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WHAT THE MAGI TEACH OUR JOYLESS, OUTRAGED SOCIETY 

(January 10, 2019) 

 

After Mass celebrating the Epiphany, a parishioner commented that we live in a joyless society.  His 

thought was part cultural critique, part affirmation of my homily. It bears further consideration that 

may lead to a worthy new year's resolution. 

The worshipper's remark rings true with others.  Lance Morrow recently opined in The Wall Street 

Journal that "America is addicted to outrage" as the signature emotion of public life today.  The 

nightly news provides ample evidence for his claim that "the greatest casualty of outrage may be 

judgment itself." 

That claim also applies to the Church.  There, outrage masked as 

defense of the faith follows from, and contributes to, an ethos of "us vs. 

them" applied even to fellow believers.  As Fr. Paul Scalia once 

described it, the "Church militant" risks becoming the "Church 

belligerent." 

These essayists note a connection between our joyless state of affairs and the rise of new 

communications technology.  With supposedly "social" media, we can be anything but.  Forgetting 

that at the other end of the digital fibers are real people, we increasingly tweet or post in ways that 

we would hesitate to do were the person(s) we are talking about standing in front of us.  Drawn 

downward to the miniaturization of interaction made possible by devices, we fail to see the bigger 

picture of meaningful human encounter. 

Actually, this is nothing new in the realm of faith.  In The Reform of Zeal, a study of religious culture 

at the time of the French "wars of religion," Tom Donlan points out how Catholic belief turned 

militant in its strident belligerence not only toward Protestant reformers but also against fellow 

Catholics.  It even turned inward, promoting a self-awareness of "eschatological anguish" and a 

resultant need for harsh penitential discipline. 

Donlan then lays out the convincing argument that the spirituality of 

"gentleness" (douceur) championed by St. Francis de Sales, Bishop of Geneva and 

Doctor of the Church, constituted an effective critique to such religious militancy.  

Redefining the fervor of devotion away from fanaticism, de Sales formed believers 

through the Good News of a God who affirms His identity in Jesus as one "gentle 

and humble in heart" and who invites people to "come to me" for rest because 

"my yoke is easy and my burden light" (Matt 11:28-30).  

That's the Good News we celebrated at Christmas.  Coinciding with the joyous sights and sounds of 

the holidays, the proclamation of the Nativity is intended to last longer than the season that has come 

and gone. 
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http://cfhc.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk/files/2018/12/Donlan_Reform-of-Zeal-St-Andrews-2018.pdf
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The biblical stories during the Christmas season speak of the joy that attends a child's birth, the 

swaddled infant who, as yet, has not said or done anything of historic note.  Still, his mother's spirit 

rejoices, but she had insider information on who this child really is.  Likewise, shepherds rejoiced at 

the visual confirmation of an angelic message, though theirs could be construed as a fascination born 

of curiosity amid the boredom of a night watch. 

Then the Magi arrived.  Their joy seems different.  It appears as a conviction, born of the choice to 

follow a star that inspired them to travel to a foreign land, at night, seeking someone they didn't even 

know.  That joy enables them to overcome the resistance of reason and to persist in their search, 

despite the unknown destination, the fearful darkness, and the troubling resistance from others. 

 

The joy of the Magi holds the antidote to a culture of outrage.  Their discovery of the humble and 

gentle Jesus changes everything, for them and for us. 

The three "wise" travelers found joy by looking up, literally, to the heavens.  Figuratively, they 

learned to look up as a matter of faith. 

And when they did, they saw a picture bigger than themselves and discovered a world greater than 

their own positions.  They laid eyes on a child, simply born and lovingly lain in a manger.  They 

discovered the king of all peoples in the Son of God who chose to be present in the midst of human 

beings, just as they (we) are.  And they did him homage. 

That act holds the key to eradicating outrage and mitigating militancy.  Social and religious zeal will 

be reformed when we learn, as did the wise men, to kneel before Him who is God-with -us (Emmanuel).   

Resolving to spend time in adoration of the blessed sacrament of God's continuing presence among us, 

we, too, can find a joy that lasts beyond the holidays, the joy which alone will bring rest to our hearts 

and souls. 

