for you…”  

 

Let’s spend a little more time on Francis de Sales’ conference on generosity because it speaks directly to this 

quote from today’s Gospel. Francis remarked:  



 

“Humility, buoyed up by confidence in God, courageously undertakes to do all that is commanded. But notice 

that I say all that is commanded or counseled, however difficult it may be, for I can assure you that humility 

would consider it no impossible thing for her to work miracles if commanded to do so. For if the humble soul 

sets herself to the execution of the command in simplicity of heart, God will rather work a miracle than fail in 

giving her the power to accomplish what she attempts, because she undertakes it not relying on her own 

strength but on the gifts that God has bestowed on her. And so she reasons thus with herself: ‘If God calls me 

to a state of perfection so high that in this life there is none higher, what can prevent my attaining it, since I am 

well assured that He Who has begun the work of my perfection will finish it?’ But take note that all this is done 

without any arrogance, for such confidence as I have described does not make us less on guard for fear of 

failing; on the contrary, it renders us all the more watchful over ourselves, more vigilant and careful to do 

whatever may serve for our advancement in perfection.” (Conferences, p. 77)  

 

Francis de Sales cites the Blessed Mother as the most sublime example of this confidence. When told that she 

would be the mother of the Messiah, she didn’t reply, “Impossible!” She said, “Let it be done to me according 

to your will.”  

 

Maybe this way’s Mary’s way of saying, “Time will tell.”  

 

What’s the lesson for us? Don’t say something is impossible without having first attempted to accomplish it. 

Better to try – and fail – at something, rather than convince yourself that something is impossible without even 

having made the attempt to do it.  

 

Where we are concerned some things may indeed be impossible. But where God is concerned perhaps not as 

many things that we might assume are impossible actually are!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: August 13th - August 18th  
 

(August 13, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Heaven and earth are filled with your glory…”  

 

However conscious of it we may or may not be, when we hear “Heaven and earth are filled with your glory,” 

we say to ourselves when it comes to heaven, “Of course!” while we say to ourselves when it comes to earth, 

“If you say so.”  

 

Whether we recognize it or not, God’s glory is not only found in heaven, but also to those who have eyes of 

faith, God’s glory abounds on earth, too.  

 

In her book Earth Crammed with Heaven, Elizabeth Dreyer writes:  

 

“For all the moving and high-flying ideas connected with the spiritual life, there is something down-to-earth 

and practical about it. God often meets us in a kind gesture in hard times, in a child’s joy, a word of wisdom 

from a Catherine of Siena or a Julian of Norwich, in a peaceful death – these are the simple but profound 

moments that reveal the truth and authenticity of one’s life with God. It is here – on this earth – that things 

come together as we experience the total fabric of our lives and discover that it is indeed “of a piece.”(p. 32)  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 



“When the entire universe was made, God’s meditation was changed, as it were, into contemplation. God 

looked at all the goodness in his works with one single glance and saw, as Moses says, ‘all the things he had 

made, and they were very good.’ The different parts, when considered separately by way of meditation were 

good, but when looked upon with a single glance - all of them being taken together by means of contemplation 

- they were found to be very good.” (TLG, Book VI, Chapter 5, p. 282)  

 

Whether in heaven or on earth, God’s glory – as with beauty – is in the eye of the beholder. It’s already here, as 

it were, hidden in plain sight.  

 

Can you see it?  

* * * * * 

(August 14, 2012: Saint Maximilian Kolbe, Priest and Martyr  

* * * * * 

 

“Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven?”  

 

Today we remember the ultimate sacrifice made by the Polish Conventual Franciscan friar, Maximilian Kolbe.  

 

“During the Second World War, he provided shelter to refugees from Greater Poland, including 2,000 Jews 

whom he hid from Nazi persecution in his friary in Niepokalanów. On 17 February 1941, he was arrested by 

the Gestapo and imprisoned in the Pawiak prison. On 28 May, he was transferred to Auschwitz as prisoner 

#16670. At the end of July 1941, three prisoners disappeared from the camp, prompting the deputy camp 

commander to select ten men to be starved to death in an underground bunker in order to deter further escape 

attempts. When one of the selected men cried out, "My wife, my children!” Kolbe volunteered to take his 

place.”  

 

“In the starvation cell, he celebrated Mass each day and sang hymns with the prisoners. He led the other 

condemned men in song and prayer. Each time the guards checked on him, he was standing or kneeling in the 

middle of the cell and looking calmly at those who entered. After two weeks of dehydration and starvation, 

only Kolbe remained alive. The guards administered to Kolbe a lethal injection of carbolic acid. Some who 

were present at the injection say that he raised his left arm and calmly waited for the injection.His remains 

were cremated on 15 August, the feast of the Assumption of 

Mary.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maximilian_Kolbe)  
 

In John’s Gospel (15:13) Jesus tells us that “there is no greater love than this: to lay down one’s 

life for one’s friends.” It seems that perhaps there is an even greater love than that.  
 

To lay down one’s life for a stranger.  

 

How far are we willing to go in laying down our lives for others, be it a friend or a stranger?  

* * * * * 

(August 15: Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are you among women ...”  

 

Our Salesian reflection for this Solemnity – the Assumption – comes entirely from Francis de Sales’ Treatise 

on the Love of God, Book 7, Chapter 14.  
 

“I do not deny that the soul of the most Blessed Virgin had two portions, and therefore two appetites, one 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maximilian_Kolbe


according to the spirit and superior reason, and the other according to sense and inferior reason, with the result 

that she could experience the struggle and contradiction of one appetite against the other. This burden was felt 

even by her Son. I say that in this heavenly Mother all affections were so well arranged and ordered that love 

of God held empire and dominion most peaceably without being troubled by diversity of wills and appetites or 

by contradiction of senses. Neither repugnance of natural appetite nor sensual movements ever went as far as 

sin, not even as far as venial sin. On the contrary, all was used holily and faithfully in the service of the holy 

love for the exercise of the other virtues which, for the most part, cannot be practiced except amid difficulty, 

opposition and contradiction…”  

 

“As everyone knows, the magnet naturally draws iron towards itself by some power both secret and very 

wonderful. However, there are five things that hinder this operation: (1) if there is too great a distance between 

magnet and iron; (2) if there is a diamond placed between the two; (3) if the iron is greased; (4) if the iron is 

rubbed with onion; (5) if the iron is too heavy.”  

 

“Our heart is made for God, and God constantly entices it and never ceases to cast before it the allurements of 

divine love. Yet five things impede the operation of this holy attraction: (1) sin, which removes us from God; 

(2) affection for riches; (3) sensual pleasures; (4) pride and vanity; (5) self-love, together with the multitude of 

disordered passions it brings forth, which are like a heavy load wearing it down.”  

 

“None of these hindrances had a place in the heart of the glorious Virgin. She was: (1) forever preserved from 

all sin; (2) forever most poor in spirit; (3) forever most pure; (4) forever most humble; (5) forever the peaceful 

mistress of all her passions and completely exempt from the rebellion that self-love wages against love of God. 

For this reason, just as the iron, if free from all obstacles and even from its own weight, would be powerfully 

yet gently drawn with steady attraction by the magnet – although in such wise that the attraction would always 

be more active and stronger according as they came closer together and their motion approached its end – so, 

too, the most Blessed Mother, since there is nothing in her to impede the operation of her Son’s divine love, 

was united with him in an incomparable union by gentle ecstasies without trouble or travail.”  

 

“They were ecstasies in which the sensible part did not cease to perform its actions but without in any way 

disturbing the spiritual union, just as, in turn, perfect application of the spirit did not cause any great distraction 

to the senses. Hence, the Virgin’s death was the most gentle that can be imagined, for her Son sweetly drew her 

after the odor of his perfumes and she most lovingly flowed out after their sacred sweetness even to the bosom 

of her Son’s goodness. Although this holy soul had supreme love for her own most holy, most pure, and most 

lovable body, yet she forsook it without any pain or resistance…At the foot of the cross love had given to this 

divine spouse the supreme sorrows of death. Truly, then, it was reasonable that in the end death would give her 

the supreme delights of love.”  

* * * * * 

(August 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You live in the midst of a rebellious house...”  

 

Maximilian Kolbe once wrote:  

 

"No one in the world can change Truth. What we can do and should do is to seek truth and to serve it when we 

have found it. The real conflict is the inner conflict. Beyond armies of occupation and the hetacombs of 

extermination camps, there are two irreconcilable enemies in the depth of every soul: good and evil, sin and 

love. And what use are the victories on the battlefield if we are ourselves are defeated in our innermost 

personal selves?" (http://catholicfire.blogspot.com/2006/08/favorite-quotes-from-st-

maximilian.html)  
 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

http://catholicfire.blogspot.com/2006/08/favorite-quotes-from-st-maximilian.html
http://catholicfire.blogspot.com/2006/08/favorite-quotes-from-st-maximilian.html


 

“Love of God and self-love are in our heart like Jacob and Esau in Rebecca’s womb: they have great antipathy 

and opposition to one another and continually struggle within our hearts…We must have courage, hoping in 

the words of our Lord, who promises even as he gives commands, and commands even as he promises victory 

for his love. He seems to say to the soul what he caused to be said to Rebecca: ‘Two nations are in your womb, 

and two peoples shall be divided out of your body, and one people shall overcome the other.’” (TLG, Book XI, 

Chapter 20, pp. 254-255)  

 

We know of this struggle ourselves. Why do we do the evil that we shouldn’t? Why do we fail to do the good 

that we should? What will come of this struggle between good and evil in us? Recall the words of the Cherokee 

legend:  

 

An elderly Cherokee Native American was teaching his grandchildren about life. He said to them, "A fight is 

going on inside me, it is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One wolf is evil -- he is fear, anger, envy, 

sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, competition, 

superiority, and ego. The other is good---he is joy, peace, love, hope, sharing, serenity, humility, kindness, 

benevolence, friendship, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith. This same fight is going on inside 

you, and inside every other person, too." They thought about it for a minute and then one child asked his 

grandfather, "Which wolf will win?" The old Cherokee simply replied: "The one you feed".  

 

Which wolf will you feed today?  

* * * * * 

(August 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I will re-establish my covenant with you…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“In his infinite mercy God would never be unbending toward the work of his hands. He saw that we were 

clothed ‘in flesh, a wind’ which is dissipated as it goes, ‘and does not return.’ Therefore, according to the 

bowels of his mercy he did not will to cast us into total ruin, nor to take from us the sign of his lost grace. This 

was in order that as we saw him and felt within us this covenant and this inclination to love him, we should 

strive to do so, and that no one could justly ask, ‘Who will show us good things?’ By this natural inclination 

alone we cannot attain the joy of loving God as he should be loved. Still, if we would only use it faithfully, the 

sweetness of God’s divine mercy would grant us some help and by it we might go forward. If we cooperate 

with this first assistance God’s fatherly goodness would afford us another still greater help. He would most 

gently lead us from good to better, until he had brought us to the supreme love toward which our own 

inclination naturally urges us. It is certain that to him he who ‘is faithful over a few things’ and has done what 

is in his power, a benevolent God never denies his help to advance him more and more.” (TLG, Book I, 

Chapter 18, p. 98)  

 

This is the nature of God’s covenant with us. Notwithstanding our infidelity, God is forever faithful to us. No 

matter what we do or don’t do, God “never denies his help” to us in our attempts – however imperfect - to be 

the people that God calls us to be.  

 

What return can we make for such mercy, for such generosity on God’s part - by doing our level best to never 

deny our help to others in need.  

* * * * * 

(August 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 



 

“If a man is virtuous he shall surely live…”  

 

Practicing virtue – that is, developing the habit of doing what is good – is the ultimate expression of any 

authentic spirituality. In the Salesian tradition, it isn’t enough to do what is good: one has to do what is good in 

ways that fit the state and stage of life in which one finds oneself.  

 

In her book Earth Crammed with Heaven, Elizabeth Dreyer wrote:  

 

“Francis de Sales stands out as one who was firmly convinced that people in every walk of life are called to 

holiness, and his life’s effort, truly innovative in his day, was to help people find God in their particular life 

calling. The nearness of God was not the exclusive domain of any one group in the church. ‘True devotion,’ he 

said, ‘adorns and beautifies any vocation or employment.’ He constantly opposed the tendency, frequently 

found among those who want to live a spiritual; life, to seek the virtues of another state in life while neglecting 

those proper to one’s vocation. The home is not a convent and the virtues of the monastic life are not lived in 

the same way in family life…” (p. 46)  

 

We will truly live to the extent that we practice virtue. We shall truly live life to the full to the extent that we 

practice the virtues proper to the events, circumstances and relationships that we experience day in and day 

out.  

 

What virtues might God be calling you to practice today?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: August 20th - August 25th  
 

(August 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If you wish to be perfect, sell what you have and give to the poor…”  

 

And the man went away sad, for he had many possessions.  

 

Listen carefully to Jesus’ words. He doesn’t say, “Give it all to the poor.” He does say, “Give to the poor.” This 

presumes that what – or how much – is given to the poor is left to the individual to decide. In the case of the 

unnamed young man in today’s Gospel, perhaps his sadness was caused by the fact that he didn’t want to give 

anything – not one bit – to the poor. If, in fact, he had many possessions, this makes his reluctance to share 

even the smallest amount of his good fortune with those less fortunate than he even more saddening.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales counseled:  

 

“We must practice real poverty in the midst of all the goods and riches that God has given us. Frequently give 

up some of your property by giving it with a generous heart to the poor. To give away what we have is to 

impoverish ourselves in proportion as we give, and the more we give the poorer we become. It is true that God 

will repay us not only in the next world but even in this world…Oh, how holy and how rich is the poverty 

brought on by giving alms!” (IDL, Part II, Chapter 15. p. 165)  

 

Listen carefully to Francis’ words: “Frequently give up some of your property…”  

 

Count your blessings. Name your possessions. Be they material, like money, or non-material, like influence, 

time or talent, what transforms our riches into wealth is our willingness to share them with the poor, with the 



impoverished, with the less-fortunate, with those who have fallen on hard times.  

 

Do you want to gain eternal life? How many – or much – of your possessions are you willing to share with 

anyone poor or needy?  

 

Just today?  

* * * * * 

(August 21, 2012: St. Pius X, Pope)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are man, not a god.”  

 

There’s no way of sugar-coating the words from the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel. We human beings - made in 

the image and likeness of God, reflections of the love of God, sharers in the life of God, beneficiaries of the 

power of God – are tempted to forget our rightful place in the universe. We are tempted to forget who’s in 

charge. We’re tempted to forget who calls the shots. We are tempted to reach – or live – above our ‘pay 

grade.’  

 

To suggest or presume that being made in the image of God makes us gods is an affront to the virtue of 

humility; it simply isn’t the truth.  

 

Francis de Sales encouraged his readers:  

 

“All that we must try for is to make ourselves good men and women, devout men and women, pious men and 

women. We must try hard to achieve this end. If it should please God to elevate us to angelical perfections we 

shall then become good angels. In the meantime, let us try sincerely, humbly and devoutly to acquire those 

little virtues whose conquest our Savior has set forth as the end and care of our labor…” (IDL, Part II, Chapter 

2, p. 127)  

 

Let God be God. As for us, may God give us the grace to know our rightful place, and – in so doing – may we 

give glory to the One who is God through our willingness to take – and make the best of – our place.  

 

And a wonderful place it is: as good men and women, devout men and women, pious men and women!  

* * * * * 

(August 22, 2012: Queenship of the Blessed Virgin Mary)  

* * * * * 

 

“Woe to the shepherds of Israel…”  

 

We hear another tough ‘performance review’ through the words of the prophet Ezekiel. The recipients of 

today’s rebuke are “the shepherds of Israel.” Of course, the prophet is not referring to actual shepherds or 

sheep; he is addressing the clergy, the prophets and the leaders of the people who are too consumed with using 

their offices, power and authority to look themselves while failing to do what God expects them to do: to look 

after the needs of others.  

 

We celebrate today one who embodied the exact opposite of what Ezekiel so rightly condemned in the first 

reading. Look how Mary exercised her leadership, her power and her authority as the “mother of the Messiah.” 

No sooner had the Angel Gabriel left her that – the Scriptures tell us – Mary left in haste to look after her 

cousin Elizabeth who was pregnant with child. Mary – the handmaid of the Lord – intuited that the measure of 

human greatness is not a function of how well we can provide for ourselves: it is measured by how well we 

provide for one another. Mary showed herself to be the first of a new breed of those who – in imitation of the 



Messiah – would be authentic “Shepherds of Israel.”  

 

Part of what it means to be a son or daughter of God – part of what it means to be a brother or sister of Jesus – 

part of what it means to be temples of the Holy Spirit – is to try our best to shepherd one another, that is, to 

look after – and to look out for – one another.  

 

How might God be calling us – no, requiring us – to shepherd one another today in imitation of his Son, Jesus, 

the Good Shepherd?  

* * * * * 

(August 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I will give you a new heart...taking from your bodies your stony hearts and giving you natural hearts.”  

 

When you ask people, “What is the worst thing that can happen to a human heart?” many will instinctively or 

impulsively answer: “When it breaks.” As the reading from the Book of the prophet Ezekiel suggests, a broken 

heart doesn’t come anywhere close to the truly worst thing that can happen to the human heart.  

 

When a heart becomes hardened.  

 

How does a heart become hardened? I mean, people generally don’t wake up one morning and just decide to 

harden their hearts all at once, do they? In truth, most hearts become hardened slowly, insidiously and perhaps 

even silently over a long period of time.  

 

Picture this image: what do nearly all small children do when they visit the beach for the first time? Almost 

instinctively (to the horror of their young parents!) they run fearlessly straight for the surf. Sure, they get 

knocked down; sure, they get sand in places it doesn’t belong; sure, there are the occasional tears and sobs 

associated with encountering the force of the ocean. But invariably, once they’ve recovered most children can’t 

wait to return to where the action is: they learn not to allow the occasional hurt to deter them from happiness.  

 

Not so for others. For some children the day at the beach may begin a slow process from which they never 

recover. They learn to fear not only the ebb and flow of the surf but the ebb and flow of life itself. Knocked 

down one-too-many times, they gradually stop going into the water; over time, they stop going to the beach; 

over a lifetime they stop going anywhere near where the action is: they learn to play it safe so as not to get hurt 

ever again!  

 

St. Francis de Sales reminds us that we are born to love: that’s why we’re here, that’s what we’re all about, 

that’s where the action is. As with beachgoers in the roaring surf, love is fraught with risks: we sometimes get 

knocked down and around in our pursuit of love, we sometimes get embarrassed, we sometimes get hurt, 

sometimes we even feel like we’re drowning.  

 

In the ups and downs of life – and love – resist the temptation to harden your heart. Resist the temptation to 

play it safe. Resist the temptation to avoid where the action is. Keep you heart open; keep your heart trusting; 

keep your heart human; keep your heart the way God intended – and created it – to be.  

 

If you choose to love on the beach of life – if you allow your heart to wade into the waves, the surf and the 

riptides of everyday relationships - your heart will be broken. Speaking for myself, I’ll take a broken heart over 

a hardened one any day.  

* * * * * 

(August 24, 2012: St. Bartholomew, Apostle)  

* * * * * 



 

“Your friends make known, O Lord, the glorious splendor of your Kingdom…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“You can see how God – by progressive stages filled with unutterable sweetness – leads the soul forward and 

enables it to leave the Egypt of sin. He leads it from love to love, as from dwelling to dwelling, until He has 

made it enter into the Promised Land. By this I mean that God brings it into most holy charity, which, to state it 

succinctly, is a form of friendship…Such friendship is true friendship, since it is reciprocal, for God has 

eternally loved all those who have loved Him, who now love Him or who will love Him in time…He has 

openly revealed all His secrets to us as to His closest friends…” (TLG, Book II, Chapter 22, pp. 160 - 161)  

 

Jesus is clear and unambiguous: “You are my friends if you do what I command you.” How, then can we – 

friends of God – make known the splendor of His Kingdom?  

 

By loving one another!  

* * * * * 

(August 25, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do and observe all things whatsoever they tell you…”  

 

But do not follow their example. Jesus’ criticism, of course, is directed at the scribes and the Pharisees. There 

is good news and bad news about these religious peers of Jesus. The good news? They excelled at telling other 

people how to live a virtuous life! The bad news? They failed to practice what they preached.  

 

In other words, they lived life by a double standard. They had two hearts: ‘a mild, gracious and courteous 

attitude toward themselves and another that was hard, severe and rigorous toward their neighbors. They had 

two weights: one to weight goods to their own greatest possible advantage and another to weight their 

neighbors to their greatest disadvantage.’ (IDL, Part III, Chapter 36, p. 216) To make matters even worse, not 

only did the scribes and Pharisees weigh one weight to their neighbors’ greatest disadvantage, but they also 

laid heavy burdens on others – hard to carry – without lifting even so much as a finger to help carry them.  

 

Francis de Sales’ condemnation of living life by a double standard is short but not very sweet: “To have two 

weights – one heavier with which to receive and the other lighter with which to dispense – ‘is an abominable 

thing to the Lord.’” (Ibid)  

 

Do you want to be the greatest among others in the sight of God? Then live not by two standards, but by one: 

God’s standard. Unlike the scribes and Pharisees, try your level best this day to treat others as you would want 

them to treat you. Let others see in you someone who not only walks the walk but who talks the talk.  

 

The walk – and talk – of love.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: August 27th - September 1st  
 

(August 27, 2012: Saint Monica)  

* * * * * 

 

“We pray that God may…powerfully bring to fulfillment every good purpose and every effort of faith…”  



 

“St. Monica was married by arrangement to a pagan official in North Africa, who was much older than she, 

and although generous, was also violent tempered. His mother lived with them and was equally difficult, which 

proved a constant challenge to St. Monica. She had three children; Augustine, Navigius, and Perpetua. Through 

her patience and prayers, she was able to convert her husband and his mother to the Christian faith in 370. He 

died a year later. Perpetua and Navigius entered the religious life. St. Augustine was much more difficult, as 

she had to pray for him for 17 years, begging the prayers of priests who - for a while - tried to avoid her 

because of her persistence at this seemingly hopeless endeavor. One priest did attempt to encourage her by 

saying, ‘It is not possible that the son of so many tears should perish.’ This thought, coupled with a vision that 

she had received, strengthened her. Finally, St. Augustine was baptized by St. Ambrose in 387. St. Monica died 

later that same year in the Italian town of Ostia, on the way back to Africa from 

Rome.” (http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=1)  
 

We can all relate to Saint Monica. We all have people in our lives for whom we want the best. We all have 

people in our lives that we want to be happy. We all have people in our lives about whom we have concerns 

and heartaches. Of course, as much as we might love someone else, we cannot live their lives for them; 

sometimes the most we can do is to pray for them, encourage them and support them. As for the rest, we need 

leave it in the hands of God and hope that God will do His best.  

 

Saint Monica is a model of the power that flows from a life of prayer and perseverance. How can we imitate 

her example today, especially when it comes to loved ones about whom we care and/or are concerned?  

 

Out of love!  

* * * * * 

(August 28, 2012: Saint Augustine, Bishop and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

“Stand firm and hold fast…”  

 

“This famous son of St. Monica was born in Africa and spent many years of his life in wicked living and in 

false beliefs. Though he was one of the most intelligent men who ever lived and though he had been raised a 

Christian, his sins of impurity and his pride closed his mind to divine truth. Through the prayers of his holy 

mother and the marvelous preaching of St. Ambrose, Augustine gradually became convinced that Christianity 

was indeed the one true faith. Yet he did not become a Christian even then, because he thought he could never 

live a pure life.”  

 

“One day, however, he heard about two men who had suddenly been converted after reading the life of St. 

Antony, and he felt terribly ashamed of himself. ‘What are we doing?’ he cried to his friend Alipius. 

‘Unlearned people are taking heaven by force, while we, with all our knowledge, are so cowardly that we keep 

rolling around in the mud of our sins!’ Full of bitter sorrow, Augustine cried out to God, ‘How long more, O 

Lord? Why does not this hour put an end to my sins?’ Just then he heard a child singing, ‘Take up and read!’ 

Thinking that God intended him to hear those words, he picked up the book of the Letters of St. Paul, and read 

the first passage upon which his gaze fell. It was just what Augustine needed, for in it, St. Paul said to put away 

all impurity and to live in imitation of Jesus. That did it! From then on, Augustine began a new 

life.” (http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=418)  
 

In his Letter to the Thessalonians, the same Paul who had such a powerful influence in the life of Augustine 

challenges us to “stand firm and hold fast” in the faith we received. Desirable as that goal may be, that ability 

to “stand firm and hold fast” – as we see so clearly in the life of Saint Augustine – doesn’t necessarily happen 

overnight!  

http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=1
http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=418


* * * * * 

(August 29, 2012: The Martyrdom of Saint John the Baptist)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are those who fear the Lord ...”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“All the martyrs died for divine love. When we say that many of them died for the faith, we must not imply 

that it was for a ‘dead faith’ but rather for a living faith, that is, faith animated by charity. Moreover, our 

confession of faith is not so much an act of the intellect as an act of the will and love of God. For this reason, 

on the day of the Passion the great St. Peter preserved his faith in his soul – but lost charity – since he refused 

in words to admit as Master Him whom in his heart he acknowledged to be such. But there are other martyrs 

who died expressly for charity alone. Such was the Savior’s great Precursor who suffered martyrdom because 

he gave fraternal correction…” (TLG, Book VII, Chapter 10, pp. 40-41)  

 

We see in John the Baptist one who ‘feared the Lord’, but not in a servile sense. As the herald of Jesus both 

before and after the latter’s baptism in the Jordan, John respected, honored and loved the Lord, as well as the 

things, values and standards of the Lord. His fear – his love – for God and the ways of God impelled him to 

call Herod on his immoral lifestyle (taking his brother’s wife to be his own) in a very public forum. His fear – 

his love – of God and the ways of God ultimately cost John his life.  

