
    

Sunday Salesian 2004 Archive 

 

Mary, Mother of God (January 1, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Mary treasured all these things and reflected on them in her heart."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

"Look at Mary in all the circumstances of her life. In her room at Nazareth she shows her modesty in that she is afraid, 

her candor in wanting to be instructed and in asking a question, her submission, her humility in calling herself a 

handmaid. Look at her in Bethlehem: she lives simply and in poverty, she listens to the shepherds as though they were 

learned doctors. Look at her in the company of the kings: she does not try to make any long speeches. Look at her at the 

time of her purification: she goes to the temple in order to conform to church customs. In going to Egypt and in returning 

she is simply obeying Joseph. She does not consider she is wasting time when she goes to visit her cousin Elizabeth as an 

act of loving courtesy. She looks for Our Lord not only in joy but also in tears. She has compassion on the poverty and 

confusion of those who invited her to the wedding, meeting their needs. She is at the foot of the cross, full of humility, 

lowliness, virtue, never drawing any attention to herself in the exercise of these qualities." (Stopp, Selected Letters, page 

159)  

 

When Mary agreed to be the mother of Jesus, she got much more than she bargained for. Her "yes" to God's invitation to 

be the mother of the Messiah forever changed the course of her life. But as Francis de Sales observed, she constantly 

reaffirmed that "yes" as she experienced God's Will for her son, God's Will for her husband and God's Will for her. In 

good times, bad times and all the times in between, she fully embraced the mysterious designs of God imbedded in 

whatever circumstances in which she found herself.  

 

We, too, are called to give birth to Jesus. While not a physical birthing, this call is no less challenging or demanding than 

it was for Mary.  

 

As we see in the life of Mary, giving birth to Jesus is not a one time event: it is a life-long process. Saying "yes" to giving 

birth to Jesus is about being faithful to God's Will for us and others, one day, one hour, one moment at a time. Giving 

birth to Jesus is about fully and deeply embracing the responsibilities, events and circumstances of the state and stage of 

life in which we find ourselves. It's about rolling with the punches while remaining steadfast in the conviction that God 

loves and cares for us.  

 

Mary is a powerful reminder that giving birth to Jesus brings more than its share of inconveniences, headaches and 

heartaches. At the same time, Mary is likewise a powerful reminder of how one person's fidelity to the Will of God can 

change the world.  

 

For the better.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD. 

  

 

     

The Epiphany of the Lord (January 4, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Where is the newborn King of the Jews?"  

 

Salesian Perspective 



 

The magi left everything with which they were familiar to follow a unique star that they believed was a sign of a new age 

of power and possibility.  

 

They were men on a mission. They were focused. They had the courage to be captured by a dream and to pursue it with a 

sense of purpose. Nothing, no one, could deter them from their desire to follow the star…wherever it went.  

 

Quite a contrast to us sometimes, observed St. Francis de Sales: "It is certainly a great pity to see souls - and there are 

only too many of them - who, while aiming at perfection, imagine that it consists in a great multitude of desires. They are 

always eagerly seeking the means to attain them, now here, now there. They are never content or tranquil, for as soon as 

they have formed one desire they try to conceive another." (Conference VII, Octave of the Epiphany, 1620)  

 

Following the star requires single-mindedness.  

 

For most of us, finding the "King of the Jews" is not about leaving what is familiar. No, it is about paying attention to the 

people, circumstances and events that fill our daily lives. It is about focusing on the Star of Life and love who is Jesus 

Christ. It is about being captured by the vision of justice and truth. It is about being driven by the promise and possibility 

of peace. It is about dedicating ourselves to the dream of reconciliation and healing no matter who or what may stand in 

our way.  

 

Like the magi we, too, are people on a mission. We must remain focused. We must muster and marshal all of our 

thoughts, feelings, attitudes, energies and actions in our daily attempts to make real the dream of peace and justice. We 

must follow the Star who is Christ Jesus…wherever he takes us.  

 

Tempted as we are to pursue a multitude of desires on any given day, may God give us the vision and discipline we need 

to follow the One Desire that really matters, the True Desire that leads to light, that leads to life, that leads to love.  

 

Where will you find the newborn King of the Jews today?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD. 

  
      

Baptism of the Lord (January 11, 2003)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"I the Lord have called you for the victory of justice."  

 

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

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

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 writes 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." (Ibid)  

 

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 - and dwell in - us to the extent that we share our God-given favor with others.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD. 

  
      

2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (January 18, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Jesus did this as the beginning of his signs at Cana in Galilee and so revealed his glory… and his disciples began to 
believe in him."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Today's Gospel from John shows us that Jesus was not simply a man of sorrows; that our faith is not solely about 

crucifixion. We see the portrait of Jesus attending a wedding celebration and apparently enjoying himself. We see that 

Jesus was so concerned about the success of the reception that he performed his first public miracle: he changed water 

into wine.  

 

Cana stuns the person who equates the divine with gloom and doom. Cana shocks the puritanical mind that views 

celebration and laughter with suspicion. Cana stupefies the perfectionist who sees Jesus' miracle as somehow beneath his 

dignity.  

 

John was perhaps closer to Jesus than any of the other apostles. He may have known the heart of Jesus better than the 

other Evangelists. Either way, John is the only one who cites this moment in Jesus' life: his desire to celebrate the love of 

two people and his willingness to save the celebration from disaster.  

 

On more than a few occasions the Kingdom of God is described as a wedding feast. This image evokes scenes of parents, 

grandparents, brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, uncles, nephews, nieces, neighbors and friends and eliciting feelings of 

love, happiness, warmth and togetherness. If we were to boil it down to one word, a wedding feast is synonymous with 

JOY!  

 

Life has its share of both JOY and pain. Fully divine and fully human, Jesus knew better than anyone else that you have 

to be able to experience JOY if you can ever hope to address or endure hardship. It is only a JOYFUL person who is 

capable of self-sacrifice. Herein lies the great paradox in life: only those who truly know how to celebrate life's JOYS are 

really equipped to deal with life's pains. Only those who truly cherish life are ultimately able to give their life for others.  

 

Christ's miracle at Cana, with its emphasis on JOY, flies in the face of any spirituality that discounts the lighter and 



laughter side of life. Jesus shows that the fully human person must embrace all that life has to offer, both the pain and the 

JOY. Jesus certainly didn't smile or laugh during his last hours on Calvary, but the seeds planted at Cana may have gone 

a long way in enabling Jesus to embrace God's ultimate will for him.  

 

Many of us are good at dealing with suffering. How good are we at experiencing - and exuding - JOY?  

William F. Walsh, OSFS, is pastor of Holy Redeemer parish/Holy Trinity mission in Kitty Hawk, NC. 

  
      

3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time (January 25, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Rejoicing in the Lord must be your strength…"  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Theophilus and Philothea!  

 

Today's gospel begins with Luke's dedication of the gospel to Theophilus. Francis de Sales addresses the Introduction to 

the Devout Life to Philothea…male and female "lovers of God." While Luke wanted his audience to "realize the certainty 

of the teachings you have received", Francis wished to guide his audience to live a devout life, that is, to be holy. In both 

instances, the writers wanted their listeners to rejoice in the Lord, as the first reading from Nehemiah tells us.  

 

The Gospel reading includes Luke's description of Jesus inaugurating his ministry: it should be good news to anyone who 

hears it. The poor hear glad tidings; freedom is proclaimed to captives, the blind see; the oppressed are liberated.  

 

This Good News doesn't appear to apply to many of us. Why? Few of us think we are poor; fewer still consider ourselves 

prisoners; even fewer believe ourselves to be blind. So there might be good news here for somebody else, but not for me! 

At the same time, few of us feel personally responsible for bringing glad tidings to the poor, liberating captives, freeing 

the oppressed or helping the blind to see. Either way, experiencing good news or sharing good news seems to be for 

someone else…for anyone but me.  

 

What must I do to hear and experience this Good News in a new way? Despite my reluctance to recognize my own 

poverty/neediness, imprisonment, oppression or blindness, I have to take the time to uncover the ways in which I need to 

be healed, empowered and liberated. I need to be freed from being a prisoner to the inordinate desire to be perfect, to be 

wholly self-sufficient, and to be an island unto myself. St. Francis tells his readers, "The task of purifying the soul cannot, 

may not end as long as we live; however, our imperfections should not make us anxious, for perfection consists in 

fighting against them, and we cannot fight them unless we first see them; we cannot overcome them if we do not first 

face up to them."  

 

I will never be able to rejoice in the Good News unless it personally becomes Good News for me. This requires me to 

recognize my own poverty, my own oppression, my own blind spots, my own imprisonment; I need to recognize how 

living in Christ changes everything, liberates me, frees me, and enriches me. This kind of self-knowledge is necessary 

and very demanding. It is precisely because it is difficult and challenging that St. Francis devotes so much time 

describing true humility (really, clearly and bravely knowing ourselves before God) and the need to be patient with 

ourselves as we embrace our weaknesses and struggle to grow our goodness.  

 

The Good News? Despite the effects of sin and weakness in our lives, Jesus offers us the power and promise of having 

life, and having it to the full. Notwithstanding the ways in which sin oppresses, imprisons and blinds us, Jesus can 

strengthen us, to make us free enough to live as true lovers of God…and true lovers of one another.  

Edmund F. Gordon is Director of Religious Education for the Catholic Diocese of Wilmington, Delaware. 

 



 
      

4th Sunday In Ordinary Time (February 1, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Leave me Lord, for I am a sinful man."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

We have every reason to believe that Peter was a very good fisherman. He would know how, when and where to catch 

fish. He would know all the good spots. He would know when to stick with a place; he would know when to move on to 

another. Perhaps most importantly, Peter would know that even the most successful fisherman sometimes comes home 

empty-handed.  

 

Enter Jesus: a new face; a new name. While apparently a great teacher and healer, he was the last person from whom 

Peter would expect to receive fishing advice. Can anyone fault Peter for his initial skepticism?  

 

Still, he relented. For whatever reason - an intuition about Jesus' power, a desire to show Jesus up - Peter and his 

colleagues returned to the deep water of the lake. And as we know, his reluctant second effort was rewarded with a catch 

far beyond his expectations.  

 

This sudden and mysterious turn of events prompts Peter to consider his own sinfulness. In particular, perhaps his belief - 

understandably so - that he knew far more about fishing than Jesus; perhaps his hope of embarrassing Jesus; perhaps his 

own pride or bullheadedness; perhaps his resentment that Jesus had, in fact, been right after all.  

 

Seems that Peter wasn't so perfect after all.  

 

And yet, it is precisely this imperfect person (along with so many others) whom Jesus called to learn about, experience 

and share his love. Why?  

 

St. Francis de Sales hits the nail on the head: Although he was subject to so many imperfections, St. Peter was chosen 

because, notwithstanding his defects, he was always filled with enough courage to take a second look at a situation. Peter 

had the courage to listen - however reluctantly - to Jesus' advice. Peter had the courage - after all, he would have 

appeared foolish to his colleagues - to follow Jesus' advice. Peter had the courage to confront his own arrogance. 

Ultimately, Peter had the courage to consider that sometimes God's wisdom flies in the face of human experience, 

opinions and expectations.  

 

We, like Peter, are imperfect people. We, too, have our share of defects and shortcomings. Yet, Jesus calls us, as in the 

case of Peter, as we are, to be his disciples. Take heart: have the courage to name your gifts; have the courage to name 

your sinfulness; have the courage to learn from your successes; have the courage to learn from your failures.  

 

Most importantly, have the courage to follow God's invitation no matter where, when or how it leads you.  

Rev. Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the 

De Sales Spirituality Center in Washington, DC 

Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Love rejoices in the truth…"  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Jeremiah wanted no part of being a prophet. This avocation seemed to be nothing but trouble, and with good reason: 

prophets of the past had a nasty habit of getting hassled; being rejected; getting beat up; sometimes, ending up dead. 

Nevertheless, God was adamant that Jeremiah live a prophetic life - that is, being willing to speak the truth, being able to 



tell it 'like it is' - and that God would sustain Jeremiah in the face of whatever opposition or dangers he might encounter.  

 

No surprise that Jesus, too, experienced his share of opposition, hostility and rejection. As today's Gospel illustrates, 

speaking the truth - living the truth - sometimes stirs up its own share of hornets nests.  

 

By virtue of our Baptism and Confirmation we, too, are called to live life in a prophetic manner. In the words of St. Paul, 

we "do not rejoice in what is false; we rejoice in the truth." As we all know, however, this is easier said than done. There 

are many occasions on any given day when we hesitate to tell the truth for any number of reasons: we don't want to cause 

trouble; we don't want to upset others; we don't want others to be angry with us; we don't want to be rejected; we want to 

be liked. And so, we measure our words; we speak in convoluted ways; we don't say what we mean; we don't mean what 

we say.  

 

We lie.  

 

Francis de Sales wrote: "Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid, unaffected and honest. Be on guard 

against equivocation, ambiguity, or dissimulation." This does not give us the license to use blunt force when telling the 

truth: remember, Francis de Sales also tells us that we are more likely to win over other people with a teaspoon of honey 

rather than a gallon of vinegar. Wherever possible, we should speak the truth in a gentle, mild, simple and 

straightforward manner, avoiding the two extremes of being either mush-mouthed or vesuvial. In addition, telling it 'like 

it is' is not the same as 'letting it all hang out'. Francis continued: "While it is not always advisable to say all that is true, it 

is never permissible to speak against the truth."  

 

Regardless of how much or little of the truth that we speak in a manner that is as calm, humble, gentle and respectful as 

humanly possible, the bottom line is that we cannot always predict - and certainly cannot control - how that truth will be 

heard or received by others. Perhaps it is no coincidence, then, that love not only "rejoices in the truth", but that it also 

requires patience; it also requires forbearance; it is not prone to anger; it does not brood over injuries; it ultimately 

requires "trust, hope and the power to endure."  

 

Jesus promised us that "the truth will set you free." Jesus never promised us that it would always be easy.  

Edmund F. Gordon is Director of Religious Education for the Catholic Diocese of Wilmington, Delaware. 

  
      

5th Sunday In Ordinary Time (February 8, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Leave me Lord, for I am a sinful man."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

We have every reason to believe that Peter was a very good fisherman. He would know how, when and where to catch 

fish. He would know all the good spots. He would know when to stick with a place; he would know when to move on to 

another. Perhaps most importantly, Peter would know that even the most successful fisherman sometimes comes home 

empty-handed.  

 

Enter Jesus: a new face; a new name. While apparently a great teacher and healer, he was the last person from whom 

Peter would expect to receive fishing advice. Can anyone fault Peter for his initial skepticism?  

 

Still, he relented. For whatever reason - an intuition about Jesus' power, a desire to show Jesus up - Peter and his 

colleagues returned to the deep water of the lake. And as we know, his reluctant second effort was rewarded with a catch 

far beyond his expectations.  

 

This sudden and mysterious turn of events prompts Peter to consider his own sinfulness. In particular, perhaps his belief - 



understandably so - that he knew far more about fishing than Jesus; perhaps his hope of embarrassing Jesus; perhaps his 

own pride or bullheadedness; perhaps his resentment that Jesus had, in fact, been right after all.  

 

Seems that Peter wasn't so perfect after all.  