* * * * * *   



POKING FUN AT THE PR ESS, POPE USES HUMOR TO SPREAD 

GOSPEL (February 7, 2019) 

 

Not every word a pope speaks is "ex cathedra." In fact, it's quite rare to proclaim something "from the 

chair" (of St. Peter) as a matter of authoritative teaching in the realm of realm of faith and morals. 

Nowadays, much of what Pope Francis communicates comes when he is standing. Take, for example, 

the Popemobile.  Alessandro Gisotti, the director of the Holy See's Press Office, highlighted the 

message recently received on the streets of Panama, in the image of so many young people "who 

hugged each other after having seen you only for an instant." 

The pope also stands when speaking with the press.  During those in-flight events, we see another 

distinctive way the pope communicates.  As he has done on previous trips, the Pope Francis likes to 

poke fun at the press. 

 

On the flight to Rome following World Youth Day, in answer to a question about why young people 

distance themselves from the Church, he replied, "generally I think that the first [reason] is the lack 

of witness from Christians, priests, bishops."  Then he remarked, "I do not say Popes because that's 

too much."  And he laughed, then promptly added "but also them." 

Later, he was surprised by a reporter who referenced the pope's lunch with young pilgrims and then 

proceeded to ask about expectations for the upcoming meeting of bishops to discuss the global crisis 

in the Church.  With a wide grin and an appreciative nod, the pope quipped, "This one is clever!  He 

began from the trip and then went there ... well done! Thanks for the question," which he then 

answered freely. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/events/event.dir.html/content/vaticanevents/en/2019/1/27/volo-ritorno-panama.html
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/02/commentaries/poking-fun-at-the-press-pope-uses-humor-to-spread-gospel/


On the return flight from Abu Dhabi, Pope Francis offered his impression about a little girl who broke 

through the security line and ran to the pope-mobile.  He expressed amazement, saying, "That little 

girl is courageous!  ... That little girl has a future, a future!  And I would dare say:  poor husband!" 

Before that press conference ended, in keeping with custom, the Holy Father congratulated one of the 

journalists who was on board her 150th papal flight.  When the crew brought out a cake, he said: 

"They told me we are celebrating Valentina's 150th birthday! ... But I don't see her so mummified."  

The video doesn't show the exchange, but we can presume Valentina laughed along with the others. 

Some may think the world's spiritual leader should not joke around.  Seen in another perspective, 

however, humor can be virtuous.  When it is, communication benefits. 

In his Introduction to the Devout Life (III:27), the eloquent Doctor of the Church, St. Francis de Sales, 

makes reference to the Greek virtue of eutrapelia.  He describes it as "joking words, spoken by way of 

modest and innocent merriment." It's a kind of humor among friends that comes with "unaffected 

freedom, confidence, and familiarity cleverly expressed." 

The saint is quick to add, however, that we must beware of passing from mirthful banter to ridicule, 

derision, and mockery. Even among friends, and even if unintended, when laughter occurs at the 

expense of our neighbor's dignity, the virtue becomes a vice.  

Read only in print, the pope's responses might seem out of character for one whom even the journalists 

address as "Your Holiness."   But the press corps traveling with him sees him for who he is.  Caroline 

Wyatt, fr om the BBC, once wrote, "even the sceptics and the critics of the Roman Catholic Church 

might find this pope hard to resist in person.  He is disarming, and has a personality that feels like a 

force of nature: irrepressible, jocular, open.  He was dubbed in US (magazine) the 'People's Pope', and 

you can see why." 

More important than popularity, the papal banter actually 

serves his pastoral mission.  Just as his apostolic journeys offer 

a "live" encounter with the joy of the gospel, so do his press 

conferences.  Standing in their midst, Pope Francis creates a 

cordial environment among reporters corralled on a plane.  His 

good-natured humor helps make him "real" to them, thereby 

reducing the communications distance between them. 

By evoking smiles and laughter, Pope Francis acts as a pastor drawing close to his flock ð those on 

the flight and those who will read the media reports.  Keeping the purpose of the pope's playfulness 

in mind, we might take a lesson from how he communicates.  As Gisotti suggested to the press, we 

who are adults could learn from the image at World Youth Day:  "Young people when they are happy, 

share their joy, they donõt keep it for themselves." 