 

John didn’t lose his head over some mere intellectual principle: he gave it because of something he believed 

from – and in – the depth of his heart.  

 

How far are we willing to go for the things, the values and the people that we hold deeply in our hearts, 

presuming, of course, we possess such deep, heartfelt convictions?  

* * * * * 

(August 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are not lacking in any spiritual gift...”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Consider the nature that God has given to you. It is the highest in this visible world; it is capable of eternal life 

and of being perfectly united to his Divine Majesty…For this purpose God has given you intellect to know 

him, memory to be mindful of him, will to love him, imagination to picture to yourself his benefits, eyes to see 

his wonderful works, tongue to praise him, and so on with other faculties..’” (IDL, Part I, Chapters 9 and 10, 

pp. 53; 55)  

 

In the mind of Saint Francis de Sales at least, we are not lacking in any spiritual gift; we have everything we 

need to be the kind of people that God calls us, wants us and longs for us to be.  

 

Are you experiencing any difficulties in your attempts to live a life of devotion? Are you having problems 

pursuing a life of holiness? Maybe it’s because you are failing to make use of the gifts that God has provided 

for your growth. Worse yet, perhaps you haven’t yet discovered all the gifts that God has entrusted to you for 

your growth.  

 

What are you waiting for?  



* * * * * 

(August 31, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Stay awake…”  

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus issues what law enforcement professionals refer to as a “BOLO”: Be on the Lookout! 

Stay awake! Watch out, for you don’t know “neither the day nor the hour.”  

 

For reasons that are obvious, the early Christians – and we later Christians – almost always (and perhaps, even 

exclusively) associate this “BOLO” with a warning to be on the lookout for the end of the world, be it globally 

(everybody’s) or individually (our own). True enough, but in the Salesian tradition, this “BOLO” is not limited 

to the ‘end of days’ - it’s great advice for every day! Francis de Sales preached:  

 

“There is no need to worry overmuch when or where we shall die; in what town or in what country we shall 

die; whether alone or with others we shall die. What doe sit matter? Leave it to God, for He will never fail us 

whether in life or in death…All we have to do is to leave ourselves to God’s providence, asking nothing and 

refusing nothing: that is the essence of human perfection. Don’t ask God for death; don’t refuse death when 

God sends it. Happy those who practice this indifference, who prepare for a happy death – whenever God 

should decree it – by living a good life! This is what all the saints have done. Some set aside a certain time 

each year to think about death. Some did it once a month, others once a week, or even every day, at a fixed 

time. By frequently remembering the inevitability of death, they tried to ensure a successful journey from this 

world to the next.” (Pulpit and Pew, pp. 290-291)  

 

So, pay attention! Stay awake! Be on the lookout! Prepare not only for the last day of your life, but also 

prepare as best you can for every day of your life! In the Salesian tradition, the best way to prepare for a good 

death is to try your level best to live a good life!  

 

Each day, each hour, each moment as it comes!  

* * * * * 

(September 1, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed the people the Lord has chosen to be his own…”  

 

The people the Lord chooses may indeed be blessed, but at least according to St. Paul, they might not be what 

“the world” would expect. The ‘chosen’ people seem to include: the foolish, the weak;, the lowly and despised, 

those who account for nothing. These are folks who, generally speaking, are not wise, powerful or noble, at 

least, not by ‘worldly’ standards.  

 

St. Paul isn’t exactly blazing a trail here. Speaking of His followers, Jesus uses a different turn of phrase while 

essentially saying the same thing: He thanks His Father for ‘hiding from the learned and the clever what He has 

revealed to the childlike.’ (Mt 11: 25-27)  

 

So, what are we followers of Jesus to deduce: that we’re not the brightest bulbs in the chandelier? Well, 

according to the Gospel, we don’t have to be. All that’s required is to have the wisdom to know how to put to 

good use the gifts – however many, however few – that God has given you. All that’s required is to possess the 

wherewithal of knowing that if we are faithful in little, ordinary things, God will reward us, thirty, sixty and a 

hundredfold.  

 



Who says you need to be a genius to be one of God’s chosen ones? Who says you have to be the best in order 

to be blessed?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: September 3rd - September 8th  
 

(September 3, 2012: Saint Gregory the Great)  

* * * * * 

 

“I came proclaiming the mystery of God; I did not come with sublimity of words or of wisdom…but with a 

demonstration of spirit and power.”  

 

St. Francis de Sales would certainly approve of St. Paul’s approach to “proclaiming the mystery of God.” In his 

letter addressed to Bishop Andre Fremyot regarding advice for preachers and preaching, the Bishop of Geneva 

warned against “…a mere tickling of the congregation’s ears, proceeding from a secular, worldly and profane 

style, from a kind of unconventionality or from an unusual arrangement of points, phrases and words. In a 

word, it is completely artificial. I make it a hard and fast rule that a preacher ought never to think of this. Let 

him leave such things to secular orators or actors. It isn’t Christ crucified they preach, but themselves. St. Paul 

cannot bear those listeners who are always looking to hear something clever or sublime, or who are looking for 

someone to delight them. This is sheer showmanship. When people leave the church after a sermon, they 

shouldn’t be saying, ‘What a fine preacher! What a wonderful memory! What a clever man! What a beautiful 

choice of words!’ On the contrary, they should be saying, ‘How sorry I should be for my sins! How good God 

is, how just!’ On so on. The only real proof of the preacher’s success that a person can give – after being 

greatly affected by the preaching – is the practical contributions it makes to living a better life: that they might 

have life, and have it more abundantly.” (Pulpit and Pew, pp. 39 – 40)  

 

There are lots of ways through which we can ‘proclaim the mystery of God.’ That being said, in the Salesian 

tradition there’s no mystery about what constitutes effective and authentic preaching: it has nothing to do with 

clever words and everything to do with convincing lives.  

 

Whether in words or in deeds, how might we ‘proclaim the mystery of God’ today in ways that give life -

especially, life to the full?  

* * * * * 

(September 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We have the mind of Christ…”  

 

What does it mean to “have the mind of Christ”? What does the “mind of Christ” look like?  

 

Today’s Gospel certainly provides a practical answer, powerfully portrayed!  

 

Look how Jesus used his God-given power - the power of both word and action. He didn’t use it for his own 

aggrandizement; Jesus used it for the benefit of others. If his audience was “astonished at his teaching,” one 

can only imagine how astonished they must have been when Jesus expelled an unclean demon from a man in 

the synagogue! Jesus’ “one-two punch” approach to preaching – employing both word and action – stood in 

stark contrast to the preaching of the Pharisees, Sadducees and Scribes which Jesus himself criticized as being 

too long on words, and too little in action.  

 

What does it look like when “we have the mind of Christ”? When we both speak like Christ and act like Christ, 



that is, when we not only wish people well – in words – but also do what we can – in actions – to make our 

wish for others’ welfare a reality.  

* * * * * 

(September 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We are God’s co-workers…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“God acts in our works, and we co-operate in God’s action. God leaves for our part all the merit and profit of 

our services and good works; we leave God all the honor and praise thereof, acknowledging that the growth, 

the progress, and the end of all the good we do depends on God’s mercy, finishing what God had begun. O 

God, how merciful is God’s goodness to us in thus distributing his bounty!”(TLG, Book XI, Chapter 6, p. 212)  

 

It would be enough if God simply made us the recipients of his mercy and generosity, but in his wisdom, God 

has also made us the agents or instruments of his mercy and generosity. Our common vocation is not limited to 

enjoying the gift of creation - we are called to nurture it, care for it, shepherd it and grow it! God works in and 

through us; we work in and through God’s action. To us come all of the benefits; to God goes all of the glory.  

 

Who could ask for a better arrangement than that?  

 

We are – in word and in deed – God’s co-workers. We celebrate both God’s generosity ourselves and share 

that generosity with others.  

 

How might God employ our cooperation in both receiving – and sharing – his bounty today?  

* * * * * 

(September 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“If anyone among you considers himself wise, let him become a fool, so as to become wise…”  

 

This apparent paradox – wisdom as foolishness, foolishness as wisdom – is found in both the Old and New 

Testaments. Of course, it is “worldly” wisdom that is foolish, whereas divine “foolishness” is, in truth, 

authentic wisdom. Put another way, when our ‘wisdom’ makes us the center of the universe, we are truly the 

most foolish of men. By contrast, when we are so ‘foolish’ as to make God the center of the universe, it is only 

then that we can hope to become truly wise.  

 

Francis de Sales was no stranger to this paradox. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote:  

 

“We recognize genuine goodness as we do genuine balm. If balm sinks down and stays at the bottom when 

dropped into water, it is rated the best and most valuable. So also, in order to know whether a person is truly 

wise, learned, generous and noble, we must observe whether his abilities tend to humility, modesty, and 

obedience for in that case they will be truly good. If they float on the surface and seek to show themselves they 

are so much less genuine insofar as they are showier. People’s virtues and fine qualities when conceived and 

nurtured by pride, show and vanity have the mere appearance of good without juice, marrow and solidity. 

Honors, dignities and rank are like saffron, which thrives best and grows most plentifully when trodden under 

foot. It is no honor to be handsome if a person prizes himself for it; if beauty is to have good grace, it should be 

unstudied. Learning dishonors us when it inflates our minds and degenerates into mere pedantry. Just as honor 

is an excellent thing when given to us freely, so, too, it becomes base when demanded, sought after and asked 

for.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 4, pp. 132-133)  



 

So, ask yourself the question: “Does my wisdom inflate my mind, or does it tend to humility, modesty and 

obedience?” If your answer is the former, you may be far more foolish than you know. By contrast, if your 

answer is the latter, you may be far wiser than you ever thought possible.  

* * * * * 

(September 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not make any judgment before the appointed time…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales makes a direct reference to this admonition from St. 

Paul, when he wrote:  

 

“‘No,’ says the Apostle, ‘judge not before the time until the Lord comes, when He will bring to light the hidden 

things of darkness and will make manifest the counsel of hearts.’ The judgments of the children of men are 

rash because they are not the judges of one another, and when they pass judgments on others they usurp the 

office of the Lord. They are rash because the principal malice of sin depends on the intention and counsel of 

the heart, and to us they are ‘the hidden things of darkness. They are rash because every man has enough on 

which he ought to judge himself without taking it upon him to judge his neighbor. To avoid future judgment it 

is equally necessary both to refrain from judging others and to judge ourselves.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 28, pp. 

196-197))  

 

Note that Paul is willing to go even a step further than St. Francis de Sales when it comes to making 

judgments. The former goes so far as to say, “I do not even pass judgment on myself.” In the big scheme of 

things, each of us has more than enough on our plate each day just trying to live our lives as best we can 

without spending extra time and energy (that we really don’t have) judging ourselves and others. Besides, who 

are we to judge? After all, as both St. Paul and St. Francis de Sales point out, it is God who is the one and only 

just judge.  

 

Just today, try and remember this: whether toward others or ourselves, judging is simply above our pay grade.  

* * * * * 

(September 8, 2012: Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary)  

* * * * * 

 

“We know that all things work for good for those who love God…”  

 

When Joachim and Ann welcomed their daughter Mary into the world, who could have known – or imagined – 

that she was destined to become the mother of the Messiah? Who could have thought that this simple, poor and 

unassuming woman would be the vehicle through whom God would fulfill his promise of salvation? Who 

could have anticipated that her simple “yes” as the handmaid of the Lord would change the course of the world 

forever?  

 

How about you? Who could have thought that God would bring you out of nothingness in order that you might 

experience the beauty of being someone? Who would have imagined that God would use your ordinary, 

everyday life to continue his ongoing creative, redemptive and inspiring action? Who could have known that 

your attempts to say “yes” to God’s will on a daily basis – however imperfectly – could change other peoples’ 

lives for the better?  

 

God did! God does! And God will continue to do!  



 

Forever!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: September 10th - September 15th  
 

(September 10)  

* * * * * 

 

“It is widely reported that you are inflated with pride; should you not rather have been sorrowful?”  

 

Sadness is something that most of us avoid at all costs. When it comes to making progress in the spiritual life, 

however, sadness is not necessarily always a bad thing. In fact, it can actually be a good thing! In 

his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“‘Sorrow that is according to God produces penance that surely tends to salvation, whereas the sorrow that is 

according to the world produces death,’ says St. Paul. Sorrow, then, can be either good or evil according to its 

different ways of affecting us. True enough, it produces more bad effects than good for it has only two good 

effects, namely, compassion and contrition, whereas it has six evil effects, namely, anxiety, sloth, wrath, 

jealousy, envy and impatience.” (IDL, Part IV, Chapter 12, p. 253)  

 

The kind of sorrow that both St. Paul and Francis de Sales advocate is one that flows from the acknowledgment 

our sins and weaknesses in ways that don’t disable us. This is not a ‘woe is me’ sorrow that simply deprives us 

of the energy we need to make changes in our lives.  

 

Is there something about your life right now of which you’re not proud of? If so, don’t reach for a sorrow that 

simply makes you wallow in your suffering, but reach for a sorrow that helps you to do something to change 

the cause of your suffering.  

 

And experience the “penance that surely leads to salvation .”  

* * * * * 

(September 11)  

* * * * * 

 

“Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to be able to settle a case between brothers?”  

 

“Litigation (that is, the conduct of a lawsuit) is as old as civilized history. Evidence of trials exists in the 

hieroglyphic stone tablets of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, the scrolls of Rome and Greece, and even the 

ideographs of the Chinese dynasties. The ancient Romans allowed law to be practiced directly by the “citizen,” 

without the necessity of a representative—a crude practice that was abolished, coincidentally, shortly before 

the fall of the empire. Likewise, the third century Chinese scholar Shao Chin Tse-Tse wrote in his seminal 

history of the Tang Dynasty, Ten Percent Fruit Juice, “The way of Confucius required that all disputes be 

brought before the Emperor by representatives of noble 

lineage...” (http://www.publishlawyer.com/history.htm)  

 

And what exactly is a lawsuit?  

 

“A lawsuit (or much less commonly a “suit in law”) is a civil action brought in a court of law in which a 

plaintiff - a party who claims to have incurred loss as a result of a defendant's actions - demands a legal or 

equitable remedy. The defendant is required to respond to the plaintiff's complaint. If the plaintiff is successful, 

http://www.publishlawyer.com/history.htm


judgment will be given in the plaintiff's favor, and a variety of court orders may be issued to enforce a right, 

award damages, or impose a temporary or permanent injunction to prevent an act or compel an act. A 

declaratory judgment may be issued to prevent future legal disputes. Although not as common, a lawsuit may 

also refer to a criminal action, criminal proceeding, or criminal 

claim.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawsuit)  

 

We’ve all suffered injustice at the hands of another person. We’ve all been the victim of someone else’s deceit 

or deception. We’ve all been cheated, betrayed or defrauded by someone else. We need to address these 

wrongs; in extreme cases, we may even need to seek remedies through litigation. But setting aside the extremes 

cases, might it not be far better on any given day to try to resolve our claims in the court of common sense 

before resorting to the court of law?  

 

Before choosing litigation, how about first trying reconciliation?  

* * * * * 

(September 12)  

* * * * * 

 

“The world in its present form is passing away ...”  

 

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus is famous for his dictum: “The only constant is change.” In a letter to 

Madame de Chantal, Francis de Sales penned a similar sentiment when he wrote:  

 

“I see that all of the seasons of the year converge in your soul: at times you experience all the dryness, 

distraction, disgust and boredom of winter; at other times, all the dew and fragrance of the little flowers in May 

time; and again, the warmth of a desire to please God. All that remains is autumn, and you say that you do not 

see much of its fruit. Yet it often happens that in threshing the wheat and pressing the grapes we discover more 

than the harvest or vintage promised. You would like it to be always spring or summer; but no, dear daughter, 

we have to experience interior as well as exterior changes. Only in heaven will everything be springtime as to 

beauty, autumn as to enjoyment and summer as to love. There will be no winter there; but here below we need 

winter so that we may practice self-denial and the countless small but beautiful virtues that can be practiced 

during a barren season. Let us go on our little way; so long as we mean well and hold on to our resolve, we can 

only be on the right track…” (LSD, p. 148)  

 

Whether we realize it or not, the world in its present form is always passing away, becuase no two days, hours 

or moments are precisely the same. For that matter, neither are we and/or other people with whom we are 

engaged in a variety of relationships on any given day. While change is not always easy for us, at the core of 

what it means to be human, change appears to be quite good for us.  

 

Perhaps change is the only constant, after all, but with one notable exception.  

 

The love that God has for us - that never changes!  

* * * * * 

(September 13: Saint John Chrysostom)  

* * * * * 

 

“Love builds up...”  

 

In his song “You Raise Me Up”, Josh Groban sings:  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawsuit


When I am down and, oh my soul, so weary; When troubles come and my heart burdened be; Then, I am still 

and wait here in the silence, Until you come and sit awhile with me. 

 

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains; You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas; I am strong, when I 

am on your shoulders; You raise me up... To more than I can be. 

 

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains; You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas; I am strong, when I 

am on your shoulders; You raise me up... To more than I can be. 

 

There is no life - no life without its hunger; Each restless heart beats so imperfectly; But when you come and I 

am filled with wonder, Sometimes, I think I glimpse eternity. 

 

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains; You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas; I am strong, when I 

am on your shoulders; You raise me up... To more than I can be. 

 

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains; You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas; I am strong, when I 

am on your shoulders; You raise me up... To more than I can be. 

 

You raise me up... To more than I can be. 

 

Building up, raising up - this is what the love of God is all about!  

 

How can we put God’s love to work today? By building up – and raising up – one another!  

* * * * * 

(September 14: Exaltation of the Holy Cross)  

* * * * * 

 

“Christ Jesus did not regard equality with God something at which to grasp…”  

 

The cross of Calvary is the most poignant and powerful embodiment of the Beatitude: “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit…” Hanging upon the cross we see a crucified Christ who did not cling to the power of his divinity; 

rather, Jesus saw the power of his divinity as a gift to be freely shared with others through the fullness of his 

humanity. Being “poor in spirit” for Jesus didn’t mean having nothing to give; for him, being “poor in spirit” 

meant holding nothing back.  

 

In a letter written to Jane de Chantal on the Feast of the Exultation of the Cross in 1605, Francis de Sales 

exhorted:  

 

“All I can do is just to give you my blessing, which I give you in the name of Jesus Christ crucified; may his 

cross be our glory and our consolation, my dear daughter. May it be greatly exalted among us and planted on 

our head as it was on that of the first Adam. May it fill our heart and our soul, as it filled the soul of St. Paul, 

who knew nothing else. Courage, dear daughter, for God is on our side. Amen.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 

100)  

 

Look at the cross of the crucified Christ. See in Him a God who is always and forever on our side! May we 

embody the spirit of the Cross through our efforts each day to be on the side of one another; in this may we 

find courage and consolation to hold nothing back in our love of God and neighbor.  

* * * * * 

(September 15: Our Lady of Sorrows)  

* * * * * 



 

“You yourself a sword will pierce…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de sales wrote:  

 

“Various sacred lovers were present at the death of the Savior. Among them, those having the greatest love had 

the greatest sorrow, for love was then deeply plunged into sorrow and sorrow into love. All those who were 

filled with loving passion for their Savior were in love with his passion and sorrow. But his sweet Mother, who 

loved him more than all others, was more than all others pierced through and through by the sword of sorrow. 

Her Son’s sorrow at that time was a piercing sword that passed through the Mother’s heart, for that Mother’s 

heart was fastened, joined and united to her Son in so perfect a union that nothing could wound the one without 

inflicting the keenest pain upon the other…” (TLG, Book VII, Chapter 13, pp. 50-51)  

 

Nobody should love sorrow. But as we know from our own experience, sorrow is part-and-parcel of love. If 

you’ve never experienced sorrow, you’ve never experienced love.  

 

What more need be said?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: September 17th - September 22nd  
 

(September 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do this in remembrance of me…”  

 

Whether we’re conscious of it or not we intuitively associate these words with Christ’s gift of himself at the 

Last Supper: His body given as food, His blood given as drink, and His life given as gift. Obviously, then, we 

also associate these words almost exclusively with the celebration of Eucharist, and in particular, with the 

“Institution Narrative” of the Eucharistic Prayer.  

 

But it’s fair to say that Jesus doesn’t limit his invitation (“Do this in remembrance of me.”) to a particular 

moment in His life: Jesus is challenging us to remember all of His life, and to see in His life a sure and certain 

path for experiencing life in abundance.  

 

As followers of Jesus, whatever we do – wherever we are – we are called to do everything as best we can in 

remembrance of Him. This is the essence of what it means to “Live + Jesus”: that we do our level best to 

remember the example of Jesus as we strive to live each day with as much intention and attention as possible in 

imitation of Him.  

 

What is it that Jesus might be asking us to do in remembrance of Him today?  

* * * * * 

(September 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Now the body is not a single part, but many.”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The supreme unity of the divine act is opposed to confusion and disorder but not to distinction and variety. On 



the contrary, it employs these last to bring forth beauty by reducing all difference and diversity to proportion, 

proportion to order and order to the unity of the world, which comprises all things, both visible and invisible. 

All these together are called the universe perhaps because all their diversity is reduced to unity, as if one were 

to say ‘unidiverse,’ that is, unique and diverse, unique along with diversity and diverse along with unity. In 

sum, God’s supreme unity diversifies all things and his permanent eternity gives change to all things…” (TLG, 

Book II, Chapter 2, p. 106)  

 

Every body – be it our physical bodies, our families or our churches – is made of a variety of things. Every 

body– be it our physical bodies, our families or our churches – works best when each and every part does what 

it is designed and destined to do.  

 

Each and every one of us makes up some part of the Body of Christ. The fact that no two of us are exactly the 

same actually makes possible the unity toward which Jesus challenges us to work. In this, we experience a 

great paradox, perhaps the greatest of all: it is only when each of us is fully and authentically our unique selves 

that unity with others is truly possible. Put another way, unity is not the same as uniformity, i.e., being exactly 

the same. Where everything or everybody is the same, there can never be true unity.  

 

Just this day do you want to do your part to contribute something to the unity of any body – be it family, 

friends, neighbors, co-workers or church goers – of which you are a part? Then simply try your level best to be 

your unique self.  

 

And allow – even encourage – others to do the same!  

* * * * * 

(September 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The greatest of these is love ...”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The glorious St. Paul speaks thus, ‘But the fruit of the Spirit is charity, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, long-suffering, mildness, faith modesty, continency and chastity.’ See how this divine Apostle 

enumerates these twelve fruits of the Holy Spirit sets them down as only one fruit. He does not say. ‘The fruits 

of the Holy Spirit are charity, joy…’ but ‘the fruit of the Spirit is charity, joy…’ The hidden meaning of this 

manner of expression is this: ‘The charity of God is poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who has been 

given to us.’ Charity is truly the sole fruit of the Holy Spirit, but this one fruit has an infinity of excellent 

properties. Hence, the Apostle, who wishes to mention certain of them by way of example, speaks of this 

unique fruit as if it were many because on the manifold properties it contains within the unity. Conversely, he 

speaks of these fruits as being only a single fruit by reason of the unity in which this variety is contained…The 

Apostle simply means that the fruit of the Holy Spirit is charity, which, in turn, is joyful, peaceable, patient, 

kind, bountiful, long-suffering, mild, faithful, modest continent and chaste….Hence, love is the virtue of all 

virtues.” (TLG, Book 11, Chapter 19, pp. 251-253)  

 

Love is, indeed, the greatest of all gifts. Love is, indeed, the virtue of virtues. If what we do – no matter how 

great – is done without love, it is nothing. By contrast, if what we do – no matter how small – is done with 

love, it is something great.  

 

How might we do something small – but great – in the lives of others today?  

* * * * * 

(September 20, 2012: Andrew Kim Taegon/Paul Chong Hasang, and companions, Martyrs)  

* * * * * 



 

“She has shown great love...”  

 

Throughout the history of great ideas, great inventions or great movements, often times what makes an idea, 

invention or movement great is the fact that nobody else had ever thought of doing it.  

 

Such is the example in today’s Gospel selection from Luke. On the face of it, wiping and anointing the feet of 

an important guest – signs of great respect and reverence – was something that in Jesus’ day one might simply 

take for granted. And in this case, that’s exactly what happened, insofar as it should have been taken for 

granted, the host and guests alike did just that.  

 

Except for someone described as “a sinful woman.”  

 

She made her way into this august gathering with no invitation (no small achievement in itself) and proceeded 

to do what nobody else thought to do: through ritual action she expressed her respect and reverence by washing 

and anointing Jesus’ feet. She might have been a great sinner in the minds of other people, but in the mind of 

God her sinfulness was only superseded by her great love.  

