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The Only Gift God Asks For 
Inspired by a text of Carroll Stuhlmueller 
 
     When we give away the last of our possessions we give ourselves away.  
There is nothing left.  Today we hear the words of the widow of Zaraphath: 
“I have only a handful of flour and a little oil, and when we have eaten this 
we will die”.  In deciding to give this to Elijah because he was a prophet of 
God she gave herself, and her son, to God.  The same is true of the widow 
that Jesus pointed to as she gave “all she had to live on” to God by giving 
it to God’s Temple. 
    We are observing moments of radical change in people’s lives.  After 
such a gift life is never the same.  Yet such revolutionary moments may 
come in silent, seemingly insignificant ways.  This sort of giving is the 
worship Jesus gave to the Father, as the Letter to the Hebrews reminds us.  
Such a gift is asked of us and at times when one would think all our 
attention was on self—e.g., when making one’s marriage vows or one’s 
religious vows or being ordained a priest.  One is implicitly promising little 
daily gifts of self to others for God’s sake.  There is no other way to 
happiness than the way to God, and that is the way of giving everything 
moment by moment. 
    The “everything” may not seem to us to amount to a great deal, yet it is 
all we are at the moment of the giving!  Indeed, everything we will be, and 
many others will be, for all eternity, members of our community, or family, 
etc. depends on this gift.  God is more concerned to receive the gift that is 
myself than the gift of my possessions and not only for “me” but for the 
sake of others. 
    We form a kind of community with those in need, those who seem to 
have nothing to give.  The widow of Zaraphath gave a little piece of 
flatbread to Elijah; God, through him and his faith, gave her and her son 
food to last all through a three year drought, and so God gave them their 
lifetime from then on.  Notice how often a person we help turns out to be 
our lifesaver!  The persons to whom we give self turn out to be God’s 
representatives to save and enrich us.  A person who entered our life by 
surprise through the vows just mentioned or by a simple, kindly act turns 
out to be the source of marvelous new life—even life in the Spirit. 
    That is how it is for us when we do our deeds with Jesus.  That is what 
we do in helping one another in our community of faith.  We do our kindly, 
loving deeds in and with Jesus and so they become an offering of self 
joined with Jesus’ self-offering.  Small, insignificant deeds, even prayers, 
become part of the eternal self-giving of Jesus to the Heavenly Father.  
How wonderful to realize that we need only wait for the hour when our little 
piece of bread or our two pennies will be placed in the Heavenly Treasury 
and we will find that we too are safe in that Treasury and so are God’s 
forever.      
 



We Are the Living Stones of God’s Temple 
Inspired by a text of Carroll Stuhlmueller 
 
    We seem to be celebrating Rome’s Cathedral Church.  In fact, we are  
celebrating the community of faith whose unity in living love for God is 
God’s actual Church.  The wonder of any church comes from the people 
who pray and worship in it.  As St. Paul wrote to the Corinthian church: 
You are God’s building, you are the temple of God; the Spirit of God dwells 
in you.  The foundation stone of this temple is Jesus Christ.  If we are one 
with Jesus we are one with each other—not only in principle but in action 
that springs from self-giving love. 
    In the time of Jesus the Bible ended with the Second Book of Chronicles.  
It concludes with a vision of all nations and peoples gathered to God and 
so around God’s temple in Jerusalem.  Scholars tell us that this vision is 
probably what led Jesus to give his farewell discourse, as presented in the 
Gospel according to Matthew, declaring us missionaries to all nations to 
gather them together in this way.  The Cathedral of the pope has become 
for Catholics the symbol of this mission and of its fulfillment. 
    Ours is a mission to share Christ and to share the unity in active love 
that is given to all who are one in Christ.  We celebrate today our mission 
of evangelization and of ecumenical reconciliation.  Any community’s 
church is hallowed by the events of its faith life.  It is hallowed by the 
prayers and by the many acts of self-giving celebrated in it.  It has been 
filled with the joys and sorrows of all who have worshiped there.  It has 
witnessed their hopes and their struggles, their agonies and thanksgivings.  
It has witnessed the salvation history of a community of faith, just as the 
Jerusalem Temple did. 
    Our church, through the living stones that make it holy, contains in this 
way a wondrous history.  The foundation of that history is obedient faith 
and the gift of self day by day. This is how we genuinely “believe” in Jesus 
as our Savior.  This is how we are directed to holy and moral living that 
makes us healthy and God-centered persons.  Of course, not everyone’s 
work is of equal quality.  As St. Paul reminds us, our individual works will 
be tested as though by a fire.  What remains when the fire is over lasts  
forever. 
    Today we hear in the Gospel the story of Jesus’ call to Zacchaeus and of 
his repentance and gift of self and possessions to God.  This is a story not 
simply of one person but of everyone—it is salvation history in miniature.  
Jesus words to Zacchaeus are also words directed to us: “This is what it 
means to be the offspring of Abraham and Sarah.  The Son of Man has 
come to search out and to save what was lost.”  That declaration is meant 
to revive our own longing for holiness and so for ongoing repentance.  We 
seek the Temple of God which is in Heaven, where Christ has entered into 
God’s presence with his blood, and with the gift of the life of all those who 
are Christ’s own.  That is what we long to be, always and forever. 
 



