
Revive! - Week 3: Why can’t we all be saints!
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In one of my first homilies after being ordained, I talked

about a monk who was urged by his superior to always try to

become a saint. I then mentioned in passing that although none of

us would likely become saints, we should all at least try. After

Mass that Sunday a parishioner approached me, told me she

enjoyed my homily but asked why I believed we can’t all actually

become saints? Her question caught me off-guard. After all, why

can’t we all be saints? At the time, I guess I still thought of saints

as sinless, idealized, more perfect in the eyes of God; and that

sainthood was really, really hard to attain.

Several years later while serving as a deacon at a parish in

Chicago, I took a group of teens to volunteer at a Dorothy Day

House in Youngstown, Ohio. I had read about Dorothy Day and

the Catholic Worker Movement, and I knew that she was being

considered for sainthood. But I really did not know much more

about her and had never been to a Dorothy Day House. During
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our visit the nun who ran the house took time –  in between the

meals they served to the local poor and homeless people – to tell

us about Dorothy’s ministry and to teach us about her. As she

described Dorothy and her life’s story, I was reminded of the

parishioner's question during my first year of ordination.
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Dorothy Day was not raised in a particularly religious

household. Her early life was marked by a search for meaning

and purpose, a way to ease the suffering she saw all around her.

As a young adult she lived a wild life. She dropped out of college,

moved to New York City, worked for a socialist newspaper, and

participated in protest movements. During this time she also met

and fell in love with a man (a self-proclaimed anarchist) who did

not believe in marriage. While in this relationship, she became

pregnant and had an abortion at his insistence.  She agreed to

the abortion hoping to save their relationship but he left her soon

after. She eventually met and began living with another man.  To

her great surprise, she became pregnant again and was
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overjoyed since she had assumed that she would never be able

to have children after the abortion.

During her  pregnancy she had a profound sense of God’s

presence in her life. She came to believe that Jesus loved and

accepted her despite her past sins.  The birth of her daughter,

Tamar changed her life!  She had grown to admire the Catholic

Church as the “Church of the poor” and so decided to have Tamar

baptized. Her decision to have her daughter baptized and to

embrace the Catholic faith led to the end of her common law

marriage and the loss of many of her radical friends.

Nevertheless, a short time later she prayed (at the Shrine of the

Immaculate Conception) that God would show her a way to serve

the poor and unemployed.  The following day she met Peter

Maurin, a French immigrant and former Christian Brother, who

had a vision for a society constructed of Gospel values.  Together

they founded the Catholic Worker Newspaper which spawned a

movement of houses of hospitality and farming communes that
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has been replicated throughout the United States and other

countries. At The Catholic Worker, Dorothy lived a life faithful to

the injunctions of the Gospel. She spent the remaining years of

her life spreading the Gospel and leading others to follow Jesus.

Dorothy Day could have been the woman who met Jesus at the

well in today’s Gospel.
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This is week 3 of our Lent message series, “Revive!” During

the series we are reflecting on Jesus’s invitation to us this Lenten

season to examine our lives, to take our “spiritual pulse” and to let

him revive our faith lives through prayer, fasting and acts of

charity.
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The unnamed woman in today’s Gospel was a sinner and an

outcast, much like Dorothy Day. And, even though Jesus was fully

aware of her situation when he met her at the well he did not

let-on right away. But, eventually we learn that Jesus knows
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everything about the woman; he knows that she has been married

five times but is currently living with another man who is not her

husband. This was a very serious sin and is the reason the

woman is at the well alone at that time of the day. It is also the

reason she did not go to the well earlier when most Samaritan

women would go to draw water and socialize. She was shunned

in her community and had accepted that she was an outcast. But,

Jesus does not. He speaks to her, asking her for a drink of water.

This shocks the woman, and she asks Jesus, “How can you, a

Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (The author of the

Gospel points out that, “Jews use nothing in common with

Samaritans.”) Jesus not only disregards this Jewish custom by

talking to her, but he tells her that if she would have recognized

him and asked, he “would have given [her] living water.” Despite

her sin, Jesus knows her, accepts her and offers her eternal life.