 

And yet, it is precisely this imperfect person (along with so many others) whom Jesus called to learn about, experience 

and share his love. Why?  

 

St. Francis de Sales hits the nail on the head: Although he was subject to so many imperfections, St. Peter was chosen 

because, notwithstanding his defects, he was always filled with enough courage to take a second look at a situation. Peter 

had the courage to listen - however reluctantly - to Jesus' advice. Peter had the courage - after all, he would have 

appeared foolish to his colleagues - to follow Jesus' advice. Peter had the courage to confront his own arrogance. 

Ultimately, Peter had the courage to consider that sometimes God's wisdom flies in the face of human experience, 

opinions and expectations.  

 

We, like Peter, are imperfect people. We, too, have our share of defects and shortcomings. Yet, Jesus calls us, as in the 

case of Peter, as we are, to be his disciples. Take heart: have the courage to name your gifts; have the courage to name 

your sinfulness; have the courage to learn from your successes; have the courage to learn from your failures.  

 

Most importantly, have the courage to follow God's invitation no matter where, when or how it leads you.  

Rev. Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the 

De Sales Spirituality Center in Washington, DC 

  
      

6th Sunday In Ordinary Time (February 15, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Blessed are they who trust in the Lord, whose hope is the Lord."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

What does it mean to "trust?" The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language defines it thus: "Firm reliance 

on the integrity, ability or character of a person or thing."  

 

Imagine a world without trust. Imagine a world in which nobody believed in the "integrity, ability or character" of others. 

Such a place could indeed be described as a living hell.  

 

Trust is the mortar that binds us together. Trust is what enables us to form families, friends, community and country. 

Trust is an integral part of what it means to be human.  

 

Trust is what makes dreams possible.  

 

In stark contrast with the importance of trusting one another, Jeremiah warns: "Cursed are those who trust in human 

beings." What are we to make of this? Simply put, trusting one another is not enough to sustain us in life. Why? Because, 

as we know all too well - and painfully - we humans, despite our best efforts, are not always trustworthy. If our trust is 

limited to the frailty and unpredictability of the human plane, we run the risk of being overwhelmed by the woes of pain, 

disappointment, heartache and cynicism.  

 

Our ultimate trust must be found in God, the one who is always trustworthy. Our ultimate trust must be found in God, the 

faithful friend who never deceives or betrays. This fundamental trust allows us to not merely survive this life, but to 

thrive in it, especially when confronted by our own imperfections and those of others. St. Francis de Sales wrote: "If the 

whole world turns topsy-turvy, if all around is darkness ..., shall not all be well with us as long as we place our trust in 



God?" (Stopp, Selected Letters, p. 125)  

 

Cursed are we if we expect others to fulfill all of our deepest wants, our deepest needs, our deepest desires and our 

deepest dreams without fail. Such expectations lead to bitterness, resentment and despair. Blessed are we if we take 

confidence and consolation in the God who is always trustworthy, even when we humans are not. Our trust in God will 

not shield us from life's inevitable disappointments - those we receive, those we cause - but it will enable us to name 

them, to work through them and to ultimately move beyond them.  

 

Our trust in God enables us to celebrate the ways that our brothers and sisters are, indeed, trustworthy. Likewise, our trust 

in God enables us to forgive one another when we are not.  

 

How deeply do we trust God?  

 

Really?  

Rev. Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the 

De Sales Spirituality Center in Washington, DC 

  
      

7th Sunday In Ordinary Time (February 22, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Love your enemies; do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Recently, I was involved in an argument with somebody. And this one was a doozy!!  

 

It began innocently enough as a difference of opinion, and as our emotions and pride got the best of us, the conflict 

rapidly escalated from a minor disagreement into a full-scale, five-alarm, red-alert, no-holds-barred yelling match. The 

intensity of the argument, as well as what we said to one another, was a surprise to both of us. Realizing we were getting 

nowhere, we both withdrew to nurse our wounds, stunned at the great anxiety and distress this flare-up had caused in 

each of us. Fortunately, when some time had passed, when our emotions had cooled, when we each had some time to 

prayerfully reflect on what had just happened, and where this could lead - we had the guts to approach one another in a 

far more civil and reasonable manner.  

 

We asked forgiveness of one another for overreacting and for failing to really listen to one another. We sat down to 

actually articulate our thoughts and feelings, and more importantly, we listened to and actually came to understand the 

other's perspective. Though initially difficult to do, we both put forth the effort to make amends.  

 

And we moved on.  

 

In the Gospel of Luke we hear Jesus' challenge to "love your enemies; do good to those who hate you, bless those who 

curse you, pray for those who abuse you." This example and these words are certainly not the natural human reaction we 

often see in ourselves or others: even for followers of Jesus, these words can be difficult, if not impossible, to embody. 

Francis de Sales writes, "How good it is to love here on earth as we one day will in heaven." Compounding our struggle 

is the fact that the image of the "enemy" is often found not in total strangers, but in those we know…and sometimes, even 

in the faces of those whom we love.  

 

As we each reflect on the unhealed conflicts which may exist in our lives, and the challenge to heal, to love, to forgive, 

and to reconcile, we are reminded that we do not pursue a merely earthly end in our relationships with others; rather, we 

live our lives together as people destined for the fullness of eternal life with God. As St. Paul writes to the Corinthians, 

"Just as we bear the image of the man of dust, we also bear the image of the man of heaven." Francis de Sales 



recommends: "Keep your heart on the glorious streets of the heavenly Jerusalem, where you hear the praises of God 

resounding all about. Look at the variety of saints, and find out how they got there. You will learn that the apostles came 

principally through love; the martyrs, through constancy; the doctors through meditation; the confessors, by 

mortification; the virgins, by purity of heart; and all of them, through humility."  

Patrick T. O'Connor, OSFS, is a pastor of St. Brendan the Navigator Catholic Church in Shallotte, NC 

  
      

Ash Wednesday (February 25, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"When you fast, do not look glum like the hypocrites..."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Lent is a time when each of us is challenged to recognize our need for conversion. We are invited to closely examine our 

relationship with God, ourselves and one another. Simply put, Lent asks us to name those sins, vices, weaknesses -- 

anything -- that prevent us from making real in thought, word and deeds our God-given dignity.  

 

A popular way of ritualizing this inner journey is to "give up" something for Lent. Maybe you refrain from tobacco; 

others eschew alcohol; still others pass up all desserts. In short, we do without something we normally enjoy. Using 

traditional language, Lent is a time for fasting. Francis de Sales was no stranger to fasting or "giving up" for Lent. He 

endorsed the practice of fasting, provided that it meets three conditions.  

 

First, our fasting "should be entire and universal." Our "giving up" cannot be limited to depriving our mouths of food, 

drink or other treats. Francis insists that, among other things, we should deprive our eyes of things that are "frivolous" 

and unhealthy: we must deny our ears of "vain" talk or gossip: we should deny our tongue words that slander, accuse or 

injure: we should give up "useless thoughts, vain memories and all the superfluous appetites and desires" of our will. 

Second, our fasting should not be done for the eyes of others. Rather, our "giving up" is meant to be scrutinized by God. 

Third, all of our actions, including our fasting, serve only "to please God alone, to whom all honor and glory belong."  

 

Fasting, however, is only half of the story. Lent, in its fullest expression is also a season for feasting! In their book A 

Sense of Sexuality, (Doubleday 1989) Drs. Evelyn and James Whitehead remind us that "fasting, at its finest, is neither 

solely punishment nor denial. We fast not only to avoid evils but to recapture forgotten goods." Put another way, "the 'no' 

of fasting is fruitful only if we have some deeply valued 'yes' in our life." The arduous discipline of feasting complements 

our fasting; we need something for which to fast.  

 

That's right. Feasting requires no less discipline than fasting. The discipline of feasting celebrates well and heartily the 

God-given blessings that we enjoy without engaging in selfishness and excess.  

 

Lent, then, is as much a matter of "doing" as it is "doing without". St. Francis de Sales writes in his Introduction to the 

Devout Life: "Both fasting and working mortify and discipline us. If the work you undertake contributes to the glory of 

God and to your own welfare, I much prefer that you should endure the discipline of working than that of fasting."  

 

He continues: "One person may find it painful to fast, another to serve the sick, to visit prisoners, to hear confessions, to 

preach, to assist the needy, to pray, and to perform similar exercises. These latter pains have as much value as the 

former." Whether through fasting or feasting, turning away from sin or embracing virtue, these forty days of Lent are 

about our "insides": our heart, mind, thoughts, feelings, attitudes, hopes and fears. It is the journey of the soul and spirit. 

"As for myself," says Francis de Sales, "it seems to me that we ought to begin with the interior."  

 

God give us the grace to make a new beginning with these forty days....and with every day that follows thereafter.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 



 

 
      

1st Sunday of Lent (February 29, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert where he was tempted by the devil."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

While Jesus was preparing to begin his public ministry - to proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom of God - to be the 

kind of Messiah envisioned by His Father - to open up his mind and heart to the power and promise of the Holy Spirit - 

he was tempted.  

 

Tempted to turn stone into bread. Tempted with all the power and glory of earthly kingdoms. Tempted to throw himself 

from the temple: presumably, to convince people of his identity and authority all at one time.  

 

The fundamental temptation? Jesus was tempted to become someone other than who God wanted him to be. Jesus was 

tempted to be a different kind of savior. Jesus was tempted to believe that there was an easier way to redeem, to save, to 

sanctify. Jesus was tempted to believe that there was a short cut to salvation.  

 

We can relate to this temptation. How often do we tell ourselves that we would be happier, healthier and holier if we 

were someone else? How often do we say that there must be another way (read, an easier way, a shortcut) to be a good 

wife, a good husband, a good son or daughter, a good sister or brother, a good friend or neighbor? The tragedy is that if 

we spend our lives believing that we'd be better off if we were someone or somewhere else, we never live the one life - 

the only life - that God gives us. In the process of looking for a short cut, we cease to follow the path that God wants us 

to walk.  

 

Francis de Sales writes: "Don't sow your desires in someone else's garden; just cultivate your own as best you can. Don't 

long to be someone other than what you are; rather, desire to thoroughly be who you are. Direct your thoughts to being 

very good at that and to bear the crosses, little or great, that you find there. Believe me, this is the most important point - 

and the least understood - in the spiritual life." (Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 112)  

 

Jesus was tempted to be someone and be somehow other than who he was. Jesus was tempted to forsake the authentic 

pathway of love for the hollow, devilish promise of a shortcut. Jesus was tempted to take the (seemingly) easy way out. 

However, his belief in God's plan for him allowed Jesus to disavow the empty promise of a quick fix for the path that 

leads to true happiness, health and holiness.  

 

As we begin this season of Lent, let us ask for the courage we need to recognize the voice of the tempter in us. Ask for 

the insight to see the ways in which you are tempted to spend your life wishing you were someone else. Ask for the grace 

and the strength to follow the example of Christ.  

 

Be who you are. Be that well.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

 

 

 

     

2nd Sunday of Lent (March 7, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"This is my chosen Son; listen to him."  



 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Last Sunday Jesus was led to the desert by the Holy Spirit to fast and to be tested by Satan. Jesus won that battle against 

temptation through his knowledge of the truth and his fidelity to his Father's plan for all or us. During his trial in the 

desert, Jesus chose to listen to and heed the promptings of the Holy Spirit.  

 

We, too, are tempted to fall away from the discipline of Lent, especially when we catch ourselves breaking a resolution 

we made at the beginning of this holy season. It is hard to continually fast from all that diverts us from listening to Christ. 

It is a struggle to find times and places of solitude where we can be attentive to the urgings of the Holy Spirit. How does 

one muster up the courage to give of oneself, one's words, actions, whatever it takes, for the cause of righteousness, 

justice, and, above all, charity? In all this our human frailty comes into play. At times we stumble and fall; we gorge 

ourselves on sinful thoughts, words, actions, and inaction. Our prayer life begins to weaken and slip away; living in the 

fast lane deprives us of that peace and tranquility so necessary for prayer and reflection. We turn the other way when 

called to take a stand or practice what we preach. We can lose our focus and easily lose hope.  

 

However, it is during these times of possible despair that we must refocus on the light of Christ and hear his gentle word 

in our hearts and know that, notwithstanding our frail humanity, He became one of us in order to help us along the way 

and give us hope to carry on in spite of ourselves. Peter, James, and John were shown the Transfiguration to remind them 

of who Jesus really was - the chosen son of God. They were to listen to him and learn of their true citizenship in heaven 

all the while journeying with Him: through His rejection by the religious and political leaders, through the loss of many 

disciples who could not bear to listen to his message, through their own cowardice and sinfulness as they deserted him in 

his hour of agony and death.  

 

Francis de Sales tells us that "beholding the defects of the Saints, while admiring their lives, we learn how great is the 

Goodness of God." Peter, James, and John - Moses and Elijah, for that matter - were human and I am sure they had their 

moments of depression, doubt, and despair in their attempts to listen to God - as do we. Francis also tells us that "if you 

should fail and commit some of your own faults, do not be disheartened, but rise up and go on again as though you had 

not fallen.  

 

The Church presents us with the Transfiguration at this moment in Lent to give us the same message of hope. There is 

light at the end of the tunnel, but there is also light throughout our journey. We only have to listen to Him as he speaks to 

us at worship, as we read His holy Word, as we live out each day.  

Joseph A. DiMauro, OSFS, is Director of projecTELL and ESL Training at 

De Sales University in Center Valley, Pennsylvania. 

  
      

3rd Sunday of Lent (March 14, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"The place where you stand is holy ground."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

An angel appeared to Moses in the fire flaming from a bush, a bush that, no matter how long it burned, was not 

consumed. No doubt Moses couldn't believe his eyes. But if he was amazed with this revelation, imagine his surprise 

when he learned that he was standing in the presence of God.  

 

Moses was on holy ground.  

 

The truth of the matter is that we are always standing - and walking - on holy ground. Our world - and the people in it - is 

all created in the image and likeness of God. Our world - and the people in it - was saved by the life, the love, the death 



and resurrection of Jesus. Our world - and the people in it - are inspired and sustained by the Holy Spirit.  

 

Our world - and everything in it - is a gift from God. Therefore, it is worthy of profound respect and reverence.  

 

But how respectful are we? Do we treat our own bodies as holy ground? Do we relate to our environment as holy 

ground? Do we look at our gifts and material possessions as holy ground? Do we revere one another - and our 

relationships - as holy ground? In short, do we truly revere ourselves and one another, day in and day out, as a place in 

which we encounter the divine?  

 

Moses removed his shoes in the presence of God as a sign of respect. We can show our respect and reverence for the 

presence of the divine in ourselves and one another by removing more important things from our lives: envy, jealousy, 

gossip, deceit, gluttony, avarice, rage, violence, prejudice and anything else that prevents us paying due respect to the 

God within us and among us.  

 

But it is not enough to remove from our lives those thoughts, feelings, attitudes or actions that prevent us from 

recognizing the holy ground within us and within others. We must also embody the qualities enumerated in Psalm 103. 

We must…act with kindness and compassion…strive to secure justice…promote the rights of all (and any) 

oppressed…be merciful and gracious…slow to anger…abounding in kindness.  