* * * * * *   

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/events/event.dir.html/content/vaticanevents/en/2019/2/5/voloritorno-emiratiarabi.html
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/collegeofjournalism/entries/cd349f3e-c145-4322-83ad-07550905fa78


PROFITING FROM OUR F AULTS THIS LENT  

(March 11, 2019) 

 

In his message for Lent 2019, Pope Francis describes the sacred season as a òpath to Easteró that 

òdemands that we renew our faces and hearts as Christians through repentance, conversion and 

forgiveness, so as to live fully the abundant grace of the paschal mystery.ó 

Plodding along that path each year makes it look like a never-ending journey.  Honest self-reflection 

identifies the extent of our ever-present faults.  Futility frustrates our quest to become better people, 

let alone the saints we are called to be. 

That perception, however, perpetuates a false impression.  Saints are not folks with no faults.  What 

makes them holy is their renewable resolve.  Some ð like ST. FRANCIS DE SALES (1567-1622) ð can 

teach us how we, too, can profit from our faults. 

One of only thirty -six òdoctorsó in history the Catholic Church, this saint 

offers timeless teaching to aid us in the pursuit of sanctity.  He guides us 

through the frustration of striving to be good without totally succeeding 

by proposing a three-step process for spiritual renewal during Lent. 

It begins with the recognition of the uphill struggle we face in life.  In 

truth, he writes, òwe must never be astonished at finding ourselves 

imperfect é because there is no cure for it!ó  Human finitude limits the 

personal resolve even of saints, as he tells Saint Jane de Chantal: òI donõt 

know how I am made.  I feel miserable, but I donõt trouble myself about 

it; and sometimes I am even happy in thinking that I am a really good 

object for the mercy of God.ó 

In that joyous self-disclosure, we find a key to making progress.  Admitting our inability to be free 

from faults is good; despairing about it is not.   No one likes failure.  But our typical responses ð either 

giving up or trying harder ð do not change the fact that earthly perfection eludes us.   

Hence, the saint repeatedly counsels calmness along the way of conversion: òWhen we discover that 

the lute is out of tune, it isnõt necessary to break its strings and throw it out!  What we have to do is 

to lend an attentive ear to discover which is the discordant string, and then tighten or loosen it as 

required.ó  And when we show òmore compassion for (our heart) than passion against it,ó the potential 

for personal change òwill sink far deeper and penetrate more effectively than fretful, angry, stormy 

repentance.ó 

Step two entails shifting the balance of power, by focusing not on our own ineptitude but on the 

eternal power of God.  After all, no matter the prevalence of our misdeeds, nothing that we do or fail 

to do changes who God is.  òThe foundation of (our) trust,ó writes de Sales, òshould be in Him not in 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/lent/documents/papa-francesco_20181004_messaggio-quaresima2019.html
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/03/commentaries/profiting-from-our-faults-this-lent/


us.   All the more so because we change, and He never does; He always remains good and merciful, 

whether we are weak and imperfect or whether we are strong and perfect.ó   

Entrusting ourselves to this beneficent divine power gives us the best chance to advance along the 

path to holiness.  As one of the saintõs spiritual daughters, Sister Mary de Sales Chappuis, would say 

centuries later, òEach time we offer (Jesus) a fault to be forgiven, we give Him the title of Savior.ó 

Having handed our efforts over to this saving God, all that remains, as the final step, is to begin again 

é and again and again!  For St. Francis de Sales, renewing our resolutions is not a sign of desperation 

but of persistence.  Starting over despite never seeming to arrive at our goal comes not from being 

thick-headed but from being faithful and hopeful. 

This is our lot in life.  This is our seasonal quest ð to recognize our faults, trust in Godõs grace, and 

resolve again to follow along that path to Easter. 

In this, the saintly doctor encourages us: òRest is reserved for heaven é (while) on earth we should 

always fight as though we are between fear and hope.  But we must do so, knowing that hope will 

always be the stronger, bearing in mind the power of the One who comes to our aid.ó 

 

Or, as the pope named Francis puts it, òWe can thus journey from Easter to Easter towards the 

fulfillment of the salvation we have already received as a result of Christõs paschal mystery.ó 

* * * * * *  

  



SUMMONING THE NEXT GENERATION OF THE CHURCH  

(April 5, 2019) 

Having received my first correspondence from the Social Security Administration, I must officially 

be old!  Perhaps, then, I can speak with some insight, if not also wisdom gained from age, about òthe 

next generation.ó 

If there is one, that is ð at least in terms of church-goers. 