 

Can we relate to what she did?  

* * * * * 

(September 21, 2012: Saint Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist)  

* * * * * 

 

“Live in a manner worthy of the call you have received…”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“During the Roman Empire, tax collecting was one of the most lucrative jobs a person could have. With the 

emperor’s tacit approval, collectors were free to wring all they could from their district’s taxpayers and then 

keep a portion of the proceeds for themselves. Caesar didn’t mind the profiteering as long as the total assessed 

tax was delivered to his treasury. But Jewish taxpayers forced to pay the exorbitant sums weren’t quite so 

forgiving, especially when the tax collector was a fellow Jew, like Matthew. Jewish tax collectors were 

regarded as loathsome collaborators and extortionists who exploited their own people. It’s little wonder, then, 

that in the Gospels tax collectors are placed on par with harlots, thieves, and other shameless public sinners.”  

 

“Matthew collected taxes in Capernaum, a town in the northern province of Galilee and the site of a Roman 

garrison. Christ was a frequent visitor there, performing such miracles as healing the centurion’s servant, 

curing Peter’s ailing mother-in-law, and raising Jairus’ daughter form the dead. One day, while passing the 

customs house where Matthew was busy squeezing extra shekels from his neighbors, Christ paused to say, 

‘Follow me.’ That was all it took to touch Matthew’s heart. He walked out of the customs house forever, giving 

up his life as a cheat to become an apostle, the author of a Gospel and eventually a martyr.” (Page 12)  

 

Just when Matthew thought he had it made – just when he thought he was living la vita loca – Christ changed 

his life by calling him to live in a manner worthy of what God had in mind for him. Matthew – who clearly 

recognized an opportunity when he saw one – dropped everything he had valued up until that very moment to 

follow Jesus. And the rest, as they say, is history.  

 

Amazing how a few words can change a life. A few words from Jesus transformed Matthew from being a 

human being who was all about taking from others into a man who was all about giving to others, even to the 

point of giving his very life.  

 



How might we need to live in a manner worthy of the call that we have received? How might God’s words 

invite us to change and to transform our lives today?  

* * * * * 

(September 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“A sower went out to sow…”  

 

Some weeks ago we considered a variation of the parable of the sower. We suggested that there was something 

of the fate of all the seeds contained inside each one of us. How many good beginnings in our lives have been 

trampled upon and/or consumed by something else? How many of us have hardened our hearts to go good 

things only to see them perish for lack of care? How many good ideas or intentions have failed to bear fruit 

because they were chocked off by other concerns? And still, for all our struggles and setbacks, many of the 

seeds of God’s goodness in us have taken root and produced a great harvest.  

 

Just for today, let’s hear the parable in a different way. Think of all the big plans you have made for others. 

Think of all the good intentions that you’ve suggested to others. Think of all expectations that you’ve cradled 

in your heart for others. In other words, think of all the seeds that you’ve planted in the lives of other people. 

It’s very tempting – and even more discouraging – to focus on how many of those seeds never amounted to 

much – if anything – at all. In the Salesian tradition, it is far better – and healthier to boot – to focus on how the 

seeds that you may have possibly planted in others have taken root, have grown, and even flourished, 

sometimes beyond even your wildest dreams.  

 

Can you think of any examples of this in your own life? Can you think of examples in the lives of others, 

especially in those people whom you know and love?  

 

If not, just this day how might God be asking you to sow good seeds in the heart or mind or another person?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: September 24th - September 29th  
 

(September 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Refuse no one the good on which he has a claim…”  

 

Today’s selection from the Book of Proverbs offers us (as it usually does) some sound, practical advice. 

Simply put, if there is some good that you can do for another person – provided, of course, that it is within your 

power or purview to do so – you should do it! (Recall Nike’s tag line: “Just do it!”)  

 

But the Book of Proverbs also adds this caveat: do not postpone until tomorrow the opportunities to do 

something good today. One of the greatest obstacles we face in our attempts to do good things is the temptation 

to put them off, to wait for the right moment, for the perfect time or for the proper circumstances. How many 

things have never gotten done because somebody said, “I’ll get around to it later,” or “There’s always 

tomorrow.”  

 

It should be painfully obvious that there will come a time in our lives when we will no longer have the 

opportunity to get around to it. There will, indeed, come a day for which there will be no tomorrow. So, why 

wait until later to do something good for somebody else when you have the opportunity to do it today – now – 

this moment?  



 

Perhaps Rudyard Kipling’s (1865-1936) admonition can encourage us to not only do good things but also to do 

them in the here and now. He once wrote: “Live each day as though it were your last; one day, you’re sure to 

be right.”  

* * * * * 

(September 25, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice…”  

 

In English, sacrifice – a combination of forms of the Latin words sacra and facere – literally means the 

“surrender of something of value.” In a religious context, the word sacrifice conjures up images involving the 

offering of first fruits, valued animals, money and/or other things valued in a ritual fashion to god(s) in a place 

– such as a temple – considered to be sacred.  

 

Today’s reading from the Book of Proverbs offers another perspective on the meaning of sacrifice. It has less 

to do with surrendering a particular thing of value in a sacred place and much more to do with being generous 

with everything in every place. In a letter to St. Jane de Chantal composed six months after their first encounter 

during his Lenten mission (1604) in Lyons, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“I see that you have a debt of two thousand crowns; repay this as soon as you possibly can, and be careful as 

you can never to withhold from others anything that belongs to them. Give alms in a small way but with great 

humility. I like the idea of your visiting the sick, old people, particularly women, and young people, those who 

are really young. I like to think of you visiting the poor, especially women, with great humility and meekness. I 

approve of your dividing your time between your father and your father-in-law and your working towards the 

good of their souls…Try to make yourself more agreeable and moiré humble every day toward both your 

fathers and work toward their salvation in a spirit of gentleness…” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 69)  

 

Francis recognized in Jane de Chantal a woman who wanted to do right by others. She tried to give others their 

due; she strived to give people what she owed them; she made every attempt spread her life around to all those 

who needed her assistance and help. Francis saw in her a person who embodied a kind of sacrifice that was 

marked by her efforts to do what was right and just with everyday people in the context of her everyday life. 

She didn’t merely give up things to God, but she handed over her very life for others.  

 

What kind of sacrifice can we make to God today by doing what is right and just for other people today?  

* * * * * 

(September 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Every word of God is tested ...”  

 

Beginning teachers are often reminded that their students will test them. Their students will pay a lot less 

attention to what is said to them and great deal more attention to what is done to them. This is the essence of 

what is meant in the words from today’s selection from the Book of Proverbs: we test and/or judge God’s 

words - we evaluate God’s veracity - by what God does. What God says to us pales in comparison to what – in 

our experience – God does for us.  

 

Consider the example of Jesus in today’s Gospel. He didn’t give the Twelve the power merely to speak or to 

preach, but he also gave them the power to expel demons, to cure diseases and to heal the sick. In other words, 

“proclaiming the Good News” is about saying the right things as well as doing things that are right.  

 



How about us? How might our words be tested today? How will other people ask us to back up what we say to 

them with what we are willing to do for them?  

* * * * * 

(September 27, 2012: Saint Vincent de Paul, Priest and Founder)  

* * * * * 

 

“Nothing is new under the sun...”  

 

Today we celebrate the life and legacy of St. Vincent de Paul. In his book entitled This Saint’s for You, 

Thomas J. Craughwell wrote:  

 

“Vincent de Paul’s…temperament was such that he could never turn away from a person in need, no matter 

what the need was. The list of troubles he sought to alleviate is astounding. He brought food and medicine to 

penniless sick people, comforted convicts condemned to row the galleys, and sheltered orphans, the elderly and 

soldiers incapacitated by war wounds. He opened hospitals, took in abandoned babies and taught catechism to 

children. He founded an order of nuns (the Daughters of Charity) to serve the poor and another for priests to 

teach and encourage religious devotion among the urban poor and country peasants. In time, the Vincentians’ 

(as they came to be called) method for educating people in the faith was adopted by many bishops for use in 

their own seminaries.” (This Saint’s for You, p. 108)  

 

There is nothing new about what St. Vincent de Paul did. After all, countless saints (both those known and 

many more unknown) have been doing good things for others in the name of God since time immemorial. That 

said, Vincent de Paul is recognized for continuing to do well-known and well-established good things for other 

people in new and creative ways.  

 

While there may be nothing new under the sun, there are always news ways of doing them. How might God 

invite us just this day to do something not-so-new for other people in new, creative and perhaps even exciting 

new and novel ways?  

* * * * * 

(September 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“There is an appointed time for everything…”  

 

The words from today’s selection from the Book of Ecclesiastes should be prominently displayed on the door 

of every refrigerator around the world. The wisdom – and lessons – of these words are at one and the same 

time both simple and salient.  

 

They remind us of how important it is to develop a sense of timing.  

 

Consider this. How many times have you hurt someone else not because you did a bad thing but because you 

did a good thing at the worst possible time? How many times did you bite your tongue when you should have 

said something? How many times did you weep when you should have laughed? How many times did you hold 

on to something long after you should have set it aside to embrace something new? How many times did you 

give up on something precisely when you should have given it one more try? How many times did you spread 

yourself too thin when you should have been trying to keep your own act together?  

 

Put another way, how many times in our lives have we attempted to place a square peg in a round hole? We 

know from our experience that it just won’t fit.  

 

Francis de Sales reminded his readers that it isn’t enough for us to do good things, that is, to practice virtues, 



but we also need to recognize when, where and how to practice virtues in ways that fit the events, situations, 

circumstances and relationships in which we find ourselves in any given moment. Look at today’s Gospel, 

even as Peter correctly identifies who Jesus is, Jesus rebukes him for not intuiting that now is not the time to 

start running around and proclaiming this to others. Key words: not yet.  

 

God, please give us two things: (1) the courage to do good things, and (2) the wisdom of knowing when – or 

when not – to do them!  

* * * * * 

(September 29, 2012: Feast of Michael, Gabriel and Raphael, Archangels)  

* * * * * 

 

“In the sight of the angels I will sing your praises, Lord…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Sacred providence determined to produce all things, both natural and supernatural, for the sake of our Savior 

so that angels and men might serve him and thus share in his glory. For this reason, although God willed to 

create both angels and men with free will, free with a true freedom to choose good and evil, still, to testify that 

on the part of God’s goodness they were dedicated to what is good and to glory, he created all of them in the 

state of original justice, which is nothing other than a most sweet love which would dispose them for, turn 

them towards and set them on the way to eternal happiness.” (TLG, Book II, Chapter 4, p.112)  

 

St. Francis de Sales believed that we have at least two things in common with the angels: (1) God created us 

with freedom, and (2) gave us a freedom tending toward what “is good and to glory.” Of course, God’s plans 

went awry in both cases. First, there was a revolt among some of the angels (recall the story of Lucifer) who 

resented having to pay homage to God. With this revolt God “resolved to abandon forever that sad and 

wretched legion of traitors who in furious rebellion had so shamefully abandoned him.” Second, (in the persons 

of Adam and Eve) “man would abuse his liberty, forsake grace and thus lose glory. Yet, God did not will to 

deal with human nature in so rigorous a way as he had decided to deal with angelic nature…he looked with 

pity upon our nature and resolved to have mercy on it.” (Ibid, pp. 112 - 113)  

 

In the Salesian tradition, then, what distinguishes us from the angels are the lengths to which God will go to 

redeem us. In the case of the rebellious angels, God simply banished them from his presence. In the case of his 

rebellious creatures – people like you and me – God not only does not banish us, but he also he sent his only 

Son to redeem us.  

 

Francis de Sales says that the problem with many people who wish to pursue a life of devotion is that they 

make the mistake of trying to live like angels when they should be trying to live like good men and women. 

Given the fact that even the angels have had their share of challenges, maybe we have more than enough on 

our plates just being human without trying to be angelic, too.  

 

What’s the moral of the story? Let’s do our level best to sing God’s praises in the sight of the angels, but let’s 

do it as is humanly possible!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: October 1st - October 6th  
 

(October 1, 2012: Therese of the Child Jesus)  

* * * * * 



 

“The one who is least among all of you is the one who is the greatest…”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“There’s no reason why the world should have ever heard of Therese Martin. She grew up in Lisieux, an 

obscure town in Normandy, and rarely ventured beyond the tightly knit circle of her immediate family and 

relatives. At age sixteen she entered the Carmelite cloister, which completely isolated her from the outside 

world, and she died there when she was only twenty-four. In spite of her rather isolated life, St. Therese has a 

following among believers that is on par with St. Joseph, St. Anthony and St. Jude. She even has a nickname, 

‘the Little Flower.’ And in 1997 Pope John Paul II declared her a Doctor of the Church, which sets her among 

the Church’s intellectual and mystical heavyweights. How did this happen, this evolution from obscurity to 

world-wide fame?”  

 

“It all began the year after Therese’s death, when the Carmelites published her spiritual biography, The Story 

of a Soul. The crucial point in the book is the idea that even the humblest, most mundane task – if done for 

love of God – can draw one closer to him and make one grow in holiness. At first, many readers dismissed 

Therese’s ‘Little Way’ (as she called it) as late-nineteenth-French sentimental piety. But even her fiercest 

skeptics have been surprised to find that her approach to sanctity is really quite mainstream: saints like John of 

the Cross and Teresa of Avila advocated the same idea, as did Thomas a Kempis in his book, Imitation of 

Christ. (Editor’s note: so, too, did St. Francis de Sales in his Introduction to the Devout Life!) Miracles account 

for the other facet of St. Therese’s popularity. She has a reputation for answering prayers. On her deathbed she 

promised that – upon reaching heaven – she would rain down miracles on the world ‘like a shower of roses.’”  

 

St. Therese is a shining example of how someone who might mistakenly be considered “the least” was – in fact 

– one of the greatest - at least, in the eyes of God.  

 

How might God encourage and invite us to transform our littleness into greatness today?  

* * * * * 

(October 2, 2012: Guardian Angels)  

* * * * * 

 

“Their angels in heaven always look upon the face of my heavenly Father…”  

 

God not only calls us to live a holy life but God also provides us with the means to live that life – what Francis 

de Sales calls “aids” – and to help us to become holy people. In a conference (“On Constancy”) given to the 

Sisters of the Visitation, Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“The aids that God gives to us are intended to help us to keep steadily on our way, to prevent our falling, or, if 

we fall, to help us to get back up again. Oh, with what openness, cordiality, sincerity, simplicity and faithful 

confidence ought we to dialogue with these aids, which are given to us by God to help us in our spiritual 

progress. Certainly this is true in the case of our good angels. We ought to look upon them in the same way, 

since our good angels are called angel guardians because they are commissioned to help us by their 

inspirations, to defend us in perils, to reprove us when we err and to stimulate us in the pursuit of virtue. They 

are charged to carry our prayers before the throne of the majesty, goodness and mercy of Our Lord and to bring 

back to us the answers to our petitions. The graces, too, which God bestows on us, He gives through the 

intervention or intercession of our good angels. Now, other aids are our visible good angels, just as our holy 

angel guardians are our invisible ones. Other aids do visibly what our good angels do inwardly, for they warn 

us of our faults; they encourage us when we are weak and languid; they stimulate us in our endeavors to attain 

perfection; they prevent us from falling by their goods counsels, and they help us to rise up again when we 

have fallen over some precipice of imperfection or fault. If we are overwhelmed with weariness and disgust 

they help us to bear our trouble patiently, and they pray to God to give us strength so to bear it so as not to be 



overcome by temptation. See, then, how much we ought to value their assistance and their tender care for us 

…” (Conference III, pp. 41-42)  

 

In the mind of Francis de Sales, God provide us with invisible support for our journey in this life through those 

“aids” known as “angel guardians”. It’s safe to say that some of the most visible “aids” that God uses to 

provide support for our journey in this life are known by another name: “friends”.  

 

How can we imitate the invisible example of the angel guardians by befriending one another today in very 

visible ways?  

* * * * * 

(October 3, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“How can a man be justified before God?”  

 

This is a profoundly powerful question raised in a handful of words taken from the Book of Job. The answer is 

provided with even fewer words.  

 

He can’t.  

 

There is nothing we can do to justify ourselves before God. There is nothing we can do to earn God’s love. 

What can you possibly do to gain something which – by its very nature – is a pure and unadulterated gift?  

 

This is essence of the Salesian tradition’s understanding of humility, of littleness and of ordinariness. We stand 

in awe of how God transforms us from being nothing – in his eyes, at least – to being everything! We hear with 

Mary’s exclamation in the Magnificat: “My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord; my spirit rejoices in God 

my savior. For he has looked upon his handmaid’s lowliness;behold, from now on will all ages call me 

blessed. The Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.”  

 

In the opinion of St. Francis de Sales, this overwhelming realization that we can do absolutely nothing to be 

justified before God should not result in helplessness or complacence; rather, it should express itself in our 

practice of (1) gratitude, and (2) generosity. Put another way, what return can we make for all the good that 

God has done for us? By paying it forward!  

 

So, what is our takeaway from today’s Scriptures? Stop wasting your time trying to justify yourself somehow 

before God; rather, make good use of your time by sharing yourself somehow with those to whom God sends 

you today!  

* * * * * 

(October 4, 2012: Francis of Assisi)  

* * * * * 

 

“I am sending you like lambs among wolves...”  

 

Today we celebrate the life and legacy of St. Francis of Assisi. In his book entitled This Saint’s for You, 

Thomas J. Craughwell wrote:  

 

“It is the rare Christian who does not get all syrupy about St. Francis of Assisi’s love or animals. Blame it on 

all those garden statues of Francis with a bunny curled up at his feet and little birds chirping on his shoulder. In 

real life, Francis’ view of animals was theological rather than sentimental. Animals form part of God’s 

creation, and, as the Book of Genesis tells us, everything in creation is good. No doubt Francis loved bunnies 

and birds, but he also loved spiders and snakes – and that is the challenge. Francis saw the world as an 



immense God-ordered system in which everything plays the role assigned to it by the Creator, and therefore 

every creature, whether it’s cute and cuddly or not, has value.” (This Saint’s for You, p. 31)  

 

“One story in particular spotlights Francis’ belief in restoring the balance between man and beast. The town of 

Gubbio was plagued by a ferocious wolf that had carried off lambs, calve and other livestock – it have even 

killed small children. Afraid that the wolf would attack them, the people refused to travel outside the city walls. 

Declaring he was not afraid, Francis went outside the town in search of the wolf and hadn’t gone very far when 

he found the creature. ‘Brother Wolf,’ said Francis, ‘you have been stealing livestock that does not belong to 

you and frightening your neighbors. In the name of the Lord of Heaven, I command you to stop.’ The wolf 

drooped its head and lay on the ground at Francis’ feet. The Saint then turned to the townspeople, saying, 

‘Brother Wolf will not trouble you or your animals, but in return you must feed him every day.’ The people of 

Gubbio agreed, and every day the wolf came to town for a meal. He became the town’s unofficial pet, and 

when he died the heartbroken townspeople had a sculpture of him carved and placed over the door of one of 

the town’s churches, where it remains to this day.” (This Saint’s for You, pp. 31-32)  

 

In the case of Francis of Assisi, Jesus sent him out - literally - as a lamb to confront a wolf. In all our lives 

there are many things in life with which we must deal - some of them “cute and cuddly,” others may appear 

life-threatening.  

 

God, help us to follow the example of Francis of Assisi (for whom St. Francis de Sales was named). May we 

combat things we experience as fearsome or ferocious with patience, gentleness and love.  

* * * * * 

(October 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Guide me, Lord, along the everlasting way…”  

 

One of the most important first steps along the everlasting way – and for that matter, along every step of the 

everlasting way – is the virtue of humility. In today’s first reading Job is treated by God to an exercise in 

humility through a serious of practical – and poignant – questions:  

 

Have you ever commanded the sun to rise? 

Can you get your arms around the ends of the earth? 

Have you ever descended into the depths of the oceans? 

Have you ever seen the gates of death? 

Do you know where darkness ends and where light begins? 

Do you presume to tell me that you know everything?  

 

Withering under the weight of God’s rhetorical salvo, Job humbly replies: “Behold, I am of little account; what 

can I answer you?” Sure sounds like a resounding “no” to me!  

 

Job’s humility – his honest self-assessment – isn’t self deprecation. Humility is simply the truth! And what is 

the truth? Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“Humility is nothing else than the recognition of the fact that we are absolute nothingness, and it keep us 

constant in this estimation of ourselves. But the more humility that comes from the knowledge of what we are 

ourselves, so much the more – on the other hand – does humility make us greatly esteem ourselves on account 

of all the good that God has given to us.” (Living Jesus, #0389, p. 148)  

 

Rather than waste our time claiming to have the power to “command the morning and show the dawn its 

place,” it is far better for us to simply know our place: to acknowledge our nothingness as something into 

which God continues to pour out - and share - his greatness! 



 

What else do you really need to know if you know – and remember – this?  

* * * * * 

(October 6, 2012: Marie Rose Durocher)  

* * * * * 

 

“I give you praise, Father, for although you have hidden these things from the wise and the learned you have 

revealed them to the childlike…”  

 

In Catholic Online, we read:  

 

“Eulalie Durocher was born on October 6, 1811, at St. Antoine in Quebec, Canada. She was the youngest of 

ten children. After her education at the hands of the Sisters of Notre Dame, she helped her brother, a parish 

priest, and in the process established the first Canadian parish Sodality for young women. In 1843, she was 

invited by Bishop Bourget to found a new congregation of women dedicated to Christian education. 

Accordingly she founded the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary and took the religious name of 

Marie Rose. Under her saintly and able leadership, her community flourished in spite of all kinds of obstacles - 

including great poverty and ongoing criticism – as she remained unswerving in her concern for the poor and 

uneducated. Worn out by her many labors, Marie Rose died on October 6, 1849, at the age of thirty-eight. She 

was declared Blessed by Pope JohnPaul II on May 23, 

1982.”(http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=402)  

 

While Mary Rose Durocher may not have been very wise or very learned, she was clearly smart enough to 

accept the graces and gifts that God offered to her. In addition, she was courageous enough to accept God’s 

invitation to share with others – especially the poor and marginalized – what she herself had received from 

God.  

 

Mary Rose Durocher is living proof that you don’t have to be a genius to be smart: you simply need to accept 

what it is – and who it is – that God offers to you.  

 

Each and every day.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: October 8th - October 13th  
 

(October 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“What is written in the law? How do you read it?”  

 

Jesus raises a great question in today’s Gospel. And the person to whom he directs it – a “scholar of the law” – 

would appreciate the power of the question. Any student of the law – and in particular, anyone who practices 

law – knows that it isn’t enough just to know the letter of the law, but it’s also important to know how to 

“read” – that is, to interpret – the law so as to know how best to apply it.  

 

Which brings us to the best – albeit, if not the most concise – answer to that question: the parable of the Good 

Samaritan.  

 

Talk about a study in contrast! Two so-called experts in the letter of the law failed miserably because they did 

not offer any assistance to the man who fell victim to robbers, whereas the Samaritan – a man who may have 

http://www.catholic.org/bible/book.php?id=50
http://www.catholic.org/bible/book.php?id=50
http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=402


known very little if any law – followed the law of compassion and common sense by tending to the needs of 

this unfortunate stranger by being a good neighbor.  

 

Of course, the most important law for those who follow Jesus is the Gospel, that is, the Law of Love. It’s 

important for us to have a working knowledge of that Law; it’s important to know how to “read” or interpret 

that Law. More important, however, than knowing or interpreting it is the willingness to put the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ – the Law of Love – into practice.  

 

In what ways can we be a Good Samaritan today?  

* * * * * 

(October 9, 2012: John Leonardi)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are anxious and worried about many things…”  

 

In his Introduction to a Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Anxiety is not a simple temptation but a source from which and by which many temptations arise. With the 

single exception of sin, anxiety is the greatest evil that can happen to a soul. Just as sedition and internal 

disorders bring total ruin on a State and leave it helpless to resist a foreign invader, so also, if our heart is 

inwardly troubled and disturbed it loses both the strength necessary to maintain the virtues it had acquired and 

the means to resist the temptations of the enemy. He then uses his utmost efforts to fish, as they say, in troubled 

waters.” …” (IDL, Part IV, Chapter 11, pp. 251-252)  

 

Martha was obviously overwhelmed by her desire to do right by Jesus when it came to the practice of 

hospitality. Apparently more obvious to Jesus, however, was the fact that Martha was “anxious and worried 

about many things.” This issue of wanting help with the serving seems to have been the tip of the iceberg.  

 

We should want to put our best foot forward when entertaining guests. We should want to give worthwhile 

things our best effort. Weshould want to do things well. We should want to get it right the first time.  

 

And when we don’t? Deal with it, learn from it and move beyond it without being all worked up and anxious 

about it. Anxiety not only ruins good things; anxiety makes bad things even worse.  

* * * * * 

(October 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“We were to be mindful of the poor, which is the very thing I was eager to do...”  

 

For St. Paul, being “mindful of the poor” was part-and-parcel of proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

For St. Francis de Sales, being mindful of the poor was part-and-parcel of what it meant to “Live + Jesus!”  