During the exchange the woman begins to recognize Jesus

as a prophet, telling him, ‘I know that the Messiah is coming, the

one called the Christ;  when he comes, he will tell us everything.’”
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Jesus then reveals himself to her, telling her, “I am he, the one

speaking with you.” At this point Jesus’s disciples return. But the

woman has been changed! She drops her water jug and runs into

the town to tell everyone about Jesus — the same people who

ostracized her. Jesus knew her sin, but loved and respected her

nonetheless. This interaction with Jesus helped her to move past

her sinfulness, to drop the burden she and others had placed on

her. And, once she had gotten past her own feelings of

unworthiness, she became a missionary, telling everyone about

Jesus and as a result many others followed Him.
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I especially like the graphic for this message series,

“Revive!”  In fact, it might be my favorite graphic of all the series

we have done since I came to St. Pius back in 2018. It is a

powerful image which I believe really captures what the series is

about and what Lent is all about: “Reviving” our spiritual lives,

identifying and removing the “blockages” which come between us

and God, restoring our spiritual life and vitality. We have all seen
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enough medical dramas to know that when the heart monitor

shows a flat line the patient is in trouble. The patient's heart has

stopped beating and they are probably dead, at least temporarily,

until doctors can get the heart beating again and “revive” the

patient. Well, this is also true in our spiritual lives.

Sometimes we carry the weight of our sin with us (even after

we confess it) and that sin becomes a barrier – a blockage –

which cuts off the flow of blood and weakens our spiritual

heartbeat. But, as we heard last week, others in our lives do not

hold our sins against us and do not see us in the same harsh light

that we may see ourselves. Last week we asked you to identify

the person in your life who believes in you, encourages you, sees

your potential, regardless of what you do or say. The woman in

today’s Gospel and Dorothy Day show us that Jesus is always

one of those people in our lives.  He knows our sins, he knows

our shortcomings, but he also forgives us and wants us to move

past those sins and shortcomings and spread the word about him

by what we say and by what we do. He does not want us to get
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hung-up, burdened by our sins so much that we give up on

ourselves and start to believe that we are not worthy of his love

and mercy. He wants us all to be saints, and believes that we can

all be saints, despite our past sinfulness.
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“What could God do with me?”

In his book, My Life with The Saints, Fr. James Martin

recalled hearing a reflection by a laywoman and mother about

Dorothy Day: “At the end of the presentation she spoke about

Dorothy’s past, ‘Imagine,’ she said, ‘if Dorothy Day had thought

to herself: I had an abortion. What could God do with me?

Imagine all the wonderful things that would never have

gotten done.” Only with God’s inspiration, help and support was

Dorothy Day able to do all the things she did during her lifetime

and after. We are called to do the same. We are called — with

God’s help, acceptance, love and support — to be saints! God

loves us in spite of our sinfulness, our shortcomings, our own

feelings of unworthiness. And, he needs us to hear and spread
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his word like the woman in today's Gospel, and like Dorothy Day.

Our world is in great need of our witness to His love and mercy,

especially at this moment.

Those of you listening to my homily who have ever coached

kids in sports, (or competed yourself), should know what I am

talking about.  When I started coaching cross country back in

2013, I quickly figured out that the reason the team was not

improving year to year was that they did not believe that they

deserved to be better. They had not performed well or trained

hard in past years and so they simply believed and accepted that

they were not capable of running faster, or winning races. Our

faith lives can be the same. The woman in today’s Gospel

believed she was unworthy of God’s love and mercy; she became

stuck in her situation, in her past sins and was not trying to get

unstuck. But, Jesus helped her to overcome her self-imposed

limitations and he can help you, as well.
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I invite you to close your eyes. (pause) Now, reflect for a

moment on what is separating you from God’s love? What

burdens have you placed on yourself, things which God has

forgiven but which you have not let go? What are your past sins

that God forgave a long time ago but that – because you can

even think of them right now – are keeping your spiritual heart

from beating more strongly? Now, imagine you are standing at a

well in the noon heat, and talking to Jesus.  Share with him those

things that you believe are keeping you from him.  Then listen as

he tells l you (again) that he already knows all about them, but

that he wants you to look forward, not back.  He wants you to

have so much more.  He offers you living water.  And all you have

to do is accept it; accept his love, and let him change you.  Will

you? (Pause) I invite you to open your eyes. I invite you to take

time this week to repeat this exercise.
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Wherever you may be in your faith life, God wants you to

have a stronger, healthier spiritual heartbeat. He loves you,
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forgives you and will help to “Revive” your faith this Lent if you

simply believe in Him and believe in yourself; believe that you are

worthy of his mercy, his forgiveness and his love.