 

We stand, we walk, we live on holy ground, whether we are conscious of it or not... Like that burning bush, may our 

though6ts, feelings, attitudes and actions be a visible and convincing sign of this truth in the lives of ourselves…and one 

another.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

4th Sunday of Lent (March 21, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"I shall get up and go to my Father."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Each year as we pass through this blessed time of Lent, we are called to rise up and go to the Father. When Jesus tells the 

story of the wayward son and his loving Father, he never says that the son experienced a complete and final conversion. 

He simply decided to get up out of his state of sin and go toward the Father. That was enough for now. Getting up and 

moving toward the Father was all that the Father required; he would take over from there.  

 

St. Francis de Sales wrote: "When it is said that we have power to reject the divine inspirations and motions, it is of 

course not meant that we can hinder God from inspiring us or touching our hearts, for as I have already said, that is done 

in us and yet without us. These are favors that God bestows on us before we have thought of them. He awakens us when 

we sleep, and consequently we find ourselves awake before we have thought of it. But it is in our power to rise or not to 

rise, and though he has awakened us without us, he will not raise us without us… After we have felt [inspirations] it is 

ours to either consent to them so as to second and follow their attractions, or else to disquiet and repulse them." (Treatise, 

Book II, Chapter 12)  

 

About the middle of Lent, we can become discouraged and decide that we will never really be any better than we are 

now. We can forget that our conversion is really God's work, not ours. Just like God had to remind Joshua that he 

removed the reproach of Egypt from the Israelites, we can believe that we are in charge of our own souls and that the 

work is properly ours. Today's readings remind us that God is already doing this work in us. All he is asking is our 

cooperation. We have to rise up out of our sin, our complacency, our comfort zone, to allow the Father to embrace us and 

overwhelm us with his love and forgiveness.  

 



St. Paul tells us that we are already 'a new creation' if we are in Christ. The old things have passed away. The new things 

have come from God who has reconciled us and handed this ministry on to us as his ambassadors. Will we awaken and 

accept this challenge to rise up?  

 

God is a loving Father. He is calling us to repentance. He is inspiring us and touching our hearts. Will we accept this love 

as the younger son did or will we live like the older son thinking that we deserve special favors and God's gratitude?  

 

Lent offers us the time to open our hearts and to become this new creation in Christ. If we have not already done so, 

today is our day to 'get up and go to the Father'. We may be comfortable where we are, but we will be a lot happier in the 

arms of our loving Father.  

 

Don't forget, he has a ring and a fine robe all ready just for you!  

Sr. Susan Louise, OSFS, is an Oblate Sister of St. Francis de Sales. She is principal of 

Holy Cross academy in Fredericksburg, Virginia. 

  
      

5th Sunday of Lent (March 28, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Neither do I condemn you. Go and from now on do not sin anymore."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Lent is about change: a change of heart, a change of focus, a time for purification. "Repent and live the Gospel" we are 

told. The Gospel story today is about the radical nature of divine forgiveness. Jesus forgives the adulterous woman and 

places her on probation. He teaches us a lesson in divine mercy, compassion and faithfulness.  

 

Gospel teachings of Jesus are frequently categorized or grouped by many scholars. One that organizes his teachings into 

three great principals; love of God and neighbor, humility and forgiveness are especially Salesian in content. The 

forgiveness taught by Jesus defines no specific conditions when forgiveness is necessary. The requirement of forgiveness 

is rooted in the forgiveness of God. Knowledge of God's forgiveness of sins provides both the motivation and the power 

to forgive others. Jesus does not string out rules of defining the precise conditions of forgiveness. Instead he teaches us 

by parables like last Sundays Prodigal Son. The perfect forgiveness of God is to be seen first as a divine act of God 

toward all people, and only then as a demand placed on us: "…and forgive us our sins as we ourselves forgive everyone 

in debt to us…" (Luke 11:4)  

 

Francis de Sales tells us to "judge with charity all that you see others doing. When that is not possible, excuse them and 

pray for them", and "we must always judge as far as possible in favor of our neighbor. If one action could bear a hundred 

aspects we should always consider that which is the fairest (most favorable)."  

 

Father Richard De Lillio, OSFS, in his recent De Sales World article Forgiveness: A Difficult Struggle tells us we cannot 

wait for others to earn our forgiveness. "When we forgive, we experience a paschal moment rather than a terminal one. 

Paschal means treating this hurt as 'a dying and rising moment.' We don't let it stop our life…..we seek new life. 

Forgiveness does this."  

 

Through the power of love, a gift of the Holy Spirit, we can bring our faith in each other to a compassionate fullness. We 

are responsible for seeing that our human family, the interconnected children of God, full of hurts, experiences more of 

the loving forgiveness that is written in our Gospels.  

 

God's mercy and compassion are everlasting to those who love God. How can we hope to imitate God's boundless 



mercy? As we strive to Live Jesus, we endeavor to be transformed and take on His character. What would happen if we 

judged through the eyes of God?  

David J. Herrington is the De Sales Spirituality Center's Regional Director in Southwest Florida. 

  
      

Passion/Palm Sunday (April 4, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"The Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The Passion of Jesus is certainly an account of the last day of his earthly life. The Passion of Jesus is a powerful and 

sobering illustration of the lengths to which God will go to display his love for us. But the Passion of Jesus is also 

something that was demonstrated every day in the earthly life of Jesus.  

 

A passion for justice. A passion for divine justice. A passion for doing what is right and good. A passion for challenging 

others to promote the same.  

 

In his Treatise on the Love of God (Book 10, Chapter 16), St. Francis de Sales identifies three levels of such passion:  

 

1. We can correct, censure and reprimand others. This is perhaps the easiest because it does not necessarily require those 

who are passionate about righteousness to actually perform acts of justice. This form of zeal, obviously, can be very 

attractive because the focus is on what others are not doing. On the other hand, it can become a classic case of "do as I 

say, not as I do" because it does not require us to live in a just manner ourselves.  

 

2. We can be passionate "by doing acts of great virtue in order to give good example by suggesting remedies for evil, 

encouraging others to apply them, and doing the good opposed to the evil that we wish to eradicate. This holds for all of 

us," remarks de Sales, "but few of us are anxious to do so." Sure: it requires work and integrity on our part. We can't 

simply talk the talk; we must also walk the walk.  

 

3. "Finally, the most excellent exercise of passion consists in suffering and enduring many things in order to prevent or 

avert evil. Almost no one wants to exercise this passion." This passion is willing to risk everything for what is righteous 

and just, even life itself.  

 

"Our Lord's passion appeared principally in his death on the cross to destroy death and the sins of humanity," wrote St. 

Francis de Sales. To imitate Jesus' zeal for justice is "a perfection of courage and unbelievable fervor of spirit."  

 

Jesus certainly challenged the injustice of others. Jesus was willing to promote justice through his own good example. 

Most important, Jesus was willing to go the distance in his passion for justice, even at the cost of his own life.  

 

Passion Sunday - for that matter, every day - begs the question: How far are we willing to go in our passion for love, 

justice, reconciliation and peace?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  

 

     

Easter Sunday (April 11, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"They killed him finally, hanging him on a tree, only to have God raise him up on the third day."  



 

Salesian Perspective 
 

"The death and passion of our Lord is the sweetest and the most compelling motive that can animate our hearts in this 

mortal life…The children of the cross glory in this, their wondrous paradox which many do not understand: out of death, 

which devours all things, has come the food of our consolation. Out of death, strong above all things, has issued the all-

sweet honey of our love." (Treatise on the Love of God, Book 12, Chapter 13)  

 

This, indeed, is the central mystery of our faith. Jesus, allowing himself to be consumed with passion and swallowed by 

death has, in turn, conquered death once and for all with the passion that is the power of eternal life.  

 

Christ's pathway of passion, death and resurrection was personal: it was unique. It had been fashioned by the Father from 

all eternity. Jesus was faithful to God's vision for him; Jesus embraced his vocation as the humble, gentle Messiah; Jesus 

suffered the pain of death; Jesus experienced the power of rising again.  

 

God has fashioned a personal path for each of us from all eternity. Each of us has a unique role to play in the Father's 

never-ending revelation of divine life, divine love, divine justice, divine peace and divine reconciliation. Still, the way to 

resurrection is the way of the cross - the way of giving up, the way of letting go, the way of surrendering any and all 

things, thought, attitudes and actions that prevent us from embodying the passion of Christ: the passion for all that is 

righteous and true.  

 

Francis de Sales offers this image in Book 9 of his Treatise on the Love of God: "God commanded the prophet Isaiah to 

strip himself completely naked. This the prophet did, and went about and preached in this way for three whole days (or, 

as some say, for three whole years). Then, when the time set for him by God had passed he put his clothes back on again. 

So, too, we must strip ourselves of all affections, little and great, and make a frequent examination of our heart to see if it 

is truly ready to divest itself of all its garments, as Isaiah did. Then, at the proper time we must take up again the 

affections suitable to the service of charity, so that we may die naked on the cross with our divine Savior and afterwards 

rise again with him as new people."  

 

Be certain of one thing: the daily dying to self that is part of living a passionate life is not about dying, stripping and 

letting go for its own sake. No, it is that-all-of-who we are may be purified to more faithfully and effectively live lives of 

divine passion. God does not desire that we die to self out of self-deprecation: God desires that we die to self in order 

that, ironically, we may actually be more of who God calls us to be.  

 

"Love is as strong as death to enable us to forsake all things," wrote St. Francis de Sales. "It is as magnificent as the 

resurrection to adorn us with glory and honor."  

 

This glory and honor is not just reserved for heaven. To the extent that we die a little each day and experience the fidelity 

of God's love in the midst of all adversity, trials, struggles and "letting go" something of these gifts can be ours even here 

on earth.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

2nd Sunday of Easter (April 18, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Blessed are they who have not seen me, but who have still believed."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

I have always been intrigued by the figure of Thomas in today's gospel. Thomas is a skeptic among believers, stubbornly 

refusing to be taken in by the excitement and joy of the other disciples around him who claim to have seen the Risen 



Lord. "I will never believe it," he says, meaning he will never believe that the Lord has risen, "unless I can put my finger 

in the nail-marks and my hand into his side."  

 

Thomas seems to be the patron saint of skeptics, those who insist on hard evidence, those who do not want to be taken in, 

those who value sophistication and deride naiveté. John the evangelist was aware of such people, and it is to them, in 

fact, that he directs this story. John tells us that the name Thomas means "twin." He mentions this, scholars believe, 

because he saw all of the future readers of his gospel as the "twin" of Thomas. He anticipated that others who had not 

actually seen the risen Jesus would likewise doubt. They would refuse, as Thomas initially did, to believe on the word of 

another. But it is clear that John expected people to believe on the words of others, including his own. At the end of 

today's passage he declares that his gospel was written "to help you believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, so 

that through this faith you may have life in his name."  

 

We are expected to believe based on the words of others. It is in fact through others-our parents (our first and best 

teachers), as well as those sisters and priests and lay teachers over the years-that we first learned of Jesus. Like Thomas 

that first Sunday, neither we nor our teachers have seen the Risen Lord personally. But we are blessed, says Jesus, 

because we have still believed.  

 

Faith, of course, is not a panacea for life's troubles. It is not a promise of smooth sailing. But it is the beacon that will 

keep us focused amid a sea of troubles. In those confusing times in our lives we are called to keep our eyes fixed on 

Jesus. We are called to believe confidently and joyfully, even in the midst of those trials which will inevitably come our 

way.  

 

If we are tempted to hold back, to keep from trusting in God fully, let's remember these words of Francis de Sales: 

"When we let go of everything, our Lord takes care of all and manages all. If we hold back anything-this shows a lack of 

trust in him-he lets us keep it. It is as if he said, 'You think yourself wise enough to handle this matter without me; I allow 

you to do so; you will see how you come out in the end.'"  

 

Let us put our full faith in God, and recognize the risen Christ in our daily lives so that we can say with Thomas, 

doubting no more, "My Lord and my God!"  

Rev. Christopher Hudgin, OSFS, is a member of the teaching faculty at De Sales University 

  
      

3rd Sunday of Easter (April 25, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"When you were younger, you used to dress yourself and go where you wanted. When you grow old, you will stretch out 

your hands: someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Let's face it: we'd like to be in charge of our own lives. We want to call the shots. We like to do what we want, when we 

want, where we want, how we want and with whom we want. Given a choice, we would prefer to be the masters of our 

own destiny. Nowhere is this so obvious than in our teenage years and in our experience as young adults.  

 

This touches every dimension of life: even our spiritual life. St. Francis de Sales wrote the following to St. Jane de 

Chantal: "Young apprentices in the love of God gird themselves; they take on the mortifications that they think are good; 

they choose a penance of their liking; they choose resignation and devotion of their own design." (Stopp, Selected 

Letters, p. 203)  

 

However, over time, a funny thing - and, sometimes, a not-so-funny thing - gradually happens. We begin to learn some 

hard lessons about life. We learn that we don't have absolute control; we learn that we don't always have the first word, 

let alone get the final say. We learn that some of the best things in life are not of our own making, but are the designs of 



others.  

 

This, too, applies to every dimension of our lives, including the spiritual: "The older masters of the trade allow 

themselves to be bound and girt by others, submitting the yoke given to them by others, and find themselves following 

the kinds of roads that they would not choose by their own inclinations. They stretch forth their hands: they willingly 

allow themselves to be governed by a will other than their own...this is how to give glory to God." (Ibid)  

 

Francis de Sales offers a touching insight into his own struggle with this truth in a letter to Sr. Marie Ammie: "I am a 

poor, frightened little creature, the baby of the family, timid and shy by nature and completely lacking in self-confidence. 

That is why I should like people to let me live unnoticed and all on my own according to my own inclination." He 

continued:"When I was young and still had very little understanding I already lived like this; but although according to 

my temperament I am shy, nervous and timid as a mole, I want to make a good try at overcoming my natural preferences 
and, little by little, learn to do everything...that God has laid upon me." (Selected Letters, page 242)  

 

I suppose the secret to happy, healthy and holy living is to embrace the wisdom of age with the passion of our youth: to 
follow God's will for us rather than to stubbornly cling to our own, but to do this as passionately and persistently as if it 

were naturally or clearly our own preferences that we were pursuing.  
 

This is not weakness: no, this is real strength. Christ's willingness to follow the will of his Father for him - difficult as it 

frequently was - unleashed in Jesus incredible power for life and love, justice and peace, healing and reconciliation. The 
promise of Easter is that the same power is available to us, provided that it is God's plan, not ours, which we follow. 

Jesus not only survived - he thrived. His faith, his passion, his resilience and his love, indeed, had the last word in his 

life. Won't you let them have the same effect in yours?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

4th Sunday of Easter (May 2, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Remain faithful to the grace of God."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Paul and Barnabas' advice to the Church in Antioch to "remain faithful to the grace of God" was sound advice for new 

believers living in the midst of religious ferment. But what did that pious exhortation practically mean for those who 

heard it and what does it mean for us today who seek to keep these words of scripture "real" in our lives?  

 

It is a call to Salesian humility and gentleness.  

 

Paul reminds us all that Christians are called to be faithful, not perfect. Living in truth about who we are reminds us that 

we are constantly in need of God's mercy and forgiveness. No one is perfect. We make mistakes and we need to be gentle 

as we forgive, not excuse, ourselves for them. Perfection allows for no mistakes; faithfulness does not allow us to be 

conquered by them.  