 

In his Introduction to a Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“We must practice real poverty in the midst of all the goods and riches God has given us. Frequently give up 

some of your property by giving it with a generous heart to the poor. If you love the poor be often with them. 

Be glad to see them in your home and to visit with them in theirs. Be glad to talk to them and be pleased to 

have them near you in church, on the street and elsewhere. Be poor when in conversing with them and speak to 

them as their companions do, but be rich in assisting them by sharing some of your more abundant good with 

them.” …” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 15, p. 165)  

 



Unlike today, the poor were generally not relegated to the outskirts of the city or society. Insofar as there were 

no suburbs of which to speak in Francis de Sales’ day, most towns were a mix of the richest of the rich, the 

poorest of the poor and everybody else in between. He would have encountered the poor – in all shapes, sizes 

and situations – everywhere, every day. While he didn’t have much money to speak of for himself, one has to 

assume that there were many things other than money with which Francis de Sales was blessed abundantly. In 

addition to the occasional coin, Francis shared other things that were likewise precious to him: his time, his 

attention, his care, his compassion, his availability, his interest, his patience, his respect and his love.  

 

So many of the things with which we are blessed by God are not things at all. Still, they are no less precious to 

us - nor are they any less valuable in the eyes of God – especially when we share them with the poor, the needy 

and the down-and-out.  

 

How can he help someone who might need our help today? How can we demonstrate that we are “eager to do 

it?”  

* * * * * 

(October 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He will get up to give him whatever he needs because of his persistence...”  

 

There’s an old adage which basically goes like this: “If you don’t ask, you don’t get.”  

 

Mind you, the adage doesn’t guarantee that you’ll always get what you want. Likewise, the adage doesn’t 

guarantee that if you do get want you want that you’ll get it when you want to get it or how you want it. On the 

other hand, if you don’t ask the question that pretty much guarantees that – under normal circumstances – 

you’ll never get what you want under any circumstances!  

 

That’s one way of “reading” (remember Monday’s Gospel about the scholar of the law and Jesus?) today’s 

Gospel parable. By all means ask; by all means seek; by all means knock. But don’t think that whatever you 

receive – whenever you receive it – however you receive it – necessarily results from the first question, the 

initial seeking or a single knock. In God’s way of telling time, we may need to ask, seek or knock many times.  

 

In some cases, maybe even over a lifetime.  

 

However, it is important to carefully take note of a distinction that Jesus makes in today’s Gospel. While God 

promises to provide whatever we need because of our persistence, God makes so such promise when it comes 

to providing whatever we want.  

 

Do you want to ask God for something? Then how about this: God give me the gratitude that comes from 

wanting what I already have, rather than having what I want.  

* * * * * 

(October 12, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“When an unclean spirit goes out of someone…it brings back seven others more wicked than itself.”  

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus drives out a demon. In addition, he speaks about demons that would attempt to divide 

a kingdom against itself. Francis de Sales knew a few things about demons. In his Introduction to the Devout 

Life, he wrote extensively about this same demon upon which we touched previously this week: anxiety.  

 

“Anxiety is not a simple temptation but a source from which and by which many temptations arise…When a 



soul perceives that it has suffered a certain evil, it is displeased at having it and hence sadness follows. The 

soul immediately desires to be free of it and to have some means of getting rid of it. Thus far the soul is right, 

for everyone naturally desires to embrace what is good and to dispose of anything evil…Now if it does not 

immediately succeed in the way it wants it grows very anxious and impatient. Instead of removing the evil, it 

increases it and this involves the soul in greater anguish and distress together with such loss of strength and 

courage that it imagines the evil to be incurable. You see, then, that sadness, which is justified in the beginning, 

produces anxiety, and anxiety in turn produces increase in sadness. All this is extremely dangerous.” (IDL, Part 

IV, Chapter 11, p. 251)  

 

Anxiety never roams alone. It brings with it a whole host of other unclean spirits that can divide the kingdom 

of our heart against itself. Whatever difficulties or challenges you may face, don’t let things get worse by 

allowing anxiety and its cohorts to make a home in your heart.  

 

Simply – but firmly – show them the door.  

* * * * * 

(October 13, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are those who hear the word of God and observe it.”  

 

In his letter to the Galatians St. Paul writes: “Scripture confined all things under the power of sin, that through 

faith in Jesus Christ to promise might be given to those who believe…Now that faith has come, we are no 

longer under a disciplinarian. Through faith you are all children of God in Christ Jesus.”  

 

We need to be clear. When Paul speaks about “faith” or “belief”, he isn’t talking about a faith or belief as 

something vague, obscure, invisible or unknowable; rather, he is referring to a faith – to paraphrase Jesus’ 

words in today’s Gospel – that hears the word of God and observes it. For Paul faith is believing in the power 

of God’s word; faith is about believing that God’s word makes a difference; faith is about believing that we 

have a part to play in hearing – and observing – that word.  

 

As people of faith, how will our hearing the word of God today enable others to observe it in us?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: October 15th - October 20th  
 

(October 15, 2012: Teresa of Avila, a.k.a., Teresa of Jesus)  

* * * * * 

 

“There is something greater here…”  

 

Today we celebrate the life and legacy of St. Teresa of Avila. In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas 

Craughwell observes:  

 

“Every day – all day long – God pours his grace upon the world. Those who accept it – who cooperate with 

God’s will – draw closer to the Lord, as in the case of St. Teresa of Avila, the patron of souls in need of divine 

grace. The easygoing life of the Carmelite convent she entered was not conducive to the contemplative life. So, 

she began planning a new branch of the Carmelites, one that would bring nuns (and friars) back to the order’s 

original commitment to a life of austerity and deep prayer…St. Teresa’s legacy is her collection of spiritual 

writings, She was the first Catholic woman to write systematically about prayer and the interior life. In 1970, 

upon naming her a Doctor of the Church, Pope Paul VI praised Teresa as ‘a teacher of remarkable depth.’”  



 

Insofar as Teresa died in 1582, her writings were well known by the ‘Gentleman Saint.’ In a letter to Madame 

de Chantal (1605), Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The practice of the presence of God taught by Mother Teresa in chapters 29 and 30 of The Way of 

Perfection is excellent, and I think it amounts to the same as I explained to you when I wrote that God was in 

our spirit as though he were the heart of our spirit and in our heart as the spirit which breathes life into it, and 

that David called God: the God of his heart. Use this boldly and often for it is most useful. May God be the 

soul and spirit of our heart forever….” (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 160 – 161)  

 

We are all in need of God’s grace. We are all in need of knowing – and experiencing – ‘something greater’ in 

our lives: the God whose spirit breathes life into us, the God who is the heart of our spirit, the God who is the 

God of our hearts.  

 

What better way to accept – and cooperate – with that grace than by practicing the presence of God throughout 

each day?  

 

Early, and often.  

* * * * * 

(October 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Stand firm: do not submit again to the yolk of slavery…”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Our free will is never so free as when it is a slave to God’s will, just as it is never so servile as when it serves 

our own will. It never has so much life as when it dies to self, and never so much death as when it lives to 

itself. We have the liberty to do good and evil, but to choose evil is not to use but to abuse this liberty. Let us 

renounce such wretched liberty and subject forever our free will to the rule of heavenly love. Let us become 

slaves to dilection, whose serfs are happier than kings. If our souls should ever will to use their liberty against 

our resolutions to serve God eternally and without reserve, Oh, then, for love of God, let us sacrifice our free 

will and make it die to itself so that it may live in God! A man who out of self-love wishes to keep his freedom 

in this world shall lose it in the next world, and he who shall lose it in this world for the love of God shall keep 

it for that same love in the next world.He who keeps his liberty in this world shall find it a serf and a slave in 

the other world, whereas he who makes it serve the cross in this world shall have it free in the other world. For 

there, when he is absorbed in enjoyment of God’s goodness, his liberty will be converted into love and love 

into liberty, a liberty infinitely sweet. Without effort, without pain, and without any struggle we shall 

unchangingly and forever love the Creator and Savior of our souls.” (Treatise 12: 10, pp- 277-278)  

 

The Salesian tradition understands the essence of liberty as the freedom that comes from knowing – from 

believing – that God loves us. The Salesian tradition also understands that to substitute anything for God’s love 

for us – regardless of how attractive or promising it may appear and/or present itself to be – leads to a life of 

enslavement.  

 

Today – just today – you can live free, or, you can live enslaved.  

 

Which do you choose?  

* * * * * 

(October 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 



 

“If we live in the Spirit, let us also follow the Spirit...”  

 

So, if we live in the Spirit, how do we know that we are following the Spirit? The Letter to the Galatians makes 

it clear what we should look for, and what others should look for in us. Namely: 

 Love 

 Joy 

 Peace 

 Patience 

 Kindness 

 Generosity 

 Faithfulness 

 Gentleness 

 Self-control 

How does this get played out on a down-to-earth, daily basis? In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de 

Sales wrote:  

 

“The Apostle means that divine love gives us inward joy and consolation, together with a great peace of heart, 

which is preserved in adversity by patience. It makes us kind and gracious in helping our neighbor by a 

heartfelt goodness towards him. Such goodness is not fickle; it is constant and persevering and gives us 

enduring courage by which we are rendered mild, pleasant and considerate to all others. We put up with their 

moods and imperfections. We keep perfect faith with them, as we thus testify to a simplicity accompanied with 

trust in both in our words and in our actions. We live modestly and humbly, leaving aside what is luxurious and 

improper in food and drink, clothing, sleep, play, recreation and other such desires and pleasures. We master 

the inclinations and rebellions of the flesh by a constant chastity…” (TLG, Part Book XI, Chapter 19, pp. 251-

252)  

 

Today how may God be calling you to live in the Spirit – and to follow the Spirit – in your interactions with 

others? What will others see – and experience – in your efforts to do that?  

* * * * * 

(October 18, 2012: Luke, Evangelist)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord stood by me and gave me strength...”  

 

Our first reading from Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy reminds us that being either an apostle, a disciple or an 

evangelist, brings its share of troubles.  

 

Including being betrayed!  

 

Paul cites at least three occasions on which we felt like he was – as we say so often these days – thrown under 

the bus. First, Demas deserted him; second, Alexander the coppersmith did him great harm; and third, no one 

showed up on Paul’s behalf when he attempted to defend himself in court. While he attributes his ability to get 

through this rough patch in his life to the Lord standing by him to give him strength, it certainly didn’t hurt that 

at least one person other than the Lord – St. Luke – remained faithful to Paul throughout his ordeals.  

 

St. Francis de Sales wrote about the pain that comes from being betrayed by those closest to us. In 

his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote:  

 



“To be despised, criticized or accused by evil men is a slight thing to a courageous man, but to be criticized, 

denounced and treated badly by good men - by our own friends and relations – is the test of virtue. Just as the 

pain of a bee is much more painful than that of a fly, so the wrongs we suffer from good men and the attacks 

they make are far harder to bear than those we suffer from others. Yet it often happens that good people – all 

with good intentions – because of conflicting ideas stir up great persecutions and attacks on one 

another.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 3, pp. 128 – 129)  

 

Paul found it very difficult to swallow betrayals at the hands of those with whom he lived and worked without 

becoming embittered about it. It seems that Paul was able to work through it because of the loyalty of two 

people in his life: the Lord and Luke.  

 

Like Luke, how might we help another person work through the experience of betrayal? How might we – 

through our willingness to practice fidelity – give them the strength to overcome their pain and 

discouragement?  

 

By standing with them!  

* * * * * 

(October 19, 2012: Memorial of the Jesuit Martyrs)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but after that can do no more.”  

 

Today the Church reflects upon the ultimate sacrifice made by the Jesuit Martyrs of North America. Warning: 

this account if not for the faint of heart. (http://www.americancatholic.org/features/saints/saint.aspx?id=1173)  

 

“Isaac Jogues (1607-1646) and his companions were the first martyrs of the North American continent 

officially recognized by the Church. As a young Jesuit, Isaac Jogues, a man of learning and culture, taught 

literature in France. He gave up that career to work among the Huron Indians in the New World, and in 1636 

he and his companions - under the leadership of John de Brébeuf - arrived inQuebec. The Hurons were 

constantly warring with the Iroquois, and in a few years Father Jogues was captured by the Iroquois and 

imprisoned for thirteen months. An unexpected chance for escape came to Isaac Jogues through the Dutch, and 

he returned to France, bearing the marks of his sufferings. Several fingers had been cut, chewed or burnt off. 

Pope Urban VIII gave him permission to offer Mass with his mutilated hands: ‘It would be shameful that a 

martyr of Christ be not allowed to drink the Blood of Christ.’ Welcomed home as a hero, Father Jogues might 

have sat back, thanked God for his safe return and died peacefully in his homeland. But his zeal led him back 

once more to the fulfillment of his dreams. In a few months he sailed for his missions among the Hurons. In 

1646 he and Jean de Lalande, who had offered his services to the missioners, set out for Iroquois country in the 

belief that a recently signed peace treaty would be observed. They were captured by a Mohawk war party, and 

on October 18 Father Jogues was tomahawked and beheaded. Jean de Lalande was killed the next day at 

Ossernenon, a village near Albany, New York.”  

 

“The first of the Jesuit missionaries to be martyred was René Goupil who, with Lalande, had offered his 

services as an oblate. He was tortured along with Isaac Jogues in 1642, and was tomahawked for having made 

the Sign of the Cross on the brow of some children.”  

 

“Jean de Brébeuf (1593-1649): Jean de Brébeuf was a French Jesuit who came to Canada at the age of 32 and 

labored there for 24 years. He went back to France when the English captured Quebec (1629) and expelled the 

Jesuits, but returned to his missions four years later. Although medicine men blamed the Jesuits for a smallpox 

epidemic among the Hurons, Jean remained with them. He composed catechisms and a dictionary in Huron, 

and saw seven thousand converted before his death. He was captured by the Iroquois and died after four hours 

of extreme torture at Sainte Marie, near Georgian Bay, Canada.”  

 

http://www.americancatholic.org/features/saints/saint.aspx?id=1173


“Father Anthony Daniel, working among Hurons who were gradually becoming Christian, was killed by 

Iroquois on July 4, 1648. His body was thrown into his chapel, which was set on fire. Gabriel Lalemant had 

taken a fourth vow—to sacrifice his life to the Indians. He was horribly tortured to death along with Father 

Brébeuf. Father Charles Garnier was shot to death as he baptized children and catechumens during an Iroquois 

attack. Father Noel Chabanel was killed before he could answer his recall to France. He had found it 

exceedingly hard to adapt to mission life. He could not learn the language, the food and life of the Indians 

revolted him, plus he suffered spiritual dryness during his whole stay in Canada. Yet he made a vow to remain 

until death in his mission.”  

 

“These eight Jesuit martyrs of North America were canonized in 1930.” 

* * * * * 

It’s hard to say to what extent these eight Jesuit missionaries feared for their lives individually and/or 

collectively at the hands of those who murdered them. In many cases they didn’t merely suffer death: they 

suffered horrific deaths. But one thing we know for certain: nothing would deter them from doing what they 

thought was right and good. They were willing to pay the ultimate price to remain faithful to their own God-

given sense of self and purpose.  

 

And they did!  

 

How far are we willing to go to remain faithful to our own God-given sense of self and purpose?  

* * * * * 

(October 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened....”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote on the subject of rash judgments:  

 

“Charity is fearful of meeting evil, so she never looks for it. Whenever she encounters it, she turns away her 

face and does not look at it. At the first threat of evil, she closes her eyes and later believes with a holy 

simplicity that it was not really evil but a shadow or mere appearance of evil. If sometimes she cannot help 

admitting that it is real evil, she quickly turns away and tries to forget its form. Charity is the supreme remedy 

for every evil, and especially for the evil of rash judgment. ‘All things look yellow to the jaundiced eye’ and 

…the spirit of rash judgment is truly spiritual jaundice for it causes all things to appear evil to the eyes of those 

infected with it. Whoever wants to be cured must apply remedies not to his eyes or intellect but to his 

affections. If your reflections are kind, your judgments will also be kind. If your affections are charitable, your 

judgments will be likewise…” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 15, p. 165)  

 

We know from our own experience that it is sometimes all-too-easy to look for – and find – the worst in others. 

Of course, how we look at others often reveals a great deal more about the truth of our own hearts than about 

our perceptions of others’ lives.  

 

See any signs of spiritual jaundice in the eyes of your heart? How might the eyes of your heart need to be 

enlightened?  

 

By charity - that is - by love.  

* * * * *  
      



Spirituality Matters 2012: October 22th - October 27th  
 

(October 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take care to guard against all greed…”  

 

Greed is defined as “an excessive desire to acquire or possess more than what one needs or deserves, especially 

with respect to material wealth.”  

 

What’s important to note is that greed is not equated with merely possessing material wealth; greed is about 

having an “excessive” or inordinate desire to possess material wealth. It isn’t about the amount of the wealth; 

it’s about the size – and intensity - of the desire for wealth.  

 

Francis de Sales certainly understood this distinction. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote:  

 

“I willingly grant that you may take care to increase your wealth and resources, provided this is done not only 

justly but properly and charitably. However, if you are strongly attached to the goods you possess, too 

solicitous about them, set your heart on them, always have them in your thoughts and fear losing them with a 

strong, anxious fear, then, believe me, you are suffering from a kind of fever. If you find your heart very 

desolated and afflicted at the loss of property, believe me, you love it too much…” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 14, 

p. 163)  

 

The Gospel parable is a classic example of what Francis de Sales described. The rich man isn’t condemned 

because he is rich; the rich man is condemned because he does not even consider sharing his good fortune – his 

rich harvest – with others.  

 

Note the distinction that Jesus makes, however. “Guard against all greed.” Greed isn’t limited to material 

possessions. Many of the things to which we cling – many of the things about which we have inordinate desires 

to keep for ourselves - aren’t material at all: our time, our opinions, our plans, our preferences, our comforts, 

our routines, our ways of seeing things and our ways of doing things are just a sampling of the many things to 

which we excessively cling.  

 

What kinds of greed – in any form, in all forms - might we need to be careful to guard against today?  

* * * * * 

(October 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He is our peace…”  

 

In a letter to Mother de Chantal, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“I entreat you to keep very close to Jesus Christ and your Our Lady and to your good angel in all your 

business, so that the multiplicity of your many affairs may not make you anxious nor their difficulties dismay 

you. Do things one by one as best you can, and apply your mind loyally but gently and sweetly. If God gives 

you good issue we shall bless him for it; if his pleasure should be otherwise, we will bless him all the same. 

And it will be enough for you that you did your best in complete good faith, since Our Lord and reason do not 

demand results in things we do, but only our faithful and whole-hearted cooperation, endeavor and diligence; 
for these depend on us, whereas success does not. God will bless your good intention in undertaking this 

journey...” (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 195-196)  

 



Jesus is the embodiment of this spirit. In success or setback, in acceptance or rejection, in good times or in bad 

times, Jesus always possessed inner peace in the midst of the multiplicity of his affairs: his “whole-hearted 

cooperation, endeavor and diligence" were united to his Father’s will. What Jesus did or did not accomplish 

throughout his earthly ministry was not nearly as important as the fidelity of his relationship with his Father.  

 

Do you want to experience the peace who is Jesus Christ in the midst of all your busyness? Recall the words of 

Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta.  

 

“God does not ask that we be successful; God asks that we be faithful.”  

* * * * * 

(October 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“My strength and my courage is the Lord: I am confident and unafraid...”  

 

Today’s Gospel reminds us that we can never be certain as to when we will need to provide an accounting to 

God for the lives we have lived. We’ll never know for sure when we will need to demonstrate how well we 

have made good use of the gifts, the talents, the blessings – and above all, the life – God has given us.  

 

When that day, that hour or that moment comes, will we be ready?  

 

This consideration is sobering. The reality that we will all die one day and appear before the judgment of God 

can be more than a bit unsettling. Francis de Sales himself said that we should fear death; however, he 

challenged us not to be afraid of death. If we focus too much upon the inevitability of our last moment on this 

earth, the fear – and more importantly, the anxiety it produces - may prevent us from living fully each and 

every present moment that will precede our last.  

 

As members of the Salesian family we are challenged to be “confident and unafraid” when it comes to facing 

our mortality. The same God who will judge us at the end of our lives is the same God who gives us the 

strength and courage to do the best we can throughout our lives. Not surprisingly, Francis de Sales offers us the 

counsel we need to live our mortal lives as best we can with confidence and without fear.  

 

“There is no better preparation for a good death than to lead a good life.”  

* * * * * 

(October 25, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“May you be filled with the fullness of God...”  

 

Some things are worth repeating. In the context of the exhortation in Paul’s Letter to Ephesians, let us revisit 

some advice that Francis de sales offered to Jane de Chantal over 400 years ago:  

 

“I entreat you to keep very close to Jesus Christ and your Our Lady and to your good angel in all your 

business, so that the multiplicity of your many affairs may not make you anxious nor their difficulties dismay 

you. Do things one by one as best you can, and apply your mind loyally but gently and sweetly. If God gives 

you good issue we shall bless him for it; if his pleasure should be otherwise, we will bless him all the same. 

And it will be enough for you that you did your best in complete good faith, since Our Lord and reason do not 

demand results in things we do, but only our faithful and whole-hearted cooperation, endeavor and diligence; 

for these depend on us, whereas success does not. God will bless your good intention in undertaking this 

journey...” (Stopp, Selected Letters, pp. 195-196)  

 



Insofar as we are up to our eyeballs in the details of life, it is all-too-easy to frequently feel that we have little 

or nothing to show for our efforts. In the midst of all the responsibilities and obligations that come from our 

vocation and avocations, it’s awfully easy to wonder if we really do make a difference in this world. At the end 

of any given day, what have we really accomplished?  

 

On days like these, recall the words of St. Paul: “Now to him who is able to accomplish far more than we ask 

or imagine, by the power at work within us, to him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all 

generations…”  

 

Today – just today – “do things one by one as best you can.” As for the results, leave them in the hands of a 

God who will “grant you in accord with the riches of his glory to be strengthened with power through his 

Spirit.”  

* * * * * 

(October 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Live in a manner worthy of the call you have received...”  

 

What call have we received? We are sons and daughters of God; we are brothers and sisters of Jesus; we are 

temples of God’s Holy Spirit.  

 

How do we live in a manner worthy of this call? St. Paul is clear and unambiguous: “Live with all humility and 

gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another through love, striving to preserve the unity of the Spirit 

through the bond of peace.”  

 

In today’s Responsorial Psalm, we prayed the words, “Lord, this is the people that longs to see your face.” 

How do we know if we are making progress in our efforts to “live in a manner worthy of the call” we have 

received? Look to see if other people see in our thoughts, our affections, our attitudes and our actions 

something of the face of God.  

* * * * * 

(October 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Grace was given to each of us according to the measure of God’s gift....”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“God acts in our works, and we co-operate in God’s action. God leaves for our part all the merit and profit of 

our services and good works; we leave God all the honor and praise thereof, acknowledging that the growth, 

the progress, and the end of all the good we do depends on God’s mercy, finishing what God began. O God, 

how merciful is God’s goodness to us in thus distributing his bounty!”  

 

God has great expectations for us: “Life on high with Jesus Christ.” God – through his mercy, that is, through 

his generosity – also gives us the grace we need to strive to meet those expectations. How can we possibly 

show our appreciation for the “grace that was given to each of us according to the measure of God’s gift?” 

Perhaps St. Francis de Sales said it best. “The measure of love is to love without measure.”  

 

God’s love in our regard is certainly without measure. To what degree can the same be said of our love for one 

another?  



* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: October 29th - November 3rd  
 

(October 29, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Live as children of the light…”  

 

In his Letter to the Ephesians Paul describes what it looks like when we are living as “children of the light”: 

 We are kind and compassionate to others. 

 We forgive others. 

 We avoid even speaking of things like immorality, impurity or greed. 

 We eschew obscene, silly or suggestive speech. 

 We dedicate ourselves to thanksgiving and gratitude. 

Even as we strive to “be imitators of God,” we are still imperfect people. Each of us still retains our share of 

shadows; all of us still struggle with some elements of darkness. What are we – as children of the light – to do 

about this? Francis de Sales certainly offers this encouragement:  

 

“It is a great part of our perfection to support one another in our imperfections; what better way is there for us 

to practice love of our neighbor save in this support?” (Select Salesian Subjects, #0096, p. 22)  

 

The presence of shadows – and even darkness – should not discourage us in our attempts to be children of the 

light. Rather, let us “live in love” – and demonstrate that love – through our support and encouragement of one 

another.  

* * * * * 

(October 30, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“To what can I compare the Kingdom of God? It is like a mustard seed…”  

 

It seems paradoxical that Jesus would describe something as vast as the Kingdom of God in terms of one of the 

smallest of all seeds: the mustard seed. Still, consider how St. Francis de Sales describes eternity in a letter to 

the Duc de Bellegarde (Peer and Master of the Horse at the courts of both Henri IV and Louis XIII of France):  

 

“Keep your eyes steadfastly fixed on that blissful day of eternity towards which the course of years bears us 

on; and these as they pass, themselves pass us stage by stage until we reach the end of the road. But 

meanwhile, in these passing moments there lies enclosed as in a tiny kernel the seed of all eternity; and in our 

humble little works of devotion there lies hidden the prize of everlasting glory, and the little pains we take to 

serve God lead to the repose of a bliss that can never end...” (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 236)  

 

Indeed, the Kingdom of God is a big thing. In fact, it is the biggest and the broadest of all things. As Jesus 

reminds us, however – and as Francis de Sales underscores – sometimes the biggest of things come in very 

small, ordinary and everyday packages!  

