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Next month it will be twenty-five years since my wife and I moved to Scranton; and when we came 
here, we were told that a majority of the residents here are Catholic.  Almost as soon as I donned my 
collar as a clergyman in the Episcopal Church, I was greeted as “Father” wherever I went.  The bus driver 
refused my fare, and complete strangers offered me rides whenever I walked back and forth from our 
apartment in West Scranton to downtown.  And everywhere I went, I saw crucifixes.  Having grown up in 
Lehigh County, this was quite a change from the religious culture of my youth. 

Yet I was soon able to discern between those who identified as Catholic, and whose families were 
Catholic, and those who actually went to Mass.  Those who went to church had dried palms behind the 
crucifix in their homes and in their places of business.  And they spoke the Catholic language of Rosaries, 
Novenas, and Patron Saints.  They were vocally pro-life and talked openly about going to the March for 
Life in D.C. or going on pilgrimages to saints’ shrines and even to Rome. 

I was reminded of this distinction between the Catholics and what we had come to call the “practicing 
Catholics” by today’s Epistle.  St. Paul writes of Jesus, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, “Being 
found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.”  This 
obvious humility, a willingness to suffer with the lowly, was the basis for the stratification I observed 
when I was yet Protestant, between those who were Catholic, which was nearly everyone, and those who 
actually lived out their faith. 

Since this stratification exists, it is important, if we are going to draw people into the Church, as I and 
so many of us converts have been doing, that that humility is manifest in how we comport ourselves with 
strangers.  The palms that we too place behind our crucifixes should be a sign of more than our going to 
church, more than our being found in Catholic form, but a sign as well that we humble ourselves and that 
our ultimate goal is to be obedient even unto death, a death we know Christ conquered on Easter Day. 

The fruit of Christ’s humility, of course, was to pull us out of our sad condition and make us bearers 
of light and truth.  What mitigated against my conversion, until I finally saw the light, were those less 
than humble Catholics who bore the signs of devotion quite proudly, but whose comportment was 
arrogant, insensitive, irreverent, occasionally violent, and almost always characterized by a lack of 
sobriety.  I’m sure other people acted that way too, but during my journey into the Church, before I had 
the fulness of Truth, the obnoxious who stick out in my mind’s eye were the Catholics, perhaps because 
even then I expected more from them. 



My point is that true meekness commends itself.  If one has a lot and doesn’t have to live in the 
ghetto, but chooses to anyway, that’s very attractive, far more attractive than having a lot and using that 
wealth to lord it over others and isolate oneself in a yacht or in a mansion on the hill.  Going to the 
hospital and risking illness to visit the dying is far more attractive than staying home all the time and 
seeing people only by zoom call or Facetime virtual interactions.  Using one’s time to have meaningful 
conversation with others in the room is far more attractive than staring at one’s phone all day while life is 
happening all around just inches away.  So meekness is a way we comport ourselves, even as we make 
meek choices that cause others to notice how we stand out and stand apart in a culture dominated by 
voices that are rude, domineering, irrational, and manipulative.  The quiet confidence inherent to humility 
is the best way to show even strangers that we love them.  It is the very meekness Jesus practiced and the 
virtue that made Catholicism so attractive when those who should have been my closest compatriots were 
mostly unkind and dismissive. 

So please know what you’re doing when you display those palms in your houses, offices, and cars.  If 
you are meek, they will be invitations to others to ask for what you have and what you’re willing to share.  
But if you should slip and let the profane escape your lips, these palms will become a billboard that 
screams Catholics are no better than everybody else in the world and perhaps worse, because we should 
know better. 

So display them.  Put them in a prominent place that everyone can see, but especially a place that you 
can see.  And let them be a reminder not only that we have to make it to Mass, but also that we have 
declared our willingness to descend into the mire to pull people out. 

 