 

It assumes an ongoing relationship with God in the first place.  
 

How consistent and honest is our prayer life? It's hard to be faithful to someone we never talk to.  

 

It demands a new vision.  

 

Remaining faithful to God's grace calls us to see life, its things and its events, as gifts freely given by a loving, 

empowering God who is for us and on our side. Our God is a loving Father, a Good Shepherd who cares for his sheep, 



not an evil hired hand who does not have the flock's welfare constantly in mind.  

 

It demands flexibility.  

 

Grace, as a free gift, cannot be controlled. It can make demands on us and stretch us and lead us to places we never 

would have gone by ourselves. DeSales once said: "Blessed are those with flexible hearts for they shall never be broken." 

Perhaps we can add: "Blessed too are those of "flexible faithfulness" for the grace of God will always be there.  

 

Paul and Barnabas's ministry described in today's first reading showed flexibility as they turned their unsuccessful 

preaching to the Jews towards the more responsive and Spirit-led Gentiles. They looked for and saw the grace of God at 

work even in the midst of rejection and abuse. On a more humble but no less important a scale, we are called to that same 

"flexible faithfulness" as we "preach" the grace of God by the way we live our lives with passion and precision. Paul and 

Barnabas were filled with the joy of the Holy Spirit. Our reward can be no less.  

Rev. John A Hanley, OSFS, is Campus Minister at De Sales University in Center Valley, PA. 

  
      

5th Sunday of Easter (May 9, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"God's dwelling is with the human race...God will always be with them."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

In Part II, Chapter 2 of his Introduction to the Devout Life, St. Francis de Sales wrote "God is in all things and in all 
places. There is no place or thing in this world where God is not truly present. Just as where birds fly they always 

encounter the air, so also wherever we go or wherever we are, we find ourselves in God's presence."  

 

Easier said than done.  

 

Truth is, we frequently lose sight of God's abiding, loving, and challenging presence. When we forget this truth we 

frequently get into trouble: "Blind men do not see a prince who is present among them, and therefore they do not show 

him the respect that they do after being told of his presence. However, because they do not actually see him they easily 
forget his presence, and having again forgotten it, they still more easily forget the respect and reverence owed to 

him...Likewise, we really know that God is present in all things, but because we do not reflect on that fact we act as if we 
did not know this." (Ibid)  

 

When we forget about God's presence we sin: we fail to give God the respect that God deserves. When we forget about 

God's presence we sin: we fail to give others the respect that they deserve. We might say: "Out of sight, out of sync." 

When we fail to see God we are more likely to think, feel and act in ways that are out of sync with who and how God 

calls us to be.  

 

The Good News is that remembering God's presence not only provides a potent prescription for avoiding sin. 

Remembering God's presence also places tremendous power, possibility and potential at our disposal. Practically 

speaking, remembering God's presence enables us to be on our best behavior, to be our best, to live lives of love, to do 

our part in helping to fashion family, church and community in which every tear is wiped away, to create places and 

relationships in which there is no more death or mourning, wailing or pain.  

 

As one sermon in a sentence suggests, 'give God what is right rather than what is left over.'  

 

In short, seeing a God who is always with us puts us in touch with the ability (with God's grace), as we hear in the Book 

of Revelation, "to make all things new." It empowers us to follow St. Francis de Sales' exhortation: "Wherever we may 

be, we can and should aspire to live a perfect life." (Introduction to the Devout Life, Part I, Chapter 3). It empowers us to 



be who we are, and to be that well, in the service of God and one another.  

 

That's a presence -- and a power -- worth remembering  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

6th Sunday of Easter (May 16, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"My peace is my gift to you...but not as the world gives peace."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Jesus makes a distinction in today's Gospel between the "peace as the world offers it" and the peace that comes from 

him.  

 

Just what does Jesus mean?  

 

The American Heritage Dictionary on the English Language may provide us with some clues. It defines peace as: "1. The 

absence of war or hostilities. 2. An agreement or treaty to end hostilities. 3. Freedom from quarrels or disagreements; 

harmonious relations. 4. Public security and order. 5. Inner contentment; serenity."  

 

The vision of peace that the world offers - appropriately enough - tells us that in order to experience true inner 

contentment we must first establish a world in which there is no war, no hostility, no quarrels, no disagreements, no 

public disorder or chaos. Tempting as this vision is to pursue, history - the world's, and our own - painfully illustrates 

how truly fleeting and fallacious is this promise of peace…at, at least, this way of going about it.  

 

By contrast, the peace that Jesus promises starts from within. It's about having a sense of integrity. It's about having a 

sense of purpose. It's about having a sense of meaning. It's about having a sense of mission. Ultimately, it's about having 

a clear and unambiguous sense of self, a self that is only fully understood and actualized in the context of one's 

relationship with God, oneself and others.  

 

This is the kind of peace that the world cannot give.  

 

Ironically, it is Jesus' promise of inner peace that offers the greatest hope for (the) world ('s) peace. Only when we have 

first set aside our own personal hostilities can we truly work for a world free of war. Only when we have first set aside 

our own need to always be right can we strive for a world in which disagreements are not the last word. Only when we 

have first established some order and direction in our own lives can we hope to achieve the same on a greater scale. Only 

when we experience the power and possibility that comes from knowing - and embracing - who we really are in the sight 

of God can we become sources of that same power and possibility in the lives of others.  

 

God's peace is not measured by the absence of conflict. God's peace is a function of how dedicated each one of us is to 

first knowing who we are so that we can see more clearly what the world can be and what steps we must take - together - 

to make that ideal, however fleeting or fragile, a reality.  

 

Want world peace? Think global. But, like Jesus, act local. As the last line of a well-known hymn challenges, "Let there 

be peace on earth, and let it begin…with me."  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  

 

     



Ascension of Our Lord (May 20, 2004 or May 23, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"I bring with me the reward that will be given to you as your conduct deserves."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Today's selection from the Book of Revelation reminds us of the end for which we are created: eternal life with Christ, 

the Alpha and the Omega. The reading also reminds us that the end for which we are created will include the end of life, 

as we know it: an end that includes being rewarded, as our conduct on earth deserves.  

 

Notwithstanding God's compassion, God's love, God's forgiveness and God's mercy, each of us will experience this end - 

and its accompanying judgment - personally.  

 

Still, the Salesian tradition challenges us to recognize the deeper reality of the "end" - or purpose - for which we are 

created, for which we live: namely, to love. Love not only prepares us for death. Love makes it possible for us to truly 

live here on earth.  

 

Echoing the words of St. Paul, St. Francis de Sales wrote in his Treatise on the Love of God: "Love has a perfection 

which contains the virtue of all perfections and the perfection of all the virtues. Hence, love is patient, is kind, and is not 
envious, but generous. Love is not pretentious, but prudent. Love is not puffed up with pride but is humble. Love is not 

ambitious or disdainful, but amiable and affable. Love is not eager to exact all that belongs to it but is generous and 

helpful. Love is not provoked, but is peaceful. Love thinks no evil but is gentle. Love does not rejoice over wickedness but 
rejoices with truth. Love suffers all things, believes all things that pertain to all that is good without obstinacy, contention 

or distrust. Love hopes for all good things for others without ever losing hope of salvation. Love endures all things, 
awaiting without anxiety the good promised." (Treatise on the Love of God, Book Eleven, Chapter 8). In 

conclusion, "love is that fine gold, tried by fire, that contains the price of all things, can do all things, and does all 

things."  

 

This kind of life - this kind of love - truly is our end, the purpose for which we are born, the purpose for which we live, 

the purpose for which we long, the purpose for which God will one day call us home to himself forever.  

 

Truly, such a life - such a love - is, indeed, its own reward.  

 

Why wait until heaven to experience it?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

Pentecost Sunday (May 30, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Each of us hears them speaking in our own tongue about the marvels that God has accomplished."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Despite the fact that they were speaking to many people from many languages, from many places and from many 

cultures, the apostles were nonetheless understood by all of their listeners as they proclaimed the marvels that God had 

accomplished.  

 

How was this possible?  



 

Enflamed by the power of the Holy Spirit, the apostles were speaking the language of the heart. They were speaking with 

enthusiasm. They were speaking with gratitude. They were speaking with praise and thanksgiving. They were speaking 

from their core. They were speaking from their soul. In short, they were speaking the universal language - the language 

of the heart.  

 

The language of love  

 

We are most human - we are most divine - when we speak the language of the heart, when we speak the language of love, 

when we speak and listen from the soul, when we are grounded in the Word Made Flesh. St. Francis de Sales wrote in his 

Treatise on the Love of God: "When wishing to express a perfect love, the Holy Spirit almost always uses words that 

express union and conjunction. 'And the multitude of believers,' says St. Luke, 'had but one heart and one soul.' Our 
Savior prayed to his Father for all the faithful to the end that they all 'might be one.' St. Paul warns us to be 'careful to 

keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.' These unities of heart, soul and spirit signify the perfection of love 

which joins many souls into one." (Treatise, Book One, Chapter 9)  

 

Communicating is often easier said than done. We misunderstand one another. We presume to know what others are 

thinking or feeling. We use the same words for which we have different meanings. We have different ways of saying the 

same thing. We hear, but we fail to listen. We so infrequently use the language of the soul.  

 

St. Francis de Sales tells us that the Holy Spirit comes to inflame the hearts of believers. When we speak and listen from 

hearts enflamed with joy, truth and gratitude, conflict gives way to understanding, confusion gives way to clarity, 

estrangement gives way to intimacy, hurt gives way to healing, frustration gives way to forgiveness, violence gives way 

to peace, sin gives way to salvation.  

 

Division gives way to unity.  

 

How might you need to speak - and to hear - the language of love today?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

Trinity Sunday (June 6, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

The Wisdom of God proclaims: "I was beside God as his craftsman; I was God's delight day by day."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

God is revealed to us as a creating and loving Father, a nourishing and redeeming Son, and an inspiring and challenging 

Spirit. It is in the image and likeness of the Trinity that we are created; it is in the image and likeness of the Trinity that 

we are called to live with one another on this earth; it is in the image and likeness of the Trinity that we are destined for 

the glory of heaven.  

 

Trinity speaks of creative fullness; Trinity speaks of healing abundance; Trinity speaks of inspiring generosity.  

 

The Holy Spirit, the Wisdom of God, is the source of the gifts that we need to experience and embody this Triune God in 

our daily lives. St. Francis de Sales wrote in his Treatise on the Love of God: "We need temperance to restrain the 
rebellious inclinations of sensuality; justice, to do what is right in relation to God, our neighbor and ourselves; fortitude, 

in order that we might remain faithful in doing what is good and in avoiding what is evil; prudence, to discover the most 

proper ways for us to pursue what is good and to practice virtue; knowledge, that we might know the true good to which 
we must aspire, as well as true evil, that we must reject; understanding, to penetrate well into the first and chief 

foundations or principles of the beauty and excellence of virtue, and; at the very end, wisdom, to contemplate the divine 



nature, the first source of all that is good." (Treatise on the Love of God, Book 11, Chapter 15)  

 

Sound familiar? They should be: we know them as the "seven gifts" of the Holy Spirit.  

 

The love that comes from this triune God, this love that is part and parcel of who we are, contains all of these gifts. 

Francis de Sales described this love as "a splendid lily that has six petals whiter than snow, and in its center are the 

beautiful little golden hammers of wisdom that drive into our hearts the loving taste and flavor of the goodness of the 
Father, our Creator, the mercy of the Son, our Redeemer, and the sweetness of the Holy Spirit, our Sanctifier." (Ibid)  

 

As mysterious as the Trinity may be, two things are crystal clear: (1) we are called to embody God's creative fullness, 

God's healing abundance, and God's inspiring generosity, and: (2) we have been given the gifts to make that call a 

reality.  

 

Triune God - Father, Son, Spirit -- help us to clearly - and convincingly - reflect your image in our own minds, hearts, 

attitudes and actions. Give us the grace to be your delight day by day in the lives of one another.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

Body and Blood of Christ (June 13, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Give them food yourselves."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The disciples seemed to be a practical group of men, perhaps much like most ministers of the Church. If it were a 

contemporary parish they may have worded their question along these lines: Did anyone requisition a room for all these 

people to meet and eat? Whose budget is this coming from anyway? What committee is in charge of this?  

 

Fortunately for us, Jesus wasn't concerned about any of these matters. In fact, in the face of the daunting task to feed at 

least 5,000 men (not counting women and children), Jesus essentially said, 'Do it yourselves.'  

 

His only organizational instruction was to have them sit down in groups of fifty. And to their credit, they did as they were 

told. And there is the rub, that is, they did as they were told without any evidence of a solution that made sense. 

Obviously, their faith in Jesus prevailed. And Jesus was there, after all, so he must have had a plan. That's what we have 

to do: trust, we have to do as we are told by Jesus with faith that God has a plan..  

 

Francis de Sales wrote in his Introduction to the Devout Life that "your chief aim in Holy Communion should be to 

advance, strengthen and comfort yourself in the love of God, receiving for love's sake what love alone can give. There is 

nothing in which the love of Christ is set forth more tenderly or more touchingly than in the Sacrament by which He, so 

to say, annihilates Himself for us and takes upon Himself the form of bread in order to feed us and unites Himself closely 

to the bodies and souls of the Faithful."  

 

So, too, with us today each time we receive the Body and Blood of Christ, we have Jesus there with us. But how well do 

we do as we are told without evidence of a solution to whatever overwhelming situation we face? Sometimes all we 

know to do at the time is to try to organize what we have, maybe prioritize, as the disciples did when arranging them in 

groups of fifty. Then we proceed not knowing the outcome, and really only knowing that Jesus is with us. I once read a 

commentary on this gospel passage that the crowd was so moved by love that each shared what they had brought. Now 

that's a miracle, sharing with others out of love.  

 

In this holy Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ we are challenged to reflect on St. Augustine's maxim, "become 

what we receive." We become the Body of Christ. When faced with overwhelming situations with little or no evidence of 



resolution in sight we remember that Christ is present in us, with us, and for us to do what we ourselves cannot do alone. 

So we have no fear when we're expected to do it ourselves because we know it is Christ in us who is our strength. Who 

knows, maybe if more of us took this to heart each would be genuinely empowered to be the Body of Christ and do 

whatever needs to be done in fulfilling God's will.  

Loretta Bedner is Regional Coordinator for the Diocese of Charlotte 

  
      

12th Sunday in Ordinary Time (June 20, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"My soul is thirsting for you, O Lord, My God."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

What does it mean to "thirst for God"?  

 

To desire to be close to God.  

To desire to know God. 

To desire to walk with God here on earth. 

To desire to live with God forever in heaven. 

 

Our desire for union with God must be expressed by our efforts to be in union with each other. It is not enough to be with 

God. We must also act like God, perhaps best described by the Beatitude: "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst to see 

right prevail; they shall be satisfied."  

 

William Barclay suggests that this hunger - this thirst -- is the hunger of those who are starving, the thirst of one who will 

die without drink. This raises the question: how deeply do we want/desire righteousness? Of all the things about 

which/for which we hunger, how close to the top of the list is a desire to see right prevail?  