What Really Matters 
From a homily by Pope St. Leo the Great 
 
     It is a fact that I am slowing down and getting feeble; I can’t do the work 
entrusted to me as vigorously as I would like.  Yet reflect on the mercy of 
our almighty God, and of our immortal priest who has brought our 
humanity so close to his divinity.  He doesn’t cease to exercise personal 
vigilance for the good of his flock and that provides a strong support for 
me.  It is the strength of the Church’s foundation, Jesus Christ, which 
prevents the entire structure from sagging and falling to ruin.  The firmness 
of our faith need never falter, no matter how weak we are humanly. 
    The Lord asked his disciples who they believed him to be.  It was 
blessed Peter who replied: You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.  
The Lord declared him blessed because he could not say this of himself 
but received it as a gift from the Heavenly Father.  This gift provides for the 
truth and remains firm no matter the weakness of us human instruments.  
Peter was to become the “rock” and “foundation” for the Church, one 
unconquerable by the powers of death and hell.  It is through this special 
relationship with God that he, and his successors, perform the task given 
them with authority.   Every way of watching over the flock is done in and 
with Christ. 
    Think of the fact that any right action or decision of mine is, by God’s 
mercy, attributable to Christ and to Peter’s action in confessing Jesus to be 
the Christ.  His authority lives on in his “chair”.  It is an authority obtained 
by a profession of faith breathed into his heart by God the Father.  Thus his 
heart could rise above the uncertainty of merely human beliefs and become 
as strong as a rock.  Daily, throughout the entire Church, Peter proclaims: 
You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God!  All repeat that profession of 
faith whose authority comes from the word and authority of Jesus Christ. 
    Like plants, we are dug up from this earth and transplanted to Heaven.  
That is the work of this faith.  It is protected by such God-sent strength that 
no heresy can ever undermine it or falsehood overcome it.  That is what we 
celebrate today.  With Christ we offer the perfect sacrifice and through it 
the anxiety and care for God’s sheep continues in their shepherds.  So we 
gather together today to recognize all this and to pledge ourselves to that 
unity in Christ to which the faith proclaimed by Peter calls us.    When I 
speak words of encouragement to you, believe that it is Peter who is 
speaking, and through him Christ.  It is up to us to do this always and to 
admonish one another in love and for the sake of living Christ’s love.  You 
are my glory in the continuation of your faith and love throughout the entire 
world.  Abide in that faith, in that holiness, and in that love. 
 
 
 
 
 



The Monastic Vocation & Prayer’s Power 
Inspired by a letter of Pope St. John XXIII 
 