* * * * * 

(October 31, 2012)  

* * * * * 



 

“You have a Master in heaven in whom there is no partiality...”  

 

In today’s selection from his Letter to the Ephesians, St. Paul outlines a sort of shorthand guide as to how 

people should treat one another. Children are supposed to honor their parents; parents are supposed to raise 

their children without provoking or angering them; slaves are supposed to serve their masters; masters must not 

bully or abuse their slaves.  

 

When it comes to showing respect there is no caste system in the Kingdom of God. Regardless of how lofty or 

lowly our positions in this life may be, we are all expected to do “the will of God from the heart…knowing that 

each person will be requited from the Lord for whatever good” we do. To that end, Paul warns us that we will 

all be judged by how we treat other people because when it comes to honoring others, God shows no partiality 

and God has no favorites.  

 

Recall this exhortation in Francis de Sales’ Introduction to the Devout Life:  

 

“Be just and equitable in all your actions. Always put yourself in your neighbor’s place and place your 

neighbor in yours, and then you will act justly. Imagine yourself the seller when you buy and the buyer when 

you sell and you will sell – and buy – justly. Examine your heart often to see if it is such toward your neighbor 

as you would like your neighbor to be toward you were you in his or her place. This is the touchstone of true 

reason...” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 36, p. 217)  

 

When it comes to honoring others – when it comes to treating them with justice, then just don’t do it in the 

hope of “currying favor” with God, but do it simply because it is the right thing to do.  

* * * * * 

(November 1, 2012: Solemnity of All Saints)  

* * * * * 

 

“He began to teach them...”  

 

In her book entitled Saint Francis de Sales and the Protestants (in which she examines his missionary activity 

in the Chablais, one of the most seminal periods in the life of the “Gentleman Saint”), author Ruth Kleinman 

wrote:  

 

“Saintliness is hard to practice, but it is even more difficult to describe.” A notable exception to this dictum are 

the words we hear proclaimed today in the Gospel of Matthew on this Solemnity of All Saints.  

 

Jesus describes saintliness simply and succinctly. It is about living a life of Beatitude: 

 Saintly are those who mourn, i.e., those who refuse to harden their hearts when faced with the needs of 

others. 

 Saintly are those who show mercy, i.e., those who are willing to forgo old hurts and to forgive others 

from their hearts. 

 Saintly are those who are poor in spirit, i.e., those who experience everything as a gift and who 

demonstrate their gratitude through their willingness to share what they have (regardless of how 

ordinary or extraordinary) with others. 

 Saintly are the pure of heart, i.e., those who avoid artificiality and pretense and who have the courage 

to be their true, authentic selves. 

 Saintly are the meek, i.e., those who know that power isn’t demonstrated by taking from others but 

about giving to others. It’s not about doing to others but about doing for/with others. 

 Saintly are the peacemakers, i.e., those who bring people together rather than drive them apart. 



 Saintly are those who hunger and thirst for what is right, i.e., those for whom doing good comes with 

the same frequency and urgency as the need to eat and drink. 

 Saintly are those persecuted for doing what is right, i.e., those who are willing to stand up for what is 

right regardless of the cost(s) incurred. 

And as it turns out, not only is saintliness not hard to describe, but it isn’t nearly as hard to practice as we 

might think. In a sermon on Our Lady, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“There is no need of putting ourselves to the trouble of trying to find out what are the desires of God, for they 

are all expressed in His commandments and in the counsels of Our Lord Himself gave us in the Sermon on the 

Mount when He said: ‘How blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are the lowly, and the other Beatitudes.’ 

These are all the desires of God upon which we ought to walk, following these as perfectly as we can.” (Select 

Salesian Subjects, #0170, p. 37)  

 

Saintliness? To be sure, it is hard work. But with the grace of God – and the support of one another – it is 

doable!  

* * * * * 

(November 2, 2012: Commemoration of All the Faithful Departed)  

* * * * * 

 

“The souls of the just are in the hands of God...”  

 

In one of his pamphlets that was later published in a broader collection entitled The Catholic Controversy, 

Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“We maintain that we may pray for the faithful departed, and that the prayers and good works of the living 

greatly relieve them and are profitable to them for this reason: that all those who die in the grace of God – and 

consequently, in the number of the elect – do not go to Paradise at the very first moment, but many go to 

Purgatory…from which our prayers and good works can help and serve to deliver them.”  

 

“We agree the blood of Our Redeemer is the true purgatory of souls, for in it are cleansed all the souls of the 

world. Tribulations also are a purgatory, by which our souls are rendered pure, as gold refined in the furnace. It 

is well known that Baptism in which our sins are washed away can be called a purgatory, as everything can be 

that serves to purge away our offenses. But in this context we take Purgatory for a place in which after this life 

the souls which leave this world before they have been perfectly cleansed from the stains they have contracted. 

And if one would know why this place is called simply Purgatory more than are the other means of purgation 

above-named, the answer will be, that it is because in that place nothing takes place but the purgation of the 

stains which remain at the time of departure out of this world, whereas in Baptism, Penance, tribulations and 

the rest, not only is the soul purged from its imperfections, but it is further enriched with many graces and 

perfections. And agreeing as to the blood of Our Lord, we fully acknowledge the virtue thereof, that we protest 

by all our prayers that the purgation of souls – whether in this world or in the other – is made solely by its 

application.” (CC, pp. 353-354)  

 

Notwithstanding the effects of our prayers and good works on behalf of our dearly departed, Francis de Sales 

reminds us that at the end of the day it is the life and death of Jesus Christ that purifies our souls, whether in 

this life or in the next. To that end, whether it’s the just or the unjust, whether it’s in this world or the next, we 

are all in the hands of God.  

 

Here’s hoping that we pray for our faithful departed. Here’s hoping that our faithful departed prayer for us. All 

of us could stand to do with some purgation of one kind or another!  



* * * * * 

November 3, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I do not know which I shall choose. I am caught between the two...”  

 

In today’s letter to the Philippians, Paul appears to be caught between a rock and a hard place. He is at one and 

the same time attracted to continuing to live in this world so as to continue his labor for Christ even as Paul 

longs to leave this world so as to experience Christ in his fullness. In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis 

de Sales wrote:  

 

“What does it matter to me whether God’s will is offered to me in tribulation or consolation? In each of them I 

neither desire nor seek anything except the divine will, which is better seen because no other beauty is present 

there but that of God’s most holy, eternal good pleasure. Heroic, yes, more than heroic, is the indifference of 

St. Paul the incomparable. ‘I am hard pressed,’ he says to the Philippians, ‘from two sides, desiring to be 

delivered from this body and to be with Christ – a thing far better – and yet to remain in this life for your 

sake.’”  

 

“Admirable indifference of the Apostle! He sees paradise open to him; he sees a thousand labors on earth. 

Choice of one or the other is indifferent to him. Only God’s will can give counterweight to his heart. Paradise 

is no more worthy of love than the miseries of this world if God’s good pleasure lies equally in them both. For 

him to toil is paradise if God’s will is found in it, whereas paradise is a trial if God’s will is not found in 

it…” (TLG, Book IX, Chapter 4, p. 106)  

 

In the end, Paul continued his labors of love for Christ and his children in this world until God’s will clearly 

indicated that it was time for Paul to rest from his labors in the next world. So, too, with us: until the day comes 

when God clearly indicates that the time has arrived for us to live forever with him and each other in heaven, 

let’s devote our time and energy to living as best as we possibly can with him and each other on this earth.  

 

No rock and hard place there!  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: November 5th - November 10th  
 

(November 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Complete my joy…”  

 

In the movie Sudden Impact (1983), hard-nosed San Francisco detective, Harry Callahan, (played by Clint 

Eastwood) uttered these now-famous words while challenging a would-be robber to do something stupid 

(specifically, to pull a gun on him): “Go ahead. Make my day.”  

 

One can hear a parallel in today’s first reading. For all intents and purposes, Paul says the same thing – “Go 

ahead, make my day” – while challenging the Philippians to do something good, appealing to “any 

encouragement in Christ, any solace in love, any participation in the Spirit, and compassion and mercy.” What 

will make Paul’s day? 

 Being of the same mind with others 

 Being of the same love with others 

 Being united in heart 



 Doing nothing out of selfishness 

 Putting others first 

 Looking out for others’ interests. 

Today imagine Jesus saying, “Go ahead, make my day,” or, if you prefer, “Complete my joy.” How can we 

make Jesus’ day? How can we complete his joy? Try to be of the same mind, heart and love with others. Try to 

do nothing out of selfishness. Try to put others first by looking out for their interests.  

 

And make your own day – and complete your own joy – in the process!  

* * * * * 

(November 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Have among yourselves the same attitude that is also yours in Christ Jesus…”  

 

What does it mean to have the “attitude” of Christ? In his great ‘hymn’ to the Philippians, Paul notes that Jesus 

did not cling to his divinity norto his power. However, Jesus’ self-emptying is not self-deprecation. Jesus 

viewed his divine power as something which – by its very nature – is meant to be placed at the service of 

others. His self-emptying is the ultimate expression of divine – and, for that matter, human – generosity!  

 

This “attitude” of Christ lies at the very heart of the Beatitude that Jesus taught (and lived): “Blessed are the 

poor in spirit…” Blessed – happy – are those who realize that whatever they possess – whoever they are – is 

designed, deemed and destined, to be shared with others.  

 

Francis de Sales certainly understood this: “Our possessions are not our own,” he wrote in the Introduction to 

the Devout Life. “God has given them to us to cultivate and God wants us to make them fruitful and 

profitable.” How do we make our possessions – our power – “fruitful and profitable?” The Gentleman Saint is 

quite clear: “Make yourself a servant of the poor.” (IDL, Part Three, Chapter 15, pp. 164-165)  

 

Do you want to have the “attitude” of Christ? Be generous! Put what you have – and who you are – at the 

service of others.  

* * * * * 

(November 7, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do everything without grumbling or questioning...”  

 

In his popular and groundbreaking book The Road Less Travelled (1978), M. Scott Peck opened with this 

observation: “Life is difficult. This is a great truth, one of the greatest truths. It is a great truth because once we 

truly see this truth, we transcend it. Once we truly know that life is difficult - once we truly understand and 

accept it - then life is no longer difficult. Because once it is accepted, the fact that life is difficult no longer 

matters.”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“Complain as little as possible about the wrongs you suffer. Undoubtedly a person who complains commits a 

sin by doing so, since self-love always feels that injuries are worse than they really are. If there is just occasion 

for complaining to someone – either to correct an offense or to restore your peace of mind – do so with those 
who are even-tempered and really love God. When it is necessary to raise a complaint, do not do so to irascible 

or fault-finding persons. Instead of calming your mind the others will stir up worse difficulties and in place of 



pulling out the thorn that is hurting you they will simply drive it deeper into your foot.” (IDL, Part Three, 

Chapter 3, p. 130)  

 

As wonderful as life is, the truth is that life brings with it its share of difficulties. What’s another truth about 

life? To complain about its share of difficulties doesn’t make them easier to accept. To complain actually 

makes them worse.  

 

This is a fact of life that does matter!  

* * * * * 

(November 8, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“There will be rejoicing among the angels of God over one sinner who repents...”  

 

Whence comes all this rejoicing over repentant sinners? In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales 

wrote:  

 

“God’s favor floats over all life’s difficulties and finds joy in turning all miseries to the greater profit of those 

who love him. From toil he makes patience spring forth, contempt of this world from inevitable death, and 

from concupiscence a thousand victories. Just as the rainbow touches the thorn of aspalathus and makes it 

smell sweeter than the lily, so our Savior’s redemption touches our miseries and makes them more beneficial 

and worthy of love than original innocence could ever have been. The angels, says our Savior, have ‘more joy 

in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine just who have no need of repentance.’ So, too, the 

state of redemption is a hundred times better than that of innocence. Truly, by the watering of our Savior’s 

blood – made with the hyssop of the cross – have been restored to a white incomparably better than that 

possessed by the snows of innocence. Like Naaman, we come out of the stream of salvation more pure and 

clean than if we had never had leprosy.” (TLG, Book II Chapter 6, pp. 116 – 177)  

 

“Redemption is a hundred times better than innocence.” Given the fact that all of us suffer from the leprosy of 

sin in any number of ways, not only should the power of repentance make for rejoicing among the angels in 

heaven, but also this repentance should produce even greater rejoicing among us here on earth!  

* * * * * 

(November 9, 2012: Feast of the Dedication of the Lateran in Rome)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are God’s building...”  

 

To construct a building is one thing; to maintain a building is another. Prudent builders/owners not only allot 

resources for the actual construction of whatever it is they build, but they will also earmark resources for the 

upkeep of the building.  

 

In a letter to Madame de Chantal (February 11, 1607), Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“It is not necessary to be always and at every moment attentive to all the virtues in order to practice them; that 

would twist and encumber your thoughts and feelings too much. Humility and charity are the master ropes; all 

the others are attached o them. We need only hold on to these two: one is at the very bottom and the other at 

the very top. The preservation of the whole building depends on two this: its foundation and its roof. We do not 

encounter much difficulty in practicing other virtues if we keep our heart bound to the practice of these 

two...” (LSD, pp. 148-149)  

 

God – the Master Builder – has constructed each of us in his image and likeness. Celebrate the building-of-God 



that you are! Maintain the gift of your divinely-built edifice with the spiritual foundation and roof most readily 

available for your good: humility and charity!  

* * * * * 

(November 10, 2012: Leo the Great, Pope and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

“I have learned – in whatever situation I find myself – to be self-sufficient...”  

 

“I know indeed how to live in humble circumstances; I know also how to live with abundance. In every 

circumstance and in all things, I have learned the secret of being well fed and of going hungry, of living in 

abundance and of being in need.”  

 

St. Paul is a man who learned one of the secrets to happiness: the ability to roll with the punches. For his part, 

St. Francis de Sales equated this virtue – we might call it flexibility, or, adaptability – with the practice of 

devotion.  

 

“Devotion is true spiritual sugar for it removes bitterness from mortification and anything harmful from our 

consolations. From the impoverished it takes away discontent; from the rich it removes anxiety; from the 

oppressed it removes grief; from the exalted it removes pride; from the solitary it removes loneliness; from 

those in society it removes overextension. It serves with equal benefit as fire in winter and dew in summer. It 

knows how to use prosperity and how to endure want. It makes honor and contempt alike useful to us. It 

accepts pleasure and pain with a heart that is nearly always the same, and it fills us with a marvelous 

sweetness.” (IDL, Part I, Chapter 2, p. 42)  

 

 

yle="color: #000000;">How can I determine if I am able to be self-sufficient in whatever situation I find 

myself? How can I tell if I am making progress in the practice of devotion?  

 

How well will you roll with life’s punches today?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: November 12th - November 17th  
 

(November 12, 2012: Josaphat, Bishop and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“I directed you…that a man be blameless…”  

 

The qualities that Paul associates with a “blameless” bishop include: not being arrogant, not being irritable, not 

being a drunkard, not being aggressive, not being greedy for sordid gain; on the positive side, a bishop should 

also be hospitable: a lover of goodness, temperate, just, holy, self-controlled.  

 

The adjective “blameless” is defined as: “Free of blame or guilt; innocent.” Synonyms include “clear, clean, 

upright, stainless, honest, immaculate, impeccable, virtuous, unsullied, unimpeachable, untarnished, above 

suspicion, irreproachable, guiltless, unoffending, and above suspicion.”  

 

You get the idea.  

 

But notice what being blameless does not require: it does not require being a sinless person or being a perfect 

person. However, it does seem to imply that as imperfect as we are – and as sinful as we are – we should be 



people of integrity.  

 

Bishop or no bishop, it’s probably a safe bet that Jesus expects all of us who bear the name “Christian” to be 

blameless. Given the fact that He himself shows us how to be blameless and gives us the means to become 

blameless, can you (wait for it) blame Him?  

* * * * * 

(November 13, 2012: Frances Xavier Cabrini, Virgin)  

* * * * * 

 

“You must say what is consistent with sound doctrine…so that the word of God may not be discredited.”  

 

What should we infer from today’s selection from Paul’s Letter to Titus? We can talk all we want about what 

we believe as Christians, but if we really want to give credible witness to the power and promise of God’s 

word, we need to be more concerned with how we live what we believe. In other words, we actually need to do 

what we say!  

 

The life of Frances Xavier Cabrini is a great example of how one person made God’s word credible, that is, 

believable.  

 

“St. Frances was born in Lombardi, Italy in 1850, one of thirteen children. At eighteen, she desired to become a 

nun, but poor health stood in her way. She helped her parents until their death and then worked on a farm with 

her brothers and sisters.”  

 

“One day a priest asked her to teach in a girls' school and she stayed for six years. At the request of her Bishop, 

she founded the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart to care for poor children in schools and hospitals. Then 

at the urging of Pope Leo XIII she came to the United States with six nuns in 1889 to work among the Italian 

immigrants.”  

 

“Filled with a deep trust in God and endowed with a wonderful administrative ability, this remarkable woman 

soon founded schools, hospitals, and orphanages in this strange land and saw them flourish in the aid of Italian 

immigrants and children. At the time of her death in Chicago, Illinois on December 22, 1917, her institute had 

houses in England, France, Spain, the United States, and South America. In 1946, she became the first 

American citizen to be canonized when she was elevated to sainthood by Pope Pius XII. St.Frances is the 

patroness of immigrants.” (http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=278)  

 

Push come to shove, what do authentic, credible Christians look like? Paul suggests we look for folks who are 

“eager to do what is good.” This was clearly true of the life of Francis Xavier Cabrini.  

 

Could the same credibly be said about us?  

* * * * * 

(November 14, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Jesus, Master, have pity on us!”  

 

We all have skeletons in our respective closets. We all have things in our past about which we are embarrassed 

or ashamed. In his Letter to Titus, Paul remarks: “We ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, deluded, slaves 

to various desires and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful ourselves and hating one another.”  

 

As we considered on Monday, who of us can claim to be “blameless”?  

 

http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=278


And yet, because of God’s mercy – because of God’s generosity – there’s more to us than our past. We can 

have a new present; we can have a new future. Paul continues: “When the kindness and generous love of God 

our Savior appeared - not because of any righteous deeds we had done but because of his mercy - he saved us 

through the bath of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he richly poured out on us through Jesus 

Christ our savior, so that we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life.”  

 

The Gospel story of the ten lepers is a powerful illustration of how God’s love can change and transform our 

past. Jesus cured these men not because of anything that they did to deserve it; Jesus cured them simply 

because he wished to do so. However, if Jesus did expect anything in return for his pity – for his mercy – for 

his generosity – he expected some semblance of gratitude.  

 

Think about all the good things that God has done for you. Think about how merciful God is; think about how 

generous God is. How can we show our gratitude? How can we say “thank you”? Perhaps Paul says it best.  

 

“Be peaceable, considerate, exercising all graciousness toward everyone.”  

* * * * * 

(November 15, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“I urge you out of love...so that the good you do might not be forced but voluntary.”  

 

As the saying goes, there are two ways to get something accomplished: the easy way or the hard way.  

 

In his instructions of preaching, Blessed Louis Brisson observed:  

 

“There are two methods of reaching our neighbors and obtaining their obedience. The first method is the 

method of authority. ‘I am the master. I have the authority. I command. Obey!’ This is the most common 

method, but it is not our method. Why? Because it isn’t Our Lord’s method. We don’t see Our Lord speaking 

or acting like this in the Gospels. He never played the master.”  

 

“There is a second method, the method of persuasion. We don’t wait for souls to come; we go out to meet 

them. We take a good look at them and we study them up close. We try to discover the point through which we 

can reach them; we take hold and lift them up by the ‘handle’ which they offer us.” (The Oblate Preacher, 

James Finnegan, OSFS, trans., p. 61)  

 

You get more cooperation from people by attempting to win them over rather than running them over. You get 

more done by being more persuasive than punitive. You get people on your side by urging out of love. Jesus 

knew it, St. Paul knew it; St. Francis de Sales knew it; Blessed Louis Brisson knew it.  

 

How about you? What method do you use when dealing with other - especially problematic - people?  

* * * * * 

(November 16, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Where the body is, there also the vultures will gather...”  

 

We’ve probably all had this experience while travelling by car in the open country - seeing birds circling 

somewhere in the sky up ahead. As we drew closer to where they were circling we realized that these were not 

just any birds, but birds of prey. And, at that point, we anticipated what we were going to see within the next 

minute or two - road kill.  

 



Hence, we associate the gathering – or circling – of vultures with death.  

 

By contrast, what would we expect to see gathering or circling around life? St. Francis de Sales mentions a few 

of the things for which we should look:  

 

“Patience; meekness; self-discipline; humility; obedience; poverty; chastity; tenderness toward our neighbors; 

bearing with our neighbors’ imperfections; holy fervor.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 2, p. 127)  

 

Which begs the question: what do other people see gathering – or circling – around us?  

* * * * * 

November 17, 2012: Elizabeth of Hungary, Religious)  

* * * * * 

 

“You are faithful in all you do for the brothers and sisters. Please help them in a way worthy of God to 
continue their journey...”  

 

The life and legacy of St. Elizabeth of Hungary is a great example of how we can be faithful to serving the 

needs of others.  

 

“St. Elizabeth was born in Hungary in 1207, the daughter of Alexander II, King of Hungary. At the age of four 

she was sent for education to the court of the Landgrave of Thuringia, to whose infant son she was betrothed. 

As she grew in age, her piety also increased by leaps and bounds. In 1221, she married Louis of Thuringia and 

in spite of her position at court she led a simple life, practiced penance, and devoted herself to helping the sick 

and impoverished. Her husband was esteemed Elizabeth’s virtue and encouraged her works of charity. 

Tragically, Louis died fighting in the Crusades: after his death, Elizabeth left the court, made arrangements for 

the care of her children and became a tertiary of St. Francis. She built the Franciscan hospital at Marburg and 

devoted herself to the care of the sick until her death at the age of 24 in 1231.” 

(http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=45)  

 

St. Francis de Sales cited St. Elizabeth’s heroic virtue in his Introduction to the Devout Life, drawing a direct 

line between her practice of charity and Jesus’ challenge to live a life of Beatitude:  

 

“St. Elizabeth, daughter of the king of Hungary, often visited the poor. O God how poor was this princess in 

the midst of all her riches and how rich was her poverty! ‘Blessed are they who are poor in this manner, for to 

them belongs the kingdom of heaven.’ ‘I was hungry and you gave me to eat; I was cold and you clothed me; 

come possess the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.’ He who is the King of the poor 

and of the rich alike will say this at the great judgment.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 15, p. 166)  

 

St. Elizabeth’s fidelity to serving the needs of others was measured by her willingness to share her good 

fortune(s) with others in the midst of the ups and downs of her short life.  

 

How can we imitate her example during the course of this short day today? How can we – in simple, ordinary 

ways – be Beatitudes in the lives of others?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: November 19th - November 24th  
 

(November 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

http://www.catholic.org/encyclopedia/view.php?id=4234
http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=45


 

“I know your works, your labor and your endurance…and that you have not grown weary.”  

 

In his day, some of Francis de Sales’ contemporaries criticized his approach to living the Gospel. They claimed 

that Francis was suggesting that following Jesus was somehow easy. For his part, the Bishop of Geneva 

countered that he wasn’t trying to convince people that Gospel living was easy at all, but quite the contrary. 

What he was trying to do was to convince people that Gospel living was available and possible for everyone, in 

ways that specifically fit the state and stage of life in which they found themselves.  

 

When it comes to living the Gospel – when it comes to “Living + Jesus” – Salesian spirituality starts from 

within. Salesian spirituality focuses on the ordinary. Salesian spirituality focuses on the everyday. Salesian 

spirituality focuses on how to make the hard work relative to living the Gospel doable. Thus, living the Gospel 

is not meant to be hard. However, as with anything worthwhile, living the Gospel is a challenging and life-long 

work. And again, as with anything worthwhile, living the Gospel is not a sprint. It is a marathon.  

 

Fr. Brisson understood both issues. He was all-too- aware of the hard work – but doable work – associated with 

living a God-like life. Likewise, he was more than conscious of some people’s skepticism of the Salesian 

method of living a God-like life. In a conference he gave on the topic of “Teaching Religion”, Fr. Brisson 

remarked:  

 

“The regions converted or formed by this method are those that have remained the most fervently Christian; 

one can see that the faith is deeply rooted there and that it is a living faith. The bishop of Orleans used to say 

that if one wanted to find real exactitude, refinement of manners and consolations of the faith, one had to go 

to Savoy. He said all these magnificent things about Savoy, and who is it that has made Savoy what it is? Isn’t 

it partly St. Francis de Sales? It is sometimes said that the doctrine of St. Francis de Sales is a rose-scented 

spirituality: yes, but it is a rose-scented spirituality which produces soldiers, lions, people who endure and you 

overcome every trial…Never has the world had such a need for the Gospel today. This is the task we must 

accomplish.” (The Oblate Preacher, translated by James P. Finnegan, OSFS, pp. 73-74)  

 

Do you want to make progress in living the Gospel? Do you want to have the endurance required to follow 

Christ? Do you want to work at “Living + Jesus” in ways that don’t claim to be easy but that won’t leave you 

weary?  