 

Those who have this desire may not necessarily see it come to fulfillment on this earth. This is not a perfect world - we 

are not perfect people - therefore, it should not surprise or shock us that we still have a long way to go in making 

righteousness a reality in the lives of all people. Still, blessedness comes to those who, in spite of failings and failures, 

still cling to the hunger and thirst for what is right and just…and struggle to make it real in their own little corners of the 

world.  

 

Francis de Sales once wrote: "I see you have a debt…never withhold from others anything that belongs to them." 

(Stopp, Letters, p. 69) To hunger and thirst for God righteousness means that we must be righteous: we strive to fulfill 

our debts to others. Which, of course, begs the question: For what am I indebted to others? What do I owe other people?  

 

Respect. 

Reverence. 

Courtesy. 

Patience. 

Honesty. 

Truthfulness. 

Generosity. 

 

To hunger for God - to thirst for God - requires, among other things, that we act like God: to treat others with the same 

respect, reverence, courtesy, patience, honesty, truthfulness and generosity with which God treats us.  

 

How hungry - and thirsty - are we?  



Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

13th Sunday in Ordinary Time (June 27, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Remember that you have been called to live in freedom...out of love, to place yourselves at the service of one another."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The American Heritage Dictionary defines freedom as "the condition of being free of restraints; the liberty of the person 

from slavery, detention or oppression; the capacity to exercise choice: free will."  

 

God created us with free will. God created us to live in freedom.  

 

The Salesian tradition - for that matter, Christianity - makes a distinction between free will and freedom. In his Treatise 

on the Love of God, St. Francis de Sales wrote: "Our free will can stop or obstruct the course of God's inspiration. When 

the favorable wind of God's grace fills the sails of our soul, it is within our power to refuse consent, thereby impeding the 

effect of that favoring wind. But when our spirit sails along and makes a prosperous voyage, it is not we who cause the 
wind of inspiration to come to us. We neither fill our sails with it nor do we give movement to the ship that is our heart: 

we consent to its movement. It is God's inspiration, then, which impresses on our free will the gentle, blessed influence 
whereby it not only causes the will to see the beauty of the good but also warms it, helps it, reinforces it and moves it so 

gently that by its agency the will turns and glides freely toward the good." (TLG, Book 4, Chapter 6)  

 

To be sure, you and I have the power to make choices: we can use our free will to do what is right and good in the eyes of 

God. By contrast, we can use our free will to do what is sinful and shameful in the eyes of God.  

 

Our free will makes us truly free only when we use it to cooperate with God's grace and inspiration, to "out of love, place 

ourselves at the service of others." When we use our free will to obstruct or turn away from God's grace and inspiration, 

we are not living in freedom at all: we make ourselves (and sometimes, by extension, others) slaves of sin.  

 

Bottom line? Our "free will" isn't freedom at all unless we use it to pursue a life of truth, a life of righteousness, a life of 

justice, a life of reconciliation, a life of service. Our "free will," as it turns out, isn't really free at all; rather, it brings with 

it an awesome responsibility: to feed, to nourish, to heal, to challenge, to raise up one another in imitation of Jesus 

Christ.  

 

Jesus Christ is the model of what it means to truly live in freedom. He always - always - made choices that were 

consistent with the Father's dream and destiny for him. His free will was truly freeing because Jesus faithfully placed his 

ability to choose at the disposal of his Father, at the disposal of the Kingdom of God, at the service of his brothers and 

sisters.  

 

We indeed have free will. Are we using it - like Jesus - in ways that make us - and others - truly free?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  

 

     

14th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 4, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"All that matters is that one be created anew."  
 

Salesian Perspective 



 

On any given day, most of us spend the bulk of our time, talent and energy dealing with and trying to balance all the 

things in life that are the most pressing: keeping appointments, making deadlines, surviving the daily commute, driving 

to/from soccer games, paying bills, shopping for food, managing the household, monitoring homework, eating, sleeping, 

etc., etc., etc.  

 

Where are we supposed to find the time to do "what really matters: to be created anew?"  

 

Pursuing things in life that really matter does not mean that we turn our backs on those things that are most pressing. 

Quite the contrary. Francis de Sales said: "Be careful and attentive to all the matters God has committed to your care: 
since God has entrusted them to you, God wishes that you have great care for them." You know, things like keeping 

appointments, making deadlines, surviving the daily commute, driving to/from soccer games, paying bills, shopping for 

food, managing the household, monitoring homework, eating, sleeping, etc., etc., etc.  

 

Keeping in mind the things that really matter means keeping in perspective all the things that keep us busy: "Do not be 

worried, that is, don't exert yourself over them with uneasiness, anxiety and forwardness," observed Francis de Sales. 

"Don't be worried about them, for worry disturbs reason and good judgment and prevents us from doing well the very 

things about which we are worried in the first place."  

 

Living a happy, healthy and holy life isn't about having to choose between fulfilling our commitments and 

responsibilities or pursuing that which is most important: it's not an either/or proposition. In the Salesian tradition, it is 

only when we keep before our eyes what really matters - "that we be created anew" - that we can truly do justice to all the 

things that we find on our plates each day.  

 

The most important thing for Jesus was to proclaim the power and the promise of the Good News of salvation, of 

redemption, of life, of love. However, as today's Gospel clearly demonstrates, pursuing the things that really matter 

generated more than a few "to-do" lists for Jesus and his disciples.  

 

Throughout each day try to keep in mind and heart the things that really matter. Stay grounded in God's desire for you to 

be created anew; keep before your eyes the image of the gentle, humble Christ who walks with you throughout every 

moment of each day; recall God's invitation to you to embody the Good News in ways appropriate for the stage and 

circumstances of life in which you find yourself.  

 

But don't take too much time. After all, we've got a lot on our plates today!  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

15th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 11, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"This command that I enjoin on you today...is already in your mouths and in your hearts; all that remains is for you to 

carry it out."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

In the movie Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Indiana Jones asks his mentor, Marcus Brody: "Do you believe, 

Marcus? Do you believe that the grail exists?" His older friend and mentor soberly and softly replies: "The search for the 

grail is the search for the divine in all of us."  

 

The search for the divine is not about going to far away places. The search for the divine is not about looking up to the 

sky. The search for the divine is not about crossing great oceans. No, the search for the divine is about the greatest - and 

sometimes the most challenging - adventure of all: the search inside ourselves. It is the journey to the heart. It is the 



journey to the soul, the core, and the center of our being.  

 

Francis de Sales certainly believed this. He wrote in his Introduction to the Devout Life: "God is in all things and in all 

places. There is no place or thing in their world in which God is not truly present." But this, says Francis de Sales, is not 

enough, for "God is not only in the place where you are; God is also present in a most particular manner in your heart, in 

the very center of your spirit." (Part II, Chapter 2)  

 

Of course the search for divine in all of us is not limited to a journey to the heart. The search for - and recognition of - the 

divine in us must be pursued in the other great journey: reaching out and caring for one another.  

 

Jesus powerfully makes this point in parable of the Good Samaritan. Two people who should have known better (given 

their head knowledge) walked past a neighbor in need: certainly no way of acknowledging the presence of the divine in 

another. Clearly, and more tragically, perhaps indicative of their failure to acknowledge God's abiding presence within 

themselves.  

 

A third man, by contrast, is "moved to compassion" at the plight of the other. He is able to reach out to another in need 

because he first had the courage to see inside himself the presence of a God who loves and cares for him: the presence of 

a God who called him to do the same for others.  

 

God dwells everywhere, most especially in our hearts. Francis de Sales challenges us: "Examine your heart often. Does 
your heart look upon your neighbor in the same way as you would like your neighbor's heart to look upon you?"  

 

All that remains is for us is "to carry it out," to extend our hearts - and in us, the heart of God - to our neighbors in need.  

 

Always. Everywhere.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

16th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 18, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

The story of Martha and Mary  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

We are all-too familiar with this image from the Gospel according to Luke. All-too familiar because it is all-too-easy to 

see in this Gospel a putdown of action and activity as compared with prayer and contemplation.  

 

We need to revisit this interpretation. We need to understand how this Gospel speaks about Martha and Mary. More 

importantly, we need to consider how this Gospel speaks to us.  

 

Jesus does not criticize Martha for being busy about the details of hospitality. Rather, Jesus criticizes the fact that Martha 

is allowing her activity to make her anxious. Likewise, Mary is not exalted due to her inactivity, but rather because she is 

not burdened with anxiety. In short, Martha is upset and flustered, while Mary is calm and centered.  

 

Both Martha and Mary bring something to the experience of hospitality. In Martha, we see the importance of tending to 

details when welcoming people into our homes. In Mary, we see the importance of welcoming people into our lives, into 

our hearts, into the core of who we are.  

 

Hospitality isn't a matter of choosing between activity and availability. It is a matter of incorporating - of integrating - 

both.  

 



Francis de Sales certainly knew this when he described the two great faces of love: the love of complacence, and the love 

of benevolence. Complacence is love that delights in simply being in the presence of the beloved; benevolence is love 

that delights in expressing this complacence by doing for the beloved.  

 

Doing and being. Being and doing. This is the dance of hospitality. This is the dance of love.  

 

In order to be truly open, to be truly welcoming, to be truly hospitable, there needs to be something of Martha and Mary 

in all of us. We need to be equally at peace with the details of doing and the demands of being.  

 

How are we doing in our attempts to do - and be - both?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

17th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 25, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Lord, teach us to pray…"  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The Our Father. The Lord¹s prayer. The one prayer that is entirely of divine origin. In it we acknowledge God¹s power 

and goodness and our own neediness and dependence upon Him.  

 

Probably the first prayer that we learned at home, one that is recited in ever Mass and has crossed our lips thousands of 

times. However, we must be careful not to say it mechanically or without thought. Its purpose must be to awaken and 

stimulate our faith.  

 

Prayer is necessary for salvation. Without prayer we can not resist temptation, nor obtain God¹s grace, nor grow and 

persevere in holiness. Before speaking our prayer we should learn to listen and reflect. We must be attentive to His voice 

in the silence of our hearts. Let not our hearts be full of preoccupations that Our Lord can not find a place to dwell there! 

Whatever the prayer, we should feel comfortable in coming to God and confident that He will address our needs, our 

concerns and whatever else is going on in our lives.  

 

The Holy Scriptures are full of examples of the efficacy of prayer as a means of obtaining whatever we need to secure for 

our salvation. It was by prayer that Peter¹s chains were loosened and he was set free from Herod's jail. It was by prayer 

that the Lord awoke the Holy Spirit in Daniel in order to obtain the proof of Susanna¹s innocence and by prayer that Paul 

was able to cure Publius' father, sick with fever and dysentery. It was by prayer that Hannah, whose womb the Lord had 

closed, was able to conceive and bear a son.  

 

After teaching His disciples how to pray, Jesus stresses the importance of prayer with a parable. Jesus encourages 

boldness in prayer by telling us to "seek and knock" till the door that reveals God¹s holy will be opened. We see an 

example of this in today¹s first reading from genesis where Abraham begins his conversation with God by humbling 

himself before the Lord, "I am but dust and ashes" and then proceeds to test God¹s patience and mercy by bargaining 

with the Lord until there may only be ten righteous people left in order to save Sodom from destruction.  

 

One form of prayer is mediation and Francis de Sales offers us these steps: place yourself in the presence of God, 

acknowledge your own unworthiness and ask for God¹s help. Don¹t forget to conclude with acts of thanksgiving, offering 

and supplication. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, de Sales teaches us that if we contemplate Our Lord frequently 

in meditation, our whole soul will be filled with Him, we will grow in His likeness, and our actions will be molded on 

His.  



 

Be faithful each day to prayer!  

Jack Kramer is a member of the faculty at the Salesianum School in Wilmington, Delaware 

  
      

18th Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 1, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"What profit comes to a person from all the toil and anxiety of heart with which one labored under the sun?"  

 

"One may be wealthy, but one's possessions do not guarantee one life."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Is wealth an obstacle to living a righteous life? Do possessions prevent us from living a righteous life? Must we choose 

between the things that are of earth and the things that are of heaven?  

 

Indeed, riches may be a temptation to forsake a God-centered life precisely because they may distract us from pursuing 

the things that really matter in life: the things that will last forever. However, the root of the problem may not be the 

wealth - the possessions - the success - themselves, but rather, inordinate anxiety and concern about them.  

 

I took two courses in Economics when I was in college. Sadly, I don't remember much about that year-long excursion 

other than that there is a striking similarity found between the folks at the extreme ends of the income scale.  

 

The poorest of the poor and the richest of the rich live in fear of losing what they have.  

 

Anxiety about the accumulation and preservation of wealth ultimately prevents us from truly enjoying our blessings and 

successes in life. As today's Scriptures point out, anxiety about holding on to how much (or even, how little) we possess 

can lead to tragic consequences.  

 

Francis de Sales wrote in his Introduction to the Devout Life: "There is a difference between possessing poison 

and being poisoned. Pharmacists keep almost every kind of poison in stock for use on various occasions, yet they are not 

themselves poisoned because it is merely in their shops, not in their bodies. So, too, you can possess riches without being 

poisoned by them if you keep them in your home, purse or wallet, but not in your heart." (Part III, Chapter 14)  

 

The man in the Gospel parable is not condemned because he had filled his barn with riches: he is condemned because he 

had allowed his heart to be consumed by riches. So consumed, in fact, then when he was considering how to dispose of 

his excessive good fortune, it never occurred to him that he might share it with others.  

 

A word to the wealthy...and the wise: the best remedy for being consumed with riches is to practice the virtue of 

generosity. After all, how can you be anxious about losing what you have if you are already too busy sharing it with - 

even giving it away to - others?  

 

Therein lies the secret of true wealth...in the eyes of God, wealth that truly - and forever - enriches. What makes me rich 

is not a measure of what I possess: it is an expression of what I am willing to share.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  

 

     

19th Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 8, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 



 

"Faith is confident assurance concerning those things for which we hope, and conviction about that which we do not 
see."  

 
"Do not live in fear."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

As followers of Jesus, we are called to live lives of faith. Each day, each hour, each moment of our lives should be faith-

filled opportunities to grow in our love and knowledge of God, ourselves, and one another.  

 

Today's Scriptures beg the question: What, exactly, is faith?  

 

St. Francis de Sales distinguished between faith that is living, and faith that is dead: "Examine your works and actions. It 

is when all signs of life cease that we consider a person to be dead. So it is with faith. While in winter living trees may 
resemble dead ones, in their season they produce leaves, flowers and fruit. In the same way, while dead faith may appear 

to be living faith, only the latter bears the fruit of faith in all seasons. Living faith is excellent because, being united to 
love and vivified by love, it is strong, firm and constant."  

 

People who are faith-filled, Francis de Sales would suggest, are living, vigilant, strong, prudent and attentive lives. 

Adhering to the truth that God is love, that they are created, redeemed and inspired in love and that they are called to 

share this love for others, faith-filled people are people of action, courage and perseverance, always moving forward, 

even toward things they do not see.  

 

Compare this power and promise with the alternative: the decision to live in fear.  