    St. Martin is remembered as a bishop, yet first he was a Christian and a 
monk.  His biographer tells us he was born in Hungary to a veteran 
legionnaire and thus was bound by law to military service.  He enlisted at 
the age of 15 and served under two emperors.  At 18 he was baptized and 
was allowed to give up the military career because of Emperor Julian’s 
anti-Christian policies. 
    The example of holiness of St. Hilary of Poitier drew him to that area 
where he began to live the monastic life as a hermit.  It was for him a way of 
praying always and of showing, by prayer as much as deeds, charity 
toward all.  It was due to his example that the monastic way of life spread 
eventually all through France. 
    He sought solitude because he was so eager for union with God.  He 
used solitude for constant prayer.  As his biographer, Sulpicius Severus, 
says: “he never turned his mind away from prayer”.  By reason of a 
reputation for holiness and charity he was chosen to be bishop of Tours.  
His biography adds: “He remained what he had been before and bore the 
dignity and work of a bishop without abandoning the way of life and of 
virtue proper to a monk”. 
   He proved to be a marvelously effective pastor and converter of sinners 
to Christ precisely though his monastic vocation.  The reason he was so 
marvelous in pastoral action was because he was first of all a person of 
prayer.  His principle tool for evangelizing was the founding of monastic 
communities and then building churches for those drawn to Christ by the 
example and lives of the monks. 
    Evangelization, in short, was accomplished mostly by the exemplary 
lives of those whom he taught to live in the monastic way. This makes him 
a great lesson to Christians today, and to monks.  It not only reminds all of 
the immense benefits that monks brought to France, and to other 
countries, but calls out attention to the power of prayer to shape life, to 
make it Christ-like and to make Christ-likeness attractive. 
    We are all easily distracted by the hectic pace of life.  We need to be 
drawn back to what is of lasting greatness and beauty revealed by those 
who are led to constant prayer in the monastic way of life.  It is an invitation 
to all to the vocation of seeking God with all one’s heart and mind and 
strength.  The example of St. Martin teaches a lesson about prayer and the 
search for God which has been confirmed by the experience of centuries of 
Christian living.  It shows us the invaluable instrument for spiritual 
elevation that monastic life is in the Church and for societies, and what an 
effective contribution this makes to the Church’s apostolate.  Let us pray 
that the example of a great bishop, a model pastor and a fervent monk will 
stir up a new spirit of fervor for the service of God, in each of us, and in the 
entire Church of God. 
 



The Path that is Poverty of Spirit 
From a sermon by Isaac of Stella 
 
    “When Jesus had sat down he began to speak..”  I wish I could be on the 
mountain too, sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his teaching.  He has 
put aside so much activity and now sits.  This is the mouth of the one of 
whom the Bride speaks in the Canticle, imploring a kiss.  His mouth is a 
treasure house of all the riches of wisdom and knowledge.  He speaks to 
our heart and says: “Happy are the poor in spirit”. 
    The crowd is left behind and he says nothing of the problems of daily 
life, of weakness and sin and futility.  He is telling us about  happiness and 
the bliss of glory.  Happy are the poor in spirit.  The one who says this is 
bliss itself.  He who speaks of happiness is bliss itself.   He who speaks of 
poverty was made poor for our sake.  The King speaks of the Kingdom, the 
one who is gentle of gentleness, the Comforter speaks of consolation; the 
one true Bread tells us about hunger satisfied; mercy’s own self speaks of 
mercy.  The one from whom alone cleanness of heart comes speaks to us 
of that cleanliness.  The true Son speaks of reconciliation and adoption. 
    The very Word of God is telling us who he is.  He says, Happy are the 
poor in spirit.  Very wisely he puts this in the first place, before everything 
else.  People covet and desire many things, though almost all fail to find 
the happiness they seek.  Who is there who doesn’t long to be happy?  
People go to law, fight, and engage in business.  Yet he who knows puts 
poverty of spirit first, and says it is the way to happiness.  Why does 
everyone imagine that one is happy in the measure one gets whatever one 
wants? 
    Are you anxious, my brothers?  Are you going to heed the poor one who 
commands us to be poor and commends poverty to us?  Jesus speaks 
from experience.  He is to be believed.  He was born poor, he lived as poor, 
and he died poor.  He did not will to be rich but he willed to die—for us.  So 
let’s believe the Truth when he tells us the way to life. It is a rough way but 
it is also short.  Happiness is everlasting!  The way is narrow but it leads to 
life and brings one to a very roomy place.  It is a steep way, because it 
ascends to heaven!  We must travel light, then, not weighed down by 
baggage. 
    What do we want?  Is it happiness we are after?  The Truth shows us true 
happiness.  Are we seeking riches?  The King bestows the kingdom and 
makes us kings too.  Anxiety has caught so many in its toils yet they are 
never satisfied with what they have.  Scripture tells us that some make five 
yoke of oxen an excuse not to answer the heavenly call.  Elisha took the 
yoke of oxen he had and used them to offer a sacrifice so he might more 
readily follow Elijah.  Let us follow Jesus in the same way! 
 