 

Then follow the example of the Gentle-man-Saint!  

* * * * * 

(November 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Because you are lukewarm, I will spit you out of my mouth…”  

 

In the fall of 1992 an all-day symposium on the Holocaust was held in Philadelphia at 

the University of Pennsylvania. During a Q&A that followed a program that morning, an attendee asked the 

presenter if he would agree that the epitome of evil was “hatred”. Without skipping a beat, the presenter 

responded by saying that, in his experience, the epitome of evil was not hatred; rather, the epitome of evil was 

“indifference”. The Holocaust did not need an entire nation – or all of its citizens – to be consumed with hatred 

for the Jews and/or other groups of so-called “untermensch” in order to be successful. As it turned out, all it 

required was for enough good people to be indifferent; that is, all it took for the Holocaust to take its terrible 

toll was enough folks who were neither hold nor cold about the plight of other human beings.  

 

Perhaps this illustration from one of the darkest periods in recent human history helps us to understand why 

“The Lord” declares in today’s selection from the Book of Revelation that he reserves his greatest distaste for 

people who are lukewarm and indifferent.  



 

Look at the example of Zaccheus in today’s Gospel. His reaction to hearing that Jesus was approaching was 

anything but lukewarm! Zaccheus goes out of his way – being short, he climbs a tree – hoping to catch even a 

glimpse of him. To his surprise, not only does Jesus see Zaccheus, but he invites himself to Zaccheus’ 

house…and, by extension, into his life. Delighted “with joy”, Zaccheus acknowledged that there were times in 

his past when he was cold to the needs of others when he defrauded them. Subsequently, he declared that he 

will now become hot in regards to others’ needs by repaying fourfold anyone whom he might have defrauded.  

 

And then some!  

 

Our reflection provides a framework within which to meditate upon two statements: one from Martin Luther, 

and the other, from St. Francis de Sales. Luther once wrote: “If God’s mercy is true, you must therefore bear 

the true, not an imaginary, sin. God does not save those who are only imaginary sinners. Be a sinner, and let 

your sins be strong (sin boldly), but let your trust in Christ be stronger, and rejoice in Christ who is the victor 

over sin, death, and the world.” For his part, Francis de Sales described devotion as not merely doing what is 

good, but doing what is good “carefully, readily and frequently.”  

 

For good or for ill, how will you live your life today: in a hot, cold or lukewarm manner? What kind of taste 

will you leave in the mouths of others, to say nothing of the kind of taste you will leave in the mouth of God?  

* * * * * 

(November 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“To everyone who has, more will be given.”  

 

Everyone who has…what? Perhaps it’s the courage to say “yes.” Perhaps it’s the courage to take the risks that 

come with that “yes.”  

 

In today’s Gospel two of the three servants took a risk when they invested that which their master had 

entrusted to them. As a result, they were able to make a return on their master’s investment with salutatory 

results. By contrast, the third servant – afraid that he might lose what his master had entrusted to him – played 

it safe by simply sitting on what he had received: with dire results.  

 

Yesterday we were reminded of God’s distaste for indifference. Today, we are reminded of God’s impatience 

regarding inaction brought about by fear: fear of failure and perhaps sometimes even fear of success. Better to 

be hot or cold than indifferent. Better to have risked everything and lost than to have never risked whatever it is 

you received.  

 

Consider what God has entrusted to you. Consider what God has invested in you. How can you make a return 

to God today for his generosity to you?  

 

Trust in God; take a risk.  

* * * * * 

(November 22, 2012: Thanksgiving Day)  

* * * * * 

 

“May he grant you joy of heart...”  

 

On this Thanksgiving Day, Francis de Sales suggests some very specific things for which we should be 

grateful:  

 



“Consider that a certain number of years ago you were not yet in the world and that your present being was 

nothing. God has drawn you out of that nothingness to make you what you now are. Consider the nature that 

God has given you. It is the highest in this visible world. It is capable of eternal life and of being perfectly 

united to his Divine Majesty.”  

 

“God has placed you in this world to exercise his goodness in you by giving you his grace and glory. For this 

purpose God has given you intellect to know him, memory to be mindful of him, will to love him, imagination 

to picture to yourself his benefits, eyes to see his wonderful works, tongues to praise him and so on with the 

other faculties.”  

 

“Consider the corporeal benefits that God has bestowed on you: the body, goods provided for its maintenance, 

health, lawful comforts, friends, etc. Consider all thus in contrast to so many other persons perhaps more 

deserving than yourself who lack such blessings. Consider your spiritual favors! You are a child of the Church! 

From your childhood God has taught you to know him! How often he has given his sacraments to you! How 

often you have received his inspirations, interior lights and admonitions for your amendment! How often has 

he forgiven you your faults!”  

 

“By noting each particular thing you perceive in some small way how gentle and gracious God has been to 

you…” (Introduction to the Devout Life, Part I, Chapters 9 – 11)  

 

Looking for “joy of heart”? Then try spending some time today counting your blessings. Try spending some 

time every day counting your blessings. Consider how “gentle and gracious God has been to you.”  

 

And how God continues to be “gentle and gracious” to you today and every day.  

* * * * * 

(November 23, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Take and swallow it...”  

 

In the preface to the Spiritual Directory, St. Francis de Sales quotes a portion of today’s selection from the 

Book of Revelation:  

 

“Take the scroll, and eat it and it will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will be sweet as 

honey…”  

 

In his commentary of the Spiritual Directory, Fr. Louis Brisson observed:  

 

“The Directory is a system, a method of going to God. It does not give us anything that can be the object of 

high contemplation, yet it makes saints, and those who practice it are worthy of canonization. In what does 

sanctity consist? It is found in the union of our will to that of God in the present moment. Everything is there. 

In doing at each moment what the Directory tells us we are sure of doing at each moment God’s will.” (Fr. 

Brisson’s Commentary, Edward J. Carney, OSFS, p. 125)  

 

If doing God’s will is such a good thing, then why should it prove “bitter” to our insides? It is because 

following God’s will does not come cheaply or because pursuing God’s will requires that we change from the 

inside out or because internalizing God’s will requires that we conform out thoughts, feelings and attitudes 

with those of God.  

 

This shouldn’t come as such a great surprise. After all, some of the world’s best medicines are frequently tough 

to swallow. Fortunately, God provides daily doses of the “sugar” that helps his “medicine” to go down.  



 

His love for us!  

* * * * * 

(November 24, 2012: Saint Andrew Dung-Lac, priest and martyr, and companions)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed be the Lord, my rock...”  

 

“St. Andrew was one of 117 people martyred in Vietnam between 1820 and 1862. Members of this group were 

beatified on four different occasions between 1900 and 1951. All were canonized by Pope John Paul II.”  

 

“Christianity came to Vietnam (then three separate kingdoms) through the Portuguese. Jesuits opened the first 

permanent mission at Da Nang in 1615. They ministered to Japanese Catholics who had been driven 

from Japan. The king of one of the kingdoms banned all foreign missionaries and tried to make all Vietnamese 

deny their faith by trampling on a crucifix. Like the priest-holes in Ireland during English persecution, many 

hiding places were offered in homes of the faithful.”  

 

“Severe persecutions were again launched three times in the 19th century. During the six decades after 1820, 

between 100,000 and 300,000 Catholics were killed or subjected to great hardship. Foreign missionaries 

martyred in the first wave included priests of the Paris Mission Society, and Spanish Dominican priests and 

tertiaries. Persecution broke out again in 1847 when the emperor suspected foreign missionaries and 

Vietnamese Christians of sympathizing with a rebellion led by of one of his sons.”  

 

“The last of the martyrs were 17 laypersons, one of them a 9-year-old, executed in 1862. That year a treaty 

with France guaranteed religious freedom to Catholics, but it did not stop all persecution.” 

(http://www.americancatholic.org/features/saints/saint.aspx?id=1209)  

 

St. Francis de Sales held martyrdom in high esteem. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote:  

 

“You must be ready to suffer many great afflictions for our Lord, even martyrdom itself…However, as long as 

divine Providence does not send you great, piercing afflictions…bear patiently the slight injuries, the little 

inconveniences and the inconsequential losses that come to you each and every day.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 

35, p. 213)  

 

Martyrs are honored for giving witness to the power of God in their lives through their willingness to make an 

ultimate, once-in-a-lifetime sacrifice. Most of us are called to give witness to the power of God in our lives 

through our willingness to make little sacrifices each and every day. Whether in big sacrifices or small ones, in 

whom can we find the courage to give witness?  

 

In God…who is our rock.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: November 26th - December 1st  
 

(November 26, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“On their lips no deceit has been found...”  

 

The reading from the Book of Revelation describes a sea of people “who have been ransomed from the 

http://www.americancatholic.org/features/saints/saint.aspx?id=1209


earth…as the first fruits of the human race for God and the Lamb.” These are “the ones who follow the Lamb 

wherever he goes.” Of this “unblemished” multitude it is said: “On their lips no deceit has been found.”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The Holy Spirit does not dwell in a deceitful or tricky soul. Lying, double-dealing and dissimulation are 

always signs of a weak, mean-spirited mind. By contrast, fidelity, simplicity and sincerity of speech are 

certainly a great ornament of a Christian life. David says: ‘I will take heed to my ways so that I do not sin with 

my tongue. Set a watch, O Lord, beside my mouth and a door about my lips.’” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 30, pp. 

206-207)  

 

Do you want to be the one recognized as a person who follows the Lamb into heaven? You might want to start 

by paying attention to the words that come out of your mouth on this earth!  

* * * * * 

(November 27, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“When you hear of wars and insurrections do not be terrified…”  

 

In this age of 24-7 news cycles, one could be forgiven for being “terrified” from time to time. After all, we 

never seem to get a break. Whether around the corner or around the world, we are constantly exposed to a 

never-ending dose of unsettling news reports: stories of violence, accounts of revenge and descriptions of 

disasters. One could make the argument that you’d have to be crazy to be unconcerned or unaffected by reports 

of economic, social, political or military turmoil!  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“With the single exception of sin, anxiety is the greatest evil than can happen to a soul. Just as sedition and 

internal disorders bring total ruin to a state and leave it helpless to resist a foreign invader, so also if our hearts 

are inwardly troubled and disturbed they lose both the strength necessary to maintain the virtues they had 

acquired and the means to resist the temptations of the enemy. He then uses his utmost to fish – as they say – in 

troubled waters.” (IDL, Part IV, Chapter 11, pp. 251-252)  

 

Francis de Sales believed that people should be informed. We should be aware – and where applicable, 

concerned – about the things that are happening around us. More importantly, however, is the need to know 

what is happening inside of us. We need to know the state of our mind and heart. After all, sometimes the 

effects of the “wars and insurrections” that may surround us are nothing in comparison with the “wars and 

insurrections” that rage within us!  

 

Trouble is a part of life. Don’t make it worse by allowing it to bother you on the inside to the point where you 

can’t manage it on the outside, not only for your own sake, but also as well as for the sake of those who depend 

on you.  

* * * * * 

(November 28, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Great and wonderful are your works.”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“The soul that takes great pleasure in God’s goodness…desires that His name be always more and more 



blessed, exalted, praised, honored and adored. In this praise due to God the soul begins with its own heart...The 

soul imitates the great Psalmist who considered the marvels of God’s goodness, and then on the altar of his 

heart immolated a mystic victim: the utterances of his voice in hymns of psalms of admiration and 

blessings.” (Living Jesus, p. 286)  

 

When is the last time you considered the “great and wonderful” things that God does in your life and in the 

lives of others? How can you bless, exalt, praise, honor and adore God for his goodness today?  

 

Not just in words, but also in deeds!  

* * * * * 

(November 29, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Your redemption is at hand...”  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“The cross is the root of every grace received by us who are spiritual grafts attached to our Savior’s body. 

Having been so engrafted if we abide in him, then by means of the life of grace he communicates to us we shall 

certainly bear the fruit of glory prepared for us. But if we are mere inert sprigs or grafts on that tree - that is, if 

by resistance we break the progress and effects of His mercy - it will be no wonder if in the end we are wholly 

cut off and thrown into everlasting fire as useless branches.”  

 

“God undoubtedly prepared paradise only for such as he foresaw would be his. Therefore, let us be his both by 

faith and by our works, and he will be ours by glory. It is in our power to be his, for although to belong to God 

is a gift from God, yet it is a gift that God denies to no one. God offers it to all people so as to give it to such as 

will sincerely consent to receive it. He gives us both his death and his life: his life so that we may be freed from 

eternal death, his life so that we can enjoy eternal life. Let us live in peace, then, and serve God so as to be his 

in this mortal life and still more so in life eternal.” (TLG, Part III, Book 5, pp. 178-179)  

 

Francis de Sales insists that our future depends heavily upon our present. At any given moment we can think, 

feel and act in ways bring which us closer to either (1) redemption, or (2) damnation.  

 

It turns out that our redemption and damnation are both “at hand.”  

 

Today, which will you choose?  

* * * * * 

(November 30, 2012: St. Andrew)  

* * * * * 

 

“How beautiful are the feet of those who bring the good news!”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas J. Craughwell writes:  

 

“Andrew and his brother Peter were sitting in their fishing boat on the Sea of Galilee, repairing their nets, when 

Christ called to them, saying, ‘Come, follow me and I will make you fishers of men.’ Although the brothers did 

leave their boat to follow the Lord, they never stopped catching fish: it was how they supported themselves and 

their families.”  

 

“Time and time again the Gospels take us back to the Sea of Galilee: on one occasion, Jesus climbed into Peter 

and Andrew’s boat to preach to a crowd on the shore; on another, while the brothers and some of the other 



disciples were out fishing, they saw Jesus advancing toward them by walking on the water. After a long night 

of fishing and catching nothing, Christ urged the brothers to go out to the deepest part of the sea and lower 

their nets one more time. This time the catch was so great that the fishing nets broke and Peter and Andrew had 

to signal to their fellow apostles and business partners James and John to come help them haul in the fish. And, 

when there was nothing for the crowd of five thousand to eat, it was Andrew who brought forward a boy who 

had five barley loaves and two fish, which Christ multiplied to feed the multitude…with much leftover to 

boot.”  

 

“Tradition says that St. Andrew carried the Gospel to Greece. At the town of Patras he was arrested and tied to 

an X-shaped cross. The legend claims that it took him three dies to die, and the entire time he hung on the cross 

St. Andrew preached to all who passed by.” (p. 179)  

* * * * * 

Andrew, once a fisherman always a fisherman. A fisherman doesn’t get to pick the day, time, situations or 

circumstances in which he fishes. He simply fishes, come what may. Such an avocation requires tenacity, 

patience, determination and a willingness to go wherever a “catch” might be found. Perhaps that is why Jesus 

called him to be a disciple; such qualities could come in quite handy when it came to preaching the Good 

News.  

 

Jesus calls each of us - in our own unique ways - to be fishers of “men.” To what degree does Jesus see in us 

the same qualities he saw in Andrew?  

* * * * * 

(December 1, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Beware that your hearts do not become drowsy and that the day catch you by surprise like a trap...”  

 

The readings selected for these remaining days of the waning liturgical year emphasize the ‘end times’ - the 

final judgment and the importance of being on the lookout for when that climactic moment will occur.  

 

In a letter to the Duc de Bellegarde, St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Persevere in this great courage and determination which keeps you lifted high above temporal things, making 

you pass over them like a happy halcyon bird lifted safely above the waves of the world which flood this age. 

Keep your eyes steadfastly fixed on that blissful day of eternity towards which the course of years bears us on; 

and as they pass, they themselves pass us stage by stage until we reach the end of the road. But meanwhile – in 

these passing moments – there lies enclosed as in a tiny kernel the seed of all eternity. In our humble little 

works of devotion there lies hidden the prize of everlasting glory; the little pains we take to serve God lead to 

the repose of a bliss that can never end.” (Selected Letters, Stopp, p. 236)  

 

Be watchful! Be alert! Be on the lookout! However, don’t limit your vigilance to the last moment of your life; 

rather, expand your vigilance to include every moment of your life! In so doing, you might not only avoid 

having your last day catch you like a trap but you also might be able transform every day into an opportunity!  

 

So grow in your knowledge and love of God, your neighbor and yourself now – and forever.  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: December 2nd - December 8th  
 



(December 2, 2012: First Sunday of Advent)  

* * * * * 

 

“Be vigilant at all times...”  

 

In a reflection upon the Season of Advent, Blessed Louis Brisson, OSFS observed:  

 

“Advent means coming. It is a time set aside to prepare for Christmas. These four weeks of Advent represent 

the four thousand years which preceded the coming of the Messiah. Throughout these many years the prophets 

announced the coming of Our Lord.”  

 

“There are two advents of Our Lord. The first is His great advent when he came to this earth to save us. He 

willed to come to us little, humble and unknown. He was born poor to show us that poverty is no disgrace. He 

willed to be a working man to teach us to love work as He loved it.”  

 

“The second advent of Our Lord is made in our hearts. Every time that we have a good thought, every time that 

we take the Good Lord with us, every time that we make an act of fidelity - every time that we tell God that we 

are all His - an advent takes place. Our Blessed Savior visits our souls.” (Cor ad Cor, p. 13)  

 

As we prepare for Jesus’ first advent in four weeks, we should do our level best to “be vigilant at all times.” 

We should be on the lookout for the legions of Jesus’ second advents. On any given day many opportunities 

come our way to have good thoughts, to harbor good feeling, to develop good attitudes and to do goods things, 

especially with and toward other people.  

 

When these opportunities come – and with them, Jesus himself – will we be ready to receive them? Will we be 

ready to make good use of them?  

 

Come – O come – Emmanuel!  

* * * * * 

(December 3, 2012: St. Francis Xavier)  

* * * * * 

 

“Many will come from the east and west...”  

 

When it comes to missionaries, they don’t wait for the “many” people to come to them; rather, many – if not all 

– missionaries will goto the “many” people. They go to the east, west, north and south - anywhere they need to 

go – in order to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

 

We find a clear example of this missionary spirit in the person whose life and legacy we celebrate today: Saint 

Francis Xavier. In his book This Saint’s for You!, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“Francis Xavier was a man of tremendous zeal, energy and optimism. As a student at the University of Paris he 

met St. Ignatius of Loyola (a fellow Basque). Led by Ignatius, in 1534 Francis and five friends formed the 

Society of Jesus (better known as the Jesuits). The first Jesuits hoped they all would serve as missionaries 

together in the Holy Land; instead, Francis was sent to southwest Asia. He sailed with a convoy of Portuguese 

ships bound for the colony of Goa, India. The journey consumed thirteen months, and Francis was seasick 

through most of it. While the Portuguese already had been in Goa for thirty-one years (the city was well 

established with churches, monasteries and even a bishop), most of the town’s population was composed of 

cruel, dissolute and vicious men who abandoned the illegitimate children that they had with Indian women, 

tortured their slaves, despised the helpless and regarded India as their personal property to pillage as they 

wished.”  

 



“With so much work to be done, Francis maintained an exhausting routine that included visits to the city prison 

and hospitals, saying Mass for the lepers, teaching catechism to children and slaves, and writing lyrics that 

explained the basics of Christianity and then setting them to the tunes of popular songs. One of his toughest 

challenges was trying to convince the Goa Portuguese to live like Christians instead of godless despots.”  

 

“After months in Goa he sailed to the Spice Islands (in what is now Indonesia). There he met three Japanese 

converts to Christianity. This chance meeting piqued his interest, and once he arrived in Japan the refinement, 

elegance and courtesy of the people there captivated him. But Francis could never stay long in one place; he 

wanted to bring the Gospel to China. With the help of a Chinese convert named Anthony, Francis struck a 

bargain with a Chinese merchant who – for an extravagant fee – agreed to transport him to China. However, 

the merchant abandoned Francis and Anthony instead on a desolate island. There, Francis fell ill and died, 

attended by Anthony, two slaves and a Portuguese ship’s captain who’d stumbled upon the castaways.”  

 

“Francis Xavier set a very high standard for missionaries: it is estimated that during a period of eleven years he 

converted forty-thousand people to Christianity. In 1904 Pope Pius X recognized his achievements by naming 

him as the patron of missionaries.” (This Saint’s for You, pp. 277 – 278)  

* * * * * 

When it comes to evangelizing – when it comes to continuing the work of Jesus Christ – it could be said that 

we are all missionaries by virtue of our Baptism. Fr. Brisson believed that evangelizing isn’t only about 

waiting for people to come to us but also about going to them.  

 

Today, how far are you willing to go to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ to others?  

* * * * * 

(December 4, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him…”  

 

In today’s selection from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah we hear of the seven gifts associated with the presence 

and action of the Holy Spirit.  

 

In a sermon given during the last few years of his life to the Sisters of the Visitation Francis de Sales offered 

the following prayer:  

 

“God grant us his gift of fear, that we might serve him as his dutiful children; his gift of piety, that we might 

give him due reverence as our loving father; his gift of knowledge, that we may recognize the good we ought 

to do and the evil we should avoid; his gift of fortitude, that we may bravely overcome all the difficulties we 

shall meet in trying to be good; his gift of counsel, that we might discern and choose the best ways of living a 

life of devotion; his gift of understanding, that we may divine the beauty and value of faith’s mysteries and the 

Gospel principles; and finally, his gift of wisdom, that we may appreciate how lovable God is, that we may 

experience and thrill to the delight of that goodness of his which is more than our limited minds can fathom. O, 

the happiness that will be ours if we accept these precious gifts!” (Pulpit and Pew, p. 158)  

 

What are the signs associated with our making good use of the gifts of the Holy Spirit? Isaiah cites several: 

 Not judging by appearance or hearsay 

 Judging the poor with justice 

 Deciding aright for the afflicted 



Today how can you make good use of the Holy Spirit’s gifts today?  

* * * * * 

(December 5, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“My heart is moved with pity for the crowd...”  

 

Today’s Gospel offers us two things for our consideration. One is the virtue of compassion; the other is the 

anatomy of compassion. In his Treatise on the Love of God, Francis de Sales observed:  

 

“Compassion, sympathy, commiseration or pity is simply an affection that makes us share in the sufferings and 

sorrows of those we love. It draws the misery of others into our own heart. Hence it is called misericordia, that 

is, misery of heart.” (Living Jesus, p. 38)  

 

The virtue of compassion is clearly displayed in Jesus. When he looks at those he loves – the people who had 

been with him for three days – “his heart is moved with pity” for they had had nothing to eat for all that time. 

Jesus experiences “misery of heart” when confronted with the neediness of the crowds.  

 

The anatomy of compassion is also clearly manifested in Jesus. First, Jesus recognizes the needs of those he 

loves (they were hungry). Second, Jesus’ heart is moved by the needs of those he loves. Thirdly, Jesus acts. 

Rather than simply stopping at being “moved with pity”, he does whatever it takes to meet the needs of those 

he loves.  

 

By contrast, the disciples’ compassion appears to come up short. While they, too, recognize the needs of the 

crowds - and while their hearts similarly are moved by the neediness of the crowds - the disciples seem 

overwhelmed by the enormity of the needs and appear to be more interested in doing whatever it takes to send 

the crowds away to fend for themselves.  

 

You have to wonder: for whom was this miracle of compassionate action performed? Was it done for the 

crowds who had been with Jesus just three days, or for the disciples who had been with Jesus long enough to 

know better than to doubt him?  

 

How well does the anatomy of compassion work in us? How willing are we to recognize the needs of those we 

love? How willing are we to allow our hearts to be moved by the needs of those we love? How willing are we 

to try to do something – however extraordinary, however sublime – to meet the needs of those we love?  

 

When it comes to imitating the compassion of Christ, two-out-of-three merely won’t do.  

* * * * * 

(December 6, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“A nation of firm purpose you keep in peace…”  

 

Families, communities, schools, organizations – any normally-cohesive, long-lasting group – goes through 

cycles or phases. One such cycle is referred to as ‘mission drift’: families, communities, schools, organizations 

– any normally-cohesive, long-lasting group – go through a period in which they somehow become 

disconnected to that which keeps and holds them together. Put another way, they lose their sense of direction or 

purpose. One of the signs frequently associated with this phase in the life of any group is a rise in dissention 

and division.  

 

Or a lack of peace.  



 

In a letter to the Abbess of Puits d’ Orbe, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Let us do three things and we shall have peace. First, let us have a thoroughly pure intention of willing the 

honor of God and His glory in all things. Second, let us do the little we can for that purpose according to the 

advice of spiritual people. Third, let us leave to God the care of all the rest. Those who make God the goal and 

aim of their intentions – and those who do what they can in conformity with those intentions – do not torment 

themselves. After all, why should they? They have nothing about which to trouble themselves. They have no 

fear. They know that God is not unreasonable with those whom He loves: God is content with little, for God 

knows what it is that we have – and have not – to give.” (Living Jesus, p. 276)  

 

In the Salesian tradition, what we do for God – what we do for others – is not nearly as important as the 

purpose and intention associated with what we do for God and others. If – despite all the good we may be 

accomplishing as family, community, school or other organization – our group lacks peace. To what degree 

may it be that the right we are doing is being preferred for the wrong reasons?  