 

Today's Scriptures beg the question: What, exactly, is fear? "A state or condition marked by feelings of agitation and 

anxiety caused by the presence or imminence of danger; a feeling of disquiet or apprehension." (American Heritage 

Dictionary of the English Language)  

 

Folks who live in fear do not trust the truth that God is love; dare not believe that they are created and sustained in that 

love; must not take the risk of sharing that love with others. People who live in fear are people of inaction, 

discouragement and timidity. They long to turn back; they fear to look forward. People of fear are, in a real sense, already 

dead.  

 

Make no mistake: people of faith are not immune to fear. They fear their own infidelity; they fear their own weakness; 

they fear their own sin. Sometimes, they likewise fear the infidelity, weakness and sin of others. But in the end, people of 

faith choose not to live in fear but to live in the truth of who God is, who God is calling them to be and who God 

challenges them to be in the lives of their brothers and sisters.  

 

People of faith are human beings who try their level best to be fully human. People of faith know that while fear is a part 

of life, there is more to life - much more - than fear.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

Assumption of the Virgin Mary (August 15, 2004)  
Salesian Perspective 
 

As Christians, everything is centered in Christ. Even today, as we celebrate the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 

we are still celebrating our centrality in Christ. Without Christ and without His prodigious mission, there would be no 

feast to celebrate today.  

 



As Christians, we must always return to this all-important central truth. We may celebrate the lives and accomplishments 

of various saints, and that includes Mary, the mother of Jesus, but, again, without that connection to Christ, their lives 

and their accomplishments would be far less significant for us. We see their lives and accomplishments as significant 

only because (given our faith and our chosen Christian lifestyle) their lives and accomplishments provide us with 

encouragement and inspiration.  

 

The one exception to all of these various celebrations we observe on an almost daily basis may be this one, special feast 

of Mary. We celebrate this Feast of the Assumption of Mary, primarily, not because of anything Mary chose to say or do 

in her life time, but, rather, because of who she was (the Mother of Jesus the God-Man) and because of the part she 

played (the one, chosen person through whom Christ, the Savior, entered our world and accomplished His mission).  

 

Tradition teaches and we believe that God showed special respect for this woman, Mary, by taking her to Himself - in her 

full humanity - body and soul - to participate in the eternal, face-to-face vision of God. We believe that this was done so 

that no stain of physical corruption should ever touch the Mother of God. The Second Vatican Council said: "The 

Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all stain of original sin, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, when 

her earthly life was over; and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things."  

 

The Feast of the Assumption has been celebrated on August 15 by Christians since about 750 AD. The feast has been an 

official Holy Day of Obligation since about 996 AD. The Assumption was made a dogma of Catholic Faith in 1950 AD 

by Pope Pius XII. This feast has been celebrated for centuries - and is being celebrated by us today - because it is truly 

fitting and right that we should honor, in a special way, Mary who is the Mother of our Lord and Savior. In today's 

Gospel, Mary, herself, proclaims, "All generations will call me blessed."  

 

We also celebrate Mary because she is human like us, yet, she already shares in the promised benefits of Christ's 

Resurrection. Where she has gone, we hope to follow. The Catechism of the Catholic Church says: "The Assumption of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary is a singular participation in her Son's Resurrection and an anticipation of the resurrection of 

other Christians." In Mary's assumption, our faith in the final resurrection of the body is strengthened with a dramatic 

example of how this can happen and does happen and will happen to all of us.  

 

We celebrate Mary's life today, but we also celebrate the many things her life teaches us, particularly about living our 

lives in the presence of God. She teaches us something about the wisdom of having faith in God's word; she teaches us 

something about the prudence of following God's will; she teaches us something about the far-reaching impact our daily 

actions can have when we do what God is calling us to do in our present situation.  

 

Following Mary, we, too, will find our salvation in seeking to know and pursue God's will for us as we live our lives each 

day.  

Sean Connery, OSFS, is Chief of Chaplains at the V.A. Medical Center in Wilmington, Delaware. 

  
      

21st Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 22, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Go out to all the world and tell the good news."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Pope Paul VI defined evangelization as "bringing the Good News into all strata of humanity and through its influence 
transforming humanity from within and making it new."  

 

In their book entitled Creating the Evangelizing Parish, Paulist Fathers Frank DeSiano and Kenneth Boyack challenge us 

to accept this simple truth: each of us is called to be an evangelist, to "go out to all the world and tell the good news," to 

give witness to the power and promise of God's redeeming love in our lives. (Paulist Press, 1993)  



 

While the good news is essentially the same, the authors insist that the manner and method in which each of us 

evangelizes must be rooted in the state and stage of life in which we find ourselves. For a deeper understanding of what 

this means, they turn to our old friend and companion St. Francis de Sales: "St. Francis de Sales wrote a marvelous book 
entitledThe Introduction to the Devout Life. In it he makes the simple yet profound point that a follower (a disciple) of 

Jesus should look at his or her situation in life and then live a Christian life accordingly. A wife and mother will find 

holiness in the way she lives, in relation to her husband, and in taking care of the family. She could hardly leave her 
family many times each day, like monks or nuns, to attend Liturgy of the Hours...Her spirituality, her way of following 

Christ is determined by her vocation and lifestyle...and if she works, living out her vocation as a married woman bearing 

witness to Christ in the workplace."  

 

We are made in the image and likeness of God. We are redeemed by the life, love, death and resurrection of Jesus. We 

are inspired and strengthened by the Holy Spirit. This is indeed Good News! This good news should make a difference in 

our lives and in the lives of those with whom we love, live, work pray and play. This Good News should transform and 

renew us. Through us, this Good News offers the possibility of transformation and renewal to others.  

 

How we share this good news -- how we evangelize -- depends on who we are, where we are and how we are. It must 

match the state, stage, circumstances, responsibilities, routines and relationships in which we find ourselves each day. 

Following Jesus is not about forsaking our ordinary lives: no, it is about making real the life and love of God in our 

thoughts, feelings attitudes and actions.  

 

Evangelization has a lot to do with what we say: after all, it is about "telling" something, in this case, the Good News of 

God. However, it also has a lot to do (perhaps even more) with what we do: what we say is a convincing sign of God's 

love only insofar as it is congruent with how we relate to one another.  

 

By all means - by any means - "go out to all the world and tell the Good News" of God's love, God's forgiveness, God's 

Justice and God's peace. But most especially, do it in the places - with the people - where you live, work, pray and play 

each day.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 29, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Conduct your affairs with humility, and you will be loved more than a giver of gifts. Humble yourself the more, the 

greater you are, and you will find favor with God."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

How do we find favor with God by humbling ourselves? For that matter, when we humble ourselves, what are we really 

doing?  

 

First of all, humility challenges us to avoid two extremes in life: the temptations to either exalt ourselves or trash 

ourselves. Francis de Sales offered very concrete examples of how to do this. "I don't want to play either the fool or the 

wise man, for if humility forbids me to play the sage, candor and sincerity forbid me to act the fool. Just as I would not 
parade knowledge even of what I actually know, so by contrast I would not pretend to be ignorant of it. Humility 

conceals and covers the other virtues in order to preserve them, but it also reveals them when charity so requires in 
order that we might enlarge, increase and perfect them." (Introduction to the Devout Life, Part III, Chapter 5)  

 

On a deeper level, humility is about acknowledging both our littleness and God's greatness. "Let us consider what God 

has done for us and what we have done against God, and as we reflect upon our sins one by one let us also consider God's 

graces one by one. There is no need to fear that the knowledge of God's gifts will make us proud if only we remember 



this truth: none of the good in us comes from ourselves alone." (Ibid)  

 

Finally, having a balanced view of ourselves, acknowledging our littleness and God's greatness, and being grateful for 

God's fidelity to us leads us to live lives of generosity."Generous minds do not amuse themselves with the petty toys of 
rank, honor and titles. They have other things to do. Such things belong only to idle minds. Those who own pearls do not 

bother about shells, while those who aspire to virtue do not trouble themselves over honors." (Introduction to the Devout 

Life, Part III, Chapter 4)  

 

Humbling ourselves is not about putting ourselves down. No, humbling ourselves is about taking our rightful place in 

life: beneficiaries of God's love for us, instruments of God's love in the lives of one another.  

 

Humility is ultimately about coming to know our place in God's plan of salvation…and having the courage to take - and 

embrace - it.  

 

What better way of finding favor with God?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

23nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 05, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"If one of you decides to build a tower, will you not first sit down and calculate the outlay to see if you can accomplish 

the project?"  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Life can be frustrating enough at times without making it worse by failing to look ahead. How many times have we had 

to go back to the grocery store because we didn't first make a list of what we needed to buy? How often have we run to 

Lowe's or Home Depot three, four, five times or more on the same day because we simply didn't take the time to first 

consider all the materials that we would need in order to accomplish a project? How many vacations or trips have been 

soured because we failed to first sit down and consider all the things we should bring?  

 

Anything worth doing - no matter how simple or complex - is worth doing well. And the first step in doing something 

well is to plan ahead.  

 

We clearly hear echoes of this truth in the parable from Luke's Gospel. Jesus admonishes his audience to first determine 

what it is they will need to complete an important task before embarking on the task itself. For his part, St. Francis de 

Sales recommends: "Be careful and attentive to all the matters that God has committed to your care. Since God has 

confided them to you, God wishes you to have great care for them."  

 

Of course, we know that the Salesian tradition cautions us to not become so obsessed with advanced planning that we 

become anxious or compulsive. However, this same tradition cautions us against performing tasks or projects in a 

careless or haphazard manner. Our own experience clearly demonstrates that when we fail to plan we are frequently 

planning to fail.  

 

Take a page from the life of Jesus himself. Before undertaking his public ministry he went into the desert where he no 

doubt took stock of all that he would need to accomplish God's great project for him: the salvation of the human family. 

Jesus didn't begin his ministry in a haphazard fashion; he didn't make it up as he went along. He was deliberate; he was 

prudent. Before he began his ministry in earnest he first considered all that he would need - with the Father's love - to 

redeem all creation through his life, his love, his passion, his death and his resurrection.  

 

God has entrusted to us the most important of all projects: to continue Christ's work on earth, to be sources of God's 



peace, justice, reconciliation, truth, hope, care, concern and love for one another. Like the tower in today's Gospel 

parable, accomplishing this task can sometimes be a tall order indeed. Few of us, however, have the luxury of setting 

aside forty days in the desert to determine what we need in order to follow God's will and to be the kind of people that 

God calls us to be. When are we supposed to calculate what we'll need to be successful - to be faithful - in pursuing this 

greatest of all projects?  

 

How about the first few minutes of every new day?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center at Childs, MD 

  
      

24th Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 12, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"The Lord relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Today's scriptural readings pull no punches in describing the sorry lot of sinners. The people upon whom God has 

showered his preferential love have become "depraved and stiff-necked," turning from the worship of the one true God to 

that of a molten calf. Before the puny creation of their own hands, they bow in worship and sacrifice.  

 

The author of Psalm 51 readily admits his guilt and sin before a God of goodness and compassion. St. Paul speaks bluntly 

of the way he was and the manner in which he lived his life before coming to faith in Jesus. He was, he candidly admits, 

a blasphemer and a persecutor of God's holy people. His was an unparalleled spiritual arrogance. Finally, the Gospel 

relates the familiar story of a profligate younger son who squanders all his inheritance in a reckless and dissolute life and, 

in the process, breaks his father's heart.  

 

What is the point of this litany of sin, guilt, human weakness and failure? It is the dark side of gospel good news, the 

bleak background against which the bright beauty and sheer graciousness of Jesus' redemptive deed shines out in all its 

splendor. It is the humble acknowledgment of one's total powerlessness and loss as the result of having sinned against a 

good and compassionate God. This humility, this truth about ourselves, is the necessary precondition for being able to 

hear the clarion call of the good news of faith and to receive in gratitude the healing power of grace.  

 

We are too often hesitant to speak of sin today, especially of personal sin. We do not like to acknowledge that we have 

rejected God or have turned aside from the way he has pointed to us in Scripture, in the example and word of Jesus and in 

the teachings of his Church, yet, it is just such an acknowledgement, in humility and truth, that readies us for the freeing 

experience of God's tender and forgiving grace.  

 

At the word of Moses, the people who built and worshiped that molten calf turned away from their sin. God welcomed 

them back, again and again, into his saving covenant with them. A contrite heart won the author of Psalm 51 a 

compassionate response from God. And look at what grace did for St. Paul! It turned him from someone who had 

relentlessly persecuted God's holy people to someone who tirelessly built them up into the Body of Christ. Once saved, 

he spent himself utterly in the service of God's saving word in Christ, dying for the name he had once blasphemed, 

receiving at the end a martyr's crown and a hero's reward. And what greater demonstration of tender love is there as a 

forgiving father joyfully wraps in his welcoming arms his prodigal but repentant son!  

 

Saints are converted sinners. This is what is proclaimed loud and clear in the Scriptures today. Grace takes the weak and 

wobbly, even the hardened sinner, and transforms them into saints and heroes.  

 

St. Francis de Sales had a great respect for the example of saints but he wanted people to see the saints in a realistic 

manner, that is, as weak and sinful people who, through the transforming power of grace, had become heroes. St. Peter 

was such a hero for Francis. He was captivated by this man who, though often heroic and always well-meaning, was 



nevertheless frequently short on courage ("I do not know the man!") or weak in understanding what Jesus really stood for 

("Get behind me, you Satan!"), and who more than once fell flat on his face. Yet, what a giant that man became through 

grace! In St. Peter, Francis de Sales found it spiritually useful to speak of a man with whose failures his people could 

relate and of a saint whose holiness they could imitate. His hero had warts. In pointing them out, he was in effect, 

encouraging others in their quest for holiness.  

 

I don't know about the rest of you but I know about myself. I can relate easily with all the people of today's readings in 

their idolatry and weakness, in their sinful arrogance and dissolute living. But thanks to God's grace, I can also relate to 

the other side of their experience as well. Grace has touched this hardened heart, reshaping it after God's own heart. 

Again and again, grace has given me the courage to go, hat in hand, to my forgiving father, with a list of the ways that I 

have failed and sinned against him. Like the prodigal son, I have received, again and again, the bear-hug of divine 

forgiveness.  

 

Let us end with St. Paul's exuberant hymn of praise in today's second reading. It celebrates the triumph of grace over 

human sin and weakness: "To the king of ages, incorruptible, invisible, the only God, honor and glory forever and ever. 

Amen."  

Most Rev. Lewis Fiorelli, OSFS, is Superior General of the Oblates of St. Francis de Sales 

  
      

25th Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 19, 2004)  
Salesian Perspective 
 

We often hear success stories of those young people who impress us because they seem to be climbing the ladder at 

unusual speed. This election year, I have been particularly noting the interest in a young Senate candidate from Illinois, 

Barack Obama, who has gained popularity quickly. Many have noted this young state sentator as a "sure thing," a win for 

his party and a boost to the political spirit.  

 

Francis de Sales might be looked upon as a kind of Barack Obama of his day. While his beginnings were, perhaps, not as 

humble as Obama's, Francis was a member of the lesser nobility who lived comfortably, but was not destined for the 

highest levels of noble rank. He did, like Obama, catch the attention of others at a very early age. After becoming a 

priest, he was quickly noted as someone to know, someone who was making a difference. He was sent as an envoy to 

John Calvin's successor to attempt dialogue with him. The young priest was summoned to Rome to report his findings 

not to some curial official as would have been the protocol for someone of his clerical rank, but to the Pope himself. 