 
 



Teaching Many to Trust in the Lord 
From a sermon by Guerric of Igny 
 
    “Blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord”.  Our Holy Father Benedict 
was one who trusted in the Lord, and taught a  multitude of others to put all 
their trust in that One Lord.  Benedict is not only blessed with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, not only has the Lord given 
Benedict a huge family of other saints and holy ones but in addition the 
Lord has blessed Benedict with a vast array of sons and daughters in 
almost every nation under the heavens.  We are among this number and if 
we too place all our trust in the Lord we too will be with Benedict and share 
the Lord’s blessings in the heavenly places. 
     Whoever trusts in the Lord is grafted into Christ.  A tree drinks in the 
water of life and of fertility through its roots.  One who sends out roots to 
the water of life and whose sap is that of the True Vine is filled with 
blessings and grace.  That is why Jeremiah compares one who trusts in the 
Lord to a tree planted by perpetually flowing water.  Such a one sends out 
roots to the stream of love, and will have no fear of anger or distress.  Such 
a one is never anxious as though forsaken by God. Experience has shown 
that one who is planted in faith and rooted in love has the water of life. 
    It flows from God’s sanctuary and brings life wherever it comes.  Those 
who have access to this water bear fruit that never fails.  That has been 
true for Benedict and it will be true for all who follow him truly.  The grace 
of the Spirit never ceases to bring such a one, perhaps in secret, the life-
giving sap of hope and charity.  Even if one doesn’t feel that grace 
showering down and entering into the heart and soul, one knows it secretly 
and interiorly is giving life and keeping one faithful to the good purpose 
which led one to the monastery.  One is strengthened to persevere in 
sound word and deed and be steadfast.  And so let us enlarge the roots of 
our good desires and make our conduct more and more pleasing to our 
God.  Our leaves will not wither or fall and our lives will not cease to 
produce fruit.  By the water flowing from God’s sanctuary grow trees that 
bear leaves for healing and life-giving fruit. 
    Doctors say that we humans are upside down trees.  The nerves of our 
bodies have their roots beginning in our heads.  For myself, I prefer to say 
that we are so made because the roots of our love and desire have to be 
fixed in heaven, in our Head Jesus Christ.  Whoever sends roots there will 
not feel the heat of God’s judgment but will bring to God the offering of the 
many fruits grace has produced and receive its reward by flowering forever 
before the Lord.  Today we celebrate all those who have done this and 
received this reward.  Today we ask our God to help our roots fix 
themselves more and more deeply in Jesus Christ, so that we too may be 
among that number.   
 
 



Imitate Mary’s Humility 
From St. Bernard’s In Praise of the Virgin Mother 
 

    Learn to obey!  Learn to humble yourself!  You are dust; learn 
submission.  Speaking of the Author of all, the Evangelist says: 
He was submissive to them.  No doubt he is speaking of Jesus’ 
submission to Mary and Joseph.  Blush, O proud ashes!  God 
has humbled himself and you exalt yourself!  God places himself 
under human beings and you, trying so hard to be over other 
human beings, place yourself above your Maker.  Would that 
God, when I am found thinking like that, would correct me as 
Jesus did Peter: Get behind me, Satan; you don’t under-stand 
things as God does.  As often as I want to dominate other 
people, just so often do I try to go before my Lord, and then, 
indeed, I am not understanding things as God does. 
    Of Jesus it was said: He subjected himself to them.  If you will 
deign to imitate the example of a human being certainly it can’t 
be unworthy to follow the example of your Maker!  If you want to 
follow him wherever he goes you might deign to follow him 
when he humbles himself.  I mean, if you weren’t able to walk 
the sublime path of virginity then follow your God along the 
safest path, that of humility.  If a virgin goes aside from the path 
of righteousness then I can assure you that such a person is not 
be able to follow the Lamb wherever he goes.  Even if stained, 
the humble can follow the Lamb but not a proud virgin. 
    Neither those who are stained nor those who are proud can 
follow the Lamb “wherever” he goes.  If you are stained you 
can’t raise yourself up to the state of the “Lamb without stain”.  
If you are proud you won’t deign to lower yourself  to the 
meekness of the one who “was silent before his shearers” and 
“before those who killed him did not open his mouth”. 
    Sinners choose a better part by following Jesus in humility 
than do the proud who trust in their virginity.  The uncleanness 
of the sinner is cleaned away by humble penance while even the 
purity of the self-controlled is itself is made impure by pride.  
Follow Jesus humbly.   That is what the Virgin Mother did. 
 
 
 
 