The numbers are staggering.  In a diocese I recently visited, the local bishop informed his flock about 

òa significant decline in Catholic affiliation and participation.ó  Since 2000, parish registrations there 

have declined 36%, Mass attendance dropped by 60%, and sacraments received were down by about 

65%.  Add to that a 43% decrease in the number of priests in active ministry, with a projected loss of 

another 20% by 2025, and the prospects look grim. 

Thatõs just one diocese, in one part of the country, where the overall population is also decreasing.  

But similar numbers drive the story elsewhere, too.  

If forty years constitute a generation, these numbers reflect just the first half of our future.  Given the 

trajectory, what do the next twenty years portend?  Will there even be a local church when the 

younger generation comes of age? 

Doomsday scenarios contrast sharply with our faith.  We believe, as Jesus says, that the Church will 

remain òrockó solid in terms of its continuing presence in our world (Matt 16:18).  Some think that 

tomorrowõs Church will actually grow by becoming smaller; the so-called òBenedict Optionó 

advocates for a faithful remnant òto embrace exile from mainstream culture and construct a resilient 

counterculture.ó 

But a smaller and stronger Church still needs people in it.  Given todayõs trends, the actuarial forecast 

demands our attention. 

Some will undoubtedly object that growth in the Church is not about numbers, but about faithfulness.  

True.  But, as accountants like to say, òno margin, no mission.ó Beyond the financial concerns, the 

Churchõs mission to proclaim the Good News of salvation will be adversely impacted if its adherents 

continue to vanish. It is about the numbers when we remember these represent souls in need of 

salvation. 

We celebrate that salvation at Mass and through the sacraments.  But with 

fewer young people present in Church on a regular basis, how will the next 

generation know whatõs going on there? 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Benedict-Option-Strategy-Christians-Post-Christian/dp/0735213291
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/04/news/world-news/mission-success-isnt-measured-by-numbers-pope-says-in-morocco/
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/04/commentaries/in-a-shrinking-church-put-focus-on-liturgy-among-youth/


Unfortunately, the most recent apostolic exhortation by Pope Francis ð Christus Vivit ð does not 

directly address the active participation of young people in the liturgical life of the Church.  Opening 

with the affirmation that òChrist is alive and he wants you to be alive,ó the pope crafts his message 

òto young people and to the entire people of Godó in a way that looms much larger than worship.  In 

his analysis of the text, Fr. Antonio Spadaro notes the recurrence of terminology associated with 

òlivingó and with òyouthó (exactly 280 times each) and claims that òthe pivot around which the entire 

discourse rotatesó is òa life fully lived.ó 

 

But the exhortation does intend òto remind you [young people] of certain convictions born of our 

faith, and at the same time to encourage you to grow in holiness and in commitment to your personal 

vocationó (no. 3).  In that case, one might legitimately ask what role the Sunday celebration plays in 

their conviction, growth, and commitment.   

Given the documentõs length (32,632 words in 299 paragraphs, plus 164 endnotes), a comparable 

analysis of terminology puts that question into bold relief. 

The exhortation refers to the òEucharistó just five times:  as a source of strength (no. 35) and growth 

(no. 173), through the nourishing presence of Christ (no. 229), whom youth are invited to receive (no. 

161) and to adore (no. 299).  But mention of the òMassó is nowhere found in the text; it appears only 

in the notes (in four titles of homilies cited).  And òliturgyó figures only twice in the document, both 

times referring to areas of youth ministry needing to be developed.   

These word counts should not detract from the otherwise praiseworthy aspects of the newest papal 

exhortation.  On the whole, it does provide what Archbishop Chaput calls òa wonderful summons to 

the church to more vigorously invest in youth and young adults.ó 

But for the sake of our ecclesial future, that effort must eventually lead the next generation back to 

the pews, where they can uniquely experience the transcendent power and sacramental presence of 

Christ.  After all, as a previous synod noted, the Eucharist is the source and summit of the Christian 

life.  Without a summons to Sunday, our investment in young adults will not yield long-term 

dividends for the Church, locally or universally. 