 

Or for the wrong purpose?  

* * * * * 

(December 7, 2012: Saint Ambrose, Bishop and Doctor of the Church)  

* * * * * 

 

“Do you believe I can do this for you?”  

 

Today the Church celebrates the life and legacy of St. Ambrose. We read in Thomas Craughwell’s This Saint’s 

for You!:  

 

“In St. Ambrose’s day, all Roman boys studied the Latin classics. But Ambrose’s mother found him a tutor 

who also taught him Greek so that he could read Plato, Aristotle and other great author’s of Greece’s golden 

age. This mastery of both the Latin and Greek schools of philosophy gave Ambrose an intellectual edge over 

his contemporaries. As bishop of Milan, he tailored his sermons to fit his audience. To worshippers at Sunday 

Mass, he spoke of the joys of living virtuously. But when addressing the emperor or Roman senators or some 

other highbrow audience, he drew upon his classical education to present sophisticated arguments that his 

cultured listeners would appreciate.”  

 

“Around the year 386, a woman named Monica arrived in Milan and began attending Mass at Ambrose’s 

cathedral. The sorrow of Monica’s life was that her brilliant son Augustine had rejected Christianity in favor of 

a pagan sect known as the Manicheans. Upon hearing Ambrose preach, Monica knew she had found a man 

whose learning equaled – perhaps even surpassed – that of her son. Monica dragged Augustine to Ambrose’s 

Masses, and her instincts proved true. Augustine was impressed by this bishop who was as familiar with 

Plato’s philosophy as he was with the four Gospels. After listening to several sermons, he sought out Ambrose 

for private discussions about Christianity. In time, Ambrose convinced Augustine of the truth of the Catholic 

faith. On the night of April 24/25, 387, at the Mass of the Easter Vigil, Ambrose baptized Augustine. It was a 

triumph for classical learning and the faith.” (This Saint’s for You!, p. 246)  

* * * * * 

Monica believed that Ambrose could change the life of her son for the better – to convert him to the faith – 

through his words. In today’s Gospel, two blind men believed that Jesus could change their lives for the better 

– specifically, restore their sight – through his words.  



 

Today how might God invite you to change the life of someone else – for the better – by the words you say?  

* * * * * 

(December 8, 2012: Immaculate Conception)  

* * * * * 

 

“She became mother of all the living...”  

 

The reading from the Book of Genesis ends with the statement: “The man called his wife Eve because she 

became the mother of all the living.”  

 

Eve is the mother of us all. We all bear traces of her maternity by virtue of the fact that we are impacted by 

original sin. Eve’s “yes” to the serpent’s temptation continues to affect in our lives even to this day.  

 

Good for us that another woman is likewise “the mother of all the living.” However, she is our mother for an 

entirely different way with an entirely different effect. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales 

wrote:  

 

“Honor, venerate and respect with special love the holy and glorious Virgin Mary who, being the Mother of 

Jesus Christ our Brother, is also in truth our very mother. Let us then have recourse to her, and as her little 

children cast ourselves into her bosom with perfect confidence, at all times and on all occasions let us invoke 

her maternal love whilst striving to imitate her virtues…” (Living Jesus, p. 224)  

 

So, we have – in truth – two mothers. One mother is famous for saying “yes” to the temptation of the evil one; 

the other mother is famous for saying “yes” to the invitation of the Holy One: both with lasting effects!  

 

Today which of our mothers will we imitate today? 

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: December 9th - December 15th  
 

(December 9, 2012: Second Sunday of Advent)  

* * * * * 

 

“John went throughout the whole region…proclaiming a baptism of repentance...”  

 

In a sermon given on the Second Sunday of Advent, Blessed Louis Brisson observed:  

 

“The Gospel speaks to us of St. John the Baptist. He was baptizing in the Jordan and when the multitudes came 

to him and surrounded him, he cried out, ‘I am not the Messiah. I am only his messenger. I come to prepare the 

way. It is He who will give you the baptism that comes from heaven.’ Hearing of the wonders of Our Lord, 

John sent to Him his disciples who asked Jesus, “Are you He who is to come or shall we look for another?’ 

Our Lord answered, ‘Report to John what you have seen: the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed 

and blessed are those who are not scandalized in Me.’”  

 

“When the disciples had departed, Jesus said to those around Him, ‘What did you go out into the desert to see? 

A man clothed in soft garments? Those who dress in this manner are in the palaces of kings. A prophet? Yes, I 

declare to you, a prophet and more than a prophet, for it is written of him, ‘I send before you my angel who 

will prepare the way for you.’ Thus the people understood then that the words of John the Baptist and the 

words of Our Lord were in agreement.’”  



 

“My children, we are in Advent. Jesus is going to come into our hearts. Let us cry out to Him in all truth every 

day, as St. John called out to Him by his desires, ‘Come Lord. Be our strength. Come not only into our hearts 

but also into the hearts of all whom we love and for whom we pray.” (Cor ad Cor, p. 21)  

 

Amen.  

* * * * * 

(December 10, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Strengthen the hands that are feeble, make firm the knees that are weak. Say to those whose hearts are 

frightened: be strong, fear not!”  

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus fulfills the prophetic words from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah through prophetic 

action. First, Jesus forgives the sins of the paralyzed man; second, he heals the man’s paralysis.  

 

The Season of Advent provides us with a wonderful opportunity to consider the ways – any ways – in which 

we might be suffering from any form of paralysis: spiritual, emotional, social - and perhaps - even physical. In 

what ways might our minds be feeble? In what ways might our resolve be weak? In what ways might our 

hearts be frightened?  

 

Whether on our own – or with the help of others – let us approach the Lord in our neediness. Let us ask for His 

forgiveness. Let us ask for His strength. May He open our eyes, ears and hearts to the wonders of His power! 

May our tongues – and lives – give witness to His love!  

* * * * * 

(December 11, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Comfort; give comfort to my people, says your God.”  

 

In a commentary on the necessity to “reprint the Gospel,” Blessed Louis Brisson observed:  

 

“The third evangelical task about which I want to speak is the evangelization of the nations - the preaching of 

Our Lord. Our Lord has come to earth to give us an example, to instruct us and to redeem us by His sufferings. 

The preaching of the Gospel was one of the principal reasons for His coming. We, therefore, should reprint the 

Gospel also by our preaching.”  

 

“All of us should preach. Those who work with their hands as well as those who are occupied with exterior 

works, those who conduct classes as well as those who teach by example, those who direct souls as well as 

those who are assigned to the ministry of the pulpit - all of us should preach. We should preach in a practical 

way. We should teach our neighbor, if not by our words, at least by our actions. If you do so, do you think that 

you will have no influence on those who see you?” (Cor ad Cor, p. 30)  

 

Today are you looking for a way to “reprint the Gospel?” Are you interested in doing your part to continue “the 

evangelization of the nations, the preaching of Our Lord?” Then here is one suggestion that comes directly 

from our God Himself.  

 

“Comfort; give comfort to my people.”  



* * * * * 

(December 12, 2012: Our Lady of Guadalupe)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed are you who believed that what was spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled.”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You! Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“On December 9, 1531, Juan Diego – a Nahua Indian who had recently converted to Christianity – was on his 

way to Mass when he heard singing on the summit of Tepeyac Hill. Curious to discover the source of the 

music, he followed a trail up the hill and at the summit met a young woman: dark-skinned, beautifully dressed 

and standing amid dazzling light. Speaking to Juan in Nahuatl (his own language), she introduced herself and 

instructed him to go to the bishop of Mexico City and tell him to build a church in her honor on the spot. Twice 

he attempted to persuade the bishop to do as Mary had asked; twice, the bishop turned him away. Juan wasn’t 

surprised that the bishop didn’t take him seriously: after all, he was a poor peasant. Juan urged Mary to ask 

someone with more status to deliver her message. Instead, Mary promised to give the bishop a sign that would 

prove to everyone for all time that what Juan Diego has reported was true. So, she commanded him to return to 

Tepeyac and gather flowers there. At the top of the hill he discovered gorgeous Castilian roses, growing six 

months out of season. He picked the flowers until his cloak was full. Them he carried them back to Marty, who 

took each rose in her hand before replacing it in Juan Diego’s cloak.”  

 

“Tucking the edges of his cloak so that not a single rose would fall out, Juan hurried to the bishop’s palace 

where he was meeting with some of his chaplains and several servants. Juan entered the room and said, ‘You 

asked for a sign. Now look.’ He opened his cloak and the magnificent roses cascaded onto the floor. But more 

astonishing than the roses was the image on his cloak: a perfect portrait of the Virgin Marty as Juan had seen 

her, beautifully dressed and with the dark complexion of an Indian. The bishop became convinced and built a 

church on Tepeyac Hill and enshrined the miraculous image over the high altar.” (This Saint’s for You!, pp. 

370 – 371)  

 

We can all relate to Juan Diego. After all, haven’t each of us wondered from time to time in our lives how – or 

why – God has chosen us to be instruments of His will, sources of His hope and bearers of His Good News? 

Haven’t we ever suggested – perhaps not in so many words – that God would do better in selecting people with 

“more status” to give voice to God’s will for the people He loves and cherishes so much?  

 

Juan Diego - however reluctantly – became convinced that what was spoken to him by the Lord (through His 

mother!) would be fulfilled. How much do we need to be convinced that what we speak on behalf of the Lord 

will be fulfilled?  

 

Through us?  

* * * * * 

(December 13, 2012: Saint Lucy, Virgin and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Fear not, I will help you.”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas J. Craughwell writes:  

 

“As is true of many ancient martyrs, few facts are known about Lucy’s life. All that is certain is that her 

martyrdom occurred during the persecution of Christians by the Roman emperor Diocletian in Syracuse, the 

city that has always been the center of devotion to her. By the fifth century an unknown author had recorded a 

legendary biography of her life. The story says that Lucy came from a Christian family and that by the time she 

was about twenty years old her father was already dead and her mother was dying from a chronic hemorrhage. 



In hope of a cure, mother and daughter traveled to Catania to the tomb of St. Agatha. The women spent the 

night beside the martyr’s tomb, and while they slept, St. Agatha appeared to Lucy in a dream, assuring her that 

her mother had been healed. In addition, the saint said that Lucy would become famous and revered in her 

home of Syracuse, just as Agatha had become in Catania. When Lucy’s mother realized she had been cured of 

her ailment, Lucy took the opportunity to ask her mother to break off her betrothal to a young pagan man and 

consecrate her virginity to Christ. Her mother agreed and upon returning to Syracuse the two distributed 

Lucy’s dowry to the poor.”  

 

“Angry at having been jilted, Lucy’s would-be fiancé denounced her as a Christian to the local magistrate. 

Operating on the principle ‘let the punishment fit the crime,’ he sentenced the virginal Lucy to serve in a 

brothel. When guards attempted to lead her away, Lucy would not move. No amount of pulling or pushing – 

not even a team of oxen – could dislodge her. The magistrate then commanded his servants to pile wood 

around Lucy and burn her where she stood, but the flames billowed away from her. Finally one of the judge’s 

henchmen plunged a dagger into Lucy’s throat, yet even then she lingered until a priest came to give her 

viaticum for the last time before she died.” (This Saint’s for You!, pp. 167 – 168)  

 

God helped this unusual woman in the time of her exceptional decision to give her life for the Lord. Do we 

believe that this same God will also help us in the midst of the ordinary, everyday decisions to give our lives 

for the Lord, too?  

 

Fear not - He will!  

* * * * * 

(December 14, 2012: Saint John of the Cross)  

* * * * * 

 

“Blessed the one who delights in the law of the Lord and meditates on his law day and night...”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas J. Craughwell writes:  

 

“John of the Cross had joined the Carmelite order and was ordained a priest just at the time that St. Teresa 

began her reform of the order’s nuns and friars. Many convents and priories had grown lax. The old austerity 

had given way to opulent furnishings and expensive food and wine: gossiping with visitors took precedence 

over prayer. Teresa won the approval of the superiors of Spain’s Carmelites, as well as of King Philip II, to 

restore the Carmelites’ original principles. But not all the friars wanted to be reformed, and they took out their 

frustration on Teresa’s chaplain, confessor and protégé, John of the Cross. In 1577 a band of renegade 

Carmelites kidnapped John and imprisoned him in their priory in Toledo. He spent nearly nine months locked 

inside a tiny cell with only a three-inch-wide slit for a window. His friar-jailers gave him so little food he 

almost starved to death. He was refused water for washing and his habit became infested with lice; he was 

denied candles to dispel the gloom or a fire to warm him in winter. He was brutally flogged, bearing the 

terrible scars for the rest of his life.”  

 

“Terrified of being locked up forever, John took refuge in meditation, mentally composing some of his finest 

mystical poems. He also plotted his escape. By mid-August 1578, he managed to dismantle the lock on his cell 

door and made a rope by tying together strips torn from his blankets. Late one night he crept out of his cell, 

hurried to the parapet and used his makeshift rope to climb down the priory’s outer wall. Weak and 

disorientated, John called upon the Blessed Virgin Mary for help. She must have heard his plea because after 

staggering through the city he found himself at the door of one of Teresa’s convents. Once the nun’s 

recognized him, they brought him inside their enclosure (something normally forbidden under both Church and 

civil law). When the friar-jailers and local police arrived looking for John, they searched everywhere except in 

the enclosure.”  

 

“Once he had regained his health and strength, John wanted to return to his quiet life, but civic and religious 



leaders prevented this from ever happening. First he served as head of a college; next he was prior of a 

Carmelite house; and then he was made one of the superiors of the order in Spain. Since he had to be out 

among people, John took the opportunity to teach others about the joy of meditation. ‘Contemplation,’ he 

taught, ‘is nothing else but a secret, peaceful and loving infusion of God, which, if admitted, will set the soul 

on fire with the Spirit of love.’” (This Saint’s for You!, pp. 268-269)  

 

John of the Cross learned the wisdom of meditating on the Lord’s law day and night the hard way.  

 

Here’s hoping we learn the same lesson with a lot less difficulty!  

* * * * * 

(December 15, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“You were destined…to turn back the hearts of fathers toward their sons.”  

 

Advent is the season during which we are challenged ‘to beat our swords into plowshares and our spears into 

pruning hooks. In this season we are challenges to lay down our arms, and to let bygones be bygones.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“When your mind is tranquil and without any cause for anger, build up a stock of meekness and mildness. 

Speak all your words and do all your actions – whether little or great –in the mildest way you can: not merely 

with strangers but also among your own family and neighbors. As soon as you recognize that you are guilty of 

a wrathful deed, correct it as soon as possible by an act of meekness toward the person with whom you were 

angry.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 8, p. 149)  

 

This season of peace – which is unlike any other season – reminds us of relationships in which peace is 

lacking. We are reminded of fences that need to be mended, hatchets that need to be buried and wounds that 

need to be healed with fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, brothers and sisters, neighbors, co-workers and 

friends.  

 

During this Advent season to whom do our hearts need to turn?  

 

Or return?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: December 16th - December 22nd  
 

(December 16, 2012: Third Sunday of Advent)  

* * * * * 

 

“Your kindness should be known to all...”  

 

In his letter to the Philippians St. Paul identifies one of the qualities associated with ‘rejoicing in the Lord’ –

kindness. And not just any old kindness but a kindness that “should be known by all.”  

 

Today’s Gospel sheds some light on what this kindness - that “should be known by all” – may be. If it has two 

cloaks, it shares with the person who has no cloak; it does the same with foods and drink. If it collects taxes, it 

takes only what it is owed. If it wields authority, it should avoid abusing its power. It should be truthful and it 

should be happy with fair compensation. In sum, Gospel kindness is about being reasonable, being fair; being 



and just.  

 

Francis de Sales once observed:  

 

“‘Share your bread with the hungry and bring the needy and the homeless into your house’ with a joyful and 

eager heart. ‘He who performs acts of mercy should do so with cheerfulness.’ The grace of a good deed is 

doubled when it is done with promptness and speed.” (Living Jesus, pp. 190 – 191)  

 

Do you want to “rejoice in the Lord, always?” Always do your level best to be kind.  

 

And in the process help others to “rejoice in the Lord” as well.  

* * * * * 

(December 17, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ…”  

 

“Genealogy (from Greek: ?e?e?, genea, “generation”; and ?????, logos, “knowledge”) is the study of families 

and the tracing of their lineages and history. Genealogists use oral traditions, historical records, genetic 

analysis, and other records to obtain information about a family and to demonstrate kinship and pedigrees of its 

members. The results are often displayed in charts or written as narratives. The pursuit of family history tends 

to be shaped by several motivations, including the desire to carve out a place for one’s family in the larger 

historical picture, a sense of responsibility to preserve the past for future generations, and a sense of self-

satisfaction in accurate storytelling.” (Wikipedia)  

 

Today’s opening chapter from the Gospel of Matthew is Scripture’s version of Ancestry.com. Bridging the Old 

and New Testaments, it outlines the “genealogy of Jesus Christ.” As such, it carves out a place for Jesus within 

the larger picture of salvation history. As such, it strives to preserve names from past generations for future 

generations. As such, it tries to tell the story of Jesus’ predecessors as accurately as possible. As such, it 

attempts to provide as much information it can about the kinship and pedigree of those who came before Jesus.  

 

Many of us assume that the “genealogy of Jesus Christ” ends with Jesus Christ. We assume that the story ends 

with the third set of fourteen generations. Nothing could be further from the truth! The “genealogy of Jesus 

Christ” isn’t limited to the names of his predecessors; it continues to this very day in the names of his 

followers; it continues in the present generation – in the lives of people like you and me.  

 

How can we live up to our God-given pedigree today? How can we give convincing witness of our divine 

kinship today? How can we demonstrate that we are sons and daughters of God – brothers and sisters of Jesus 

Christ – today?  

* * * * * 

(December 18, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He shall reign and govern wisely; he shall do what is just and right in the land…the Lord our justice.”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Be just and equitable in all your actions. Always put yourself in your neighbor’s place and your neighbor in 

yours, and then you will judge rightly. Imagine yourself the seller when you buy and the buyer when you sell 

and you will sell and buy justly…A man loses nothing by living generously, nobly and courteously with a 

royal, just and reasonable heart. Resolve to examine your heart often to see if it acts toward your neighbor as 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinship
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedigree_chart


you would like your neighbor to act toward you were you in your neighbor’s place. This is the touchstone of 

true reason.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 36, p. 217)  

 

How can we imitate “the Lord our justice”? Let us start by examining our hearts. How well are we doing “what 

is just and right in the land”? Are we doing what is right, just and reasonable in our relationships with others?  

* * * * * 

(December 19, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Consecrated to God from the womb…filled with the Holy Spirit even from his mother’s womb.”  

 

Perhaps it is easy to believe that God loved Samson from the time he first appeared in his mother’s womb. 

Likewise, it is even easier to believe that God also loved John the Baptizer when he first appeared in his 

mother’s womb, given the fact that John would announce the coming of the Messiah. After all, Samson – and 

John – played significant roles in God’s plan of salvation.  

 

God’s love for us from the first moment when we appeared in our mother’s womb – actually, long before each 

of us appeared anywhere. Ii is not a function of how great or how small our respective roles in God’s plan of 

salvation may be. Regardless of how famous or anonymous we might be, one thing is certain: each of us is 

consecrated from our mother’s womb. Each of us is filled with the Holy Spirit from our mother’s womb. God 

uniquely – and eternally – loves each of us.  

 

Forever!  

* * * * * 

(December 20, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“May it be done to me according to your word...”  

 

These words spoken by Mary in today’s selection from the Gospel of Luke gets to the heart of the virtue of 

obedience. In his Conference “On Obedience,” Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“There are three sorts of pious obedience. The first is that to which is common to all Christians – the obedience 

due to God in the observance of the commandments. The second is righteous obedience, which is of a far 

higher value that the first because it concerns itself not only with the commandments of God but also with the 

observance of His counsels. There is a third kind of obedience of which I wish to speak as being the most 

perfect: this is called a loving obedience. It follows that those who practice loving obedience love the 

command given, and so as soon as they are aware of it – whether it be to their taste or not – they embrace it, 

caress it and cherish it tenderly. It is of this obedience that Our Lord gave us as an example throughout the 

entire course of His life on earth.”(Living Jesus, p. 257)  

 

Have you ever considered how Jesus – in the fullness of his humanity – may have acquired something of this 

loving obedience from Mary, his mother? Have you ever considered how Mary – in the fullness of her 

humanity – may have modeled something of this loving obedience for her son?  

 

Today how can we imitate this same loving obedience to God in our relationships with one another?  

* * * * * 

(December 21, 2012)  

* * * * * 



 

“Arise, my beloved, my beautiful one and come!”  

 

Today’s selection from the Song of Songs – and the entire Song of Songs, for that matter, had a profound 

influence on St. Francis de Sales. In an article entitled The Interpretation of the Song of Songs in St. Francis de 

Sales - How a Saint Learned the Lessons of Love, Anthony J. Ceresko, OSFS wrote:  

 

“St. Francis de Sales represents one of the more notable examples of those who discovered in the Song’s 

language and imagery the appropriate medium for reflecting on the experience of love. Reading his Treatise on 

the Love of God, for instance, we appreciate how well he learned “lessons of love” from the Sage of the 

Song. We marvel at how his gentle guidance led others to drink deeply of that love as well. Francis' 

introduction to the Song, indeed his introduction to theology, came in 1584, when he was barely seventeen 

years old. His father had sent him to Paris to complete his university studies in preparation for taking a 

doctorate in civil and canon law at Padua, in Italy. Although his father foresaw a career in politics and public 

service for him, Francis harbored in his heart the desire to serve the Church as a priest. He had persuaded his 

father to allow him to receive tonsure when he was twelve. And in Paris, in addition to his classes in the 

humanities, he also attended lectures in theology.”  

 

“The first such course he followed was the series of lectures on the Song of Songs given in 1584 by the 

celebrated Benedictine, Gilbert Genebrard, professor of Hebrew at the Royal College. Both the lectures and 

Genebrard himself made a profound impression on the youthful student. Lajeunie notes, ‘Francis found both in 

the sacred text and in the commentary, inspiration for his whole life, the theme for his masterpiece [the Treatise 

on the Love of God], and the first and best source of his optimism.’ For Genebrard, the Canticle is ‘a dramatic 

love story composed in bucolic style.’ The effect of Genebrard's interpretation of the Song on Francis was 

immediate: ‘The history of the world and its salvation was therefore a love story. And the young student was 

carried away by the idea.’”  

 

“Francis gives a clue to his life-long love affair with the Song in the more than seven hundred citations of the 

Song listed in the ‘Index’ to the twenty-seven volumes of his collected works. Further, the three verses of the 

Bible that Francis most often quotes also come from the Song: 1:3 (‘Draw me and I will run in the odor of your 

ointments’), 8:6 (‘Love is strong as death, jealousy as firm as hell’), and 1:1 (‘Let him kiss me with the kiss of 

his mouth, for better than wine are your breasts’). John K. Ryan, the author of a popular translation of 

the Treatise, comments: ‘All but a few books of both the Old and New Testament are quoted by him, and in 

most instances, not once but many times.... But the books he uses most are the Psalms and the Canticle of 

Canticles. Out of the 106 verses that make up the Canticle, 63 are quoted and some of them so often as to make 

a total of 179 references.” (http://web1.desales.edu/assets/salesian/PDF/Ceresko-Song.pdf)  

 

Just a handful of days remain before we celebrate the Solemnity of Christmas - one of the greatest moments in 

the greatest love story of all - God’s love for us.  

 

How can we prepare to receive the God who loves us so much?  

* * * * * 

(December 22, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He has looked upon his lowly servant…and has done great things for me: holy is his name.”  

 

Mary’s great hymn – the Magnificat – is a testimony to her profound sense of humility. But her humility – her 

sense of being a “lowly servant” – should not be confused with self-deprecation. In truth, Mary’s humility has 

a lot less to do with her nothingness and a lot more to do with God’s ‘everything-ness!’ Mary’s humility – her 

being overwhelmed by the generosity of God – empowers her to generously say “yes” to God’s invitation to 

her to become the Mother of the Messiah.  

http://web1.desales.edu/assets/salesian/PDF/Ceresko-Song.pdf


 

In his Conference “On Generosity,” St. Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Humility which does not produce generosity is undoubtedly false, for after it has said, ‘I can do nothing, I am 

only absolute nothingness,’ it almost immediately gives way to generosity of spirit which says, ‘There is 

nothing - and there can be nothing - that I am unable to do, so long as I put all my confidence in God who can 

do all things.’ Buoyed up by this confidence, it courageously undertakes to do all that is commanded.” (Living 

Jesus, pp. 152-153)  

 

This humility – and its corresponding spirit of generosity – describes Mary to a tee.  

 

Can the same be said of us?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: December 23rd - December 29th  
 

(December 23, 2012: Fourth Sunday of Advent)  

* * * * * 

 

“Let us see your face and we shall be saved...”  