Claude de Granier, the bishop of Geneva, requested that Francis de Sales be made his coadjutor bishop, his future 

successor. Francis was only thirty-one at the time. The Savoyard even found himself welcomed and honored at the court 

of the French king. By all standards, Francis had 'made it'.  

 

Francis' story does not end there, however. While he graciously accepted the assignments and duties entrusted to him, he 

did not live to receive them but received them in his quest to "Live Jesus." In fact, because he realized what God had 

entrusted to him in Annecy, it is even believed that Francis turned down the Archbishopric of Paris, a position that would 

have automatically put him and his family at a higher place on the ladder. Francis de Sales believed that it was absolutely 

necessary to use the gifts that he have been given by God to build up God's Kingdom, rather than build a kingdom for 

himself.  

 

In today's Gospel, Jesus tells us that we cannot serve both God and mammon. Mammon is the embodiment of wealth as a 

god. Should we then hate what we have been given? Should we despise our homes, our money, and our education? 

Should we resign as officers of corporations, close our stores, and quit the factories? The answer is clearly no if we can 

see that what we do advances God's glory, if we can say that we lift up the poor as Amos and the Psalms admonish us, 

and if we can say we leave no one behind as Paul instructs Timothy. Francis says we are all called to holiness and we are 

called to it in the station in life in which we find ourselves. He rejected the idea so prevalent in his time that holiness was 

only to be found in the monastery or the priesthood. For Francis, this belief served as a false sense of importance by some 

and an abdication of the Christian call by others. Francis would remind us to never make these things an end, but a means 



by which we serve, a means by which we are "people of ordinary goodness…." Francis reminds us to "Ask for nothing, 

desire nothing, and refuse nothing." Many in life who have made their millions, gotten that corner office or been raised in 

rank realize that if they have lived just for these things, it is like climbing to a mountain top seeking a treasure that is not 

there.  

 

How do we give our life over to God? We do it every day my directing our intentions to God: "My God, give me the 

grace to perform this action with you and through love for you. In advance, I offer to you all the good that I may do and 

accept all the difficulty I may meet therein." We do it by asking ourselves if, in our state in life, we work every day to 

make sure no one is left behind, if we lift up the poor.  

 

Only time will tell what is in store for Barack Obama, for others who seek office, and for all who will place their trust in 

them. Each of us has before us a tough climb up the mountain because if we are going to serve the people of God well, 

we have many to carry up with us. We participate in the plan by cooperating with God and offering the time, talent, and 

treasure given to us as a means to work for God's glory by raising up the lowly.  

Michael Vannicola, OSFS, is pursuing theological studies in Washington, DC 

  
      

26th Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 26, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Fight the good fight of faith."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Both the reading from the prophet Amos and the parable from the Gospel of Luke warn us against being complacent 

which is defined as being "contented to a fault; self-satisfied and unconcerned." The first and third readings suggest that 

those who are complacent are those most in danger of experiencing personal disaster.  

 

Few people decide to become "contented to a fault" all at once. It usually occurs slowly and subtly. We allow good times 

and experiences to lull us into a false sense of security. We begin to believe that we are somehow above the trials and 

tribulations of other people. We get the feeling that we have somehow "arrived" despite the fact that life's journey - with 

its responsibilities, demands and challenges - is far from over.  

 

St. Paul certainly recognized the temptation to become "contented to a fault" His remedy? "Fight the good fight of faith. 

Seek after integrity, piety, faith, love, steadfastness and a gentle spirit." 

Integrity - a steadfast adherence to a moral or ethical code 

Piety - a religious devotion and reverence to God and to others 

Faith - a confident belief in the truth, value, or trustworthiness of a person, idea or a thing 

Love - a deep, tender, ineffable emotion of affection and solicitude toward others; a sense of underlying oneness 

Steadfast - firmly loyal or constant; unswerving 

Gentle - considerate or kindly; not harsh or severe 

Fighting the good fight requires constant effort. It requires energy. It requires vigilance. It is an ongoing concern. We 

hear echoes of this in St. Francis de Sales' understanding of devotion: "Doing what is good carefully, frequently and 

promptly."  

 

Simply put, the spiritual life is a life-long process. Regardless of how much progress we might be making at any given 

point along the journey we must avoid becoming complacent, of becoming "contented to a fault." No matter how much 

we have accomplished individually and collectively in the love of God and neighbor, there is always more good that sill 

must be accomplished.  



 

Carefully, frequently and promptly.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

  
      

27th Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 3, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Stir into flame the gift of God. The Spirit God has given us is no cowardly spirit, but rather one that makes us strong, 

loving and wise."  

 
"I cry out to you, 'Violence!' but you do not intervene. Why do you let me see ruin; why must I look at misery? 

Destruction and violence are before me."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

In the wake of the terrorist acts of September 11, 2001 these ancient words of the prophet Habakkuk feel like they were 

written specifically for us. We have seen the face of evil. We have witnessed wholesale acts of hatred and violence. 

There is catastrophic debris - human, material, emotional, spiritual - through which we are still sifting today even as we 

struggle to find ways to combat and conquer terrorism around the world and address the underlying issues that, in part, 

give birth to terrorists.  

 

What are we to do?  

 

We must recognize the threat that terrorism poses not only to our nation but to peoples of all races, faiths and cultures 

who pursue peace, justice, freedom and reconciliation. We must take steps to rid our world of those who would promote 

their own grievances or agendas at the expense of human life.  

 

These events are likewise a wake-up call on an even deeper, more fundamental level. We are challenged to see more 

clearly the less obvious, subtler face of violence and destruction in our own lives and in the lives of our families, friends, 

relatives, classmates and colleagues. We must confront resentment, abuse, addiction, hatred, bigotry, gossip and other 

attitudes/actions that tear at our minds, hearts, attitudes and actions. We must confront all forms of sin and evil that tear 

at the very fabric of who we are as sons and daughters of God; who we are as community; who we are as church; who we 

are as country; who we are as citizens of the world.  

 

We must identify, confront and conquer anything that would seek to terrorize our God-given dignity and destiny.  

 

To be sure, we need to stir up the flame of righteous indignation in ourselves and with one another. But while this 

inflaming of our spirit must make us strong, it must also make us loving and wise. We cannot allow our methods for 

confronting violence and hatred to become themselves a continuation of the circle of violence and destruction. We must 

respond, not react; we must be wise, not rash; we must be prudent, not indiscriminate. Above all, the pain that we - and 

others - may experience in the fight to confront hatred in all its forms must be motivated by and lead to a deeper, broader 

and more inclusive vision of justice, peace, freedom and reconciliation for ourselves and for all people.  

 

Above all, the spirit that must be ignited and set ablaze inside and among us must not be rooted in fear. Francis de Sales 

reminds us, now more than ever, that we must "do all through love and nothing through fear."  

 

God, increase and inflame your spirit within us. As we confront the many faces of terrorism (both the obvious and 

obscure) make us - keep us - strong, loving and wise.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

 



 
      

28th Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 10, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. He prostrated himself 

at Jesus' feet and thanked him."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Let's admit it: when something good happens to us most of us feel that we deserve it. The nine "lepers" in today's gospel 

likely felt the same way; they asked Jesus for mercy, which in the Middle Eastern culture meant, "Do what you can for 

us." They received from Jesus what they knew, by his reputation alone, he could do for them. Certainly, the lesson of 

being grateful is a familiar one. However, let's look at this Gospel in context of what came before and after this Gospel.  

 

Last week, Jesus told us that when we do what is expected of us we have done no more than our duty. The author even 

goes so far as to have Jesus say, "We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done." This seems 

to be in stark contrast to this week's gospel that exhorts us to be grateful when someone else does "what they are 

obligated to do." One might say, culturally, therefore, that since Jesus could, he should. Next week's gospel proclaims the 

"need to pray always and not to lose heart."  

 

What is common to all three of these gospels? Faith.  

 

In last week's Gospel, the apostles asked for "an increase of faith." Next week, Jesus will seem quite disturbed about 

people's faith when He says, "And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?"  

 

Is there a connection?  

 

A common western notion of illness is that it is more of an impediment that prevents us from being active and engaged in 

life. In the Mediterranean culture, "Illness removes a person from status and disturbs kinship patterns. People who suffer 

from the skin problem called 'leprosy' are excluded from the worshiping community. This human experience was much 

more depressing than the skin lesions." (John Pilch, The Cultural Dictionary of the Bible). Jesus made all ten "clean," but 

"one of them...saw that he was healed...." His skin condition was not only gone; but more importantly to the Middle 

Eastern man, he was reunited to the community.  

 

Francis de Sales discusses the "inspirations" toward faith in Book 2 of his Treatise on the Love of God: "The inspiration 

(that) comes like a sacred wind to impel us into the air of holy love, it takes hold of our will and moves it by a sentiment 

of heavenly delight. All this...is done in us but without us, for it is God's favor that prepares us in this way. That very 

inspiration and favor which has caught hold of us mingles its action with our consent, animates our feeble movements by 

its own strength and enlivens our frail cooperation by the might of its operation. Thus will it aid us, lead us on, and 

accompany us from love to love until we attain to the act of most holy faith required for our conversion." Did this happen 

to the man who came back? What does the Gospel say: "(he) turned back, praising God with a loud voice. He prostrated 

himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him." (NRSV) Was he merely grateful for being freed from a skin disease, as the others 

were cleansed? I suggest that his heartfelt gratitude was in recognizing that he was given the "inspiration" toward faith. 

He consented to that inspiration and in doing so was full of praise for Jesus! "Then Jesus said to the Samaritan, "Get up 

and go on your way; your faith has been your salvation." (NAB)  

Loretta Bedner is the De Sales Spirituality Center's Regional Director 

for the Dioceses of Charlotte and Raleigh, North Carolina 

  

 

     

29th Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 17, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 



 

"Jesus told his disciples a parable on the necessity of praying always and of not losing heart."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

In a perfect world, we would always be mindful of the presence of the God who created us, who redeemed us and who 

inspires us. In a perfect world, we would always recognize - and always manage to seize - the countless opportunities 

God presents to us to do what is right, to do what is good, to do what is creative, to do what is forgiving, to do what is 

loving. In a perfect world, we would always be energetic and enthusiastic about living each day, each hour, each moment 

as a gift from God. In a perfect world, nothing would ever distract from the things in life that really matter.  

 

Our world, of course, is anything but perfect. We, for that matter, are anything but perfect.  

 

Sometimes we forget the presence of God. Sometimes we miss the chances God gives us to do what is right, and good, 

and loving. Sometimes we take the gift of life - and each moment of it - for granted. Sometimes we are consumed by 

trivial, even petty, concerns. Sometimes, we just don't have the energy.  

 

Some days, we seem to lose heart.  

 

Prayer reminds us of God's enduring presence. Prayer helps us to see the countless occasions we have each day to grow 

in virtue and to turn away from sin. Prayer enables us to gratefully embrace the gift of each new day as it comes. Prayer 

is what keeps us connected to God; prayer is what keeps us connected to the divine in ourselves; prayer is what keeps us 

connected to the divine in one another.  

 

Prayer is less about something we do and more about an attitude - and vision - that we develop and deepen.  

 

Francis De Sales described prayer thus: "The essence of prayer is not to be found in always being on our knees but in 

keeping our wills clearly united to God's will in all events." (On Living Jesus, p. 295) In another place, he 

observed: "Prayer is the holy water that makes the plants of our good desires grow green and flourish; it cleanses our 

souls of their imperfections; it quenches the thirst of passion in our hearts." (Ibid, p. 309)  

 

Prayer gives us the humility to acknowledge where we've been; prayer gives us the gentleness to accept where we are; 

prayer gives us the courage to consider where we need to go.  

 

In the midst of our very busy, frequently demanding, sometimes frustrating and occasionally overwhelming lives, prayer 

helps us to stay connected with the people and things in life that really matter. When we "...give our hearts to God a 
thousand times a day" (Ibid, p. 298), we know how to be truly happy, healthy and holy.  

 

Prayer gives us the presence of mind...to be people of heart.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

  
      

30th Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 24, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"The Lord hears the cry of the poor."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The poor may not enjoy many things in life. However, that which they do possess - a special place in the heart and mind 

of God - stands heads and shoulders above any earthy riches or wealth.  

 



Scripture is clear and unambiguous: God has special concern for the plight of the poor and needy, for the want of the 

despairing and broken-hearted, for the anguish of the lost and forsaken, for the spirits of those who are crushed, for the 

life of the lonely, for the soul of the sinner.  

 

Jesus embodies God's love of the poor. While he reached out to people of all social, economic, ethnic and cultural 

classes, Jesus invested a significant amount of his time, his energy, his ministry - his love - with the impoverished, with 

the reviled, with the down-and-outs of his day. Jesus seems to have enjoyed the most success with the poor; he likewise 

seems to have felt most at home with them.  

 

None of this is lost on St. Francis de Sales. In his Introduction to the Devout Life, he wrote: "We must practice real 
poverty in the midst of all the goods and riches God gives 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...Love the poor and love poverty, for it is by such love that we become truly 

poor...Be glad to see them in your own 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 conversing with them...but be rich in assisting 
them by sharing some of your more abundant goods with them." (Intro III, 15)  

 

Three aspects of De Sales' observations are worth noting. First, to the extent that we reach out to the poor we come to 

know our own poverty, our own neediness, our own despair and our own misfortune. Francis noted: "We become like the 

things we love." Our willingness to serve the poor puts us in touch with the poor in all of us.  

 

Second, the plight of the poor is an unmistakable challenge for us to be generous: to give from our abundance and, even 

more demanding, to give from our own want and need.  

 

Third, we must recognize the more subtle forms of poverty in our own homes, neighborhoods, classrooms and places of 

employment, not just the obvious ones on street corners, heating grates, or bus stations. We must recognize the heavenly 

riches of which we are all in need: care, kindness, forgiveness, friendship, truth, companionship, healing, understanding, 

reconciliation, honesty, faith, hope...and love.  

 

Clearly, faithfully, lovingly, convincingly the Lord hears the cry of the poor.  

 

Do we?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

  
      

31th Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 31, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Come down, Zacchaeus."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

When Zacchaeus climbed a tree in order to catch a better glimpse of Jesus, he wanted to see but not necessarily to be 

seen. He couldn't have felt as though he was at his best, crouched up there in the branches. He must have been surprised - 

and maybe slightly embarrassed - when Jesus called up to him and asked to share a meal at his house.  

 

Over many meals in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus listened, observed, healed, reconciled and taught. Those meals were 

opportunities to build relationships, and Jesus took full advantage of them. An invitation to a meal is an invitation into 

relationship. Jesus invited Zacchaeus into relationship as he was and where he was, with all of his faults and weakness, 

hanging up there in that tree. How often we forget that our gentle loving God reaches out to us, invites us into 

relationship, as we are and where we are, even if it's up a tree.  

 



While we often demand perfection of ourselves, God does not demand perfection of us before loving us and calling us 

into friendship. God reaches out because, as the book of Wisdom reminds us, God loves all that God has made. God asks 

only a response to his invitation, a response of love, given in freedom.  