* * * * * *  

https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2019-04/pope-francis-apostolic-exhortation-christ-is-alive-synthesis.html
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RE-IMAGING CHURCH AS AN ECCLESIAL NETWORK  

(May 10, 2019) 

The tragic events in Sri Lanka have raised an interesting question for people of faith everywhere.  

With Sunday Masses there having been canceled for a second week due to ongoing security concerns, 

what does it mean to be the Church if the faithful cannot gather in a church?  

To provide for the faithful, the archbishop, Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, celebrates Mass at this 

residence, which is televised for all to view.  In our electronic environment, does this constitute 

ògoingó to church?  Might we conceive of the Church as a ònetworkó of the ecclesial kind, akin to the 

social networks so prominent in todayõs digital world? 

 
(Manish Swarup / AP) 

Pope Francis offers a response to the latter question in this yearõs Message for the World Day of 

Communications.  That papal text explores the theme of moving òFrom social network communities to 

the human community.ó  Its final sentence claims:  òThe Church herself is a network woven together 

by Eucharistic communion, where unity is based not on ôlikesõ, but on the truth, on the ôAmenó, by 

which each one clings to the Body of Christ, and welcomes others.ó 

For the Holy Father, the metaphorical understanding of Church as a network is grounded on the 

Pauline assertation that òwe are members one of anotheró (Ephesians 4:25).  This kind of membership 

far exceeds the voluntary association characteristic of most organizations.  Instead, it speaks to a 

faith -based unity in diversity, the former centered on Jesus Christ, the latter reflecting the distinct 

persons who believe in Him.   

This notion of community, says Pope Francis, reflects òour being created in the image and likeness of 

God who is communion and communication-of-Self.ó  Personal faith in a Trinitarian God is, itself, a 

relationship.  As a consequence of this dynamic encounter, òand under the impetus of Godõs love,ó 

solidarity in faith unites believers in an act of welcoming, understanding, and responding to each other 

in the charity that is Christianityõs hallmark. 

http://catholicphilly.com/2019/05/news/world-news/churches-in-sri-lanka-closed-for-second-week-in-fear-of-new-attacks/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20190124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20190124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html


To speak of the church as an ecclesial ònetworkó expresses this 

sense of religious community in terms redolent of todayõs social 

media.  Like the image of a virtual òcommonsó or online hub 

(think: Google hangout), this model appreciates the connectedness 

of a catholic (i.e, universal) Church.  Through the global reach of 

digital technology, it can also serve the Churchõs universal mission 

of òmaking disciples of all nationsó (Matt 28:19). 

But the network model poses serious questions in terms of 

belonging to a Church.  Do people connected online actually 

encounter one another as fellow believers?  That may be difficult in 

front of a screen at home, but neither does it happen simply 

through proximity in a pew at church.  Are believers joined 

through the internet truly committed to their church community?  

Geographical distance potentially lessens the linkage, but so does a lack of intentionality among those 

present at liturgies in a church. 

Church-goers rarely consider it, but what they do each week in worship entails multiple modalities of 

human action.  They see and are seen together.  They speak and hear, in words and songs.  They relate 

to and interact with fellow believers.  They òactively participateó in the liturgical action by attending 

to, and intending with, whatõs going on.   

Through the marvels of digital technology, these actions can now happen online, even if to a lesser 

degree.  The physical space may not be shared, but the spiritual space can be. 

In fact, the notion that presence can be mediated in absence lies at the heart of every liturgy.  Through 

sacred rituals, the graced presence of Jesus is manifest in sensible ways, not unlike how the risen Lord 

was made known to the disciples on the road to Emmaus.  As theologian Louis-Marie Chauvet 

explains, òIn his absence, his presence prevails as a living memory in and through the Church; the 

Church mediates this presence through word, sacrament, and ethical action.ó 

At every Mass, Godõs presence is mediated to us through liturgical modalities.  We believe Jesus 

remains with us in his biblical Word, in the minster who acts òin persona Christi,ó in the assembly of 

believers who gather in his name, and in the bread and wine that become His body and blood in the 

Eucharist. 