 

No sooner had Mary said “yes” to the angel’s invitation for her to become the mother of the Messiah than she 

“traveled in haste to the hill country” to meet the needs of her cousin, Elizabeth. Recall that it is within the 

context of the angel’s announcement concerning the birth of the Messiah that Mary learned that her cousin was 

expecting her first child. In this event, Mary spent the next three months with Elizabeth before returning to her 

own home to prepare for the birth of her own Son.  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“‘Devotion is simply that spiritual agility and vivacity by which charity works in us or by aid of which we 

work quickly and lovingly.”(IDL, Part I, Chapter 1, p. 41) In this respect, Mary embodies the virtue of 

devotion. She didn’t merely meet the needs of her cousin: she did it “in haste,” i.e., she did it quickly with 

agility and vivacity.  

 

We see the face of God in the prompt, quick, agile and vivacious manner in which Mary reached out to – and 

stayed with – her cousin in the latter’s time of need.  

 

Today how might others see the face of God in our willingness to meet their needs quickly and lovingly in an 

agile, vivacious manner?  

* * * * * 

(December 24, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“He promised of old that he would save us from our enemies…”  

 

Advent is a season of promise: a promise that God will “save us from our enemies.” These words beg the 

question: who are our enemies? How about: 

 Unresolved angers 

 Unadjusted attitudes 



 Unbridled anxieties 

 Unaddressed actions 

 Unrelenting fears 

 Unaddressed hurts 

 Unhelpful memories 

 Unhealed injuries 

 Unhealthy attributes 

 Unpursued hopes 

 Unfulfilled dreams 

What are the enemies – the thoughts, the feelings, the attitudes and actions that prevent us from being the 

people that God wants us to be and from which we need our God to save us?  

* * * * * 

(December 25, 2012: Nativity of the Lord)  

* * * * * 

 

With regard to the great Solemnity of the Nativity of the Lord, Blessed Louis Brisson wrote:  

 

“We honor the three births of Our Lord. In the case of the first we recall the eternal birth of the Son of God in 

th3 bosom of His Father; in the second, we recall His temporal birth in the stable of Bethlehem; and in the 

thirds, we recall His mystical both in our hearts by means of Holy Communion and His grace. The 

consideration of the first birth should lead us to adore the Son of God on the throne of His glory, in the endless 

reaches of eternity, where equal to His Father He receives the adoration of the angels and seraphim. By 

contrast, in Bethlehem we adore him on the throne of poverty, which is a throne of love. He hides his grandeur 

because he wants us to draw near him without fear.”  

 

“Having adored Him in Heaven – having adored Him in the crib – adore Him present within you. I ask you, 

cross your arms across your chest where the Savior dwells after Holy Communion and say to Him, ‘I adore 

You in my heart. I adore You within me. You are as truly in me as You are in Heaven; You are as truly in me 

as You are truly in the crib where You received the adoration of the poor shepherds. You are truly within 

me.’” (Cor ad Cor, Part III, Chapter 36, p. 217)  

 

We recognize Jesus at the right hand of the father. We recognize Jesus lying in a manger. Do we recognize that 

same Jesus within ourselves? Do we recognize that same Jesus in others?  

 

Merry Christmas!  

* * * * * 

(December 26, 2012: Saint Stephen, First Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“One of the Church’s first seven deacons, Stephen was chosen and ordained by the apostles themselves to 

serve needy Christians and teach the faith. The Acts of the Apostles tells us that he was striking in appearance, 

with ‘the face of an angel…full of grace and fortitude.’ He came from a family of Jewish Greeks, and after his 

ordination he debated members of four of Jerusalem’s Greek synagogues. When they could not out-argue or 

silence this zealous young deacon, the Greek Jews hauled Stephen before the Sanhedrin (the Jews’ supreme 

tribunal), accusing him of blasphemy for ridiculing the Temple and the Law of Moses.”  



 

“Asked to defend himself, Stephen launched into a long speech. He highlighted moments in Jewish history 

when the people of Israel had turned away from God, implying that – by not recognizing Jesus as the Messiah 

– they had been stubborn, proud and faithless once again. Then he exclaimed, ‘Behold, I see the heavens 

opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.’ It proved to be the last straw. With a roar of 

indignation the men in the court rushed at Stephen, dragged him outside the city walls and stoned him to 

death.” (This Saint’s for You, p. 131)  

 

Stephen had the “grace and fortitude” he needed to commend his spirit to God in a single, once-in-a-lifetime 

act of courage by giving his life. How can we make good use of the same “grace and fortitude” we need to 

commend our spirits to God in a series of ordinary, everyday acts of courage?  

 

With one another!  

* * * * * 

(December 27, 2012: St. John, Apostle and Evangelist)  

* * * * * 

 

“The life was made visible...”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“Among the twelve apostles, Christ’s three closest friends were Peter, James the Greater and John. Within this 

inner circle, John was the Lord’s favorite, the one referred to as ‘the beloved disciple’ in St. John’s Gospel. By 

tradition, John is also believed to have been the youngest of the apostles, perhaps barely out of his teens when 

he followed Christ. After Jesus was arrested, John was the only one of the apostles who remained with him. He 

witnessed Christ’s trial before Pontius Pilate, followed him as he carried the cross through the streets of 

Jerusalem, stood at the foot of the cross with the Blessed Virgin Mary, and helped take Christ’s body off the 

cross and lay it in the tomb. Before dying, Christ rewarded his most loyal friend by placing Mary in John’s 

care.”  

 

“Initially John preached in Jerusalem but then moved to Ephesus, the greatest city in the eastern Roman 

Empire. A tradition that dates to at least the second century says that John took Mary with him. Amid the ruins 

of Ephesus stands a little stone house believed to have been Mary’s home. St. John died peacefully at age 

ninety-four, the only one of the apostles who was not martyred. Sparing him a violent death may have been 

Christ’s last gift to his best friend.” (This Saint’s for You, p. 193)  

 

John knew it. Peter and James knew it. Countless of the people who encountered Jesus during his life on this 

earth knew it. We, too, can know it.  

 

What a friend we have in Jesus!  

* * * * * 

(December 28, 2012: Holy Innocents, Martyrs)  

* * * * * 

 

“A voice was heard in Ramah, sobbing and loud lamentation…”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“Even in the Christmas story, there is a touch of tragedy: the massacre of the infant boys in Bethlehem. St. 

Matthew’s Gospel records that when the Magi stopped in Jerusalem to ask the whereabouts of the King of the 

Jews, Herod, the king of Judea, sent them to Bethlehem with instructions to return once they had found the 



Christ Child so that he, too, could pay homage. Warned by an angel that Herod was up to no good, the Magi 

returned home via a route that bypassed the city and its conniving king.”  

 

“Once Herod realized the Magi were on to him, he sent troops to Bethlehem with orders to kill every boy aged 

two and younger. But the same angel warned Joseph to take Mary and Jesus to Egypt for safety. By the time 

Herod’s troops charged into the village, the Holy Family was long gone. No one knows how many babies were 

massacred that day.” (This Saint’s for You, pp. 134-135)  

 

It is sometimes said that there is no such thing as a ‘secret’ sin. By its very nature sin is a social animal. Every 

sin – however public or private – impacts not only the person who commits it but also other people – often 

times, innocent people – as well. The Holy Innocents suffered because of one man’s sin. These children - 

collateral damage - died because of Herod’s personal envy, professional greed and narcisitic paranoia. As the 

poet Prudentius wrote:  

 

All hail, ye infant martyr flowers  

 

Cut off in life’s first dawning hours:  
 

As rosebuds snapped in tempest strife,  

 

When Herod sought your Savior’s life.  

 

Today what about us? Who are the “innocents” in our lives who are impacted by the personal or ‘private’ sins 

we commit?  

* * * * * 

(December 29, 2012: St. Thomas Becket, Bishop and Martyr)  

* * * * * 

 

“This is the way we may know that we are in union with him: to walk just as he walked.”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“Nothing in Thomas Becket’s early life suggested that he would become a defender of the liberty of the 

Church, to say nothing of becoming a martyr. He was a shrewd administrator with a special talent for making 

money. He proved to be the ideal royal servant: whatever King Henry II wanted done, Becket accomplished. 

When the old archbishop died, Henry took it upon himself to name the new archbishop rather than wait for the 

pope to do so: thinking he would be the perfect choice, Henry chose Becket. With one of his closest friends as 

archbishop of Canterbury, Henry believed that he could extend his royal authority over the Church in 

England.”  

 

“Turned out, Henry was wrong.”  

 

“Once Thomas was consecrated archbishop of Canterbury he became a changed man. He did penance to make 

up for years of careless living. The man who had once refused to clothe one freezing beggar now gave lavishly 

to the poor. We don’t know if Henry noticed the change that had come over his friend, but when the king made 

his first move against the Church it became clear that Becket would not be the puppet archbishop for which 

Henry had hoped. In their first disagreement, Henry argued that priests who committed crimes were treated too 

leniently by Church courts and they should submit to the civil courts of England. Becket replied that laymen 

did not have jurisdiction over clergymen. Stung by Becket’s opposition, Henry brought a host of false charges 

against his one-time friend. He had Becket indicted for squandering royal funds and even accused the 

archbishop of treason. Death threats from the king’s men followed, prompting Becket to flee to France for fear 

of losing his life.”  



 

“For the next six years Henry and Becket jockeyed for position, each trying to win the pope’s support. In the 

end a truce was worked out, allowing Becket to return home to Canterbury, although the central issue of the 

Church’s liberty remained unresolved. When Becket subsequently excommunicated bishops who had both 

supported Henry and also infringed on the prerogatives of the archbishop of Canterbury, Henry threw one of 

his infamous tantrums, ending by crying aloud, ‘Will no one relieve me of this troublesome priest?’ Four of the 

king’s knights – bitter enemies of Becket – set out at once for Canterbury where they confronted Becket in his 

own cathedral. When Becket refused to give in to all of Henry’s demands, the knights hacked the archbishop to 

death at the foot of the altar.”  

 

“The shock of Becket’s murder reverberated across Europe. Henry submitted to public penance, letting the 

monks of Canterbury flog him as he knelt before his former-friend’s tomb. St. Thomas Becket quarreled with 

his king over the liberty of the Church, but throughout the entire ordeal it was the rights of the diocesan clergy 

that had hung in the balance…and for which Becket gave his life.” (This Saint’s for You, pp. 134-135)  

 

How do we know that Thomas Becket was “in union” with Jesus? The archbishop of Canterbury walked “just 

as He walked.” Just as in the case of Jesus, Thomas stood his ground when threatened by the face 

of oppression. Just as in the case of Jesus, Thomas ultimately gave his life to protect – and promote – the 

freedom and liberty of others.  

 

How might God call us to walk in the ways of Thomas Becket – and Jesus – today?  

* * * * *  
      

Spirituality Matters 2012: December 30th - January 5th  
 

(December 30, 2012: Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph)  

* * * * * 

 

“God’s chosen ones...”  

 

“Public or hidden, the earthly lives of Jesus, Mary and Joseph may sometimes seem far removed from our own 

today. But if we look at them carefully, we can see how their individual lives offer an invitation to grow in our 

own humanity and holiness. Unfortunately, the Gospel writers say nothing about the life of Jesus between the 

time he is discovered teaching in the Temple at age twelve and the beginning of his public ministry around age 

thirty. This eighteen-year period was undoubtedly crucial in the growing self-awareness and maturation of 

Jesus. But we can imagine this: Over the years, Mary and Joseph most likely came to understand that their son 

was destined for a unique vocation. At the same time, Jesus probably spent much time preparing for what he 

may have thought would be his lifelong occupation: that of a carpenter, or what we might also call a craftsman 

or construction worker.”  

 

“Those same virtues that Jesus acquired as a real-life carpenter (patience, persistence, hard work, honesty and 

so on) would serve him well in his later ministry. As Jesus matured, God the Father may have been preparing 

him for his eventual work, much as God can use our own backgrounds and talents for the good. God, in each of 

our lives, can prepare us for things we might never have predicted!” (James Martin, SJ in Catholic 

Update: http://www.americancatholic.org/Newsletters/CU/preview.aspx?id=233)  

 

In a Conference he gave to the Sisters of the Visitation on “Constancy,” Francis de Sales remarked:  

 

“O man, you who are so much disquieted because all things do not succeed according to your wishes, are you 

not ashamed to see that what you want was not to be found even in the family of Our Lord? Consider, I pray 

you, the vicissitudes and changes – the alternations of joy and sorrow – which we can find even 

http://www.americancatholic.org/Newsletters/CU/preview.aspx?id=233


there.” (Conference III, p. 37)  

 

There’s no question that the family in which Jesus was raised – and of which he was a member – played a 

pivotal role in the kind of person he would become. Notwithstanding our romanticized and idyllic images of 

the Holy Family, they, too, - like our families - had their share of headaches and heartaches. They, too, - like 

our families - had their share of ups and downs. They, too – like our families - had their feasts and famines.  

 

Family life – no matter how wholesome or holy – is never a trouble-free life. Whether you have more in 

common with the Holy Family or with the Addams Family, both families share this common value - in thick 

and in thin, in good times and bad, in plenty or paucity, they stick together and they look out for each other.  

 

Can the same be said of our families - God’s chosen ones - as imperfect as we may be?  

* * * * * 

(December 31, 2012)  

* * * * * 

 

“Every lie is alien to the truth…”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid, unaffected and honest. Be on guard against 

equivocation, ambiguity or dissimulation. While it is not always advisable to say all that is true, it is never 

permissible to speak against the truth. Therefore, you must become accustomed to never tell a deliberate lie 

whether to excuse yourself or for some other purposes, remembering always that God is the ‘God of truth.’ If 

you happen to tell a lie inadvertently, correct it immediately by an explanation or making amends. An honest 

explanation always has more grace and force to excuse us that a lie has…Lying, double-dealing and 

dissimulation are always signs of a weak, mean mind.” (IDL, Part III, Chapter 30, p. 206)  

 

Jesus tells us “the truth will set you free.” (John 8:32)  

 

Do you want to be free? Then don’t merely tell the truth but also be a truthful – and truth-filled – person.  

* * * * * 

(January 1, 2013: Mary, Mother of God)  

* * * * * 

 

“The Lord bless you and keep you! The Lord let his face shine upon you, and be gracious to you! The Lord 

look upon you kindly and give you peace!”  

 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life, Francis de Sales wrote:  

 

“Honor, venerate and respect with special love the holy and glorious Virgin Mary who, being the Mother of 

Jesus Christ our Brother, is also in truth our very mother. Let us then have recourse to her, and as her little 

children cast ourselves into her bosom with perfect confidence, at all times and on all occasions let us invoke 

her maternal love whilst striving to imitate her virtues…” (Living Jesus, p. 224)  

 

As we begin another New year, let us rededicate our lives to the glorious Virgin Mary. Let us honor, venerate 

and respect her. Let us turn to her. Let us have confidence in her. Let us invoke her maternal love while 

striving to imitate her virtues. For her part, may Mary – Mother of Jesus – help us in our efforts every day 

during this New Year to be worthy brothers and sisters of her Son. And in so doing, may God bless us and keep 



us. May the Lord let his face shine upon us and be gracious to us. May the Lord look upon us kindly and give 

us peace!  

* * * * * 

(January 2, 2013: Basil the Great, Bishop and Doctor)  

* * * * * 

 

“Remain in him...”  

 

In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell writes:  

 

“In Basil’s day most monks and nuns were hermits living in isolated corners of the deserts of North Africa and 

the Middle East. Arguing that people are ‘sociable beings, and not isolated or savage,’ he urged the hermits to 

form communities near towns and cities where ordinary Christians could profit from their prayers and, inspired 

by their example, deepen their own religious life. The monks and nuns could take in orphans and open schools, 

recruiting a new generation for the religious life. To this day in the Eastern Church, St. Basil’s guidelines for 

monks and nuns remain the standard.” (This Saint’s for You, p. 359)  

 

In today’s selection from the First Letter of John the word “remain(s)” is used six times. The author challenges 

us to remain in Jesus in order that Jesus may remain in us. Among other things, “remain” is defined as “to 

continue in the same state or condition, to continue to be in the same place, stay or stay behind.” At first glance 

this definition seems to suggest that remaining in Jesus is somehow static. It’s about staying the same. It’s 

about treading water. It’s about running in place. The word “remain” feels passive. The problem is that Jesus is 

anything but passive; Jesus is all about action.  

 

A second glance at the definition of “remain” provides a different take: “to endure or persist.”  

 

To remain in Jesus requires effort. To remain in Jesus requires energy. To remain in Jesus requires endurance. 

However, as St. Basil the Great would suggest, to “remain in him” isn’t limited to Jesus. As “sociable beings” 

we need something else in order to remain – that is, “to endure or persist” – with Jesus.  

 

We need to “endure and persist” as Church. We need to “endure and persist” as community. We need to 

“endure and persist” with one another. After all, we are the Body of Christ.  

 

Together!  

* * * * * 

(January 3, 2013)  

* * * * * 

 

“Those who have this hope based on him make themselves pure, as he is pure...”  

 

Have you ever looked closely at the outside of a carton of Breyer’s Ice Cream? Somewhere in the vicinity of 

the image of the mint leaf you will find the “Pledge of Purity.” This trademarked pledge (inaugurated in 1908 

by Henry Breyer himself) personally guaranteed that each container contained the highest-quality, all natural 

ingredients available.  

 

This notion of purity might be very helpful in our attempts to understand today’s selection from the First Letter 

of John. After all, who of us can claim to be “pure?” Who us can claim to be perfect? Who of us can claim to 

be without blemish? With the exception of Mary, the Mother of Jesus, such “purity” is reserved for God, and 

for God alone.  

 

So, where does that leave us?  



 

Well, if being “pure” is about being all-natural, we can strive for that. If being “pure” is about being real, we 

can strive for that. If being “pure” is about being authentic, we can strive for that. If being “pure” is about 

being transparent, we can strive for that. If being “pure” is about being guileless, we can strive for that. If being 

“pure” is about avoiding artificiality in any/all its forms, we can strive for that. If being “pure” is about being 

unadulterated, we can strive for that. In short, if being “pure” is about being true to whom God wants us to be - 

no more, no less – we can strive for that.  

 

Look at the life of Jesus himself. He was all-natural. He was real. He was authentic. He was guileless. He was 

unadulterated. He was transparent. He eschewed anything artificial. In short, he was faithful to whom God 

wanted him to be: no more, no less.  

 

How can we hope to imitate the purity of Jesus in our relationship with God, in our relationship with ourselves 

and in our relationships with one another? Help yourself to a heaping and healthy scoop of “Breyer’s” 

spirituality.  

 

Avoid anything artificial! Keep it natural! Keep it real!  

* * * * * 

(January 4, 2013: Elizabeth Ann Seton, Religious)  

* * * * * 

 

“The person who acts in righteousness is righteous…” v In his book This Saint’s for You, Thomas Craughwell 

writes:  

 

“For two hundred years American parochial schools have provided countless children with a solid education 

while teaching them how to be faithful Catholics and solid citizens. While parish schools aren’t as numerous as 

they once were – to say nothing of the legions of nuns that used to teach in them – the situation is not nearly as 

daunting as it was in Elizabeth Ann Seton’s day.”  

 

“Mother Seton’s life coincides with the birth of the United States and the rise of the Catholic Church in 

America. She was born one year before the battles of Lexington and Concord, during an era when Catholicism 

was outlawed in every colony except Maryland. In British America, there were no bishops, no nuns, no 

Catholic schools and no seminaries. Only about twenty priests lived in the colonies, most living incognito and 

using aliases to avoid hard anti-clerical laws. For her part she grew up the daughter of a prominent, well-to-do 

Anglican family on Staten Island. During the revolution they walked a fine line between loyalty to the king and 

support for the rebels. Whatever her family’s true sympathies may have been, they were firmly in the 

American camp by the time George Washington was elected president: in fact, the then-fifteen year-old 

Elizabeth danced at the first inaugural ball.”  

 

“At the age on nineteen she married William Seton, a wealthy New York merchant. The couple had five 

children – three girls and two boys – and enjoyed a life of comfort and privilege. After eight years of marriage, 

William’s business went bankrupt: shortly thereafter, he contracted tuberculosis. In an attempt to save 

William’s health, the Setons sailed for Italy, where William had business friends, the Filicchi family. He 

subsequently succumbed to his chronic illness. Elizabeth and her children remained as guests of the Filicchi’s 

for some time. Their hosts owned a private chapel that provided Elizabeth with her first exposure to the 

Catholic faith, about which two things impressed this widowed mother: the Filicchi’s reverence during Mass, 

and the comfort they appeared to receive from confession. Upon her return to New York, Elizabeth sought out 

the pastor of a local Catholic Church and asked to convert to Catholicism.”  

 

“With few exceptions, Elizabeth’s Anglican family and friends turned their backs on her following her 

conversion. She struggled to support herself and her children until Bishop John Carroll invited her to open a 

Catholic school in the archdiocese of Baltimore. It was during this time that she began to consider joining a 



religious community. However, the European model of religious life – living a mostly cloistered life with only 

a few hours per day devoted to teaching girls who boarded at the convent – did not appeal to her. With so much 

work begging to be done for the Catholic Church in America, Elizabeth wanted to be much more active. With 

Bishop Carroll’s encouragement, she founded a new community of sisters dedicated to the work of Catholic 

education: the Sisters of Charity. The opened America’s first parish school in Emmitsburg, Maryland on 

February 22, 1810.”  

 

“The system established by Mother Seton conveyed the faith from generation to generation; it eased the 

passage of Catholic immigrants into American society; it served as the seedbed for countless vocations to the 

priesthood and the religious life. Her teaching order offered a new model for religious women – sisters who 

were ‘in the world, but not of it.’ In the history of the Catholic Church in America, Mother Seton was – and 

continues to be – an indispensible woman.” (This Saint’s for You, pp. 99-100)  

 

Elizabeth Ann Seton was – indeed – a righteous person. She did the right thing by founding a community of 

religious women who dedicated their lives to parochial education: teaching children – many of them 

immigrants – how to be faithful Catholics and solid citizens.  

 

Today how can we imitate her example by doing what is righteous – and being someone righteous – in the 

lives of others? How can we – like her – be “indispensible” citizens of the Kingdom of God?  

* * * * * 

(January 5, 2013: John Neumann, Bishop)  

* * * * * 

 

“Let us love not in word or speech but in deed and in truth...”  

 

“This ‘American’ saint was born in Bohemia in 1811. He was looking forward to being ordained in 1835 when 

the bishop decided there would be no more ordinations: Bohemia was overstocked with priests. John wrote to 

bishops all over Europe but the story was the same everywhere: no one needed any more priests. But John 

didn’t give up. He had learned English by working in a factory with English-speaking workers so he wrote to 

the bishops in America. Finally, Bishop John Dubois of New York agreed to ordain him but John would have 

to leave his home forever and travel across the ocean to a new and rugged land. He was ordained the following 

year.”  

 

“In New York, John was one of 36 priests for 200,000 Catholics. John’s parish in western New York stretched 

from Lake Ontario to Pennsylvania. His church had no steeple or floor but that didn’t matter insofar as John 

spent most days traveling from village to village anyway, climbing mountains to visit the sick, staying in 

garrets and taverns to teach, and celebrating the Mass at kitchen tables. Because of the work and the isolation 

associated with his remote outpost, John longed for community. In 1840, with the permission of Dubois, he 

applied to join the Redemptorist Fathers, was accepted, and entered their novitiate at St. Philomena's 

in Pittsburgh,Pennsylvania. He was their first candidate in the New World. He took his vows as a member of 

the Congregation in Baltimore,Maryland, in January 1842. After six years of difficult but fruitful work, he was 

appointed as the Provincial Superior for the United States. Neumann became naturalized citizen on 10 

February 1848. John was appointed bishop of Philadelphia in 1852. As bishop, he was the first to organize a 

diocesan Catholic school system: he increased the number of Catholic schools in his diocese from two to one 

hundred.”  

 

“Neumann actively invited religious institutes to establish new houses within the diocese. In 1855, he 

supported the foundation of a congregation of religious sisters in the city, the Sisters of St. Francis 

of Philadelphia. He brought the School Sisters of Notre Dame from Germany to assist in religious instruction 

and staffing an orphanage. He also intervened to save the Oblate Sisters of Providence, a congregation for 

African-American women, from dissolution. Neumann's efforts to expand the Catholic Church were not 

without opposition. The Know Nothings, an anti-Catholic political party representing descendants of earlier 



 

immigrants to North America, was at the height of its activities. They set fire to convents and schools. 

Discouraged, Neumann wrote to Rome asking to be replaced as bishop, but Pope Pius IX insisted that he 

continue.”  

 

“John never lost his love and concern for the people—something that may have bothered the elite of 

Philadelphia. On one visit to a rural parish, the parish priest picked him up in a manure wagon. Seated on a 

plank stretched over the wagon’s contents, John joked, ‘Have you ever seen such an entourage for a bishop!’ 

The ability to learn languages that had brought John to America enabled him to learn enough Spanish, French, 

Italian, and Dutch to hear confessions in, at least, six languages. When the a wave of Irish immigration reached 

American shores, John learned Gaelic so well that one Irish woman remarked, ‘Isn’t it grand that we have an 

Irish bishop!’”  

 

“John Neumann died of a stroke on January 5, 1860 at the age of 48.” 

(http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=70)  

 

Notwithstanding his proficiency with languages, John Neumann is remembered less for the way he loved in 

words and more for the way he loved in deeds.  

 

Could the same be said of us today?  

* * * * *  
  