 

When we experience in our hearts the love that calls us into that relationship, we - like Zacchaeus - want to reconcile, to 

be worthy of such love. Zacchaeus's response to Jesus' invitation was the response of a heart that has been touched by 

love - yielding, giving, seeking only the good. In the words of Paul's letter to the Thessalonians, God's love brings "to 

fulfillment every good purpose and every effort of faith," if we but open our hearts and respond to that love.  

 

We can respond without fear because, as Psalm 145 reminds us, our God is gracious, merciful, slow to anger and full of 

kindness. We can take great comfort in the love of our God who invites us into friendship, as we are and where we are.  

Kathleen Hope Brown is Director of Lay Formation at the Washington Theological Union 

  
      

32nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 07, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Some Sadducees came forward to pose this question to Jesus."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Questions played an important role in Jewish theological, religious, political and cultural life. The so-called "Rabbinical 

method" presumed that the best way to come to know the truth was to learn to raise the right questions.  

 

Elie Wiesel -- author, scholar, and holocaust survivor -- notes this in the opening pages of his book Night. In it, Wiesel's 

mentor explained to him "with great insistence that every question possessed a power that did not lie in the answer." 

(Bantam Books, 1960)  

 

There is power in a question. There is promise in a question. There is possibility in a question.  

 

This understanding sets the context for today's selection from Luke's Gospel. The question of the Sadducees about 

marriage and the afterlife (not unlike the question posed by the chief priests and scribes in the verses immediately 

preceding these verses regarding paying taxes to Caesar) may not have been merely an attempt to trip up Jesus or to 

discredit him: it may also have been a legitimate desire to settle an ongoing dispute between the Sadducees and the 

Pharisees (both groups religious leaders in their own rite) who disagreed on a variety of issues.  

 

As so many times before, however, they did not like, understand or accept Jesus' answer.  

 

Herein lies the tragedy.  

 

The scribes, the priests, the Sadducees and the Pharisees were all raised in a culture that viewed questions as the path to 

mystical truth. Ironically, they may have had the most to gain from Jesus -- the embodiment of all mystical truth -- 

precisely because they had so many encounters with him, perhaps more than any other groups mentioned in the Gospel 

combined! Sad to say, it appears that they consistently asked the wrong questions: shortsighted questions, self-serving 

questions, disingenuous or insincere questions, all with a pre-determined answer in mind.  

 

When asked why he prayed every day, Elie Wiesel's mentor responded: "I pray to the God within me that God will give 

me the strength to ask the right questions."  

 

How often in our daily lives with Jesus and with one another do we ask for, desire, or even demand answers? How much 

energy to we invest wanting to know the bottom line? Yet, for all our efforts, are we any closer to knowing the things that 

really matter, the concerns of earth that lead to the things of heaven? Why does our understanding of Jesus' will for us, 



desire for us, longing and love for us sometimes seem so elusive?  

 

Could it be that we, too, are failing to ask the right questions?  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

  
      

33nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 14, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"For you who fear my name, there will arise the sun of justice with its healing rays."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. (Psalm 111: 10)  

 

However, as the Psalmist reminds us, this fear of the Lord (which is directly equated with the acquisition of wisdom) is 

merely the beginning: it must lead to 'following God's precepts', i.e., it must lead to action.  

 

In other words, fear of the Lord's name must lead to doing the Lord's work!  

 

As we hear in today's second reading, St. Paul certainly knew this: "You know how you ought to imitate us. We did not 

live lives of disorder…rather, we worked day and night, laboring to the point of exhaustion…indeed, anyone who would 

not work should not eat."  

 

This fear of the Lord - this fear of God's name - is not meant to paralyze us. No, it is clearly meant to motivate us, to get 

us moving, to get us working - individually and collectively - in pursuing the precepts of the Lord, of building up the 

Kingdom of God. Put another way, fear of the Lord should not make us passive, but rather, proactive.  

 

This should be obvious. However, just the opposite message may be (however unintentionally) conveyed when we 

consider the lives and legacies of the saints who, among other things, clealry feared the name of the Lord: "When we 

think of holy men and women throughout the ages, we often recall sculptures, drawings and paintings in which the saints 

look anything but active. Our most active and energetic saints are sometimes pictured doing nothing more strenuous than 

holding a lily or gazing piously heavenward. And while these images can be moving and inspiring, and helpful for times 

of contemplation, if one is searching for models of action and energy, they can hold somewhat less appeal." (James 

Martin, SJ in Patrons and Protectors: More Occupations by Michael O'Neill McGrath)  

 

It is in this light that James Martin writes that "perhaps the most overlooked fact from Christian history is that Jesus 

worked. We can easily envision Jesus being instructed by Saint Joseph, the master carpenter. In Joseph's workshop in 

Nazareth Jesus would have learned about the raw materials of his craft...Joseph would have taught his apprentice the 

right way to drive a nail with a hammer, to drill a clean, deep hole in a plank, to level a ledge or a lintel." (Ibid)  

 

And who could have feared the name of the Lord - and followed God's precepts - more clearly and convincingly than 

Jesus?  

 

Gregory Pierce suggests that we need to see and experience work as "all the effort (paid or unpaid) we exert to make the 

world a better place, a little closer to the way God would have things." (Spirituality@Work, page 18)  

 

Work-God's work-is indeed our lot in life, our reason for being, our purpose for living. As we see in the life of Jesus 

himself, this work can be tiring, laborious and frustrating. Still, what could be more rewarding than using all of our 

energies to make all our little corners of the world places in which "the sun of justice" can arise in the hearts and minds of 

our brothers ansd sisters?  



 

Fear of the Lord is, utlimately, an invitation - no, a command - to do the work of the Lord.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS is the Executive Director of the De Sales Spirituality Center 

  
      

Solemnity of Christ the King (November 21, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

Our nobility consists in making the right choice(s).  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

“Upon Calvary one cannot have life without love, nor love without the death of the Redeemer[King]...All Christian 
wisdom consists in choosing rightly” (Treatise, Bk.12. ch.13)  

 

As he was hanging helpless from the cross, Jesus certainly seemed useless and irrelevant. He was so irrelevant that his 

life could be destroyed like the worst of thieves. The bad thief mocked and taunted Jesus like the others: "What kind of a 

Messiah and king are you? You big fake. You're hanging from the cross just like us. If you're really the Messiah, then 

save yourself and get us out of this. Is this the kind of power you have? You're just as helpless as we are."  

 

Many people today are asking what kind of savior is Christ, what kind of king is the Whole Christ, head and members, 

i.e., his Church. Christ's kingdom seems to many to be irrelevant and as powerless, weak and ineffectual as Christ 

himself was on the cross --hanging helpless above humanity but not doing very much in a positive way to improve the lot 

of human beings.  

 

It's comparatively easy to make the leap of faith when Christ performs some miracle or manifests his goodness in some 

marvelous and miraculous way. But think of the faith that the good thief had. He saw a human wreck before him - 

covered with blood, spittle and dust - a far cry from the image of the invisible God that Paul speaks of in today's second 

reading. He was on the point of death, hardly strong enough to draw a breath. Yet he begged to be associated with this 

apparently weak, helpless, irrelevant human outcast.  

 

Francis de Sales envisioned Mount Calvary as the “Mount of Lovers.” Love and freedom go hand-in-hand. “Love,” 

Francis tells us, “has neither convicts nor slaves.” Beneath the apparent weakness and irrelevance of a bloodied and 

battered human wreck, the good thief saw and freely and lovingly chose the source of all love and forgiveness, He made 

a choice that ennobled him when he heard those joyous words ringing in his ears, “Today, you shall be with me in 

Paradise.”  

 

Luke in today's gospel wants us to imagine ourselves as participants in the Passion drama. He wants us to identity with 

both the bad and the good thief so that we can see the elements in our own personalities that incline us to a phony, 

dishonest, evasive response of the bad thief and also the characteristic within us which inclines us to the open, trusting, 

enthusiastic response of the good thief. If our response is that of the good thief then, like him, our choice will ennoble us 

and make us sharers in God’s kingdom of love, peace and justice.  

Alexander Pocetto, OSFS, is Regional Director for the De Sales Spirituality Center and Senior Vice President at De Sales University. 

  

 

     

1st Sunday of Advent (November 28, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Let us cast off deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light."  

 



Salesian Perspective 
 

There is a clear sense of urgency in today's selection from Paul's Letter to the Romans: an urgent appeal to "cast off deeds 

of darkness and to put on the armor of light." Paul is quite specific about these so-called "deeds of darkness:" According 

to biblical commentator William Barclay, they provide much material for our own personal examination and reflection:  

 Carousing -- being a source of mayhem and disturbance to others after decent folks would have retired for the 

day. In general, it is the practice of being a major nuisance to others. 

 Drunkenness -- being intoxicated -- literally, poisoned -- to the point where one loses all sense of reason, 

discipline and common sense. 

 Sexual excess and lust -- consumed with a desire for pleasure without any regard for the consequences or the 

impact upon others. Lacking even the illusion of following any kind of moral compass. 

 Quarrelsome -- unable to relate to others without provoking confrontation, contention or conflict. Always 

wanting to win or to be right. 

 Jealousy -- envious of the blessings or good fortune of others. 

St. Francis de Sales tells us it is not enough to cast off these -- and other -- deeds of darkness. We must cast off our 

affection for - or attraction to - these deeds: "Although all the Israelites left Egypt in effect, not all of them left Egypt in 

affection; hence in the wilderness many of them regretted their lack of the onions and fleshpots of Egypt. In like manner, 
there are penitents who leave sin in effect, but do not leave it in affection." (Introduction to the Devout Life, Part I, 

Chapter 7)  

 

Why must we cast off even the affection for sin, affection for deeds of darkness? "In addition to the danger of falling 

again, such base affections can powerfully weaken and weigh down our spirits, making it impossible to do good works 

promptly, diligently and frequently." (Ibid)  

 

Advent is the season of hope: hope that the promise made to us in Christ will be fulfilled. This same hope requires that 

we seriously examine whether or not the deeds that we both cast off and/or embrace are helping us to make this hope a 

reality in our own lives and in the lives of others.  

 

How far are we willing to go in our desire to live a devout life, that is, to promptly, diligently and frequently do what is 

good? If it is measured by turning away from sin itself only, but not from the affection for sin as well, we are simply not 

going far enough.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the Sales Spirituality Center. 

  
      

2nd Sunday of Advent (December 5, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Not by appearance shall he judge, nor by hearsay shall he decide. Rather, he shall judge…with justice."  

 

Salesian Perspective 
 

The selection from the book of the prophet Isaiah is filled with promise and hope: a hope rooted in the promise that God 

is just, that God does not play favorites. This promise is embodied in Jesus, the Savior imbued with the spirit of God, a 

spirit of wisdom and understanding. The hope is that this same Spirit who so clearly animated the ministry of Jesus will 

likewise fill us with the gifts of wisdom and understanding.  



 

These divine gifts of wisdom and understanding do not come cheaply: in fact, with them come great expectations, one 

being that we judge others 'not by appearance or hearsay, but with justice.' Put another way, followers of Jesus -- sons 

and daughters of the Creating, Redeeming and Inspiring God - do not judge rashly.  

 

St. Francis de Sales wrote in his Introduction to the Devout Life: "How offensive to God is rash judgment. It is a kind of 

spiritual jaundice that causes all things to appear evil to the eyes of those infected with it." (IDL, Part 3, Chapter 28)  

 

Rash judgments seldom -- if ever -- deal with the facts. Rash judgments rely founded upon appearance, impression, 

hearsay and gossip. Rash judgments are likewise made in an instant (hence the idea of 'snap' judgments) and generally 

based on emotion, not reason.  

 

Rash judgments have far less to do with the behaviors of our neighbor and a great deal more to do with the machinations 

and moods of our own hearts. Our rash judgments of others may simply reveal something of our own arrogance, self-

absorption, fear, bitterness, jealousy, resentment, hatred, envy and condescension.  

 

It is only when we judge one another justly that we can hope to truly "live in perfect harmony with one another according 
to the Spirit of Jesus Christ." Promoting and preserving relationships with "patience and encouragement" is only possible 

if we rid ourselves of the "jaundice" of rash judgment.  

 

Francis de Sales wrote: "Whoever wants to be cured (of rash judgment) must apply remedies not to the eyes or intellect 

but to the affections. If your affections are kind, your judgments will be likewise." (Ibid)  

 

To grow in wisdom and understanding requires that our judgments of one another be righteous: based in fact, not fiction: 

rooted in sensibility, not suspicion; focused on behavior, not bias. Our judgments must be conceived in truth, committed 

to justice, and characterized by compassion.  

Michael S. Murray, OSFS, is the Executive Director of the Sales Spirituality Center. 

  
      

3rd Sunday of Advent (December 12, 2004)  
Suggested Emphasis 
 

"Go and tell John what you hear and see." Rejoice! Jesus is the true Messiah who brings healing and strength to God's 

people.  
 

Salesian Perspective 
 

God's promise of salvation becomes more specific in the readings from both the Gospel of Matthew and the Book of the 

Prophet Isaiah.  

 

The people of God had been waiting a long time for the arrival of the One who would save them from sin. The people of 

God waited a long time for the arrival of the One who would establish God's covenant with them forever. Still, 

fundamental questions faced those waiting for this long-expected divine intervention: When would the Messiah come? 

How will we know when the Messiah actually appears? What will be the tenor or tone of his message? What will be the 

signs for which we should watch?  

 

Jesus' response is clear and unambiguous: he enumerates the signs that accompany the arrival of the long-expected 

Savior.  

 

The Messiah, who is Jesus, spent his life redeeming - not condemning - God's people. The hallmarks of Jesus' ministry 

were hope and healing. The source of Christ's liberating message was the power and promise of God's redeeming love.  

 



 

Advent reminds us that God keeps God's promises. Advent reminds us of the signs of God's ongoing liberating, 

redeeming and transforming love present in our own age. Advent reminds us of our own need to reform -- to change our 

hearts -- that we might know the full power of the hope to which all of us are called.  

 

St. Francis de Sales wrote: "Who now will have any doubt as to our abundant means of salvation since we have so great a 

Savior, in view of whom we have been made and by whose merit we have been ransomed?" (Treatise on the Love of 

God, Bk II, Chapter 5) Still, this tremendous gift brings with it a tremendous responsibility. St. Francis de Sales 

emphasized that God works in each and every human heart: therefore, as Christians living "in the world" we must 

recognize that our relationships with one another are an integral part of God's ongoing plan of salvation. Seen through the 

perspective of the "Gentleman Saint," Advent challenges us to live fundamental questions of our own: are we convincing 

signs of the presence of the Messiah? Are we signs of God's redeeming and transforming love? Are we sources of hope 

and healing in the lives of others?  

 

Most of us will invest a great deal of time and energy decorating our homes and our neighborhoods in ways that help us 

to celebrate the miracle of Christ's birth, the manifestation of the power and promise of God's Incarnational Love, a love 

embodied in the life, ministry and message of Jesus Christ. How deliberately and thoroughly do we decorate our lives 

with those virtues that speak to the presence of that same Messiah in our relationships with one another? When people 

encounter us, do they "hear and see" signs of the Messiah?  

David J. Herrington is Regional Director the De Sales Spirituality Center for Southwest Florida. He and his wife Jane 

are members of St. Cecilia's Catholic Community in Ft. Myers. 

  
  