Digital transmission adds a layer of mediation to the fundamental work of the Church.  Far from ideal, 

it nevertheless provides some real share in our Eucharistic communion with God and fellow believers 

when being together in-person is rendered impossible.  Even online we can cling to the Body of Christ 

as members of one another.   

* * * * * *  



PAYING FORWARD THE J OYFUL ANNOUNCEMENT  

(6/3/19) 

For many folks, in and out of school, these days constitute a season of celebration.  Colleges and 

universities, high schools and grade schools, even preschool programs all formalize their students' 

transition with some sort of pomp and circumstance. 

Most graduation ceremonies include a guest speaker invited to share some wit and wisdom in giving 

advice to those advancing to the next stage of their lives. Usually, the speeches are forgotten by the 

time the parties commence. 

But not for the class of 2019 at Morehouse College. Their speaker, billionaire technology investor 

Robert F. Smith, departed from his prepared remarks to announce that his family would make a 

financial grant to pay off all the student loans of his new classmates. 

Estimated afterward to be a gift worth $40 million, Smith's philanthropic promise drew a variety of 

reactions: stunned amazement from most (especially parents), shock and awe from some (like the 

administrators on stage), and whoops of joy from all the graduates.  òPricelessó indeed! 

        

Then came the challenge, made to alumni old and new. Smith exhorted them to pay it forward, so 

that others might benefit from the opportunity for a new life now generously afforded to them. 

Unlike most graduation speeches, that one will certainly be remembered by the Morehouse College 

class of 2019, who can now embark on their careers debt-free.  We, too, hear a beneficent speech at 

this time of year. Though less tangible, the gift and challenge that Jesus offers in this season between 

Ascension and Pentecost is even more life-changing. 

For forty days, we have celebrated the power of God to overcome death in the Resurrection of Jesus. 

With his Ascension to the Father's right hand, we celebrate the promise of Jesus to lift up humanity 

to eternal heights. And in his promise that the Holy Spirit would come at Pentecost, we celebrate the 

never-ending presence of God in our world and in our lives. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2019/05/19/billionaire-robert-f-smith-pledges-pay-off-morehouse-college-class-s-student-loans/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.e1237043d4ae
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/06/commentaries/show-your-joy-over-the-gifts-weve-been-given/


These gifts are announced to, and conferred upon, all believers at Baptism.  They continue to be shared 

through the grace of the Sacraments we celebrate in the Church.  Considering the divine beneficence, 

one might wonder why our reactions don't resemble, match, or exceed those at the Morehouse 

commencement ceremony. 

Are we amazed at the stunning course of events in salvation history, which we recall each year in this 

liturgical season?  Are we in awe at the generosity of God's loving kindness toward us, evident in the 

merciful grace always available to us despite our many sins?  Are we actually filled with the joy of our 

faith, which we, too, can pay forward through the happiness of our demeanor, the kindness of our 

words, and the generosity of our deeds? 

The graduation speech by Mr. Smith, his gift to the graduates, and his challenge to his fellow alumni, 

all made real the sense of community at Morehouse College. The community of the Church calls us, 

even more so, to be "members one of another" (Eph 4:25), as Pope Francis reminds us in this year's 

message for World Communications Day. 

 

Forty million -dollar donations may not be in the offing, though they would certainly be helpful! But 

each of us, clergy and lay faithful alike, have at our disposal a communications tool that costs nothing 

to use ð the smile in our hearts and on our faces that tells the world of our joy at having been redeemed 

by God. 

Each week at Mass, we profess faith in the Father who created us, in the Son whose Death and 

Resurrection and Ascension saves us, and in the Holy Spirit who comes upon us at Pentecost and 

remains present with us in and through the Church. 

For Christians, even more than college students, the Good News announced and affirmed in these 

events out to evoke comparable reactions of wonder, awe, and joy.  When we speak and hear these 

words with real faith, then our hope comes alive. When we realize the gift we have been given by God, 

then we will be inspired to take up the challenge of discipleship. 

Responding to this gift and this challenge, with vibrant faith and engaging hope, we also have an 

opportunity to lead new lives. For what we celebrate in this sacred season is not a graduation, but our 

salvation. 

* * * * * *  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20190124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html


HOW TO DRINK LIKE A SAINT  

(7/3/19) 

With our celebration of Independence Day, summertime is in full swing.  With daylight òsavingsó and 

long weekends and vacation getaways, our life takes on a more leisurely pace. 

Along the way, we find seasonal opportunities to share adult beverages.  Neighborly cookouts call for 

spritzy cocktails.  Theatre festivals feature the wines of the times.  At ballparks, òa dog ôn a beeró 

remain the stale on every menu.  In summertime, òhappy houró tends to last much longer than sixty 

minutes. 

Leisure and liquor seem to go hand-in-hand, the former as an opportunity for relaxation, the latter as 

a means to it.  Even more, they can also put us on a path to something sacred.   

So says Dr. Michael Foley, who shows the way there in Drinking with the Saints: The Sinnerõs Guide 

to a Holy Happy Hour (Regnery History, 2015).   

 

In this still popular book, Foley connects specific cocktails to the feast days of the liturgical calendar. 

For each saintõs day, he mixes a bit of biography along with a recipe for just the right beverage to 

celebrate that holy life. 

More broadly, Foleyõs research offers interesting historical tales and convincing theological arguments 

that make for a spirited defense of drink.  His apologia for alcohol is grounded on the power of joy, an 

altogether human emotion cultivated also by religious faith. 

As to the sacred character of summer spirits, he reminds us that wine was the result of Jesusõs first 

miracle (during the wedding feast at Cana) and it remains today the sacramental matter of the 

Eucharist.  He references ritual prayers for the blessing of beer and wine that speak of the former as 

a product of Godõs kindness and the latter as a way to cheer human hearts. 

Historically, Foley notes how the Church has long been associated with the production of alcohol, 

thereby cultivating sacred joy in profane spirits.  Brewing beer was perfected in Trappist monasteries.  

A Benedictine (Dom Pérignon) invented the method for making champagne, and the Carthusians 

created a magical liqueur at Chartreuse.  Whiskey started with Ir ish monks (who sought a cure for 

òparalysis of the tongueó!), while fine California wines began when St. Junipero Serra brought grapes 

to that  missionary region. 

https://drinkingwiththesaints.com/
https://drinkingwiththesaints.com/
http://catholicphilly.com/2019/07/commentaries/how-to-drink-like-a-saint/


More than a paean to getting plastered, Foleyõs work links social custom and virtuous intention by 

offering five insights on how to drink like saints.  He insists on drinking with moderation, in a 

temperance that avoids excess in any and all things. He exhorts us to drink with gratitude, recognizing 

the benefits we enjoy.  He counsels us to drink with  memory (i.e., a reason) rather than simply to 

forget.  To this he adds drinking with merriment that purposefully engages others.  Finally,  he 

encourages us to drink with rituals, where joy coincides with sociability in the festive celebration of 

events, of people, and of life.  

Itõs good advice to be sure, offering practical wisdom to a perennial practice. 

           

Still, as our Lord teaches, real holiness concerns more what comes out of our hearts than what we take 

in with our lips.  The true taste of a saintly life comes not from the spirits we imbibe but from the 

Spirit we heed in our relationship with God. 

One simple yet effective way to cultivate this relationship in every season lies in the practice of 

spiritual aspirations.  For St. Francis de Sales, these are òshort, ardent movements of your heartó or 

other prayerful good thoughts made throughout the day as a way to habituate us to being in a divine 

relationship, even while we are rightly busy about worldly things.   

Using an image appropriate to our topic, the Savoyard saint explains that òthere is no difficulty in 

this exercise (of making aspirations), as it may be interspersed among all our tasks and duties without 

any inconvenience, since in this spiritual retirement or amid these interior aspirations we only relax 

quietly and briefly.  This does not hinder but rather assists us greatly in what we do.  The pilgrim who 

takes a little wine to restore his heart and refresh his mouth stops for a while but does not interrupt 

his journey by doing so.  On the contrary, he gains new strength to finish it more quickly and easily 

since he rests only in order to proceed the better.ó 

This summer, in a favorite pub or at a family picnic, you can make those sips more sacred by lif ting 

up a holy thought each time you raise a glass.  Cheers! 

* * * * * *  

https://www.facebook.com/events/350077015592040/
https://www.facebook.com/events/408834439728954/

